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Prologue

“Sign here, please,” the man behind the desk said as he pushed a release form towards her.

“What’s this?” Joanna asked, skimming over the long-winded legalese.

‘Trust lawyers to take twelve paragraphs to say what could be said in two. It’s no wonder the People didn’t develop writing until after the Anglos got here.’

“A release form limiting our liability in the unlikely event of a mechanical failure,” the man replied with a lopsided smile.

He looked like a geek. He was wearing a pair of thick, black rimmed glasses, and a starched white shirt with a pocket protector and at least four pens, so the odds of his being a geek were pretty high.

“Translation please?” she requested.

The geek rolled his eyes. “Basically it says that if the thing goes wonky and sends your luggage to Mars and you to Taiwan, you can’t sue us for damages beyond the value of the luggage and its contents.”

“Ah. I understand. Thank you. That wasn’t so hard was it?” she answered, reading over the last four articles of the document to make sure there weren’t any loopholes before signing her name along with the date: May 6, 2012.

“Tokyo, huh?” the man noted, reading the destination she had listed.

“Yes. I’m going for a summer exchange with Tokyo University,” she said.

“Well, Ms. Joanna Tindall. Your trip to Tokyo will be the furthest we’ve set the Gate to go within the Private Sector. Congratulations.” His smile made her a little nervous. It was too sweet and looked fake. “Ah, I hope that isn’t going to be a problem,” she said carefully.

The smile widened and she wondered if he was patronizing her. “It shouldn’t be. Although there is a meteor storm going on right now, and there is a remote possibility that one of the relay satellites could get hit…”

“What?” she hissed, trying not to draw attention to her sudden panic.

Geek-From-Hell gave her an exasperated look. “Most meteors aren’t any larger than a grain of sand. The chances of one of the satellites getting hit by one is one in I-don’t-know-how-many billion. Plus we have backup systems in place to protect the Gates if something happens. You’ll be fine. You can have a seat in the waiting room, and they’ll call you when they’re ready,” he told her, giving her a half-hearted wave towards a set of conjoined plastic seats.

Glaring angrily at him, she picked up Iris, grabbed the handle of her rollaway suitcase, and made her way over to the closest chair. There were about six other people in the room, all with luggage of their own, although she saw that she was the only one there outfitted with a guitar and a camping backpack. Putting Iris down on her left side, and making sure the guitar wasn’t about to fall over, she pulled her arms out of the backpack frame and set it down by her feet with a sigh. It was too heavy. That meant that Michael had shoved the frying pan back into it sometime that morning while she was busy elsewhere.

‘Sneaky pain in the ass,’ she grumbled to herself.

She and her fiancé had argued heatedly over the inclusion of the cast iron pan. She was adamant about not taking it with her, and he was just as adamant that she would. Five times she had taken it out of her bags and five times he had tried to sneak it back in.

‘Six, obviously,’ she mused darkly. ‘If it’s in there.’

She didn’t understand. She didn’t need the frying pan. She had other, lighter, cookware in the pack that served just as well. Granted none of it was a frying pan, but she didn’t anticipate doing much hunting and fishing in Japan.

Still, she’d put up with reconstituted Army rations if it meant she could spend time in the woods. Tokyo was one of the most overcrowded cities in the world, and she knew she’d go crazy if she wasn’t able to get away. Even if all she could manage was a couple of days a month, it would be better than nothing, although she was hoping for at least three long weekends.

She kicked at the backpack, trying to tell definitively if the frying pan was in there, but her foot only made a dull “thud” on the nylon casing. She frowned.

If it was in the pack, it was buried deep under other things.

‘But I wouldn’t put it past him. And he did insist on carrying my bags to the car this morning. Damn, what do I need that stupid pan for? I’ve got the bare essentials. It’s not like I’m going to be in the middle of nowhere. The most I’ll have to do is hike four miles and I’ll run into a town. There’s no reason for me to need a heavy cast iron pan like that. He’s just being stubborn. He’s got his mind set on something, and he won’t let it go for anything, even if it’s pointless and stupid,’ she fumed silently, then looked at the pack again, her eyes softening a little. ‘Or sentimental.’

The frying pan had been the first piece of camping equipment they had bought together as a “couple,” and it had accompanied them on every trip since.

Over the course of the eleven years she had known Michael, the pan had seen a great deal of use, especially as they grew older and spent more and more time in the forest. Looking at it from his point of view, for her not to have the pan with her on such a long adventure would be almost sacrilegious.

‘Okay, so maybe I won’t send it back postage due if it’s in there.’

“Robert Blanchard?” a female voice called, and she looked up to see a heavyset White man stand up and approach the woman.

The woman gave him a smile and directed him to the platform and archway. Joanna watched as the man stepped up to the platform and waited while the Gate operator put in the coordinates or made the right prayers or sprinkled pixie dust or whatever it was that he did to make the thing work.

‘So that’s the Quantum Gate.’

It didn’t look all that high-tech. In fact, it looked a lot like a glorified security scanner; the kind her friend Jonas always had to make sure he removed his stainless steel nipple ring for in order to avoid unnecessary, embarrassing situations. It might be a little taller and a little wider than the scanners she was used to, but for all intents and purposes, it looked exactly the same as the check-points she’d walked through dozens of times.

She watched curiously as the man approached the Gate. The lights on top of the archway blinked in a sequence of red and green, the air in the archway shimmered, and then the lights came on steady green. At the woman and the operator’s nods, the man stepped up onto the platform and walked through the archway. There was a flash of light and the man was gone. He didn’t come out the other side; he just vanished into thin air. Joanna swallowed hard.

Even if it did look familiar, the thing still gave her the creeps. She knew it had been used for military purposes for the past three years (with phenomenal success), but it had only recently been approved for civilian use and was still in testing. She also knew that she was one of the ones playing guinea pig for it, but she was getting a free trip to Tokyo, and that was a huge plus.

When she was accepted into the exchange program, she’d been both overjoyed and crushed. Her grades had made her a winning candidate, but the price tag had been astronomical. The life insurance money she had received after her parents’ deaths had been spent years ago, and, even with the yearly tribal sti-pend from the casino, her scholarship fund, and her survivor’s benefit from the US government for relatives who had lost loved ones in the September 11, 2001 attack, she didn’t have enough money for her to be able to go to Tokyo and still be able to continue renting the apartment she shared with Michael in Cullowhee, pay for tuition to get her bachelor’s degree at Western Carolina University (and possibly go on to Graduate School), and have cash to live on.

She knew she couldn’t expect the tight-knit traditional community she lived in to put forth any funds. It wouldn’t be right to accept money for something that wouldn’t ultimately help the whole tribe, and what money her people did have was better spent on paying for services that would serve everyone.

So what was a poor, orphaned, half-Cherokee to do?

Sign up as a lab rat and pray she didn’t end up as Rat X who didn’t make it.

It was Bobby from Asian Studies who had told her about the program. A new form of transportation, pioneered by the Army, was being tested for public use. Anyone willing to sign up would get a one-way trip to their destination and a regular airplane ride back, free of charge. Being that airfare was one of the most expensive parts of the trip to Tokyo, the opportunity seemed like a godsend. And when the researchers found out that their new volunteer was a 24-yr old woman of mixed Indian blood with Type 1 diabetes, they’d snapped her up faster than she could say “Sayonara.”

The grad student who had done the screening interview had been practically drooling with eagerness. A genetically diverse female of breeding age with a congenital disease had been handed to him on a platter. When he found out that she was on subcutaneous birth control too, he’d almost gone through the roof.

Needless to say, they were overjoyed at her willingness to participate in their research, but now that she was actually there, and watching the thing in action, she wasn’t feeling so great about her decision. She really didn’t know much about the Gates, and their technology was a very closely guarded secret.

From the best she could understand, the Gates used the principles of Quantum Physics to bend space, creating a stable, but temporary, wormhole. Destinations for the Gates were relayed through a series of satellites that were programmed with coordinates, and the terminus for the Gate could open up pretty much anywhere on the globe and a few places off of it. There were rumors of using the Gates to send military personnel up to the International Space Station.

She didn’t really understand the physics or science behind the Gates. For her, they looked like something out of a Sci-Fi movie or Star Trek episode. She remembered Michael pointing out that the computer components Spock was using in the original Star Trek TV series looked an awful lot like the floppy disks that would later be used in real computers, and that had been just too weird for her. Even though she’d been brought up in a time where technology was the driving force behind almost everything, she still viewed it warily. Not that there was anything wrong with technology, computers and machines; they had their uses and their place, but she wasn’t as comfortable around them as other people.

“Kathryn Simms,” the woman called, and Joanna watched a thin African American woman stand up, shoulder two bags, and walk over to the platform.

More lights, more flashes, the green lights said the Gate was “Go,” and Kathryn Simms blipped off to who-knows-where.

‘I wonder if it’s too late to change my mind,’ she thought, gripping the edge of her plastic seat and quelling her sudden certainty that something was very wrong. ‘Jo-Jo, you’re being silly. If you back out now, you won’t be able to go to Tokyo and all the plans you made for the summer will get flushed down the tubes. Not to mention that they’re expecting you there on Monday and your host family is waiting for you. Pull yourself together. Besides, Michael said it would be okay, so everything will be fine.’

It seemed naïve to many of her non-Indian friends, but she trusted Michael’s opinion implicitly. He had an uncanny gift for knowing things, and she often wondered if he had gained the Sight from Crow because his Native name-at least now that he lived with the Eastern Band-was Crow Dancing. But Michael always denied being able to See the future, and strictly rejected all claims that he was clairvoyant. He would only say that he had a “feeling” about some things; that he just knew things and how they would come to pass. In all the years they had been together, she had never known him to be wrong.

So when she found out about the research on the Gates, it was only natural for her to ask him what he thought of her becoming a test subject. They both knew that if she couldn’t find some way to offset the cost of the trip, she would have to bow out and give her spot to someone else. The chance of negating the expense of the airfare was exactly the break she needed, but she wasn’t about to go forward with it if he said it was too dangerous.

Michael had thought long and hard about the risks and benefits before answering carefully that he thought it would be okay. His approval had been all she had needed to agree to participate in the study.

“Maxwell Pratchett,” the woman called, and another White man stood up to approach the platform. This time she noticed that the woman was placing something around each subject’s neck before ushering them up to the Gate.

‘Must be some kind of transceiver,’ she decided.

Red-green. Red-green. Flash. Flash. Green. Flash. And he was gone.

Joanna looked away to hide her nervousness and cast her eyes about the room to see how many more people were left. It looked as if it was just her and three others now, all waiting for their turns.

“Christina Keffer,” the woman called and a petite redhead stood up.

Two others.

Looking behind her to the large observation window, she did a double-take and almost fell out of her chair when she saw Michael standing on the other side of the security glass. He hadn’t realized that she had seen him yet because his dark eyes were on the woman who was going through the Gate, and his mouth was drawn into a deep frown. He brightened the moment he noticed her looking at him, however, and gave her one of his signature smiles.

‘I should have known that he would stay to see me off,’ she mused as he waved and shot her a thumbs-up.

Michael had been her best friend for eleven years, worming his way into her heart with the tenacity of a bull dog; even at the beginning when she was lost and grieving and angry at the world for taking her family away. She’d been so mean to him those first two years, taking all of her rage and anguish out on him because he had let her, and there were times when she had wished he would leave her because she didn’t deserve his devotion, but he never did.

When they were fifteen, he gave her a fake diamond solitaire ring he’d bought from Wal-mart and asked her to marry him. She’d worn his ring with pride, as she had worn every ring he’d bought her, until he had finally presented her with the real deal two years ago when he had officially proposed.

He’d even gone through the whole tradition of asking Elisi’s permission to court her, and then proclaimed his intentions with a gift of meat. She’d known what was happening the moment he showed up on the doorstep with a haunch of fresh venison and a velvet ring box.

The diamond was small, but she didn’t care. It reminded her of all the saving he must have had to do in order to afford it on his laborer’s paycheck. Michael had graduated from high school, but had never gone to college. He seemed perfectly content to build houses and work odd jobs.

She looked at him, knowing it would be the last she would see of him for many months, and tried to memorize how he looked. They were the same age, although technically she was seven months older. His skin was darker than hers, but he was a full-blood Cherokee while she was the daughter of a Cherokee woman and an Anglo man. They did share similarities though. They both had the thick, straight black hair, dark brown eyes, and strong chins of their Native ancestors. Her own mother had been a full-blood, although she had tried to deny it. She had married an Anglo man and moved to California as soon as she could. Joanna had only found out about her maternal grandparents when her grandfather had died, and her family had flown back East for the services.

But while her face was finer and showed her Anglo heritage, Michael’s face was classic Indian, high browed and cheekboned, with just a hint of something feminine in his features. Stoic and proud, it was also a malleable face, full of expression when he wanted it to be, and people of both sexes found him attractive. He would often say that he was the looks of their pairing.

“You’re the brains of this outfit,” he would joke, with a waggle of his eyebrows and a twinkle in his eyes. “I’m just pretty.”

Yet no one could deny, least of all her, that he was undoubtedly male, and could be very masculine if the situation called for it. He was the one who had taught her how to street-fight to protect herself and how to throw a knife with deadly accuracy. He was also the one who had taught her everything she knew about woods-lore. She had always enjoyed the outdoors, but it was Michael who had taught her to love it, to need it like she needed air to breathe.

She noticed that he had left his long, black hair loose, and his blue jeans and black “Outlaw” T-shirt molded to his chest. In one ear he had a dangling silver and tiger-eye earring, and his short sleeves revealed one of his numerous tattoos. Around his neck he wore the one necklace she never saw him take off: a handcrafted choker made from the claws and bones of a large red fox.

Fox had been his animal totem when he lived in Oklahoma, and his Native name had been Fox Whose Eyes Are Open. It wasn’t until he had moved to North Carolina to live with a relative in the Eastern Band that his name had been changed, and she often suspected that the name change was more to reflect his new life with the Eastern Band Cherokee rather than anything else.

Contrary to popular belief, the Principal Cherokee did not embrace animal totems for individuals the way many other tribes did, and traditionalist Cherokees would readily point that out. However, after the forced relocation of the People to Oklahoma, many Cherokee found themselves in close quarters with other tribes of differing beliefs like the Seminole, Creek, Choctaw and Chicka-saw. As a result, some cultural traditions had bled over and been adopted by some of the Western Cherokees. Michael’s family had a few Choctaw relatives as well, and they believed strongly in their totems. He had also once explained to her that his family had other reasons for claiming fox as a totem; reasons that dated back to events that had happened on the Trail of Tears.

So Fox Whose Eyes Are Open had left the Plains and moved to the ancestral home of the Cherokee, leaving behind the life he had known in his childhood. In that way, he was very much like herself: uprooted and relocated under circumstances beyond their control, and she was certain that common bond had drawn them together in the beginning; before they were friends, then lovers and life-partners. But while Fox Whose Eyes Are Open might be Crow Dancing now, he never lost his Fox totem and Fox was always with him.

“Mark Sanders,” the woman called, but she didn’t look to see which of the remaining two stood up to approach the platform. Her eyes were still on Michael, who was still looking back at her through the glass.

She bit her lip to hold back a sudden rush of emotion. She saw him make shushing motions with his hands and knew he was telling her not to cry. She had cried that morning when they held each other in bed, and again when he had walked her to the security station. She didn’t want to cry anymore, but she didn’t know if she would be able to keep the tears at bay.

“I will miss you,” she mouthed silently, knowing he couldn’t hear her through the glass, even as her eyes filled up and a tear rolled down her cheek.

He gave her a sweet smile and put one hand on the window, miming that he would miss her too. She held up her left hand and wiggled her ring at him, making them both smile.

“Ann Filetti.”

‘That’s it. I’m next,’ she realized, looking over her shoulder to see the brunette approaching the platform.

She turned her gaze back to Michael, knowing that her time was short.

“I love you,” she mouthed, and he responded with the universal hand signal for the same.

He pantomimed using the telephone and writing.

‘Call. Write.’ She nodded. “I will.”

She would also write about all her experiences in Tokyo in the brand new journal Michael had bought her. He’d even taped a picture of the two of them in full dance regalia inside the front cover. It was a sweet, sentimental gift, but also a practical one. The Storyteller expected Stories from Japan for her collection, and Joanna was loathe to disappoint her.

“Joanna Tindall.”

Mustering her courage, she stood, shouldering the backpack once again, picking up Iris in her right hand while her left hand took the rolling suitcase, and approached the platform.

“That’s a nice looking man you’ve got there,” the woman commented.

Joanna blushed. “My fiancé.”

“Lucky boy. Okay, this is your GPS transceiver. If you don’t end up where you’re supposed to, it’ll give off a signal and we’ll find you almost instantly,” the woman said, slipping a chain with a small gray box on it around her neck.

“Okay. Thank you,” she said, examining the pendant.

“Now step up to the platform and wait for the signal to go. Then all you do is walk forward and the Gate does the rest.”

“Okay.”

She glanced over her shoulder to the observation window. Michael was still there, but he looked nervous. In front of her the Gate was clicking and whirring, and she felt the platform vibrate under her feet.

“Okay, Ms. Tindall, you can go ahead,” the operator told her.

She gulped and looked at the Gate. She couldn’t see anything at all; there was just a shimmer in the archway, like a film of water running across glass.

“Like this?” she asked, taking a step forward.

“Just walk through and don’t stop until you get to the other side.”

“Okay.”

She glanced at Michael, who waved, then resolutely stepped into the Gate.

She didn’t know if she should expect some kind of resistance when she passed through the aperture, but she didn’t experience any. She only felt a slight pulling as she was drawn in. It was dark in the Gate, but if she looked behind her, she could still see the waiting room and the control booth even as the opening seemed to get farther and farther away.

‘Well, this isn’t so bad. Kinda weird, but not bad,’ she thought, feeling a little more confident.

At that moment the Gate pulsed and bottomed out.

‘What the?’

From the small doorway to the waiting room, she heard an alarm go off.

‘Oh no! What does that mean?’ “Wait! I’m still in the Gate!” She tried to turn back, to head for the exit she could see, but the Gate bottomed out again and she lost her footing, falling to her knees. In the waiting room, she could hear more alarms going off and heard shouting voices.

“Help! I’m still in here!” she cried.

The Gate lurched, sending her tumbling backwards, then the surface underneath her vanished, and she plummeted through black nothingness. She screamed as she fell, watching the light from the exit get smaller and smaller until it blinked out entirely. Her body hit solid ground with a crunching thud several agonizing moments later, and she blacked out from the impact.




Chapter One

When Joanna came to she had no idea where she was. She sat up slowly because everything hurt and managed to slide her arm out of the strap of the backpack as she took stock of her surroundings. She was surprised to find herself on the edge of a small meadow surrounded by tall trees.

‘What the? Did I land in the middle of the Meiji Shrine? What happened?’

Meiji was the only place in the urban center of Tokyo where she knew such tall trees could be found. She’d read about it in the Japanese travel books she had purchased for her trip, but if the meadow was part of the Meiji Shrine, it wasn’t what she was expecting.

‘Okay. Do not panic. First, are you injured?’ she asked herself, getting her emotions under control.

She mentally examined her body for areas of pain, and tested all of her limbs and extremities to make sure they were intact. Aside from a headache that was building, and a few scrapes and bruises, she was unharmed.

She rolled up her T-shirt and inspected her insulin pump, making sure it had not been damaged by the fall. She had one of the newer, very small nanopumps with a built-in glucometer that had just come out recently, and she had it attached to her abdomen with a special patch. The nanopump was about 1/2 the size of her old pump, and it was practically invisible under her clothes.

It monitored her subcutaneous glucose levels at regular intervals and warned her if her sugars rose too high or fell too low. Thankfully, her pump looked fine.

‘Thank God for small favors. Okay. Next, check your gear.’

Rolling over to her knees, she looked behind her to inspect the camping backpack and found that the frame was bent.

“Crap. Well, you guys are buying me a new backpack,” she said to no one, then suddenly remembered her guitar. ‘Oh no, Iris!’

She searched frantically for the instrument and found her nearby. Crawling over to the padded black case, she unclasped it and inspected the instrument for damage. Thankfully, Iris appeared to be unharmed.

‘Thank God. Next I need to check my diabetes bag.’

The rolling suitcase had landed on her other side and she made her way to it. Cursing under her breath, she pulled out the gifts she had planned to give to her host family: a handmade wooden flute for their son, a hand-woven blanket shawl for their daughter, a small 2-cup cast iron teakettle for her host mother, and a handmade deerskin wallet for her host father. Underneath was her black diabetes bag where she kept all of her insulin and related supplies. She opened the small, red bag inside the larger bag to make sure the vials of insulin were

 

intact. Miracle of miracles, all five vials appeared whole and undamaged, as did her spare blood sugar monitor. She hadn’t needed the external glucometer since she had switched to the combination insulin pump/glucose meter, but it was always good to have a backup testing method just in case something went wrong with the pump.

“You guys are sooooo lucky.”

Unfortunately, the one item that had not survived the ordeal was her laptop/tablet PC. The small 12” computer had been in its case, strapped to the backpack, and it had come loose during the fall. It had been flung several feet away, and, even without trying to turn it on, she could see that it was damaged beyond saving. The casing was cracked in two places, and part of the corner had snapped off. Maybe the data on the hard drive could be salvaged.

“Ok, you are so buying me a new laptop! And that’s just for starters!” Repacking everything, she unclipped her handheld pc/cell phone from the waist of her jeans and turned it on, intending to call for help, but was very distressed to find that she had no signal. That was odd because the service she used was based on satellite technology and she should get reception anywhere.

‘What’s going on here?’

Without the phone to call for help, she had no choice but to settle down and wait for the cavalry to arrive. According to her watch, she’d been out for about fifteen minutes so she expected someone to show up shortly and explain to her what the hell had happened.

As far as she could tell, she wasn’t in any immediate danger, and she saw no compelling reason to go searching for answers, at least not yet. Not knowing where she was, and uncertain as to exactly what had gone wrong with the Gate, she felt that it was best for her to just stay put and let the guys on the other end find her. With a little luck, someone would come running out of the trees carrying a remote receiver and a medical bag, and all would be well. In the meantime, she figured she’d focus on her list of demands and tried to recall if the wavier had covered anything like this.

As she waited, her back set against the trunk of a tree, she took the time to look around and enjoy the view. In front of her was the meadow, warm and sunny in the afternoon light. Behind her was deep forest and lots of it, the kind where sunlight only barely reached the ground through the canopy. All around, she could hear the sounds of the trees and the creatures that lived within them, but nothing else. Somehow the lack of man-made sound seemed unnatural, and she wondered how far away she was from the nearest road. It had to be far because she couldn’t see any of Tokyo’s skyscrapers.

‘No road sounds. No machine sounds. I know Meiji is big, but is it big enough so that you can’t hear the city at all?’

She looked up at the blue sky and noticed the absence of jet trails.

‘No jet-trails either. Am I even in Tokyo?’

Twenty minutes passed and there wasn’t even a hint of anyone looking for her. She inspected the GPS around her neck and wondered if maybe she’d had the dumb luck of getting the one that had the dead batteries, but when she pressed the call button the indicator light came on, and the receiver made a loud chirp, so she guessed it was working, or at least she hoped so.

“Any minute now guys. You can show up any minute. Really,” she said.

 

Not that where she was wasn’t awfully nice. She rather liked the trees and meadow, and lack of human-made noise, but she knew she couldn’t stay there.

Besides all she really wanted to do was take some medication for her headache and go lay down for a while.

Another half hour went by. There was still no sign of anyone coming to her rescue, and she began to notice the forest taking an interest in her. Both Elisi and Michael had taught her the way of listening to nature, how to hear the voices of the trees and understand what they were saying. To most Anglos, or even an Indian who had turned his back on the old ways, such a notion was ridiculous, but Elisi was a traditional Cherokee, and she walked the path her people did before the White man came. It was this teaching that she had instilled in her orphaned granddaughter, and her beliefs were reinforced by Michael and his own Native path. She had learned that the earth would play dead if she wanted it to, but if she showed proper respect and acknowledged the beings around her as conscious entities, it would come alive for her and help her as much as it could.

Right now, the trees that had a clear line of sight of her were whispering to the trees behind, and there was much excitement at her sudden arrival. When she turned to look at them she wasn’t sure what surprised them more: the fact that she could understand what they were saying or that she actually spoke to them.

‘Hello, Tree-brothers, could you please tell me where I am?’ she asked.

Of course, asking a tree where it was was rather like asking a fish which way was up.

:Where? Here. We are here,: they answered helpfully.

‘Yeah, I kinda figured that out already. Thanks anyway.’

She settled back against the tree again and stared out at the meadow. So far she’d been there for over an hour, and there wasn’t even a peep from anyone looking for her. The pounding in her head didn’t seem to be getting any better either. Closing her eyes, she willed the pain away, hoping to alleviate some of her discomfort, and before she knew it she was feeling drowsy. The trees were lulling her, their calming energy creeping into her through the ground and the trunk she rested against.

:Rest. Stay a while and be at peace,: they said.

‘I shouldn’t fall asleep. I should stay awake and listen for the search party.

It will be hard for them to spot me in these trees,’ she answered, then her mind argued, ‘You have the GPS and the alarm will go off when they find you…’

:Rest. You are safe here.:

‘Okay, just for a minute…’ she decided, closing her eyes.

When she woke again it was getting on sunset, and she had been asleep for almost two hours. The sky was starting to turn a lovely shade of orange in preparation for the reds, purples and blues of twilight, and there was still no sign of a rescue party.

‘I guess they aren’t coming for me.’

But in her heart she already knew that. It was obvious that something had gone horribly wrong with the Quantum Gate, and she’d been sent somewhere far from where she was supposed to be.

‘Wherever I am, I must be hard to find because it’s been three hours, and, if I am in Japan, they’d have located me by now. Maybe the distance was too

 

far. The man behind the desk said it was the furthest they’d ever sent someone within the Private Sector. Maybe the Gates approved for civilian use aren’t as powerful as the ones the military has. It would make sense. The Army didn’t want the technology shared in the first place from what I’ve heard. It could be that this version of the Gate just isn’t capable of such a long distance trip.’

Slowly she stood, still sore from her rough landing, and looked around.

‘Well, there’s nothing I can do about it right now. Even if I wanted to go looking around, it’ll be dark soon. I should stay nearby but I need to find shelter. I also need to build a fire to make food before my blood sugar bottoms out.

I need water and a place to make camp.’

The meadow looked inviting but there didn’t seem to be any water there and, for some reason, it just didn’t feel right. After years of refining her survival skills, she had learned to trust her instincts, and right now her instincts were telling her to head into the forest. Reaching into herself, she touched the warm place in her solar plexus and breathed deeply, feeling the energy of the earth moving under her feet.

‘Which way?’ she asked.

Knowing the answer would reveal itself, she cast her eyes about and almost immediately spied a narrow game trail leading into the forest.

‘There.’

She slipped her arms back into the straps of the backpack, grateful that the frame hadn’t been bent enough to poke her in the side, picked up Iris and her rollaway suitcase, and headed down the path. Several yards into the forest, the trail forked and she stopped at the juncture, trying to decide which way to go.

Again she reached into her center, opening herself up to the voices of the trees and the breath of the forest.

:This way,: the trees to the left beckoned, and she obeyed, turning down the left fork and following the narrow path.

She took note of the types of trees, and she saw species that looked very similar to the ones she was familiar with like oak, maple, and pine. Most of them were deciduous, so that meant it was a temperate or sub-tropical climate.

‘Great, that really narrows it down, doesn’t it?’

There was thick undergrowth and the pungent smell of decaying, wet plants. The forest could be considered a jungle, and the sounds of birds and other denizens of the woods made loud calls as she walked. She tried to identify the sounds, but the only one she was absolutely sure of was the caw of a nearby crow. Being that crows could be found just about everywhere, the presence of Crow didn’t tell her much at all.

She walked on, going deeper and deeper into the trees, following the tiny, barely visible track through the forest, until she had traveled what she estimated to be about a mile before the game trail abruptly ended, and she found herself on the edge of a small clearing canopied by the forest. Here the undergrowth was sparse, leaving only a smattering of grass and some exposed tree roots, and she could hear running water somewhere nearby.

The presence of a flat, dry area in close proximity to running water would have been enough to make her choose the clearing as her campsite, however there was one other factor that clinched it for her and that was the trees.

The trees were huge, towering giants, and they bordered the clearing in almost a complete circle. They were cedars, a tree most sacred to her people,

 

and their crisscrossing boughs created a high-ceilinged roof over the area, giving it the illusion of being enclosed when it really wasn’t. Directly to her left, in what would be the fourth quadrant of the clearing, was the largest tree of all, a massive King of the Forest at least nine feet across at its base, and its gnarled exposed roots enclosed what looked to be a hollow underneath. If it was large enough for her sleeping bag, it could be a dry shelter for her to store her gear and find refuge from the elements.

When she stepped into the clearing a hush fell over the forest, as if the area was insulated in some way from the frenetic energy of the rest of the jungle.

The place felt safe, protected and… almost sacred, and she felt engulfed in warmth and welcome when she entered the circle of the trees’ influence.

:Hello. We’ve been waiting for you,: they said, their “voices” soft and old.

She knew the trees had meant to soothe her, but somehow their greeting brought cold comfort. The very last thing she needed to hear was that the trees had been waiting for her. If they had been expecting her, then her being there wasn’t just happenstance. But then, wasn’t it true that there were no accidents?

Elisi had taught her that all things happened for a reason, and it was up to her to figure out the reason.

‘Here is where I am at the moment. Here is where I am supposed to be.’

She made her way over to the largest tree and set down her belongings in order to inspect the hollow. The entrance was about five feet wide and three feet high, and deep enough so that she couldn’t see the back of it in the gray haze of the twilight forest. She pulled out her flashlight from one of the backpack’s side pockets and shined the light into the dark space. The hollow was large and went back at least eight feet with probably a couple of more feet beyond that, but with a lower ceiling. She estimated it to be about ten feet across and just over four feet high. Most of the roof was a huge slab of rock that the tree had grown on top of, winding its roots around the stone.

Upon closer examination of the tree, she recognized the peeling red bark.

‘This is a Sugi, a Japanese Red Cedar, but it must be at least 150ft high.’

“Thank you for the shelter, Old One,” she said, placing her hand on one massive, tangled root.

:We are glad you are here,: came the answer.

She nodded, shaking off the feeling of unease and confusion, then she felt a familiar dryness and numbness in her mouth, and she knew that she needed to eat soon. She didn’t need to check her blood sugar to know that it was low. She had been an insulin dependent diabetic since the age of six, and she was well attuned to her body’s signs and signals.

‘Get water from the stream and gather deadfall. Build a fire to boil water.

I know I have some dried soup mixes. In the meantime, I’ll grab a meal bar from my pack,’ she decided, rummaging in the pack for the food rations that no self-respecting diabetic would be caught without.

As she ate the meal bar, she went on camp autopilot. She and Michael had set up camp so many times that the tasks were second nature to her now. It was odd not to have him there, but she managed without his help. By the time full dark fell, she had unpacked her supplies, made a fire pit ringed with stones she’d gathered from the stream that was just a few yards away, built a fire in the pit and set her camp grill on top, and boiled water for some bean soup.

 

After dinner she took stock of her gear and inventoried what she had with her. She had no idea how long she would be there, so she needed to know what she had to work with. Most important was her insulin and testing supplies. She had five full vials of insulin and one half empty cartridge in her insulin pump that would last another day and a half. She had brought almost a full year’s worth of testing supplies, pump cannulas and infusion needles, and the batteries in her combination insulin pump/glucometer were good for two years. She also had some ketone test strips just in case she thought there might be a problem, her Glucagon Emergency kit, the tuberculin syringes, and her old glucometer in the event that the pump stopped working.

She and Michael had restocked the packs after their last trip so she had plenty of matches and batteries. She also had the full regimen of first aid and anti-venom supplies in the medical kit, along with an electronic encyclopedia of medicinal and edible plants. For cooking, she had the fire grill, one small pot, the teakettle she had brought for her host mother, and (surprise, surprise) the cast iron frying pan.

The real surprise, however, was finding her hunting knife duct taped to the back of the pan in an effort to conceal it from the security X-rays. She had noticed that security was lax around the Gates, probably because the Gates themselves screened for firearms and explosives, and because travel was instantane-ous. The guard had most likely recognized the shape as a frying pan on the X-ray and hadn’t bothered to question it since it was in a camping backpack.

‘Doesn’t instill any confidence in the guards in me if they let something like that slip through, but life just got a hell of a lot easier.’

She had two sets of bowls, cups, plates and eating utensils, and a set of serving and grill utensils like tongs and a spatula. She also had two Tupperware containers, several storage bags, and three 13-gal size trash bags. Between her own blanket shawl and the one she had brought for her host sister, she had two blanket shawls plus her sleeping bag and a camp bedroll for extra padding, and she had a rain tarp if the shelter turned out not to be waterproof.

For tools and hunting gear she had her Swiss army knife, a canteen, a compass, fishing line and hooks, 25ft of nylon rope, her hunting leathers and her hunting knife. No bow or fishing net, though. That would make life a little more difficult, but she knew how to make a fishing spear. She could make a bow too, but the bowstring was more complicated.

In addition to all of that, she had a few extras like a battery-powered lamp, a sewing kit, some maps of Japan and two travel books on the country highlighting places and history, an assortment of cooking spices, additives and food rations, instant coffee and tea bags, and a couple of rolls of camp-size toilet paper.

Her rollaway suitcase held all of her clothes, toiletries, footwear, diabetes supplies, her digital camera, the remaining gifts she had brought for her host family, three small photo albums she had brought to show her host family, and her sacred bundle bag, plus three very special items: the journal Michael had bought her, an amazing, comprehensive English-Japanese dictionary that had been a gift from Elisi and two other Elders, and one special outfit-a hand dyed skirt, shirt and shawl she had named the Long Person because the blue and green swirling colors reminded her of flowing water.

 

As soon as she had finished setting up camp, she opened her sacred bundle bag and took out her sage, tobacco and sweetgrass from their individually wrapped bundles. It was common practice for her and Michael to bless and sanctify their campsites to ensure a safe and pleasant stay, and she needed to honor her guides and Spirit for taking care of her. Lighting the sage, she smudged herself, her sacred items, the campsite and the trees, then she used the compass to determine north and made offerings to the spirits of the seven directions. She prayed for guidance and protection, and thanked the forest and the spirits for the aid they had given her.

Once she had finished her prayers, the campsite felt safe and secure, and she felt more at ease. She rolled out her bedroll in the middle of the hollow under the tree and put her sleeping bag on top of it. The night was cool, but not cold, so she left her blanket shawls packed. She placed the backpack, her rollaway suitcase and Iris at the rear of the hollow, and arranged her other supplies along the back wall in groupings according to how often she would need them.

Then she banked the fire and made sure that no coals could spark a forest fire overnight. The last thing she did before she settled down in the hollow was check her blood sugar to make sure she didn’t need to eat anything before she went to sleep.

‘I wonder if they’ll find me in the morning,’ she thought as she crawled into her sleeping bag. She was asleep almost immediately.

She was awakened just before dawn by a snuffling at the hollow’s entrance, and she opened her eyes to see a tanuki, one of Japan’s nocturnal rac-coon-dogs. It shuffled away the moment it heard her move, hurrying to find a less occupied place to settle down for the day, but its presence confirmed what she had already begun to suspect: that she was somewhere in Japan.

‘But where? Could it be that I’ve ended up on one of the smaller islands in the archipelago? Wouldn’t they have sent a helicopter or boat for me? And why don’t I have any cell phone signal? I need to get a better look around.’

While she waited for full daylight, she made her way down to the stream to wash her face and fetch water for her breakfast. The Cherokee had a ritual of cleansing known as “going to water,” and this she performed in abbreviation, facing east as she dipped her hand in the stream and ran the water over her head and upper body. Once she was finished, she filled her canteen and returned to her camp. She had some oatmeal, but she needed boiling water.

Her fasting blood glucose level was good when she checked her blood before eating, and her insulin pump automatically administered her morning dose of insulin after she entered her carbohydrate count. Then she ate her oatmeal and changed into her hunting leathers in preparation for a little tree climbing.

The leathers were rough-hewn, but the buckskin jerkin and leggings would protect her from poking branches and parasites, and they also included a leg sheath for her hunting knife that she strapped around her thigh.

As soon as it was full light, she took the rope and threw it to loop around the lower branch of a nearby tree so she could climb up. Her goal was to get into one of the big cedars, but their lowest branches were too high for her to reach or throw the rope around so she needed to start in a smaller tree next to a big cedar and find a way across. About two-thirds of the way up the smaller tree, she was able to make a small jump over to the big cedar, and she scrambled her way up the giant from there, going as high as she could go. The giant

 

cedar stood tall above the canopy of the forest, and she had a true bird’s-eye view of the area. What she saw made a lump of dread settle into her stomach, and she fought to hold back tears.

There was an endless sea of trees for as far as she could see with no signs of cities or civilization of any kind. Not only that, but the air smelled clean, as if no pollution had ever touched the place, yet she knew Japan had trouble with smog. And the trees, the massive trees, grew tall to kiss the sky.

The wind blew through her hair as she stared at the forest beneath her, and she turned around to face west. One look answered all of her questions and brought up a whole host of new ones; some of which she dreaded the answers.

There, as clear as any postcard or photograph, was the unmistakable profile of Mt. Fuji in the distance. The question now wasn’t where she had been sent. No, it was a much more frightening one with greater repercussions and consequences.

The question wasn’t where. It was when.







********

She slowly made her way back down to the ground as she tried to wrap her head around her new revelation. It took her a while because she found herself trembling, and she had to rest a time or two to wait for the feeling to come back into her limbs.

It was fairly obvious that, unless she had been cast into the distant future where Gene Roddenberry’s vision of the 25th century had come true (part of which involved the whole of Japan being converted into a giant park, with all of the cities being torn down and all of the people relocating to Bora Bora), she had been sent back in time.

How far back in time was yet to be determined, but it was definitely pre-industrial, and depending on how long it took for them to find her she could be in very serious trouble. She had almost five months’ worth of insulin, but once it was gone, there would be no way for her to obtain more. Since she didn’t know how long she would be trapped there, she needed to find a way to extend her insulin supply as much as possible. The first thing she did was adjust her insulin pump basal levels and profiles. The pump regularly checked her subcutaneous glucose and administered a basal rate which gave her enough insulin to maintain a steady blood sugar level. Now that she was who-knows-when in pre-industrial Japan, every unit of insulin she saved was a unit that might save her life.

In addition to carefully regulating her insulin, she knew she could also control her blood sugar through exercise and a strict diet. If she went on a “cave-man” diet of predominantly protein and vegetables, and avoided carbohydrates as much as possible, she could reduce her need for insulin as “coverage” for the carbs. It wasn’t optimal, and she knew she would need some carbohydrates for energy, but if she was smart about it, she could minimize their impact on her glucose levels.

She had no idea when the engineers would be able to figure out what had happened to the Gate for it to have sent her back in time, and she did not envy their task in solving the mystery. She had no doubt that the odds were against her, and she needed to buy herself as much time as possible; she needed to buy

them as much time as possible to find her before it was too late.

 

The other thing she needed to do was avoid other people. While it would be very nice to find out exactly when she was, the risk of exposing herself, and the native Japanese living in the current time, to microbes and viruses was too great. History was riddled with accounts of devastating disease being unknowingly spread by foreign visitors, and she had no desire to be pre-industrial Japan’s equivalent of Typhoid Mary. Not to mention what they might give her.

Infection and illness were to be avoided at all costs. Not only did diabetics recover and heal much more slowly than non-diabetics, any factor that compromised her body or added to her stress levels could drastically increase her need for insulin.

She needed to stay calm, stay healthy, and survive as best she could until she was rescued. She had her camp and her gear, including the frying pan Michael had snuck into the pack. His sentimentality, and his diligence in keeping their packs stocked and ready for anything, had probably saved her life. As things were, as long as she could maintain adequate control of her blood sugar, she could survive indefinitely. Her sewing kit included a leather awl so if she had to make heavier clothes for winter weather she would be able to, but she had at least seven months before the temperatures would begin to get colder.

The monsoon and typhoon seasons would come before that, and she might have to find a new camp on higher ground if the rains became too heavy.

She knew she could do it. The forest would provide everything she needed.

It was spring so food would be abundant, and there was deep enough cover for her to hide if she heard people nearby. She was Cherokee. She was Sings In Winter. She would adapt, adjust, and do what she had to do.

In the meantime, she was going to scout around and establish a territory large enough to provide her with everything she needed to live. She also needed to know if there were any villages nearby so she could avoid them.

She would record her activities in the journal Michael had given her to keep track of the days. And she would pray that the ones who could solve the mystery of what had happened to the Gate would find her quickly and bring her home.







Chapter Two

Joanna stood perfectly still, her fishing spear poised at the ready, waiting for the precise moment to strike. Long weeks of hunting and fending for herself had honed her skills considerably, and she knew exactly when to throw the spear into the water in order to earn her a fish to eat. Her throw was deadly, and a moment later a large gray-striped fish lay flopping on the stream bank. She was on it immediately, knife at the ready, slicing and putting the fish out of its misery in one cut as she thanked it for sacrificing its life for her, then she gutted it quickly and placed the carcass in a woven reed basket alongside the carcasses of the other two fish she had caught.

‘That’s enough. One I’ll bake and I’ll dry the others. Between the fish and the rabbit I snared, I won’t have to hunt until the day after tomorrow.’

Squatting down, she cleaned the spear carefully. Proper maintenance of her tools was paramount because making a new one was not always possible, nor was it an efficient use of her time. Economy of resources was essential and it had served her well over the twenty-five days she had been in the forest. Picking up the basket, she took her spear and made her way back to camp.

Her hair had been roughly braided and tied back with strips of cloth because the one thing she did not have was a mirror. Not that her appearance meant anything to her because there was no one else to see or impress. The trees cared not for how she looked, nor did the creatures with which she shared the forest. Some days she doubted that Michael would even recognize her now; this dark-eyed sylph she had become. She was thinner but stronger, her body whipcord lean, and her muscles were defined and well-developed. She had as-similated into her new life and her body had adapted, falling back on years of teaching and her own genetic memory.

Deprived of the modern world, she had connected to the earth in ways she never had before. She walked in balance with the wilderness, and things Michael had tried to teach her about the old ways that she had never quite understood were startlingly clear to her now; as clear as the whispers of the trees and the voice of the wind.

Michael had once told her that her animal totem was Cougar (one of the Cherokee’s most sacred animals) and she had to admit that she did have a certain affinity for the big cat even if she didn’t necessarily accept it as her own personal Medicine. There were times, however, when she felt very predatory and almost feline, and she could feel the power of the solitary hunter coursing through her veins. Sometimes she wondered if she was more animal than human now.

There were three things that reminded her of her humanity, three things she held onto in order to keep from losing her focus: her journal, her disease, and her dreams.

She wrote in the journal every night. It marked the passage of time and helped her distinguish one day from another. In a world where life was unchanged from day to day, it was easy to lose track of time. If it were not for the entries in the journal, and the calendar in her insulin pump, she would have completely lost all sense of time. For her, and the forest, the world was a season, and the season was Summer. In the pages of the blank tome, she recorded all of her dreams, activities, adventures and discoveries. She hoped one day to share it with Michael and Elisi, to sit with the Storyteller and relay all of her tales, and to look back on her time in the forest from the familiarity of her modern day home.

The daily doses of insulin, carefully parceled out in the minimum units required, never let her forget where she had come from and all that was at stake. She had managed to reduce her insulin intake by a third and she hoped it would be enough. The twice weekly changing of the infusion set reminded her that cleanliness was essential in order to prevent infection, and compelled her to bathe every other day, weather permitting. She also used those days to perform the ritual of going to water as a way of purifying her spirit as well as her body, and every night she prayed to Spirit for her continued good fortune. She prayed before the fire, sending her prayers up to the heavens with the smoke, but she knew she was living on borrowed time. She only had four vials of insulin left, and each day that passed her supply dwindled even more. She estimated that she had about 115 days’ worth of insulin remaining with her current usage.

After that, she was on her own.

In her dreams she was back home in western North Carolina, in the small apartment she shared with her fiancé where he made breakfast on the days when he did not have to work and sent her off to class with a nuzzle and a bagged lunch. She dreamed of the little comforts of the modern world, of hot showers and blueberry pancakes and indoor plumbing. She saw her grandmother sitting on the porch of her tiny home, rocking in her chair as her age-wizened fingers separated flax from seed. And many of her dreams featured Michael: his smile, his voice, his gentle touch. He had been the cornerstone of her world for eleven years, and she was bereft without him. She missed him as one would miss a limb, and she had no idea if she would ever see him again.

Recently, however, she had begun to dream of her new home underneath the king tree and of a red fox who came to visit her. It seemed that Michael was reaching out across the years and distance that separated them, and he had come in the form of Fox. Fox settled into her dreams, crawling on his belly into her hollow to lick her fingers and curl at her feet. He ran with her along the game trails of her imagined hunts, his light paws making no sound on the ground beside her, his furry tail flashing red and white amid the deep forest green. In her dreams Fox comforted her and she was not alone.

********

Joanna paused on the trail and listened. It had been many days since she had heard a voice other than her own, but she always checked to make sure she was the only human in the area. Her explorations had revealed a dirt road about two miles away, and she sometimes haunted it, perched in a tree out of sight, listening for words she recognized with her limited knowledge of Japanese, searching for answers to questions she could not ask for herself.

It also eased her loneliness somewhat. She could not actually speak to them, or join them, but it was nice to hear another voice. She’d never been in a situation where she could not seek out other human beings. Back in her time, if she had wanted to be alone, all she had to do was go into the forest or lock herself away in a room, but she could always come out when she wanted and return to her people. Here she had no such choice. But even though she understood why she could not hop down and talk to them, she still longed for human contact and listening to the voices of the travelers was better than nothing.

From examination of the clothes worn by the passersby and their weapons, she had determined that Japan had yet to be opened to trade with the outside world. There was not a firearm among them, not even on the armed escorts that sometimes flanked some of the more important travelers. She had also seen warriors that she could only classify as Samurai, with their steel and leather armor and deadly katanas. Sometimes they rode in tight ranks of mounted soldiers carrying banners with symbols painted on them, probably the crest of a local daimyo: one of Japan’s famous provincial warlords of the Feudal Era also known as the Sengoku Jidai.

So far her presence had yet to be discovered by any of the small settlements beyond the borders of her chosen territory. From what she had seen of the villagers, they stuck close to home, tending their gardens and venturing into the “deadly” forest only when necessary. One village about five miles to the south had a good-size Shinto shrine complex associated with it and several larger buildings interspersed with some peasant huts. She ventured in that direction only when she had to and only under the cover of darkness to avoid discovery.

In addition to the normal inhabitants of the woods, and the humans who carved a living along the edges, there were other creatures that shared her forest. These creatures felt different, often sinister, and the trees warned her whenever one was near. Sometimes they were brutes, huge and lumbering, with terrible faces more beast than man, and they were not human at all. The trees had no name for these beings, only that they were “Other,” but they Felt of the supernatural, of that power which could not be seen or understood, and she avoided them. Often she would feel them tingling on the edges of her awareness, and she would hide or hurry the opposite way.

None of these Others ever ventured close to her camp, and she often wondered if the trees were somehow responsible for that. She knew the circle of the cedars felt different from the surrounding forest, as if there was an invisible barrier which separated them from the rest of the world. The trees were ancient and powerful, and she suspected that the circle had once been a sacred place. It was possible that the Blessings that had sanctified the area remained intact, continuing to protect the clearing long after its original purpose was forgotten.

She had seen one of the Others up close once, when it attacked a group of travelers on the road and killed several of them while she could do nothing but helplessly watch. It had looked like a minotaur from ancient Greek mythology, half man-half bull with deadly horns and claws. Its victims had screamed and scattered, running for their lives as it trampled and ripped its way through them with a savagery that seemed to be fueled by unbridled rage. Surprisingly it did not eat any of the humans it had killed, but left the bodies where they fell, bloodied and mangled. When it was gone, she had ventured down from her hiding place to see if anyone had survived, but all of them were dead.

She had scavenged what she could from their packs, taking everything she thought would be the least bit useful. These people knew how to survive in the age she found herself. There was no telling when something of theirs that was left behind might make a difference in her own chances of survival, and she felt no remorse or guilt in taking from the dead so that she might live. Among the food, clothing and other equipment was the all important bow and arrows.

There was also what looked like money: pieces of silver with little stamps on them and copper coins as well. These she took because she never knew if there would come a time when she would need currency, but she left the jew-elry on the bodies of the women alone. She had no need of baubles, and the small bracelets and pendants the women wore were probably the only wealth they could call their own. She laid out the bodies side-by-side, knowing that someone would eventually come to see to their fate, and when she’d checked on them two days later, they were gone.

The wind in the trees brought the scent of rain, and that did not bode well for her plans to bake her fish. She needed a steady fire to heat the rocks she would use to make the earthen oven and heavy rain would preclude that.

Quickly she made her way back to her camp to see if she could get back in time to warm the rocks. Once the oven was ready, and the fish buried in it, it wouldn’t matter if it rained as long as it wasn’t a deluge.

Unfortunately the clouds moved in before the rocks were ready, and she was forced to parboil her fish with Japanese radishes and other vegetables. After dinner she pulled out Iris and sat in the entrance of her hollow to watch the gently falling rain as she played the guitar. The canopy of the trees did much to act as a natural umbrella until the boughs became too saturated to hold any more water, but even then the density of the branches still afforded some protection. Her hollow, of course, was nicely waterproof, at least so far.

Iris didn’t like the damp, but a quick tuning kept her in playing form, and she needed the practice to keep her fingers nimble. She played three songs just as a warm-up, then put Iris back in her case and returned to watching the rain.

Around her the king tree breathed, the cadence of its respiration calm and soothing. The tree was content and she felt its happiness surround her.

While not the life she would have chosen had she had a choice, she was not distressed. The forest was peaceful and beautiful, and she felt at one with it. If she was never rescued and returned to her rightful time, she knew she could be, if not happy, at least at peace. Her biggest fear was running out of insulin before she was found, and dying without ever having the opportunity to say goodbye to the ones she loved.

On September 11, 2001 when her parents and siblings had died in the crash of their airplane into the Twin Towers, her greatest regret had been that she had never had the chance to say goodbye. She had carried the survivor’s guilt inside of her for years, blaming herself for living when they had died. If she hadn’t contracted a sinus infection and had to stay behind at home when everyone else went to Boston, she would have been on the doomed airplane and died with them. She wouldn’t have been forced to leave her California home, and everything she knew, to move across the country and live with a grandmother she hadn’t seen since she was seven.

One of the biggest breakthroughs in her grieving had been the Journeying she had undertaken to find her family and have that final talk with them. In the Journeying, her loved ones had assured her that their deaths had been quick.

They had admitted to being afraid and confused when their plane was hijacked and diverted, but the actual fate of the aircraft had been kept from them until the last possible moment. In the end, the resulting explosion had killed them upon impact. They hadn’t felt a thing nor did they want her to blame herself for living. She was the only surviving member of her family, and it was up to her to carry on their memory.

Now it was she on the proverbial plane, hijacked by accident and hurtling towards an inexorable fate with no way of telling her loved ones how much they meant to her. Every night she prayed that Michael and Elisi would be comforted and not grieve too much. The Cherokee believed death was part of life, a rest from the physical world, and they did not grieve excessively for the lost loved one because they knew they would see each other again.

The Cherokee spirituality taught to her by her grandmother, the same spirituality that her own mother had rejected, was now one of her greatest comforts. Spirit lived in everything. It had no bounds or limitations; its wisdom was infinite and hers for the asking if she gave thanks and kept herself pure of heart. She had not been abandoned by all that she knew, and she often felt Spirit close to her, especially when the severity of her situation began to get to her.

Every night she asked the question, “Will I die here?” only to receive no definite answer. All she would ever receive back from Spirit was a message for patience and fortitude, which she interpreted to mean that the future had yet to be decided.

Every night she promised Michael that she would find him, either in this life or the next, because they had vowed that they would be together and such oaths weren’t meant to be broken. It was what made the dreams of Fox so important to her, because she felt they were his answer. He could not be with her in body, so he was there with her in spirit, sending his totem to look out for her and remind her that they were never truly apart. As long as they sat under the same sun and looked up at the same sky, no matter what distance separated them, they were still together.

Darkness fell and she lit one of the little tallow lamps she had scavenged from the dead travelers. Her little hollow was getting full from all of the things she had managed to scrounge and make. She had lashed a drying rack together from vines and sticks, and bunches of herbs hung from it. Gathered roots and vegetables were stashed in cloth sacks and tucked into the far corners. Folded clothes and fabric were stuffed by her suitcase, and the reed mats were rolled up next to them. All of her weapons and hunting equipment had their own place near the front of the hollow, and the rain tarp was placed in such a way that it could be pulled across the entrance.

The small lamp provided all the light she needed to perform her nightly tasks and soon she was ready to crawl into her sleeping bag. The soft rain had stopped so she let the tarp stay folded and left the hollow open to the fresh air to keep it from becoming stagnant. Blowing out the lamp, she slipped into her bedding and snuggled into the downy softness of her bag. She hoped that Fox would visit her in her dreams again as she let sleep come up to take her.

She woke late that night because the forest was agitated. Even her stalwart king tree was expressing distress, and that unnerved her. Normally such anxiety was only reserved when imminent destruction of the forest was nigh, but when she asked the trees if she was in danger, their answer was no.

:They are coming,: several of them said.

‘Many? An army? Do they come with fire?’ she asked, hoping that the humans of the age did not try to tame the forest by burning it down.

:No. Soon, oh, soon, soon,: they answered.

It had her rattled and that drove up her blood sugar, something she definitely didn’t need.

‘Is it humans?’

:Others. Others come. Poison. Death.:

So it wasn’t humans, but more of those things that lurked in the woods, and she was heartily glad that she could stay in the safety of the circle of trees.

Other than going down to the stream to fetch water, she remained in her clearing, staying silent and limiting her movement. She felt some of what the trees had warned her of when she left the influence of the circle of cedars. There was a tingle creeping up her spine, and it made all the hair on her neck stand on end.

If she had ever felt such a feeling of wrongness and foreboding before she did not remember, and it made her want to hide and never come out again.

She huddled in her hollow with the tarp closed over the entrance, feeling much like an ancient Hebrew in Egypt, door marked with Lamb’s blood, waiting for the Angel of Death to pass by. She heard nothing, and if anything the forest was eerily silent, as if it was holding its proverbial breath as well. She took some small comfort in knowing that the threat might not be all that close by. The forest was a singular organism and would react the same way if a danger was within its heart or along its farthest boundary.

Sometime after dawn, she felt the tension snap and release like a broken rubber band, and the anxiety in the trees flooded out of them in a great rush.

For the first time since she woke up, she breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed.

‘The danger is gone then?’ she asked.

:Gone. Gone,: they answered.

‘It’s safe to go out?’

:Safe. Safe now.:

‘Good.’

She decided to check the road for any sign of what had passed through overnight. She ate the last of her rabbit and dried fish for breakfast, then put on her hunting leathers, took her spear and hunting knife, and headed out to the road. As she neared the road, she felt anxiety coming off the trees but this time the concern was localized, and she didn’t perceive it as a global threat. It seemed that some of the trees that bordered the road were upset by something that was happening, and she wondered if it was another Other attack on a group of travelers. There was a faint tingle of Other touching her senses, but it was weak and did not come across as being threatening so she wasn’t all that concerned. She was more worried about being discovered so she kept to the trees and stealthily approached the road with caution.

Angry shouts came from the direction of the road, and then the smell of something truly foul being burned as thick, white smoke wafted towards her, almost making her sick. She was trying to clear her head, and get upwind of the horrible stench, when she heard a crashing in the woods made by something running for its life. She was almost to the road when she heard more shouts, this time identifying two distinct male voices, followed by more crashing, and then a horrific, bloodcurdling scream.

The scream galvanized her into action. It was the cry of a man in agony, and the trees around her reflected the victim’s panic. She rushed to the edge of the forest, straining to see what was happening, and arrived just in time to see a red-haired man collapse as he was snared by weighted nets thrown over his body. The man screamed again, rolling, fighting at the netting, and she could feel his terror hurdling at her like a freight train. Before she could run out to offer aid, however, two more men came into view, and she shrank back to avoid being seen. One carried a bow, but it was not drawn with an arrow, and the other was unsheathing a katana, no doubt in preparation for a killing strike.

She froze for a moment, not sure what to do. The snared man was dressed in light colored clothing and did not appear to be armed. He writhed in the net, and she caught a glimpse of at least two arrows sticking out of his body. His pain and fear broadcast out to her as he struggled to free himself.

‘Save him.’

She didn’t know where the thought came from, only that it echoed in her mind like his gasps and whimpers.

‘But I’ll reveal myself,’ she argued, hesitating.

Her eyes fell on the helpless man, knowing that if she did nothing he would surely be killed. Time was running very short. If she was going to do something, she would have to do it very soon. She warred with herself, fighting with the side of her that wanted to interfere and the side that did not want to risk her own safety. The two sides battled as she watched the figure writhing in the net, her breath short and shallow.

When the bull-beast had attacked the travelers, she had known that there was nothing she could do to save them. Here it was only a single victim and two men. She knew, she just knew, that she could overpower the men without any trouble. She had surprise and her alien appearance to her advantage. Even more so she knew deep down in her soul that saving him was the right thing to do. The man with the bow stopped a few paces away, but the man with the katana ran up to the figure in the net. As he raised his blade to strike, all thoughts of dissent were shoved aside, and she made her move.

Screaming a battle cry, she burst forth from the forest, hurling her spear at the man with the bow and striking him in the foot. As he cried out in pain and went down to his knees, she slammed her body into the man with the katana, knocking him away from the prone figure in the net. He fell to one side and, as he tried to right himself, she brought up her foot and kicked him in the head.

The blow wasn’t hard enough to kill, but it was enough to knock him out, thus leaving her with only one opponent, and he was trying to yank her spear out of his flesh. He looked up at her in abject terror as she yelled again and ran for him. He screamed and scrambled away, freeing his foot by breaking the thin spear, and he ran down the road as fast as his injury would allow. She did not follow. From what she had seen, the netted redhead needed her help more than she needed to knock out the second man.

Turning around, she walked past the inert body of the first man and moved to the redhead’s side. He was panting, making little noises of distress, and trying to pull the net apart, but his movements were sluggish. At first she was confused because the source of the Other-sense she was feeling appeared to be coming from him, then he rolled and looked at her.

She gasped as two amber-brown eyes stared back at her from a narrow, pale face. His hair was an unruly mop of muted red, and there were things peeking up from on top of his head that looked like animal ears.

‘What on Earth?’

“Korosanai de kudasai,” the redhead choked, his eyes full terror and pain.

He looked young, little more than a boy.

She tried to figure out what he was saying from her little knowledge of Japanese. ‘Kudasai… a form of please. Koro is a form of the verb to kill.

He’s… he’s begging me not to kill him.’

Empathy touched her heart and she knelt down next him, wracking her brain for the right words. She’d only taken one year of Japanese plus a six week remedial course, and she had no doubts that she knew more Japanese from watching sub-titled anime, than she did from going to class.

“Daijoubu desu yo,” she replied haltingly, trying to tell him he was okay.

“Ta… tasukete kure...” he pleaded.

She recognized the word for help and did her best to look comforting.

“Daijoubu datte,” she said, hoping she was telling him it was all right.

“Onegai!”

‘He’s saying please. Hai is the word for yes.’ “Hai.” She nodded and began to gently untangle the netting. He had wound the ropes around his fingers, and she noticed that his nails were extremely long and sharp. He said something else, but the words were slurred and she didn’t understand them. He was also growing weaker and his eyes were glazing over.

‘Probably from blood loss, ’ she thought worriedly, counting not two arrows, but three sticking out of him.

He’d been shot in the upper portion of his chest just under his right shoulder, in his left thigh and, the worst of them all in her mind, in his lower abdomen. Blood stained his coarse tan-colored clothing in huge, wet swaths of dark red, and she feared he’d bleed to death right there. When she finally freed him from the netting, he was barely clinging to consciousness.

Clear of the net, she got a good look at him and the first thing she realized was that he was not human. The things on his head were animal ears, and they looked remarkably like a fox’s black-tipped ears. In fact, he looked a lot like a human fox. His hair color was the same as the pelt of a red fox and his face, while almost wholly human was fox-ish with a thin nose and narrow chin. His eyes were amber-brown like a red fox as well, and they were round and wide like a European’s eyes not slanted like an Asian’s. But the real clincher that he wasn’t human was the obvious fox tail sticking out of the back of his pants.

‘A fox. He’s a fox…’ She knew the word for fox. ‘Kitsune.’ “Kitsune desu ka?” <Are you a fox?>

He looked up at her, blinking slowly. “Hai…” he replied, his voice growing faint, and she noticed that he had razor sharp canines on both jaws. <Yes.>

“Daijoubu desu yo. Tasukeru,” she stammered, fumbling for words.

<You’re okay. I’ll help you.>

She hoped he would understand. Of course how to say: “You’ll be okay. I just have to pull this arrow out of your chest.” had never come up in her conversational Japanese classes. Right now, the phrase seemed much more appropriate than, “Please tell me how to get to the train station.” She’d have to take that up with her professor when she got back.

It was frustrating for her because it was obvious that he was petrified, and she didn’t know how to tell him that she wasn’t going to hurt him.

“Buji,” she said, remembering the word for safety.

That he seemed to understand because he nodded. “Doumo Arigatou.”

<Thank you very much.>

“Douitashimashite,” she responded automatically. <You’re welcome.> She reached over to put a hand on his shoulder, but accidentally jostled the arrow in his chest, and he let out a strangled cry of pain.

“Gomen. Gomen nasai,” she blurted hurriedly. <I’m sorry. I’m sorry.> His answer was a low wail as he dropped his head back to the ground. Her heart ached for the pain he was in, and sunk as she wondered if there was any hope of saving him. There was a time element as well. She knew that the one who got away would probably come back to check on his friend, and she didn’t know how soon that would be. Besides, there was nothing she could do for him there. She had to get him back to her camp where she could at least try to treat his wounds.

“Ikouze,” she said, trying to get her arm under his shoulder. <Let’s go.> He moaned, but did not protest, and tried to roll over. She got behind him, lifting him up from underneath his left shoulder. He hissed in pain as his stomach muscles contracted around the arrow in his abdomen, but kept twisting his body around to his right side. Once there, she supported him under his right arm, taking his weight so he wouldn’t put pressure on his injured right shoulder, and let him rest a moment because he was breathing heavily.

“Onegai. Hayaku,” she pleaded. <Please. Hurry.> He groaned and shifted, pushing off with his good leg. She braced and took all of his weight, noting that he wasn’t all that heavy. Then she lifted him up from under his arms, gritting her teeth as her thigh muscles strained, and pushed him into a standing position.

“Yoshi,” she told him. <Good.>

She took a moment to grab the nets, slinging them over her shoulder because there was no way she was passing up the opportunity to obtain them. In the two seconds it took her to rise to her own feet, he was already doubling over, but she caught him before he could fall and braced him against her body.

‘Okay, now what?’

She moved beside him, supporting his left side. He was trying to balance on the injured leg, but she could see that it was barely usable.

“Ikouze. Hayaku,” she urged, giving him a push. <Let’s go. Hurry.> He nodded, gasping, and took a small step.

“Yoshi. Motto,” she persuaded. <Good. More.> He said something in response, but she had no idea what it meant. She looked at him, and he gave her an odd look in return, but then slowly slid one hand around her shoulder. He was taller than her, but not by much, and his injuries made him lean forward, which put them at almost the same height.

“Ikouze,” she repeated and guided them towards the forest. <Let’s go.> They moved slowly, limited by his tiny, hopping steps. She could tell each movement was agonizing to him, but he kept going, and she was amazed at his tolerance for pain. He was reaching the limits of his endurance, however, because his grip on her was weakening.

“Sumimasen,” he said. <I’m sorry.>

“Ii desu yo,” she replied. <It’s okay.>

His next sentence was jibberish, and she shook her head. “Gomen nasai.

Sukoshi shika nihongo wa hanasenai,” she replied, repeating one of the lines she had memorized diligently in preparation for her homestay. <I’m sorry. I only speak a little Japanese.>

“Sou ka,” he answered with a little nod. <I see.> They went a little further and he stopped, panting, his body leaning heavily on hers. “Sumimasen,” he said again, then used his right hand to point to the arrow on his belly. “Dokuya.”

“Dokuya?” she repeated.

He nodded. “Un. Doku. Oni-gumo.”

“Oni-gumo…” ‘Gumo is a variant of the word for spider…’ “Wakaranai.”

<I don’t understand.>

He let out a little sigh and squeezed his eyes shut as his body trembled with another wave of pain, and this time when his legs gave out there was nothing she could do to stop him. He moaned and collapsed, his eyes rolling back into his head. She went down with him, falling to her knees, trying to cushion him.

“Iie,” she begged, shaking him. <No.>

His eyes cracked open but his pupils were dilated. “Dame da,” he breathed faintly. <It’s no good.> “Sumimasen.” <I’m sorry.> He gave another soft gasp then passed out, his body going limp. She stayed next to him, looking around and feeling momentarily at a loss. They had only gone a very short way, but at least they had made it into the forest.

She moved to rub her temples, but her hands were stained with blood.

“Damn.”

Hastily, she wiped her hands on the ground to wipe off the blood. Since he was in no condition to help her, she had no choice but to carry him. Putting him in a fireman’s carry was out of the question because of the chest arrow, and also because he would bleed all over her leathers. While small blood stains weren’t difficult to get out of her buckskin jerkin, large ones were, and she had no way of making a new set, at least not easily, and brain tanning took weeks.

She could use the nets and make a travois, but dragging it would leave a very obvious trail, and she wanted to conceal her tracks. The man who got away might come looking for his victim, and he might bring friends, and there was no way she was going to lead potential enemies right to her camp.

She took off her leathers, leaving on the black T-bar support bra and black spandex bike shorts that she wore underneath them, and tied them around her waist. Then she wrapped the unconscious man up in the nets to make an impromptu sling that she tied around her shoulders. She braced him into the small of her back and used her legs to pick up her burden.

While he might not have been terribly heavy, he was still dead weight, and she was trying to cover her tracks as much as possible. Even though it was cold and wet, she took to traveling up the stream that ran by her camp, trusting her boots to give her adequate traction on the sometimes slippery rocks, and approached the camp from the opposite side that she normally would. When she finally got him to her camp, she was exhausted, covered in sweat and his blood, and uncertain if she could do anything at all for him.

The cedars greeted her and reacted to her situation with alarm, but they did not seem to think that her guest was a threat. She took her rain tarp and laid him out on it so his blood would not stain the ground and possibly draw unwanted attention to her camp, then tried to decide what to do next.

‘Get the arrows out.’

To get the arrows out, she first had to get him out of his clothes so she could see the wounds, and she set about removing his blood-soaked garments.

He was dressed as a peasant in a pair of loose tan pants with overlapping gus-sets to accommodate his tail, a matching cloth belt, and a short cream-colored kimono tied with another belt. He wore nothing on his feet, and his soles were rough and calloused, no doubt from years of going barefoot.

Even though they were horribly stained, she tried not to damage the clothes so she could attempt to repair them later. The pants came off when she broke the arrow shaft and lifted the material over it. The kimono was a different story, and she had to do a lot of gentle persuading to get it off without ripping it further. Then she shoved the blood stained clothing into a net and tied that into the stream so the blood wouldn’t dry before she had a chance to clean them.

With him now naked, his inhuman appearance was even more obvious. His body was definitely that of a young male, but his lower abdomen and pubic area were covered with soft, downy white hair like a fox’s underbelly. His head hair was the red fox color, shorter on the top, but growing long enough on the sides to cascade down his shoulders to the middle of his back, and his black-tipped fox ears poked out of it like two fuzzy triangles. The hair looked coarse, but was actually very soft and silky to the touch.

Turning him over to see if any of the arrows had pierced him clean through, she saw a narrow strip of red fox fur running along his spine from the nape of his neck all the way down to his backside and ending at the base of his fluffy fox tail. Other than that, and the white hair on his belly, he was hairless on the rest of his body. His skin was tan and smooth, but she noticed the remnants of numerous healing wounds and some scars that looked like whip marks on the back of his shoulders. His nails were sharp claws, about an inch long on his fingers and half as long on his toes. They were dirty from his earlier struggles, but she noticed that there was no blood underneath them.

Looking at his battered form, she tried to decide which arrow to attack first and went with the one in his thigh. Of the three, it was in the least critical place and had much less chance of causing a severe hemorrhage. Grabbing it by the broken shaft, she gently pulled it out, trying not to yank too hard and rip his flesh even more than it already was. She was also afraid that the arrow was barbed and might catch on his thigh muscle to do even more damage. It turned out that the arrow wasn’t barbed, but the metal tip was coated with a pungent black paste that clung to the head even after she had pulled it out of his body.

‘Poison. That was what he was trying to tell me about the arrows. He was telling me that they were poisoned. Doku oni-gumo he said. He also said do-kuya. Doku must mean poison. These arrows are tipped with the venom of a poisonous spider, ’ she reasoned. ‘Which means it paralyzes the victim. Damn.’

If the poison paralyzed, then it was no wonder that he kept getting weaker.

The very fact that he’d been able to stand up and walk what little distance he had managed must have been a supreme effort. What she didn’t know was if he would be able to fight off its effects or if the damage was permanent.

‘Get the rest of the arrows. Treat the wounds as best you can. If he dies, it won’t be because you didn’t do everything you could.’

She went after the arrow in his chest next, being as careful as she could. It appeared to be located too high up to have pierced any vital organs, and the bone of his shoulder blade had prevented it from going through his back. It too was poisoned, and the wound bled more profusely than the one on his thigh.

She blotted it with gauze from the first aid kit, but she knew she didn’t have enough bandages. She would have to use what she had, then boil some of the clothing she had scavenged and cut them up.

The last arrow was the one in his abdomen, and it was the one she was most concerned with. If it had pierced his bowels, the fecal material in the colon could contaminate his abdominal cavity and cause infection. She knew from all of her studies in wilderness survival that belly wounds were the worst.

To get the last arrow out without further ripping up whatever it had gone through, she had no choice but to perform an impromptu surgery. She built a fire and sterilized her hunting knife in the blaze, then gently and carefully cut the flesh around the arrow shaft to widen the wound. Blood gushed out of the hole along with the stench of ruptured innards, and she shook her head.

‘Should I just put him out of his misery now?’ she wondered, as she gingerly pried apart the layers of muscle and flesh to dig out the arrow.

It made a sickening sucking sound as it came free, and she looked into the wound to see how bad things were. The twisting, glistening cords of his intestines gleamed wetly in the light she shined down into his belly, but amazingly the arrow had only nicked his small intestine causing the source of the smell.

She knew the nick wasn’t good, but at least it was better than a full severing, and digging a little further down showed that the arrow had missed his colon and his kidneys.

‘He might make it. If his intestine heals without getting infected, he’ll be okay. That’s if he survives the poison.’

She blotted and cleaned out as much of the blood and ooze as possible, happy to see that he was already starting to clot, then got out her sewing kit and boiled some thread to sterilize it. She sterilized the area around the wound with alcohol and began to carefully sew him up, thankful that he showed no signs of waking. She used a smoldering branch to cauterize the wounds on his shoulder and thigh, took the gauze and bandages in her first aid kit to wrap him up, and slathered the gauze pads with anti-bacterial cream.

Triage procedures complete, she moved her bedding to one side of the hollow and spread a reed mat down nearby. Then she took the bedroll from underneath her sleeping bag and put it on top of the mat for cushioning. She cut open one of the cloth sacks she had and used it as a makeshift sheet to drape over the bedroll, and placed him on top of the new “bed,” covering him with another sack-made-sheet and two blankets from her stash of bedding.

‘I’ve done all I can. The rest is up to him.’

Leaving him in the hollow, she cleaned the bloody tarp and his bloodied clothing, hanging them from a clothesline she made from a length of rope strung between two trees. Then she cleaned herself up and went to hunt on some nesting grounds she had discovered a few days earlier. She took one of the nets with her, weighted with stones for throwing. If she was lucky, she could catch a few ground birds with a well timed throw when they flushed. Her hunting skill was all the more important now that she had another mouth to feed, and she knew he would need a lot of food to fuel his recovery. If he lived.

It took her a long time of careful, stealthy stalking, but she managed to approach the nesting site without the birds knowing she was there, and she snared three Japanese Quail. She boiled the skin and bones to make a broth which would be gentle on her patient’s wounded innards, but offer hydration and nutrition, and be easy to spoon into his mouth until he could feed himself.

The meat she spiced and roasted on spits over the fire, eating her fill and storing the leftovers in a cool cache where it would keep for a day or two. In the warm, humid climate of the jungle, nothing lasted long before it began to rot.

While the meat cooked, she worked on making more bandages from the spare clothing she had. Her guest’s wounds were still oozing blood, and she knew they would need to be cleaned and recovered. She took a pale yellow, geometric-patterned kimono that she had taken from one of the dead traveler’s packs and sliced it into strips which she then boiled and hung to dry. When she was done, she settled into the hollow to rest and observe her new addition.

Lax in sleep, he looked painfully young, and she estimated that he was probably no older than sixteen or seventeen years of age. His face was beautiful, if a man could be called such, and he reminded her of a young fop. The Japanese would call him a Bishounen or “pretty boy” for his effeminate, fine-boned looks and long-lashed eyelids. His fox ears were drooped, almost buried by his thick reddish hair, and the only part of them that she could see were their black tips.

She stayed awake long after nightfall, lighting the hollow with the tallow lamps so she could keep watch over him. He appeared to be resting peacefully and did not seem to be having any trouble breathing. He hadn’t moved or shown any sign of waking, but she considered that a blessing because she had no doubt that his wounds would be very painful if he were conscious.

As she stared at him, she marveled at the strange turn of events. In the course of a single afternoon, she had not only broken her commitment to solitude and revealed herself to the people of the time, but she had also brought a stranger to her camp. Granted, there had been no way that she would have left him to die once she had saved his life, but the situation still had the potential to go very badly for her if he turned out to be an enemy. Not to mention the irony that the one she had saved was a kitsune, a fox, and the symbolism was not lost on her. Michael’s most powerful totem now snored softly in her hollow bearing a human face and mostly human body, and she wondered if he wasn’t what the dreams had been trying to tell her about all along.

Silently she prayed to Spirit, hoping to be answered in her dreams. She prayed for her new guest’s health, for his survival and recovery; and she prayed for clarity, for understanding and acceptance of this new turn of events. She knew it was no coincidence that the fox had been sent to her, she just wasn’t sure exactly what it all meant. Hopefully the answers would come to her, but in the meantime she checked on his wounds before retiring for the night and was happy to see that they had stopped bleeding. Blowing out the little tallow lamps, she crawled into her own bedding and settled down to sleep. Even though she now shared her hollow with a stranger, she felt no fear. He was a fox after all, and Fox would never hurt her.

Morning brought deterioration in her fox’s condition. He developed a high fever, and now his body burned as he undoubtedly did battle against his wounds and the poison. His little whimpers of pain woke her, but he did not seem to be regaining consciousness, rather he jerked restlessly in his sleep, his eyes darting madly underneath his closed eyelids. She checked his injuries and was happy to find no signs of infection or swelling in his belly.

She managed to get a little bit of broth into him, mixed with some herbs for soothing and pain since she was afraid to use her aspirin or other medications because she had no idea how he might react to them. He drank the broth only sporadically, and she feared that he would become dehydrated as his temperature continued to rise unabated.

His fever raged for two days and he thrashed in the bed, twisting the covers and crying out in delirium. Joanna was hard pressed to care for him and for herself at the same time, and she worried about him constantly. Her only hope was that the poison did not seem to be paralyzing him because he could kick and move all of his limbs as he struggled against demons only he could see.

Several times he cried out the word “Haha-ue” which was an antiquated term for “mother,” obviously calling for a parent who could not answer. Sometimes he would scream, reliving some horrible nightmare fueled by his sickness.

His pleas and cries were heart-wrenching, and she did her best to calm him.

She heavily doped the broth, but it wore off in a few hours as his body burned.

Other times, she just sat beside him, talking to him, crooning and singing softly, and petting his sweat soaked hair. He seemed to respond to soft sound and gentle touch, and he liked to have his ears stroked. His eyes would open sporadically, but the pupils were so dilated that she could barely see the color of his irises, and he just stared blankly through them, unseeing.

Numerous times she brought him outside of the hollow and wrapped him in cloth that had been soaked in cold water in an attempt to bring down his temperature. For two days and two nights she tended him without rest or relief, aching and praying that he would either die or be released from his fever.

Finally, in the early morning of the third day, his fever broke and he began to pour with sweat. It rolled in droplets from his forehead and body, soaking the “sheets” until she had to replace them with reed straw that absorbed the wetness but stuck to his skin. Repeatedly she pulled him out to wash his body and change his damp bandages, wrapping him back up in recycled, cleaned cloth and covering him with as many blankets as she had from the supplies she had scavenged and her own blanket shawls. He shivered for hours, but by mid-afternoon the worst of it seemed to have passed, and he fell into a fitful sleep.

She cleaned him up again, and freshened his bed, then tucked him back into it.

For the first time in three days, Joanna felt as if she could relax and take a break. She desperately needed a bath, and she had to change the infusion set on her insulin pump lest it get infected, so she went to bathe in the nearby stream.

When she was clean and dressed, she set out to make a new fishing spear to replace the one the man had broken, never venturing too far away from camp and sending inquiries to the trees about her guest’s condition.

‘Fox?’

:Sleeps.:

‘Good.’

She worked on the new spear until it was finished, then used it to catch dinner. Now that Fox’s fever had broken, she anticipated that he would wake soon and be hungry. She brought two small fish back to camp and spitted them to roast over the fire. There were two quail from a previous hunt baking in packed clay in the coals, but they wouldn’t be ready for a while. She ate wearily, then pulled out her fox’s cleaned clothes and set about mending them since it was the first opportunity she’d had to sew the tears in the fabric.

After she had finished with the clothing, she had intended to meditate and pray for a bit before banking her fire and retiring for the night, but she must have dozed off because the next thing she knew it was full dark and the fire had burned low. Rubbing her eyes and shaking away the exhaustion that tugged at her mind and body, she crawled to the hollow and lit the tallow lamps so she could see. She checked her blood sugar to make sure she didn’t need to eat, then decided to examine her patient one more time before she went to bed.

His forehead was cool and dry when she placed her hand upon it, and she was very pleased that his fever had not returned. She gave him a tender brush over his skin and an ear rub before peeling back the blankets she had piled on him. She intended to make sure that none of his wounds had reopened or showed signs of infection, but she had no sooner begun to lower the coverings when he suddenly shot up with a cry of alarm and gripped the blankets tight to his body, his eyes wide with shock and concern.

“Nani shiteiruno! Yamete!” he cried, his cheeks flushing deep red with embarrassment as she stared at him, stunned.

Clearing the cobwebs from her brain, she managed to make out enough to know that he was telling her to stop what she was doing. “Yamete” meant

“Stop!” and “Nani” meant “What?” so it was a fair bet that he was saying something along the lines of “What are you doing! Stop!” and judging by the blush tinting his cheeks, his nakedness had something to do with it.

He skittered backwards, dragging the blankets with him until he hit the wall of the hollow, and stared at her with his amber-brown eyes, his breath coming in frightened pants.

“Kutsurogu,” she told him, trying to sound soothing. <Relax.>

“Nani?” he replied, eyes even wider, then said something else that she didn’t recognize but probably meant, “What the hell do you mean relax!” She sighed heavily and shook her head. She really was too tired to deal with his modesty, especially since she’d seen him naked repeatedly over the past three days, but at the same time the way he was clutching the blankets to his chest made him look like a blushing virgin who feared he was about to be ravished, and she couldn’t help but chuckle. He gasped, no doubt thinking that she had to be insane to laugh, but that only made her chuckle more, and his next near-hysterical statement made her break out into full giggles.

She knew most of her humor was fueled by her exhaustion; her mind’s way of reacting to the situation when she was tired almost beyond reason. The very fact that she could even make out a fraction of what he was saying with her muddled brain was a miracle in and of itself. She really would rather not have had to deal with him when all she wanted to do was sleep for eighteen hours straight, but there was naught to be done for it.

Her fox was awake.




Chapter Three

He couldn’t say that awareness came to him all at once. Rather he experienced a slow rise to consciousness that began as a slight nagging in his mind and culminated in his opening his eyes. It took him a moment to focus in the darkness, and he had to blink a few times because it felt as if sand had been thrown in his eyes, but eventually his vision adjusted and he was able to see.

What he saw confused him because he had no idea where he was. Far from the Shinto shrine where he was sometimes allowed to seek refuge, this shelter had a roof of solid rock, and it smelled of earth and forest. There were other scents too, foreign scents, and the scent of a strange human whose smell was different from any human he had ever met. He wasn’t even sure it was a human scent at all, but it did not stink of demon, nor did he feel any demons nearby.

Since he’d been running from them for most of his life, his sense of smell and perception for demons was fairly heightened.

Sound from outside the shelter made him turn his head, and he saw that he was in a hollow underneath a tree. There was a fire outside of the shelter, glowing faintly as it burned to coals, and he could clearly smell the scent of the burning wood along with the fresh scent of the strange human underneath. The human did not appear to be moving, and he perked up his ears to catch its breathing and heartbeat. The sound and nuances in the scent led him to believe that the human was female and appeared to be sleeping.

‘If she sleeps, then maybe I can slip away without being noticed…’

He began to sit up, but pain in his belly stopped him and he lay back down.

For the first time, he turned his attention to his own body and tried to figure out what had happened to him. Feeling under the blankets, his hands touched cloth that had been wrapped around his abdomen. He felt similar wrappings across his shoulder and thigh.

‘Bandages? Was I injured?’ He struggled to remember what he had been doing the last time he had awareness, and slowly the memory of his last day came back.

‘The stupid exterminators had raided an oni-gumo nest for the poison egg sacks, and flushed the demons out of their cave. Ichiro asked me to go with the men to make sure the spider demons didn’t come to the village. I went, but when we got to where the exterminators were running the oni-gumo into a trap, the men ran away and I got pinned between the spider demons and the exterminators who were hunting them. I tried to run, but they chased me and two of them flushed me out with stink-smoke. When I tried to get away, they shot me with arrows dipped in oni-gumo poison. I screamed and fell but no one came to help. The villagers had abandoned me. I… I was certain I was going to die.’

He paused. Obviously, he wasn’t dead, but what had happened?

‘I was so scared. I ran as far as I could, but the poison made me slow and weak. They threw nets over me and I was trapped. There was no one…’

He suddenly remembered a wild animal yell, and the vision of the exterminator about to kill him was replaced by a blur of tan as his executioner was knocked down. A woman, wild and ragged, had burst out of the forest to come to his rescue.

‘I… I was saved. She… she saved me. She helped me.’

He blinked in confusion.

‘Why?’

He looked around the shelter, lit softly by light from the fire outside. It was full of supplies for living, but also had many strange things that he had never seen before, and he had no idea what they were. Even some of his blankets were like nothing he had ever seen. Two of them were thick and very heavy, but also brightly colored with bold patterns he didn’t recognize. They smelled funny too.

As he turned his attention to his bedding, something else came to his awareness as he realized that he was feeling the blankets just a little too keenly on certain parts of his body. Lifting the covers, he peered under them and gasped when he realized that he had not a stitch of clothing on.

‘I’m naked! Where are my clothes?’

He cast about frantically, but there was absolutely no sign of his garments anywhere in the shelter.

‘She stripped me and took my clothes. What does she intend to do with me?’

There were several things he knew that women could do with helpless, naked males, and all of them terrified him.

‘Does she intend to defile me?’ was his next thought, but he pushed it aside roughly. No female, be it human or demon, would want a worthless half-kitsune such as himself for any type of bedmate, no matter how evil her intentions. No, her reasons were probably much darker in nature and most likely involved pain.

Another part of his brain pointed out that her intentions might not be evil since it was obvious that she had saved his life and treated his wounds, but he shoved that notion aside and returned to worrying about his predicament.

‘I’m wounded, but the oni-gumo poison is almost gone. I could get away, I’m sure of it, but I need clothes…’

Just then, he heard the woman wake up and begin to move around. He froze, wondering what he should do, and he decided to feign sleep as she came into the shelter. With his eyes closed, he couldn’t see what she was doing, but he kept his ears trained on her as he tracked her movements around the hollow.

He heard a strange hissing noise and smelled something burning, then the unmistakable scent of tallow filled the shelter.

‘She’s lit a lamp. Weak human eyes can’t see in the dark.’

There was more movement, and he heard a few alien sounds that he couldn’t identify, then she began crossing over to his side. He steeled himself to stay very still as her scent and the heat of her body told him she was only a breath away. His heart began to pound in his chest, but of course because humans were deaf (as well as having dead-noses) she couldn’t hear the thundering. She was moving, leaning over him by the smell of it, and he clenched his fists under the blankets. Then a hand, warm and tender, placed itself on his forehead. He stopped himself from jerking away and remained motionless as the hand moved across his brow in what could only be interpreted as a caress, then the fingers worked their way up into his hair and found his ear. Shock shot through him as she gently rubbed his ear, and he almost whimpered.

‘No one has rubbed my ears since Haha-ue died…’

As abruptly as it had come, the hand pulled away, and he heard her moving again. Then the hand was back, only this time it was on the blankets, taking them and tugging them downward. He panicked.

“What are you doing! Stop!” he cried, bolting up and grabbing the covers.

His molester was a human female who looked very surprised to see him awake. He snatched the blankets and scrambled backwards, but he unexpect-edly hit the shelter wall. Momentarily trapped, he pressed himself against the wall and clutched the blankets to his chest as she stared at him, speechless.

She was silent for a long moment then she finally responded, “Relax.” Her accent was very strange and that only confused him more.

“What? Relax? What do you mean relax? Where are my clothes, woman!” Her answer was a deep sigh and a shake of her head. Then she looked at him as one looks at an errant child, and he gathered the blankets even closer to his body for protection. Not that the flimsy cloth could really do anything at all to shield him, but it made him feel better.

She laughed. It was just a small laugh, but a laugh nonetheless and he gasped. She laughed more at his stunned expression, and he was certain that she had to be completely insane to laugh at the situation.

“What are you laughing at?” he demanded.

Her laugher increased, her dark eyes sparkling with mirth only she understood, and he could do nothing but stare at her, dumbfounded. After a moment, she shook her head again and motioned for him to wait.

“Wait,” she said and turned around.

His eyes darted to the entrance to the hollow, and he wondered if it would be all right for him to bolt out of there naked. He could take the blankets with him and use them as coverings until he got back to the shrine. Ichiro would probably give him some clothes from the rag bag once he knew what had happened. The woman chuckled again, and he was certain that he had to get away from this crazy person, when she pulled out a large square thing and brought it to his side. Still clutching the blankets, he watched her open the square thing and realized that it was a huge book with strange writing in tiny script. His sharp eyes recognized some of the symbols, but he’d never seen most of it before.

‘What is that?’ he wondered, his curiosity getting the better of him.

“I…” she began slowly, flipping the pages. “I see naked you.” He blinked. ‘What?’

“I see naked you,” she repeated, still looking in the book. “Three days.”

‘Huh? What the? “I see naked you?” What does that mean?’ he wondered, completely confused, then he suddenly realized that she was telling him that she’d been seeing him naked for three days. Her words were correct, but they were all mixed up to the point where she almost didn’t make any sense.

She smiled at him and the smile confused him to no end. Then she pointed to his shoulder.

“Wound.”

He looked at the bandage that covered his shoulder and touched it gingerly.

She pointed to his belly where the pain was and again to his thigh.

“I help.”

“You helped me. You saved my life,” he whispered.

“Please speak slowly. I only speak a little Japanese,” she said perfectly, and he knew she had to have memorized it.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Who are you?” she repeated, her brow furrowed, then she turned to her book. “Once again, please.”

She was speaking so politely to him. No one ever spoke to him with consideration or respect. He was a half-demon, lower than the fowl and oxen, and not deserving of anything but contempt.

“Who are you?” he complied, speaking each word carefully and clearly.

She nodded. “Thank you.”

He watched as she repeated the words to herself, flipping through the pages as if looking for something, then it dawned on him that she was looking for something. She was looking for the words he had spoken because the book had words in it that she could read. Finally she nodded as if she had found them and now understood his question.

“My name is Joanna.”

‘What? What kind of a name is that?’

“Joohh-rrannnn-aahhhhh,” he repeated.

“Yes. What is your name?”

Another memorized phrase because she had said it too quickly and easily.

He wrestled with what to tell her. No one had asked him his name in many years. The villagers all called him “Hanyou” but that was not his name. Since she had treated him with such politeness, he felt obligated to respond in kind, but he did not know what was appropriate. Finally he decided that to tell her that his name was “Hanyou” was a lie, and it was dishonorable to lie. So he told her the name that his father had given him, but that no one had spoken in over ten years.

“Akihiro.”

“Akihiro,” she repeated as if tasting the word, and for some reason hearing a voice other than his own say his name made him shiver. “I am pleased to meet you, Akihiro.”

He blinked at her. “Now I know you’re insane,” he blurted.

She shook her head, her brow furrowed. “Once again, please.” He shook his head back. “No. It doesn’t matter.”

She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, and he realized that she was exhausted. Her eyes were sunken and dark shadows around them made them look bruised. When she opened them again to look at him, he saw that they were dilated and full of weariness. He cocked his head, perking his ears up to listen to her, and she gave him a little smile.

“You look tired,” he said.

“You look tired.”

“Tired,” he repeated slowly and saw her look in her book.

“Yes. Tired.” She flipped in her book again. “Three days. Akihiro sick.

Fever. I afraid. No sleep.”

He blinked at her, stunned by her admission. Even though her sentences were jumbled and broken, the meaning of her words was clear.

‘She was up three days caring for me while I was sick with fever from the oni-gumo poison.’

“Thank you.” What else could he say? Villagers who had known him for thirty years wouldn’t have done for him what this complete stranger had.

“You’re welcome,” she replied immediately, another memorized phrase.

There was silence between them, then she sighed again and pointed to his bandaged shoulder.

“Wound?” she asked, and made a hand gesture for looking at something.

‘She wants to check my wounds. That’s all she wanted to do to begin with,’

he realized with a little chagrin.

“I’m fine,” he insisted.

“Wound? Please?”

He sighed and gave in. “Okay.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t. How could he respond to someone who wished to take care of him and offer him a kindness? She didn’t seem to mind his silence as she gently unwound the bandage on his shoulder and looked at his injury. His half-demon body healed quickly, but he could clearly see where the arrow had pierced his flesh. He could also see that the wound had been carefully burned closed.

‘She knows something of healing…’

“Good,” she said, a pleased smile on her lips.

“Yes,” he agreed.

Her hand moved down to his leg and he instinctively flinched, but he understood that she only wanted to see his thigh wound so he forced himself to relax. She pulled aside the blankets only enough to bare his leg and unwrapped the bandages there. This wound was also healing nicely and had been burned closed like the other. She nodded in approval and wrapped him back up.

The last wound was the belly wound, and he knew that she wanted to see that one as well. With much trepidation, he let the blankets fall down to pool over his thighs, keeping one hand firmly over his groin so the covers would stay put while she unwrapped the last bandage from around his waist. While she may have been seeing him naked for three days, she certainly wasn’t going to see him naked now that he had something to say about it. She chuckled at his modesty and he felt himself blush.

“Cute,” she said.

‘Cute?’

He was going to respond, but then the bandage fell away, and he got a look at the one wound that still hurt quite a lot. The words of his retort died on his lips as what he saw made him gasp in shock. Numerous little stitches of thread held his flesh together where the arrow had ripped into his belly.

‘She sewed me closed. That’s… that’s the work of a doctor… Did a doctor lower himself to treat a half-breed like me?’

She touched the wound and he gasped at the sudden pain.

“Sorry. Sorry,” she apologized.

“It’s okay,” he reassured her.

She looked in her book, then asked, “Pain?”

“A little,” he admitted, lifting one hand to gesture a small amount with his thumb and forefinger.

She frowned and looked at the wound again, sighing deeply.

“It’s okay. Did you do this? Are you a doctor?” he asked.

“I’m sorry. Please say again.”

“Johrannah doctor?”

She turned to her book then shook her head. “No. No doctor.”

‘Not a doctor? But… she…’

She yawned and tried to hide it. “Sorry. Tired.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “Johrannah needs sleep.”

She nodded and something akin to gratitude came into her brown eyes. She gently bandaged him back up, and he relaxed the moment she was no longer touching him near his private places.

“Akihiro hungry?” she asked suddenly.

He blinked at her, then drooped his ears. It was impolite to ask for food, but he was very hungry now that he thought about it. She said he had been sick for three days which meant he hadn’t eaten in that long, and his body was weak from dehydration and hunger. But still, he could not ask her to feed him. Such a thing was inconceivable, especially for a half-demon like him. He was about to say no when his stomach answered for him with a loud growl. He flushed, mortified, but she just snickered and smiled.

“Yes, Akihiro hungry,” she said with amusement, then left the shelter.

She came back several moments later carrying two bundles wrapped in leaves. One she gave to him while the other she kept as she sat across from him and unwrapped it. He did the same and found the meat of a quail, baked and lightly seasoned. The smell of the meat made his mouth water, but he had no chopsticks with which to eat.

‘Does she expect me to eat like a common animal?’ he wondered, getting slightly angry.

Up until that point she had treated him so kindly, but now he wondered if she was showing how she really felt about him. He looked up to see what she was doing and was shocked to see her eating her own bundle of quail meat with her hand. She seemed perfectly content to do so, sucking on the ends of her fingers with each bite. When she saw he wasn’t eating, she looked askance at him and their eyes met. She blinked a few times, then smiled, putting down her food and rummaging in a sack at the rear of the hollow. His eyes opened wide as she produced a set of chopsticks and offered them to him.

He accepted them with uncertainty because he saw that she did not get a set for herself, and he watched as she picked up her bundle of meat and resumed eating with her fingers. He looked down at his own meal and at the chopsticks in his hand, then he put the utensils down and honored his host by following her custom, using his skill as a mimic to mirror her movements.

He took a bite and froze. The meat was wonderful. The taste exploded on his tongue and he could not remember a time when he had ever enjoyed such rich flavors; certainly not since his father had been killed, and his human mother and he were forced into exile. But even before then, when they had lived in his grandfather’s house, the kitchen staff had never served him the same food the rest of the household enjoyed. What delicacies he managed to obtain were always from his mother, who would save him some of her meal to share later. He had never been allowed to eat in the main room with her, his grandparents and the rest of the family. He was the disgrace of the clan, the half-breed that lived only because of his grandfather’s fear of his father, and he was relegated to the kitchen, not even permitted to dine with the servants.

Once his father, a great six-tailed kitsune, had been murdered, his mother took him and fled the house, running for their lives. They wandered until they found a small village that took pity on his mother and allowed them to live in a shack on the edge of town. After that, they had subsisted on only the plainest of foods grown from their own meager garden and what his mother was able to trade for at the market.

This meal was different from any quail he’d ever eaten. The spices were alien to him yet they flooded his taste buds even as the flesh melted in his mouth. He doubted the daimyo himself had ever enjoyed such a meal, but all too soon it was gone. Quail was so small, especially this early in the summer.

He looked forlornly at his empty leaves, knowing he could easily eat at least two more birds just like it. Johrannah gave him another smile and offered him the rest of her bird. He was shocked and humbled, but refused. He would never be so rude as to take the food of his host.

Unfortunately for him, Johrannah insisted.

“Akihiro sick. Eat this,” she said, pushing the food into his hands.

“No,” he tried. “I cannot take your food.”

“Yes. Eat this. Eat this.” She put the meat in his lap and went for her book.

“Hunt I. Quail. Grouse. Eat this. Strong. Healthy.” She had made it such that he couldn’t say no without being disrespectful, so he had no choice but to accept the food. He ate it slowly, watching her through uncertain eyes, but all she did was smile and nod in approval.

“Good,” she said happily when he was done.

She took the leaves that had been wrapped around the quail and left the shelter again. She returned carrying a teapot and poured them both drinks of black tea in little metal cups. He picked up his cup and took a sip, following her lead. The tea was a little bitter but not unpleasant, and he wondered if it was medicinal. He knew some of the best medicines also tasted the worst.

When they had finished the tea, she took the cups and rinsed them out with water from a gourd jug, pouring the water outside the shelter. Then she came back in holding a bundle of clothes that he recognized immediately.

‘My clothes!’

She gave the garments to him, then purposefully turned her back to give him privacy. Taking her hint, he dressed quickly, noting with amazement that the clothes had been thoroughly washed and mended with care. The places where the arrows had ripped the material had been expertly patched and repaired, and he doubted his clothes had been so clean in months.

Movement from her caused him to hurry because he thought she was getting impatient. He knew she was tired and wanted to sleep which probably meant that she wanted him out of the shelter. Now that he had recovered from his fever and was healing well, there was no reason for her not to insist that he sleep outside. What human in her right mind would willingly sleep in the same place as a half-demon like him? He would dress then slink out to curl up under some brush. The nights were warm and the rains hadn’t come yet.

He saw her lift the edge of her strange clothing, which was very strange indeed. In fact, now that he was comfortably dressed, he took a moment to look at her odd clothes. She wore no long kimono but instead was dressed very much like a man. Her upper garment ended at her waist and appeared to be one piece of fabric that slid over her head. It was dyed a deep blue color and had long, binding sleeves that ended at her wrists. Her lower garment was blue as well, but faded and made of a material he did not recognize. It was akin to his own nobakama field pants except that the legs hugged her body tightly all the way down to her ankles, and there didn’t seem to be any kind of obi used to fasten them closed. On her feet she wore soft boots made of animal skin.

All in all, he had to admit that he had never seen anyone dressed like she was, and to add to the oddness, there was something attached to her belly under her upper garment. He had caught a brief glimpse of it when she lifted the clothing. She did something with it and it made a weird noise.

‘What is that?’ he wondered, then flushed and looked quickly away when she peered over her shoulder to see if he was done dressing.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yes.” Actually he was feeling much better now that he wasn’t naked.

“Good. Tired. I sleep. Akihiro sleep,” she replied, motioning to the bedding he had occupied.

She took the blankets he had rumpled, and he watched her as she rearranged the bedding, straightening out the straw, cloth and blankets. He saw her take two of the four blankets away and fold them into a pile of spare bedding at the back of the hollow. Then she folded down the blankets and patted the re-made bed.

“Akihiro sleep. Rest. Heal.”

He blinked at her, confused. ‘She can’t mean that she wishes for me to stay in here… with her…’

He opened his mouth to voice his question, but she patted the bedding again and he paused. Her message was clear, but how could he tell her that he hadn’t slept in a bed in years? Since his mother had died and the villagers had driven him out of the shack they had occupied, he had contented himself with sleeping in hollows and under bushes. In winter he dug a den to curl into for protection from the cold, and sometimes the priest at the shrine allowed him to sleep on the porch during the rains. But he hadn’t been allowed a place inside since the last night he had spent with his mother as she passed away.

His silence and reluctance made her cock her head curiously.

“Akihiro, what is wrong?”

She said it like one of her memorized phrases, and he wondered just how much Japanese she actually knew.

“Nothing,” he stammered, looking at the bed which had so obviously been prepared for him. ‘Do I dare? Is this a test? What do I do?’

She patted the bed a third time and beckoned him. “Akihiro sleep. I tired.” He was tired too. Now that his belly was mostly full, and he was clothed, the weakness he suffered from fighting the poison and blood loss was creeping into his bones. Slowly, reluctantly, he crawled forward and sat on the bed, waiting for a sign from her as to what was expected of him. She placed the edges of the blankets into his hands and urged him to lie down. He obeyed, never taking his eyes from her, and let himself be gently pushed onto his back.

“Good,” she told him, then turned away and moved to her own bedding.

Lifting his head slightly, he watched as she took off her footwear, placing them beside her sleeping mat, then she slid into her strange bed from the top as if it was all one large piece that did not fold down.

“Good night, Akihiro,” she said as she blew out the tallow lamp and lay down in her bedding, pulling her blanket over her shoulders.

“Good night. Thank you.”

She mumbled a faint reply then was quiet, and he heard her breathing slow down and grow fainter as she fell asleep. He, of course, couldn’t sleep. He was too confused and nervous, and he half expected her to wake up at any moment and tell him to get out.

Johrannah was treating him as she would another human, as a friend even, but he was a stranger to her and a half-demon as well. By all rights, she should have shunned him from the beginning, and even let him die at the hands of the exterminators, but she hadn’t. She had brought him back to her home, treated his wounds, tended him while he was sick, and fed him when he awakened.

Only his mother had ever been kind to him, and he did not know what to think.

He waited until he knew she was deeply asleep before slowly slipping out of the bed and crawling over to her side. He sniffed her, memorizing her smell, but also checking for any scent of brain-sickness on her. He could smell it sometimes. He could smell a lot of sicknesses. There were times when he had known someone was ill before they did, and he knew right away when a female was fertile or pregnant.

Her scent was clean. In fact, he could tell that she had bathed recently, and her hair carried the perfume of flowers. There was a very faint blood-smell on her, but it wasn’t strong enough to be of any concern. She had probably scratched herself or pricked a finger. The oddest thing about it was the scent itself. He’d never smelled anyone who had a scent like hers. Her blood scent was completely different from any other human he had ever encountered, and he didn’t know what to make of it.

She also looked different from any other human he had ever seen. Her skin was a strange color, tan from the inside and not from the sun, and tinted more brown than yellow. Her face was oddly shaped, much longer and thinner than he was used to seeing, with high cheekbones and a strong chin. Her eyes were large and round, not slanted like the humans he knew, and she had thick eyebrows and long eyelashes. From what he had seen of the rest of her, she was tall, and her fingers were long but blunt-tipped. The only thing familiar about her was her hair color. It was black, but very thick, and she had weaved it and tied it with a strip of cloth in two places.

Strength emanated from her even in sleep. This woman was a warrior, not a simpering weakling who screamed and hid behind a man. She was the type the female samurai were made from; strong fighting women who were almost as formidable as their men. He remembered that she had shown no fear of him, and he also had a dim memory of how she had saved him: swift and deadly in her strike. She hadn’t killed the exterminators, though. Of that he was certain.

If Johrannah was a mystery, then her shelter was even more of one, and he exercised his natural curiosity by exploring. He could see the signs of gathered belongings everywhere, probably scrounged from wherever she could find them. He even saw the exterminators’ nets piled up at the back of the hollow.

There were some things that were completely alien to him; like a strange metal rack with straps on it and a weird rectangular pack with little things that rolled on the bottom. If he didn’t know better he would have said they were wheels, but they were too small to be of any use. The pack was heavily imbued with Johrannah’s scent so he knew it had to be something that was hers. The material was black, but tightly woven and thick, and it felt slightly rough to the touch. There was another pack that was hard to the touch and felt like leather stretched over wood, but it was shaped very strangely. It looked a little like a body with a very long neck but no limbs or head. He had no idea what it was, but the carrying strap had been decorated with beads and braids of colored rope. It, too, smelled heavily of Johrannah.

He also got a good look at the book she had been using. It was huge and heavy, and the binding was alien to him. It looked nothing like the sewn books he was used to seeing in the temples and in his grandfather’s house. His mother had taught him to read (in secret of course) from books that had been hand-sewn with thick paper covers. These covers weren’t paper; they were hard and thick and felt like leather. Plus the paper sheets inside felt funny and the ink had a weird smell. He saw some symbols that he recognized, but that was as far as he progressed because he couldn’t read any of the other script at all. He closed the cover and put it aside so he could continue exploring.

He found the animal skins he had remembered her wearing the first time he had seen her. They were light colored leather, roughly cut and sewn, and they smelled of deerskin. When he touched them, they were very soft and the texture surprised him. The top part was like the short kimono she was wearing: one piece that slipped over her head, and the bottoms were leggings that tied at the waist. They looked worn but well cared for, and they smelled of animal blood so he determined that they were the clothes she wore when hunting.

Near the entrance lay a pile of weapons. There was a spear that smelled heavily of fish, some very fine, almost transparent thread that had been coiled around a wooden spool, some metal hooks that looked like they could be used for fishing, a bow and quiver of arrows, two daggers and a huge knife with a thick, slightly curved blade and a black handle. Also near the entrance were pots, a flat, heavy pan with shallow sides, and the teapot. Lastly, he found a huge brown cover made of slippery smooth material that had been placed in a way that it could be draped over the door.

The more he explored, the more confused he became, and he had so many unanswered questions. Who was she? Where had she come from? Why was she alone? Was she a holy woman undergoing some kind of training? But if she was, why did she risk her purity by consorting with him? Even if they did nothing inappropriate, he was certain that her superiors would frown upon her being alone with a half-demon. And why did she not speak his language? Did she come from a far away country at the other end of Japan? Could she be a member of the ancient Ainu tribe? The legends said they were tall and wore the skins of animals, although he had never actually met one. They lived on the islands far to the north, and he had never been further north than Echigo.

He needed fresh air, and also to relieve himself, so he crawled out of the hollow and got his first look around. His suspicions that she was a holy woman were supported by his discovery that the hollow was in a sacred grove of Sugi.

The shrine, offerings and prayer streamers might have been removed, but the wardings remained and the area was unnaturally pure. Demons venturing close to the grove would sense the protections and veer away. As a half-demon, he felt the tingle of the wards but wasn’t overly bothered by them.

She had made a fire-ring with stones and there was a grate of metal over part of it, presumably used for cooking. The fire had burned down to coals, but he could still feel the heat. Nearby, a white rope had been strung between two trees for hanging laundry, mostly sheets of cloth and washed bandages.

‘Wrappings and bedding she used for me when I was sick.’

His nose led him to her waste pit and he used it, feeling much better now that his bladder was empty, then he followed his nose to a nearby stream, washed his face and hands, and took a drink. The water was cold, but pure, and it tasted very good. He hadn’t realized he was thirsty until he had smelled the water, and his body suddenly started clamoring for relief.

Needs of the moment satisfied, he returned to the grove and sat by the dying fire. The night was warm, but not oppressive. Full summer was on its way, but had yet to arrive in force. Soon only the dark, deep forest or the coast would offer relief from the sweltering heat, but for now it was comfortable.

He also noticed that the moon was approaching full. He didn’t need to see it to know where it was in its cycle. The power of his demon blood waxed and waned with it, never going below a certain level but cycling in a pattern that matched the moon phase. When it was full, he was at his strongest and weakest when it was dark. Now that the moon was almost full, he could expect his healing powers to increase to their peak, and his wounds would be fully healed within another two days.

He yawned, his body reminding him that he was tired and weak from his ordeal, and perhaps brooding wasn’t the best thing to do. He’d already felt the weakness in his limbs when he was moving around, and his belly wound also throbbed a little. It had been the worst of the three, and would understandably take the longest to heal.

‘I still can’t believe that she sewed me up…’

Turning his head, he looked in the direction of the hollow. His nose told him that his rescuer was still within, and his ears told him that she was still sleeping. The source of his confusion seemed blissfully oblivious to his presence, and he wondered why she couldn’t feel him. He knew his demon aura was reduced, but he still had one, and any holy person should be able to detect him. If she was truly a miko-in-training, then she should sense him unless she was too tired. Remembering her exhaustion, he decided that was a possibility.

‘You’re exhausted too,’ his mind reminded him.

He nodded, acknowledging his weariness.

‘And there’s a bed in there waiting for you. A real bed with blankets and a soft mat. What will Johrannah think if she wakes and you’re not there? She’ll think you were rude and refused her hospitality.’

‘But I’m a half-demon. She has no reason to be nice to me,’ he argued.

It was true. His strange rescuer had already shown him more kindness than he’d known in many, many years.

‘She must want something from you. That’s the only reason she would save your life and tend your wounds. She must have a use for you and she will ask you when you are healed,’ he told himself.

‘But what would someone like her ask of a half-breed like me?’

He shuddered. He could think of a lot of things someone might ask of him and many of them were things he wouldn’t want to do. Owing a life-debt to someone was tricky if the person you were beholden to decided to abuse it.

‘No sense worrying about it now. It’ll be another couple of days before you’re well again. You can try to figure out what she wants from you later. In the meantime, you’re tired and she has prepared a bed for you. Don’t be rude and ungrateful,’ the logical half of his mind reasoned.

‘She did seem to want me to stay and I smelled no deceit on her.’

‘Exactly,’ his logical-side smirked.

He sighed. He could probably sleep now. He was very tired, and he knew he needed the rest.

He made his way back to the shelter and quietly slipped inside. Johrannah didn’t move when he came in, and he went directly to the bedding she had given him, burrowing under the blankets. The bed was soft and almost sinfully comfortable, but he knew that it wasn’t his place to second guess his host, and he was sure that he would eventually find out her reasons for treating him so well. Whether or not he would like her reasons, or regret owing her his life, was yet to be determined. For now, he was warm and felt safer than he had in a very long time. The thick, brightly colored blanket smelled of her, and the scent was comforting as his eyes grew heavy and his body relaxed. He fell asleep to the sound of her heartbeat and gentle breathing.




Chapter Four

Joanna woke just after daybreak, and it took her a moment to recall the events of the previous night. Her fox’s fever had broken and he was going to be okay. That meant she had to go fishing and start the morning meal. Now that he was going to recover, rest and food would become all the more important.

She slipped out of her sleeping bag quietly so as not to disturb her guest.

‘Akihiro. His name is Akihiro,’ she reminded herself.

Peering over to the place where he ought to be, she smiled when all she saw was a lump completely covered by the blankets, and she imagined him all curled up underneath.

‘Sleeps like a fox too.’

Her movements must have been too loud despite her efforts to be quiet, because she had no sooner taken a step towards the entrance when he burst out of the blankets in a blind panic. He jumped so high that he almost hit the low ceiling of the hollow, and she gasped when he barely missed it. He landed, crouched on all fours, eyes darting in fear, and she stayed very still in an attempt not to provoke him.

“Daijoubu,” she soothed. <It’s okay.> “Akihiro wa buji desu.” <Akihiro safe.>

He turned his head to look at her, eyes blinking, then she saw the tension in his shoulders relax as recognition came to his face.

“Johrannah-sama,” he replied, saying her name in that strange way of his that added an “r” to the pronunciation.

She also noticed that he added the “–sama” suffix that implied deep respect and identified her as being above him in status. She knew that the Japanese culture was heavily based on rank, and giving proper respect to those above you was very important. By calling her Joanna-sama, he was essentially giving her the title of “Lady” or “Miss,” and he was telling her that he believed he was below her on the social scale. She wasn’t certain how she felt about that, but likened it to how she would treat a stranger with formal politeness until she got to know the person. Once Akihiro became more familiar with her, he would probably drop the suffix or replace it with a more casual one like “–chan,” at least she hoped so. She didn’t think she would like being called Lady Joanna all the time.

“Hai,” she said, confirming that she was indeed who he thought she was.

“Sou ka,” he breathed. <I see.> His eyes slid away from hers, and his face grew thoughtful and reflective. “Omoidatta.” <I remember.> She nodded. “Ohayou.” <Good morning.>

He blinked at her as if her greeting surprised him, then finally answered,

“O… Ohayou gozaimasu.” <G…good morning.>

She looked at him, feeling slightly frustrated. There was so much she wanted to ask him, so much she wanted to communicate, but she didn’t know the words. She knew that her classes had only taught her the most rudimentary basics of the language, and that conversational Japanese was very different from what she had learned.

Simple things she took for granted in every day conversation were now beyond her. Had they been in her time and spoken the same language, she would now ask him if he was hungry, if his wounds hurt him, and if he had slept well. She could find out what he would like to eat for breakfast or if there were things he couldn’t or wouldn’t eat. But she could do none of that. She could only fumble ineptly with the dictionary and do her best to make herself understood.

She had known that her Japanese would be a problem, but she had been depending on her host sister to help her. She had never imagined that she would ever find herself in the situation she was in now. Akihiro had probably never even heard of English, let alone spoke any of it, and her dictionary only gave her nouns, verb forms and common phrases. It wouldn’t tell her how to string a sentence together so that she made sense, or how to speak such that she wasn’t being offensive. She could only hope that if she apologized enough for how poorly she spoke, he would forgive her if she made mistakes.

Her insulin pump beeped. The internal glucometer always signaled an alarm when her blood sugar dropped below 90, and then would not administer insulin until the level had come back up. She knew she had a limited amount of time to eat, and that made playing seek-a-word in the dictionary a problem if she wanted to get cooking any time soon. To make matters worse, Akihiro had heard the beep and was looking at her with his ears straight up. He looked adorable actually, like a cute puppy with his ears perked to catch the slightest sound. If he cocked his head to one side, she wasn’t certain if she could keep from laughing.

“Nanda?” he asked. <What is that?>

She shook her head and gave a little helpless shrug. “Gomen. Sukoshi shika nihongo wa hanasenai.” <I’m sorry. I only speak a little Japanese.>

“Wakatta.” <I understand.>

“Doumo Arigatou.” <Thank you very much.>

He then shocked her by moving forward, reaching over to her dictionary and pushing it towards her.

“Arigatou,” she told him, picking it up and opening it to look for the words she needed. “Onaka-ga sukimashita. Asa gohan o taberu?” <I’m hungry. Eat breakfast?>

He blinked at her and she sighed, flipping through the book again. “Tabemono o taberu.” <Eat food.>

“Tabemono. Hai.” <Food. Yes.>

She nodded and moved to pick up her fishing spear. “Sakana?” <Fish?>

“Un.” <Sure.>

“Yoshi.” <Good.>

She put on her boots, took the spear and her hunting knife with her, and left the shelter. She wasn’t expecting him to follow her, but he did and she led him down to the stream. She was headed for her favorite fishing place: a large shallow area where the water was clear, and she could easily see the fish swimming beneath the surface. It was early morning so the fish should be biting, and when she saw a good-sized striped fish come into range, she threw her spear. Flipping the fish out of the water, she tossed it onto the bank and killed it swiftly, thanking it for its sacrifice.

“Sugoi,” Akihiro whispered as she gutted her catch. <Awesome.> She gave him a smile and turned back to the water. At least her hunting skill hadn’t repulsed him. She hadn’t been worried so much about him object-ing to the kill itself as she was his reaction to a woman doing the killing. Japanese culture was very patriarchal, and he might have had a problem with a female hunter. Judging by his obvious surprise and admiration of her fishing spear prowess, she gathered that male chauvinism, at least where hunting was concerned, would not be an issue.

She needed one more fish before she would have enough for breakfast, and she tried to see through the water to where the bigger fish hovered in the deeper pools. Movement to her left caught her attention, and she spied a rabbit flushing from under a bush. Akihiro saw it too and he moved faster than humanly possible. Instantly he was on it, grabbing the fleeing animal and breaking its neck.

“Sugoi,” she said in approval. ‘I hardly saw him move. He’s so fast.’

He blinked at her, looking a little afraid at first, then shyly smiled back and offered her the rabbit from where he was crouched.

“Arigatou,” she thanked him, taking the rabbit and saying a prayer.

He answered by gasping a little and placing a hand on his lower abdomen.

“Bujika?” she asked. <Are you all right?>

“Ite-e. Ite-e,” he replied, sitting down on the ground. <Ouch. Ouch.> She sighed and realized that he had strained his belly wound. Kneeling next to him, she tried to see if he had ripped it open.

“Baka,” she admonished gently. <Idiot.>

“Sumimasen,” he apologized, his eyes wide and contrite. <I’m sorry.>

“Ii yo.” <It’s okay.>

He sat back and let her pull aside his clothing enough to make sure that no blood was staining the bandages.

“Daijoubu,” she said with a nod as she finished inspecting and wrapped him back up. <It’s okay.>

“Yokatta.” <I’m glad.>

She picked up the rabbit and smiled at him. “Sugoi.” <Awesome.> He blushed at the praise. “Nan demo nai.” <It’s nothing.> Not wanting to embarrass him more, she put the rabbit next to the gutted fish and returned to the water. Technically they had enough food for breakfast, and the rabbit was a welcome surprise, but if she caught another fish it would be better. She had already determined that Akihiro’s appetite was greater than hers, and he was recovering from being sick. After witnessing how fast he was, she wondered if he would help her bring down a deer. A good-sized buck would feed them very well, plus she could make venison jerky from the leftovers and have a hide to tan. She hadn’t brain tanned in years, but she remembered how. As long as she wasn’t pressed for time, she could tan a hide without any trouble.

A few minutes later she had caught another fish and was happy to head back to camp. She gutted the second fish and field dressed the rabbit, then washed her hands and started back. Akihiro followed and she noticed that he kept himself behind her, in the submissive position.

‘Come to think of it, he’s very timid and he’s flinched almost every time I’ve touched him. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was an abuse victim.’ She remembered the scars on his back and frowned. ‘Maybe he is an abuse victim.’

If he was, it would explain a lot.

Back at camp, she began laying the fire so she could cook their breakfast.

Akihiro tried to be helpful by gathering wood from her pile of accumulated deadfall, but she was worried that he would strain his belly wound again.

“Osuwari,” she told him, pointing to a spot near the fire pit. <Sit.> He looked at her then obeyed, sitting down exactly where she had pointed, but he watched her as she got the fire going, cut up some vegetables to be boiled, and skinned the rabbit in preparation for stewing it. The fish she de-boned and pan-fried in the frying pan with a little bit of salt, spring onions, some of her dried parsley and a dab of her precious shortening.

Akihiro stayed silent as she prepared the meal, turning his head and keeping his black-tipped fox ears trained on her at all times. They were always moving, swiveling this way and that, perking and dropping with his interest and state of mind. She noticed that he always lowered them when she approached him: another sign of submission if her understanding of dogs was any judge.

Foxes were canines so it stood to reason that their body language would be similar.

When the fish were done, she skinned them then gave one to him on a plate with a set of chopsticks and a cup of water. He lowered his eyes as he accepted the food from her and gave her a soft thank you, then she sat next to him and ate her own fish as the water in the pot on the fire-grill began to boil.

“Itadakimasu,” she said, saying the traditional Japanese blessing.

“Itadakimasu,” he repeated and began to eat. “Ah, oishii,” <Yummy.>

“Arigatou. Nan demo nai,” she answered. <Thanks. It’s nothing.> He blinked at her and she could see the wheels turning behind his eyes.

She realized that he probably had almost as many questions as she did, but the language barrier severely limited them. She wanted him to help her learn and speak better, but she wasn’t sure exactly how she should ask him. It would mean a great deal of fumbling about with the dictionary and would require a lot of patience. She also didn’t know how long he could stay with her. It was probable that he had a home and maybe a family that would miss him. He might want to leave as soon as he was better, and then she might not ever see him again.

The thought made her sad and she focused her eyes elsewhere. She hadn’t really noticed her loneliness because she had been so busy just trying to survive, but now that she had a guest, she realized how empty the camp had been with just herself living there. She’d been contenting herself with the company of the trees, and finding solace in the occasional overheard conversation, but it wasn’t the same as actually spending time with another person. In that respect, she had been completely alone.

For the first time in her life, she had felt what it was like to be alone, and it had been a wholly unpleasant feeling. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been truly on her own. She’d always had someone; even when her family was killed, Elisi had been there along with the others who welcomed her into the Long Hair Clan. In the first weeks after 9/11, she hadn’t been left alone for more than a few minutes. At first she thought it was because they feared she would try to join her family, but then she realized that it was because they felt she shouldn’t have to go through such terrible grief by herself.

Sorrow shared was sorrow halved, so the people closest to her grandmother had gathered around and did their best to help where they could. Elisi had lost a daughter, a son-in-law and two grandchildren as well, and she was suffering too. Food was prepared, the house kept clean, and there was a constant stream of volunteers who sat with them and kept them apprised of events in New York.

Neither she nor Elisi dared to go to Ground Zero, and they didn’t know what they would have done if they had. Instead, ceremonies and dances were held to pray for the dead and bring healing. Elisi still had the sacred medicine pouch that the Elders had presented to her, and she kept it underneath her marriage stick on the mantle above her fireplace.

Despite the terrible circumstances surrounding Akihiro’s arrival, she was glad that he was there, and even more glad that he had survived his ordeal. If he had to go away when he was fully healed, she knew she would miss him.

‘Maybe he can stay long enough to help me find out when I am.’

She needed a distraction from her sudden dour thoughts so she put the rabbit in the pot with the chopped vegetables. It would cook for a couple of hours and make a nice rabbit stew. After a while, she would take the rabbit out, cut the meat off the bones and put the boneless, bite-size pieces back in.

Her insulin pump beeped as her blood sugar came back up, and she knew that it would now administer the insulin she needed. Akihiro’s ears came up at the noise, but he didn’t ask about it, which was fine because she didn’t have the words to tell him what it was anyway.

After they had finished eating, she took the plates and utensils down to the stream for washing and scrubbed the frying pan. Akihiro stayed behind this time, and when she returned she found him seated in the same spot where she had left him, looking a little nervous and worried.

“Doush'tano?” she asked. <What’s the matter?>

“Suwaru yoh ni ittanda,” he replied, a confused look on his face. <You told me to sit.>

Now it was her turn to blink and she shook her head. “Nani? Wakaranai.”

<What? I don’t understand.>

“Su-wa-re,” he simplified and pointed to the ground he sat on. <Sit.>

“Eh?” she said, then her eyes opened wide when she realized that he had taken her literally when she had told him to sit. “Ah. Gomen.” <Sorry.> She paused. How could she tell him that she hadn’t meant the word as a command?

“Watashi… Hara no kizu wa… Suwari wa dame desu.” <I… Your belly wound… Sit is no good.>

“Hontou ni?” <Really?>

She nodded. “Hai.” <Yes.>

“A, sou,” <Oh. Okay.>

When Akihiro visibly relaxed, she decided that it might be a good time to ask for his help.

“Sumimasenga, tetsudatte kuremasuka? Nihongo o benkyou shitai desu.”

<Excuse me, can you help me? I want to study Japanese.>

“Ore?” he replied, placing one hand on his chest. <Me?> She nodded. “Akihiro sensei. Chotto onegaishimasu.” <Akihiro teacher.

Please help me.>

He stared at her for a full five seconds, then replied haltingly, “Watashi…

Hai, tetsudau.” <I… Yes, I’ll help you.>

She let out a sigh of relief and bowed to him. “Arigatou gozaimasu.”

<Thank you very much.>

When she looked up at him again his face was pale and he looked visibly shaken, and she had the feeling that she had missed something important.

“Nanda?” <What is it?>

He shook his head and turned his eyes away. “Ii yo. Shimpai shinaide.”

<It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.>

“Daijouka?” <Are you all right?>

“Un. Watashi wa.” <Yes. I’m fine.>

“Hai.” <Okay.>

Whatever it was, it was obvious that he wasn’t going to tell her about it so she wisely dropped the subject. Since the rabbit had been boiling for a while, she now took it out and cut the meat off the bones. Then she added more wood to the fire and put the boneless pieces of meat back into the pot.

“Ban gohan,” she said, pointing to the stew. <Dinner.>

“Un. Oishisouna nioi ga suru,” he concurred. <Yes. It smells delicious.>

“Hai.”

She figured that they would stay at the camp until late afternoon then go hunting. She wanted more ground birds, hopefully snaring something larger than quail this time, but it was better to hunt for them either at dusk or at dawn.

She almost wished Japan had turkeys. But while they might not have turkeys, they did have ducks. It was possible that she could snare a duck with his help.

She wouldn’t need too many words either. All she would have to do was tell him “duck” and pick up her hunting gear, and she was sure he would understand.

With a contented sigh, she lay back and stared up at the swaying branches above them. She yawned and twisted to crack her spine back into place because it was giving her a little bit of discomfort. She was also still operating on a sleep deficit and one night wasn’t going to make up for it. The gentle waving of the leaves and branches was lulling, as were the steady vibes of contentment coming off the trees, and she closed her eyes, letting herself drift.

“Ainu desuka?” Akihiro asked her, breaking the silence that had fallen.

“Eh? Nani?” she asked, jerking back awake. <Huh? What?>

“Ainu?” he repeated and pointed to her.

“Chotto matte,” she replied and went for her dictionary. <Wait a moment.>

She retrieved the book, then sat next to him and looked up the word.

‘The Ainu (a word meaning "man, people" in the Ainu language), are an ethnic group inhabiting the northernmost islands of Japan and the Kurile and Sakhalin Islands. They are recognized as the aborigines of Japan because they kept to traditional folkways… He’s asking me if I’m a member of this group.’

“Iie, Ainu ja nai no. Atashi wa Cherokee,” she answered. <No. I am not Ainu. I am Cherokee.>

The look on his face was comical, and she could see him trying to figure out just how he was going to attempt that word. She hid her smile behind her hand so he wouldn’t think she was laughing at him.

“Ch…Chee-roou-keeeee?” he stammered. “Nanda yo?” <What is that?> Now it was her turn to look at him and try to figure out how to explain in a way that he could possibly understand. It stood to reason that he wouldn’t know where the United States was or what a Native American was either. In fact, thinking she was an Ainu wasn’t that far off the mark because most aboriginal peoples lived in similar ways.

She must have looked frustrated because his expression changed from one of expectation to one of guarded fear, and he dropped his eyes.

‘He’s afraid of me, isn’t he? Why is he afraid of me?’

“Gomen,” he whispered. “Sore ni tsuite tazunete wa ikenai.” <I’m sorry. It isn’t my place to ask.>

“Ii yo betsu ni,” she replied. <It’s okay, really.> “Atashi no Nihongo…”

<My Japanese…>

“Wakatta.” <I understand.>

“Akihiro wa kitsune da?” she asked, changing the subject. <You are a fox?>

He looked up at her, his head cocked in confusion.

“Iie. Watashi ga hanyou da.” <No. I am a hanyou.>

“Hanyou?” she repeated. “Hanyou towa nandesuka?” <What’s a hanyou?> His confusion turned to shock, and he sat up straighter, his ears perked.

“Nani? Shiranee?” <What? You don’t know?>

She shook her head. “Iie. Onegai? Hanyou towa nandesuka?” she asked again. <No. Please? What’s a hanyou?> ‘I could have sworn you were a fox.’

“Chichi-ue wa kitsune. Haha-ue wa ningen. Han-kitsune ja. Hanbun ningen,” he explained slowly. <My father was a kitsune. My mother was a human.

I am half-kitsune. Half-human.>

Her eyes opened wide in understanding. ‘He’s half-fox!’ “Ah! Wakatta! Ii desu ne!” <I understand. That’s great.>

“Eh? Fuukyoh da no?” he blurted, obviously stunned. <Are you crazy?>

“Nanda to? Wakaranai,” she asked, not understanding his reply. <What did you say? I don’t understand.>

He shook his head and looked away in disbelief. He seemed upset and confused, but she wasn’t sure why. She knew it had something to do with what she had just said, but she had no idea what she had done to upset him.

“Akihiro?”

“Watashi ga hanyou da,” he said softly. <I am a hanyou.> She raised an eyebrow and tried to figure out what he was getting at. “Hai.

Akihiro wa hanyou. Wakarima shita.” <Yes. Akihiro is a hanyou. I understand.>

He was silent for a moment as if trying to work something out, then he asked in a small voice, “Hontou ni daijoubu?” <Is it really okay?> She cocked her head and blinked at him, uncertain as to what was going on. She had understood his question, but she wasn’t sure of his meaning. He looked half-hopeful, half-wary, as if he was awaiting a negative reaction.

‘Is he asking me if it’s okay for him to be a half-fox? Why would he ask that?’ The answer suddenly struck her, and her heart filled with sadness and sympathy. ‘Because he’s a half-breed. Half-human, half-kitsune.’

And now so much of his behavior made sense to her: his fear, his use of respectful pronouns, his immediate obedience… It was obvious that he was unused to being treated as anything other than an animal, and he kept expecting her to hurt or reject him. She could sympathize with him because she had also suffered the bigotry of ignorant, narrow-minded people. Most of the time it was Anglos who had watched too many old Westerns, but a few full-bloods had looked down on her. Elisi had always said that their prejudice was not part of The Way, and that they had allowed White values to cloud their vision, but that hadn’t made their distain for her any easier. Her fox’s plight struck close to home, and she felt an immediate kinship with him.

‘He’s like me. Half-Indian, half-Anglo. Shunned by Anglos and full-bloods alike because of my mixed blood. I’m probably the first person to treat him like a human and not like the dirt beneath my feet.’

She reached out and touched his arm gently. He looked at her, surprised, and his frightened expression made her ache inside.

“Hai. Daijoubu desu. Atashi mo.” <Yes. It’s okay. Me too.>

“Eh? Nani? Omae wa ningen da.” <Huh? What? You are human.> She placed one hand on her chest. “Hai. Demo… Watashi ga hanbun Cherokee da.” <Yes. But… I am half-Cherokee.> ‘We are the same, you and I.

Each from two worlds, but belonging to neither.’

She waited for her words to settle in, and she knew the moment that they did because his fear melted away to be replaced by amazement and hope.

“Sou ka. Wakatta,” he finally said. <I see. I understand.>

“Yokatta.” <I’m glad.> She smiled gently at him and reached up to touch one of his fuzzy ears. “Mimi kitsune. Kao ningen.” <Fox ears. Human face.> He blushed and she could have sworn his eyes grew misty. “Arigatou,” he whispered. <Thank you.>

“Doitashimashite. Nan demo naiyo.” <You’re welcome. It’s nothing.> He didn’t answer, but she saw him swallow hard before he looked away.

“Hi,” he said and pointed to the fire. <Fire.> It had started to burn too low to keep the stew boiling.

“Sou ka. Arigatou,” she answered and put more wood on. <I see. Thanks.> Once the fire was back up, she sensed that Akihiro needed some time to himself. No doubt he must be feeling very confused by everything that had happened, and time to digest it all without having to be concerned about her presence would probably do him some good. It was still several hours before they could go hunting so she decided to take a nap and let him be alone for a while.

“Akihiro. Nemutai desu,” she told him. <Akihiro. I’m sleepy.> He blinked at her, then answered. “Ii yo.” <Okay.> She pointed to the hollow. “Watashi… Nemurune.” <I… sleep.> He nodded in understanding. “Un.”

“Hi? Tabemono? Ban gohan?” she asked, making motions of watching the fire and stirring the stew. <Fire? Food? Dinner?>

“Hai. Hai. Wakatta.” <Yes. Yes. I understand.>

“Moenai shi,” she warned. <No burn.>

“Hai. Hai.” <Yes. Yes.>

“Arigatou.” <Thanks.>

She gave him a brief rub on his back between his shoulder blades, ignoring him when he automatically tensed up.

‘Poor thing. And he’s so sweet-tempered and timid. How long has he been hated and abused?’

She picked up her dictionary and looked in it for the words she needed.

“Me ga sugu sameru,” she told him. <I’ll wake up soon.> He nodded, getting a stick with which to tend the fire. “Un.” <Okay.>

“Ja ne.” <See you later.>

He gave a little grunt of agreement, and she smiled at him before retiring to the hollow. She noticed that his bed was rumpled and that it needed fresh straw.

‘We’ll do that after I get up,’ she decided as she took off her moccasins and crawled into her sleeping bag. ‘I’ll only nap for a little while.’

She was asleep almost immediately.




Chapter Five

‘So, she’s asleep,’ he thought, relaxing when he heard her breathing slow.

That was good because right now he was so confused he didn’t know what to do with himself, and it was probably better for him to be alone just to deal with all of it. Not only had she not known what a hanyou was, but when she did find out what it meant, she had said that she was one too. He knew she wasn’t a half-demon, but she then had explained that she was only half Chee-rooou-keee.

“Cher-rrooouuu-keeeee,” he repeated, trying to get the word right. ‘What is that? She said she isn’t Ainu, but yet she isn’t like any of the humans around here. And she’s only half whatever that is. Does that mean the other half is Japanese? But if it does, why doesn’t she speak it? Could it be that she was raised by these Cher-ro-kee? I don’t understand.’

He stirred the stew diligently, not about to let it burn. Even though cooking was women’s work, he’d done his share of feeding himself. The villagers had assumed that he ate his kills raw, but that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. In fact, the stew smelled delicious and he had to force himself not to eat it.

‘I hope she wakes up soon because I’m getting hungry.’

He had to admit that the fish she had prepared was just as good as the quail from the previous day. Although it surprised him that she would eat meat. Most of the humans he knew would eat fish and fowl, but would refuse the meat of a four-legged animal. When he caught the rabbit, he thought he would be eating it himself and had only offered it to her out of courtesy. He had fully expected her to refuse it and give it back to him. When she had accepted it, and even made it into a stew that she claimed would be their dinner, he had been rather shocked.

‘And she shares her food with me. With me, a half-demon. I…’ He paused and looked at his clawed hands. Like his tail and ears, his sharp nails were a sign of his shame and his mother’s disgrace. ‘How can that be? She even bowed to me when she asked me to help her with her speech. No one has ever bowed to me. Ever. Maybe where she comes from kitsune are worshipped. I know there are temples where kitsune serve the Rice God, Inari, and she knew me for my kitsune blood. Could it be that kitsunes in her homeland are sacred?’ He shook his head. ‘Then she should have known I was a half-kitsune and not a full-blood. Anyone who has ever seen a real kitsune would never mistake me for one. My father was a magnificent kitsune. I… I don’t look anything like him.’

He sighed sadly, remembering the early years of his childhood when his father had still been alive.

‘I didn’t see him much. I know Haha-ue wanted to live with him, but he had always said she was better off with her family. I remember that Ojiisan was afraid of him. I don’t know why. He was always kind to me, and he wasn’t a dark kitsune. Not like that terrible Tamamo-no-mae who killed all those humans and sucked the life out of everything she touched. Haha-ue always said humans couldn’t tell the difference between Chichi-ue and the dark kitsune, but I always thought that was because they didn’t bother to try. Ojiisan never once tried to be nice to my father or to get to know him.’

He poked at the fire absently. The stew was done, or at least it smelled done, and his nose was rarely wrong, so he was letting the fire burn to coals.

‘Then Chichi-ue was killed, and those horrible monks turned his skin into a drum. I have no idea what became of the rest of him, especially his six tails.

Haha-ue didn’t know either. I don’t know how she even knew about the drum. I think my uncle may have told her. He came around once after Chichi-ue was killed, but he didn’t stay and he refused to take us with him. He left me and Haha-ue at the mercy of the humans. I wish I could hate him, but I can’t. He wasn’t as strong a kitsune as Chichi-ue was, and he only had three tails. He feared for his life, as we all do when the hunters come for us. And they do come. Only the strongest and smartest of us survive as long as my father did, and even the greatest of us have been felled by the hunters. All it takes is one mistake…’

He shuddered. He didn’t like to think about it. He knew his time would come, and probably a lot sooner than his father’s had. He was a half-breed, hated by all, and not just human hunters were after him. It was why he had made the deal with the Shrine priest, Genkichirou, all those years ago. He had agreed to protect and provide for Genkichirou’s village in return for sanctuary and the permission to live in the forest nearby. He helped the villagers get rid of demons that got too close, participated in the yearly rice planting and harvest, and hunted for food in the winter. They agreed not to kill him and offered him the protection of the holy shrine.

The agreement had held for 30 years and had been honored by Genkichirou’s oldest son, Ichiro, after the old priest had died. Ichiro had followed in his father’s footsteps and taken over the shrine, but he wasn’t as generous to Akihiro as his father had been. While Genkichirou had never been friendly, he had never abused their agreement, and he had always treated him with the benevolence one shows to a stray dog-which was better than most.

The incident with the oni-gumo was an example of such abuse. Genkichirou would never have asked him to go out when the exterminators were so close. Their lot made no distinctions between malevolent demons and benevolent ones, but killed indiscriminately any demon that crossed their path. He had known the moment they saw him that they would come after him, and, of course, all the humans who had come with him had already run away, so he had no one to vouch for him. If Johrannah hadn’t interfered, he would have been killed.

‘And I doubt that they would have made me into a drum. They probably would have taken my tail and dumped my body somewhere to rot and be eaten by worms.’

It was getting to the point where he hated going back to the village because their treatment of him was becoming worse and worse. The stripes from the last flogging the village headman had given him didn’t sting anymore, and he was certain that the marks were almost gone, but the mental pain had yet to fade.

The beating itself hadn’t bothered him so much as the fact that he’d been punished for something he hadn’t done.

He was well used to beatings. His grandfather had been very generous with them when he was a child, and he was almost immune to physical pain. But Hiroshi had beaten him for killing chickens, which he hadn’t done, and when it was discovered that a weasel had been the culprit, no one had apologized for wrongly accusing him. It seemed that even if he was not to blame for killing the chickens, he was guilty of not catching the weasel that was killing them, and thus the punishment was justified.

Had Genkichirou been alive, he would never have allowed Hiroshi to beat him without cause, but Ichiro had said nothing in Akihiro’s defense. The priest did not have his father’s kind heart or his strong sense of justice, nor did he seem to understand that Akihiro let himself be beaten in order to maintain the agreement. If the villagers thought he could not escape any time he wished, that he could not snap the ropes or take the bamboo rod and shatter it into a thousand pieces with a single swipe of his claws, they were sorely mistaken.

Like a dog that refused to bite the hand of an abusive master, he refused to fight the villagers. He didn’t want to be cast out. He needed what little protection his affiliation with the village afforded him, and the pain of the floggings was worth it if it meant that he could continue living nearby. Even though they abused him and despised him, he endured it because the alternative was certain death at the hands of the exterminators or larger, stronger demons. He was still young and weak by kitsune standards, barely more than a kit and not even full-grown. He had no chance against a bull-demon or worse, a dog or wolf-demon.

Bull-demons were strong but stupid; dog and wolf-demons were strong and smart, and they could track by scent almost as well as a kitsune. If one of them came after him, he didn’t have a prayer if there wasn’t somewhere for him to go for protection. Genkichirou himself had once warded off a dog-demon with his holy powers, and few demons would approach the village shrine.

But things had been very strained between him and the villagers ever since Genkichirou had died. Ichiro had never been happy that his father had entered into an agreement with a half-demon, and he honored it only because his father had asked him to. There was no respect or consideration from the new head priest, and even Ichiro’s children seemed to hate him now.

There had been a time when he had looked out for the three kits, especially the youngest daughter, Suzuka. In her younger years she had been nice to him, until her father beat her and taught her how to look upon him as a tainted thing.

Kaemon, Ichiro’s middle boy, had once been bitten by a snake. Akihiro had found him, sucked out most of the poison himself, and carried the boy back to the village as fast as he could run. The child had lived but there were those in the village who thought that he was responsible for the boy’s poisoning.

‘Fools. I don’t have poison. All I have is illusions and the ability to shape-change, and I’m not very good at either.’

He had also managed to create foxfire once, but he still didn’t know how he had done it. Being that he had been about to be burned to death at the time, he’d been under a great deal of stress. He’d been certain it was the end when he’d suddenly been able to create a burst of foxfire enough to push back the flames so he could escape. He’d never been able to repeat the spell, and he wasn’t about to put himself in burning building to recreate the circumstances he had been in.

‘All I am is all I have ever been: a lowly hanyou. I don’t have a fraction of my father’s power, and I doubt I’ll live long enough to gain any of it. All I can do is my best to survive as long as I can, and do what I have to do to stay alive.’

Noise from the hollow caught his attention, and he realized that Johrannah had rolled over in her bedding. He waited to see if she would wake, but she did not so he returned to tending the stew. The fire was just about down to coals, and the stew was cooling on the rack.

Now Johrannah, so far she was different. She treated him with kindness and gentleness. Even with their misunderstanding earlier about her telling him to sit, she hadn’t been cruel, and she’d been horribly embarrassed when she discovered that he had taken her command literally. To be honest, he hadn’t been all that upset about it. She had told him to sit, so he had sat. He wasn’t about to refuse her when she was responsible for saving his life.

‘Maybe I can stay here with her…’ he thought hopefully. ‘At least until it is time for her to go back to her home. Maybe I could even go with her when she leaves. If kitsune are worshipped where she lives, maybe they would be okay with a half-kitsune like me. Maybe if they found out that I was Kazehiro’s son…’

He swallowed the lump in his throat and stomped on the idea before it had a chance to really grow.

‘No. They’d hate you. Why would they accept a filthy half-breed when there are real kitsune to be worshipped? You don’t even know why Johrannah is being nice to you. For all you know, she wants you to do something terrible in repayment for your life, or worse, maybe she needs you for some ritual that involves spilling your blood or sacrificing you to her gods.’

Part of him didn’t really believe that. Johrannah had been nothing but kind to him, and he thought that he knew enough about humans to know when they meant him harm. He’d always been a good judge of character, and deep inside he felt that she was being sincere. He just didn’t know why and that was the source of all his trepidation. Very, very few humans had ever been kind to him, and, with the exception of his mother and small kits who didn’t know any better, those that had been kind soon showed their true colors.

‘Johrannah will too. She’ll make you trust her and then betray you just like the others. She’ll speak kindly to you then curse your name when her people come for her. She’ll deny you and despise you and cast you aside. No one treats a hanyou as anything other than the abominations that they are,’ he reasoned, the harsh voice of his grandfather echoing in his mind.

‘Haha-ue loves me,’ his child-self answered, staring up at the intimidating figure of the daimyo in his mind. His memories of his grandfather were dark and full of fear.

‘Your mother is a disgrace who should have cut you out of her womb and died for her shame,’ came the withering reply.

But she hadn’t. She had birthed him on a stormy autumn night, and often told him that the thunder had muffled his newborn cries. The Lady Yukiko, youngest daughter of Takeda Nabumori, had raised him and protected him against his monster of a grandfather. Why she had mated with a demon, only she knew, but Akihiro often wondered if she had done it to prevent being sent off to marry an old man in order to gain her father another alliance through an arranged marriage. Once she had birthed a half-demon, no man had wanted her, and she had been able to stay in her father’s house until her mate’s death. Takeda had hated him, and his kitsune father, but he had never seriously harmed either his mother or him. Even his beatings, harsh as they were, did no permanent damage. It was as if the daimyo knew his limits and refused to cross them.

What his grandfather would have done to them after the great Kazehiro had been murdered, he didn’t know because his mother had fled with him that very day. She had taken him and run, and she had kept running until they had traveled clear out of her father’s lands, across the border and into Musashi. She had sacrificed everything in order to keep him alive; doomed herself to a life of destitution and ridicule so that her son might live.

Lady Yukiko, the shame of the Takeda clan, whose name would be erased from the family history, was the bravest woman Akihiro had ever known. She had been intelligent, beautiful and strong even unto the night of her death, and her last words to him as he held her hand and wept were: “Akihiro, I love you.” The fire popped, sending sparks and bits of ash bursting up, and startled him out of his thoughts. Roughly he wiped away a tear that had rolled down his cheek and shook away his memory.

“Haha, I miss you,” he whispered.

The morning passed in relative silence, and he stayed in the sacred grove, only leaving long enough to relieve himself and get a drink. Sometime early in the afternoon, he heard Johrannah wake and begin moving about the hollow.

He stayed out by the fire-ring because she did not ask for him to come in, and waited for her to join him. When she did, she was carrying the straw from his bedding, and his heart sank as she tossed it on the coals and burned it. The straw made a lot of smoke and stunk of sweat and sickness, but soon his bed was nothing but ashes in the fire pit. For him, it signified that she was preparing to tell him to go, and his hopes of staying with her were solidly dashed.

‘Well, that’s it, isn’t it? There’s your answer, plain as day,’ he thought sadly, the sting of her rejection hurting him more than a physical blow.

He hadn’t expected her to throw him out before the threads in his belly wound were removed. Although when he thought about it, he shouldn’t have been surprised. He had already been there for nearly four days, if the three days he had been sick counted, and for most humans that was four days too long.

‘I guess it wouldn’t be hard to take the threads out myself.’

“Mou…” she said, stretching and giving him a smile. “I… slept long.” He lowered his eyes, unable to look at her. How could she smile at him when she had just destroyed his place in her sanctuary? It made no sense to him.

“You said you were tired,” he murmured, focusing on his hands.

“Hmmm?” she replied, then reached over to the cooled stew and took a taste. “Mmm. Yummy. Good dinner.”

He gave a short nod even though he hadn’t tried any of it.

“Ah, eat later,” she announced, and began ladling the stew into a clear sack which she then hung high in one of the trees.

“Bears,” she explained at his questioning look, and he realized that she had hung the food up where bears couldn’t get to it.

‘Good idea. She knows exactly what she is doing out here.’

“Akihiro, let’s go,” she told him, motioning for him to follow. She had picked up one of the nets she had taken from the exterminators and slung it over her shoulder.

He stood reluctantly and trailed behind her, not wanting to know where she was leading.

‘Probably back to the road where she will tell you to go home.’

“Akihiro?” she asked, and he noticed that he’d fallen quite a bit behind.

“Ah. Yes. I’m coming,” he replied and stepped up his pace.

She waited for him, giving him another little smile as he caught up. She looked uncertain and a little confused.

“Belly wound hurt?” she questioned.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Good. I’m glad.”

‘Should I have said yes? Would she let me stay with her if I was in pain?’

He wondered about it, then decided that he wouldn’t lie no matter how poorly she treated him. Honorable people never lied, and all he had was his honor, even if no one ever believed a half-demon could be honorable.

Much to his surprise, however, she didn’t take him to the road. Rather she took him to an overgrown meadow full of tall grass that had yellowed in the sun. As he watched, she put down the net and spread it out. Then she took her long knife and began cutting the stalks, dropping them by the armload into the net.

“Akihiro?” she said.

“Huh? Yes?”

She motioned for him to do the same: cutting the grass and putting it into the net. He obeyed, unsure of what she was doing, but unwilling to deny her.

‘She just burned a load of this…’

He cut the stalks by slicing them with his claws, severing them about a hand’s width above the ground like she was doing, and dropped his arm loads into the net. Within a short while they had gathered a large pile of the stalks and she called a halt.

“Good,” she announced, wrapping up the stalks and picking them up.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

He blinked at her in confusion then followed.

“Do you want me to carry that?” he asked, motioning to her that he would take the net.

“No. Akihiro hurt,” she answered, giving him another smile.

“I’m fine.”

“Belly wound.”

“It’s not that bad,” he argued a little peevishly. She had no qualms about sending him off with stitches in his belly, but yet she refused to let him carry her burden? It made no sense to him.

“Mou,” she refused with a snort.

‘I don’t understand you at all.’

They went straight back to the sacred grove where she dropped the net and opened it. Then she surprised him by carrying the straw into the hollow and piling it where the old straw had been.

‘She… she’s making me a new bed. She only burned the other because it was old and dirty,’ he realized as he knelt in the entrance of the shelter, staring at her as she draped a clean cloth on top of the new pile.

“Akihiro? Good?” she asked him, testing the thickness of the new bed.

He crawled forward and made a motion of testing it with his hands. It was an empty gesture because he’d gone mostly numb from the shock.

“Good?” she asked again.

“Y… yes. Good,” he finally managed to say.

“Good,” she agreed and tucked the cloth around the straw to form a makeshift futon, finishing it off by covering it all with a blanket.

“One? Two?” she questioned, holding up one of the bright blankets.

“One,” he replied and pointed to the one she was holding, the one that smelled like her.

“Okay,” she said and switched the blanket on the bed for the bright one.

“Thank you,” he whispered, lowering his eyes in shame. He’d been so quick to assume that she was kicking him out of her camp, that he had ignored the obvious signs that her intentions had been nothing of the sort.

She blinked at him, her head cocked, then flashed him a brilliant smile.

“It’s nothing.” She gave him a pat on the arm as she shooed him backwards out of the hollow. “I’m hungry. Eat.”

She started a fire while he got the stew down from the tree and put it back into the pot it had cooked in. Johrannah added a little water, let the stew warm up on the grate above the flames, and soon she was pouring some of it into two bowls. His mouth was watering before she handed him one along with a small metal spoon and cup of water, and if it hadn’t been very hot, he would have downed it all in one gulp.

“Mmmmm. Yummy. Yummy,” he mumbled, eating as fast as the temperature of the food would allow.

He couldn’t help it. He was starving, and the smell of the cooking stew had been driving him crazy almost all day. She looked at him and chuckled, but he knew it wasn’t a derogatory laugh meant to belittle him, rather she was just expressing amusement at his enthusiasm.

“I’m glad.”

He paused in his eating and realized that he was making a pig of himself.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized and slowed down, remembering his manners.

“It’s okay, really,” Johrannah assured him and he relaxed.

He finished his bowl while she was still eating hers, and she ladled him out a second, much to his surprise. He was about to refuse when she shoved it into his hands and said in a commanding voice, “Eat.”

It was the first time she had used that tone of voice with him, and for a moment he wasn’t sure how to react, but then he saw a twinkle in her eyes.

“Yes, Senpai,” he replied and ate the second bowl of stew without complaint. Far be it from him to refuse a hot meal or disobey a direct order.

She snorted when he said “Senpai” so she must have known what it meant, and shook her head before turning to her own bowl.

 

In the middle of his second bowl, he heard the weird noise coming from under her kimono again and perked his ears up. This time he was close enough to get a good look at the thing that was attached to her belly, and he puzzled at it, wondering what it could possibly be. She noticed him staring and rolled her kimono further up so he could see it.

It was a small silver and black thing with white markings on it and a funny rectangle that looked like it had light behind it. A tube came out of the rectangle and looked like it went under her skin, and it was held in place by something clear that stuck to her flesh. He saw something flash in the rectangle and writing like the kind that was in her book appeared in it. He gasped as it made another noise, and watched as Johrannah pushed down on one of the white markings.

“What is that?” he asked, leaning forward to look at it more closely. The faint blood smell was also coming from where the tube went into her skin.

“Medicine,” she answered.

“Medicine? Are you sick?” he blurted.

Was that the reason why she was in the forest by herself? Did she have a sickness that would kill other humans? He had never been sick. His kitsune blood made him immune to human illnesses, but he’d seen his share of fever-plagues, and his mother had died in one at the age of 53. He took a deep sniff, but thankfully didn’t smell anything odd about her scent.

“Yes… No,” she replied slowly.

“Huh?”

She sighed, put down her empty bowl and went to get her book. She took a long time looking in it before finally answering.

“Blood sickness. Long time. Six year child.”

“Blood sickness?” he repeated, trying to understand what she was telling him. He’d always been a quick thinker, and his mother had often told him that he had inherited his father’s intelligence. It took him a moment, but he thought he’d puzzled out her meaning. ‘There is something wrong with her blood and, whatever it is, she has had it since she was six years old.’

“Are you… dying?” he asked carefully, fearing her answer.

Her eyes became sad, and for a moment he was certain that she was going to tell him yes, but then she shook her head.

“No. Medicine good.”

He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Good. I’m glad. I don’t want Johrannah-sama to die.”

She gave him a soft smile. “Me too.”

“Is your blood sickness why you are here?”

She looked at him then turned to her book. “Say again, please.” He repeated his question slowly, one word at a time, until she nodded that she understood.

“No.”

“Why are you here then? Alone in the forest?”

He waited for her to look in her book, expectantly awaiting her answer.

“Lost.”

“Lost? Where is your home?”

She looked in the book again.

“Far.”

“Far? Do you want me to take you there?” ‘If she knows her home village, I can find it for her.’

It took her longer to answer, but she finally replied, “No. I stay here.”

“Why?” he questioned, and they began a stilted conversation made slower by her need to frequently look up words.

“People find me.”

“Your people are looking for you?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you lost?”

“Accident.”

“Accident? Were you traveling?”

“Yes.”

“Where were you going?”

“Edo.”

“Edo? That’s almost three ri from here, on the bay.”

“Three ri? Where?”

He pointed to the southeast, instinctively knowing which direction to indicate. “That way. Do you have to go to Edo?”

“No. I stay here. People find me.”

“Did you get separated from your companions?”

She debated on the answer to that question before replying, “No.” He got the impression that her reply wasn’t the whole story. ‘Maybe she wasn’t actually with someone. Maybe she was following someone and lost track of him.’ He frowned. ‘Maybe she was following someone she wasn’t supposed

to be following. But if that’s so, and her people are looking for her, why isn’t she closer to a road? Anyone coming into Musashi would have to come in on one of the trade roads. There’s something I’m missing here.’

“Do you want me to take you to Edo?” he asked.

“No. I stay here.”

‘She’s just said she’s staying here three times. There must be a reason why she refuses to go anywhere.’

“Will your people find you here?”

“Yes,” she answered, but it was hesitant and uncertain.

‘She isn’t sure.’

“Are you sure you don’t want me to take you to Edo?”

“Yes. I must stay here.”

“Okay,” he acquiesced, then paused. ‘Do I dare ask? Will she think me too forward and rude? What will I do if she says no?’ “May I stay here with you?” He waited, half dreading her answer, but she smiled at him and nodded.

“Yes.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

Warmth filled him and something pricked him behind his eyes that might have been tears if he hadn’t blinked them away.

“Thank you, Johrannah-sama. Thank you.”

She pointed at him. “Help hunt. Help food.”

“Of course.” It was only natural for her to ask him to help with food gathering since he would be eating with her.

“You. Me. Hunt duck. Tonight. Dusk,” she told him.

 

“Duck hunting tonight at dusk?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Good,” she said with a firm nod then flashed him a happy smile.

‘Is she glad that I asked to stay with her?’ The idea shocked him for a moment. ‘Could it be that she’s been lonely out here all by herself? ’ If she was, she must be desperate for company if she was happy with a half-breed like him.

He watched as she gathered up the dirty dishes, and moved to take them to the stream for washing. He put the leftover stew into the clear sack, hung it up in the tree, then joined her at the stream bank carrying the soiled pot. She had taken off her boots and rolled up her long pants, and was standing in the water as she bent over to scrub the dishes. She gave him a smile and a nod as he handed her the pot, then she began to scrub it while he watched her from the bank.

She finished with the pot and put the cleaned things on the bank, but did not get out of the water. He cocked his head and swiveled his ears forward as he saw her tracking something on the streambed, and he wondered what it could be. Then she raised her hand, bit her lip in concentration, and plunged her arm into the water faster than he’d seen most humans move. He was straining to see what she had caught when she suddenly yelped.

“Ah! Ouch, ouch, ouch!”

He leaped to his feet, ready to help in any way he could, and fearing that she had gotten her hand caught under a rock.

“Johrannah-sama?” he called worriedly.

“Yeow!” she yelled and yanked her hand out of the water.

That was it. He jumped into the stream, heedless of the cold or his soaked nobakama pants, and ran to her side.

“What is it!”

“Ow! Bastard!” she answered, and he saw her shake her hand.

Dangling from one of her fingers was a freshwater shrimp. It had latched on with one of its sharp claws and had dug in, letting her know that it was not amused at being grabbed. She shook her hand a few more times, trying to dislodge her unwanted guest, and finally managed to fling it off. It sailed a good distance away and landed with a little plop back into the stream. She muttered a few more curses then stuck her finger in her mouth, looking very peeved.

“Ah, damnit,” she complained, looking at the cut. “Ow.” He snickered and she cast him an angry glare.

“What?” she demanded.

He was certain that she was trying to look menacing, but she had the opposite affect on him. He snickered again.

“Are you going to die?” he teased, indicating her “terrible” wound.

She growled at him, actually growled at him, and he was speechless for a moment. He wasn’t sure if he should actually be afraid, but then he saw the corners of her mouth tugging upwards.

“Bastard,” she grumbled, and his eyes opened wide as she reached down.

If he didn’t know any better, he’d say she was going to splash him…

“Yikes!” he cried as a spray of cold water hit him in the chest, and he leaped for the safety of the dry land, but not before she’d caught him again, this time all along his back. “Aiee! Cold! Cold!”

Shaking himself off, he squatted down on his haunches and watched her warily to see if she would splash him again.

“Hmmph,” she snorted and stuck her tongue out at him.

‘Is she? Is she playing with me?’ he wondered, confused.

She gave him a look that was half smile and half fake scowl, bunching up her nose and squinting. Mischief was written all over her face, and he knew the signs well enough because he used to play little tousle games with his mother.

‘She is playing with me!’

A strange exhilaration coursed through his body, making his heart beat faster and his senses go on full alert. He was a fox, and he liked to play, but humans rarely played with him. Johrannah’s obvious willingness, and even eagerness, to play was alien to him, but he found himself not caring. For whatever reason, this odd human wanted to play and he wasn’t about to refuse.

His instincts told him that she was getting ready for another splash, and he hunkered down. When it came, he jumped out of the way, but he wasn’t expecting the immediate second strike with her other hand and that one caught him.

“Iee! Stop that!” he demanded, shielding his face with his arms.

Her laughter was his answer and he peered over his forearm to see what she was up to. She was still standing in the stream, but now she was doubled over with mirth, her arms wrapped around her waist.

“That isn’t nice! I’m wounded!” he complained, pointing to his wound.

“It’s not that bad,” she teased back, echoing his earlier protests when she had refused to let him carry the straw.

He whined and flattened his ears, making her chuckle, then found himself chuckling along with her, sitting down on the ground and watching her happily as they both laughed. It had been so long since he’d actually laughed that he almost didn’t recognize the noise coming from his mouth, but felt good to laugh, and some of the pain and suffering he had endured for the past three decades was lifted from his shoulders by this one human’s simple act of joy.

She gave one last half-hearted little splash that fell very short of its mark, and waded over to the bank, still giggling.

“Akihiro okay?” she asked, smiling at him as she got out of the water.

He gave another shake just for good measure, but answered, “Yeah.”

“Good,” she said and handed him the cleaned dishes with a smirk.

He trotted along behind her as she headed back to the grove, uncaring that he was doing women’s work, and marveled at his light-hearted mood. He hadn’t laughed like that in years.




Chapter Six

Twilight had fallen on the warm summer night. The forest was bathed in hues of gray and dark green, and it was coming alive with the creatures of the darkness as she and her shadow headed back to camp. Joanna walked swiftly along the narrow game path, placing her feet down toe first instead of heel first, thus allowing her to move almost silently. Her night vision was excellent, and she had no trouble finding her way, although she had no doubts that her companion’s night vision was superior. He, too, was quiet, moving even more silently than she was, and keeping himself behind her shoulder.

Slung across her right shoulder were two male ducks: the spoils of their successful evening hunt. Once she had managed to convey to Akihiro that she wanted to take only two bachelor males from the flock of ducks, he had done an expert job of flushing the right ones. She had felled one with a well aimed stone while he had grabbed the second out of mid-air with a spectacular leap, shocking her with his agility and strength. His movements were little more than a blur to her human eyes. One moment there was a duck rising above the tall reeds and the next moment Akihiro had snared it in his claws. Her only warning had been a flash of red hair and light colored clothing before he burst out of the cattails.

‘I’m glad he’s on my side. I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of that strike. Gods, he’s fast,’ she thought.

Silent and deadly was what he was, although he seemed shocked by her praise when he brought her the kill.

‘Brought me the kill immediately… like a retriever…’ She paused on the trail and noticed that he stopped as well, still silent and behind her. ‘He doesn’t speak or question. No matter what I do, I can’t get him to stop calling me Joanna-sama. He keeps himself behind me. He brings me his kills. He is treating me like a superior. He thinks he is beneath me.’

She didn’t like that. She wasn’t anyone’s superior, let alone his, and the fact that he belittled himself by continually assuming the submissive role bothered her on a deeply personal level.

“Akihiro,” she called softly over her shoulder.

“Un,” he answered immediately. <Yeah.>

She motioned for him to come alongside her and he did so with a little reluctance. He looked at her, his big eyes blinking, and waited patiently. She gave him a soft smile and took a step forward. He smiled in return, but immediately dropped back, letting her lead. She stopped again.

“Akihiro. Iie,” she told him, pointing next to her. <Akihiro. No.>

She kept her head canted slightly down, focusing on the ground directly beside her, and waited. She saw his foot move first, a careful step full of uncertainty, and she didn’t look up until she saw both feet standing alongside her.

Then she raised her gaze and looked him calmly in the eye. His expression was confused and wary, and she could see him trying to figure out what she wanted.

‘Wants to please. Doesn’t want to disappoint. Disappointing others probably led to beatings,’ she reasoned, remembering the welts on his back.

In the dim light his eyes glittered, and she reached out to gently hook her arm in his. He gave a little gasp and tensed, his arm tugging lightly against her grip, but he submitted the moment she tightened her hand. She slid sideways into his personal space, her eyes never leaving his and mapping the shock and trepidation that raced across his face as she entwined their elbows. His ears swiveled then flattened, and she saw him swallow nervously. With their arms hooked, she took a small step and tugged him forward. He resisted for only a moment then moved with her. She stopped, leveling him with an approving look and a nod. His nostrils flared and he licked his lower lip. She took another step, keeping him beside her, and gave him a sound of encouragement when he anticipated her next move.

‘Good. You’re smart. You can figure this out,’ she silently praised. “Yoshi. Issho ni ikou.” <Good. Let’s go together.>

It took a few more steps, but he quickly got the idea and began walking beside her. She slipped her arm out from around his, but remained ready to take it again if he tried to drop behind. He still looked very confused, but he stayed in the place she wanted him, and she gave him a happy smile.

“Yoshi.” <Good.>

“Doushite?” he asked and looked away. <Why?>

“Akihiro wa inu dewa nai.” <Akihiro is not a dog.> He gasped, then swallowed hard, nodding. “Wakatta. Demo… Ore wa kitsune da.” <I understand. But… I’m a fox.> She paused, gave him an amused smile, and tugged lightly on one of his ears. He flicked it out of her grasp, but she gave it a rub anyway.

“Hontou ni?” she teased. <Really?>

Laughing lightly, she started forward then reached back and grabbed his arm when he lagged behind, pulling him up to walk beside her.

“Doushite konna kotowo shiteiru no?” he asked carefully, his voice soft and uncertain. <Why are you doing this?>

“Akihiro, watashi no tomodachi,” she replied simply. <You are my friend.>

“Ore? Kimi no tomodachi mo?” he gasped, stopping in his tracks. <Me? I’m your friend?>

She stopped as well and turned to face him. “Hai.” <Yes.> He stared at her for a long time, his cheeks slightly flushed, then lowered his eyes. “Arigatou.” <Thank you.>

She smiled and lightly rubbed his forearm. “Ikouze.” <Let’s go.>

“Un,” he agreed. <Yeah.>

Together they began walking side-by-side back to the camp. They were silent, but it was a comfortable quiet so Joanna didn’t mind the lack of conversation-stilted and broken as it was between them.

She sensed the trees’ unease a short time later and halted along the trail.

:Danger,: they warned. Beside her, Akihiro tensed and sniffed the air.

“Johrannah-sama…” he whispered, his voice full of caution.

The unmistakable sense of Other rolled over her awareness, thick and heavy like an oil spill and about as pleasant, and the sensation almost made her nauseous. Whatever it was, it was between them and the camp, and they would have to either go past or around it in order to get home.

“Youkai,” he said harshly. <Demons.>

“Wakatta,” she replied. <I know.>

She didn’t have the words to tell him that she sensed it too, but he seemed to know that she did. She found it amusing that the both of them were trying to assume the protective position over the other. His hand came down on her shoulder, warning and restraining at the same time, and she protested silently.

The same hand grabbed her arm and urgently pulled her off the trail.

“Kochi,” he whispered harshly, his voice edged with worry. <This way.> She went willingly, trusting his superior senses and speed to keep them safe. He knew this forest better than she did, and he knew the Others better as well. If he thought running was the best course of action, then she wasn’t about to argue with him. He led her back to the marshlands where they had hunted the ducks and urged her into the swampy water, forging a narrow path through the heavy reeds and knee-deep muck. She worried that she would have to let go of the ducks because their scent might draw unwanted attention, but when she went to dump them into the water, Akihiro stopped her.

“Dame da. Ore-tachi no tabemono,” he said in a fierce whisper. <Don’t do that. Our food.>

“Okay,” she answered in English because she was distracted, and he cocked an ear at her.

“Nani?” <What?>

“Ii yo,” she amended. <Okay.>

He nodded and took her down a stream, hurrying her along and causing her to struggle not to slip on the slick rocks in the dim light. He kept going until he found a Sugi. It wasn’t as big as the cedars of their grove, but it was big enough. Much to her surprise, he grabbed her around the waist and leaped up into the high branches without so much as the blink of an eye.

‘Wow. He’s… he’s strong too…’ she realized as he took them higher and higher into the tree.

He stopped when they cleared the canopy and wedged them both onto the same branch. She tied the ducks to the closest limb and tried to settle against the trunk, but Akihiro was in the way. He put his arms around her and pulled her close to his body, pressing them both tightly against the tree.

“Akihiro. Hara no kizu wa,” she warned, not wanting him to hurt himself.

<Akihiro. Your belly wound.>

“Ore wa shimpai janai,” he answered. <I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.>

“Demo…” <But.>

He shook his head and shushed. “Urusai. Kuru ze.” <Keep quiet. It comes.>

She understood that he wasn’t trying to be rude so she didn’t take offense at his command.

‘He’s scared,’ she realized, feeling his breath against her neck.

She tried to soothe him by rubbing his leg in small circles with her fingers.

He responded by tightening his grip a little, but otherwise they stayed silent.

From their high place, she could easily see the full moon rising above the horizon and the stars coming out to twinkle in the cloudless sky. She gazed up at the moon and reached outward to touch the tree with her mind.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

The cedar responded with a wave of welcome and peace. It was not afraid of whatever crashed in the forest below, and she had an idea that Akihiro had chosen the cedar because its strong scent would help to mask theirs. The feeling of Other got closer, and she could hear something very large moving somewhere underneath them. It grunted as it lumbered along, and Akihiro pressed them even closer to the tree. A moment later there was more crashing and the sense of Other increased as more noise came from the opposite direction.

‘There’s two,’ she realized.

“Kuso,” Akihiro whispered hoarsely. <Crap.>

“Un,” she agreed. <Yeah.>

At first she thought the two were hunting together, but then a great bellow shook the forest and she dared to hope that they were enemies instead. If the two things ended up fighting, it would be easier for them to slip away unnoticed. Akihiro relaxed a little as the challenge was issued, and she guessed that he had come to the same conclusion.

The first bellow was answered with a roar, and the sound of two large bodies rushing towards each other echoed below them. There was a tremendous crash as the two collided, followed by snarling, growling and the telltale noise of a struggle. She flinched when she heard the cracking of wood and a nearby tree toppled over. Akihiro shuddered as the two creatures hit another tree closer to the cedar where they were hiding.

‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ she decided.

Gently, she pried his arms from around her waist and reached for the hanging ducks.

“Iie,” he protested, his voice barely above a whisper. <No.>

“Ikite,” she replied. <Let’s go.>

“Iie. Buji ja nai.” <No. It’s not safe.>

“Daijoubu. Hayaku.” <It’s okay. Hurry.>

It looked like he was going to balk, but she grabbed the ducks and started down the trunk. The two Others were close-by, but she still couldn’t see them.

Their fight shook the forest and two more trees fell. As she got closer to the ground, she smelled a terrible stench and pulled her jerkin over her nose.

‘Gods what is that?’ she wondered, trying not to vomit.

Akihiro landed on the branch behind her.

“Kusee,” she heard him say. <It stinks.>

“Hai,” she heartily agreed.

His hand grabbed her, pulling her to his body, and he wrapped one arm around her waist.

“Kochi.” <This way.>

She felt his muscles tensing and had enough time to grab his shoulders before he jumped. A cry of alarm died in her throat as he sailed from the cedar they had been hiding in to the tree next to it. His leap was flawless, and he landed on an adjacent branch, but she didn’t have any time to breathe before he jumped again. Her stomach bottomed out as they fell, and she was certain that they were going to hit the ground when his body twisted and he grabbed another branch. He pulled them close to the trunk of the tree and grew still, his body taut. She could feel him breathing heavily, and she clung to his back, digging her fingers into his shoulders as she waited for him to move.

They were low enough for her to see the creatures now and her heart started pounding. Both were huge, hulking beasts, but one looked like a reptile, all scales and deadly claws, while the other had thick, black fur and closely resembled a large bear. They were striking at each other and blood was splattered everywhere. Some of the blood was caustic because it corroded whatever it touched.

‘I don’t know what they are. I don’t want to know what they are. I just want to get the hell out of here.’

She reached for a branch to get her balance, but it broke with a loud snap.

“Crap!” she cursed.

The reptile beast heard the noise and swiveled its huge, tooth-filled head her way. She froze, hoping that they wouldn’t be seen because they were still in the tree, but her hopes were in vain. The creature let out a shriek and charged.

“Chikushou!” Akihiro growled. <Damnit!>

A number of options ran through her head as the beast got closer and closer. She quickly cataloged what weapons she had with her, and tried to figure out what they could do that might give them a chance of escaping with their lives. Her gaze focused on the monster’s huge, bulbous eyes and an idea formed in her head. Quickly she grabbed a dagger from her leg sheath and threw it. She had only a heartbeat to sight and aim before she let the lightweight weapon fly.

All the lessons Michael had ever given her on how to throw a knife con-densed into one decisive moment as the dagger flipped over and lodged itself unerringly right in one of the reptile creature’s large eyes. It screamed and halted its charge to scratch at the knife, gouging its own flesh with its claws.

“Sugoi…” she heard Akihiro breathe behind her. <Awesome.> The bear beast took advantage of its opponent’s injury and attacked. With the reptile monster fighting for its life, their presence was forgotten, and Akihiro grabbed her again, taking another leap. He landed on the ground and ran, carrying her with him, and she found herself slung halfway across his back as he raced through the forest.

Once the initial shock and rush of adrenaline wore off, she dug her fingers into his shoulder and called him to a halt.

“Akihiro! Yameru!” <Akihiro! Stop!>

He stopped immediately and she hopped down to her feet, huffing as she tried to catch her breath. Akihiro was breathing hard as well, but he was standing at attention, his eyes wide and his ears straight up, listening for any sounds of pursuit. She faced the direction they had come from, using her own meager senses to see if the danger had passed. She also took a minute to survey their surroundings and determine where they were. In the short time that he had carried her, he had covered an amazing amount of ground, and they were now more than halfway back to camp.

Still trembling, they waited for several anxious moments before she decided that they hadn’t been followed. She looked down at her hand and saw that she still had the ducks, but lamented the loss of one of her daggers.

‘Crap. Maybe I can get it back later. But first things first…’

“Akihiro, Hara no kizu wa?” she asked. <Your belly wound?>

“Eh?” he replied, his ears twitching, then seemed to understand her question because he placed one hand over his stitches. “Daijoubu.” <I’m fine.> She nodded. “Yoshi.” <Good.>

They waited a little longer, then Akihiro gave her a nod, and they began to walk the rest of the way back. Much to her delight, he did not fall behind, but stayed beside her as they traveled down the path. Now that her heart had stopped pounding, she looked at him and gave him a nervous smile.

‘Nothing like a shared near death experience to bring people closer together, ’ she mused darkly.

He looked back at her and smiled softly, his eyes tentative and hopeful.

“Sugoi,” he said, pantomiming her dagger throw. <Awesome.> She let out a deep breath. “Nan demo nai.” <It was nothing.>

“Nani?” he blurted in disbelief. <What?>

She shrugged. “Kakko yokatta mo.” <You looked cool too.>

“Eh? Joudan de shou.” <You’re joking.>

“Iie. Tsuyoi shi. Hayai mo.” <No. You’re strong. Fast too.>

“Ore ja nai no. Ore wa yowai.” <I’m not. I’m weak.>

“Sonna. Uso da.” <No way. That’s a lie.>

“Uso ja nai wa yo. Ore wa hanyou nan da.” <It isn’t a lie. I’m a hanyou.>

“Nani yo? Tasukete moratta ja nai?” <So? You helped save us didn’t you?>

He swallowed and nodded.

“Sore ga daiji na,” she insisted. <That’s what’s important.> “Kaeri-mashou.” <Let’s go home.>

He lowered his ears and didn’t argue with her, but she could see the shadows behind his eyes.

‘He thinks I’m upset with him. I’ll have to reassure him that I’m not.’

She was actually very impressed. Despite the obvious danger they were in, and despite the fact that he could have gotten away a lot faster by just running off, at no time did he leave her side. The idea of abandoning her hadn’t even seemed to cross his mind. From the moment they sensed the threat, he had taken control and sought to guide her to safety. Gone was the shrinking, cowering, little fox, to be replaced by a determined protector who did his best to keep them both safe. It was only afterwards, when they were out of danger, that his countenance fell and he was timid again. It proved to her that he could rise to the occasion and be a leader, but only when he had no real choice in the matter.

By the time they had made it back to camp, her leather leggings were stiffening up with mud from the marsh. The very bottom of the leggings and her boots were soaked, but the mud had been washed off when they went wading in the stream. Her first order of business was to get out of her dirty leathers and go take a bath. She would also take the ducks with her and field dress them.

Since there was no way she was going into her shelter still dressed in the filthy clothes, she pulled the jerkin over her head and dropped the leggings off, hanging them both up on the rope clothesline while her companion got a fire going. When she turned around she was faced with a stunned Akihiro. His eyes were as wide as saucers as he stared at her in mute shock, his hands frozen in mid-fire preparation. She looked down at herself, wondering what it was that had him so pole axed. By her standards, she was fully covered in her bike shorts and sport bra, but she realized that she must look indecent to him.

‘Ooops.’

Akihiro abruptly came out of his paralysis, flushed beet red, and fumbled with the tinder in his hands. He ended up dropping it as he whirled around to put his back to her.

“Sumimasen!” he apologized. <I’m sorry.>

“Sorede yoroshii desu,” she assured him. <It’s all right.> He seemed to curl into himself with his shoulders hunched up and his ears drooped, so she went over to him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, frowning as he cringed and brought one arm up to protect his face as if he expected to be punished for peeping. She attempted to soothe him by petting his ears until he relaxed a little bit.

“Ofuro ni hairu,” she said softly. <I’m going to take a bath.> He nodded that he understood. “Un.” <Okay.> She gave him a pat then quietly went into her hollow to get her toiletries bag and a set of clean clothes. She also pulled out her dressing robe and put it on for Akihiro’s comfort. The robe was made of satin and had white lotus flowers on a dark blue background. Michael had given it to her for her birthday last year and slipping it on gave rise to mixed feelings.

While she was in the hollow, she remembered that Akihiro’s pants were also covered in mud so she searched through her store of scrounged clothing until she found a pair of trousers she thought might fit him and brought them out with her. He’d lit a small fire and was sitting beside it, his face illuminated by the warm light. He looked up at her when she approached him, and she saw him look her over. It was the first time he’d seen her in anything that remotely resembled a kimono, and he seemed perplexed by it.

“Yukata?” he asked. <Summer kimono?>

“Ma-na.” <Basically.>

“Sou ka.” <I see.>

She handed him the clean trousers.

“Nanda kore?” he questioned, looking at the clothing. <What’s this?>

“Fuku,” she explained, then pointed to his muddy pants. <Clothes.> “Yo-koshite kudasai.” <Please give them to me.> He stared at her for a few moments, then nodded so she turned her back and waited for him to change. She heard the rustling of fabric, then a telltale rip, and realized that he must have needed to tear an opening in the pants for his tail.

“Un,” he said and she knew he was ready.

She turned around and picked up the muddy clothing. “Arigatou. Sugu kaette kuru.” <Thank you. I’ll come back soon.>

“Un.”

Giving him a final smile, she took her bathing items, supplies to replace her insulin pump infusion set, his pants, and the ducks down to the stream. She cleaned the ducks first because they were the messiest job and saved the gizzards. Then she washed Akihiro’s muddy trousers and draped them across a rock to damp dry while she bathed. One of the things she missed the most about the modern age was hot water, and she desperately wished she’d been able to find one of Japan’s many hot springs.

‘I’ll have to ask Akihiro if he knows of one nearby.’

She scrubbed her hair and cleaned the mud out from underneath her nails, then she changed the infusion set and checked the insulin level in her pump.

She had been stretching her insulin supply by reusing the cannula so as not to waste any insulin that was in the tubing. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to do that, but there were precious units of insulin in the tubing that she couldn’t afford to lose, and so far she wasn’t suffering any negative effects from reusing the tube.

Everything looked good, and she didn’t see any signs of infection or irritation at the entry point. Once she was finished, she dried herself off with a towel, adhered her pump back to her abdomen, and dressed in the clean set of underwear, sweat pants, sweatshirt, and flip flops she had brought down to the stream with her. By the time she returned to camp, Akihiro had a merry fire going, and he’d put the fire grate on the rocks in anticipation of her cooking dinner.

“Tadaima,” she said as she entered the grove, saying the traditional word that announced her arrival. <I’m back.>

“Okaeri nasai,” he replied automatically, proving that the greeting custom was practiced in this time as well. <Welcome back.> He did a double-take when he saw her dressed in the soft grey sweats but didn’t comment. She hung the ducks from a tree and draped his wet pants over the clothesline along with the damp towel. Then she brought down the leftover rabbit stew and put it in a pot with some water and the duck gizzards to heat over the fire. She returned her toiletries and robe to her suitcase in the hollow, and grabbed Iris for later guitar practice before going back outside and sitting by the fire to comb her hair while dinner cooked.

She first noticed that Akihiro was staring at her when she looked over to find him sitting on his haunches only a few feet away. He seemed fascinated by her hair for some reason and kept sniffing in her direction.

“Doush'tano?” she asked him. <What’s the matter?>

“Ie…” he replied, blushing and looking away.

‘I’ll bet he’s smelling my shampoo.’

She decided to ignore his embarrassment and went back to combing her hair. A moment later, she saw a flash of movement in her peripheral vision, and looked to see Akihiro twisted around in a ball so he could clean his tail.

‘No human being could ever bend like that. Not unless they were a contortionist or into advanced yoga,’ she mused.

He caught her watching him and stopped, his eyes clouding, and his face falling with shame and uncertainty. She smiled and moved closer, taking his tail in her hands and using her comb to brush out some dried mud. He gasped at her bold move, but did not pull his tail away, and she gently began to systematically separate the hair to comb it clean. Like a normal fox’s tail, it was long and heavily covered in red fur with a tuft of white right at the end.

Neither of them spoke as she groomed him, and she tried to make it seem like what she was doing was no big deal. When she was finished with his tail, she moved up to his head, noticing that his hair was tangled and littered with cedar needles and bits of bark. Back in her time, she’d often brushed Michael’s hair, and he hadn’t cut it more than a few inches in the eleven years she had known him. He always said she had a light touch, and she used that now because she was certain that Akihiro’s scalp was more sensitive than a human’s, especially around his ears.

He stayed very still, letting her carefully work out the tangles and remove the debris. She wasn’t in any real hurry. The stew was warming on the fire, but the duck gizzards needed time to cook so dinner wouldn’t be ready for a little while yet. Little by little, she worked her way from the top down, brushing and smoothing. His hair was very different from Michael’s. It wasn’t all one length, but varied in length depending on where the hair grew. On the very top of his head, around his ears and over his forehead, the hair was shorter, but on the back of his skull and along the sides, it was much longer. He had bangs, too, uneven locks of hair that fell haphazardly over his narrow eyebrows. All of it was the russet red, thick and very soft just like a fox pelt, and the hair on his ears was even softer. The two black-tipped triangles moved like miniature satellite dishes, rotating about 100 degrees in any direction, but they were relaxed now like their owner, who was groaning softly under his breath. The evil imp in her took over, and she put down the comb in order to give him an ear massage, digging in her fingers and rubbing them at the base. Her fox let out a contented sigh that graduated into a throaty croon.

‘Like that do you, huh? ’ she mused wickedly. ‘Hmmm, methinks I’ve got leverage here.’

He whined when she stopped, then immediately blushed with embarrassment. She giggled and picked up the comb, getting out the last of the tangles.

She heard him sniffing again and his nose was focused on her hair.

‘Has to be the shampoo…’

“Kono nioi,” he whispered. <This smell.> “Hana?” <Flowers?>

“Ma-na.” <Basically.> “Watashi no shampoo.” <It’s shampoo.>

“Nani?” <What?>

“Kami sekken.” <Hair soap.>

“Kami sekken? Hen nano,” he commented, sniffing again. <Hair soap?

Weird.> “Ii nioi da.” <It smells nice.>

“Arigatou.” <Thank you.>

By the time she finished with his hair, dinner was ready so she served up the stew with some mushrooms and vegetables they had collected earlier in the day. Akihiro had taken her out of her usual territory and brought her to the remains of an abandoned hut. The solitary homestead was falling apart, but the garden had grown wild and now sprawled over its borders. It was riddled with weeds, but there was a great deal of potential in the little plot. Akihiro had told her that he had been collecting food there for a long time so the place must have been empty for years. She took what foods were ripe and ready, noting that there would be more to be had in the coming weeks.

After dinner, she washed the dishes and collected stones for the earthen oven. Akihiro helped her gather enough rocks and watched as she made the fire tower. In the morning, she would heat the rocks, spice the ducks and stuff them with vegetables, then wrap them in leaves and bake them in an underground oven for most of the day. Once preparations for the following day were complete, she boiled water and served tea, then retrieved Iris and removed the guitar from her carrying case.

“Ohhh, shamisen!” Akihiro exclaimed, mistaking the instrument for a three-stringed lute until he counted the strings. “Eh? Nanda?” <What is that?>

“Guitar,” she supplied helpfully.

“Giiiiii-taaaaaaa,” he repeated, his face comical.

“Hai.”

“Nanda giii-taaaa?” <What’s a giii-taaaa?>

She gave him a secretive smile as she tuned Iris, and his ears came straight up at the sound. “Kawaii kitsune mimi.” <Cute kitsune ears.>

“Hen na onna,” he replied, but flicked them for her. <Weird woman.> He was fast figuring out that she had a thing for his ears.

She chuckled and settled Iris on her lap, running her fingers over the strings to make the first chord. Iris obliged her with the resonant, rich sound that had made an eighteen year-old Joanna blow $1100 of her precious death benefit money on the acoustic guitar.

Handmade by an Algonquin in Vermont, she was a true work of art. Her price had originally been $2600 at a multi-tribal Pow-wow and craft fair in New York that she had gone to with Michael and a few other young Cherokees.

She’d discovered the Algonquin’s booth on the first day there and had painstak-ingly sampled a number of his wares. He had cheaper instruments: drums, flutes, mountain dulcimers and the like, but Iris… Iris was the prize.

From the get-go she was way too expensive, even with the “tribal” mark-down the artist had listed for fellow Indians. She knew that the guitar could easily sell for $5000 or more off the reservation, but Michael had known how much she’d wanted her so he’d somehow managed to haggle $1500 off her already deeply discounted cost. To this day, she didn’t know how he had done it because Iris was worth every penny of her asking price and her creator knew it. Still, it was by some small miracle that he agreed to take $1100 for her on the last day of the festival. Why she hadn’t sold before then, Joanna didn’t know, but she didn’t question her good fortune.

She loved the guitar and the guitar loved her because Iris’s rich music played only for her and Michael. In the hands of anyone else, she was dull and hollow, but under her and Michael’s fingers, she sang like an angel and made gooseflesh come up on the skin of the listeners. It was soon apparent that Akihiro would be no exception because his eyes opened wide the moment she started to play, and he remained enraptured for the next half hour.

Because it was a full moon, she played songs to celebrate Her power. She played other songs as well: a couple of contemporary favorites and then an old song Michael was fond of called “You and Me.” The familiar strains of the song brought back bittersweet memories. There were many summer nights just like this one where she and Michael had sat together beside a campfire with only the trees, the stars, and each other for company.

Sitting by the fire pit with Akihiro only a few feet away, his fox ears and amber-brown eyes focused on her, she felt Michael’s absence deeply. The place beside her where he ought to be was empty, and the void of distance and time between them stretched out beneath her like a bottomless pit. They hadn’t seen each other for over a month, the longest they had ever been separated, and she knew she might never see him again.

It would have been very easy to allow her sudden melancholy to ruin the evening, but she did not want to upset Akihiro or deprive him of something that he was so obviously enjoying. If she gave in to her sadness, he would only ask questions that she had no words to answer, and she did not feel emotionally up to trying to explain why she was missing the other half of herself.

Pulling herself out of her memories, she forged on and chose a happier song for the next one. She sang in English and in Cherokee, and even tried one in Japanese-an old folk song about a nightingale that Akihiro especially liked.

When she was finished, she had sung approximately eight songs, and her fingers ached from the prolonged use. Normally a half hour would be nothing for her, but she hadn’t been playing for more than a few minutes recently, and her fingers had stiffened up.

“Sugoi! Sugoi!” Akihiro praised when the impromptu performance was over. <Awesome! Awesome!>

She flushed under the compliments. “Arigatou.” <Thank you.>

“Johrannah-sama wa subarashii ensoukada. Omae mata gitaa o ensou suru no?” <You are a wonderful musician. Will you play your guitar again?>

“Hai. Ashita-no yoru.” <Yes. Tomorrow night.>

“Yoshi!” <Good!>

She yawned and stretched, feeling the bones in her spine crack and snap back into place. “Ahhh. Tsukaremashita.” <I’m tired.>

“Un.”

“Atashi wa nerune,” she told him, standing up. <I’m going to sleep.>

“Un.”

“Akihiro, omae mo korukai?” <Akihiro, come as well?>

“Hai. Suguni.” <Yes. Soon.>

“Ii yo.” <Okay.>

It looked like he was planning to bank the fire and make sure that it was safe to leave overnight. She thought he might also want some private time to himself for whatever reason, and that was fine with her because she needed to write in her journal and record the events of the day. According to her insulin pump it was June 4th, and she had been in pre-industrial Japan for exactly twenty-nine days. There had been no sign of anyone looking for her, and she wondered if she would ever be found.

Going into the hollow, she lit a tallow lamp and retrieved her journal. Once she was finished writing her daily entry, she put it away, said her evening prayers to Spirit and to the trees that guarded her, and crawled into her sleeping bag. About an hour later, she was awakened from a light sleep by Akihiro coming into the hollow. She could barely see him in the darkness, but she heard him moving about and caught the telltale rustle of his bedding being tamped down.

She smiled to herself when she counted three rotations of his body before he settled into his blankets. There was another rustle, then a deep sigh followed by silence. She hunkered further down into her bedding and closed her eyes.

‘Maybe they’ll never find me. And maybe I’ll die here. But at least I’m not alone. ’







Chapter Seven

Dawn found him warm and comfortable in the bed Johrannah had made him, and he had half a mind to stay there for a while longer, but he heard Johrannah moving about in the shelter so he thought it best to get up as well. His senses were at their sharpest because it was the full moon, and the slightest noise disturbed him. Now that the moon had passed its crest, his power would wane until it reached its lowest point at the end of the month. He was well used to the natural ebbing and rising of his demon blood, and he had long ago learned how to work with the cycles and capitalize on whatever power he had at the time.

He heard the little “beep” of Johrannah’s medicine pouch and popped his head out from under the blanket to look at her. She gave him a happy smile and giggled when he made a show of yawning. She didn’t seem to mind when he flashed his teeth. Most humans saw the fangs and were either shocked or repulsed, but Johrannah didn’t blink twice at his teeth… or his ears… or his tail.

She’d even groomed his tail.

‘And rubbed my ears the way Haha-ue used to.’

“Good morning,” she greeted.

He snuffled, feeling playful, and burrowed back under the blanket. He heard her laugh, and a moment later the end of the blanket was lifted as she peeped in.

“Boo,” she said.

He chuckled and charged, popping his head out and making her snicker.

“Cute,” she told him, rubbing his ears.

He sighed and closed his eyes in pleasure. She knew just how to rub them for maximum results, and he swooned under her touch. She was fast becoming the most wonderful person in the world.

‘You can just keep doing that. I won’t stop you,’ he mused happily.

A few moments later, she stopped rubbing and gave him a pat.

“Fire for oven. Cook duck today,” she told him, then left the hollow.

‘We’re cooking the ducks and she has to start the fire. I’d better help.’

He exited the hollow and made a short detour to the waste pit. When he came back, Johrannah had already started the fire, but she hadn’t dug the pit for the oven. The previous evening, she’d shown him where the pit was going to be so he went over to the chosen spot and began to dig. His claws cut easily into the soft earth, and he knew it wouldn’t take him very long to carve out the hole.

“Akihiro, wait,” she said and he paused, looking over his shoulder at her.

“Hm?”

“Your belly wound.”

“Eh? It’s fine,” he assured her, putting one hand over the threads. He’d looked at it yesterday when he’d changed into the clean nobakama pants she had brought him, and it had been fine.

“I want to see,” she insisted.

He thought about arguing, but he had long ago learned never to go up against a female who was being maternal. With a sigh, he gave in and returned to the entrance of the hollow. There he sat down and waited while she went into the shelter and came out carrying a white metal box with a red marking on it.

Curious, he put his ears up and watched her as she opened the box. It smelled odd and was full of strange objects. She chose some things from the box and took them out, then she motioned that she wanted to see his wound. He paused for only a moment, then pulled his short kosode out from the waistband of the nobakama field pants. Then he undid the obi sash and opened it wide enough to bare his belly wound.

She looked carefully at the incision, frowning, and poked the area around it.

“Hurt?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No.” It didn’t. In fact her poke tickled.

“Okay.”

She poked a bit more and he tried not to giggle. He knew the wound was fully healed.

“Hmmm. Okay,” she said with a nod, then she picked up two of the items she took from the metal box: a funny looking jar that he could see right through and a paper pouch.

She opened the jar and a noxious odor assaulted his nose.

“Aie!” he cried and started sneezing.

“Sorry, sorry!” she apologized, but she didn’t close the jar until she had opened the paper pouch, pulled out a tuft of white fluff and doused the fluff with liquid from the jar.

She closed the jar and bottled the horrible stench, but his eyes were watering, plus the fluff was soaked with the liquid so the smell was still in the air.

“What is that?” he demanded, holding his nose and flattening his ears.

“Alcohol.”

“Alcohol! ”

Alcohol? He’d been around a lot of alcohol in his life, but he’d never encountered any alcohol that smelled like that. He cringed as she swiped the wet fluff over the wound and sneezed again.

“Sorry. Sorry.”

“What are you doing?”

“Akihiro no infection.”

“Infection? I don’t get infections. I’m a hanyou,” he argued as he suffered another sneeze. This time he was certain he’d almost sneezed himself right out of his skin. “Oh I’m dizzy…” He rolled his eyes and let himself fall back, landing on the ground with a heavy whomp.

“Akihiro?”

“Akihiro’s dead,” he replied.

“Liar,” she answered teasingly, and he cracked one eye open to peek at her.

He giggled. Despite his discomfort, and his burning eyes and nose, he was still in one of the best moods he had been in since before his mother died.

Kitsune were playful by nature, and they tended to be on the mischievous side of things. His mother had often borne the brunt of his tricks since he’d had no friends, but she had never seemed to mind indulging him when he wanted to play. He knew she’d spoiled him, but he’d had no one else. He hadn’t played or genuinely laughed in over thirty years, but now that he was with Johrannah, the side of himself that had been locked away was raising a hopeful head.

She ruffled his hair and rubbed his ears, then patted his belly.

“Be still,” she told him, and reached down to pick up a metal object.

He saw her slip her fingers into the holes on the ends and he realized that it was a small set of tailor’s shears except the ends were curved.

“What…?”

“Be still,” she said again, and he saw her going for the threads.

‘She’s going to cut them and pull them out.’

He obeyed, not wanting to get stabbed by the sharp shears, and even held his breath to keep his belly from moving while she worked. He heard the snip, snip, snip of the shears and felt the tug of the threads being removed from his skin. It pricked a little, but didn’t really hurt, and soon it was over and she was giving him a belly rub.

“Good,” she announced.

He sat up and inspected the wound. All that remained was a thin, pink line where the threads had tied his flesh together, and he knew even that would be gone within a month because his demon blood prevented him from scarring.

The burn marks from where the other two arrows had pierced his body would soon be nothing more than a couple of darker patches on his skin. The longest a scar had ever lasted was three months before it faded completely.

Tucking the kosode back into the waistband of his nobakama field pants, he gave her an expectant look and waited to see what she would do next.

“Belly wound healed well,” she said.

“Yeah. I heal fast.”

“Yes.”

“Should I make the oven?” he asked, indicating where he’d begun to dig.

“Yes.”

“Okay.” He looked at her, placing his hand where the stitches used to be, and smiled softly. “Thank you.” “You’re welcome.”

He returned to digging the oven and soon had it ready, but it would be a while before the stones were hot enough. He watched the fire while Johrannah went to catch fish for their morning meal and waited for her to return.

‘I should do some hunting. I’ll catch her a goose. A goose will last a while.’

The fire popped and he poked it, making sure the rocks stayed covered.

When they were ready, Johrannah would place them in the bottom of the pit, cover them with wet leaves, and put the ducks in. Then she would cover the whole thing up with cloth and soil, and the steam would cook the ducks. Or at least, that was his understanding of how it would work. Being that he’d never actually seen such a thing done before, he couldn’t attest to its success. The only baking he knew of was done in clay or metal ovens with a fire underneath.

The thought of ovens made him remember that he had been gone from the village for nearly five days now, and while he was certain that no one was missing him, he ought to go back and let them know he was still alive. No doubt word would have spread about the exterminators and the oni-gumo, although he was sure that the villagers would leave out the part about them abandoning him as soon as there was danger. They had probably assumed that he had been killed and would be very surprised to see him.

He played with the idea of not going back, but decided against it for a number of reasons. First of all was that he had given his word to Genkichirou, and his word was all he possessed. It was one thing for Ichiro and the villagers to bend or break the agreement, but it was another thing entirely for him to break it. Second of all, he didn’t know how long he could stay with Johrannah and, if they had to part, he would have nowhere to go if he didn’t return to the village.

It was best for him to make an appearance, although he would have to be careful with what he told them. He could use some of his powers of illusion to make himself look haggard and sickly, stay a day or two just for appearances’

sake, then come back here. He would have to plan it right so as not to arouse suspicion. No matter what, he could not allow himself to be followed back and reveal Johrannah’s presence. She had been most adamant about staying in the grove and not mingling with others. While he did not understand her reasoning, he did respect it, and he would protect her in whatever way he could, even if it meant going back every couple of days just so someone in the village would see him and think he was still around.

‘I’ll do it even though I don’t want to. Johrannah said I could stay here with her, but I don’t want to put her in danger and I made Genkichirou a promise.’

Johrannah returned with two fish and he perked up his ears happily in anticipation of the coming meal. He hoped she would fry the fish like she had done the previous morning and helpfully offered her the big, black pan as a subtle hint. She smiled at him, but accepted the pan and began to spice the fish in preparation for cooking while he started a second fire on the edge of the fire pit and put the cooking grate on top of it.

They worked seamlessly in silence, but no words were needed. Each just seemed to know what needed to be done without any discussion or direction, and soon they were both eating their fish. It was just as good as yesterday morning, and his stomach thanked him for feeding it such wonderful food. He in turn thanked Johrannah for providing such a delicious meal.

“Duck will be better,” she promised.

He could hardly wait.

He watched her prepare the ducks, blanching them in boiling water and plucking the feathers. Then she salted the birds and stuffed the body cavities with spring onions, garlic and herbs. When they were ready, she set them aside and checked the stones in the fire. They were glowing red hot and looked ready.

He helped her take the rocks out of the fire using a set of metal tongs and a pot, and lined the bottom of the pit with them. Then she took broad leaves that she had soaked in water and placed them over the rocks. He breathed deep as steam began to billow up. She wrapped the ducks in more wet leaves and placed them on top of the first layer of leaves in the pit. The last thing she did was take her rain cloth and cover the pit to trap the steam before burying the whole thing under a hand’s width of soil. Now all that was left was the waiting.

“Akihiro,” she called, and he looked up to see her holding a woven basket.

‘Ah, more foraging.’ Well that was the way it was, wasn’t it. The life of a woods person was all about gathering enough food to survive. She didn’t have a garden or a storehouse, so she needed to forage every day.

‘I should dig her a cache to store food underground. That way she could keep more food longer. The rains are coming, and that will make hunting and gathering harder. I can get miso for pickling from the village, although I’d probably have to steal it.’

He frowned. If he got caught stealing from the village, he’d be severely punished. Plus it wasn’t good to steal from the people you had promised to protect. Actually, it wasn’t good to steal at all, but sometimes it was necessary when there wasn’t any alternative. Miso took many months to make (if Johrannah even knew how), and she needed pickling things now. Edo was to the southeast. He could travel there, disguise himself as a human, and get the things he needed from the market. He could hold an illusion for a short time, probably long enough go in, buy the required items and get out. The problem was money. He didn’t have any, and stealing while trying to hold onto an illusion was tricky at best. If he lost his illusion while still in the city, he would surely be discovered and killed.

‘Where can I get money? I haven’t anything to sell or trade. Maybe Johrannah has some things that could be traded. She has a lot of stuff in her shelter. I’m sure some of it is worth some miso and pickling spice.’

“Akihiro?” she called again, giving him a questioning look.

“Ah! Coming,” he answered, hopping to his feet. He remembered to walk beside her and not follow behind. ‘Because I’m her friend,’ he marveled.

They went to a field where wild herbs grew, and he helped her gather several different types, some seeds and some vegetables. The wheatgrass would be going to seed so there would be grain to be had within the coming weeks. The wild garlic and chives were at their peaks, and he saw her pulling up numerous bulbs and stalks. He noticed that she never took the largest of anything nor did she take all of the plants in a patch. Rather she would select two or three plants from each patch and move on to the next. It seemed odd to him that she wouldn’t harvest all of them, but when he asked her she explained that she was leaving some to live.

Of course, not killing all of the plants made sense if you wanted to make sure there would be food in the future, but she was the first person he’d ever met who actually practiced that. Buddhists touted something similar, but only the most devoted monks and priests actually did it. The common-folk said they read the sutras, but it had been his experience that they didn’t really follow them.

He had noticed that she did. She never took more than she needed and was very choosy in her selection of prey. She had been very specific when she told him to flush only bachelor male ducks on their hunt, and those were the only ones they killed. She was not wasteful and walked softly upon the earth.

‘She treats everything with reverence, even me.’

He was more than convinced that she was a holy woman. Her knowledge and skills screamed “miko,” and her patience and gentle touch told him that she truly lived her faith. After last night, when she had sung with such a haunting and beautiful voice, he half believed that she was a tennyo in human form. He had heard that the goddesses were beautiful and could sing men’s dreams into reality. But yet her heart beat, and her stomach rumbled with hunger, and she breathed just the same as he… and he doubted a tennyo would have “blood sickness” like Johrannah did.

So perhaps she was not a goddess come down to live among mortals; that didn’t make her any less worthy of his devotion. If anything, the fact that she was a normal human, with no special powers or Divine blood running through her veins, made her all the more special to him because she still treated him as an equal and a friend.

Rustling in the tall grass caught his attention, bringing him out of his thoughts, and he turned his head just in time to see a pheasant take flight.

“Akihiro…” he heard Johrannah call.

“I’m on it!” he called back and leapt after it.

By its coloring he knew it was a cock, and therefore fair game, no pun intended. Pheasants were low flying birds and that worked to his advantage-and the bird’s demise. One swipe and the bird was his, its neck broken and its body lying limp in his hand. He brought it immediately to his companion and offered it to her. She accepted the gift and placed a hand over it, murmuring words and bowing her head. Giving thanks, she called it; thanking the creature for sacrificing itself so that they could eat it. She thanked everything, even the herbs she used to spice the food-these, too, were alive and giving up their lives to be eaten. He had a hard time believing that the garlic they used to stuff the ducks was a conscious being, but who was he to judge?

The pheasant wasn’t the only game he caught on their foray, and he’d snared two rabbits and a grouse by the time they were ready to head back to the grove. He could have easily caught more, but Johrannah called a stop to it because they already had enough to feed them for the next two days. As it was, she talked about smoking the food in order to preserve it.

They walked back, chattering here and there in broken sentences and pantomimes. Johrannah understood more Japanese than she spoke which wasn’t uncommon. Often when a word was heard, it was recognized rather than the listener trying to remember what to say. He tried to speak slowly and clearly, and she usually caught his meaning.

He bounded ahead, scouting and checking for threats, but unlike the previous day, there were no demons anywhere within sensing range. Yesterday had been a close call. If Johrannah hadn’t thrown her dagger and hit the lizard-demon in the eye, they would have been in very serious trouble.

In truth he’d been stunned by the boldness of her throw, and the fact that she’d actually hit the damn thing in such a vulnerable spot was nothing short of miraculous. He’d seen her hunt and knew she was deadly accurate with a rock or spear, but even that was nothing compared to embedding a knife into the eye of a charging demon.

‘That reminds me. I should see if the knife is still there…’

He’d go once they were back at camp, and he knew he wouldn’t be needed for a little while. Looking behind him, he saw that she was out of sight, but that was okay because he could hear her coming down the path. Still feeling playful, he decided to hide behind some undergrowth and sneak up on her after she had passed him. He hopped off the trail and flattened himself down close to the ground, concealing himself in the greenery. He heard her approaching, saw her feet walk by his hiding spot, and was preparing to make his move when she suddenly stopped. He froze, trying to stay completely still and wondered what he should do. She seemed to know he was there because she began to shuffle.

‘Can she sense my demon blood?’ He had his suspicions and it looked like they were being confirmed.

The underbrush rustled and her face popped up over the bush. “Boo.” He surged to his feet and snorted in her face. “Boo!” She laughed and ruffled his hair, making him laugh too. “Cute kitsune.” He giggled, feeling giddy and rejoined her. “How did you know I was there? Did you feel me?” he asked as they started walking again.

“Yes. Feel you. But trees tell me too.”

“The trees told you I was there?”

“Yes.”

He looked around, casting about for any sign of demonic energy, but found none. ‘Talking trees? What the hell does that mean?’

Back at camp, she pulled out her book of words and asked him his age.

“How old am I?” he repeated.

“Yes. I am 24.”

“Twenty-four?” he blurted, shocked.

She nodded, giving him a confused look, as if she did not understand why he was so stunned. He shook his head in disbelief. Twenty-four and alone in the forest. She had to be a miko or holy woman. No woman that old would be unmarried unless there was something seriously wrong with her, she’d joined a shrine, or she was a widow… She carried no trace of a male on her, but that could be because she had been in the forest by herself for a long time. He knew that human males’ scent faded from their mates if they were away from each other for an extended period of time because humans didn’t have blood bonds the way demons did. Unlike humans, once a demon claimed a mate and forged a blood bond, the scent never faded. His mother had carried his father’s scent and claim to her death.

“Do you have a husband?” he asked. ‘If she does, where is he? Did she run away from him? Is that why she’s lost? Or did he cast her out because of her blood sickness?’ The thought made him seethe. Perhaps she was unsuitable for bearing kits because of her illness, but that was no reason to abandon her out in the forest to fend for herself.

“Husband? No.” She looked up something in her book, then added, “Betrothed.” “You have a betrothed?” That made him seethe even more. Where was this woman’s father? Where was her family? Where was her intended? Why was she by herself, unprotected, in a forest full of demons, bandits and things like him?

“Yes. Michael.”

“Michael? Is that his name?”

“Yes.”

‘Funny name. Michael. I’ll remember it. If I ever hear of a “Michael” abusing his wife… ’

“Where is he?”

Her eyes slid away from his and she looked down at her hands sadly.

“Home,” she answered in a soft voice.

He blinked, reassessing his earlier assumptions based on her reaction. ‘She loves him. She misses him…’

“Is he one of the ones looking for you?” he asked carefully.

She thought a moment, then nodded. “Yes.”

Of course any man worth his name would look for his missing wife or intended. If she had said no, he would have been very surprised. A missing woman wasn’t so much a matter of love as one of honor, especially if the engagement was long term.

“When are you to be married?”

“Two years.”

Two years! She’d be twenty-six by then. Wasn’t that too old for humans to have kits? Most of the human girls he knew were married after their first heat cycle and pregnant with a kit by the time they were sixteen. Suzuka was the exception, but she was a miko and would probably never marry. Under normal circumstances, even the poorest peasant had his daughters married off or otherwise out of the house before they turned seventeen. An unmarried, older daughter brought suspicion and speculation, and most fathers wouldn’t tolerate any mark against the family honor. For Johranna’s intended to wait until his wife-to-be was twenty-six… that was unheard of.

He wanted to ask more questions, to find out why she was waiting so long to marry, and why her betrothed was willing to wait for her. There were many things he wanted to say, but the mention of this Michael’s name had caused a shadow to fall over her eyes, and he felt her sadness within himself. In his heart, he knew that he did not ever want to see this woman cry so he forced a smile and held his tongue.

“He is a lucky man. I am sure he is doing everything he can to find you. If you were my betrothed, and you were missing, I would not stop looking until I had found you,” he said, hoping it would help chase away her bad feelings.

It worked because she beamed at him, and for a brief moment he wished that someone would love him that way, just once.

“Thank you. So, how old are you?” she asked, returning to the question that had started it all.

He mentally tallied the years in his head. He knew how old he was when his mother had died, and he knew how many years had passed since her death.

It was easy enough to add the two and come up with his age.

“Seventy-four,” he replied.

She nearly choked. “Seventy-four? Sixteen thought I!” He nodded. “Yes. I look very young, but that’s because I am young. For a hanyou. I’m still basically a kit. I won’t be an adult until I’m over a hundred.” ‘If I make it…’

“A hundred! How long life kitsune?”

“Demons can live a very long time, but hanyous usually don’t live much past a hundred.” “Why?” she questioned, her brow furrowed with concern.

He looked down. “We’re killed,” he admitted softly.

“Killed?” she repeated. She seemed shocked.

He sighed. How could he explain this? She didn’t seem to understand that half-demons were tainted, nor did she seem to care. “I am a hanyou. Not human. Not demon. Everyone hates hanyous. When a hanyou becomes an adult, demons and humans hunt it before it can grow too strong. Most of us never make it out of adolescence. I’m lucky to have lived so long.” ‘Very lucky.’

It was true. It was almost as if his life was charmed. He had come close to death so many times, but each time something had happened and he was saved at the last moment. Johrannah rescuing him from the exterminators was just one example of him cheating death. There were times when he was convinced that his father was still watching over him from beyond the grave.

Her hand reached over and covered his, making him look up into her eyes.

“I don’t hate you.”

He gave her a small smile, his heart speeding up. “I know. Thank you.” She looked away, towards the birds and rabbits he had caught while they were out. “Clean food I should.” He nodded. “And I will go back to look for your knife.”

“Knife?”

He pantomimed her dagger throw. “I’ll see if it is still there.” She put a hand on his arm. “No. Not safe.” “Don’t worry. If I smell danger, I won’t go. I promise. But I want to see if I can get your dagger back for you.” “Akihiro careful.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise,” he vowed, silently pleased that she seemed genuinely concerned for his welfare and safety.

She looked unconvinced, but she let go of his arm. “Come back soon.”

“I will. I’ll be back before the ducks are finished baking.” She smiled wryly. “Ah ha. Akihiro wants food. I understand,” she teased.

He patted his belly and gave her a smile. “Johrannah-sama feeds me well.” Standing, he stretched and shook the kinks out of his spine. “I’ll be back soon.” “I wait.”

He nodded, giving her one more smile, then bounded off.

‘So… she’s spoken for. I shouldn’t be surprised. A woman that smart and talented wouldn’t go unclaimed,’ he thought as a bitter smile touched his lips.

‘Not that she would ever accept a filthy half-breed like you as a companion.

You aren’t worthy of her anyway. You have nothing to offer her but pain and an early death. Still, I wonder why it will be two years before she marries that…

that Michael. Maybe it’s one of those arranged marriages where one of the humans is still a little kit, and they have to wait for him to come of age.’

He pushed aside his questions and focused on the task at hand. He was nearly to the place where they had run into the two demons, and he could already smell the stench of decaying flesh. Taking to the trees, he went up so as not approach the corpse from the ground just in case the victor was still nearby.

He moved silently, keeping his senses on full alert, but he couldn’t feel any demon auras within his range. A moment later the body of the lizard came into view. It was quite dead, and the dirt all around the body was burnt from its acidic blood.

He checked for danger one more time, then hopped down, circling the corpse until he was at what was left of its head. Johrannah had struck it in the eye but the dagger wasn’t there, and it looked like the eye had been gouged out.

He sniffed around, trying to scent for metal underneath the other odors that assaulted his nose, and wondered if the knife hadn’t been dissolved by the blood. He finally found it flung some distance away. Part of the handle was damaged by the acid, but the blade was intact. He picked it up, shoved it into the waistband of his nobakama pants, and headed back to camp, happy to have accomplished his task.

‘Johrannah will be pleased to have her dagger back. She only had the two, plus the big knife.’

He found Johrannah finishing up with the last of the game he had caught that day, having gutted and skinned the rabbits, and packed the grouse in an egg of molded clay that she would later bake in the coals of the fire. The pheasant hung from the rope strung between two trees, waiting to be cured and dried.

“Welcome back,” she greeted with a happy smile.

He squatted down beside her and offered her the dagger.

“Oh! Awesome!” she exclaimed, taking the knife, but frowned when she saw the damage to the handle. “Ahhh, mou.” “I’m sorry. The acid blood burned it.”

“It’s okay.”

He noticed that she had a pot of boiling vegetables over the fire, and he hoped that meant what he thought it did. He eagerly sniffed at the air. “Are the ducks ready?” She giggled and nodded. “Yes.”

He perked up his ears happily and went over to the mound of earth that marked the underground oven. She joined him and together they began to scoop away the top layer of dirt. Then she showed him how to roll back the rain cloth so that no soil fell into the pit, and a cloud of aromatic steam came pouring out.

‘Kami-sama… what a delicious smell.’ His mouth started watering and he could barely contain himself. ‘I’m dead and this is heaven. It must be. I died when the exterminators shot me and now I am living in Paradise.’

Using the tongs, Johrannah took the two leaf-wrapped, steaming bundles out of the oven and put them in her shallow, black metal pot. The leaves were soaked with fat, so she removed the top layer and drained as much off as she could. Then she took the plates and began peeling the meat from the bones, dipping her fingers in a bowl of cold water to keep herself from burning her hands. He watched as the meat literally fell off the carcasses in juicy strips, and he had to clench his fists to keep from pouncing on it.

It seemed to take her forever to prepare two plates with the meat and boiled vegetables, but she finally gave him his portion and a set of chopsticks. Quivering with anticipation, he took his first taste, and the flavors rolled over his tongue and into his sinuses.

‘Ohhh. Yes. This must be Paradise,’ he sighed, closing his eyes in rapture.

He forced himself to eat slowly so he could savor each moist, tender bite.

“Ahhh, yummy. Yummy, yummy,” he crooned, casting an adoring look at her.

His tennyo smiled and laughed as he gazed at her. ‘You are perfect….’

He burped suddenly, breaking the mood, and he flushed with embarrassment even as she giggled.

 

“You like the food, ne?” she asked.

“Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmm,” he purred.

She blushed and tapped her head. “Stop. I will be too proud.”

“You are the best cook ever. The best cook in all of Japan.” She blushed redder and shook her head. “I’m not.” “You are for me. I will hate to leave you.”

Her face fell. “You leave?” she asked with some distress.

‘She really does want me here,’ he realized, his heart fluttering.

He hurried to reassure her. “Only for a day or two, then I’ll be back. I must go to my village. They think I am dead.” ‘And probably don’t care but…’

“Ah. Home. Family.”

“No,” he corrected. “No family. The village is… it is just where I stay.” He would be able to better explain when she knew more Japanese. “I made a promise to a man.” “Promise? Ah. I understand.”

He touched his chest. “I… I help the village and they…”

“Help you,” she finished.

‘Not really.’ “Something like that.”

“They worry for you.”

‘I doubt it.’ “I must go and tell them I am alive.” She nodded. “Yes.” “But I will come back very soon.”

She smiled and waved a hand indicating the grove. “I here.” He nodded and returned to his food. He didn’t want to talk about his leaving anymore. In truth he didn’t really want to go at all, but he knew he had no choice. They ate the rest of the meal in silence, then he changed back into his old clothes. Johrannah sat by the fire, sipping a cup of tea, and she watched him with a resigned look on her face. Finally he decided that there was no point in putting off the inevitable, so he crouched beside her and took her hands.

“You are going.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes. But I promise to come back,” he vowed.

She nodded, her eyes sad. “Okay.”

“I may even bring back some miso and pickling spice for you. Do you have anything I could use for trade?” “Trade?” she repeated.

“Yes. Barter. Something I could trade for miso and other things you need.” She pulled her hands from his and looked in her book. He waited for her to figure out what he wanted and saw her nod.

“Money,” she finally said.

“Money? Do you have money?” he asked, surprised.

She nodded and went into the hollow. She came out with a handful of coins.

“Here,” she told him, placing the coins in his hand.

He quickly counted at least ten copper sen pieces and four silver mon.

Each copper sen coin was worth a bowl of rice, and each silver mon piece was worth a bowl of rice for a month. Between the sen and the mon, she had given him enough money to buy over 100 bowls of rice.

“Where did you get this?” he questioned, staring at the money.

She thought for a moment, then answered, “Dead men.”

 “Dead men?”

She nodded. “Yes. Demon kill.”

“The men were killed by a demon,” he offered.

“Yes.”

‘So you probably took everything you could from their bodies, including their money.’

She looked up something else in her book, then asked, “Is it enough?” Being that she had just handed him more money than most of the villagers saw after several months of labor, it was more than enough.

“Yes. Yes, this is plenty.”

She smiled. “Good.”

“Thank you. I will use this money to buy miso and pickling spice, and other things. I can buy wheat and barley. Maybe even some rice…” “No rice,” she said firmly.

“No rice?” he repeated, stunned. ‘No rice?’

“Rice bad for blood sickness,” she explained.

He blinked. He had never heard of rice making someone sick, but she would know better than he about her condition. “Oh… okay. No rice.” “Miso. Soybeans. Vinegar. Cooking oil. Ginger. Honey,” she said.

‘Hmmm. Honey will be hard to find and expensive. The other things are easy enough.’ “I will do my best.” “I know.”

He took her hands again, commanding her attention. “Thank you for everything you have done for me. I owe you my life,” he said seriously.

He needed her to know what it meant to him. He needed her to understand that he was now beholden to her in a life-debt. Even if she did not know what a life-debt was, he needed to tell her because it meant that he was hers, and she could command him to do almost anything.

He could see her struggling with words, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “It was nothing. I am glad to help you.” She was. He knew she was, and that was perhaps the most amazing thing of all. “I am very grateful. I promise you that I will come back very soon. I will use the money you have given me to buy things that you need. The rains are coming. Once they are here, it will rain almost every day and hunting will be harder.” “Yes,” she agreed.

He mentally tallied up travel time, the trip to Edo, and how long he would be expected to stay in the village. “Four days. I will come back in four days.” “Four days,” she confirmed.

“Four days. I promise.”

“Okay.”

He had to force himself to let her hands go. He didn’t want to leave. It was safe there. He was wanted there. He wanted nothing more than to stay there forever, but he had to go. He was honor-bound to keep his promise to the village, and Johrannah needed things from Edo.

“Be safe,” she said to him, her voice calm and full of concern.

“I will,” he replied, then made himself turn his back and leap away. He had to do it quickly before he changed his mind; before he lost his resolve and ran back to huddle under the blanket in her hollow until the rains stopped.




Chapter Eight

Akihiro knew exactly which way to go in order to head back to the village because he knew the marsh where they had hunted the ducks. The village was to the south about two ri away from the grove, but the distance was no trouble for him. On a good day, he could travel 50 ri from sunrise to sunset, 70 if he pushed. Two ri were nothing for him, and he barely broke a sweat.

He paused once he reached the outskirts of the village shrine and tried to decide on the best course of action. He knew he couldn’t just walk into the shrine as if nothing had happened. He’d been gone for five days, and there were bound to be questions as to where he had been. As much as he hated to do it, he had to tear and soil his clothing to make it look like he had been huddled under a bush somewhere. It seemed a shame when Johrannah had spent so much time cleaning and mending his meager garments, but it was necessary if his story was going to hold. He wasn’t going to lie. He just wouldn’t tell them everything.

He ripped the stitches where Johrannah had patched his clothes and streaked the fabric with grass and mud. Then he cut himself and smeared the blood over the “arrow” holes in his clothing. All three arrows had hit him from the front because the exterminator had been waiting for him when they used the stink-smoke to flush him out, and he was shot as he came out of the trees. Even then, if it hadn’t been for the poison on the arrows, he probably would have been able to escape, but the toxin had acted quickly. Once he had been slowed down by the poison, it had been easy for the exterminators to net him.

While he waited for the blood to dry into dark stains on his clothes and his cuts to heal over, he dirtied his face and hair, and tried to make himself look as ragged as possible without resorting to an illusion. When he was ready, he lowered his ears and tail, and staggered out of the forest to the shrine.

The shrine complex was a medium-sized one, founded and tended by Ichiro’s ancestors some four generations ago. It had one main sanctuary and three outbuildings, plus the shrine grounds, gardens, sacred tree, and a house where Ichiro and his kits lived. The house was large and had a covered porch known as an engawa that looked out over the shrine complex. Because the shrine also served as a place of healing, the house had been built with a wing of extra rooms for convalescing patients with its own long engawa porch. This porch was lined with sliding shoji doors that opened onto four sickrooms, and these rooms were connected to a central corridor inside the house. The wing of the house where Ichiro and his kits had their rooms was separate, but attached to the “healer’s” wing by a short hallway.

It was to the sickrooms’ engawa that he crawled, feigning exhaustion and weakness, and he huddled in a shivering heap at one end. There he waited for someone to discover him. He didn’t have to wait long. It was almost time for the evening duties, and Ichiro would be returning to the house. He heard the footsteps approaching and he recognized the scent as belonging to Ichiro, but he didn’t move until a sandaled foot kicked him lightly. He let out a low moan.

“So. You are alive,” the priest said neutrally.

Slowly, he uncurled himself and looked up at the human through half-open eyes. He knew he looked like a disheveled, bedraggled mess, and he hoped that the man was drawing all the wrong conclusions.

“Ichiro-sama,” he whispered hoarsely, trying to sound parched and starving.

“Hmmph,” the man replied and turned away, heading into the house.

Akihiro lay his head back down and tracked the priest’s movements with his ears. He heard the sound of water in a dipper and the telltale slosh of something being poured. Shortly thereafter, a cup of water and a bowl of leftover barley mixed with hot green tea were placed on the wooden boards near his head. No utensils were offered however; he was expected to eat with his hands.

He made a show of sitting up slowly and taking a drink from the cup.

“Thank you, Ichiro-sama,” he said faintly.

“Hmmph.”

He picked up the barley and tea soup and drank it in small sips. Rice was too precious a commodity to be eaten every day, and Ichiro would never have wasted rice on him anyway. It was enough that the priest gave him food at all.

Compared to the meals he had been given by Johrannah, the food was bland and tasteless, but he refused to be rude and not eat it. While he was eating, he heard two more individuals approaching and identified them as Kaemon and Suzuka, Ichiro’s son and daughter. They, too, were returning from their evening duties. Suzuka was the shrine miko and her elder brother was following in their father’s footsteps by studying to be a shrine priest. The oldest son, Hitaro, was learning weaponry under a local lord and no longer lived in the house.

“Hanyou,” he heard Kaemon gasp, his voice relieved and quietly pleased.

The young man had inherited his grandfather’s generous heart, and Akihiro had saved him from a snakebite several years ago. If anyone in the village had cared about his fate, it would have been Kaemon.

“You look a fright. We were told you were dead,” Kaemon said, coming up to stand beside his father.

“The men came back without you. They told us that you abandoned them when the oni-gumo charged,” Suzuka informed him in a cold voice.

‘So… they told everyone that I was the one who abandoned them.’ Somehow he wasn’t surprised, but he knew he couldn’t come out and say they were lying. It would be his word against theirs, and they’d never believe him.

“There was a great deal of confusion. The exterminators were driving the oni-gumo into a trap. I told Genru and the others to follow me when I flanked to the left. The oni-gumo were running south and going left was the safest path.

I thought they were behind me, but when I turned around they weren’t there,” he explained quietly, keeping his ears down in submission. ‘Because they’d all run off screaming at the first sight of the spider demons.’

“The exterminators told us that two of their number felled you as well,” Kaemon offered, his voice gentle.

He touched his shoulder where the first arrow had struck, feeling the phantom pain. “They shot me with poisoned arrows.”

“They also said you were dragged off by a mountain witch,” Suzuka said.

‘A mountain witch? Of course that is what they would say. Blame it on a demon-witch, then they don’t have to face the humiliation of being beaten by a single human female,’ he thought bitterly.

“I have no memory of a mountain witch. When I woke I was underneath a tree, and I had been sick for three days from the poison.” ‘Well, that’s all true.’

“You look as if you barely survived,” Kaemon commented sympathetically.

He nodded. “This is the first opportunity I have had to make my way back here. Did all of the men return safely?” ‘If I show concern for the villagers that will reflect well upon me.’

“Yes. Everyone returned unharmed,” Kaemon answered, pleased.

He let out a deep sigh. “I’m glad. When they weren’t behind me… I was concerned.”

“Hiroshi-dono will want to question you,” Ichiro told him.

“I understand.” ‘He’ll want to flog me if he believes that I abandoned the men. And since none of them will admit that they were the ones who ran away…’

“Such things are for tomorrow. For now, you look exhausted and your clothes are in tatters. I’ll see what we have in the offerings. I seem to remember some garments that might fit you,” Kaemon said.

‘Hmm, the offerings. That’s a step up from the rag bag.’

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama.”

The young priest nodded and disappeared into the house.

“How many oni-gumo did the exterminators flush from the caves?” Ichiro asked suddenly.

He blinked at the unexpected question and tried to recall the number of spider demons that had been barreling down on them.

“At least five, but there may have been smaller juveniles behind the adults that I couldn’t see,” he replied honestly.

“Five? They flushed a large nest,” Suzuka noted.

He looked at her, confused. “Yes. They wanted the egg sacks.”

“For the poison,” Ichiro finished.

“Yes.”

“And they were herding them south,” Suzuka said.

“Yes, towards the river…”

“Because oni-gumo can’t swim,” she realized, her face thoughtful.

“Exactly,” he confirmed.

“But five is a huge nest even without juveniles. The exterminators were foolish to flush them. They should have killed them in the caves,” Ichiro complained.

“Then the egg sacks would have been destroyed,” Suzuka pointed out.

Ichiro shook his head. “It was not worth the risk. If they had broken ranks and come here to the village… One or two we could manage, but five? Half of us would have been killed before we could bring that many down.”

“How many did you kill, Hanyou?” Suzuka asked.

“None, Suzuka-sama,” he answered. “Once the exterminators rendered the oni-gumo’s webbing useless, they were vulnerable from behind so I led the men to attack from the rear. When I discovered that Genru and the others weren’t with me, I went back. That was when I got pinned between the oni-gumo and the exterminators. They saw me, and since the men weren’t with me…”

“The exterminators disabled the oni-gumo’s webbing?” Suzuka questioned.

“Yes. They have darts that they shoot into the oni-gumo’s rear. It paralyzes the web sack so they can’t shoot webbing. They can also cut the muscle that contracts the web sack, but that’s harder to do,” he explained.

“Did Genru and the others know that the oni-gumo couldn’t shoot webbing?” Ichiro asked.

He looked up at the head priest. “Yes, I told them so.”

“How did you know the oni-gumo couldn’t use their webs?” Suzuka inquired.

“Because they wouldn’t have run otherwise. If they had been able to shoot webbing, they would have stayed in the cave and wrapped up the exterminators. The first thing the hunters do when they attack a nest is go after the web sacks.”

“I see,” Ichiro commented pensively.

The look on the old priest’s face intrigued him. Ichiro looked like someone who had just had a revelation and wasn’t happy about it.

‘Does he realize that the men abandoned me?’ he wondered.

Just then Kaemon returned with a clean set of clothes, and he was surprised to see a nicely made green patterned kosode and a pair of matching nobakama field pants. The villagers and visitors to the shrine often brought gifts of clothing for use in charity or for the priest’s family. This set looked like something that would fit Kaemon or another young man of his build. It would probably be a bit large on him, but a tight obi belt and rolled up cuffs would suffice.

“Here, Hanyou. See if these clothes fit you,” the young priest said, handing him the clothing.

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama.”

Kaemon nodded to him as he accepted the kosode and nobakama pants.

“Are you in need of medical attention?” Suzuka asked coolly.

“No. Rest and food is all I need. The oni-gumo poison is gone and my wounds are healed.”

“Very well. Since my services are not required, I will take my leave of you. I highly recommend that you take a bath before you return here. Your stink is an affront to the gods,” she told him.

He nodded meekly. “Yes, Suzuka-sama. I will bathe in the river tomorrow.”

“That would be wise,” she agreed, then walked into the house.

“I, too, will take my leave. Kaemon?” Ichiro added.

“I’ll be along in a moment, Chichi-ue.”

Ichiro nodded to his son and quietly entered the house, leaving him alone with Kaemon. He picked up the bowl of tea and barley and began to eat it. It was cooler now and didn’t burn his tongue when he sipped it.

“This is very good,” he said, indicating the food.

“It is an easy way to serve leftover grains,” Kaemon answered simply.

“Still, I am grateful,” he insisted, finishing off the bowl and water.

Kaemon collected the empty bowl and cup when he was done and gave him a little nod of his head.

“I am glad that you survived, Hanyou. It is very good to see you,” the young priest admitted, then walked quietly into the house.

“Thank you,” he whispered to the retreating back and slowly left the engawa to head for the forest.

Once he was out of sight, he shook the pins and needles out of his limbs from sitting huddled up for too long and stretched. He had the new clothes tucked under his arm, and he went directly to the river close to the village so he could wash the grime from his face and body. As he had thought, the new clothes were a size too big, but he tightened the kosode closed with the obi and folded up the leg cuffs of the nobakama pants. He also had to make an opening in the pants for his tail otherwise he would have been very uncomfortable. He kept his old clothes in hopes that Johrannah would be able to clean and mend them again.

That night he slept curled at the base of a tree. The makeshift bed he had tramped down was lumpy and uncomfortable, and cold because he had no blanket. He marveled at how quickly he had become accustomed to the soft bed and warm blankets as he struggled to find a comfortable position, and he found himself missing Johrannah’s scent. He entertained the idea of going back to the grove, sleeping there until the early hours of morning, and then returning before Ichiro and his family woke, but decided against it. If he gave in to the temptation, he might not return and he still needed to go to Edo. He finally managed to fall asleep with his back to the wind and his face buried in his tail for warmth.

In the morning he found a bowl of food left out on the engawa for him, but no sign of anyone around. He decided to stay close to the village because he knew Hiroshi would want to speak with him about what had happened. He was right because the village headman came looking for him a short time later.

Hiroshi wasn’t carrying a hon-nawa rope for the Hojojutsu binding or the bamboo punishment rods so Akihiro took that as a good sign. He waited in the forest until he saw Hiroshi walk across the porch of Ichiro’s house to the bell hung at the end of it. The bell had been put up by Genkichirou, and it was used to call him to the shrine. He could also use it to call someone to come to him as well, and he usually rang it when he had food to give to the village. He hadn’t rung it yesterday because he had wanted Ichiro to assume that he didn’t have the energy it would have taken to swing the clapper.

When the man rang the bell, he responded slowly. It was daylight now, and his acting abilities would be stretched to maintain the perception that he was wounded and recovering. He toyed with the idea of using a glamour, but decided against it. If he lost the illusion in the middle of being questioned, it would go very badly for him. As it was, he moved with painful stiffness and kept his ears, tail and eyes down.

“Hanyou, Ichiro-sama told me you had returned,” Hiroshi said when he had crawled onto the engawa.

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono,” he replied and knelt meekly at the headman’s feet.

“He says that you sustained serious injuries from the exterminators.”

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono. I was shot with three poison arrows.”

“Show me these wounds,” the man ordered.

Obediently, he untied the obi and opened the kosode to bare his chest and abdomen. The wound in his shoulder was still apparent as was the incision in his belly. He used a very little bit of magic to make the smooth scar appear ragged and puckered because he knew a clean wound would be questioned. He didn’t think it was too much of a risk because he doubted the man would want to look at his half-demon body for very long.

“The other is on my thigh, Hiroshi-dono,” he explained.

“You burned them closed.”

“Yes,” he answered, closing the kosode and retying the obi. He kept his eyes down in submission, and would not look up unless invited to do so.

“How did you come to be shot?”

‘This line of questioning is very interesting. I expected him to demand to know why I abandoned the men,’ he thought curiously. “When I became separated from the village men, I tried to double back. I thought they were behind me, and I was worried about them when I found that they weren’t there. The oni-gumo were being herded towards the river, and it was very dangerous. I got pinned between the trap and the exterminators, and two of them saw me. I tried to run, but they flushed me out with stink-smoke. One of them was waiting for me when I came out of the woods, and he was the one who shot me. I kept trying to get away, and I made it to the trade road, but the poison had started to take effect and I was too slow. The exterminators netted me and I went down.” There were a few moments of silence then Hiroshi questioned him further.

“And what of the mountain witch who saved you?”

“I have no memory of a mountain witch, Hiroshi-dono. My last memory of the exterminator was of him standing over me with his sword drawn, and I was certain I was going to die. When I woke, I was under a tree and had been sick with fever for three days.”

“How did you know it was three days?” the man asked shrewdly.

“From the moon phase, Hiroshi-dono. When I woke it was nearly full.”

“Hmmmm,” the man said thoughtfully.

He heard at least three others approaching and swiveled his ears back to try and identify them, but he did not move from his submissive position at Hiroshi’s feet. He knew how to play this role. He would not speak unless spoken to or move unless asked to. He would accept whatever treatment they gave him and do nothing to defend himself. This was the price he had to pay for the safety of living near the village. The newcomers were Ichiro, Kaemon and Genru.

‘Genru? He was leading the men.’

“There he is, the deserting coward,” Genru accused.

He flinched, his ears lowering almost into his hair, and prepared for a beating. He knew none of them would believe him when he said he hadn’t abandoned the men, and they couldn’t smell the fear and lies in Genru’s scent.

“Hold, Genru,” Hiroshi commanded. “I have not finished questioning Hanyou about what happened.”

He blinked, but did not raise his head. ‘What is going on here?’

“How many spider-demons were flushed from the nest?” Hiroshi asked.

 

“Five, Hiroshi-dono, but there could have been juveniles hidden behind the adults,” he answered truthfully, still not looking up.

“Were there five, Genru?” Hiroshi questioned.

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono. There were five,” the man replied after a pause.

“What happened next, Hanyou?”

“They were being herded towards the river. I decided that going left was the safest path. It took us out of the direct charge and gave us the chance to attack from behind. The exterminators had disabled the oni-gumo’s web sacks so they were vulnerable from the rear. I called to Genru and the others to follow me when I made my move and went ahead, but when I looked back to make sure they were there, I couldn’t find them.”

Genru huffed. “He just disappeared and we had no idea where he went!”

“Do you have any direct evidence that he deserted you on purpose?” Hiroshi questioned.

They were the last words Akihiro expected to hear from the headman’s mouth, and his confusion grew. He waited eagerly for Genru’s reply, but the man just sputtered intelligibly.

“Here is what I think happened,” Kaemon offered, speaking for the first time since he and his father arrived with Genru. “I think there was a great deal of disorder and fear when the oni-gumo started to charge. The sight of one demon spider running at you is disconcerting, but to have five coming at you must have been truly terrifying. I think that you became separated in the confusion.”

“Are you saying that he didn’t run off and leave us?” Genru accused.

Akihiro said nothing and kept his head down. So far the conversation was so completely different from what he had been anticipating that he was almost afraid to speak. It honestly seemed that Kaemon was defending him against Genru, and that Hiroshi was listening.

“I am saying that it must have been very frightening and confusing for you, and I think it was simply a mistake. Hanyou thought he was leading you to safety and assumed you were behind him, but you and the men did not understand what he was doing and did not follow him,” Kaemon corrected.

“I will speak with the exterminators. They should never have flushed such a large nest. They put the village and the men at risk,” Hiroshi promised.

“Why are you defending him?” Genru demanded.

“Because he is still under the protection of this shrine, and no one should be facing down five oni-gumo at once,” Ichiro replied tersely.

Akihiro could hardly believe his ears. ‘What is going on here? It almost sounds like he feels guilty for sending me out.’ He took a discrete sniff. ‘He smells guilty. Could it be that he regrets telling me to go with the men? Why would he regret that?’

It was true that it was the first time he had been badly injured while on a village assignment, but he didn’t think that had mattered to the older priest.

‘Does he feel responsible for my injuries? Then again, if I am killed, I wouldn’t be able to find food in the winter or dig the village out when it snows.’

“Yes, this must not happen again. If they want oni-gumo poison, they should choose nests that aren’t so close to a village,” Hiroshi agreed.

“Perhaps I am wrong, but I believe that the oni-gumo are increasing in numbers and moving closer to humans. I think it would be wise to have a supply of oni-gumo poison antidote ready at all times,” Kaemon suggested.

“That is a good idea, Kaemon,” Hiroshi answered. “I will send some women out to look for the ingredients.”

“Suzuka should go with them. She knows the plants well,” Ichiro added.

“Hanyou,” Hiroshi said, addressing him again. “Are you healed enough to guard the women while they are in the forest?”

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono. I will gladly guard the women,” he readily answered.

“Very well. You will go with them today. The rains are coming, and I want the village to have the poison antidote before they begin.”

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono. Of course, Hiroshi-dono.” ‘I’m not going to be beaten. Ichiro and Kaemon defended me…’

“You will stay nearby until Suzuka and the women are ready to go. They will ring the bell for you,” the headman ordered.

“I understand, Hiroshi-dono.”

“Come with me, Genru. I have other matters to discuss with you,” Hiroshi said and Akihiro heard the two men leave the shrine. Neither acknowledged that he was still there or said goodbye.

“I have duties to attend to,” Ichiro announced and then he left as well, leaving only Kaemon still standing close to him.

He ventured a quick glance up to see what the young man was doing.

Kaemon looked pleased, and somewhat smug, and Akihiro wondered how much influence the young priest had had on the events that had just transpired.

He dropped his eyes quickly when the man looked his way.

“Thank you for the barley, Kaemon-sama,” he ventured cautiously.

“You were injured and needed food to regain your strength.”

“I will bring a fish in repayment.”

“It will be welcomed.”

He nodded.

“Expect Suzuka to call you soon.”

“Yes. I will be close by.”

“Good.”

“Thank you.”

“Hrrm,” Kaemon grunted, the smug smile returning to his lips, then he folded his hands together and quietly walked away.

Akihiro took it as his cue to move so he lifted himself up from his kneeling position and headed for the forest once again. There he sat in a tree and waited for the bell to ring, sniffing the air to see if he could smell any obvious threats.

There was a lingering scent of oni-gumo, but it carried the stink of death with it so he knew he was smelling the spider demons that had been killed. A short time later, he heard the bell ring, and he hopped down to go to the shrine.

Suzuka was waiting for him along with four other village women, each with baskets for gathering herbs. The young miko was dressed in the traditional clothing of her vocation: a white chihaya kimono and red hibakama trousers, and she had her long, black hair tied back with a white ribbon. She was considered quite beautiful by human standards, and when she had announced her intentions to become a miko, several of the village men had been very upset.

He had once secretly loved her himself, but that had been while she was still a kit and had treated him kindly. He had dreamed that her fondness for him would stay as she grew into a woman, but her affections for him turned to dis-

 

dain once her father convinced her that he was a worthless half-breed. Even to this day, the coldness in her eyes was sometimes hard for him to bear.

“Hanyou,” she said, addressing him calmly, her voice neutral.

Years ago, she used to call him by his real name until Ichiro had heard her say it. The beating her father had given her had been the end of his dreams.

He nodded to her and lowered his ears in submission. She said nothing more and the other women did not speak to him at all. Instead, Suzuka led them into the forest and he followed behind. He was careful to keep track of how close they traveled to Johrannah’s camp. Since the grove was deep in the forest, and the herbs they needed could only be found in open fields, he doubted that there was any chance of them finding her, but he kept alert just in case.

The women chatted amongst themselves, but no one spoke to him. He crouched down on the edge of the field they were in and kept a sharp look-out for any dangers. The most excitement they had all afternoon was when one of the women frightened a doe and her two fawns out of a patch of tall grass.

Screaming erupted as they thought a demon was going to pounce on them, but as soon as they saw it was only a fleeing deer they calmed down again.

‘Idiots. Don’t you think I would have warned you if there was danger? I knew the doe was there. It isn’t my fault that you humans can’t smell.’

The rest of the herb gathering expedition passed in much the same way.

Suzuka led the women to the places where the herbs they needed could be found, and they would commence to pick.

‘You’re taking all of it,’ he wanted to tell them. ‘Don’t you want to leave some for next year’s harvest? How can you expect there to be more if you take all there is and leave none to grow and reproduce?’

He hunkered down, scowling at their ignorance and disrespect, then smiled softly to himself. Before he had met Johrannah, he wouldn’t have even noticed or thought about such things. Now he was thinking like her and seeing the natural world through different eyes.

‘Two more days until I can go back. Tomorrow I will go to Edo, and then return to her the following day,’ he thought happily.

Movement close to him caught his attention, and he looked up to see Suzuka staring at him with an odd expression on her face. He blinked at her and she narrowed her eyes, her mouth turning down into a slight frown.

“Is something wrong, Suzuka-sama?” he asked.

It took her a moment to answer, but then she slowly shook her head. “No, Hanyou, there is nothing wrong.”

“Okay.” ‘Then why are you looking at me like that?’

The young miko turned her back and walked away without another word.

They returned to the village just before the evening meal was to be served, and Kaemon had once again left a bowl of grain out for him on the porch. This time, however, he had brought a carp he had caught while the women were herb gathering, and Suzuka took it from him with a small word of thanks.

“Suzuka-sama, I wish to tell you that I am going into the forest tomorrow and will not be close-by,” he told her as she moved to enter the house.

“You will not be nearby? Why?”

He knew she would ask so he had prepared an answer. “Before the oni-gumo charged, I overheard two exterminators who were waiting in ambush talking to each other. They spoke of a kitsune roaming near Edo. I intend to go and find him. I may be gone for a number of days.” It was true. He had heard two of them talking about hunting a kitsune.

“You will warn him of the threat?”

He shrugged and glanced up at her before dropping his eyes again. “He is my kin. If he is not a dark kitsune then he is no danger to anyone.” She leveled him with a measured look then nodded. “I will tell my father.”

“Of course, Suzuka-sama. I will ring the bell when I return.” He bowed to her and backed off of the engawa, retreating into the trees.

Returning to the flat spot he had tramped down, he was glad the day was over, and he settled down to get some rest. In the morning he would leave for Edo.

********

He left for Edo before dawn and arrived there just as the first rays of the sun were rising over the horizon. Before he set out, he retrieved the money Johrannah had given him from the hiding place where he had stowed it, and took it with him along with a carrying sack for his purchases. Ota Dokan had built Edo Castle in the fishing town on the bay, and a small market now flourished nearby.

He decided to acquire a disguise to supplement his magic. What he was doing was different from a true shape-change and required less energy, but the spell would still be a significant drain on his strength, and the less he had to maintain with his own power, the easier it would be for him to hold the illusion.

He let his nose lead him to the castle’s laundry room. The servants were eating the morning meal so the washing room was empty, and he slipped inside undetected. Rummaging through the cleaned clothing, he chose a woman’s full length kosode because women primarily did the shopping. He stuffed the garment into the chest of his short kosode, along with a head scarf and two obis, and quickly snuck out. Hopping over the roofs of the waking town, he hid in a storehouse and waited for the markets to open.

While he waited, he prepared his disguise. He used a narrow obi to lash his tail to his thigh. It had a nasty habit of having a mind of its own, and the last thing he needed was it deciding to stick up at an inopportune moment. He slipped the kosode over his clothes and fastened it closed, then he took the head scarf and covered his ears. Once his costume was complete, he closed his eyes and reached into himself for the bright center of power within.

Kitsune were masters of illusion and shape change, and he had inherited some of his father’s magic. Carefully he built his outward illusion, creating the shape and visage of a human female layer by layer until he took on the appearance of a middle-aged woman: the type of matron who would be responsible for the household purchasing. There was no mirror in the room so he had no idea exactly what he looked like, but judging by the amount of strain he was under to hold the illusion, his spell was complete.

He left the storehouse and made his way down to the market. Because he was so early, there weren’t too many people roaming the stalls and the selection was excellent. From his years of accompanying his mother, and listening to her haggle for the maximum amount of supplies with their meager funds and barter, he knew the routine of offer and counter-offer very well, and he negotiated fair prices for almost all of the items on his list. The miso was easy, and he found both white and red miso for sale. The paste smelled ripe and ready, and he bought measures of both varieties. He found the vinegar, soybeans, grains, ginger and oil, but the honey was elusive.

As the morning wore on, more people came to shop in the market, and the effort of holding the illusion became more of a strain because he had to sustain it as he navigated through the crowd. Still, it was quite a thrill. There he was surrounded by humans, and none of them had any idea that he wasn’t one of them. If he had been evil, most of them would have been dead ten times over already.

He smelled it before he actually saw it, and he made a bee-line for a cart at the end of the market. The man had come all the way from Izu with a variety of crockery and baskets, but he had a small supply of wildflower honey for sale.

He haggled heatedly for the sweet treat, knowing that the merchant was well aware of the item’s value, and finally managed to negotiate a decent sized jar of the honey for one of Johrannah’s silver mon pieces. The price was exorbitant, but the look and smell of the honey told him it was worth every sen.

Quite a bit poorer, but ecstatically happy to have found all of the items on Johrannah’s list, he put all of his purchases in the carrying sack and prepared to leave Edo. It couldn’t come too soon because he was running out of energy to hold the illusion, and he could feel his power waning. He trotted hurriedly down the trade road that led out of the town, and, knowing that his time was short, he decided not to bother returning the kosode and head scarf to the castle.

He would leave the “borrowed” items on the trade road, and they would be found later, hopefully by someone in need of a new garment.

His only warning of trouble was the jingle of a monk’s staff behind him, and he quickly ducked down an alley between two houses as the hairs on the back of his neck stood up.

“Halt mononoke!” an angry voice ordered.

He gasped and glanced over his shoulder. His pursuer was a man in Buddhist robes, and a cold shiver of fear ran up his spine. Somehow the monk must have been able to see through his illusion or sense his demonic aura. Either way, the man knew he wasn’t human, and he could not afford to be trapped.

“What have you done with the woman whose skin you are wearing?”

‘Skin? What the?’

Being that the monk had several ofudas in his hand, it didn’t look like he was interested in having a conversation. The sealing prayers had the ability to bind his powers, and he had no illusions as to what would happen to him if the man succeeded in hitting him. He’d be immobilized and helpless.

‘He thinks I stole a woman’s body. Shows what he knows if he can’t tell the difference between an illusion and a body-stealer.’

He didn’t wait for the monk to speak again before he made a run for it. He wasn’t clear of the town yet so he had to keep up the illusion, but the effort of holding the spell made him slower than normal, plus he was tired from maintaining it for so long. Unfortunately, the alley came to a dead end at a high wall.

‘Crap.’

“Accept your punishment, evil spirit!” the monk commanded.

This time he didn’t look, he just leaped, jumping up to the roof of the nearest house. He heard the flapping of the ofudas behind him and knew that the man had barely missed Sealing him to the wall. Turning around to balance on the edge of the roof, he peered down at the monk still in the alley.

“Mononoke!”

“I’m not a mononoke!” he cried knowing that he wouldn’t be able to hold the illusion for much longer.

“I see through your disguise! You cannot hide from my holy powers! Did you eat her insides and take her skin?” the monk accused.

“I’ve done no such thing!” he insisted, then jumped as the monk threw more sealing prayers at him. ‘I have to get away! I can’t… I can’t let him hit me…’

Fueled by his growing terror, he took the opportunity to leap across the alley, and he landed on the roof of the next house over. The effort took the last of his energy and he had to release the illusion. He untied the kosode and dropped it, and the head scarf, down from the roof.

“Kitsune?” the monk questioned, seeing the transformation.

Ripping the obi that tied his tail to his thigh, he let the belt fall as well. He was breathing heavily and fast becoming aware of his vulnerability. He was now in the middle of Edo with no illusion and not enough energy to cast another. The monk was staring up at him, another ofuda ready but he wasn’t throwing it. He didn’t know why the monk wasn’t moving, but he wasn’t about to question him.

Kitsunes were agile and quick, and had an incredible sense of balance.

Teetering on the peak of the roof, he ran across it and took another leap to the next house. Shouts from below told him that he’d been seen, and he clutched his carry sack to his chest as he raced down another roof. Blind panic hit him, and instinct took over, as he pulled what little power he had left and poured it into his escape.

The wind blew past his ears as he jumped from rooftop to rooftop. The world was a blur beneath him, and he wasn’t even certain how he was able to judge each leap without losing his balance. He had only one thought in his brain, and that was to get out of Edo. He landed heavily on a dirt side street and turned sharply to duck behind a building. His fox instincts told him to double back, mask his trail, confuse and confound the ones who followed him. He twisted and swerved, navigating the narrow alleys and back streets by scent alone until he jumped over a high wall and tore through a shrine garden. He hit the other side, hurdling over a second wall, and spying the safety of the forest.

If he could get to the forest, he could lose them in the trees. He didn’t know if he was still being hunted, but he wasn’t taking any chances, and he bolted, running in one last mad dash. He didn’t stop when he made it to the forest, but kept going, fueled by adrenaline and his panic, and he made it back to the village faster than he had ever thought possible.

But there was something lacking in the place he had run to. His fox brain did not associate the shrine with welcome and safety, so instead he turned north, heading back into the forest, his memory leading him to a place that was safe; where he knew no one would hurt him, and he would find sanctuary.

The scent was familiar and comforting, and he barreled into the grove of cedars at full speed. She was there, the one he had run to, and her face displayed her shock and concern.

“Akihiro!” she cried, and he had a memory that the word was his name.

He skidded to a halt and fell to his knees as she hurried to him.

“Akihiro, are you all right? Akihiro, what’s wrong?” she begged, her hands on his arms, the ones that he had clutched around a carrying sack.

He was panting heavily, his heartbeat thundering in his ears, and his vision clouding with black spots as exhaustion turned his limbs into lead. He lost his grip on the sack, and it fell from his numb fingers as he leaned forward and pressed his face to the hollow of her throat.

“Safe,” he whispered.

Arms came around him, holding him, comforting him, and one hand stroked his ears. “Yes. Yes, you’re safe now. I promise.” He sighed, swallowing deep mouthfuls of air full of her smell.

“So frightened,” he murmured.

“Shhh. It’s okay. You’re all right now.”

As the adrenaline wore off, and his fox brain calmed down, coherent thought returned and he was able to put a name to the safety scent.

“Johrannah-sama…”

“I’m here,” she replied, tightening her grip around him.

He relaxed against her, knowing he was protected and sheltered, and a moment later the darkness reached up to swallow him whole.




Chapter Nine

It was raining. It had been raining nearly nonstop for the past three weeks.

It had started the day after Akihiro had come running into the grove as if all the demons of Hell were chasing him, and it hadn’t let up since. She knew about the summer rains in Japan. She’d read about them, been warned about them, but nothing had prepared her for the constant downpour that drenched and drowned everything. Hunting was much more difficult, spear fishing nearly impossible, herb gathering and root foraging was made miserable by soaked clothes and feet, and inches of mud caked on everything it touched.

Akihiro, genius that he was, had dug drainage trenches all around the grove to prevent it from flooding, and used large bamboo tubes to shunt the water away from the camp. More tubes were tied in the branches of the trees, acting as a primitive gutter system to catch most of the water dripping from the largest boughs and guide it away from the firepit so they could still manage to get a cooking fire going. She had taken the rain tarp and made a covered “entry” to the hollow so there was a place to shake off water and leave her muddy boots.

Still, all of their efforts offered only minor relief from the wet, and everything was always soggy.

Joanna normally didn’t mind the rain. In fact she rather loved summer thunderstorms with their mountain shaking booms and fantastic lightning displays, but this… This was ungodly. There were days when she despaired that she would ever see the sun again. The only good thing about the rains was that Akihiro didn’t have to constantly run back to his village every other day. Now he stayed three, sometimes four, days before heading back to make an appearance. No one moved much during the rains, he had explained. People stayed indoors, prayed for the rice, and ventured out only when necessary.

She and her fox would spend the entire day in the hollow. Their long hours of confinement had greatly improved her Japanese, and she was learning so much about her new friend. He was a study in extremes, at once bold and straightforward, yet shy and easily spooked at the same time. So much of his behavior was influenced by his kitsune blood, and there were times when he was so fox-ish that he was almost an animal. But she had noticed that the more she treated him as a man, the more human he behaved, and he would only “revert” as she called it when he was under stress or threatened.

He was insatiably curious and quick-witted. He asked endless questions, always wanting to know why and how. “What’s this?” was his favorite sentence, and he would hang on her every word when she answered. He was an excellent mimic and only had to be shown something once before he mastered it. When he was uncertain about something, he would imitate her exactly and remembered the procedure perfectly even days later. She’d never seen anything like it.

He was picking up English almost four times as fast as she learned Japanese, and he now spoke in a unique conglomeration of English and Japanese words all mixed together with a few Cherokee words tossed in for good measure. He liked nothing more than to sit with her and read the dictionary, matching the characters he knew with the Romanji type. He was a sponge that sucked up knowledge at an amazing rate, and she couldn’t believe that the people of this time thought he was illiterate and stupid when the reality couldn’t be farther from the truth.

Apparently, the only person who had ever treated him as anything other than dirt had been his mother, whom he worshipped and never breathed a word of complaint. From what she could gather, the woman had given up everything in order to keep her child safe. His abject devotion was now translated to her; the only other person who had ever treated him with kindness, and he desperately wanted to please her. A kind word from her could make his eyes light up and his ears perk, but anything that could be considered to be the slightest reprimand would be taken badly, and his whole countenance would change. He agonized over things he had done wrong and prostrated himself before her in apology, and she was often at a loss to assure him that she wasn’t upset or going to reject him.

In that respect he was very high maintenance, much like an abused animal (or person for that matter) who needed constant reassurance and attention, and he required a level of patience she hadn’t realized she had. But the benefits far outweighed the drawbacks, and she committed herself to doing whatever she could to help him. So far she seemed to be doing very well, although she could tell that he was fast becoming completely smitten with her.

It was dangerous ground because she couldn’t be more than a friend to him and still stay faithful to Michael. And even though there was still no sign of anyone looking for her, she hadn’t given up hope of being rescued.

“Joanna-sama,” Akihiro’s light voice greeted as the object of her thoughts appeared in the “entry.” “I’m back.”

She’d managed to get him to say her name correctly, but still had no luck in getting him to drop the –sama suffix. Even though she kept insisting that they were friends, and such formalities weren’t necessary, he still adamantly refused to be “so familiar” with her. He, of course, wouldn’t let her call him Akihiro-kun because he was beneath such distinctions and not worthy of them.

It irritated her to no end, but she couldn’t push too hard because that only made him think she was displeased with him, and he would react by behaving even more submissively. It was a vicious cycle that fed upon itself, and she did her best not to get sucked in. When she saw him going into a tailspin of doubt and apology, she would redirect him with a touch or a change in subject or give him something to do in order to “redeem” himself in her eyes. It could be a hassle sometimes, but it was better than allowing him to continue punishing himself for something he didn’t do.

“Akihiro, welcome back,” she replied, despite her dismal mood.

“I think the rain will stop soon. We should go out as soon as we can.” She nodded. They were dangerously low on food. In fact, they’d eaten the last of it for breakfast. Now all she had was some dried emergency rations from her pack, and she didn’t want to resort to them if she didn’t have to. They’d gone out hunting the previous two days, but had come up with nothing. It was unusual for her to return empty-handed, but the rain had flooded the marshes and ran most of the game to ground. If they didn’t have a successful hunt today, they would be in serious trouble. Akihiro felt her urgency and shared it. He knew that her “blood sickness” required her to eat regularly, and he was worried for her health and safety.

She knew that the Japanese word for the diabetes was tounyoubyou, and it had been known to the Japanese since the 8th century. The word translated to

“sugar urine disease,” but she doubted if Akihiro had ever heard of it. She had only given him the most simplistic explanation about her illness, but she hadn’t known the words to explain it before, and now, even though she could give him more detail, she avoided speaking about her illness because she knew it would only make him more overprotective.

“Good idea,” she agreed as he came in. She saw him make sure his feet were clean before he entered.

“Where should we try today?” she asked.

“Hmmm. The meadow. Once the rain stops, the rabbits and ground birds will venture out to feed. We may be able to snare something. The marsh is still too wet. I just came from there.”

“Will this rain ever stop?” she complained.

He gave her a reassuring smile. “Yes. I promise it will stop. Then it will get very hot, and you will pray for rain.”

“Why did I ever think Japan in the summer would be a nice time to visit?” He hunkered down. “It isn’t so bad, although spring and fall are better.” She nodded. “So I’ve heard.”

“You’ll see. When the rains stop and the summer is over, it will be fall. The days will be sunny and dry.”

“Until a typhoon comes along,” she replied drolly. She knew very well that September and October were typhoon season.

“We don’t get them every year, and most of the time they aren’t bad. I can sense them coming days away. I’ll warn you like I warn the village.”

“Thanks.”

He looked at her. “Then winter will come and it will be cold.”

“Not that cold. The cold I’m used to is much colder, but I like it.” He smiled. “Then our winter will be easy for you, and I’ll let you dig for rabbits in the snow.”

“I’ll be sure to whack you with a few snowballs just for that.”

“What’s a snowball?”

“It’s a ball made of snow that I’ll use to hit you in the head,” she teased, ruffling one of his ears playfully.

“Ah. You’ll have to catch me first,” he quipped with a wry smile.

“Oh, I don’t think that will be too hard,” she claimed, tickling him.

He yelped, then giggled and fell back, his hands half-heartedly batting hers away. He relaxed the moment she graduated from tickling to rubbing, and he even stretched to give her better access because he loved belly rubs.

‘Just like a fox.’

Of course, his allowing her to rub him, and even exposing more of his vulnerable places, was all part of his submission to her. Like a fox, he showed his acceptance of her dominance by letting her see and touch his soft underbelly.

The fact that he liked being rubbed was just an added bonus.

“See, and now that you are helpless and at my mercy, it will be very easy to bop you with a snowball,” she told him, patting him on the head lightly.

“But you would have resorted to tricks and deception. Not very becoming for a lady,” he countered, his eyes twinkling.

“I never said I was a lady,” she quipped back.

He rolled over, hiding his belly from her and cushioned his chin on his arms. “But you are. You’re the fairest lady in all of Japan.” She stuck out her tongue. “You’re biased. I rub your belly and feed you.”

“Joanna-sama is also the best cook in all of Japan,” he said brightly.

“And no matter how much I feed you, you never seem to gain any weight,” she noted.

“Do I eat too much?” he asked, suddenly serious.

“Not at all. I’d feed you more if I had it to give. You keep telling me you’re not done growing, my seventy-four year-old teenager.” He snickered, his good mood returning, and it was brightening hers. He had a way of doing that. Somehow she couldn’t stay miserable when he was around.

“And I’d eat it. Haha-ue always said I could out eat any human she knew, even some of Ojiisan’s strongest and biggest warriors. But I can also go many days without food as long as I have water.”

“I’m not surprised to hear that. Your body is probably designed to adapt to the yearly cycles of feast and famine.”

“Summer is the best season for fruit. There are melons and peaches and berries. Everything is ripe and sweet,” he said, rolling to his side.

“Mmmm,” she agreed.

She didn’t have the heart to tell him that fruit should be the last thing she ought to be eating. As it was, she had just opened the third vial of insulin that she had brought with her and only had two unopened vials left. By her calculations, she would run out of insulin sometime in September. After that, how long she lived depended entirely on her diet, and her own body’s meager supply of insulin. Her pancreatic islet cells weren’t completely non-functional, but the amount of insulin they produced was severely deficient. She estimated that she had between six and eight weeks once she was out of insulin before things hit critical mass.

“Then fall comes and the rice ripens,” Akihiro continued, one hand absently combing the fur of his tail. “Hiroshi will tell me to help the women gather chestnuts and mushrooms, and harvest the rice. It’s women’s work, but I can carry ten times as much as they can.”

“That’s because you are a super-strong hanyou,” she told him fondly.

“You shouldn’t say such things,” he said, looking away.

“Why not? They’re true.”

“They aren’t. I am weak for a kitsune; even one half my age would be stronger than me.”

“But you’re ten times stronger than a human,” she pointed out.

“That only gives them another reason to hate me,” he countered.

“I don’t hate you.”

He looked away. “I know.” He was quiet for a moment, then added, “The rain’s stopped. We should go. We have to catch something today or we’ll run out of food.”

He didn’t wait for her as he headed out of the hollow, and she blinked at the empty spot he had left behind. She frowned and donned her leathers and boots, then she grabbed her knives, hunting net and spear, and followed him.

Although it had stopped raining, it was still heavily overcast, humid and miserable. She’d never realized how much she needed sunlight until she hadn’t seen it for three weeks straight, and she trudged through the damp forest with Akihiro beside her.

Neither of them spoke as they headed out to one of the meadows where ground birds nested and small game foraged for food. Most of the birds had already raised their offspring for the year so the nests had been abandoned in deference to family outings, and they no longer had numerous nesting hens with vigilant mates occupying the meadow. It made for more difficult hunting even without the daily downpour.

She relied on Akihiro to tell her where the birds were feeding so she could set up the ambush. He could hear and smell their quarry, and he would indicate which way to go. Then he would come from the other direction and run the prey right into her trap. The setup required perfect synchronization and depended upon his reading her signal so he could move when she was ready.

Silently and carefully, they stalked their prey, and Joanna crouched down low in the tall, wet grass so she would not be seen. It started to rain again, a light drizzle, and that did nothing to improve her mood. Akihiro gave her a nod and made his move to circle around their intended targets. While she couldn’t see the birds, she could hear them making small noises in the grass just ahead of her, and she began gathering up the net in preparation for the trap. Unfortunately she’d lost sight of her hunting partner in the dense growth, and she put up her hand to shield her eyes from the rain as she tried to catch a glimpse of him.

She heard him move and began to swear, realizing that he had misinter-preted her gesture and had begun the hunt. ‘Aki no! I’m not ready!’

She scrambled with the net but it was too late. The birds flushed and scattered before she had a chance to even attempt a single throw.

“Damnit. Crap. Crap. Crap,” she cursed as their dinner flapped away. Of course another attempt would now be impossible because the birds knew that they were there, and the whole hunt was a bust.

Akihiro popped up from behind the tall rushes, his face confused and distressed. “Joanna-sama? What happened?”

“I wasn’t ready,” she answered sharply, stating the obvious.

“But… I saw you…”

“I didn’t make the signal.” She made the “peace” sign with her left hand.

“This is the signal.” She put her right hand, palm down, up to shield her eyes.

“This is not the signal. I couldn’t see you. I didn’t know where you were.” Her voice was hard and flustered and she knew it, but she was wet and miserable and she’d just watched their prey escape. Akihiro responded by flattening his ears against his skull and looking devastated. She turned away because she didn’t have the patience to deal with his self-recriminations, and his expression only triggered her anger. She had to pinch the bridge of her nose to get her emotions under control and grit her teeth to keep from snapping at him.

She could yell at him all she wanted, but it wouldn’t change what had happened nor would it help them find more game.

‘It’s a long shot, but maybe I can net a carp or something…’ she thought dourly, stomping her way towards the pond.

The pond was now twice as large as it used to be because it had over-flowed its banks, and it was surrounded by several yards of shin deep mud and water. Trudging through the muck, she attempted to put her net across the drainage stream, but there was nowhere to fasten it, and it soon became clogged with silt and debris. Akihiro tried to assist her by digging out a trench, but the only thing he succeeded in doing was further clogging up the net.

“Don’t help me,” she told him angrily. “Let me do this myself.” He gave her a shattered look but obeyed, slinking off to hunker dejectedly on the edge of the marsh. She shook her head, her irritation growing.

‘Aki. Just once I wish you’d drop the kicked puppy look. Just once.’

An hour later the drizzle had graduated to a full downpour, she was soaked to the skin, and she still hadn’t caught a thing. Her mood had turned decidedly for the worse, and now she couldn’t even see Akihiro because he was hiding somewhere, no doubt to avoid her wrath. Then she heard her insulin pump beep a warning that her subcutaneous glucose levels had gone below 70, and she had to eat something soon or she would go into insulin shock. She had no choice but to pull up her net and give up for another day.

To make matters worse, the insertion point for her infusion set was starting to itch. That meant it would need to be replaced, which translated to a cold bath in the rain. Just what she needed to make her day complete. With a heavy sigh, she pulled up her mud-caked net and dragged it behind her as she headed back to camp. She knew she’d had worse days. In fact, she’d had the mother of all bad days on September 11, 2001, but this day had undoubtedly been the worst she’d had during her time in Japan.

She didn’t see or hear Akihiro following behind, but she could feel him.

His sense of Other always tingled at the back of her neck, and she didn’t have to look behind her to know he was there. Her mood was such that she didn’t feel like bitching at him for not walking beside her, and she figured he was doing it more because he knew she was pissed off rather than any sense of inferiority he was feeling.

By some cruel joke the rain stopped just as she was getting back to camp, and she had a few choice words for gods with a sense of humor. She dumped the filthy net on the edge of the grove, shoved a glucose tablet down her throat to prevent a hypoglycemic episode, grabbed some clean clothes, her bathing supplies and a new infusion set for her insulin pump, and headed down to the stream for a quick wash. At least she wouldn’t have to bathe in the rain, but it was a small blessing.

When she came back she found Akihiro sitting cross-legged next to the fire pit with his head down. He didn’t look at her when she walked past, and she noticed that there was a long stick lying next to him, but she didn’t really pay any attention because she had more urgent matters to attend to. She needed to stretch her soaked leathers on a drying rack, hang the rest of her wet clothes, start a cooking fire and make a packet of the instant bean soup.

“Akihiro, start a fire please,” she said neutrally as she returned her supplies to the hollow and fished out the bag of dried soup.

She didn’t have to look to know that he was complying with her request, nor was she surprised to see that he’d coaxed a flame from her damp wood. She filled her saucepan with water from the gourd she kept next to the hollow and put it on the grate to boil. Then she turned her energies towards preparing her leathers for drying.

Through it all, she didn’t speak to Akihiro and he barely made a sound.

Once he was finished building the fire, he returned to his cross-legged sitting position and kept his eyes focused on the ground. With his head down, his ears drooped, and his hair partially concealing his face, he was the very picture of dejection, and her anger faded as she realized how badly he was feeling about the botched hunt.

‘He’s taking all the blame on himself when it really isn’t all his fault,’ she sighed, feeling guilty about how coldly she’d treated him. ‘Way to go Jo-Jo. It isn’t like he isn’t already beating himself up over it; you had to go and make it worse. Poor guy must think I’m furious with him.’

“Akihiro…” she said softly, moving to stand in front of him.

His reply was a tiny whimper, but he picked up the long stick and offered it to her without raising his head. She accepted the rod and looked at it. It was a fresh cut section of bamboo about two inches around with the leaves ripped off and the end shredded. Obviously, he wanted her to do something with it, and she was still trying to figure out what he wanted from her, when she heard the rustle of clothing.

She looked down and saw that he had dropped his short kosode from his shoulders, then she watched him pull his hair aside, baring the smooth expanse of his back with its ridge of fox fur. She stood there, confused, looking at the rod and his naked back as he hooked his arms behind the lumbar vertebrae of his spine. The pose was completely submissive and disturbingly familiar.

There was a form of corporal punishment made famous in Japan. A man convicted of a crime would be bound with a rope that was wound around his neck, legs, torso and arms with his wrists lashed behind him. The technique was called Hojojutsu, and it was used by Samurai to subdue prisoners. Then the accused would be beaten across the shoulders and back with a bamboo stick until the skin broke. How severe the flogging would be was dependent on the crime, and the person administering the sentence, but regardless the convicted would be punished in full view so that everyone could witness his disgrace. It was the Japanese equivalent of public whipping, but it hadn’t been ordered by a judge in decades. Now the practice was relegated to the world of BDSM and the occasional “hazing” incident or rape.

From Akihiro’s posture, and the presence of the bamboo rod, he clearly expected her to beat him for his earlier transgressions, and she suddenly remembered the welts she had seen on his back the first day she had met him.

‘Oh my god. Oh my god…’

Bile rose up in her throat and she had to choke it back to keep from vomiting. With a rough cough, she snapped the rod over her knee and threw it across the grove as she dropped to the ground before him.

“Never,” she said fervently, grabbing his chin and forcing him to look at her. “I will never hit you. Not ever.”

He stared at her, shocked, as if he couldn’t comprehend what she had just told him, and she took her hand from his chin as she yanked his clothes back up, placing both hands firmly on his shoulders.

“I will never hit you,” she repeated. ‘I swear, if I ever meet these S.O.Bs, I’ll give them a piece of my mind.’

“Joanna-sama…” he said, his voice rough and broken as he began to shiver, his lower lip trembling as he continued to stare at her.

She could feel his body tensing and shaking under her hands, and she grabbed his arms and pulled them forward, forcing his body out of its bent position as his eyes narrowed and he began to breathe shallowly.

“Don’t… Get out of that position. It’s horrible. I don’t ever want to see you in it again,” she told him, trying to keep her voice steady and calm.

“Why?” he choked, looking down where her hands were holding his.

She shook her head. “Because friends don’t beat friends. Friends don’t hurt friends like that. I’ll never hurt you. I’ll never beat you. Not ever.” His answer was a tiny sniffle as he dropped his eyes and tugged his hands from her grip, curling them up to his chest in a defensive position. It was clear that he did not understand her refusal to punish him, nor did he know what was expected of him. The lost, defeated look on his face broke her heart, and she fought to keep from pulling him into a tight hug because she didn’t know if such physical closeness would make things worse.

‘My god how many times has he been flogged? He automatically assumed that I would beat him. He even cut his own bamboo stick and offered me his naked back. How many times has someone made him harvest his own switch then submit himself to the pain and humiliation of a public whipping? And then to expect me to treat him the same way because he made a mistake? Akihiro, my poor fox, how horrible your life has been.’

She ached for him, for the abuse he must have suffered and the cruelty he must have endured, and she began to cry.

‘What do I do? How can I help him? What is the right way to respond?’

In that moment, she desperately missed her grandmother. Elisi would have known exactly what to do, and she longed for the old woman’s advice. As it was, she was warring with herself and floundering with uncertainty.

‘Aki… how can I make you understand?’

He must have smelled her tears because he looked up and gasped when he saw them. One clawed finger tentatively reached up to touch the wetness on her face as his eyes opened wide.

“What is…? Tears?” he breathed in disbelief. “For me?” Her answer was a sniff as she squeezed her eyes shut to stop them, but more fell and his trembling fingers wiped them away.

“Why?” he asked. “Why do you cry for me?”

She looked at him, shaking her head slightly as she found her voice.

“Because somebody has to. For all the hate and pain you’ve suffered,” she answered, stroking his upper arms with gentle hands. “For all the people who have hurt you and made you think you deserve to be beaten.” She felt something break inside him and his own tears rose in his eyes. He grimaced, his fists clenching, and his face contorted with pain.

“Don’t cry for me!” he blurted suddenly. “I’m not worth your tears. I’m not worth anyone’s tears! I’m a worthless, half-blood hanyou! ”

“Aki…” she tried, but he ripped his arms from her hands.

“Why? Why won’t you beat me? Why won’t you hurt me? Why don’t you

hate me!” he pleaded.

“Aki! Aki, stop!”

“Why? Why! ” he cried, puncturing his palms with his nails.

He gave a strangled cry as tears poured down his face in rivers, and she was afraid that he would run away, seriously hurt himself, or both.

‘Screw it! I’m going with my gut!’ she decided and grabbed him roughly, pulling him into a tight hug.

He resisted, but she wouldn’t let go and he collapsed against her.

“Why?” he begged again. “I don’t understand!”

“Because you aren’t a worthless hanyou. You’re my friend and I care about you,” she told him fervently, stroking his back and rubbing the base of his neck.

Her words did nothing to placate him, in fact they seemed to make him worse, because he suddenly threw his arms around her and clutched her desperately, almost crushing her.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Please!” he pleaded.

‘Oh, Aki. My poor fox. My poor, sweet fox…’

She rocked him, holding him close, heedless of the vice grip he had around her chest. “Shhhh. It’s okay. I forgive you. It wasn’t your fault.”

“But I flushed them too soon! I ruined the hunt!”

“It’ll be okay. Don’t worry about that,” she assured him.

“I’m sorry!”

“I know. I know you’re sorry. I forgive you, Akihiro. It’s okay.” He heaved and began to howl, his voice tearing out of him as he shook violently. She hugged him even tighter and petted his hair and ears, murmuring endearments and words of comfort to soothe him as he wept.

“Shhhhhh. Shhhh. Don’t cry, my fox. Don’t cry. It’s okay. It’ll all be okay, Akihiro,” she whispered, continuing to rock him as she would a distraught child.

Her absolution only made him sob harder and he cried until he couldn’t cry anymore. She closed her eyes and listened to him, holding him as his body shuddered in her arms. His hands gripped her so tightly that she was sure to have bruises, but she didn’t care and didn’t let him know that he was hurting her. She didn’t even care when the water on the fire started boiling, and she ignored it until he was finished weeping.

When he finally relaxed his grip and pulled back a little, she rested her forehead against his and massaged his ears. He looked at her through reddened eyes, then sniffled and dropped his face to her shoulder, nuzzling her neck and pressing close as she patted his back.

“There, there. You’re all right now.”

He calmed and grew quiet, his breathing slowing down to small hitching gasps that puffed against her skin. She kept holding him, crooning under her breath as the tremors that shook his body ebbed and slowly died. A few moments later he carefully pulled himself out of her embrace and sat next to her.

He was still sniffling, but he’d gotten himself under control, and he was now wiping his cheeks roughly to rub away the tears. She offered him a cup of water which he accepted gratefully.

While he drank his water, she poured the soup mix into the boiling pot and stirred it. A few minutes later the meager supper was ready, and she ladled out two bowls for them. She placed one bowl in front of him, then sat beside him to eat her own meal. He stared at the soup, but made no move to pick it up.

“You’re not eating?” she asked softly.

She saw him swallow hard and lick his bottom lip before answering. “I did nothing to contribute to this meal. I have no right to eat it.” Angrily she set her bowl down, picked his up and put it in his lap, forcing him to cup his hands around it lest it spill.

“And no one will sit at my fire and go hungry,” she said firmly. “Now eat.

I know it isn’t much, but it’s food and it doesn’t taste that bad.” Returning to her own meal, she picked up her bowl and resumed eating. A moment later she noticed out of the corner of her eye that the bowl was still cradled in his palms, but that he hadn’t made any move to eat. Then she heard a soft sniffle and looked fully at him.

He’d started to cry again and tears were dripping off of his chin. He looked lost and broken and his hands were trembling.

“Akihiro?”

He sobbed and shook his head. Then he placed the untouched bowl of soup down on the ground and fled the grove, refusing to answer or look at her. She jumped to her feet and called his name, but he was already gone.

“Aki…” she whispered to the space where he had disappeared, and placed a hand on the trunk of the nearest tree.

‘Please watch over him.’

The trees agreed and she knew they would alert her if something happened to him within their sensing range.

:We will watch. We will tell,: they promised.

She finished her dinner alone, but the soup tasted like sand in her mouth, and the empty place beside her was keenly felt. It started to rain again after she washed the dishes, and she headed back into the hollow to get out of the elements. The storm worsened into a downpour as night fell, with lightning and thunder rumbling through the forest, and she sat up waiting for Akihiro, hoping he would come back safely. The king tree tried to comfort her in her worry, but its soothing brought little solace. She kept seeing his lost, shattered face, kept hearing his heartbroken sobs in her memory, and the longer he was gone, the more concerned she became. She wanted her fox back, wanted him safe and dry where she knew no one would hurt him.

She felt a little guilty but she had to admit that she was getting attached to him. It caused quite a bit of conflict inside of her that was sometimes very hard to deal with. She still loved Michael, and she wanted to stay faithful to him, but it had been almost two months, and she had no idea if she would ever be rescued. Akihiro was there, and he was sweet and a good friend. She didn’t love him the way she loved Michael, but he was companionship and comfort and a pair of willing, helping hands. Having him around made life less lonely (and a great deal easier), and she missed him when he wasn’t there.

It was difficult to think about, but she knew there was a very real possibility that she might never make it back home. With every dose of insulin she administered, she was one step closer to running out, and once it was gone there was no way to get more. The trees and her dreams still gave her no indication one way or the other if she would be found or not, but the one thing she held on to was Michael’s assurance that things would be okay. Still, there was a nagging doubt at the back of her mind as the days wore on and no one came to find her. She knew part of it was the depression brought on by the rains and lack of sunlight, but that wasn’t all of it.

According to her insulin pump, it was June 30th gods-knew-what-year.

She’d been in Japan for 54 days. If she stayed at her current usage level, she theoretically had enough insulin to last her until the third week of September, but her diabetes was unstable, and sometimes she used more or less insulin depending on her diet, the amount of stress she was under, and how much insulin her body produced.

It seemed so unfair. Back in her time, huge strides in diabetes research were producing very promising results. For the first time, diabetics and millions of other people suffering from chronic diseases were facing the possibility of cures being developed sometime in their lifetimes. It was a twisted joke of Fate that she was trapped in pre-industrial Japan while her century was on the verge of curing her disease permanently.

She had a lot going for her, however. Physically, she was in the best shape she’d been in since she moved away from California. She was also eating 100%

organic food by default so she didn’t have the added stressors of preservatives, pesticides and artificial ingredients. With luck, she could hold out until the engineers back in 2012 figured out what had happened and came to get her.

At the same time, all of the physical activity did put a strain on her body and she had to be careful not to overdo it. If she got sick or hurt or had to change her diet, she would also use more insulin, and once her implanted birth control ran out, the steady supply of female hormones that regulated her body’s cycles would cease. The return of fluctuating estrogen and progesterone levels would drastically influence the amount of insulin she used per day, especially at first when her body was readjusting to regulating its cycles without artificial help.

Right now it was a waiting game, and she couldn’t predict the ultimate outcome, which brought her back to the issue of Michael and Akihiro. She and Akihiro were bonding. She couldn’t deny that. But at the same time, she wasn’t willing to give up on ever seeing Michael again. Michael was still the holder of her heart, and there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t think of him. Still, Akihiro was growing on her, and she knew he was already besotted.

She didn’t really want him as a lover. By his own admission he was still an adolescent, which meant he was a child in her eyes. Yes, she and Michael had been teenagers when they lost their virginity, but the difference had been that they had both been teenagers at the time, not the skewed difference in “age” she and Akihiro faced now. He was a true innocent, and she knew what it would mean to him, especially since she was probably the only person who would ever want him. If she were to sleep with him, then die or be rescued he would be devastated. Plus, if she was found, she would have to explain it to Michael, and she would never hurt him, or their relationship, in that way.

There was also the added complication that Akihiro didn’t know her real story because she’d been hiding the true nature of her predicament from him. In the days of their confinement in the hollow due to rain, she had given him extensive lessons on how to handle a hypoglycemic episode, and he had learned how to recognize the signs and give her a glucose tablet or a shot with her emergency glucagon pen. He had also taken it upon himself to learn how to read her meter, and while he didn’t really understand the significance of the numbers, he knew her target area and could recognize when her level was too high or too low.

But she’d never actually explained what was going on or what would happen when her insulin ran out. He was so concerned with her “blood sickness” and her health that she knew if he truly understood the danger she was in, he would worry incessantly. As a result, she had carefully steered the conversation away from certain subjects when they had gotten too close, although she did know that she would have to tell him the truth eventually. She wouldn’t betray his trust or affections for her by dying on him without ever telling him why.

Still, how does one tell someone who obviously worships the ground you walk on, that you have a fatal disease and you are going to die? There wasn’t an easy way to do it under the best of circumstances, let alone the ones she found herself in. She had barely come to terms with her own mortality and the likelihood of her death. How could she expect Akihiro to accept the truth without her telling him everything? And once she did tell him, would he think she had misled him or deceived him by not telling him earlier? Would she lose him as a friend because he couldn’t stand to watch her die? Would he stay or would she end up alone in the grove of Sugi, facing the slow, wasting death of untreated diabetes all by herself?

Everything weighed heavily on her, like the rain and the humid air, and she found herself in a dark and dismal mood. Akihiro had been gone for hours and there was no sign of him. She had to admit that she was growing more and more concerned as the storm picked up and the winds worsened. He was out in it and she ached to think of him huddled somewhere in the forest, wet and forlorn. She waited up for him as long as she could before exhaustion forced her into her sleeping bag, but she slept fitfully and every little noise woke her.

Finally, sometime in the deep dark of night, she was awakened by a sense of Other nearby. She recognized it immediately as Akihiro, and she sat up to look around. She didn’t hear him breathing or sense his warmth in the hollow so she knew he hadn’t come inside.

“Akihiro?” she called, but there was no answer.

Outside she could hear the storm raging, the wind shaking the tree limbs and the rain pouring down. Then a burst of lightning lit up the grove outside the hollow, and she thought she saw a figure crouched under the entryway made by the rain tarp. She crawled out of her sleeping bag and reached over to turn on the little, battery powered lamp. Light flooded the hollow, and she nearly jumped out of her skin when Akihiro’s face suddenly appeared in the entry. He reacted to her cry, and the bright light, by cowering and shielding his face with both arms.

“Akihiro,” she whispered softly and went to him.

She saw immediately that he was dripping wet, and she gently took his arms and lowered them so she could look him in the eye. He looked haggard and exhausted, and he was shivering, but she wasn’t sure if it was because of cold or emotion. It didn’t matter, though, because she was so glad to see him.

“Come inside, my fox,” she said, coaxing him forward into the shelter.

He obeyed, but knelt in the middle of the hollow with his head down and his hands clasped in front of his chest. She fished a towel out of her pack and carefully placed it over his head to pat dry his dripping hair, then she untied his belt and began peeling off his sodden kosode. He allowed her to do it, letting her slip the garment off until he was bare-chested, and the kosode lay in a wet heap under the rain tarp. She used the towel to rub his skin dry and redressed him in the oversized, green kosode he kept there for when he went back to his village.

Once he was covered by the upper garment, she persuaded him out of his wet nobakama pants, sliding them off his long legs and using the rough cloth to wipe the mud from his feet. She tossed the pants out under the rain tarp with the soaked kosode, towel dried his legs, and rubbed the water out of his tail. She did all of it without speaking or making any sudden moves, and she kept her touch light and gentle. Through it all, he didn’t say a word and did not stop shivering, and she suspected that he had reverted to his fox instincts much the same way he had after his aborted trip into Edo.

When she was finished drying him off, she took his favorite blanket from his bed - her Cherokee blanket shawl - and draped it over his shoulders as she guided him to her own bedding. She unzipped her sleeping bag and opened it, then bade him to lie down next to her, covering them both up and cradling him in her arms as she turned off the lamp and cloaked the hollow in darkness once again. He trembled in her embrace for several long moments, then suddenly let out a low whine and relaxed, his arm coming around her.

“Joanna-sama…” he choked, his voice hoarse and faint.

“Shhhh. I’m here. Sleep, my fox. You’re safe now.” He gave a tiny ragged sob and pressed close, his nose nuzzling into the crook of her neck, and she swore she felt him lick the pulse point on her throat.

She tightened her arm around him, and he responded by throwing a leg over hers and shifting until he was practically on top of her. For a moment she was afraid he was going to ask her for attentions that she didn’t want to give, but then his breathing evened out and his body went limp. She smiled to herself, happy that he was safe, and a few minutes later she fell into peaceful, dreamless sleep.

********

Akihiro woke up warm and comfortable, and surrounded by Joanna’s lovely scent. It was so close to his nose he imagined that she was right next to him, then he opened his eyes and saw that she was indeed right next to him, or rather, he was right next to her. In her bed. With his arm around her. And she had her arm around him.

He gulped, coming to full consciousness very quickly as he tried to remember how they had ended up in such a compromising and suggestive position. His brain slowly supplied the necessary memories, and he reconstructed the previous night’s events. He’d botched a hunt and he had sought to make amends by allowing her to punish him for his mistake, but she had refused.

‘She wouldn’t beat me. Hiroshi would have bound me and whipped me bloody for ruining a hunt like that, but she… she broke the punishment rod and called me friend.’

He recalled his shock and confusion at her behavior, then his emotional, tearful breakdown in her arms. Instead of rejecting or ridiculing him for his tears, she had held him and soothed him, and it had been more than he could bear. When she still insisted on feeding him from her very limited supply of food, he hadn’t been able to take it anymore and he’d run away. The storm had gotten worse while he was out in the forest, and he had eventually returned, unable to keep himself from her side.

Rather than be angry with him, she had once again held him and comforted him. Then she had invited him into her bed and allowed him to sleep next to her. It was the first time since he was a little kit that he hadn’t slept alone, and he had forgotten what a solace it was to snuggle with someone else.

He blushed when he realized that he was dressed only in the oversized kosode Kaemon had given him, and he vaguely remembered Joanna taking him out of his soaked clothes. Even though the kosode was more than long enough to cover his private places, he was still keenly aware that he was otherwise naked, and he put a little bit of distance between their two bodies.

‘But she’s seen you naked before, and you know she won’t hurt you.’

He felt perfectly safe, in fact, and he looked at her sleeping face, smiling as a rush of emotion made his chest tighten.

‘She is so beautiful.’

He dared to nuzzle her cheek and was rewarded with a soft sigh and a sweet smile, then her lips parted and she murmured softly.

“Michael…”

The name was a blow and he flattened his ears, unhappy to be reminded that she wasn’t his to claim. He knew she loved her intended, and she spoke of him often, but he couldn’t help but be jealous of the man he had never met. No doubt her betrothed was handsome, well-off and, above all, human. There was nothing he could offer Joanna to persuade her to break her engagement and choose him as her mate, and he wouldn’t even try, but still… he had dreams. If this Michael was as handsome and high ranked as he thought, then the man would have no trouble finding another wife. He, on the other hand, would never find another female who would give him a second glance. It wasn’t fair that he should have to give up the only woman who had ever looked at him with affection because she was already promised to another man, and he resented Michael for it.

If he wasn’t certain that Joanna would be devastated and hurt by it, he would consider challenging her betrothed for the right to marry her. But he knew that his vixen loved her intended very much and such a challenge would only bring her pain.

She was making rousing noises and he realized that she was waking. He felt a brief moment of total panic, unsure of how she would react to finding him in bed with her, and he froze as she opened her eyes. She gazed sleepily at him for several moments, then she smiled.

“Akihiro.”

“Joanna-sama,” he answered carefully, trying to judge her reaction.

She moved, stretching a little, but that only served to make more of her body brush against his. “Mmmmph. I’m so glad you’re safe. I was so worried about you when you were out in that storm.”

He blushed. “I was fine.”

Her smile widened, as if she had expected him to say that, and she looked at him fondly. She didn’t seem the least bit upset that they were sharing a bed.

As always, she cared more about his well being than anything else.

“I know, but I still worried. Thank you for coming back.” He looked down. “I couldn’t stay away.”

She answered him by lightly rubbing his back with her hand and he relaxed. It surprised him a little bit that she didn’t seem in any particular hurry to get out of bed, but he didn’t question her. All things considered, he was very comfortable, and if she didn’t want to move then neither would he.

“Is it still raining?” she asked.

He perked up his ears and listened for a moment before replying, “Yes.” She sighed heavily. “Crap.”

He giggled. It always made him laugh when she cursed. Suzuka never cursed.

“We have to get food today. We don’t have a choice,” she said solemnly.

“Yes,” he agreed. He knew very well that they were out of food, and he was very concerned about her illness. She had to eat or she would get sick.

“Akihiro, will you help me bring down a deer?”

Her question shocked him and he stared at her. “A deer?” ‘Did I hear her correctly? Did she just ask me to help her kill a deer?’

She nodded. “Yeah. The rain probably has them ragged too, and all the mud should make it easy for us to find them. A buck would feed us for several days.”

He blinked. ‘But…’ “You would eat the flesh of a deer?” She looked confused. “Sure. Why not?”

“Most of the humans I know do not eat the meat of any four-legged animal. In fact, it is forbidden by the Emperor, although it is not usually enforced in the small villages. I know you eat rabbit, but I did not realize that you would eat deer as well,” he explained, then asked, “Would you eat a boar?” She nodded. “Sure, I like pig. Pig cooks really well in the underground oven. But I figured a buck would be better. Boars are dangerous.” He laughed. “Are you afraid of pigs?”

She snorted at him. “They’ve got big tusks.”

“Heh, and bucks have antlers. They’re dangerous.” She shrugged. “Not too many hunters get gored by a buck.”

“True.”

She yawned and settled back down in her blankets, closing her eyes. “I’m still tired. I stayed up late waiting for you to come back. Wake me when the rain stops if I’m not awake before then. We’ll go hunting and catch us a buck.”

“O… Okay.”

She gave a little nod, then went back to sleep. He watched her for a while, waiting for her to enter deep sleep and forming a plan in his head. He wished he had known she would eat deer and boar days ago. It had just never crossed his mind that she would be willing to consume meat. It was one thing to eat rabbit, but another thing entirely to eat deer or larger game, and a whole new world of possibilities had just opened up for him.

When he was certain that she wouldn’t wake up by his leaving, he slipped quietly out of the blankets. Silently, as only a kitsune could, he dressed and snuck out of the hollow into the pre-dawn air. Joanna had just given him a way to redeem himself for his terrible mistake the previous day, and he wasn’t about to waste it. He hadn’t hunted big game in years, but his genetic memory was as clear as if he had brought down a deer yesterday, and he became the predator he knew he could be.

Driven by his devotion, and overwhelming need to please and take care of the woman he adored, he tracked and slew two bucks and a boar before dawn and dragged their bodies back to the grove. The hunts were easy because the animals had bedded down to seek shelter from the rain, and the wetness had masked his scent. He made sure his prey were fat and healthy animals, but past their prime, and offered thanks the way he had seen Joanna do every time she made a kill. He knew she would be pleased to know that he had made the proper prayers for their sacrifices.

It was four times the amount of meat that they needed, but he knew she would preserve it for later use. Not only that, but he was making a point and a silent commitment to her. No matter what, he vowed to himself, his Joanna would never go hungry again.




Chapter Ten

“Akihiro…”

He raised his head from where he had been sniffing for game and turned in the direction of the welcome sound. She was calling him and he responded immediately; to ignore the implied summons or to disobey it was unthinkable.

It had been four weeks since their relationship had irrevocably changed.

Four weeks since he had come crawling back to her, and she had held him in her arms. Four weeks since he had bound himself to her more tightly than he had ever bound himself to anyone.

He belonged to her now. Everything he had, everything he could ever be, was hers for the taking. He lived for her call, waited for it, and rushed to comply. Her voice was his lure and he could not resist it even if he tried. He was alive only when he was by her side. To be away from her was agony; to be separated from her was a fate worse than death. He breathed for one purpose. His heart beat for one purpose. There was only her, the miracle that was Her.

To Her he was not “Hanyou” or “filthy half-breed.” He was Akihiro her friend, and she treated him with respect and kindness. In return, he gave her everything of himself. As a fox, he sought one partner, one vixen to provide for and protect. Kitsune mated for life, like their dog-demon and wolf-demon counterparts, and stayed faithful until death. For him there was only one choice: Joanna.

It didn’t matter to him that she was betrothed. It didn’t matter that he could never have her. It didn’t matter that she would leave him when her people finally found her. She was his whether they were mates in the true sense of the word or not. There was no rhyme or reason to it, it simply was, and he was determined to end his life rather than live without her. Indeed he did not know how he had survived seventy-four years away from her. It was as if he had died on the day she had saved him and been reborn as someone new.

He found her sitting by the fire ring, frowning into one of her odd “praa-stakk” containers. The frown twisted his heart in his chest and he squatted beside her, waiting for her to tell him what she wanted him to do.

“Joanna-sama.” Her name was a benediction upon his lips.

What would she ask of him? What task would she set for him? It did not matter. If she asked for the stars themselves, he would gather them in the chest of his kosode and place them at her feet. He was hers to command, her faithful, abject servant, and there was nothing he would not do for her.

Did she know this? How could she not? Yet she did not call attention to his devotion, nor did she abuse it. Never did she ask more of him than he could give, although he longed to prove himself to her. He wished for an almost impossible task if only to win her favor and make her smile his way.

“I’m almost out of salt,” she said, showing him the interior of the container. He blinked, peering into the small cup. “How far away is the ocean?”

“It is about forty ri to the east,” he replied immediately, happy to answer her simple question.

He saw her working something out in her head, then she nodded. “How long would it take for us to get there?”

“Two or three days. Do you want to go to the ocean?” She nodded again. “Yeah. I can harvest salt from the sea water, and we can get out of this heat. I can’t imagine that it will be this awful at the seashore.” After nearly six weeks of soaking storms, the rains had finally stopped, but the sweltering heat of high summer came quickly on its heels. Now the only relief from the oppressive temperatures could be found in the deep, dark of the forest or the cool breezes along the shore.

“Yes,” he agreed. He knew it would be. In the years he had wandered after his mother had died, he had spent many weeks by the sea.

“Can we go tomorrow?”

Why was she asking him? Did she not know that he would bend the heavens to her will if she wished it? A journey to the ocean was a simple thing to ask, and well within his power to provide. Besides, a trip with her would mean they would be alone for days with, hopefully, no one to bother them. It was a dream come true. He would have her all to himself and could pretend that it would always be so. And he knew just the place to take her. It was a bit farther down the coast, but he didn’t think she would mind. The location itself was well worth the extra travel.

“Of course,” he eagerly agreed.

She smiled and his whole world became brighter.

“What I mean is, do you sense any bad weather coming in?” she clarified.

He shook his head. Nothing smelled or felt like rain or storms. “No. The skies should be clear.”

“That’s great. We can go there, stay a couple of days, harvest some salt, and then come back. It’ll be a little holiday at the beach.” He blinked but smiled. Anything that pleased her made him happy too, even if he had no idea what she was talking about. “What is that?” She rubbed his ears and he sighed happily. “You’ll see. I’ll show you a good, old fashioned New England clam bake.”

“A what? Is that food?”

“My fox always thinks with his stomach,” she teased. “Yes, it’s food.”

“Then I am sure to like it.”

“Is there any food you don’t like?” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No.”

“I didn’t think so. Here, start a fire. I’ll heat up the venison stew.” The very thought of the thick, flavorful stew made his mouth water, and he hurried to comply. She in turn began working on the deer skins she was currently in the process of tanning while they waited for the stew to warm up. She had turned one of the hides from his first hunt into a smoker for meat, but the second skin and the one from a subsequent hunt, she had decided to tan. He had watched her turn the stiff hides into the softest deerskin he had ever felt, but it required days of scraping and handling to make the leather soft and supple. She had promised him a garment made from the hides as soon as they were ready.

“Do you have to go to the village before we leave?” she asked.

He frowned. He did not like to remember his affiliation with the village.

His frequent visits there took him away from Her, and Suzuka had been asking some very shrewd questions as of late. He wondered if she didn’t have some suspicions as to his other life in the forest. He knew it was his fault if she suspected anything. No matter how hard he tried to behave the same way he always had, there was no hiding his happiness, and Suzuka was bound to notice the difference in him. Kaemon had noticed as well, but the priest seemed pleased by the change, not wary and suspicious like his younger sister.

“I should,” he admitted finally. “I will go tonight after our meal and be back before dawn.”

He hated to sleep away from her. Although he had only been invited to share her blankets twice, he was always permitted to sleep close enough to feel her body heat. Nothing more than simple cuddling had ever occurred between them, but her sweet scent in his nostrils was a balm to his broken soul. When he had to spend a night without her, he couldn’t sleep. His kitsune senses would keep searching for her missing scent, and he would get no rest.

“Okay. I’ll leave the light on for you,” she quipped with a little smile.

It was a joke between them. She had explained the concept of “leaving a light on” when a family member was due to come home late, and now she would tell him that she would set one out for him when he went to the village. She didn’t have to. It wasn’t that he couldn’t see perfectly in the dark, but it was the sentiment behind it.

“I thank you.”

“It’s no problem. I want you to be able to find your way back, you know.” He snickered. He could find his way back blind, deaf, and with all his limbs broken.

“You don’t need to worry about that. I have my father’s nose.” She smiled and tapped the end of his nose with her finger.

“And what a cute kitsune nose it is,” she said happily.

He blushed. He loved it when she touched him. She was so free with her affections. Her demeanor was nothing like the humans he knew. She had no fear of physical contact, quite the opposite in fact, and it seemed that touch was an essential part of her life. She hugged and petted him often, and she was always rubbing his ears… not that he had any complaints about that.

It was still amazing to him that she found him physically attractive. Almost every other human he had ever met had been repulsed by his animal features.

Joanna, on the other hand, adored his ears and tail, and she had groomed him on numerous occasions. It was part of what made him so attached to her: her acceptance and affection for him, although he doubted that she understood the true significance of her actions. Mates groomed each other as part of the intimacies that sealed their bond, and much of her behavior was mate-like, even though she had never touched him in a way that could be interpreted as a signal for mating.

He knew some of the human signals for mating, and he certainly was familiar with the scents associated with a female’s fertility cycle. Joanna never smelled fertile or “interested” in him, and while her touch was very loving, it was always completely platonic. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that.

On one hand, he was attracted to her in ways that he had never been attracted to anyone before, and he was certain that having her for a mate would be Paradise.

On the other hand, he was ashamed by his less than pure thoughts, and often berated himself for sullying her with his filthy desires.

Still, he would not give her up or separate himself from her in order to save her from his impurity. Nor would he risk bringing disgrace down upon her by acting on his urges. He remained her friend, learning how to have and be a friend, and letting her teach him what it meant to be wanted and loved. He’d never had friends while he was growing up. He’d never played with other children or participated in games. His kitsune blood had marked him as an outcast, and no one had wanted to be associated with him. Humans or demons had either hated him or not, tried to kill him or not, but none had ever done anything more than tolerate him.

Joanna was his very first true friend, and he was learning so much from her about the nature of friendship and the joys it could bring. He was rediscovering the jovial side of himself, and he was remembering what it was like to be happy. No matter what happened between them, he would always be grateful for the gifts she had given him, and how she had made him feel like a man.

Although the friendship he shared with her was completely alien to him, he loved it and there was an easy familiarity between them because she wished it so. She wanted him only as her equal, and even though he knew he was nothing but the dirt beneath her feet, he did his best to be what she wanted him to be.

He molded himself in her image, creating an Akihiro that behaved and responded in ways that were pleasing to her. He wore the character like a custom made cloak, but he had noticed that he was slowly starting to become that person, as if it had always been there inside of him and had only needed Joanna to draw it out. She was changing him, making him become more of what he could be, and he knew he would never be the same again.

“You only think that because I’m the only kitsune you know,” he teased, smiling and tossing his head.

“Are you telling me other kitsunes have cuter noses?” she replied with her signature wry smile.

The twinkle in her eyes triggered his mischievous streak, and he knew she liked it when he was playful.

“You forget I’m only half kitsune. Full kitsune might have cuter noses, but they don’t have my ears,” he admitted, perking his ears straight up because he knew that would make her laugh.

“Hmmmm, cuter noses but no ears. I dunno if I’m willing to trade the ears for a cuter nose.”

He snickered as she rubbed the aforementioned ears and leaned into her touch, sighing as he bowed his head to give her better access. Her talented fingers found just the right spots to rub, and he relaxed under her attentions.

“I promise not to be gone long,” he vowed quietly, returning to their previous conversation.

“Take your time. I don’t want you to rush things and arouse suspicions.

You told me the young priestess…”

“Suzuka,” he provided.

“Suzuka was asking you odd questions.”

He grunted an assent and nodded. “Yes. She is very smart and she senses a change in me. It’s bound to make her curious.”

“Well, do what you can and make the best choices you’re able to.”

“I will.” Her faith and trust in him always made him proud, and he hoped that he would never disappoint her.

Dinner was soon ready and happily consumed. He delayed his leaving for as long as possible by helping with the dishes and gathering more firewood, but eventually he couldn’t put it off any longer. Leaving Joanna was gut wrenching, and the further he traveled away from her the more his fox instincts protested. It happened every time he had to return to the village for his visits, and often he had to quell the rebellion in his heart in order to force himself to be away from her. He placated his fox side with promises of a quick return and a satisfying hunt, swiping two large fish out of the river as offerings for the shrine.

He rang the bell when he arrived and hoped that Kaemon would respond instead of Ichiro or Suzuka, but his hopes were dashed when he heard the light step of the young miko and smelled her unique scent.

“Hanyou,” she said coolly as she appeared on the long engawa.

He lowered his eyes respectfully. “Suzuka-sama.”

She regarded him silently, her face expressionless and her eyes hooded. He saw her flick them towards the fish and he pushed them forward.

“I brought fish for the shrine.”

“To what do we owe this offering?”

“I am going away.”

“Again?”

“Yes.” He hoped that she wouldn’t ask too many questions. Since he refused to lie, if she asked the right questions he would have a hard time keeping where he was going and why a secret.

“Where are you going?”

His heart sank, and he wracked his brain for an answer that would be the truth without revealing too much. “I must go to the sea.” Suzuka raised her eyebrows slightly. “The sea? Whatever for?” He gulped. “Salt, Suzuka-sama.”

His answer seemed to confuse her and she cocked her head. “Salt?” He nodded. “Yes, Suzuka-sama.”

He expected her to ask him why. He knew it was coming and he dreaded it.

Then the answer dawned on him and he was stunned by his own brilliance. In fact, he couldn’t believe that he hadn’t thought of it before.

“Salt, Hanyou?”

“Yes, Suzuka-sama. I have been giving thought to the threat of the oni-gumo. Kaemon-sama is right. The oni-gumo are increasing in numbers and moving closer to human villages. Now that the rains are over, they will be moving towards more abundant food sources and places to nest for the winter. Oni-gumo are sensitive to salt. It burns them. That is why they are only found inland away from the ocean and never in sea caves.”

“Salt burns oni-gumo?”

He nodded. “Yes, Suzuka-sama.”

He saw her take the idea and work things out for herself. She had always been a quick thinker and highly intelligent. He had provided her with the seed and knew she would sow it well.

“So, if we were to… to poison the caves with salt…” she began.

“No oni-gumo would move into them. Yes. That is my belief. We wouldn’t even need that much salt; just enough to cover the entrance. The oni-gumo would walk over the salt and think the caves were tainted with it,” he explained.

“Would that… work?” she asked, her voice hopeful and pensive.

“Forgive me, Suzuka-sama, but… oni-gumo are not known for their intelligence,” he replied sheepishly.

Amazingly, she gave him a rare smile. She hadn’t smiled at him in years, and he caught a glimpse of the little girl who had once been kind to him.

“That is very true. Do you need anything from us for the salt?”

“Carrying sacks, Suzuka-sama, to hold the salt.”

“I will retrieve some from the granary. Stay here. I will return shortly.”

“Yes, Suzuka-sama. Of course, Suzuka-sama. Thank you,” he answered with the humility that was expected of him.

She left a little more quickly than she had come, taking the fish with her as an afterthought. Once she was gone, he breathed a sigh of relief and mentally patted his back for his own ingenuity. His idea not only legitimized his trip to the ocean with Joanna, but also fostered good will for him with the village, and the theory was a definite possibility. If they sowed salt into the soil at the entrance of the caves, then there was a good chance nest-seeking oni-gumo would reject them. His quick-thinking was nothing short of a stroke of genius.

Suzuka returned shortly with the carrying sacks. Ichiro was with her.

“My daughter tells me that you have a plan for keeping oni-gumo out of the caves,” the priest said without preamble.

He put his head and tail down in submission. “Yes, Ichiro-sama. I wish to salt the entrance to the caves in hopes of discouraging them from nesting there.”

The man took the carrying sacks from Suzuka and handed them to him personally. The silent implication wasn’t lost on him, but he steeled himself to hide his reaction as he reached up to accept them.

“Thank you, Ichiro-sama. I will return in a few days. I will ring the bell when I am back.”

“May your trip be successful.”

“Thank you for the blessing, Ichiro-sama.”

“We will pray that your plan will keep our village safe from oni-gumo nests.”

He bowed his head. “It is my fervent hope.”

Knowing they were finished with him, he kept his head down and backed away. Once he was off the porch, he turned and headed for the forest. He kept his steps slow and calm until he was completely concealed by the trees, then he let out his joy in a massive leap that took him sailing over the branches and towards home.

Joanna had yet to go to bed when he arrived. She was sitting in the hollow and writing in her “journal” like she did every night. She had never shown him

 

the book, but she had told him that it was used to record the events of her days.

She said it also helped her keep track of how long she had been in the forest.

While he knew how to record the passage of time, he paid little attention to it. Joanna had once asked him what year it was, and he could honestly say he didn’t know. After his mother died, he didn’t bother keeping track of who was Emperor or Shogun, or the name of the era. Lady Yukiko had died in the second year of Entoku. Ashikaga Yoshitane had been Shogun and Go-Tsuchimikado was Emperor. He knew that neither man was still in power, but he couldn’t say who was the current ruler or Shogun. In all honesty, he didn’t really care because who was in power had little effect on his life. In fact, unless they were a member of the ruling class, or worked for one, very few people cared who was Shogun or Emperor because their lives were the same no matter who was in charge.

Once the Emperor had been great, and he had ruled all of Japan, but now he was merely a powerless puppet while the daimyos fought bitter wars over territory and thousands died. His mother had read him stories from the books she took from Ojiisan’s library: like tales of the young man Genji and poems that spoke of times that were different.

The weakening of the Emperor had spawned the terrible flesh-eating demons who thrived on the death and destruction left behind by decades of civil war. They had always existed, perhaps longer than the human race itself, but their ranks had never been so numerous. Now they were everywhere, feasting on death and wrecking everything in their path.

These “carrion-eaters” were a different sort from the kitsune and other demons like dog, wolf or boar demons: the high demons who could trace their ancestors back to China. The high demons could be good or evil, but the carrion-eaters were nothing but mindless scavengers that delighted in blood and misery. They were low-life rabble and almost every high demon he had ever met had always hated and slaughtered the carrion-eaters. While his father was alive, Ojiisan’s lands in Kai had been regularly cleansed of them, and the local farmers had practically worshipped the great Kazehiro for his service. After the warrior monks from Mt. Hiei had killed him, the carrion-eaters took their vengeance for the years of culling and ravaged the countryside, razing whole villages and slaughtering hundreds of innocents. His mother and he had passed many of them on their desperate flight to Musashi, and he vividly remembered the horrific, bloody carnage. He hated the carrion-eaters as much as his father did.

“I’m back,” he announced, popping his head into the hollow.

Joanna cast him a brilliant smile that made his whole body feel warm.

“Welcome back. You weren’t kidding when you said you wouldn’t be gone long. How did it go?”

He took his usual place by her side and showed her the carrying sacks.

“Much better than I expected. I remembered that oni-gumo are sensitive to salt, and I told Suzuka and Ichiro that I was going to collect salt to poison the caves.

For many years oni-gumo have made nests in the caves near the village. This year I hope to trick them into thinking the caves are tainted with salt.” She looked thoughtful then nodded. “I think I’ve heard about that; about using salt to kill insects and spiders. It burns them doesn’t it?”

“Yes. If they burn their feet in the entrance of the caves, maybe they will pass them by.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s the idea.”

“It’s a very good idea and I think it’ll work.”

“I am hoping. Oni-gumo are deadly and they can slaughter a whole village in one night. They will come in and poison as many victims as they can, then wrap them up in their webbing and drag them off to the nest. Those who are caught are paralyzed and helpless, then eaten alive.” He saw her shudder. “I wouldn’t want something like that living near me either. I’m not overly fond of spiders, but I won’t go out of my way to kill them. Where I live, the vast majority of our spiders are harmless to humans and animals, and they eat nuisance insects so I actually kind of like them. Michael, however, he hates them. He’s not afraid of them, but he will usually squash any spider he sees in the house or camp. He won’t tolerate them living in the same place he is.”

He nodded. “I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t either. There is no telling when one will come and bite you while you sleep.”

She shrugged. “Like I said, most of ours are harmless, and they eat mosquitoes so I’m likely to just let them live.”

“There are better ways of getting rid of mosquitoes,” he argued, then he saw her yawn and he nuzzled her with his nose. “You’re tired. You should sleep. We have a long day of traveling tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, putting her journal aside, and checked her blood number.

“What is it?” he asked, wanting to know the number. He knew which numbers were “good” and which were “bad,” and the bad ones made him nervous.

“116.”

“That’s good.”

She nodded. “Yeah, but I should eat a little something before I go to sleep otherwise it might drop too low overnight.”

“I’ll bring you something,” he offered immediately.

“One of the kudzu bean cakes. That should be enough.”

“Okay,” he answered and left the hollow long enough to retrieve the aforementioned bean cake from their underground cache of food. He brought it back a few moments later.

She ate the bean cake and a few strips of dried venison, then went out to do her nighttime preparations. He fluffed his own bed and straightened out the blankets. Soon the straw would need to be replaced, but there was no sense in doing it before they got back from the coast. Then he went out to perform his own nightly ablutions and returned to find her settling down in her sleeping bag.

He crawled into his own bedding and snuggled under the blankets. Dimly he was aware that the longer he stayed with her, the less he slept curled up like a fox, and the more he slept stretched out on his side like a man, and he wondered if she had noticed. He tucked the pillow under his head and pulled her blanket shawl over his shoulders, more for the comfort of being covered than the need for warmth, and closed his eyes. It wasn’t long before he drifted off to sleep.

The following day, they left shortly after the morning meal. Joanna packed light, and he finally learned what the metal frame with the straps was for. She rolled up her sleeping bag and put the supplies they would need into the black pack, then strapped everything to the frame and hooked it onto her back. She was even bringing Iris for which he was very glad. The rest of her belongings were staying in the hollow, but she was not concerned about them being stolen or damaged while they were gone. Before they left the grove, Joanna asked the trees to guard her camp, and she had faith in their ability to fulfill their promise.

It seemed very weird to him to talk to a tree, and even weirder to believe that the tree talked back, but she told him that she could converse with them as easily as she spoke with him. He supposed there was some credence to it, especially since the grove of Sugi was so sacred. It didn’t seem all that farfetched that such blessed and ancient trees would have consciousness, but Joanna insisted that all trees could talk. In fact, she said everything could talk, even the rocks and the rain. He had argued that he had never heard a tree talk, but she had said that was just because he didn’t know how to listen.

Since then he had tried to listen to the trees, but all he had ever heard was the wind in the branches. At the same time, he knew she would never lie to him, so he guessed that he couldn’t hear the trees because he was a hanyou.

Joanna argued with him that his kitsune blood had nothing to do with it, nor did purity because Michael could talk to trees too, but he’d pointed out that Michael was human while he wasn’t. She’d shaken her head and dropped the subject in deference for getting on the road.

They traveled all day, walking along the trade roads when possible, but hiding if he heard or smelled anyone coming, and Joanna surprised him with her endurance and fast walking pace. By the time night fell, they had passed into the country of Shimosa and were more than halfway to the sea. The bay was close-by but they stuck to the forest, and Joanna amazed him by finding a perfect campsite in a small hidden field surrounded by trees. He caught a rabbit for their supper, and she spitted it over the fire to cook. When it was done roasting, they split it between them, with Joanna insisting he take the larger portion, and they ate in companionable silence.

He licked his fingers and hummed happily as Joanna picked up Iris and began to play. The day had been wonderful, despite the sweltering summer heat, and they both were in good spirits. He relaxed completely, or as completely as he ever did with his fox senses on alert, and leaned back to enjoy her music.

“I am still amazed that we found such a perfect campsite. This time of the summer, usually everything is overrun with insects and vines,” he commented after she had played two songs for him; just instrumentals with no vocals. She said she was too tired to sing tonight.

“I knew it was here. The trees told me. I asked them because they know this forest better than I do,” she replied, strumming the gitaa before she put it away.

He perked up his ears and listened. “I still don’t hear anything.” She smiled at him. “That’s because you’re not listening.”

“I am,” he insisted indignantly. “I keep telling you that I won’t be able to.”

“Your kitsune blood has nothing to do with it. If anything, the fact that you are a fox should make hearing the trees easier for you. Four-leggeds are closer to the natural world than two-leggeds. They’ve never forgotten how to listen to the trees whereas we have to be reminded. The reason you can’t hear them is because you don’t believe that you can. The world will happily play dead for you if that is what you want. Attitudes like that have caused a great deal of trouble and damage to my world. People forgot how to listen to the earth, and they convinced themselves that She had no feelings or consciousness. It made them think that they could do whatever they wanted to the earth without suffering any consequences,” she explained tolerantly.

“Like taking all of the plants and leaving none for the next season.” She gave him an approving smile. “Exactly.”

“I never used to think about things like that, but you are right. If you take them all, then there won’t be any for next year.”

“People believed it was okay because new plants would just magically reappear. The attitude was that they could take as much as they wanted because there would always be plenty.”

He snorted. It sounded short-sighted even to him.

“I’m not sure I would like your world,” he commented.

A shadow fell over her eyes and she frowned. “I don’t think that you would. I think you would find it too loud and dirty and crowded. I think you would be like a rabbit among wolves. It would be terrible for you.”

“More terrible for me than now? I think it would be okay if I was with you.”

“You give me far too much credit. Where I live, I have little power to do anything for anyone. I am a… a little fish in a very big pond.” He gave her an incredulous look. “Somehow I don’t believe that.” She laughed and he was happy to see the smile on her face again. “You have far too much faith in me. When I am with you my head often swells too big for my shoulders.”

“I only speak the truth,” he insisted, cocking his head to one side.

“I know and that’s what’s scary. I’ve never met anyone as diligently honest as you. I mean, Michael doesn’t lie, but he’s been known to hedge a bit. With you, if I ask a direct question, I get a direct answer.”

“There is no honor in lying. If a man cannot be trusted to keep his word and tell the truth, then he dishonors his family, his parents and himself. My honor is all I have. I would not throw it away so carelessly.” She nodded and gave him a pleased smile. “Nor would I ever expect you to or ask it of you.”

“I know.”

She sighed and looked up at the night sky. “So many stars. We call that long ribbon of stars the Milky Way.”

“The what?” It was a new word, and a new concept, and he pounced on it immediately.

“The Milky Way. Because it looks like spilled milk.”

‘Spilled milk?’ “Like milk from a mother?”

“Umm, usually we’re referring to cow’s milk.”

“Cow’s milk?”

“Yeah, where I come from we drink a lot of it.”

“What’s the calf drink?”

She laughed softly. “Uhh, he shares it. Our cows make lots of milk.”

“Why do you drink cow’s milk?” The idea seemed utterly ridiculous to him, but maybe there was a good reason for it.

“Because it’s good for you… mostly, and it can be made into a lot of stuff like butter and yogurt and cheese…” She looked at him and noticed his blank stare. “All of which you have absolutely no idea what I’m talking about.” He shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry.”

“I keep forgetting that you don’t really raise livestock here. Tell you what, you bring me some cow’s milk, and I’ll make some yummy things out of it.” He blinked at her, then leaned close to whisper, “How do I do that?” His innocent, and valid, question made her burst out laughing, but he didn’t understand why. For him, it seemed incomprehensible. How would one even get the milk out of the cow?

“Bring me a cow that still has milk and I’ll show you.”

“I don’t know if I could do that. The villagers would notice one of the oxen was missing, and most of them have calves that are ready to be weaned.” She sat back and smiled. “Ah well, maybe you’ll have to forgo that food adventure then.”

He got the impression that she was disappointed and hurried to make amends. “Perhaps next spring when lots of oxen have newborn calves.” Her eyes grew hooded, and she gave him a sad smile. “Maybe. We’ll see what happens.”

He felt her withdraw, and he didn’t know what he had done to make her pull away from him. “Joanna-sama? Have I done something wrong?” She shook her head. “No, my fox. You haven’t done anything wrong. I am just tired from our long walk today and a little homesick.” He lowered his ears, sad that he had triggered unhappy feelings. “You miss your home and your family. And your betrothed.”

She nodded. “Yes. I miss Michael and Elisi. And my friends,” she admitted. “Summer is a magical time for us. We do a lot of things together and have a lot of fun. It’s a time of long, hot days and quiet nights. We’d sit on Elisi’s back porch and watch the fireflies. Elisi would be there in her rocking chair, and she would talk about the summers of her youth while Michael played the flute and I strummed my guitar. And Michael and I would go into the forest and camp for weeks at a time, just the two of us. I have a lot of fond memories of summer.”

“I am sorry to make you homesick,” he apologized.

“It’s not your fault. But really, it’s not so bad because I’m with you, and that makes me less lonely. You know, a few days before I met you, I dreamed about a red fox. One of Michael’s strongest animal totems is Red Fox, so when I dreamed about the fox, I thought it was Michael reaching out to me. My people believe that we are always connected, and none of us are ever apart from each other. So I thought the dream meant that Michael was sending me comfort, telling me he was with me even though there was so much distance between us.”

She looked at him and a gentle smile touched her lips as she reached out to lightly tug on one of his ears. He allowed it because it didn’t hurt, and he knew that she didn’t mean him any harm.

“But now I realize that I was being told about you, my fox: that you would be coming into my life. I had asked for help or a sign from Spirit and Spirit sent me you. I know I can take care of myself, and hunt, and find my own food, and make my own things that I need, but it’s very nice not to be alone. You are a gift, Akihiro, sent to help me live through this time, and I am very grateful that you are here. Thank you for being with me.”

He gulped, blinking at her in amazement, his whole body tingling with a sudden rush of numbness because he couldn’t feel his hands and feet anymore, and his eyes were locked on her face. He fumbled for words, but there were none to be said, at least none that would pay any kind of homage to what she had just told him.

“Y… you’re welcome,” he stammered, knowing full well that his response was woefully inadequate.

She yawned and gave a great sigh. “God, I’m tired. I haven’t hiked all day like that in years. I forgot how much it takes out of you. I think I’ll go wash up and get ready for bed.”

She gave him a soft smile and a gentle pat before standing up and going into the trees to perform her evening toilet. He stared after her, still stunned and reeling from her simple words.

Never before in his life, not since his mother had died so long ago, had he ever been anyone’s gift.




Chapter Eleven

“What’s an animal totem?” Akihiro asked her the following morning.

She smiled to herself. She’d been expecting him to ask about it after her admission last night. So far, he’d been quiet and she knew he was mulling something over. She guessed that being called a gift had come as a shock to him, but she didn’t regret telling him that. Akihiro was a gift. If she had never found him, then she would have remained alone, and died alone. At least this way, even if she was destined to die, she still had a friend.

She thought for a moment, trying to determine the right words to explain a concept she was certain he would find completely unfamiliar. “It’s… it’s an animal you identify with, whose characteristics and traits you find similar to your own. A lot of times a totem will represent some aspect of yourself. For instance, a lot of story-tellers say they have Spider as a totem because Spider is the Weaver, and a lot of great hunters have strong predator totems like Wolf and Bear,” she replied, smiling as Akihiro bounced around from tree to tree, full of frenetic energy. He wore her out just by watching him.

“So it’s an animal you choose,” he stated, climbing up a nearby tree trunk.

“Not always. Sometimes the totem chooses you. For example, I think it’s fairly safe to say that your totem is Red Fox.”

He paused and faced downward on the tree trunk, his clawed hands and feet digging into the bark for purchase. “Red Fox? Because I am a kitsune?” She smiled wryly. “Though I could be wrong. It might be Squirrel.”

“Squirrel?” he repeated, then seemed to catch her joke. He snickered, then curled his tail over his back and chittered the way squirrels did when they were

“scolding.” She laughed, and he laughed with her as he hopped down, landing lightly beside her.

“But you said Michael’s totem was Red Fox. Is he a kitsune too?” She shook her head. “No. Michael came from Oklahoma with Fox Medicine. His name when he lived there was Fox Whose Eyes Are Open.”

“Fox Whose Eyes Are Open? Strange name. Why was he named that?” She paused, momentarily confused. “You know… I don’t know why. He became Crow Dancing shortly after he moved East, and I don’t think he’s ever told me.” ‘That’s true. He’s never told me why he was named that. In fact, the only reason I know his first name is because Elisi told me.’

“Well, it must mean something. All names do. My name means…”

“Generous Autumn,” she said proudly.

He stopped and blinked at her, then shook his head. “No. The kanji for “hi” in my name means “fire.” I’m named after my father, Kazehiro. I am Autumn Fire, and the “ro” is the kanji for the counting of sons.”

“Autumn Fire. That sounds like a strong name.”

He smiled broadly. “My father was proud of me. I was his firstborn.”

“If you are anything like him, he must have been a great kitsune.” Akihiro blushed and looked away. “He was. But he died before he and Haha-ue could have any more kits.”

“I’m sorry,” she apologized.

“It’s okay,” he replied, then brightened. “I’m here with you now.” With that he bounded off again, scouting the road ahead for danger. They’d been traveling for the better part of the day, and she hoped that they were getting close to their destination. She wasn’t certain exactly where Akihiro was taking her, but they had been heading steadily east then turned south sometime that morning. By her calculations they had walked about fifty miles over the course of two days so they had to be nearing the coast soon.

As if he had read her mind, Akihiro returned, his face happy and excited.

“We’re almost there. Another ri if that!”

She grinned. “Great!” she answered and stepped up her pace. ‘If I remember correctly, a ri is approximately two and half miles.’

She smelled strong scent of saltwater about an hour later and she knew that they were getting close. The jungle was also giving way to coastal vegetation.

“What is it?” she asked as Akihiro paused and sniffed along a dirt track that appeared to be man-made.

He shook his head. “This way,” he replied and trotted off.

She followed as he led her through some dense undergrowth, then he slipped between two boulders to reveal a close, mud rock tunnel with steep walls.

“What is this?” she questioned, looking at the damp, slick walls and wet ground. The way was narrow, but it was theoretically wide enough for two people to walk side-by-side.

“A fisherman’s tunnel. Humans carved them to bring boats down to the beach. It’s the only way to get down the cliffs,” came Akihiro’s answer from farther ahead.

“Cliffs?” she repeated, but he didn’t reply, and she followed him slowly through the passageway. Soon the narrow corridor became a true tunnel: dank and dark with a low roof, and even her sharp eyes couldn’t cope with the almost total darkness.

“Aki? Aki, I can’t see,” she said, pausing with one hand on the damp wall.

She wasn’t afraid, but she certainly wasn’t comfortable. With no way to see, she had to navigate by sound and touch alone, and it was very disconcerting. She heard Akihiro’s bare feet stepping lightly on the moist ground just before his hand took hers in the blackness.

“It’s okay, Joanna-sama. I can see just fine. Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Okay,” she answered, very glad of his hand and the confidence in his voice. ‘His fox eyes must be far superior to mine in low light.’

After a few harrowing minutes of walking blind with nothing but Akihiro’s hand and voice to guide her, she finally caught a glimpse of what might be the end of the passageway. As they continued along, the light she was seeing became brighter, and her suspicions were confirmed. A few yards later the tunnel ended, and she found herself blinking in the sunlight as her eyes adjusted. It took a couple of seconds but, when her vision cleared, she gasped at the view.

‘Oh my god…’

They were about halfway down a steep cliff that looked out over the clear blue Pacific Ocean. A pristine, white sandy beach stretched out below them, unmarred and empty, and completely devoid of any signs of human habitation.

There were more cliffs edging the coast with caves and grottoes that were lush with green, and she could see at least two waterfalls. The sky was perfect, un-blemished by a single cloud, and gulls hunted in the tidewaters. It looked like a picture out of a postcard or a vacation guide, and it was, in a word, breathtaking.

“Oh… Akihiro…” she whispered, tears welling up in her eyes.

Now she knew where they were and why it had taken them so long to get there. They had crossed the Boso peninsula on the eastern side of Tokyo Bay and had come to one of the “secret” beaches the peninsula was famous for.

Flanked by 50-70ft cliffs, these long, white beaches of the Northern Boso had remained untouched and uninhabited for centuries because of their isolation.

Even in her era, the only way to get to some of them was by sliding through ancient tunnels dug by fishermen, just like the one they had used.

“Are you happy, Joanna-sama?” Akihiro asked hopefully She nodded, smiling at him in approval. “Yes, Akihiro. It’s beautiful.” He smiled back and pointed down to a place where the cliffs met the white sand, towards a patch of beach that had been populated with grass. “I hoped you would like it. We can make camp over there. It is far enough from the tides.”

She agreed. “We just need to get down,” she said, looking at the narrow path that followed the cliff-face. She wasn’t afraid of heights, but the trail was little more than a dirt track wide enough for one person. She had no idea how anyone could get a boat down without falling off the edge.

He beamed at her. “That’s easy.” Then he grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up, putting her behind him on his back. “Hold on.”

“Akihiro, what are you doing!” she cried as she clung to his shoulders.

He hooked his arms under her knees, forcing her to grip him around the hips, then he jumped, going over the edge and landing on a ledge below.

She tried not to scream, but it was very hard not to as he made his way down the cliffside in a series of hops that had them free-falling for yards at a time. The trip was the most harrowing minute of her life, and she swore that her heart was going to stop beating any second until he finally set her gently down on the beach. Her legs gave out, and she slumped to the white sand, still recovering as she put one hand over her chest to hold in her pounding heart.

“Joanna-sama? Are you okay?” he asked, looking genuinely concerned as he crouched down beside her.

She stared at him for several moments as the terror faded, then took a deep gulp of air and nodded. “Yeah, just don’t do that again without warning me.” He lowered his ears and looked contrite. “I’m sorry, I just thought it would be the best way down.”

“And it probably was, but I just wasn’t ready for it,” she agreed, knowing he would need the reassurance.

He blinked, then looked hurt. “I would never have let anything happen to you, Joanna-sama.”

She read his unspoken message and gave him a comforting smile. “I know.”

His whole demeanor changed when he was back in her good graces, and he pointed to the potential campsite again.

“We should set up camp. It’s getting late.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Okay, let’s get to it,” she said, finding her legs and glad that she had stopped trembling enough to stand.

rvested some seaweed too. And he’d filled their water flasks with fresh water.

“Wow. We have a veritable feast on our hands tonight,” she commented with a smile, and he beamed back.

He started the fire while she cleaned the mussels and fish, then she tossed them, plus the shrimp, into a boiling mixture that was 3/4 freshwater and 1/4

seawater for the salt. While they waited, she made some tea and a seaweed salad, and served those with the cooked shellfish.

“Do you have a totem, Joanna-sama?” he asked her as they picked their way through the mussels and shrimp.

It surprised her that he was bringing up the conversation from earlier. After her squirrel comment that morning, he hadn’t asked any more questions about animal totems so she had assumed that her explanation had satisfied his curiosity. Obviously he still had an interest in the subject, but she hoped he didn’t ask too many questions because totems were Michael’s expertise not hers.

“Traditionally the Cherokee don’t have totems,” she replied, prying a steamed mussel open.

She saw him wilt and his brow crease with confusion. “Oh. But…” She smiled to herself and decided to let him off the hook. “The Cherokee don’t have animal totems, but the Choctaw do. Michael has some Choctaw cousins and they taught him about totems. I don’t have an official Cherokee totem because they don’t exist, but I do have an animal affinity.”

“Is it Fox too?” he questioned, watching her as she made short work of the food with practiced expertise.

She shook her head. “No. It’s Cougar.”

“Koooo-gahhhh?”

She giggled at his attempt to say it. “Cougar,” she repeated. “It’s a big cat.”

“A big cat?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Like a lion or tiger, only a little smaller.”

“Tigers. I’ve seen drawings of tigers in books from China, and Tiger is one of the twelve year animals.”

“Cougars aren’t striped like tigers. They have yellowy fur like lions.”

“We don’t have such cats here.”

“I know.”

“Why is your animal this koo-gahh?”

“It’s a long story, but basically I had a vision in a sweat lodge.” He blinked at her, completely perplexed, and she had to smile. She put down the mussel she had just finished and took a sip of water before explaining.

“Many tribal people participate in a special ceremony for purification.”

“Purification? Yes, I understand. The priests have purification ceremonies, and holy men and mikos can purify things too.”

“Yes. Anyway, five years ago I was undergoing this ceremony, and, while I was in there, I saw Cougar.”

“You saw the cat?”

She nodded. “Yes, and when it was over, I told Michael about my vision, and he told me that Cougar had come to me to be my guide. He told me that having Cougar as a Guide was very special because Cougar was one of the two animals that stayed awake during the Seven Nights of Creation when the world was made.”

“Have you ever seen a koo-gah?”

She sobered, her eyes turning dark, and nodded. “Once. When I was still living in California, I saw one. I was walking with my family in the woods near our house, and I thought something was watching me, so I stopped on the trail and looked around. A moment later I saw this face with these huge yellow-gold eyes staring at me from the trees. If it hadn’t blinked I wouldn’t have known it was even there. It was as close to me as you are now.” His eyes had gotten wide with concern and he leaned closer to her.

“What happened?”

“I froze. It was like I couldn’t move because I was being held captive by those eyes. I couldn’t even call for help.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing. The cougar stared at me for a while longer, then my father came looking for me because he’d realized that I wasn’t with the family anymore.

The cat heard my dad coming, turned its head to look towards him, hissed loudly, then slunk off into the forest. A second later it had blended so well with the trees that you couldn’t even see it anymore. We reported it to the warden.

He told us a bunch of people had been attacked recently, so the cat had probably chosen me for its next victim, but my dad scared it off.” All the tension drained from his shoulders, and he sighed with relief. “Oh I am so glad that you were not hurt. I was afraid that you were going to tell me that it had attacked you, and that was how you got the blood sickness.” She laughed softly and shook her head. “No. My blood sickness runs in my family. My grandmother on my father’s side had it.”

“Ahh, yes. The ills that follow families,” he said, nodding in understanding.

She nodded. “Exactly.”

 

Dinner was finished so she sat back to watch the sunset. The colors were spectacular and shared only with Akihiro and herself on their own private beach. Akihiro had stretched out on the blanket draped over the sand and was now lounging with one hand supporting his chin. He was pretending to watch the sunset, but she saw that his ears were turned towards her, and they twitched every time she moved or made a noise.

“I practically grew up on the beach,” she admitted, breaking the comfortable silence between them. “We lived less than five miles from the coast, and we used to spend almost every weekend there in summer. My brother liked to surf.”

“Surf?”

“It’s a sport. Ummm, a person takes a long wooden board that’s been covered in wax and goes into the water. Then they find the biggest wave, stand on the board and ride the wave to shore.”

He blinked at her for several moments then shook his head. “That’s crazy.

Why would anyone do that?”

“Because it’s fun.”

“Fun? What happens if you fall off the board?”

“Usually you’d swim to shore or grab your board and get back on, although sometimes you get eaten by a shark,” she answered with a wink.

“A shark! See? Crazy!” he said, wide-eyed, but his expression was one of amusement.

She giggled. “Any crazier than skiing? That’s a sport where you strap two thin boards to your feet and slide down the side of a snowy mountain.” He snickered. “Do you do this?”

“Yeah, it’s fun.”

“Fun? I’m not sure I like your idea of fun,” he commented nonchalantly, pretending to be more interested in his nails than in what she was saying.

“Then there’s bungee jumping,” she said, smiling wickedly. “That’s where you tie a stretchy rope to your feet and jump off a bridge.” That one got him, and he howled with laughter for a good minute, then shook an accusing finger at her. “It’s not nice to make up stories.”

“I’m not. Every word I told you is true.”

He snorted, obviously not believing her. “Then you Cher-o-kee are all insane. I am glad that they live far away from here so they cannot teach the villagers how to do this “bun-geeee jumping” or skiing. Your people must be very bored to have so much time to do crazy things.”

She chuckled. “We do like to do fun things to pass the time.”

“What does your brother do now? Does he live in your village?” It was an innocent question, but the words struck her like a physical blow, and she had to swallow the sudden, sharp pain.

“N… no. No, he died,” she answered softly, looking down at her hands.

Akihiro lowered his ears and looked contrite. “Forgive me for causing you a painful memory.”

“It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

“Did he… did he have the blood sickness too?” he asked tentatively.

She shook her head. “No. No, he was killed. He died the same day my parents and sister died. They were all killed at the same time.” There, she’d said it and the admission hadn’t made her want to vomit.

If it was possible, he looked worse and bowed his head. “I am sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” she assured him.

“Were they killed in a battle?”

“A battle? Sort of. It was an attack, yes. A lot of people died that day.”

“A war with armies and soldiers,” he commented sadly. “The daimyos here fight petty wars over land, but it’s the villagers who suffer. The fever that killed my mother was brought by soldiers.”

‘That’s right. He’s an orphan too.’ “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that she died.”

“It would never have happened if Chichi-ue had been alive. I curse the day the monks from Mt. Hiei murdered him,” he spat angrily.

“Mt. Hiei? The warrior Buddhist monks?” she asked.

Akihiro nodded. “They slaughtered him like a common dog and made his skin into a drum.”

‘A drum?’ She’d heard a similar story about a famous kitsune from Japanese folklore whose parents had been made into a drum. “Like Genkuro’s parents?”

He blinked at her, surprised. “You know of him?”

She nodded. “I’ve heard stories. I’ve also heard of Tamama-no-mae.” Akihiro grimaced and curled up his lip. “Don’t speak her name. She was a terrible dark kitsune who killed thousands of people. I am glad that she is dead.”

“I heard that she sucked the life out of everything around her.” He nodded. “Yes. She was a horrible beast. She had nine tails and she used all of their power for evil.”

“How many tails did your father have?”

“He had six when he died. He was a great kitsune. He helped people and he loved my mother very much.”

She smiled at the undisguised pride in his voice. “He sounds like a very honorable fox. His name was Kazehiro? The Wind Fire?” He sat up straight and nodded. “Yes. Kazehiro. And my mother was the Lady Yukiko of the Takeda clan. She was a great woman. She gave me life and loved me when no one else did. She sacrificed everything for me.” He paused, then cocked his head at her. “Who were your parents?” She wondered how she should answer him. In this time, only nobility had surnames because the common folk wouldn’t be allowed to create family names until the late 1800’s. Finally, she decided to mirror his answer.

“My father was William of the Tindall Clan. My mother was Nancy of the Long Hair Clan. My grandmother is Ruby Spider-Weaver Woman of the Long Hair, and I have two names: the name of my father’s clan, Joanna Marie Tindall, and my Cherokee name that the Elders gave me: Sings in Winter.”

“Sings in Winter. Because you like the cold,” he said with a soft smile.

She nodded. “Yes.”

“You must miss the cold now with summer so hot and humid.” She rolled her eyes. “You have no idea. I am so glad these coastal breezes make the heat bearable. I’m glad we came here. Thank you, Akihiro.” He blushed and smiled sheepishly. “You said you needed salt.”

“Yes, but you didn’t have to bring me to the best beach in all of Japan.”

“I figured you would want to be away from people so I brought you here. I knew it would be empty.”

“How did you ever find this place?”

He lowered his eyes sadly. “After Haha-ue died I wasn’t allowed to stay in the village where we lived anymore. I left and wandered for five years without a home. One day I found the tunnel that led to this beach. It was quiet and isolated. I spent half a summer here once, and I’ve come back every now and then.

No one has ever bothered me.”

She suddenly realized that he had brought her to a place where he had found sanctuary, and she was humbled by the amount of trust he had shown in her.

“Akihiro, thank you. Thank you for sharing this place with me. I am very honored and grateful.”

He blushed the way he always did when she praised him and picked at a few blades of grass. “It’s nothing. You do far more. You saved my life and accepted me into your place of safety. You shared your food, and your medicines, and you took care of me when I was sick. Bringing you here is a very small part of the debt that I owe you. It is I who am honored and grateful to be able to share this place with you.”

She reached over and patted his hand gently. “You owe me nothing. What I did, I would have done for anyone. You repay me well enough with your friendship and your presence in my life. I don’t need any more than that.” He looked at her, and his eyes were so vulnerable and open that she couldn’t resist. Without hesitation, she took him into her arms and hugged him.

“Thank you for being my friend, Akihiro.”

“Joanna… Joanna-sama…” he breathed, wrapping both arms around her and burying his face in her hair. His embrace was gentle but desperate at the same time, like he didn’t want to cling to her but couldn’t help himself.

“Don’t call me that,” she chided gently. “I’m no lady.” He pulled away to look at her, his expression one of adoration and awe, and he raised his hands to boldly cup her face. “But you are. You have no idea. You are my lady and I belong to you. I am yours until the breath leaves my chest and my body turns to dust.”

As she stared into his amber-brown eyes, digesting his heartfelt words, she remembered something Michael had once said to her about the nature of the fox.

‘The heart of a fox is forever faithful.’

Foxes were monogamous, choosing one mate over the course of a lifetime.

Michael had told her that he emulated the Fox because he had chosen her to be his lifelong partner. In many ways, Akihiro had just made a very similar vow and she almost feared the consequences. She knew that he was besotted with her, but she hadn’t realized how strongly he had bonded to her until now. If he believed that she was the one for him, then he would accept no other until she (or he) was dead.

She was silent for too long, and the expression on her face must have concerned him because he pulled away and looked forlorn.

“Forgive me. I was too bold,” he apologized, cringing slightly.

She wanted to tell him that he had her heart too, but she couldn’t because deep inside she was still Michael’s. She had known that they were growing more and more attached to one another, but she had done nothing to prevent it because she did not want to be alone. For the first time, however, she truly despaired the outcome of her situation. It seemed that no matter how it ended, her fox would be destroyed, and that knowledge was a terrible pain.

With trembling hands, she reached for him and gently laid his head in her lap. It was an intimate gesture in the Japanese culture and she knew it, but she wanted to tell him how much he had come to mean to her without actually saying anything. He resisted at first, his eyes going wide, then allowed her to lower his body down until his cheek rested against her thigh.

“No, it’s okay. I understand. I’m grateful for your devotion. Thank you,” she told him quietly.

Akihiro sighed and nuzzled his nose against her knee as one hand came up to lightly clasp her calf. She petted his hair then began to rub his ears, telling him how much she cared with actions instead of words, and they remained silent, each lost in their own thoughts, as they watched the sun go down.




Chapter Twelve

The following morning they dug the shallow evaporation pit and lined it with the rain tarp. The dark brown color of the tarp would increase the rate of evaporation, and the waterproof lining would prevent the salt from being contaminated with too much sand. They filled the pit with water taken from the cove, then went about their business. Over the course of the next few days, they would repeatedly refill the pit and allow the water to burn off in the sunlight, leaving the crystallized salt behind.

Once the pit was dug, lined and filled, she went to change into her bathing suit in anticipation of going into the water. She left her GPS transceiver at the camp with her insulin pump because she doubted that it was waterproof (her insulin pump was only water resistant, but it was safe to leave it off while she was swimming). She checked it every time they returned to refill the pit. She didn’t expect it to be beeping, but she felt it was safer to have it just in case.

Her bathing suit was modest by modern standards: a dark blue tankini with a swim-mini skirt, but Akihiro’s jaw dropped when he saw her in it. There really wasn’t anything she could do about his embarrassment because her second suit was a true spaghetti-strap bikini, and his eyes nearly popped out of his head when she showed it to him. She had half a mind to put it on just for the shock value, but decided against it. The last thing she needed was for him to bust a blood vessel or hyperventilate. She finally managed to convince him that she was dressed decently, but he still blushed every time he looked at her.

They went crabbing, using the nets and baiting the traps with small bits of fish. Joanna didn’t have high hopes of too much success because crabbing was a chore back home even with the proper equipment, so she was understandably shocked when they managed to net almost two dozen crabs, plus a lobster, within the first two hours. It spoke volumes about the actual populations living in the waters, and told a sad story of overfishing and contamination of the seas in the modern times.

The water was completely untainted, and she noticed a marked change in the taste of the fish and crustaceans they caught. The variety of fish shocked her as well, not just the numbers. There had to be thousands of separate species living in the cove, all existing together in the delicate balance of the ecosystem and dependent upon each other for their survival. How many of the fish she was now seeing would be wiped off the face of the earth before anyone even knew they were there? No one had any idea of the kinds of creatures populating the world until scientists started quantifying them and recording their species for future reference. From oral traditions and local records, they had an idea of the extent of the damage, but to actually see it was a completely different story.

The tragic tale of human waste and folly was evidenced everywhere, and she darkly mused that all the nay-sayers and skeptics of her time need only come to this place to learn the error of their ways. Then she realized that her little “accident” might allow them to do just that. If the engineers were able to recreate the circumstances that caused her to be thrown back in time, then maybe they could harness its secrets.

Scientists from all over the world could collect data from any era. They could record climate changes, the thickness of the ozone layer, the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere; they could gather all the “evidence” these nay-sayers said they needed and prove that the theories of global warming and ozone depletion were right. Maybe then more people would sit up and listen, and work harder to clean up the mess they had made. Even species that had been hunted to extinction could be collected and saved. Plants and animals that had been completely destroyed by deforestation, destruction of habitat, and over fishing or hunting, could be repopulated and reintroduced into the wild.

Foreknowledge of diseases and disasters that had killed thousands could be used to prevent the spread or minimize the impact. Epidemics like AIDS, Ebola, Mad Cow Disease, Bird Flu and West Nile Virus could be stopped dead in their tracks before they got a chance to get a foothold in the general populace. Earthquakes, hurricanes, and volcanic eruptions… all of these could be addressed and the people relocated before they caused a single death.

Maybe even the terrible events of September 11, 2001 could be stopped before they happened, and her family could be saved.

For one bright, beautiful moment she basked in the joy of that possibility.

She could almost touch it with both hands: her parents, her brother, her sister all alive and healthy. But then she realized that she also would never have moved to North Carolina or known Elisi or met Michael. She would never have become Sings In Winter or fallen in love or learned to live in the forest. She wouldn’t have gone to Western Carolina University or won the homestay or traveled by Quantum Gate. The accident would never have happened, and she would never have been thrown back in time to meet Akihiro. Without the accident, then there would be no reason for the engineers in the modern era to try to repeat the time shift, so chances were they wouldn’t discover that the Quantum Gate could also act as a time machine.

To prevent the death of her family, she would have to sacrifice the future that she knew, but that future was essential because the accident was the trigger for everything. Also the Quantum Gates had been developed during the Iraqi War. If 9/11 had never happened, it was doubtful that the Iraqi War would have occurred. To change the past, one would change the future, negating the event that led to the creation of the technology that had made altering the past possible. It was a Paradox, and the more she thought about it, the less she liked it.

The distraction that was Akihiro brought her out of her thoughts when she saw him trying to tug up the net one more time. The rope was pulled tight, and it was obvious to her that the trap had gotten snared on something.

“Aki…” she began, then gasped when she saw him lean too far forward in an attempt to free the net and inadvertently shift the rocks he was standing on.

The rocks slid loose, and he toppled over into the deep water of the cove with a great splash. At first she laughed as he surfaced, slapping at the water haphazardly, but her laughter at his predicament was short-lived when she realized that he couldn’t swim.

“Akihiro!” she cried and dived in after him without a second thought.

He was struggling and sputtering, fighting against his clothes and the water as she came up behind him and wrapped an arm around his chest.

“Joanna-sama!” he gasped, floundering uselessly.

“Aki, it’s okay. I’ve got you. Stop fighting!” she told him, holding him up as she tried to calm him and keep him from killing them both. They were back-to-chest, and she wanted to keep it that way in order to prevent him from grabbing onto her and pulling her down with his struggles.

“I can’t… the water…!” he argued, his eyes wide with panic.

“It’s okay. Just relax and let me get us out of here,” she cajoled.

“Relax!”

“Yes. Relax. Just relax. I’ve got you and I won’t let you drown. I promise.

Just stop fighting the water and relax.”

He slowed down his thrashing and stopped scrabbling at nothing. “Like… like this?” he asked, his voice frightened and uncertain.

“Exactly like that,” she praised and pulled him tight against her chest as she brought them over to the rocks he had fallen from. She took one look at them, however, and frowned. What was left didn’t look too stable, and she didn’t want to risk it. The problem was that the shallows of the cove were quite a distance away-about the length of four Olympic-sized pools.

“There’s no sense in fighting to get up on these slippery rocks. I’m going to take us to the shore, but I need you to just stay calm and let me take us over there, okay?” she told him.

“O… okay,” he agreed hesitantly, and it was a testament to his trust in her that he grew still and let her keep them both afloat.

“Good. Very good, my fox. Just trust me,” she soothed.

“But the trap…” he reminded, reaching ineffectually for the rope that was now sinking to the bottom of the cove.

“I’ll come back and get it, I promise. Now just relax and I’ll take us to safety,” she ordered gently, rolling to her back and keeping him tight against her as she swam them both to the shore.

Remarkably, he stayed calm as she made their way to the shallows, and she set him down on his feet just as soon as they touched down on the bottom. He immediately surged out of her arms and raced for the dry sand, collapsing to his knees and gagging on the beach. She knelt beside him as he gasped for breath and ventured a giggle at his bedraggled appearance now that he was safe.

“A fox that can’t swim?” she teased. “How did that happen?”

“How did what happen?” he snapped back, spitting up water.

“That you didn’t inherit the dog-paddle from your father.”

“The what?”

“The dog… oh nevermind. You can’t swim.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Well, if you’re gonna have any fun with me while we’re here, I’m gonna have to teach you how not to drown.”

“That’s easy: don’t get in the water,” he countered.

She laughed and patted his back as he coughed up more liquid.

“There, there. You’re all right now. You stay here and I’ll go get the trap.”

“What? But…”

She stood and headed back into the cove. The shallows only lasted for a few yards before the white sand hit a shelf and plunged down about 25 feet.

‘Gotta love these volcanic islands.’ Beaches in Hawaii were the same way.

“Joanna! Joanna-sama!” she heard Akihiro call worriedly, but she just waved then dove off the edge.

The water was clear and clean, and just a bit on the cool side as she made her way down to where the net had snagged on a piece of coral. Several fish came to investigate what she was doing, and she even had a couple of eels slip out of their holes to look at her, but none of them got too close. It only took her a moment to free the trap, and she headed back to the surface none too soon because her lungs were starting to protest. She dragged the net, with its three crabs, back to the shallows and a very upset Akihiro.

“Joanna-sama! Are you all right? You went under the water and didn’t come up!” he blurted worriedly.

“It’s okay. I can hold my breath for a while. I’m fine,” she insisted. “Here, three more to add to the basket. I think that’s enough.”

“I was afraid when you jumped off the ledge like that,” he complained.

She smiled at him and gave him a reassuring pat. “I was fine. I promise.” Giving him the net, she let him carry it as they walked back to where they had left the basket full of their earlier catches.

“How did you learn to go under the water like that, Joanna-sama?”

“I told you, I grew up on the coast. You don’t grow up within sight of water and not learn how to swim, at least not where I’m from,” she replied.

She picked up the basket and carried it to the shallows of the cove. There she used the net to fashion a pen, and put the crabs and lobster into it for safe keeping until it was time to cook them for dinner. Akihiro helped her, then they returned to the camp to refill the evaporation pit.

While he worked on fetching water, she took on the task of making him a swimsuit. She had anticipated that he would probably need some kind of swimwear for their trip to the beach, but she was certain that he didn’t have anything he could use, so she had brought along a pair of dark brown monpe peasant pants from her stash of scrounged clothing. This pair she now fashioned into a rough set of swim trunks by cutting off the majority of the legs and making a drawstring waist from the excess fabric. She sewed up the new waist in record time with needle and thread from her sewing kit, and soon she had the trunks ready, complete with a “tail hole” in the rear.

“Here,” she said, handing him the trunks.

He had just returned from his last trip to the cove, and she noticed that he had taken off his soaked kosode, leaving him bare-chested. He looked quizzically at the garment she had given him and raised an eyebrow.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Swim trunks. Put them on.”

“What?” he replied, his eyes bugging out.

She sighed and gave him a tolerant look. “You can’t swim in your nobakama and kosode. The clothes will just drag you down when they get wet.

Put that on and you’ll be able to get in the water without getting pulled under.”

“Why would I get into the water?”

“Because I’m going to teach you how to swim.”

“What?”

“What part of that did you not understand?” she answered patiently.

He sputtered a bit, holding up the trunks. “But I’ll be naked!”

“Akihiro,” she said slowly, fixing him with a measuring look. “I’ve seen you naked.”

He flushed a brilliant shade of red, and she bit her cheek to keep from laughing.

“Not anymore you don’t!” he shot back.

“Aki. Trust me. All your important parts will be covered. Besides, have you looked down recently?”

He glanced down at his sodden nobakama and saw that the light colored fabric was molding to his body. He also noticed that it was practically see-through when it was wet, leaving very little to the imagination. He gasped and turned an even deeper shade of red as his hands flew to cover his groin.

“Y… you’re peeping! ” he squeaked.

“Peeping would imply that you were trying to hide something,” she answered reasonably, swallowing the chuckles that begged to be let out. “That, however, was in plain view.”

His reply was another gasp and a little cloud of kicked up sand as he ran for cover to change. When he came back, he was still topless, but the dark swim trunks fit him pretty well.

‘Not bad for a hack job,’ she thought, pleased with how the hastily sewn trunks looked.

“I still say I’m naked,” he complained, tossing his wet nobakama over the top of her backpack frame.

“And I still say I know the difference.”

The blush came back and he put his hands over his crotch. “You shouldn’t admit that. It’s not proper for a lady to tell a man she’s peeped at him.”

“One, I keep telling you I’m not a lady; for some reason you just refuse to believe me. Two, being that I stripped you because you had three arrows sticking out of your body, I doubt that could be classified as peeping.”

“You could have redressed me,” he groused.

“Before or after you stopped bleeding and pouring with sweat?” He huffed but didn’t argue, and she smiled at him as she stood up.

“C’mon, let’s go back to the cove. Swimming 101 is about to begin,” she told him, offering him her hand.

She took him back to the cove and coaxed him in. He didn’t want to go at first, but she splashed him until he relented, and she spent the next couple of hours teaching him how to dog paddle and front crawl. He learned quickly, as she had expected, and soon he was competent enough to keep himself afloat.

When she thought he was ready, she took him off the edge of the drop-off and had him swimming after her as she led him around the cove. Then she brought him out of the shelter of the cove and urged him into the surf. Again, he did not want to go, but this time she just went in without him. She loved to hop the breakers back home, and she would often ask Michael to drive to Carolina Beach on hot summer weekends. Michael was never one to really love the water, but he tolerated it, and he always had fun when they went to the beach together.

She heard Akihiro scream her name when she dived into a breaking wave, and she made it a point to pop out on the other side just to let him know she was okay. She dived through four more waves before she felt something grab her wrist. Surprised, she whirled around to see Akihiro, wide-eyed and frightened, next to her. He was afraid that she would drown, but she reassured him and showed him how much fun it was to play in the breakers. Then she showed him how to float on his back while the waves rocked him. She held his hand and kept him from drifting away as he bobbed on the gentle swells, and she was glad to see him relaxing and enjoying himself.

When he’d had enough of floating, she asked him if he would do the same for her, and he agreed. She lifted her hand and he took it, grasping it so that he had her by the wrist while she leaned back and let herself float. There was something about free-floating on the soft waves that felt like coming home, a return to the water-filled world of the womb where she had been safe and protected. Even now, in spite of her predicament, she still felt a strong sense of peace and belonging as she drifted, weightless, in the blue-green water, rocking gently with the rhythm of the tide.

She listened to the sound of the waves and let it touch her in the deep places of her soul, breathing in and out with the heartbeat of the world. She could hear the tides rushing, the pop-pop-pop of the air bubbles in her ears as she just let herself relax. Akihiro’s strong grip was her anchor to the land, and she knew he would let the sea take him before he let go. But there would be no need for that. There was no danger there, only tranquility and welcoming warmth. The Mother had her in Her arms and nothing bad could happen to her while she was there.

When the tide came in, they returned to the shelter of the cove and scouted out new colonies of crustaceans and groves of seaweed for later meals. The inlet and coastal waters were full of abundant sea life, and they had no fear of going hungry while they were there. She had plans to harvest some seaweed for drying so she could take it back with her, and they even found a large sea turtle shell that they could use as a bowl.

That evening, as they feasted on the crabs and seaweed, the thoughts from the morning crept in on her and darkened her mood. After dinner, she sat by the driftwood fire and stared out at the sea. Night had fallen, and the stars had come out in all their undiluted glory, the Milky Way painting a swath of twinkling white across the sky. A cool breeze blew off the ocean, ruffling her hair like soft fingers, and she looked out to the water she could only see by moonlight.

There was an eerie play of shadows and mist on the waves, making the whole scene look surreal and unearthly, and she felt completely alone even though Akihiro was right there.

He was sleeping beside her, curled on his side with one hand under his cheek, and a peaceful, happy expression was on his face. He had changed out of his “indecent” swim trunks to his dry kosode and nobakama as soon as he could, and she had to smile at the memory of him dashing off to find a private place to change so she wouldn’t “peep” at him. He’d told her that, despite nearly drowning numerous times, the day they had shared had been one of the best in his life, and she had to admit that it had been a great deal of fun. Swimming with him, chasing fish and each other, playing in the surf, she had recaptured a feeling that she hadn’t experienced since her family had been killed, and she felt that something precious that she had lost had been restored to her.

‘Nothing happens without a reason,’ she recalled. ‘There are no accidents.’

Elisi had drilled that into her head. All things happened for a reason. Spirit knew what was going on, and everything was as it was meant to be. Sometimes that belief was very hard to swallow, but understanding that it was all part of a great master plan did bring some comfort.

While the idea of preventing 9/11 was very attractive, the realities of time manipulation were far too disturbing. Who was to say what would be changed and what would stay the same? What if someone decided that Germany should win WWII or that Hinkley should succeed in assassinating Ronald Reagan?

What if changing one thing in history gave rise to a dictator that started World War III or prevented the development of a technology that saved millions?

Yes, the potential to do an amazing amount of good was there, but so was the ability to wreak terrible harm. In the wrong hands, such power could be used to do unspeakable evil, and history was full of such examples. Humanity had fallen into greed and spiritual destitution, and there was no reason for her to believe that people would handle the technology wisely.

Governments, powerful men, religious leaders: all of them could (and would) make cases for altering history, and their meddling could cause irreparable harm. Many science-fiction authors had written time-travel horror stories about the repercussions of trying to change the past (or the future for that matter), and she had no desire to see their predictions come true. It was far better for her never to be found, for the engineers to never find the key to what caused the accident, than for them to rescue her and doom the world in the process.

Her life was worth that. If her death meant that humanity never gained the power to control time, gladly she would make that sacrifice. It was August 2nd and soon she would have to open the fourth vial of insulin, but that no longer seemed to matter in the light of her new revelations. She had been praying to Spirit that she would be found before she ran out of insulin, but now she would fervently pray that they not find her. She would be reunited with her loved ones in the next life; she knew that with absolute certainty so she had no fear of leaving them forever. The future of her world depended upon her staying where she was, of never going home, and eventually dying from her disease.

Quietly she made peace with it, much like someone who knows he is going to die and faces the inevitable with dignity. To save her world, she had to sacrifice herself, and she was prepared to meet her fate. She didn’t know exactly how much time she had left, but she would live as best she could and take comfort in knowing that she wasn’t alone.

Looking down at Akihiro’s sleeping face, she thanked Spirit for the gift and made her prayer.

‘Let it be an anomaly. Let the circumstances which sent me here remain forever a mystery. Let me stay here and meet my fate with honor and courage. Let me pass into the folds of time, never to be seen in this life again. For I would rather die here with my friend at my side, than be the trigger for the destruction of everything I know and love.’

She offered her prayer up with the smoke from the dying fire, to the stars, the moon, Spirit and anyone who happened to be listening, and she felt it pass from her to reach the heavens. Then she wrapped her arms around her knees, gazed out at the moonlight on the waves, and sighed. The sea sighed back.




Chapter Thirteen

Four days. Four blissful, perfect days spent alone with Her with no one to interrupt or disturb them. It had been Paradise and he hadn’t wanted it to end.

His vixen had tanned beautifully in the sun, her skin turning bronze and smooth, and he’d seen so much of her in her “bathing suit” that it had to be a sin. How could one look upon so much flesh and remain pure of thought?

Oh, he did not touch her. He did not dare to touch her. That would be dishonor and disgrace of the highest order, and he would never, ever, do anything to taint Her. Should her betrothed take offense at his actions, the man could call not only for his death, but for hers as well, and he would not dream of endangering her life that way.

While he was certain that she was describing Michael as accurately as her memory allowed, there was no telling what the man would do if he suspected that his wife-to-be had been consorting with a half-demon. It didn’t matter if nothing inappropriate had occurred between them. It was bad enough that they were alone together. The very fact that they knew each other might be enough to arouse suspicions and condemn her to death, but he would die before he allowed a single hair on her head to be harmed.

But still, with him in the scanty garment she had made that covered only his most essential parts, and she in the swim clothes that left very little to the imagination, it was inevitable that he would have unclean thoughts, especially if their bodies touched while they were in the water or on the beach. He tried to stop them, but he couldn’t. Thankfully, if she noticed his reaction to her, she made no mention of it and treated him exactly the same as she always did.

The days were filled with sunlight and happiness, more happiness than he had enjoyed in many, many years. If he could have kept her on the beach all summer, he would have, but he knew their “seaside holiday” as she called it would be brief. She had to get back to her camp in case someone came looking for her, and the villagers were expecting him to bring the salt for the caves. He took what he could get, cherished the four days they did have, and readily agreed when she suggested that they visit the beach again sometime soon. He would gladly bring her there again, if only to watch the wind play with her hair and see her splashing in the waves. She had looked so peaceful and content when she was sitting on the sand, watching the gulls fish in the surf and the dolphins playing just off shore.

There had been a shadow that had come into her eyes, but she had insisted that it had nothing to do with him. He had seen it creep into her expression on their first day at the beach, and it never seemed to completely fade. It was a sadness, a resignation that had touched her, but she shoved his questions away and said it was nothing more than homesickness. He knew homesickness had much to do with it, but he also knew that wasn’t all, and it hurt him to think that she would not tell him her true feelings after all that they had shared together.

By sunset on the fourth day, they had enough salt to fill the carrying sacks Ichiro had given him, plus a good deal left over for Joanna’s cooking, and they resolved to leave in the morning. At dawn they woke, ate breakfast and broke camp. While she packed up their things, he brought the salt up the cliff and let the bags rest at the entrance to the tunnel, then he had her climb onto his back, and he carried her up without so much as a shaky step. Once they were up, he set her on her feet, hefted the salt, and they left the beach behind. By nightfall they were back in Shimosa and almost halfway home.

They made camp for the night, and Joanna prepared dinner from the remainder of the fish they had caught that morning, supplemented with some vegetables they had foraged along the way. He built the fire while she had gone through the ritual of blessing their camp and making offerings to the forest and spirits. He never interfered with any of her religious practices, and he suspected that her faith was one of the things that sustained her during her difficult times.

That night after they had finished eating, he saw her take one of the last bottles of her medicine and use it to refill her medicine pouch. He frowned because he knew that she’d had only two unopened bottles left, and now she had just the one. It seemed to him that she was getting a little low, and she probably ought to think about restocking. So far she hadn’t mentioned it, but he wondered when they would go searching for the ingredients that made the medicine. If the ingredients for the medicine were hard to find, then it was best if they got started right away, or if the medicine could only be made by a doctor, then they needed to find one in Musashi who would be willing to prepare a batch for her.

He certainly didn’t want her to run out of medicine. Her life depended upon her taking it, and without it he knew she would die. The thought of anything happening to his vixen was enough to set his heart to racing and make all his fox instincts start screaming in protest. If Joanna was not going to mention getting more medicine, then he would have to bring it up and see what she had to say.

“Soon we will need to make more medicine for you,” he said casually, trying to downplay the seriousness of the subject. “I know that is your fourth flask and you only have one other left. We should begin searching for the ingredients so you will not run out.”

Joanna looked at him and did not answer right away. That in and of itself made him uneasy, but the expression on her face disturbed him even more. It was a closed expression, a blank one meant to conceal and control one’s reactions. A cold chill settled between his shoulder blades, and he crept closer to her in trepidation. She watched him, a strange sadness coming into her eyes, and he saw her tighten her jaw just before she looked away.

“Joanna-sama?” he questioned.

She refused to look at him and that made him even more concerned. He knew her well enough to know that she never dropped her eyes unless something was upsetting her. The chill spread up his neck and his mouth went dry.

“Is… is something wrong?” he ventured.

She sighed deeply and looked at her hands, her teeth worrying at her lower lip, and he knew she was going to tell him something unpleasant.

“I… I’ve been trying to avoid this,” she finally said softly. “I know I probably shouldn’t have, but I didn’t know how to tell you, and I didn’t think you’d understand before now.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat and tried to quell his growing concern.

He didn’t like the sound of her voice or the fact that she wouldn’t look at him.

She was sending him all the wrong signals.

“What is it?” he asked, noting that her scent was laced with sorrow and fear.

“Akihiro… there is no more medicine. Once it’s gone, it’s gone, and I can’t get any more,” she admitted with an air of defeat.

“What do you mean?” he demanded, the chill now spreading to his chest.

She shook her head then raised her eyes to the heavens.

“I’m sorry. This is hard,” she admitted, sighing again.

“What do you mean there is no more medicine?” He was trying hard not to panic, but there was a numbness accompanying the chill now, and it was making his hands tingle.

She looked at him and he could see the resignation in her eyes. “Just that. Once I run out of insulin, there isn’t any more.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course there is more. You had to get it from somewhere. If you need a doctor to make it, I will find one. I will go all the way to your home village if I have to,” he insisted.

“You don’t understand. There is no doctor in all of Japan that can make this medicine for me. The technology to make it won’t exist for hundreds of years,” she replied sharply.

He blinked at her, stunned, and she put a hand to her forehead in a gesture he knew meant that she was in distress.

“I have to tell you. I haven’t been completely honest about why I’m here.” He gulped, anger flaring inside of him at her words. “You’ve been lying to me?” he gasped, the sting of betrayal chasing the chill away for a moment.

“No!” she replied immediately and her vehemence actually brought him comfort. “No. I… I haven’t lied. I just haven’t told you the whole truth. I didn’t know how.”

He could see the pain on her face. He hated it and he wanted desperately to be the one to make it go away.

“Then tell me now,” he said gently. “So that I can help you. You must know that I will do anything for you.”

She nodded and he could smell tears welling in her eyes. “I know. But…

but you can’t help me, Akihiro. No one here can help me. My fate lies in the hands of people who are very far away.”

Perhaps she meant a journey across the sea. If that was so, he would see it done. There were ways to book passage on merchant ships.

“There are ships,” he offered. “Traders from China. We could…”

“No,” she interrupted firmly. “No ship can help me. The problem isn’t where, Akihiro, it’s when.”

‘Huh?’ “What? What do you mean?”

She seemed to gather her resolve, and when she spoke, it was the last thing he was expecting to hear.

“I am here by accident. I wasn’t supposed to come here. I am where I am supposed to be, but not when. I am centuries away from the time I know.”

He blinked at her, not comprehending her words. He heard them, but he didn’t know what they meant. What could she possibly mean by telling him that she was centuries away from her home?

“What?”

She sighed heavily. “I’m from the future, Akihiro. The accident sent me back in time. I was supposed to come to Japan, but not in this era. The best I can tell, I’ve been thrown back at least 400 years into the past.” The words were starting to make sense, but he was having trouble hearing them over the pounding of his heart. ‘Thrown into the past?’

“In my time, we have many magic things. We can travel all over the world; cross the seas and go almost anywhere we want. I had to cross the ocean from my home to Japan. I used a new way to travel, but something went wrong, and I was sent here by mistake.”

“I… I don’t understand…” he managed, his voice shaky.

Her hand reached out to take his arm and squeezed it gently, and her eyes met his and held them.

“In my time, the year is 2012. Oda Nobunaga of Owari defeated the last Ashikaga Shogun and forced him out of Kyoto in 1573. That’s almost 440 years before my time. But I know from the questions that I have asked you that you have never heard of Oda Nobunaga, and all Japanese people know who he was and what he did. That means I am even further in the past than 1573. How far in the past, I don’t know, but I know that it’s a long time. When I say that I am a very, very long way from home, I’m not just talking about distance.” 

He stared at her, but he didn’t have words to answer. He wanted to believe that she was lying, or that she was crazy, but he knew that neither was true. He would know if she was telling untruths; he would smell it in her scent, but there was nothing to suggest that she was being dishonest. As she looked at him, silently begging him to understand, so much that had once confused him now made sense: her strange scent, her trouble with Japanese, her weird clothes and belongings. He’d been so caught up in her that he hadn’t seen what was before his very eyes. He had been many places all over Japan in his wanderings, but he had never met anyone who had smelled or looked like her and not been of demon blood. Everything was so much clearer now, but with that clarity came a new understanding of her situation, and the chill that had been taking over his body returned in force to freeze him cold.

‘If she is truly from the future, and if what she says is true, then the medicine for her disease hasn’t been invented yet.’ The thought was too horrible to even think about, and he grasped for something he could do or say. ‘The era. She’s asked me before what year it is and I never gave it much thought. It didn’t matter to me, but maybe it does to her.’

He thought hard, trying to remember if he had heard anything about what era it was now, and he was just about ready to give up when he recalled an overheard conversation between Kaemon and one of the villagers. ‘The man came to the shrine because he’d gotten a letter that he couldn’t read. What did Kaemon say when he read the date? I know he said something…’ The word popped into his head suddenly as he replayed the conversation in his head.

‘Daiei. It was the fourth year of Daiei, but the year has turned since then so now it would be the fifth year.’

“Daiei. It’s Daiei. The fifth year,” he answered, feeling elated to have remembered.

“Daiei,” she repeated. “And you’ve never heard of Oda Nobunaga?”

“No, I’m sorry. If I had, I would tell you. I swear it,” he promised.

She squeezed his hands reassuringly. “I know. It’s okay. Thank you.”

“Does knowing the era help?” he asked, hoping for some good news.

“A little.”

“Will it help you get home?”

“No.”

“What can be done?”

“Nothing. Only the people who made the thing that sent me here can fix it.

All I can do is wait and hope that they find me in time.” He asked the dreaded question, although he already knew the answer. Still, he needed to hear it from her own lips.

“What will happen when your medicine runs out?”

She was quiet for a moment, and his heart sunk, his whole body going numb and paralyzed with fear.

“I’ll die,” she finally answered. She said it so simply and plainly that at first he thought she was joking, but then he saw the resolve in her eyes.

“You’re serious aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

The answer hit him like a blow and he recoiled, pulling his hands from hers. It couldn’t be true. Not Her, not his vixen, not the holder of his heart and soul. She could not possibly be dying.

“No! I refuse to accept that. There must be something that can be done!” he insisted, clenching his fists. There had to be something! It couldn’t be hopeless!

“I don’t know what. The situation is out of my hands. I don’t have the knowledge or the materials needed to figure out how to travel through time, and I doubt anyone here does either.”

It wasn’t true. Some dragons could travel through time; at least they could if the stories were accurate, but it could take him months to find a dragon, let alone one that would actually talk to a half-breed or help a human. Joanna didn’t have months. Maybe if he had known about her plight when he first met her, then he might have had enough time to find a dragon, but now… It was an impossible task, and he did not want to leave her side for that long.

‘What of she runs out of medicine while I am gone? She’ll die! And she just says it as if it is nothing!’ “How can you be so calm about this!”

“Getting upset makes my sickness worse and I use more insulin. I’ve done my best to stay calm and try to be patient. I’ve accepted my fate. I made peace with it while we were at the beach,” she explained calmly, but he caught the slight tremor in her voice.

‘So that was the reason for her sadness. She was accepting the fact that she was going to die.’ “Well I don’t accept it! If I had accepted my fate, I would have died years ago. I know all about cheating fate. If there is something that can be done, I will find it.”

‘I’ll save you. I must save you. Without you, I’ll die.’ “I’ll save you. I promise! I’ll find a way,” he swore.

“I believe you.”

She’d said it, but he knew she didn’t really believe it. She had already resigned herself to death, and she didn’t think anything could alter that fate. The true magnitude of what she had told him was finally starting to settle in, and he could hardly believe it.

“Joanna-sama, how could you have kept this from me?” he asked brokenly, his hands curled to his chest.

She reached for him, her face sympathetic. “I didn’t want to. I didn’t know how to tell you, and until recently I wouldn’t have known the words. I also kept hoping that someone would find me and take me home.”

“And will they? Will your people find you?” he asked, his voice desperate.

He would do anything, even give her up, if it meant she would live.

“I don’t know. It depends on what went wrong and if they can recreate it.

But it’s been three months, and they’re running out of time. I have about another seven or so weeks of insulin left. After that, I’m on my own.” He swallowed hard and realized that his hands were shaking. “And… and how long will you have once the medicine is gone?”

“I don’t know. It depends on how well I can control my blood sugar. I could last a few days, a few weeks, maybe even a few months. I doubt I could last years. Everything hinges on me keeping my numbers in the right range.” She was still speaking calmly, but he could sense the building tension in her, straining like a rope that was stretched beyond its limits.

The numbers. It all came down to the numbers. Well, he would see to it that the numbers stayed where they should. “I will make sure your numbers stay safe,” he vowed with complete conviction.

She gave him a little smile and tender pat on his shoulder in a semblance of sympathy, but he knew she was only patronizing him. “I know you will.”

“I swear you will live until your people can find you.” Her face fell and she looked away, her jaw tight.

“Joanna-sama?”

“In truth, I hope that they don’t find me,” she admitted softly. “I hope that I never go home again.”

“What!” he blurted, shocked by her words. “Do you want to die?”

“I don’t want to die, but my being here was an accident. It should stay an accident,” she answered, her voice rough and raspy with emotion.

“Why? How can you say that?”

“Because you don’t mess with time!” she yelled suddenly.

It was the first time she’d ever raised her voice to him in anger and his soul recoiled, but she didn’t seem to notice his distress as she kept speaking, her voice rising higher and higher as she grew more and more upset.

“If they find me, then it means that they figured out how it worked and can recreate it! What if they can go anywhere they want into whatever time they want? Can you imagine the damage that could do if used by the wrong person?

“What if someone decided that Oda Nobunaga shouldn’t unify Japan?

What if someone decided to kill your father before you were ever conceived?

Even now, who knows what my presence here is doing? I shouldn’t be here!

What if something I’m carrying starts the next plague? What if I’m responsible for the deaths of thousands! What if something I do here changes something in the future and destroys the world I know? What if the wrong people use the technology to wreak havoc on history? It would all be my fault!”

She was shaking, and he forgot his own fear and anger in the face of her distress. His vixen was hurting, breaking apart, and he could smell her pain.

‘All this time… all this time she’s been carrying this burden and didn’t share it with me. She must have felt so alone and helpless. How terrible it must have been for her, and now, with her medicine running out… She must be so frightened.’

“Joanna-sama…” he breathed, reaching for her, and she grabbed his arms, her eyes welling up with tears.

“I can’t be responsible for the death of everything I know! I would rather die myself! I would rather never go home, and never see Michael again, if it meant that the people I love would be safe. My life is worth that. Can you understand? Please tell me you understand,” she begged as she began to cry.

He’d never seen her like this, never seen her so lost and suffering. He couldn’t stand it. It wasn’t right! Nothing should ever hurt her or bring sadness to her perfect face. He threw his arms around her, breaking the grip she had on them, and clutched her to his chest.

“I understand. I do. I do understand,” he whispered as she clung to him, sobbing. Her tears broke his heart, and he struggled to hold back his own as his mind raced for what he could do, how he could help her. ‘You don’t have to be alone anymore. You don’t have to carry this all by yourself. I’ll help you. I’ll do anything to help you.’

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I don’t mean to yell. I’m just… I don’t want to die! But I’m just so scared. Akihiro, I’m so scared!”

He held her tighter, holding her together with the force of his own will as she trembled against him and wept.

“Don’t be scared. I’m here. I’ll protect you. I’ll find a way. There’s always a way,” he vowed, rocking her as he tangled his fingers in her hair and pressed her face into the crook of his neck. “I promise I’ll find a way.”

‘Joanna. I won’t let you die!’

He made her tell him everything. Anything there was to know about her disease, he forced her to reveal with endless questions and demands for answers. He interrogated her relentlessly all the way back to the grove, and she lost her temper with him twice, but he pressed on. If he had any hope of helping her, he needed to know everything there was to know about her illness.

And what an illness it was. A terrible affliction that starved the victim no matter how much food he consumed. Prior to the creation of the medicine called insulin, those who were affected lingered and wasted away until they lost consciousness and died. It was horrible, and even worse when it attacked young children as it had with Joanna. She had been diagnosed with this tounyoubyou (or die-ahh-beee-teees in her English) when she was only six years old. If insulin hadn’t been available then, she would have died.

When they reached the sacred grove of cedars, he helped her make sure that the camp was still intact and got her settled in. Then he told her that he needed to deliver the salt to the village, changed into the green kosode and nobakama field pants Kaemon had given him, and took his leave with a promise to return soon. He prayed all the way to the shrine that Kaemon would be the one to answer the bell when he rang. He knew that he needed help if he was going to find an alternative medicine, and Kaemon was the only one he felt he could trust.

Coming up to the engawa of Ichiro’s house, he pulled the short rope that swung the bell clapper and waited. His prayers were answered when he heard the steady footfalls and smelled the unique scent of the young priest, and he thanked whatever gods looked over desperate half-demons for his luck.

“Hanyou. You have returned,” Kaemon greeted kindly.

He lowered his eyes in submission and knelt at the man’s feet. “Yes, Kaemon-sama. I have brought four sacks of salt.”

The young human crouched down to examine the sacks, nodding with approval. “This is excellent, Hanyou. I do believe that your idea will work.”

“It is my fervent wish.”

“And ours as well. We pray every day for a solution to the problem of the oni-gumo nesting in the caves.”

He nodded, his heart pounding. He knew he had to take the risk, but what if Kaemon proved to be untrustworthy? He kept his head down, hoping that Kaemon would notice that something was amiss and question him about it.

“I will gladly spread the salt and sow it into the soil at the cave entrances,” he offered, wetting his suddenly dry lips and trying to still his sudden quaking.

“That would be most helpful,” Kaemon answered, then paused. “Hanyou, does something ail you?”

Gathering his courage, he swallowed the lump in his throat and answered before he could lose his nerve.

“Kaemon-sama, I beg a favor. I ask for so little, but my need is great,” he blurted in a great rush.

There was a moment of pensive silence, then the priest asked, “What is it that you need?”

He sighed with relief. Kaemon hadn’t refused right away so there was a chance that he might help. He ventured an uncertain glance and found the man looking intently at him. He dropped his eyes immediately.

“I… I require information about a sickness called tounyoubyou. I need to know if there is a medicine for this illness and how to make it.”

“There is someone you know who suffers from this illness,” Kaemon responded, but it was more a statement than a question.

He nodded. “Yes.”

He heard the priest sigh, and he blinked as the man sat down next to him on the porch. “For weeks I have suspected that your attentions have been divided. Your long absences and your often vacant looks gave credence to that. I am glad to see that my suspicions were correct. Has Hanyou found a mate?” He gulped, chills running down his spine as he struggled to answer. “A mate, Kaemon-sama? N… no. She is not mine to claim, but she is very dear to me, and I owe her a life debt.”

“The mountain witch,” the priest commented with a wry smile.

“She is no mountain witch, Kaemon-sama. I did not lie. She is as human as you and Suzuka-sama,” he quickly explained, sitting up.

“Save that she is very sick,” Kaemon pointed out.

He nodded. “Yes,” he whispered. “I wish to save her. Please help me.”

“Am I correct in assuming that you do not want my father or sister involved in this?” the priest asked shrewdly.

 

He looked up at the young man, shocked at his astute observation. “If it is at all possible, yes. I… I do not think that they would understand.”

“They believe you are incapable of pure feelings,” Kaemon stated simply.

He hunkered down and rolled his shoulders forward in answer. He knew very well what the older priest and his daughter thought of him; he didn’t need to repeat it. It didn’t matter that Ichiro and Suzuka were wrong. They believed what they thought to be right, and there was no changing their minds if they had decided he was heartless. Kaemon, however, obviously thought better of him.

“But I remember a day many years ago when I was bitten by a snake, and a certain hanyou found me,” the man began, a fond note in his voice. “He cut the bite wound open with his claws and sucked out the poison with his own mouth.

Then he carried me home to my family as fast as he could run and called for help. Through it all, he spoke to me, telling me not to fall asleep, urging me to stay awake and alive. Then he crept into my sickroom at night so I would not be alone while I was so scared. He told me stories and played tricks to make me forget my pain. He did so at great risk to himself, because if he had been discovered, he would have been severely punished, but he returned, night after night, to comfort me. Those are not the actions of an animal incapable of feelings.”

His pulse raced as he heard the priest speak. He remembered that day very well. He’d heard the boy scream, smelled his blood and the stink of the venom, and had raced to help. He had been so thankful that the wound had been on the kit’s leg and not higher up on his body, but he’d still been afraid that Kaemon would die from the poison. The kit had been five years old and such bites often killed a boy that young. Ichiro’s mate had recently died, and he was busy caring for young Suzuka, so there had been no one to sit by the kit’s side at night.

He had remembered how frightened he was when he was injured as a little kit, and how comforting it had been to have his mother by his side. He hadn’t wanted the boy to be that scared and have to be all alone, so he had snuck into the room and kept the boy company. For him it had been a simple thing, but it was obvious that Kaemon thought otherwise.

“Yes, Hanyou. I will help you. You must tell me everything you know about this illness. There are scrolls and books I can look in for possible treatments. How much time do I have?”

Kaemon’s answer had surpassed his wildest expectations, and his whole body began to vibrate with relief and joy.

“Until Harvest, Kaemon-sama. Thank you, Kaemon-sama. Thank you,” he replied, prostrating himself before the young priest and bowing repeatedly.

Just then, he smelled a new scent coming closer and recognized it as Suzuka’s. He sat up straight and turned his head just in time to see her come around the corner of the house. She looked a little excited and her steps were a little faster than normal, but he noticed that she slowed down and put a neutral expression on her face when she saw him sitting with Kaemon.

“Hanyou has returned,” Kaemon said.

“I heard the bell and suspected as much. Did you harvest enough salt?” Her voice was a little overeager, and he realized that she was anxious to put their plan in motion.

‘It’s not surprising. Oni-gumo have taken up residence in the caves five times in the last eight years.’

He bowed his head. “Yes, Suzuka-sama. I brought back four bags.”

“Excellent. We should put your plan into action immediately. The oni-gumo will be looking for winter nests very soon,” she said decisively.

“Of course, Suzuka-sama. I will begin spreading the salt tomorrow,” he agreed.

“That would be good.”

He grew quiet and he saw her look at him, and then at Kaemon as a suspicious glint came into her eyes. She frowned in much the same way she had been frowning at him recently: a frown that said she thought he was up to no good but couldn’t figure out exactly what.

“Is there anything else?” she questioned leadingly.

He gulped and swallowed, looking to Kaemon for assistance and uncertain if he would get it, but Kaemon met his sister’s silent stare without a blink.

“Hanyou was asking my advice regarding a… personal matter,” the young priest replied calmly, making a universal hand gesture for a male.

He blushed and saw Suzuka’s eyes go wide as she caught her brother’s meaning. The look on her face was comical because she hadn’t been expecting such an answer from Kaemon, and he had to steel himself not to laugh.

“I see,” she answered guardedly. “Well, I have duties to attend to. Ring the bell for me tomorrow when you are ready to salt the caves, and I will help you.”

He lowered his head again. “I will, Suzuka-sama. Thank you.” They both watched as the young woman made as hasty a retreat as her dignity would allow, then they looked at each other with amusement. Kaemon was the first to break the silence with a small chuckle, and he ventured a tentative smile in return.

“I have no words to express my gratitude or my debt to you, Kaemon-sama, for helping me,” he said with heartfelt thanks.

“You must tell me everything you know and I will do my best.”

“Tounyoubyou is a terrible disease. The body is unable to use food. Those who have it can eat, but they will still waste away until they eventually die. A sign of it is a sweet smell in the sweat, breath and urine-like overripe fruit-and the person suffers from unbearable thirst.”

To his amazement, Kaemon nodded. “Yes. I have heard of this sickness. It is rare, but not unknown.”

He blinked, surprised. “Really?”

“Do you remember when I went to the Temple at Zenko-ji?”

“Yes, Kaemon-sama. You were gone for many weeks.”

“While I was there, a child was brought to the Temple healers with the symptoms you describe. I remember there was an herb the healer prescribed infused in green tea. It seemed to help the child, at least for a time.”

‘An herb!’ He had to restrain himself from reaching out and demanding that Kaemon tell him everything immediately. “Do you know the name of this herb?” he asked, trying not to sound too desperate.

The young priest shook his head. “No, but I know where to look for it in my books. I should have its name and a description for you very soon. I know that it was a vine that grew in higher elevations, but not too high. There were other herbs in the tea he made. I will look in my scrolls and books that I brought back with me. I seem to remember bringing the notes with me when I returned in case a child here was ever afflicted. If I cannot find them, I will write to Zenko-ji and ask for the ingredients, but it may take a while for an answer to come.”

“I will take your letter there myself, Kaemon-sama, if I must,” he offered.

“I can deliver it in a day.” Zenko-ji was in the country of Shi Nano to the northwest, about 46 ri away. If he pushed he could be there and back within three days. ‘I’ll run all night and all day if I have to!’

Kaemon gave him a gentle smile, but shook his head. “That would not be wise, Hanyou. I do not know how well you would be received. I know the priests and priestesses at the Temple preached tolerance and peace, but I do not know how much those ideals would hold when put to the test.” He lowered his ears in disappointment. Kaemon was right. Even with an illusion, the holy ones at the shrine would know him for what he was, and he might have the same trouble that he’d had in Edo. But if he left the letter to normal couriers, it could take weeks, if not months, to get a reply.

“There must be some way. If a letter goes by courier, it might take too long,” he complained with a soft whine of distress.

“Short of taking it to Shi Nano and paying a message boy to carry it to the Temple, I cannot see a way around it.”

Kaemon’s off-hand comment spurred an immediate idea. ‘Joanna still has two mon pieces! One would be more than enough to get a message boy. It would be a veritable fortune for a poor child. I could take the letter to Shi Nano, find a poor boy and offer him the mon piece to take the letter up to the Temple.’

“There may be a way, Kaemon-sama,” he said excitedly. “If you cannot find the medicine in your books, please write your letter. I will take it to Shi Nano and find a boy to go to the Temple.”

“You have money for a message boy?”

“Not I, but I know where I can get a mon piece.”

“A mon piece? That is four times the amount I would give a message boy.”

“The information is very important. I would give my weight in silver for the ingredients to that medicine!” he admitted.

Kaemon raised his eyebrows. “Your weight in silver? This woman does mean a great deal to you.”

He lowered his gaze, concentrating on his hands. “She is not mine to claim, and I have nothing to offer her even if she was, but… but she is everything to me, Kaemon-sama. I must save her.”

“You will,” Kaemon said with quiet conviction. “I know you will. Kitsune mate for life, and whether she is yours to claim or not, she has your heart. You would move the earth and stars for her if she needed it.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

“I will look though my books and scrolls tonight. If I cannot find what we need, I will write the letter and you can take it to Shi Nano after you have salted the caves.”

He couldn’t hold back the tears of gratitude that welled up in his eyes and two spilled over to roll down his cheeks. “Thank you, Kaemon-sama,” he choked softly.

“You once saved my life, Hanyou. The least I can do is to help you save another.”

“And I will remain forever in your debt.”

“You do a great deal for this village. Most of it with little or no thanks, and more often than not, you bear the blame for many things that you are not guilty of doing. I know full well that you were flogged for the chickens the weasel killed. It was not right. Anyone with eyes could see that a small animal had chewed its way into the pens. It is we who owe you, Hanyou, and, to be honest, I fear the day you come to collect your debt,” Kaemon told him seriously.

“I would never harm anyone in this village unless they were a danger to those I love,” he assured him.

“I know. I hope someday my father and sister will come to understand this.”

He nodded and sighed sadly. He didn’t know if Ichiro, Suzuka or any of the other villagers would ever see him as anything but a monster. If not for Joanna, and now Kaemon, he would have thought it impossible for any human to look upon him with something other than hate or mistrust.

“You should return to your friend. I am sure she is waiting for you.” He blinked a few times then recognized the dismissal for what it was and bowed. “Yes, Kaemon-sama. I will be back in the morning.”

“I will have the name of the herb for you and, hopefully, the recipe as well.”

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama.”

“We will see you tomorrow.”

“Yes. Have a peaceful night.”

“And you as well.”

He slowly rose to his feet and backed off the engawa. With one final bow to the young priest still sitting on the wooden slats, he turned and hurried into the forest. He was eager to get back to Joanna and tell her the good news.




Chapter Fourteen

With Akihiro gone, Joanna was left alone with her thoughts, and she felt his absence strongly. Without him there, she had nothing with which to distract herself from her situation, or the fact that her companion now knew the whole truth. While in some ways she felt better because she now no longer needed to keep the secret, in others she felt worse because Akihiro had reacted with the nervous half-panic that she had predicted he would. He had immediately thrown himself into the quest of finding a treatment or cure for her disease, and did so with the conviction of one obsessed. Then she remembered that his mother had died from a fever, and she wondered if that meant he would try harder to save her. It brought her no comfort to think about what would happen if he should fail.

She knelt in the hollow of the great king tree, listening to the forest giant greet her and send her warm welcome, and slowly unpacked from their seaside adventure. She pulled out her journal and turned to the last entry. She had been combining entries on the same page to conserve space, but still the journal was about 2/3 full. The date on last night’s entry was August 6th, day 92 of her accidental exile, and her insulin pump confirmed that it was August 7th. She fished out her pen and wrote three or four lines as an entry, telling only the barest minimum of the remainder of the trip and her return to the grove. Then she put the journal aside and set about unpacking the backpack and putting things away.

She unzipped her rollaway suitcase to return the bathing suits and beach clothes she had brought, and her hand touched one of the small photo albums nestled among the clothing. She paused for a moment, letting her fingertips brush across the faux leather cover, then bit her lower lip as she carefully pulled the three little books out. Each one held fifty 4x6 printed digital photographs, and they were color coded according to subject. The red one contained pictures of the trips she and Michael had taken either alone or with friends, and showcased the landscape of North Carolina and the United States’ East Coast. The blue one had pictures of family and friends, including some pictures of her deceased parents and siblings at their California home. The green one was all Cherokee and Native American, including pictures of her tribesmen in their regalia and photographs taken at gatherings and dances.

She had created the albums on-line and had them printed out in order show her host family a small sampling of her life in America. Now they were the only visual reminders she possessed of her lost home and loved ones, but she hadn’t looked at them since the accident. In fact the only picture she had seen was the one of her and Michael in dance regalia inside her journal.

For some reason her hand trembled as she touched the plain covers, her fingers reading the creases in the leather like Braille on a page. She wondered if there was some cryptic pattern to it that she could crack; like maybe one could read the lines on leather the way a palmist read a person’s hand. Maybe she could divine the future by following the creases and know her fate. But she knew the albums didn’t hold her future, only her past; a past she wasn’t likely to ever see again.

Quelling the butterflies that fluttered in her stomach, she picked up the blue album and opened the cover. A picture of Elisi, her long, gray hair twisted into an elaborate weave befitting of her position as a Long Hair Elder, smiled back at her in black and white. The women of the Long Hair were known for their intricate (and often outrageous) hairstyles. This one was conservative as far as some styles went, but would still be considered excessive by Anglo standards. It looked beautiful on her grandmother, though, and it was one of her favorite pictures of the old woman. She could just see the years of wisdom and experience etched in the lines of her age-wizened face, tempered by the youthful, mischievous twinkle in her dark eyes.

It was amazing how much grandmother and granddaughter looked alike.

Both had the same nose and eyes, and their hands were almost identical: long-fingered and strong. It was Elisi’s hands that she remembered most. Whether it was weaving or planting or mending, Elisi’s hands were never empty.

Her earliest memory of her grandmother was when she was seven and her grandfather had died. The whole family had flown back East for the funeral.

With Grandpa gone, Nancy was Elisi’s only surviving direct relative. There had been a boy: her mother’s full brother, but he had died in an accident when he was in his twenties. Her father had hoped for a reconciliation, but Nancy had fought too long and too hard to leave her Native past behind, and the gulf between mother and daughter was too wide. The gulf between grandmother and granddaughter, however... That was a different story.

She had watched as her grandmother’s hands deftly weaved a bracelet from flax and tiny colored beads, and she remembered being in awe of the old woman who was facing the death of her husband with such dignity and grace.

Her siblings, James and Sarah, had been afraid of Elisi, but she had been drawn to her with a fascination she could not explain. She had felt safe with her grandmother, as if Elisi held the key to understanding why she had always felt out of place in the Anglo world, and why being there with the People felt more like home than anywhere else. In hindsight, it had been an eerie kind of fore-shadowing of what was to come, but she hadn’t known that back then. By the end of the week-long trip, the bracelet Elisi had made was tied tightly around her wrist, much to her mother’s consternation, and it was still among her most prized possessions.

‘Will I ever see you again?’ she asked silently, touching the image.

The second photograph was of a very young Michael, just barely thirteen and newly moved to North Carolina. He was skinny and goofy-looking with shoulder-length hair and a big toothy grin. The picture had been taken in February of 2002 just after he had asked her to the middle school’s Valentine’s Dance and she’d said yes. His happy whoop at her reply had made her laugh for the first time in months.

They had met when the school counselor had put her with a group of other kids who had recently relocated into the Qualla Boundary or other North Carolina Cherokee lands, and he was there at her first meeting in November. Everyone had known her as the 9/11 kid, and they tended to treat her very carefully, as if they didn’t quite know what to say, and the very fact that she had lost literally everyone in her immediate family made others a little wiggy around her.

Michael was the only one who didn’t treat her like an alien. He’d smiled at her in his shy way and offered her the seat next to him. She had been very nervous because it was her first activity outside of school or her therapy sessions, and she was glad for the offer because otherwise she would have continued to stand there looking stupid. She’d sat down with her hands in her lap and not said much throughout the meeting, but afterwards Michael had spoken softly to her.

At the time, her therapist was still giving her high doses of anti-depressants, and Elisi was slowly weaning her off of them, but on that day she’d taken an extra dose just to deal with the stress of going to the meeting in the first place. She’d also had a mild sedative with her just in case she needed it. In hindsight, she wondered how she’d even been standing with all the drugs she was on in those days, but Michael being almost “normal” had helped her feel more at ease.

After that, they’d sat next to each other at the meetings, and then graduated to sitting together at lunch and study hall. Slowly they’d begun to “date,” although nothing official had ever been decided between them. By some unspoken, mutual agreement they had simply ended up spending all of their free time together. There wasn’t any real explanation, it just was, and they both accepted it. She felt safe with Michael, and knew he understood her in ways only someone who had suffered could.

Three months after they had met, he’d asked her to the Valentine’s Dance.

It would be their first official date, and the next picture was the portrait taken by the photographer at the dance. She’d worn a straight, black dress with a bright pink sash like something out of Marylin Monroe’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes movie, and Michael had dressed in a black suit with a sport coat and a starched white shirt. Elisi had done her hair, keeping it tasteful by Anglo standards, although her grandmother had lamented the lost opportunity to showcase Joanna’s long, glossy, black hair in a traditional Long Hair style. They had gone with Tommy Robinson and his date. Tommy’s father had picked them up in his truck, and the four of them went to the dance together.

The fourth picture in the album was from her sixteenth birthday. Michael had gotten a tiara from a party store and dressed it up with ribbons from a ribbon shirt, some feathers and a couple of leather tassels. He’d put it on her head and proclaimed her a Cherokee Princess, which was a laugh because the Cherokee didn’t have princesses, but in keeping with the theme she’d taken Elisi’s walking stick and dubbed him Sir Michael of the Whacked Sense of Humor. He swore fealty to her on one knee and promised to always be her Champion, which was probably the most memorable gift she’d gotten that day.

That and the new “engagement” ring he’d bought her because the “diamond” in her old one had clouded.

She looked down at the 1/4 carat round solitaire she still wore on her finger and turned it towards the flame in the tallow lamp. When the light struck the diamond at just the right angle, it threw off sparkles and rainbows that reflected on the shelter walls like her own tiny mirror globe.

‘Michael, my knight in buckskin and feathers, are you fighting for me now?’

It pained her to think of him, of the agony he must be suffering. Very few people knew it, but he was emotionally dependent upon her and had been for years. Their symbiotic relationship had been mutually enabling, allowing them to continue to be codependent far longer than was healthy for either of them.

‘You must be out of your mind with worry. Have they figured out what happened yet or do you pound on their doors every day, demanding that they find me?’

She traced the outline of the next picture, which had them sitting on the porch of Elisi’s house. It was a close-up of their faces. Michael had his chin on her shoulder and both arms wrapped around her from behind.

‘You always had to know where I was. What are you doing now?’

She sighed and closed her eyes, breathing in and out slowly to cleanse her soul and clear her mind. Sometimes, if she was quiet and still enough, she imagined that she could reach out across the gulf that separated them and feel Michael close to her. She sent him comfort and love, even if it was tinged with a little sadness. She realized that in praying never to return to her era, she was also sacrificing her future with her fiancé.

‘My heart, please forgive me, but you know I have no choice. The consequences are too dire. Let me go, my beloved, and I will see you next time.’

Coming out of her prayer, she wiped away the tears that had escaped her closed eyes and returned to looking at the photographs. Some of them made her smile while others brought fresh tears. Oddly, the pictures of her deceased family members brought a strange kind of comfort, because she believed that she would be reunited with them much sooner than she had anticipated.

She was flipping through the red-covered album when the tingle of her Other-sense told her that Akihiro had returned. Her heart beat a little faster at the thought of seeing her fox, and she allowed herself to feel relief that she would no longer be alone. She knew that, now that she had all but renounced her dream of returning to her time, she could entertain the idea of staying with the half-demon, and perhaps even become his mate. Akihiro had made it plainly obvious that he adored her, and she had no doubts that he would leap at the chance to court her favor.

‘But that would be a disaster. First of all, if I am rescued, I’ll have to choose between him and Michael. Second of all, by his own admission, he’s still a boy. Third of all, if I let him get any closer to me than he already is, he’ll probably follow me in death. He might follow me even now for all I know.’

She knew very well that, under certain circumstances, suicide was considered an acceptable form of death in the Japanese culture, and she wouldn’t put it past Akihiro to decide that he couldn’t live without her. No. It was best for everyone involved if she stayed merely his friend, and did not seek to take their relationship any further than that, no matter how nice it would be to have a bedmate and lover.

‘Friends can hug and snuggle though,’ she reasoned, but then pushed the idea aside. The Japanese were not overly demonstrative and allowing Akihiro to share her blankets, in all but the most extreme of circumstances, would likely send him a message that she didn’t want him to receive.

Sensing his imminent arrival, she sat up a little straighter and put a smile on her face to greet him when he appeared in the doorway of the hollow. His face was flush with exertion and excitement, and he beamed happily at her as he entered the shelter.

“Tadaima, Joanna-sama. Kaemon-sama has agreed to help us,” he announced.

“Okaeri. That is very welcome news, Akihiro,” she answered.

He bowed his head then came to squat by her side. “He says he has heard of your illness and has seen it treated. He will have the name of an herb we can use by the time I go to salt the caves tomorrow. He is also looking for more information in his scrolls. If he cannot find it, he will write a letter for me to take to the Temple at Zenko-ji. It means I could be gone for a few days, but he knows a priest there who is familiar with the medicine we need.” She nodded, not surprised since diabetes had been known to them for centuries, and it came as no shock to her that they had a treatment. Even in her time, many natural healers claimed to use herbs to augment the body’s use and production of insulin, but she had never heard of any herbal concoction that actually replaced it.

“That’s wonderful,” she replied, sharing in his happiness even if she had her doubts about the effectiveness of the “medicine.”

“If I must go, I promise not to be gone long. Zenko-ji is in Shi Nano about 46 ri away. I can travel that far in a single day.” She nodded, still smiling, then watched as his ears came straight up when he saw the photo album in her lap, and had to suppress a giggle at his perplexed expression.

“Joanna-sama… what is that?” he asked, indicating the photograph of her sitting on the steps of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington D.C.

“It’s called a photograph,” she explained, moving the album closer to him so he could get a better look.

He cocked his head and blinked a few times as he touched the glossy printed surface with one finger. “It looks like you.”

“It is me. That was taken three years ago when Michael and I went on a trip together.”

“How is this possible?”

“With a machine called a camera.”

“Kaaaa-mmm-errr-aah? What is that?”

She giggled and shook her head. “Here, I’ll show you,” she offered and dug in her bag for her digital camera.

Turning it on, she was glad to see that the batteries were still good, and she set the camera to take pictures. Then she pointed it at the entrance to the hollow and took a snapshot. The flash burst bright in the dimly lit space, causing Akihiro to jump in surprise so she took his picture to show him that there was nothing to fear. She wasn’t counting on the flash blinding him.

“I-i-i-e-e!” he yelled and covered his eyes.

“Oh, sorry, sorry, sorry!” she apologized, realizing her stupidity.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch,” he complained, rubbing his eyes and blinking.

“Are you okay?”

“I see spots,” he sniffed, his eyes still watering.

She chuckled. “Don’t worry. They’ll go away in a few moments.”

“What was that? It was brighter than lightning.”

“Sorry. That was the flash. Cameras need bright light to take pictures.” He snorted and shook his head, then looked at her with clear eyes. She switched the camera to “display” and turned the viewscreen to face him so he could see his picture on the monitor.

“See. There you are.”

He stared wide-eyed at the image of himself and gasped. “That’s me!”

“Yep.”

“What magic is this? Is part of me trapped in there?” She almost burst out laughing because several aboriginal and closed socie-ties still believed that photographs captured a person’s soul, and his dismayed question stuck her as funny.

“No,” she assured him. “A picture is only a likeness, like a very detailed painting or drawing.”

He took the camera from her and studied the image. “Very detailed? This image looks exactly like me.”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “That’s what a camera does.”

“Awesome. How does it work?” he asked, turning it over in his hands and inspecting it from all sides.

“I don’t really know,” she admitted, plucking the expensive piece of equipment from his fingers before he decided to take it apart.

“Is it magic like your medicine pouch?”

“Sort of, yes.”

“What do you use it for?”

“For saving memories.”

“Saving memories?”

“Yes. Here, let me show you,” she explained, setting the camera aside and picking up the red-covered album that she’d been looking at and flipping to the first page. A picture of her with two of her friends from school as they stood next to the sign for the Nantahala National Forest looked back at her. “This is a picture that was taken when I was a teenager.”

“Oooh. You look so young, Joanna-sama. Is that your forest?” Akihiro said with amazement.

“It’s one of the forests that grows near my home, yes.”

“There’s more than one?”

“Yes.”

“Your country must be very big.”

“It is. Even with your speed, it would still take weeks to travel across it.”

“Weeks? How wide is your country?”

She mentally did the math, rounding when necessary. He didn’t need an exact figure, just an approximation. “About 1500 ri.” He nearly choked and his eyes grew wider than ever. “1500 ri!” She nodded. “Yep.”

“That is a big country,” he admitted with awe.

“Not all of it is forest, though. We have mountains and big, open grass-lands, and even a desert.”

“Desert? I have heard of these. Haha told me about them when she would read from Ojiisan’s books. They sounded like terrible places.” She nodded. “Yes. They are very hot and nothing much grows there because there is very little water.”

Akihiro shuddered and crinkled his nose in distaste, and she had to suppress a smile because he looked positively adorable. In a move that was bold for him, he took the photo album from her and began turning the pages.

“Are all of these pictures from your country, Joanna-sama?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes. All of them are either close to where I live or were taken on trips I went on.”

“Did you travel a lot?”

“Yes, especially in the summer. That is the time to travel in my country. It is the time when families and friends go off someplace to have fun.”

“The humans here don’t travel very much. Only the merchants make trips when they have things to sell at market. Most people stay close to home. Rarely do they travel just for fun.”

She nodded that she understood and watched as he looked at the photographs. Since he wasn’t asking questions about the places or people in the pictures, she didn’t offer any information about them, but just let him peruse on his own. Then she saw him pause at a photo of her and Michael sitting together at the base of a waterfall. Akihiro stared at the picture, his brow furrowed and his eyes serious, and she wondered what he was thinking.

‘Is he memorizing the face of his rival?’

“Joanna-sama, is this your betrothed?” he finally asked in a soft voice.

“Yes, that’s Michael,” she confirmed.

He touched the picture with his finger. “You look very happy.”

“I was. That was taken on one of our camping trips. We had hiked to the waterfall and were resting before we headed back to camp.”

“It looks like a nice day for walking.”

“It was.”

He turned the page and got an eyeful of tanned, half-naked bodies when he saw a picture of her, Michael, and several of their school friends frolicking at the beach. Luckily, she was in a one-piece suit, but Miriam and Becca were in bikinis almost smaller than the one she had brought with her to Japan. Akihiro blushed furiously and covered the photograph with his hand.

“The women of your country are indecent!” he cried. “And they are not even working in the rice fields!”

She laughed and shrugged. “I’m sorry. That’s normal beachwear for us.” He sputtered and quickly flipped the page, his cheeks still flaming red. The next picture was of her and Elisi at Disney World right after she had graduated from high school. She had always wanted to go, and Elisi had made it a gradua-tion present, even though she had paid for most of the trip with her death benefit money. Michael had gone with them as well, and he was the one who had taken the picture.

“Who is this?” Akihiro asked.

“That’s Elisi, my grandmother. She is my mother’s mother.”

“She looks like a wise old woman.

“She is. She is a Cherokee Elder of the Long Hair Clan. The word Elisi actually means “grandmother” in Tsalagi, the language of the Cherokee.”

“You went to live with her after your family was killed?” It was an innocent question, but the words still made her heart spasm.

“Yes. She was my closest living relative. My father’s parents were already dead, and he was an only child. Elisi was the only one I could go to.”

“I’m sorry to have caused you a bad memory,” he apologized, obviously sensing her distress.

“It’s okay,” she assured him, but wiped the corner of her eye to get rid of the moisture that had pooled there.

“No. I am stupid. It was rude of me to say such a thing. Please forgive me.” She gave him a soft smile. “I forgive you. I know you didn’t mean to make me remember sad things.”

He looked at her, his face serious and imploring at the same time. “I never want you to be sad, Joanna-sama. Especially not because of me,” he told her ardently, placing one hand upon her cheek.

She gently cupped his hand with her own, and he gasped, perhaps realizing the boldness of his move.

“I know.”

He flushed again, pulled his hand from her grasp, and looked around, spying the other two photo albums on the ground beside her.

“But here, there are more magic pictures. Will you show them to me?” Sensing his need to change the subject, she obliged him by picking up the remaining two photo albums and putting them in her lap.

“Sure. Here, this one is full of pictures from Pow-wow’s and Tribal Gathers,” she said, opening the green-covered book.

“Pow-wow?”

“It’s a festival when the members of the tribe and maybe other friendly tribes get together to eat, dance, and perform some ceremonies.” He nodded that he understood. “Yes, we have those. Usually on special days, like Harvest and when the trees bloom.”

“Cherry Blossom festivals.”

“Yes.”

She opened the album, and the first picture they saw was one of Elisi in full regalia with an owl-wing fan and her hair done in a flamboyant crown decorated with feathers and beads. Akihiro’s eyes opened wide when he saw it and cocked his head in confusion.

“This looks like your grandmother.”

“It is.”

“She is… dressed very differently.”

She giggled, admiring his tact, and nodded. “She’s dressed in special clothes only worn at special Pow-wows.”

“Like a formal kimono and headdress.”

“Exactly.”

The next picture was of her in her own regalia, the one she and Elisi had made together. It was a very pale, almost white, doeskin with a long skirt and tunic, and decorated with hundreds of beads and shells. Folded across her arm was a hand-woven shawl that Elisi had made, and she held a turkey wing fan in her hand. Her hair had been separated and weaved into two braids that came over her shoulders, and they were wrapped in matching doeskin sheaths that had been decorated with beads and leather fringe. A round hair ornament, intricately beaded and embellished with feathers, was placed prominently on the side of her head, and the long feathers trailed down to her shoulder. On her feet were doeskin moccasin boots, beaded to match the rest of her outfit and coming up to cover her ankles.

Akihiro stared at the picture for a long time before asking, “This is you?” She nodded. “Yes, that is me.”

“Your clothes are very strange and your face is painted.” It took her a moment to realize that he was talking about her make-up.

“Oh, yes. I am wearing make-up because I had to dance.” He blanched and looked wide-eyed at her. “You had to dance?” It was obvious that what she had said had upset him in some way, then she remembered that the Geishas, courtesans, and concubines, were made to wear pale make-up and dance for their benefactors.

“Oh! No. No, no, no. Not like that,” she assured him. “At the Pow-wows there are dances for people to compete in to see who is best, and other dances just for fun. I dance because I want to, because I like it.” He sighed with relief and offered her a genuine smile. “I am glad. For a moment…” He didn’t finish, but looked down at the picture and touched it reverently. “You look very beautiful.”

“Thank you. I’m very proud of those clothes. Elisi and I made them.” He nodded. “It must have taken you a long time.”

“Months and months, but well worth it.”

“Yes.”

Akihiro turned the page to see a photograph of her with Michael. Michael was in full Fancy Dance regalia with buckskin trousers, beaded arm-bands, and an elaborate feathered bustle. She, however, was dressed in The Long Person, the swirling blues and greens of the full skirt growing dark enough to blend with her black suede boots.

“Ooohhh, now this I like. This is very beautiful Joanna-sama,” he admitted with an admiring expression on his face.

She smiled fondly. “That’s Long Person. Michael bought that for me at an arts and crafts fair in Asheville four years ago.”

“Your intended knows what suits you well,” he noted appreciatively.

“Thank you.”

He flipped through more pictures, asking a question here and there about the regalia and the dances. The album was full of photographs of men and women from multiple different tribes dressed in their native best. Finally, he came to one of the last pictures, which was of her and Michael gathered with about twenty other young people and Elders for the annual Trail of Tears com-memoration.

“What is this?” he asked curiously.

She sighed. She knew the Cherokee history as well as any member of the tribe, but the true horrors of it were distant to her because she had been brought up so far away from her native heritage. Both Elisi and Michael had very strong opinions about the forced relocation of the Natives living East of the Missis-sippi. Elisi’s great-grandmother had been a little girl when her family escaped the round-up of the Cherokee by the army, running deep into the forest of the mountains and hiding there, but many of her grandmother’s relatives were not so fortunate. Three of Elisi’s great-great aunts and uncles died on the Nunna daul Tsuny, as well as several of her cousins. Michael, of course, had come from Cherokees who were descended from those who had been forced on the long march. The Trail of Tears was a very real wound that had yet to heal in the hearts of many Natives.

“A long time ago, my people lived in their native land. There were many different nations all living in what is now my country. There were over 500

tribes living in territories that spread from coast to coast. Then newcomers came from across the ocean. They wanted our land for their people, and they made a new country under a new name. In time, the land my people lived on was taken from them, and they were forced to move,” she explained, knowing she was grossly oversimplifying the story, but not willing to go into the gory details.

Akihiro frowned and lowered his eyes. “Did your people fight?”

“Some did. Some didn’t. Some fought very hard when they realized what was happening. But in time it didn’t matter. They all lost and their land was taken from them by the newcomers. They were moved to a new territory very far away where many different tribes were forced to go, and they lived on land that could barely support them.”

“Did you go?”

“No. The Nunna daul Tsuny was almost 200 years ago.”

“Nunna daul Tsuny?” he repeated.

“The Trail Where They Cried, also known as The Trail of Tears. To enforce the new law passed by the newcomers, an army was sent to move the people. The soldiers came and rounded them up like oxen, penning them into makeshift forts with little food and supplies. Then they forced them to the west with only what they could carry with them while the newcomers took their land and homes. Only a few were able to ride in wagons or on horseback. Many walked on foot. It was winter, and the weather was cold and wet. The newcomers came to watch them be herded away like animals. Some of them were sad.

Others jeered and spat on them, but the only thing the newcomers hadn’t taken from my people was their dignity. They walked straight ahead and would not look at the soldiers or the people who came to see them march. They walked over 1000 miles, that’s more than 400 ri.”

“400 ri! That’s… that’s…” Akihiro gasped, his eyes wide with disbelief.

“A very long way. Yes, I know. It took them many months of walking, and many died along the way. At first the soldiers would stop to let them bury their dead, but when too many began to die the army said they would only stop every three days. The army said they could use the wagons to carry the bodies on the days they wouldn’t stop, but the Cherokee refused to use the wagons. Instead, they carried their dead. Husbands carried wives, mothers carried their dead children, brothers and sisters carried dead siblings. They carried them until they were allowed to bury them.

“It was a very dark and sad time for many of the native peoples. Life on the new land was difficult, and the newcomers told many lies and broke many promises. Every year, people from the tribes who were forced to give up their homes gather to remember what happened. It is important that we continue to tell the story of the Trail of Tears in hopes that the wrongs that were committed against us can be righted, and to make certain no one ever forgets. This picture was taken about two years ago at one of those gatherings.”

Akihiro nodded, his face sad. “That is horrible, but the same thing happens here. Daimyos make war upon each other and take each other’s lands. Many peasants are killed or forced to move. Supporters of the daimyo who loses are often stripped of everything and forced to kill themselves.”

“Yes. We have a saying: to the victor go the spoils,” she recited bitterly.

“That is very true. But they pay a heavy price. Here the carrion-eaters thrive on all the war and death. They feed on the bodies and the blood. Daimyos who make too much war risk having their land overrun with demons.

Many of the reasons demons like the oni-gumo do so well is because there is so much food for them to feast upon. My grandfather learned this lesson after my father was killed. Chichi-ue always kept the carrion-eaters out of the surrounding lands. Once he was gone, the rabble moved in and destroyed the fields and villages.”

“Serves them right,” she said, a grim smile on her face.

Akihiro shook his head. “No. Those who suffer most are the ones who have the least. The peasants have no say in who leads them, yet they are the ones who lose life and limb when there is trouble,” he argued softly, his eyes downcast.

She nodded in understanding. “That’s true. But I can tell you that it won’t always be that way. Oda Nobunaga will unify Japan and end the wars among the daimyos.”

“And you know this?” he asked with interest.

“Yes. I have books that tell me these things.”

“What books?”

She leaned back on her haunches and reached into her soft-sided suitcase, fishing around for the two Japan guides she had brought with her. She pulled them out and handed them to Akihiro, who opened them and flipped through their pages.

“This is the same writing that is in your book of words,” he noted, cocking his head at the text.

“Yes, it is written in English,” she confirmed.

“It seems… much simpler than our writing. There are fewer characters.”

“We have twenty-six characters in our written alphabet.”

“Only twenty-six? That isn’t very much.”

“No, it isn’t, but that makes our writing less confusing.” He nodded. “I think I could learn how to write your language in a matter of days. It takes many years to master our words.”

“I know. I can’t read kanji at all. Well, that’s not entirely true. I can recognize about twenty or so words, but that’s about it,” she admitted sheepishly.

He gave her an understanding smile, as if he had expected her to say such a thing and understood why.

“I could teach you, if you wanted, and you can teach me how to write your way,” he offered, a hopeful glint in his eyes.

She smiled. “I think I would like that. You’ve already helped me so much with my speaking skills, I’m sure you would make a great teacher.” He blushed slightly under the praise and turned to the book he was looking in. “Thank you. I think I can get paper, pen and ink. I will try.”

“Thank you. That would be wonderful.”

“If you are to stay here… it would be better for you if you could read,” he stated leadingly.

She smiled but said nothing. In truth she had little to say. She fully expected to be dead by the turn of the new year, but if learning kanji would make him happy, then she would do it.

“What is this?” he asked, pointing to a picture of modern day Tokyo.

“That is the city Edo will become.”

“Edo? Edo will become this?” he gasped with amazement.

“Yes. In about 400 years.”

He grimaced, his mouth turning into a deep frown. “I could never hope to live that long. I will be dead and my bones turned to dust before any of this happens.”

Now it was her turn to frown. “Are you so sure?”

He nodded sadly. “I’ll be killed well before then. I’ve been lucky to have lived as long as I have. As soon as I reach maturity, the hunters will really be after me. Maybe even some kitsunes will try to kill me, although I would think that being Kazehiro’s son ought to count for something.”

“Your father was well-known?”

“Oh yes. He was a very great kitsune. But even he fell to hunters and became their trophy. If he can be killed, then I have almost no chance. I only hope I go quickly, but knowing the hunters, I’ll be run down like a dog.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if he had already resigned himself to his fate, and for a moment she almost argued with him, but then she remembered her own fate, and her acceptance of her inevitable death, and held her tongue.

‘We’re both suffering from terminal conditions.’

She reached out and scratched his ear, making him moan and lean into her touch. He closed his eyes and, when he opened them again, they were dreamy.

“But maybe I will live to see Edo become this city. The greatest triumph over your enemies is to outlive them,” he said wistfully.

She smiled gently. “Like the Cherokee. Despite the newcomers’ attempts to destroy us, we did live to see better days for our people. In fact, my tribe now thrives in the very lands that they thought would be our graves.”

“A fitting revenge. Maybe then I will be like the Cherokee, and rise above those who would seek to take me from this earth.” She put her arm around him and drew him close, placing her head against his in fond friendship.

“That’s a good dream,” she whispered.

He sighed and rubbed his cheek against hers until she rested her chin on his shoulder. They stayed that way, looking through the books and photo albums, until it was time for her to make dinner.




Chapter Fifteen

When he woke up in the morning, Akihiro found himself curled up with his head almost on Joanna’s sleeping bag. They’d gone to bed at the same time, and he had arranged his blankets to lie alongside hers as was his custom. But sometime during the night his body had decided that he wasn’t close enough and took matters into its own hands. He blushed when he saw how close he was to her and began to remove himself to a more respectable distance, but then he stopped, realizing that she was still deeply asleep, and took a few moments to study her face.

Not a single scar or blemish marred her skin; although she had one tiny brown spot that she called a “mole” near the corner of her lip. Other than that, her skin was smooth and untouched by time. Most women her age had lines and marks from the hard lives they led, their skin wizened from the sun and careworn from husband and children, but Joanna bore none of those telltale lines and wrinkles. In fact, it was hard for him to believe that she was twenty-four because she still had the face and body of a youthful maid.

He’d known that she’d been crying sometime before he had arrived last night. He could smell the salt of her tears and see the faint tracks they had left behind on her cheeks. He had wanted to whine and lick her face so the evidence of her sadness was washed away, but he had remained silent. Instead he had let her distract herself with her “photographs” from her “camera,” (he still shuddered when he remembered the bright “flash” that had nearly blinded him) and tales of her homeland, some of which he would not have believed if she hadn’t shown him the pictures.

He’d learned a lot about her people and her country by looking at her pictures, and he had seen what Japan was to become in her books. She even had a very detailed map of the whole of Japan, populated with roads and villages, most of which he had never heard of. She pointed out that Zenko-ji was in what they called Nagano in her time, and showed him where it was on the map.

Edo had been renamed to Tokyo and it was huge. It was so big that the city would one day engulf the grove where they now lived, which was a tragedy because it would mean that the sacred trees had been cut down. In fact, from the look of things, most of the forest where they now lived had been cut down to make way for the massive buildings made of glass and stone. He couldn’t imagine the Japanese clear-cutting so many sacred trees, and he wondered if they had all gone mad. It was easy to see from the pictures that the sky was dark with hazy smoke, and he knew the city had to be filthy. From his few trips into the capital of Kyoto, he knew large human villages often were. How could they possibly stand to live in the squalor some of them accepted as normal?

Maybe it was one of those times when humans’ dull noses actually worked to their advantage because they couldn’t smell their own stench.

It almost defied belief to see what was going to happen: the number of people, the monstrous cities, the new “tehk-no-lo-gee,” the way they traveled…

but there it was in her pictures so he could see it for himself. If he hadn’t been able to read many of the plaques on the Japanese buildings, he might not have believed it and chalked up the strange sights to magic. He might also have been inclined to think she was lying to him (had she been anyone else), but he had absolute faith that his Joanna would never tell him a direct lie. He still had a few issues with her keeping the whole truth from him, but knowing what he knew now, he could understand her reluctance to reveal all of her secrets.

Even now, he knew she worried about the consequences of telling him about the future. Knowing what was going to happen beforehand was very dangerous, and that knowledge could be used to change the course of future events.

He puzzled that it wouldn’t matter because everything had obviously already happened, but that just seemed to give her a headache so he’d dropped the subject. Not that it made any difference. He doubted anything he had learned could protect him from the hunters, and he knew he’d be dead before too long, so none of it was really worth worrying about.

He sighed and leaned close, breathing in her scent. He could smell the faint flowers of her shampoo, and the different smells of her clothes and bedding, but underneath all of that was the scent that was uniquely hers, the scent that brought him peace and eased his loneliness. It was imprinted on his brain now.

He could pick her out of a crowd or track her trail as she moved through the forest. Now that he had her scent, there was nowhere that she could hide where he would not find her.

She mumbled something in her sleep and rolled, revealing the soft back of her neck that begged to be licked, and he had to physically stop himself from doing so. Such intimate play was meant only for mates and she was not his.

‘But maybe now that she has decided that she does not want to go home, maybe she can be mine,’ he thought, shocked by the sudden rush of emotion the idea brought with it, the fierce possessiveness and urge to keep her with him.

‘Mine,’ the wild side of him said, the part of him that was all fox.

‘Not yours. She is not prey to be hunted or a mate we can take by force. She must be wooed, courted and won. She must consent to be with us,’ the human in him admonished, making the fox growl with frustration but grudgingly agree.

‘I will learn her customs and woo her with gifts. I will bring her meat and firewood to show her I am a good provider. If she accepts me as her mate, she will want for nothing,’ he vowed, then a dark tendril of thought poisoned his happiness with the reality of her situation. ‘But first, she must live. Today you will get the medicine or take Kaemon’s letter to Zenko-ji.’

He wasn’t sure if he was going, but he was planning on it just in case.

There was a good chance that Kaemon would need to write the letter, and, if he did, Akihiro would have to leave for Zenko-ji right away. He knew that if Joanna didn’t get medicine to treat her disease, all thoughts of becoming mates were pointless. He had no choice but to find a treatment (or cure) if he wanted any hope of staying with her. Once she ran out of her insulin, she would be completely dependent on whatever was available locally, and, if Kaemon’s medicine didn’t work, his Joanna would die. The very thought of losing her in such a way struck at his very core, and both his human and his fox sides recoiled in horror. He swore that he would never let Joanna die.

There was another option, he knew, but he had no idea if it would work with his mixed blood. Even though half-demons like himself were hated, it was not unusual for a demon to take a human mate. Such bondings would be restricted to the brief lifetime of the human partner were it not for the sharing of blood. In this, the demon partner would cut his mate, then cut himself and allow his blood to spill into his mate’s wound. The demon blood would bond with the human blood, affording the human mate long life and health. The ritual was simple and repeated as often as necessary to insure the continued benefits of the bonding. His father had blood-bound his mother, and she had remained practically ageless and immune to disease until the effect wore off several years after her mate was killed.

It was possible that similar effects could be achieved with Joanna if he were to perform a blood-bond with her, but such a ritual was reserved only for mates, and he had never heard of a half-breed ever doing one. Then again he didn’t know any hanyous who had ever lived long enough to find and take a mate, let alone blood-bond with them. In theory it could work to sustain her, perhaps even reverse the effects of her illness, if she was willing to accept him as her partner.

He intended not to tell her of this option, however, because she seemed torn enough as it was, and he did not want her to think he was offering it in order to make her stay with him. Nor was he even certain that it would work.

For all he knew, a blood-bond between a human and a half-demon could be disastrous, perhaps even killing the human partner if her blood did not accept her mate’s, and that was a large part of why he kept silent. If the time came when he had no choice but to offer his blood or watch her die, then he would tell her about the bonding and its potential benefits and risks. In the meantime, he would do what he could to find a medicine to replace her dwindling supply of insulin.

‘Today you must salt the caves, then find out if you have to take Kaemon’s letter to Zenko-ji. But first, you should get the mon piece from Joanna to pay the message boy so you have it if you have to go,’ he reminded himself. It would do no good to travel all the way into Shi Nano without the money he needed.

It looked like Joanna was not going to awaken any time soon so he slipped out of his bedding to use the waste pit. Once he was finished, he washed his hands in the stream and returned to camp to build a fire. One thing he did know how to make was miso soup, and he used a dollop of the red miso paste plus some of Joanna’s dried seaweed to make breakfast. They also had some dried meat left over from their hunts so he mixed a few strips of venison with chopped vegetables and heated that up with a little bit of boiling water.

His cooking was plain and utilitarian, but edible, and the smell of the food woke Joanna. She crawled out of the hollow, gave him a sleepy smile, then yawned and went to relieve herself. When she returned, he handed her two bowls; one filled with the miso and the other with the boiled meat and vegetables. She accepted them with thanks and took a taste of the venison dish. The look on her face said it all as she licked her lips, then reached for her spice bag.

Giving him a wry smile, she sprinkled a little salt on the plain dish, and he made a show of looking offended.

“You don’t like my cooking?” he sniffed.

“Oh no. It’s fine,” she insisted, but he knew she was sparing his feelings.

“It just… needed some salt.”

He gave her a little glare. “You’re just humoring me, aren’t you?” She looked at him, wide-eyed and innocent. “Who me? Would I do that?”

“Yes,” he replied with conviction.

“Akihiro, you wound me with your lack of faith.”

“I have faith. I have absolute faith in you. I just know my cooking.” She laughed and reached out to rub his ears. “It’s okay. The men of my time can’t cook either. Well, most of them at least. Besides, how can I fault a hot meal that was made on my behalf?”

“Who said I was making it for you? Maybe I was planning to eat without you. I may have a long journey today as you pointed out to me on your fancy map,” he teased, pulling his ears out of rubbing distance.

“I still can’t believe you would go all that way on foot in a day.” He shrugged. “I would go twice as far, and run all through the night, if it meant I would find a medicine for you,” he told her with absolute conviction.

“My brave fox, so steadfast and true. What would I do without you, hmm?” she said with a gentle smile as she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, up high near the corner of his eye.

For a moment he froze and his heart stopped beating. He hadn’t been expecting her to kiss him, and his heart began to pound in his chest as a wave of hot and cold raced through his body.

‘She… she kissed me.’ He blinked at her, stunned, and gingerly felt the place were her lips had touched his skin. ‘No one has… not since I was a little kit…’ “Joanna-sama…” he whispered, overcome.

She blushed slightly, but the coloration in her cheeks only made her more beautiful to him. “You should eat heartily to keep up your strength then, and take some dried venison and pork with you so you’ll have something to eat if you end up going,” she said, changing the subject.

He knew he ought to say something, but he was still speechless, and, when he finally did manage to make a noise, all that came out was a pathetic squeak.

Feeling the heat rise in his own cheeks, he made an effort to clear his throat and tried again.

“There is no need for that, Joanna-sama. I can easily hunt along the way.

You should keep your food here because you must eat to keep up your strength.”

She gave him a tolerant look and a wry smile. “Aki, I was hunting and feeding myself for weeks before I ever met you. I am perfectly capable of gathering my own food. You, however, will not want to stop to feed yourself. You will run all night and arrive at Zenko-ji exhausted and incoherent.” He snorted, rolling his eyes. “I will not! You just don’t want to eat my cooking,” he accused teasingly.

She shook her head but he knew he had her, and he had to smile at her embarrassment. He let her squirm for a little bit before reassuring her. “But I understand. I’m not fond of my cooking either, so I can’t blame you. I’ll let you make it up to me by cooking me one of your own meals when I return.”

She smiled at him and nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” Chuckling, he returned to his own breakfast and finished off his portion, then went for seconds. Joanna did have a point. If he had to go, it would be a very long way, and he wasn’t going to want to stop to hunt or gather food.

While he ate the remainder of the miso and venison, Joanna wrapped up the dried meat and some vegetables, putting them in a little cloth sack that he could tuck into the front of his kosode.

He knew that Kaemon and Suzuka were probably already waiting for him, and he ought to leave very soon. Kaemon was very specific that he was not to do anything regarding Joanna’s medicine until the salt had been spread. If he had to go to Zenko-ji, he would need to leave no later than mid-morning. Once he was there, he would have to find a message boy, which reminded him that he needed to get the mon piece from Joanna.

“Joanna-sama, I need one of your silver mon pieces to pay a message boy.

If I already have the money with me, I won’t have to come back here to get it, and I will be able to leave sooner. If I do go to Zenko-ji today, I don’t dare go into the temple myself. Even with an illusion, the holy ones there would sense my demon blood. I cannot risk being Sealed or killed before I can return with the medicine.”

She gave him a dark look that was half fear and half anger. “Best that you not get Sealed or killed at all.”

He nodded sheepishly. “Well, yes, of course. That would be best,” he grudgingly agreed.

He watched as Joanna put down her bowl and went into the shelter. When she came out again she crouched by his side, gently took one of his hands and placed the little silver nugget in his palm, closing his fingers over it and cradling his hand between both of hers. She caught his eye and held it, looking seriously at him as if she were trying to peer into his soul, and his heart began to pound in his chest again.

“Come back safely to me, Akihiro. I’ll be waiting for you.”

“I will. I promise. If I am not back by tonight, then you will know I have gone to Zenko-ji.”

His answer seemed to satisfy her because she nodded once and released his hand. His skin, warmed by her touch, chilled quickly once it was gone, and he felt a deep sense of loss. He swallowed the sudden lump in his throat and stared at her, knowing he should go but simply unable to make his body move. He knew her medicine wouldn’t run out until Harvest, but still some nameless fear made him worry that something would happen to her while he was gone. She looked at him, a kind, understanding expression on her face, then leaned forward to hug him tightly.

“I’ll miss you too,” she told him as she pulled him close.

He trembled, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face in her hair. Her scent filled his nostrils, finding all the lonely, empty places in his heart and filling them with her tender affection. He didn’t want to let go, but he knew that he was out of time. Slowly, he pulled away, chancing a tiny lick to her temple with the very tip of his tongue. She responded by rubbing his back before letting her arms fall away.

“Be safe,” she said.

“You too,” he answered, but his voice sounded hollow.

“I will.”

He bit his lip and fought the urge to crawl inside her and never leave, then he forced himself to back away. She gave him a little smile and a wave as she watched him go. Finally, he made himself turn around so he couldn’t see her watching him and resolutely walked out of the grove. His fox instincts screamed in protest, but he stamped them down even as his heart broke in his chest.

‘You have no choice. Joanna needs medicine. You won’t be gone long, and you’ll bring back the ingredients that will save her life,’ he told himself.

What Joanna didn’t know was that he had taken a piece of cloth from the laundry, something called a “sock.” It smelled of her, and he tucked it into the front of his kosode so he would have her scent with him while they were apart.

He had been right, and both Suzuka and Kaemon were waiting for him when he arrived at the shrine. Suzuka looked a little annoyed, but Kaemon merely smiled softly at him, a knowing twinkle in his eyes. He quickly bowed to both of them in order to hide his blush.

“Good morning, Suzuka-sama, Kaemon-sama. I hope that you were not waiting for me for too long,” he greeted apologetically.

“Not long, Hanyou. We finished our morning duties,” the young priest said.

“We are prepared to spread the salt. We brought the bags and also some garden tools,” Suzuka informed him.

He nodded, casting Kaemon a questioning glance, and motioned towards the path to the caves. “Of course, Suzuka-sama. If we dig furrows and fill them with salt, the salt is less likely to blow away in the wind.”

“That was our assumption as well,” the miko agreed.

“Let us go then,” he said.

He picked up the sacks of salt and led the way to the caves. Kaemon and Suzuka followed him, and they arrived at the cave entrance within a short time.

“I will go inside first and make sure we are not already too late,” he offered.

“Yes. That is a good idea,” Suzuka agreed.

It was dangerous business going into a cave that might be a demon spider nest, and he went with extreme caution. All of his senses were on full alert as he crossed the threshold into the grey darkness of the rock cavern that made up the front room of the cave system. On the far side there was an opening that led into the maze of interconnected caverns that stretched deep into the hillside. He knew from previous oni-gumo hunts that this cave system had only one major entrance. There were air shafts and vents, but no other large openings big enough for a full-grown adult female oni-gumo to pass through. That little detail was what made the caves so attractive to the demon spiders: one way in, one way out. It was a perfect, easily defensible shelter, but the same features that made it so favored were also what made it so dangerous. Once inside, the prey were trapped with nowhere to go, even if the victims were the cave inhabitants themselves.

He sniffed carefully, scenting for any sign of fresh oni-gumo activity, but, thankfully, the only demon spider he smelled was old and mixed with blood.

‘Good. We’re not too late,’ he thought with some measure of relief.

“It’s safe. The caves are empty,” he announced as he returned to the daylight.

“That is welcome news,” Kaemon said with a pleased smile.

“Excellent. Let us begin,” Suzuka added.

He nodded and picked up one of the bags of salt, leading the way into the front cavern. Sowing the salt inside the cavern itself would also help to prevent it from blowing off or being washed away. Using his claws while his human companions used their garden tools, he dug deep furrows into the soil near the cave entrance and poured the salt into them. Then he sprinkled the surrounding area with a liberal dusting of salt. Kaemon and Suzuka concentrated their efforts on salting the front cavern itself, making sure that the heaviest deposits of salt were where they were most likely to be walked upon.

With the three of them working, the task was completed in a relatively short amount of time and soon all four bags of salt were empty. When they were finished, he took his hand and ran it across the entrance to the caves. His fingers came back with a light coating of white granules, and he showed this to Kaemon and Suzuka who nodded with approval.

“Any creature that is sensitive to salt will walk across this soil and absorb the salt through its feet,” Kaemon commented.

“With luck it will burn them and they will look elsewhere for a place to nest,” he said.

Kaemon nodded. “Only time will tell if our plan works, but we will keep praying for its success.”

“If it does work, we should probably re-salt the caves every year,” Suzuka noted, taking the now empty bags and folding them up neatly. “So many lives have been lost to the oni-gumo when they nested here. If this method is effective, we should make sure the surrounding villages know so they can salt their sensitive areas. Such a simple solution could prevent so much death and grief.” He nodded, knowing that Suzuka and her family were the ones to treat the victims of oni-gumo bites. Not all of them survived even with the anti-venom medicine. If the victim was old, young, or sickly to begin with, they usually died, but only after many days of slow, lingering death. He had no words to describe how much he hated the horrible, eight-legged monsters.

“Yes. I think that is a good idea,” Kaemon agreed.

Smiling at each other, they returned to the sunlight, and he was happy to see Suzuka so pleased. Maybe this act of goodwill would help her look at him as a friend again. Maybe it would make the villagers treat him better…

He snorted softly to himself. Probably not. But it didn’t matter now did it?

He had Joanna and she was all that mattered to him. To that end, he turned his attention to the young priest and perked his ears up.

‘The caves are salted. Now we can discuss Joanna’s medicine,’ he thought eagerly, fighting to quell his impatience. With Suzuka there, he knew Kaemon would not talk to him so he tried to hurry things along. If he had to go to Zenko-ji, he had a great deal of distance to travel and he wanted to be going.

‘Does he even have a letter with him?’ he wondered, hoping that they wouldn’t have to go all the way back to the village before he could begin his journey.

‘Would he have left it back at the shrine?’ He sniffed carefully and was heartened to smell the telltale scent of ink and paper coming from the young priest. ‘A scroll! But how to get him alone so he can give it to me?’

He was still trying to come up with an answer when he saw Kaemon gesture for him to come over, and he obediently moved to sit quietly on his haunches at Kaemon’s feet. Suzuka looked down at him and raised an eyebrow in question.

“Hanyou, what are you doing?” she asked.

He did not answer, but merely looked up at her brother and waited. This was Kaemon’s idea, and he trusted the young man to steer the turn of events in a direction that fostered his goal.

“Hanyou and I must continue our conversation from yesterday,” Kaemon answered calmly.

He swallowed the giggle that rose in his throat and made his cheeks blush as he lowered his eyes in feigned embarrassment. It was easy to play along, and needling the young miko pandered to his kitsune playfulness.

“You are welcome to stay and offer your insights on the problem, Sister,” Kaemon invited.

‘What?’ he thought, feeling a momentary rush of panic.

“It is likely that you will learn something of the male nature,” her brother explained reasonably. Too reasonably.

Suzuka’s normally stoic face flushed with color and she stiffened. Casting a quick glance at the man, he saw a glint of mischief in Kaemon’s eye.

‘He’s teasing her because he knows it will embarrass her!’

“Thank you for the suggestion, Brother, however I must decline. I have duties at the shrine to attend to,” she replied.

“As you wish. I will be along to assist you once Hanyou and I are finished.”

She gave her brother a curt nod and turned on her heel, her arms tense at her sides. Neither of them spoke as they watched her walk away, but as soon as she was out of sight, he snickered and turned his head to look up at Kaemon.

“Are you sure you aren’t part fox? You were taunting her,” he jibed.

Kaemon folded his hands into the arms of his sleeves and smiled. “It is the duty of an elder brother to tease his sister. Besides, she prides herself too much in her control of her emotions. She needs to be rattled a bit every now and then.”

He grinned. “And it’s fun,” he pointed out.

“That too,” the young priest admitted.

Excitement surged through him when he saw Kaemon slip his hand into the front of his robes, and he stood, his hands reflexively clenching into fists so he would not grab the scroll out of the young man’s hand the moment he saw it.

“I was able to find the information you need,” Kaemon told him, offering the scroll.

He nodded, fighting the tears of relief that threatened.

“That is wonderful news, Kaemon-sama.” If Kaemon had found what they needed, then he would not have to go to Zenko-ji, and he could concentrate his efforts on gathering the ingredients for the medicine.

“There are many remedies and tonics used to treat tounyoubyou. The herb I spoke of is known as a sugar destroyer and it is called gymnema. It is a climbing vine that grows in the forest,” Kaemon explained, pulling a parchment-wrapped parcel from inside his clothes. “We have some at the shrine. Here is a sample of the plant. It is dried, but it should give you an idea of what you are looking for.”

He eagerly accepted the parchment and opened it, revealing a thin vine with narrow leaves. It looked much like many other climbing vines, but he sniffed it to memorize its scent.

“I found a recipe for a tea using this herb, as well as a number of other ingredients that are relatively easy to gather. The ingredients for the infusion and their measurements are written on the scroll. You will find that gymnema, cinnamon, ginko and ginseng are the main herbs in the medicine. We have the ginko and ginseng growing at the shrine, but you will need to find the gymnema and harvest the cinnamon from cinnamon trees.

“Once you have all of the ingredients, brew the herbs in green tea,” Kaemon continued, pulling two scrolls from his robes. “Here is the recipe and the notes from Oshou Seigo. Seigo Oshou-sama was my mentor while I was studying at the shrine, and he is the one who treated the child with tounyoubyou.” He took both scrolls from the young man and opened the one, his eyes greedily scanning the neat writing and committing the list to memory.

“Our small collection of texts and healing scrolls mentioned this illness only once,” Kaemon said. “Seigo Oshou-sama’s notes were the most extensive description that I have. If your friend does not respond to the medicine, you may have to go to Zenko-ji and see Seigo Oshou-sama yourself.”

“I understand, Kaemon-sama, but for now I will gather the ingredients and see if the medicine helps her.”

“I pray that it will. I read through Seigo Oshou-sama’s notes. In addition to the herbs, foods such as bitter melon, onion and garlic are also very beneficial.

Onion and garlic are best if fresh, but can be used dried if necessary. Unfortunately, he has found that too much rice can cause serious reactions in those who have tounyoubyou, so it is best if she strictly controls her rice consumption and eats whole barley and millet for her grains.”

‘Joanna said rice was bad for her blood sickness…’ he recalled, listening carefully to the priest’s every word. “I understand, Kaemon-sama.” Kaemon continued in a cautionary voice, “Please remember that none of these medicines will cure her of her sickness. They will only help her to be more comfortable and avoid the more severe symptoms. Maintaining a strict diet and avoiding unhealthy habits are essential if she is to survive, but I must warn you that some people with tounyoubyou do not respond at all to treatment and these people can die fairly quickly. If the medicine she has is effective, you should concentrate your efforts into obtaining more if it is at all possible.” He drooped his ears and nodded sadly. “I know, but it is not possible. We must do the best we can with what is available here.” Kaemon nodded and thankfully did not press him for further explanation.

“There is one more thing that Seigo Oshou-sama’s notes mentioned that can help her, but it will not reach full potency until after Harvest. That is maitake, and it is very powerful in the treatment of many illnesses.” He blinked and sat up straight. “Maitake? The Dancing Mushroom?” The priest nodded. “Yes.”

He gulped. Maitake mushrooms were some of the rarest and most prized delicacies in all of Japan. Called The Dancing Mushroom, it was named such because those who found them danced with joy. The mushroom, which could grow very large, was so prized that it was worth its weight in silver. A single large maitake at full potency could earn a man enough money for an entire year of work. But the maitake only grew in the higher elevations of Northeastern Japan, and mushroom gatherers guarded their “secret” hunting grounds with ruthless protectiveness. Harvest time for them was the same as for the shitake-mid-autumn a few weeks after the rice harvest and the first cold nights.

“If you can find maitake, have her eat as much as she can while it is fresh, but dry most of it to prevent spoilage. It is very beneficial when consumed in tea. You can also combine the maitake with shitake although shitake is not as effective,” Kaemon added.

‘If I can find it? If I can find it? I’ll scour every mountain hollow and tree stump in Northeastern Japan to hunt them down. I’d sneak into the castle of the Emperor himself or break into the Shogun’s stronghold and take it from their storehouses if I have to. Nothing will prevent me from finding maitake for my vixen,’ he vowed silently, happy to hear the growling, eager agreement of his fox blood.

“I will find it, Kaemon-sama. You can be certain of that.” The man gave him a knowing smile. “I have no doubts that you will.” He flushed slightly under the priest’s quietly amused gaze and tucked the pouch of medicine into his kosode.

“Is there anything else I must know, Kaemon-sama?” he asked politely.

“Wounds heal more slowly and are more likely to become infected in a person with tounyoubyou,” the young priest said. “They are also more likely to suffer from dry coughs and winter sicknesses. Some suffer from terrible thirst.

Others gain weight. If she is of normal weight, she should do her best to keep herself fit. She should avoid things that are sweet. Sweet fruits can make a person with tounyoubyou worse. If the person is very sick, you will smell the odor of overripe or fermented fruit on his breath. If you smell this odor, it does not bode well for the patient’s survival. More than likely they will become weaker and weaker until they lose consciousness and die.” He nodded. Most of what Kaemon was telling him were things Joanna had already mentioned in one way or another. She actively avoided fruit and sweets, and did her best to eat mostly meat and vegetables. She had told him about the overripe fruit smell. While she had insulin, if he smelled that odor, he was to make her medicine pouch give ten measures of insulin if she wasn’t able to give it to herself, and she had showed him how.

“A person with tounyoubyou does not react well to upset, and too much emotional stress can make them very sick. People with tounyoubyou should stay calm and practice exercise and meditation on a daily basis.” Kaemon paused and looked at him with sympathetic eyes. “But I must tell you, Hanyou, that no matter how well the illness is controlled and treated… those who have tounyoubyou rarely live long.”

He lowered his ears again and nodded sadly. “I know. She’s told me this.”

“Perhaps she wished to prepare you for the inevitable. This illness is difficult. Many patients suffer from complications and sometimes death is a release.”

He swallowed the bile that rose in his throat and soothed the screaming of his fox blood. ‘We’ll bind her to us before we let her go! If she is already dying what difference will it make to try?’ the fox swore vehemently.

“I made a promise to do all that I could to save her,” was all that he replied, clenching his fists so hard that he felt his claws dig into the flesh of his palms.

“I am sure that you did, and I know that you will keep it.” He nodded solemnly. “Yes.”

“You must tell me how well the herb works in helping your friend with her illness, and, of course, please let me know if there is anything more I can do.” He swallowed hard, humbled by the amount of aid the young priest was willing to offer. “I promise that I will. Thank you for all of your help. It was much more than I ever expected.”

“You asked nothing from me that I was not willing to freely give. Perhaps someday I shall meet this special person who means so much to you.” He cringed inwardly, knowing how Joanna felt about meeting other humans from his time. “Perhaps. I am not sure…”

Kaemon chuckled. “If you wish to keep her to yourself for the time being, I do not blame you.”

He blinked and shook his head. “It’s not that, Kaemon-sama. She is…” What could he say that would not reveal too much? “… shy of other people.”

“Hence why she prefers the company of non-humans.”

‘Non-humans like me,’ he thought darkly, suppressing the urge to flinch. “I am sure that is part of it. I must go, Kaemon-sama, if you do not need me.”

“Of course, Hanyou. Go on. You have much to do if you want to gather the ingredients today.”

He bowed deeply and took a step back. “Yes. Thank you, Kaemon-sama. I think I know where there are some cinnamon trees, but they are north of here, and I must find the gymnema as well. Even though I do not have to go to Zenko-ji, I still have a long way to travel today.”

“Safe journey, Hanyou, I will see you again soon. I will also ask my father to request sentries to watch these caves. Hopefully any oni-gumo that try to settle into them will find the salt intolerable.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

Since there was nothing more to say, he bowed again and took his leave.

Kaemon nodded to him then headed off in the direction of the village. His path took him in the opposite direction as he turned north towards the forest where he knew he could find cinnamon trees. It was a long way, and he toyed with the idea of returning to the grove before setting out, but he decided against it. Joanna needed him to be strong and get the medicine to treat her illness so he could not give in to his phantom worries. She still had plenty of insulin to last her through Harvest so there was no reason for him to believe that she was in danger of running out while he was gone.

‘I’ll be back soon, Joanna-sama,’ he vowed and set off into the forest.

It was still early so there was plenty of light. When he really traveled at his full capacity, he could run twice as fast as the average horse, but he could not sustain it for long periods of time. Instead he adopted a ground-eating lope that he was sure would have him very close to the cinnamon trees before too long, and he would search for the gymnema along the way.

 

In a way it was very good he was taking care of Joanna’s medicine now because Hiroshi expected him to participate in the rice harvest, just as he had helped to plant the rice that spring. It was a job reserved for women since the icy muck of the paddies was deemed too cold for men, but he was practically immune to cold and heat so he was expected to be out with the women when the planting time came. Oftentimes he would find himself spending the entire afternoon waist deep in cold water as he worked his way through the paddies, and he was out again in the heat of the early autumn when the rice was ready to be cut.

Since the village had been using his strength and willingness to help, they had been able to grow more rice than the surrounding villages, and as such the villagers were better off than their neighbors because rice translated into currency. Akihiro knew he was responsible for the village’s prosperity, but he also knew that his part in that wealth went unpraised and unacknowledged.

When Genkichirou was alive, the old priest would always save a small portion of the shrine’s share to give to him as payment for his help, but Ichiro had discontinued the tradition after his father’s death. He didn’t really need or want the rice, but it had been nice to be honored if only in a small way. Genkichirou knew full well that it would take the villagers two days to bring in the amount of rice their half-demon helper could harvest in a single afternoon.

Akihiro could toil in the hot sun for hours on end and never tire, and he could carry eight sacks to the average man’s two. The meager bundle of rice the old man gave him was a pittance compared to the amount of work he did, but it had been the thought that had counted. No one had ever paid him for his work or acknowledged that his help had been appreciated.

It was possible that the new head priest did not know his father gave Akihiro rice every Harvest, and he had never asked. He’d been shocked enough when Ichiro had stated he would honor the agreement his father had made. Still, it only proved what Akihiro had suspected all along: that Ichiro upheld the agreement only because it was his dying father’s last wish.

He pushed his dour thoughts away and concentrated on the task at hand. It didn’t matter what the villagers thought of him, or if any of them realized the value of the work he performed. What mattered was his vixen and her health, and he had to gather the ingredients for the medicine. Joanna’s life depended upon it, and he poured all of his efforts into getting to his destination.

The trip took longer than he thought it would, but he still managed complete his task within the same day. It was late when he arrived, well after nightfall, and the fire in Joanna’s firepit had burned down to cooling ashes. The hollow was dark and silent, telling him that his vixen had retired for the night.

Padding on silent feet, he slipped into the shelter as the sweet balm of Joanna’s scent soothed his fears and welcomed him home. He was exhausted, and his demon-blood was closer to the surface because of his weariness, but he tried to keep it under control. The fox rejoiced at being back where it belonged and urged him to reconnect with her by curling around her like fox mates did.

Rejecting the compulsion to slip into bed with her, he resolutely moved to his own blankets only to find that she had finally finished the deerskin shirt she had been making for him. She had placed it on top of his bed, spread out neatly for his inspection and approval. The garment slipped over the head the way hers did, and it had the same rounded collar. He picked it up with trembling fingers and held the softer-than-soft leather to his cheek.

It was the first garment anyone had ever made for him. While his mother had been adept at embroidery and fine-work, her skills as a seamstress had been sorely lacking and all of his clothes had been second-hand. The shirt might be rough hewn and utilitarian, but it was still made with love and care, and he noted that she had even added a couple of decorative notions to the neckline and sleeves by sewing thin, red colored ribbon at the collar and wrists.

The sight and smell of the simple shirt brought him to tears, and he was too tired to hold them back. All of his life he had been shunned by humans and demons alike, able to rely on only his mother and left alone once she had died.

Now in the span of a few short months, he had received more help and kindness from humans than he’d ever had in all his seventy-four years. He was overwhelmed and he clutched the shirt to his chest, hugging it tightly.

Just a short distance away, Joanna mumbled something in her sleep, and he carefully set the shirt down before going to her side. She was curled up in her sleeping bag, her long hair weaved into a loose braid that still sent tendrils of hair across her pillow in orphaned wisps, and he reached out to brush one stray lock away from her face. As he did so, he leaned over her and took in a lungful of her scent. In an instant he was lost.

‘Mine,’ the fox claimed.

Still dizzy from the wonderful smell in his nose, he silently agreed. ‘Yes.

Ours. Ours to treasure. Ours to keep and love.’

‘Protect and guard,’ the fox insisted.

‘And save,’ he added, feeling the medicine bundle inside his kosode.

His demon-blood drew closer to the surface, and he, exhausted and intoxicated by her scent, allowed the fox a looser rein. He was filled with the need to touch her, and his hand rested lightly on her shoulder, the warmth of her skin radiating into his palm. He could feel the pulse of her heart under his fingers, and his own heart sought to match its rhythm. As he sat beside her, basking in the euphoria of her heat and smell, his vixen sensed his presence and slowly woke.

“Akihiro?” she asked softly in the darkness.

“Yes,” he answered, lightheaded and woozy.

She turned her head to look his way even though he knew she could barely see him, and her eyes searched for him in the dark. “Is it morning?”

“No. It’s still dark and dawn is still a long way away,” he said, lulled by the music in her voice.

He could see her smile at him and smiled dreamily in return. His heart beat a little faster in his chest, and he once more touched the precious bundle of medicine tucked against his breastbone.

“Did you get the medicine?” she said quietly with loving fondness.

“Yes,” he confirmed, leaning close to her.

Just as she always did, she knew what he wanted and was willing to give what she could. His fox blood yipped with joy as she pulled back the corner of the sleeping bag in silent invitation. Never one to deny her anything, especially now that his instincts were urging him to touch her, he accepted the unspoken offer and crawled into her bedding, dragging his favorite blanket from his bed.

Instead of allowing her to hold him, however, this time he wormed his way behind her, tucking her into the curve of his body and placing one arm around her waist. If the intimacy of their position bothered her, she showed no sign and he buried his nose into the wealth of her hair.

“You can tell me about it in the morning,” she murmured faintly.

He nodded against the back of her neck and sighed, nipping her skin lightly and laving the bite with a small lick. He heard her chuckle softly as she drew the sleeping bag up to cover her shoulder, and he obeyed the implied request, bringing the covers up to drape over the both of them and making sure that she was protected from the night’s chill. He pulled his blanket over them as well, making up for the fact that the sleeping bag was too small for the both of them when zipped, and therefore it needed to be left open.

They were pressed together, her back to his front and he was surrounded by the wonder that was Her. His soul settled and calmed as he felt her drift off to sleep in his embrace. If he had been more awake and aware, he might have been amazed by how easily she accepted his touch and cuddled against him, but his conscious mind was steadily shutting down. Pulling her close, he snuggled into her warmth and joined her in the land of dreams.




Chapter Sixteen

The first sign of the impending autumn was a change in the earth’s energy patterns. Even if her insulin pump hadn’t read September 17th, Joanna would have known that the summer was ending because the forest was filled with the frenetic energy of the inhabitants getting ready for the coming lean season.

Back in her time it had been Michael’s birthday on the 14th, and the eleventh anniversary of 9/11 had come and gone. She had made special offerings and said special prayers on those days in remembrance. Had she been home, there would have been a solemn service on the 11th and a small party on the 14th, then she would have bid Michael goodbye as he left for his annual retreat.

Michael was an autumn baby, and it often rained on his birthday, but every now and then the Cloud People would bring a hurricane his way. Elisi always said it meant that Spirit was giving the earth a good cleansing just before the winter, and that Michael should take heed and see what needed to be washed away in his life. He usually disappeared for a few days after his birthday for an annual cleansing and meditative solitude. She was never invited on those trips, but she understood his need to be alone.

She wondered if he had gone on it this year, or if he had stayed in hopes that there would be word of her. The thought of him waiting to hear news brought tears to her eyes, but she brushed them away. There was nothing she could do for him from where she was, and there was no sense in agonizing over things she couldn’t change.

All around her, the forest and animals were caught up in the rush to gather food and find dens before the cold arrived. Everywhere she walked, she could feel the building urgency and the push to have everything ready before the lean season. It was a sensation she recognized and welcomed because it meant that winter would be there soon.

There was a good reason that her Cherokee name was Sings in Winter. She was a winter baby, born in the first week of February, and she loved the colder months. In the Cherokee tradition, birthdays were a season, not just a single day, and hers was celebrated throughout the winter. Elisi would speak of her love for her granddaughter and the achievements of Joanna’s grandfather. Other Elders close to them would celebrate her adoption into the Long Hair, and share their memories with her, while Michael had always made it a point to remember the exact day and give her a gift. Once he’d even gone so far as to throw a surprise party for her, although the Cloud People decided to crash the celebration by making it snow.

In fact, after she had moved to North Carolina, it almost always snowed on her birthday, and the occurrence was so predictable that it had become somewhat of a running joke. Many members of the small traditional community knew to ignore the weatherman if he said that February 5th would be clear, because something would always happen overnight, and the morning would dawn cloudy and heavy with moisture. Even if all that fell was a very light dusting, her birthday mornings were usually white, and it had snowed an un-precedented ten inches on her 18th birthday.

She’d spent the first thirteen years of her life with only minimal exposure to snow. As a Southern California girl, snow could only be found in the upper parts of the state or the mountains, and not near Monterey where her family lived. As such snow was a novelty seen only on rare occasions. It wasn’t until after she had moved to North Carolina that she had truly experienced snow, and she vividly remembered her first snow storm.

It had been mid-December, and it had only snowed four inches, but she could still recall being mesmerized by the snowfall. She’d gone out in it, almost hypnotized as she tracked single flakes on their journey down to the ground, and she’d stayed out until Elisi called her back inside after an hour. But even then she’d stayed by the window, watching the storm from Elisi’s living room.

Michael had come over after dark, knowing that it was going to be her first snowfall, and he’d watched with her until the snowfall petered down to flurries.

Afterwards the sky had cleared, and the almost full moon had illuminated a world covered in white. Michael had taken her outside, and she’d been stunned by the hushed quiet and the crisp, biting feel of the air. She remembered being almost afraid to disrupt the pure snow by marring it with her footprints.

The night had been so clear, and everything had been so perfect, that she’d almost forgotten her own personal tragedy until she’d commented that she would have to tell James and Sarah about the snow, but then she’d suddenly remembered that they were dead. Michael hadn’t said anything as she cried, standing silently in the snow as the tears ran down her face. He had just stayed with her, and stood quietly by her side, until the tears had started to burn from the cold wind. But despite the pain of remembering, she still thought that snow was the most beautiful part of winter, and from that day on she’d loved snow. Now she always celebrated the coming of winter, and the return of the winter white.

Japan did get snow, especially in the northern regions, but Tokyo usually only had one or two small snowfalls every year because of its location and proximity to the ocean. Knowing what she knew about the ozone layer and global warming, she wondered if the area she was living in now would get much snow. She had asked Akihiro how much snow fell every year, and he had seemed to indicate that the snowfall was not that significant compared to the mountains, but being that they didn’t measure snowfall in the same units, she couldn’t really tell. He did say that snow could cover the ankles on occasion, so that meant that this part of Japan could get a decent amount in a single storm.

Right now snow was not the worry on everyone’s minds, however. It was the typhoon season, and if any big storms were going to come ruin the rice harvest, now was the time. Akihiro was on double alert to scent and watch for any impending thunderheads on the horizon that spelled trouble, and the village was depending upon him to warn them ahead of time. Having lived in North Carolina for over ten years, she knew all about hurricanes and the devastation they could wreak upon the land. While western North Carolina rarely took the brunt of a full hurricane, it did get the nasty thunderstorms and heavy rains they left behind. Flooding was a huge problem in the lowlands and roads often had to be closed because of high water.

Now living in Feudal Japan (because it was pretty obvious that she was sometime in the tumultuous Sengoku period), it struck her how much her people depended upon technology to predict the weather. The people living in this era had no radar or satellites to send them pictures of potentially deadly storms.

There was no weatherman on the six o’clock news spouting off about the short and long range forecasts, or Stormchasers risking life and limb to bring the public up-close-and-personal footage of the latest tornado. All they had were their own instincts, their knowledge of the natural signs, and Akihiro’s heightened fox senses. But even Akihiro’s kitsune senses could only give them a day or two advance warning before a major typhoon hit.

So far, the season had been relatively quiet. Two storms had come in off the ocean that had brought some heavy rain, but they lacked the devastating high winds and tidal surge of a typhoon. Akihiro had warned the village of the coming rain then weathered out the storms in the grove with her. He spent nearly all of his time with her now, and only made appearances in the village when he was scheduled to be there. Soon, however, he would be bringing in the rice, and she would see little of him until the Harvest was over.

He tried to reassure her that he would hardly leave her side once the rice was in, and promised to keep her supplied with food and firewood once the cold months arrived. He fussed and fretted that her hollow under the tree wasn’t enough to keep her warm and safe, and she knew he had plans to build her a more suitable shelter, but she was trying to discourage him from going over-board. In truth, she doubted that she would live to see winter in its full fury.

It saddened her a little to think that she wouldn’t be around to see her first Japanese snowfall. Already her insulin supply was dwindling towards the end, and she knew she would be lucky if she had enough to last until October. The herbal infusion Akihiro had made did seem to be helping with her blood sugar regulation, but it appeared to be one of those things where the benefits were long term. She’d been taking the medicine brewed in green tea for about three weeks, and she was starting to notice a more significant effect on her blood sugar the longer she took the herbs. With luck, she could begin reducing the amount of insulin she used every day and thus extend her supply. The results were promising even though she didn’t know how the medicine would do once she no longer had any insulin at all.

Akihiro diligently kept her supplied with all of the ingredients for the medicine, and she knew he was eagerly awaiting the time when he could go in search of the maitake that would complete the priest’s suggested treatments.

The best time to hunt for the mushroom was in autumn, about two to three weeks after the rice harvest. Akihiro would have to go into the mountains of the northeast to look for it, and he would probably be gone for a few days. She wasn’t looking forward to being alone that close to running out of insulin, but it couldn’t be helped. Hopefully by the time Harvest came, the herbs would be taking up almost all of the slack, and she wouldn’t feel so apprehensive about being on her own for a short while.

Today they were on a foraging expedition. She knew Akihiro had gone over to the abandoned homestead to look for some late summer bitter melons and a few leftover cucumbers while she searched for wild herbs, fruit and roots.

He said that he would join her by a stream that ran near the old hut once he was done, and she made her way to the familiar rendezvous spot. Here the trees were much younger than the ones that lived in the grove, and she suspected that a fire had once come through and burned the older growth. Being younger, they tended to be a bit more excitable than their more mature brethren. The shift in the winds had them riled up, and they were filling her head with their chatter.

:Wind blows. Cold comes. Soon,: they said as a collective. :Tree-friend must be ready. Sleep time comes. Gather food. Make place to rest. Soon. Soon.:

“I know,” she answered aloud, slightly annoyed by their incessant babble as they prattled on and on.

The impending change in seasons was making her restless, plus she had a bit of PMS because her subcutaneous birth control had finally run out. Of course she was also out of feminine products to deal with her “monthly” so she had to find a suitable substitute, and it wasn’t as if she could ask Akihiro if he knew what the women of this age used. Prior to going on birth control, her cycles had been erratic, but she’d been on some form of synthesized hormone for ten years, so she had no idea what to expect now that her body was on its own.

The whole situation had her more touchy than normal, but she was trying not to take it out on Akihiro who was wound up enough with her insulin running out. He seemed to sense her irritability, however, and was walking a little more cautiously around her. She was grateful for his sensitivity, and willingness to make concessions for her, because her own stress levels were rising as well, and she needed a little more tolerance from him. As always, he seemed happy to do whatever she needed of him and often anticipated her wishes before she even voiced them. She knew some of it came from his ability to smell changes in her scent, but much of it came from his uncanny talent of remembering everything and putting the memory to good use when making decisions.

Because the trees were giving her a headache, she blocked them out as she checked around for mushrooms and edible berries. It was early for them, but there might be a few to be found if she looked carefully enough. Once Akihiro joined her, they planned to do some net fishing for carp since they were getting a little low on fish. Akihiro told her that soon the autumn swordfish would be putting on fat, and would be especially good to eat, so that probably translated into another trip to the beach. They’d gone once more since their first trip, and she looked forward to going again. So far it seemed that no one had discovered their secret stretch of sand, and both times they’d been left completely alone.

Growing up in California, she’d often wondered what it would be like to have her own private beach where she didn’t have to share the sand with anyone except a few sea gulls and the occasional turtle. Her and Akihiro’s trips to the rugged Boso coast proved to be as close to that dream as she would ever get, and she loved the idea of returning there one more time before she died.

As long as they returned to the village before the rice harvest, it would be okay for Akihiro to go away for a few days, but it was absolutely imperative that he be back for the Harvest. Apparently there were two rice fields terraced into the side of a steep hill that were very difficult for the villagers to reach, and it was Akihiro’s responsibility to bring in the rice from those paddies.

Since his village had an abundance of rice, almost every person living there could have some new rice in their larder and still pay the taxes to the Emperor and daimyo. She had never eaten freshly harvested rice, and she hoped that she would have enough insulin left to allow her to enjoy a small bowl.

She was so engrossed in her foraging that it took her a moment to realize the forest had gotten very quiet. Normally the trees were alive with calling birds, and the rustling of small animals going about their daily business of staying alive, but at the moment the area around her was eerily still. It tripped off her warning instincts because the forest only grew quiet when there was a predator in the area, and she paused to look around as she lowered her mental barriers to listen to the trees again.

:Danger! Danger! Danger!: they were crying. :Tree-friend danger!:

‘Crap, ’ she thought, trying to stay calm. ‘Okay where is it?’

With the energy patterns so disrupted by the change of seasons it was difficult for her to Feel anything, let alone determine which direction the threat was coming from. It could be anywhere. It could already be too late, and she knew Akihiro was probably too far away to come to her aid. Silently she cursed her stupidity. She’d let her guard down. She’d been living in the forest so long without any trouble that she’d forgotten she was in an untamed wilderness.

Michael would have been so disappointed in her.

‘Where is it?’ she asked the trees, hoping they could give her an idea.

:Here! Here! Here!: she heard all at once, and she spun in a circle, casting her eyes around as she gripped one of her throwing daggers firmly in her hand.

There was a rustle in the canopy and she looked up, but the leaves were too dense to see anything. ‘Crap. It’s above me. It’s in the trees.’

The loud caw of a crow scout sounded the alarm and she honed in on its direction.

‘West. Aki’s the other direction,’ she determined, then a wave of Other hit her and she froze. ‘It’s here.’

:DANGER!: the trees screamed.

‘RUN!’ her instincts cried.

Not one to ignore her base urges when it came to survival, she turned east, dropped the fishing net, and ran. Unfortunately, the sense of Other followed.

Now that she knew it was there, she could keep a tab on it, and it was plainly obvious by the chilling sensation at the back of her neck that whatever it was was actively pursuing her. Being alone in the forest with only three knives and no bow, she knew that her chances of coming out alive were pretty slim based on her previous encounters with the Others that lurked in the forest. Her only hope was to run towards Akihiro and pray that she could get to him in time.

‘Maybe. Maybe I can get to him. The homestead isn’t that far away…’ she reasoned, pacing her breathing to keep from running out of breath. She was in good shape, but she was no distance runner, and she knew it. A loud crash behind her, and the sound of something hitting the ground, drove her to move faster, but she dared not look back.

“Akihiro! Akihiro!” she called, hoping that he was now within earshot. If he’d already left the abandoned hut, it was possible that he was closer than she thought. Not to mention that his hearing was far superior to hers.

There was no answering call from her fox, and the game trail she was following abruptly ended at a steep hillside with a rock face. It didn’t take her long to figure out that she had run in the wrong direction.

‘Damnit! No!’ she silently wailed as she searched for handholds. ‘There!’

She jumped, grabbing onto a narrow ledge above her, and scrambled up the rocks. Once at the top, she headed up the hillside at a diagonal, using the base of the trees and rocks to give her purchase as she continued her climb. There was a loud whomp and this time she did look back, only to see the largest, most hideous spider she’d ever laid eyes on leap up the rock face in a single jump.

‘Oh my god. Oh my god,’ she thought, momentarily frozen with fear.

It was the size of a pony, black and horrible, and all of its eight red eyes were trained on her. She couldn’t help herself. She screamed. The beast let out a high pitched shriek in answer, and the sound galvanized her to run again.

‘That’s one of the demon-spiders Aki told me about. The ones that took over the caves near his village!’ she recalled, her lungs protesting the abuse as she continued up the hill, trying to figure out what to do.

It was huge. It was fast. It had deadly poison that could paralyze her. It could also jump a hell of a lot farther than she could. If it caught her she was as good as dead, and she knew she couldn’t fight it and win. Her only hope was to get someplace where the thing couldn’t follow.

‘Water! I need water! The damn things can’t swim!’ she remembered suddenly. ‘Water? Where is water?’ she begged the trees.

:This way! This way!: the trees to the right answered and she switched directions. Behind her, she heard the spider follow, but she didn’t dare spare a moment to see how close it was.

‘Bird People help my feet to fly,’ she prayed, pulling on reserves she didn’t know she had. ‘Cougar! Lend me your strength!’

A minute later, she crested the top of the hill and headed down. By now she was leaping outward and letting gravity take her down the steep incline, using the trees to brace her descent, and soon she heard the unmistakable sound of rushing water.

‘A waterfall!’

Her heart filled with hope as she headed for it, and she almost cried with relief when the ground gave way, and she found herself standing at the top of a tall waterfall with a pool at the bottom and a large, wide stream flowing below.

‘Thank you, Spirit. Thank you, Long Person,’ she prayed, and hurriedly made her way down, her feet skidding sideways on the loose, rocky soil. If she could get across the stream, hopefully the thing would be afraid to follow.

The last obstacle was a drop of about six feet to the ground, and she paused only a moment before she leapt off the edge. She landed as lightly as she could, buckling her knees to spare them the impact, and raced for the water as soon as she recovered. The spider landed on the ground behind her, letting out another shrieking whistle that split her ears because it was so close, and she dove for the deep pool at the base of the waterfall. She knew her insulin pump was water resistant so it would survive getting wet. She didn’t know about the GPS, but she didn’t care.

The water was cold, and she braced at the shock, but she kept going until she felt the bottom drop beneath her feet. There she treaded water, watching as the thing paced like a caged animal along the bank of the pool, shrieking as its two front legs tested the depth of the water. It drew back, scrambling away as the spray from the waterfall hit its bulbous body.

‘Take that you bastard,’ she thought with relief, even as her soaked leathers began to drag her down. But she couldn’t leave the water yet. She needed to make sure the thing couldn’t cross the stream further down, so she waited and watched as it moved back and forth, periodically sticking one black leg into the water.

‘My god, that thing is horrible. I’ll be having nightmares about it for months. No wonder Akihiro hates them. If I never see one of them again, it’ll be too soon.’

She kept treading water as the spider kept trying to find a safe way to get to her, and she noticed that it wasn’t moving further downstream. It was as if it didn’t realize that the water might be shallower a short distance away.

‘Aki did say they weren’t very smart.’

Feeling a little more confident, and getting a little too cold from the water, she swam over to the other side and pulled herself out of the pool. Her body loudly protested her abuse of it as she knelt on the bank to catch her breath and warm up a little bit. On the opposite bank, the giant spider shrieked its dis-pleasure. She responded by giving it a one-finger salute.

‘Now I just have to find my way back to Aki…’ she thought, looking around and trying to get her bearings. She really had no idea how far she had run or where she was in reference to the abandoned hut. Slowly she rose to her feet, muscles aching and knees creaking, and started to stagger away, one eye still on the monster on the other side. It shrieked again.

Suddenly there was a thump behind her, and a familiar chill ran up her spine. She already knew what it was, but she turned in time to see a black leg.

‘It was a trap. There were two…’

The Feel of the first had masked the Feel of the second, and now it was too close. There was no room to maneuver and nowhere to go. She brought up her dagger and threw it, but it bounced harmlessly off the tough exoskeleton. She screamed as it advanced on her, and it shrieked, the force of the sound knocking her off her feet. She scrambled at the soft earth, trying to get away, but it was already on her. In a last ditch effort to protect her vulnerable throat, she rolled and felt the fangs sink into the flesh of her shoulder.

********

When she had called his name, he had heard the fear in her voice and had already started running, but when he’d heard her scream his entire body went into full alert, and he sped through the forest at top speed, crashing heedlessly through brush and trees.

“Joanna! Joanna, I’m coming!” he cried, hoping that he wouldn’t be too late as he located her scent and followed it.

He didn’t know what had happened, but he knew it was big enough to make his vixen run because her trail led deep into the woods, and a moment later he caught the telltale stink of one of his most hated foes.

‘Oni-gumo!’

Being that the scent of the demon spider closely followed his vixen’s route, he knew immediately what was going on and fear seized his heart. ‘It’s hunting her. Oh no! Joanna, please be safe until I can get there!’

There were no words to describe the overwhelming terror that seized him, the chilling numbness of desperate fear as he raced to find her. He knew all too well how deadly an oni-gumo bite could be. Even with the medicine Ichiro had to counteract the venom, many victims never recovered. Plus Kaemon had told him that humans with Joanna’s disease didn’t heal as quickly as healthy people, and stress and illness could make them much worse. With his vixen being so close to running out of insulin, an oni-gumo bite was the last thing she needed.

‘Please let me be in time!’ he prayed.

He followed her trail as it twisted through the forest, secretly pleased at how she had avoided running in a straight line, and leaped up a high rock face as he tracked her up a hill. He smelled the water as he crested the top, and hope surged through him as he realized what she was doing.

‘She’s headed for the water! My wonderful, smart vixen remembered that the bastards can’t swim!’ But his elation was short-lived as a second scream pierced the air. ‘Joanna! ’

He reached the top of the waterfall a few heartbeats later and looked down to the other side. What he saw made the rage boil inside of him and his demon-blood cloud his vision with red. His vixen lay prone on the ground beside the waterfall, and it was obvious that she had been taken by surprise. Standing over her was a juvenile male oni-gumo, and it was beginning to wrap up his vixen’s body in its webbing. Pacing on the opposite side of the wide stream was a second demon spider, also a juvenile male.

‘Scouts out looking for a new nest. They set a trap and herded her into it,’ he seethed as the fury rose and the fox scratched and clawed at his insides, begging to be let out. ‘Vixen! Vixen hurt! Maim! Kill! Save vixen!’

He growled, his human and demon sides in complete accord, and jumped into battle. His leap took him down the length of the waterfall and over to the other side of the stream where he landed with little more than a grunt to give himself away. He saw Joanna’s dagger lying on the ground, but he didn’t need it as he attacked before the second spider could sound the alarm. Brandishing his claws, and working on instinct as the fox took over, he aimed directly for the muscles on the lower abdomen that controlled the beast’s web sacks. Just as the human exterminators sought to disable the oni-gumo’s ability to shoot webbing, he sliced at the dark flesh, cutting into the thing’s underbelly and severing the tendons in one swipe. The spider shrieked, making his head ring, but he rolled underneath it, recovered a short distance away, and crouched on all fours, snarling as the thing turned to face him.

He knew immediately that his first strike had been successful because webbing dribbled out of the web sack and hung in useless strings from the hole.

Smiling maliciously, he took in the scent of the wounded beast and waited to see what it would do. Oddly he felt no fear, only rage and the need to kill the thing that had hurt his beloved. There was no hesitation, no second-guessing, no doubts of his victory or his opponent’s death. His demon blood was in full control, and it was cold and calculating in its fury.

Oni-gumo were harder to kill when attacked from above. He had to get underneath it again, to the soft underbelly where it was easier to strike a killing blow. The problem was the monster knew its vulnerability and would protect its weak spot now that it knew he was there. Not to mention that it was only a matter of time before the second scout made its way across the stream. He had to end the fight quickly if he had any hope of saving Joanna.

Foxes were cunning hunters, swift and intelligent, and his body was already moving of its own accord as the spider charged. It spit venom at him, but he anticipated the move and dove out of the way. His roll brought him closer to Joanna and he spared a moment to check on her. There was blood on the shoulder of her leather shirt, but he thankfully did not see any wounds on her throat.

She was, unfortunately, quite obviously paralyzed by the spider venom, but he didn’t have any time to gauge the extent of her injuries because the oni-gumo attacked again. This time he moved in the opposite direction, drawing the beast away from its helpless victim, and jumped into the branches of a nearby tree.

‘I have to put an end to this. Joanna needs me,’ he reasoned. His vixen had been bitten, and he needed to get her to Ichiro as soon as possible. The fox agreed and he surrendered to it again, trusting his demon instincts to lead him to victory.

The spider reached up the tree trunk, spitting more poison at him as it shrieked, trying to knock him off the limb with the force of its sound. He flattened his ears and snarled in answer, avoiding the burning venom as he leaped over his opponent and raked down its back with his claws. The blow had the desired effect of causing the oni-gumo to scream in rage and spin around. It jumped at him and he sprang away, swiping at one of the thing’s long legs as he dodged. His blow hit home and he felt the leg snap at the joint. The spider howled its fury and spit venom again even as it dragged the injured leg behind it. He avoided the burning poison by spinning in mid-air as he bounced off another tree trunk and landed beside his vixen.

His heart was pounding, his breath coming in deep gulps, as he dug the claws of his feet into the soil and stood his ground. He was now between the spider and Joanna, and there was no way he was going to let the beast get past him. As the two faced off, he gritted his teeth, preparing to fight to the death if he had to, but knowing deep inside that he had nothing to fear. He might be an adolescent, but he had his father’s blood coursing in his veins, and the great Kazehiro had never lost a battle against a demon in his life. There was no way he was going to lose to a stinking, juvenile oni-gumo. He’d see himself in hell before he let that happen.

Something inside of him moved, something deep and primal, as if his desire to protect the woman he loved had broken a barrier inside of him. A surge of power raced through his body, hot and crackling like the energy cast by a Seal, and he felt a semi-familiar tingling in the palms of his hands. It was akin to the feeling of a hunter preparing to strike, knowing his weapon was at hand and ready to make the kill, and he recognized the sensation for what it meant.

An evil grin came to his lips, and he braced for the spider’s next attack.

His fox knew what he needed to do, and for the first time in his life he consciously grabbed hold of his kitsune magic, and prepared to blast his opponent off the face of the earth. It was a moment of truth and perfect clarity as he wielded one of the kitsunes’ greatest defensive weapons; a weapon that up until that very moment had been beyond his ability to command and harness. The spider shrieked again and charged as he thrust his hands in front of him and let the power go.

“FOXFIRE! ” he roared and blue flame burst from his palms.

The monster screamed and instinctively reared away, but in doing so it exposed its soft underside. He wasted no time as he leapt up, claws at the ready and plunged his arm into the beast’s chest. The spider screamed again as he ripped open the vulnerable torso and tore the black flesh to pieces. The beast pitched over onto its back, and he went with it, bracing his feet against the base of the wildly swinging legs, as he refused to let up his attack. It shrieked and convulsed beneath him as its legs curled up in the rigor of death.

When the red haze of his rage finally ebbed, he looked down at the dead creature, and his own black blood-stained hands, as he brought his breathing under control. It was the first time he had ever killed a demon so viciously and quickly, but he had no opportunity to revel in his triumph as he hopped off the body and immediately ran to his vixen’s side.

“Joanna? Joanna-sama can you hear me?” he begged as he tore away the webbing the oni-gumo had wrapped around her legs and hips.

His heart sank when there was no answer and he frantically searched for a pulse. When he found it, it was weak and erratic, but it was there.

‘Don’t die! Please don’t die!’

He ripped her leather shirt along the seam to reveal the twin fang marks on the top of her left shoulder, and he realized that she must have rolled at the last moment in an attempt to protect her throat.

‘The shoulder, not the neck, and it was a juvenile male. They aren’t as deadly as the adult females,’ he reasoned with hope in his heart.

Not willing to cut her with his filthy hands, he picked up the discarded dagger and used it to slice open the bite wounds. The blood that seeped out was sluggish and stained black with the venom, and he quickly covered the open wounds with his mouth, sucking as hard as he could and drawing out the poison as he had done with Kaemon’s snake bite years ago. The venom made his lips and tongue go numb, but he kept at it, spitting out the tainted liquid and drawing more until the blood flowed red and freely from the slices he had made.

‘Now I have to get her to the shrine so they can give her the antidote.’

He knew that going to the village was the last thing his vixen wanted, but he had no choice. There was no time to waste, and if he didn’t bring her directly to the shrine, there would be a delay. A delay could mean life or death for his beloved, and he only hoped that Joanna would understand why he had made the choice that he did.

Speaking of delays, he sensed the coming of the other scout before it actually arrived, but this oni-gumo didn’t stand a chance. As soon as he caught the fresh scent headed his way, he reached into his center of power and touched the spot that still tingled. He felt the energy rush down his arms and into his palms as soon as he tapped the source. Then he waited, letting the power build in his hands until they were practically vibrating with it.

Foxfire was unique in that it burned cold. While it could be used to ward off heat-generating flames (and even put them out by smothering them), its real killing force was in the striking power of the blow. So when the second demon spider came out of the trees, he let the energy loose, and the emerging fireball slammed into the beast with the full force of his desperate rage, knocking the monster back and splitting it right in two. It screamed and convulsed before rolling onto its back and curling its legs up like its brother as it gasped its last.

Satisfied that the thing was quite dead, he gathered Joanna into his arms and cradled her against his body. She was too cold for his comfort and barely breathing. A low whine escaped his throat as he held her, looking down at her lax face and closed eyes.

‘Please live. Please. I couldn’t bear it if you died,’ he begged as he licked the gash on her shoulder, knowing the healing properties of his saliva would help clean and close the wound.

Lifting her up as if she weighed nothing at all, he supported her underneath her back and legs and ran for the shrine as fast as he could go. The village wasn’t all that far away, and he hit the shrine garden at top speed, jumping up onto the engawa and ringing the bell frantically. He was just setting Joanna down on the polished wood when he heard running footsteps coming to answer his call. One of the shoji doors on the exterior of the long porch slid back as both Kaemon and Suzuka came running.

“Hanyou, what is wrong?” Kaemon began, then saw his bloodied clothing and the limp body in his arms. “Kami-sama…”

“Help her, please!” he begged, not bothering to hide his desperation.

Kaemon knelt on one knee next to him and pulled back the torn leather to see the wound. Akihiro heard him hiss and cluck his tongue.

“Oni-gumo,” the priest breathed, the contempt obvious in his voice. “Sister, prepare the oni-gumo medicine. Quickly!”

Suzuka nodded and turned on her heel, running back into the house.

“I sucked out most of it,” he said as Kaemon examined the gash.

“Was it a female?”

He shook his head. “No. A male. A juvenile.”

Kaemon grimaced. “A scout. Well, that will work in our favor. Its poison won’t be as deadly as a mature Queen’s. Is this who I think it is?”

“Yes, Kaemon-sama. This is Joanna.”

The priest gave a curt nod. “Let’s get her inside.” He picked up his precious burden once again as both he and Kaemon stood, and followed the man as the priest slid back a second door that opened onto one of the house’s sickrooms that were kept clean and ready to accept patients. Each was the same size and had its own irori firepit sunken into the center of the floor. A futon was rolled off to one side with blankets and a pillow next to it, and other necessary supplies were stacked by the opposite wall.

Kaemon rolled out the futon while he held Joanna in his arms and waited.

As soon as the bed was ready, he gently lowered his vixen onto it and took off her boots, silently wishing Suzuka would return with the medicine.

“How long ago was she bitten?” Kaemon asked.

“Not long. I found her shortly after it happened.”

“I trust from the look of you that you dealt with the scout.” He smiled grimly. “They will not be searching for a new nest anymore.”

“They?” Kaemon repeated leadingly.

“There were two. Both are dead now.”

The man nodded. “Were you injured?”

He shook his head. “No. None of this blood is mine.”

“I am glad.”

“Where is Ichiro-sama?” he questioned, noticing the elder priest’s absence.

“My father had to go to a neighboring village. I expect him back within a day or two. In the meantime, I am seeing to the duties of the shrine.”

‘Hence why I am now sitting inside the house for the first time in thirty years,’ he thought dourly. Neither Ichiro nor his father had ever allowed him into the house itself. The most they had ever offered was a dry spot on the engawa during the rains. In an odd way he was glad that Kaemon was in charge because he knew he would have fought if anyone had tried to keep him away from his vixen’s side.

He smelled the acrid scent of medicine, and he perked his ears up as the interior shoji doors slid back, and Suzuka entered carrying a cup of steaming liquid and a kettle. He saw her pause, and her lips tightened into a thin line when she saw him in the room, but she did not make any comment. She came over to them and knelt, placing the kettle beside the cold firepit.

“We need to get the medicine into her, but it will be dangerous while she is unconscious,” she said. “We must be careful or she will get it into her lungs.” He reached out a hand for the cup. “I will do it.” She gave him a disapproving look. “You are covered in blood and stink of death. You should not even be under this roof.”

Before he could stop himself, he heard a warning growl rumble out of his throat as his protective instincts were triggered, and he saw Suzuka’s eyes open a little wider in surprise.

“Hanyou…” she gasped.

“My sister is right on one point,” Kaemon quickly interjected. “It would be best for you to get out of those dirty clothes and wash the blood from your hands. Cleanliness in a sickroom is very important. I assure you that your Joanna will be safe in our care until you return.”

“Joanna?” Suzuka repeated.

“Yes. Joanna is this woman’s name,” Kaemon explained before he could speak.

He hesitated. He didn’t want to leave his vixen’s side, but Kaemon was right. He was covered in oni-gumo blood and his claws were black with it. No doubt his lips were stained as well from where he had sucked the poison out of the wound. All things considered, he knew he must look a fright, and it was probably best if he did go bathe and change. Joanna was in capable hands, and he was certain that it would be safe to leave her for a short time. But still he feared letting her out of his sight. Either Kaemon or Suzuka could easily Seal the door and prevent him from coming back inside, and he worried that he would not be able to get back in. Kaemon seemed to sense his unspoken fear and moved to reassure him.

“Go, Hanyou. I promise you that nothing will happen while you are gone.

It is much better for your Joanna’s health if you clean yourself up.”

“I will go, but I will be back very shortly,” he reluctantly agreed, even as his fox blood protested. There was no need to leave, it argued. He could just lick the blood off if he wanted to get clean.

“We will clean her wound and dress it.”

He nodded as he slowly rose to his feet. “Please be careful with her. She has a medicine pouch attached to her belly. It must not be disturbed.”

“I understand,” Kaemon answered.

“I’ll be back soon,” he repeated and left the room through the exterior door.

As he walked down the engawa, he heard Suzuka address her brother, and he paused to listen.

“You cannot mean to allow him back in here,” she scolded.

“Dear sister, he will tear this house down around our ears if we try to keep him out,” Kaemon replied calmly.

“We could Seal the doors.”

“And have him howling to be let in all night long? No, Suzuka. It’s best to leave things as they are.”

“But Father will…”

“I will deal with Father once he returns. In the meantime, I am in charge and I say we let Hanyou be with her. Believe me when I say that we will court more trouble than we want if we attempt to Seal him out.”

“You know more about this than you are saying,” Suzuka accused. “Who is this woman and why is she dressed like… that?”

“She is someone Hanyou knows and is very close to.”

“You aren’t telling me… She isn’t… She wouldn’t… No woman would….” she sputtered in shock.

“He owes her a life debt and she is very dear to him. That is all you need to know about their relationship,” Kaemon admonished.

“You knew about this didn’t you? That is why you have been having so many hushed conversations, and why you grew quiet when I was around.”

“It is not my place to speak of another’s personal affairs. Now we should clean her wound and get her ready before Hanyou returns.” He didn’t stay to listen to any more of their conversation. He had heard what he needed to hear and confirmed that Kaemon was not going to Seal him out. The fact that Suzuka wasn’t happy about him coming into the house was of no surprise, but he wasn’t concerned with what she thought. It was a small miracle that all of this should happen while Ichiro was away and Kaemon was in charge of the shrine. He thanked the gods for his luck and hoped that it would continue to hold. If it didn’t, Joanna would likely die.

Hopping off the engawa, he ran for the forest and headed to the sacred grove where he gathered some things he thought Joanna would need and took a change of clothes for himself. Then he went to the stream near the grove and quickly scrubbed himself clean. He briefly returned to the hollow and stuffed supplies into her sleeping bag, zipping it up to make a makeshift carrying sack.

At the last moment, he took Joanna’s gitaa in hopes that having the instrument with her while she recovered would help lift her spirits.

Washed, changed, and anxious to return to his vixen, he hurried back to the shrine. There was a moment of uncertainty as he approached the closed shoji door of Joanna’s sickroom, and he worried that Kaemon had changed his mind and Sealed him out. But he sensed no barrier when he reached to slide the door back, and it opened without resistance. He breathed a sigh of relief and stepped in. The room was illuminated by the lit coals in the irori firepit, and he smelled the scent of more medicine in a kettle hung over the heat.

Joanna was alone in the room, but he noticed that she had been changed into a white yukata and he frowned. That meant that someone had undressed his vixen, and he hoped that it had been Suzuka and not Kaemon. He couldn’t bear the thought of another male touching his beloved. Setting the sleeping bag full of her things down beside her futon, he drew out one of her colorful woven blankets and replaced the thin coverlet that was on her with it. In doing so, he saw that whoever had stripped her had left on her black “sport bra” and “bike shorts” that she wore under her hunting leathers because he could easily see the darker material showing faintly through the white cloth. He also noticed that they had left the strange talisman that she always wore around her neck; the “geepeehess” as she called it, and he was glad that they hadn’t removed it because he knew she would not want the item to be lost.

He listened to make sure that no one was coming, then gently peeled back the yukata to check her medicine pouch. Pressing the “buttons” on the pouch in the way Joanna had taught him, he made it do its magic and give him her blood number. When the pouch beeped and displayed a 219 on the lit window, he recognized it as being too high. Immediately he touched the next sequence of buttons to make the pouch give her more medicine to bring the number down, but he knew he had to wait a while before checking the number again because it would take some time before the medicine took effect. He had brought all of her medicine with him, both her insulin and the ingredients for her tea, but she was getting dangerously low on insulin. The last vial was half empty, and he wasn’t sure how much she had left in the pouch itself.

All of the warnings Kaemon had given him came back to him and he shuddered, praying that she would have enough insulin to see her through this crisis.

The next two days would be critical. Those who were going to recover from an oni-gumo bite usually suffered from a high fever as they fought off the poison, and many times it was the fever that killed them. If she lived through the fever, chances were she would survive, but he knew he would have to watch her carefully and check her blood number to make sure it was staying where it should.

He heard footsteps and hurriedly rearranged his vixen’s clothing, recovering her with her blanket. A moment later the interior shoji slid back and Suzuka came in. She looked at him, and he saw her hold back a comment as she set down some small white cloths and a wooden bucket full of fresh water.

“I brought her blanket,” he explained, noticing her odd look at the brightly-colored cover.

The miko nodded and brushed a hand across Joanna’s forehead, frowning.

“There’s no fever. I know,” he confirmed. “By tonight or tomorrow morning I’m sure.”

He said it more for himself than for Suzuka. He knew that if Joanna never developed the fever, it meant that the poison had taken over, and his vixen would slowly die without ever waking.

The young priestess nodded again, and he realized that she probably wasn’t speaking to him as she turned to the warm kettle and poured another cup of oni-gumo medicine. He watched as she brought the cup close to Joanna’s lips and dipped a hollow reed into the liquid. Placing one finger over the end of the reed, she trapped medicine inside it and lifted it up so she could insert it between Joanna’s lips.

“I’ll do that,” he offered, putting out a hand.

Suzuka regarded him for several moments with a cold, unreadable expression on her face, then she slowly gave him the cup and reed. He nodded to her in thanks and placed the cup on the wooden floor as he slid his hands under Joanna’s shoulders and neck and gently lifted her up to rest on his knee. He brushed back her hair tenderly and pulled the blanket up to her shoulders to make sure she would not be chilled while he treated her, then he lifted the cup and reed and began to slowly feed her the warm liquid. He held his breath after he gave her the first tiny dose, waiting anxiously until he saw her throat move to swallow. He sighed with relief and began giving her the rest of it.

“This is medicine, Joanna-sama. It will make you better,” he explained as if she could hear him.

He had heard victims of oni-gumo bites say that they could hear what was going on around them while they were recovering, but that they couldn’t move because the poison paralyzed them. Not all of them reported having the same experience, but there were enough of them for him to behave as if she were conscious and simply unable to respond.

“It smells terrible, and I’m sure it tastes worse, but it will help you. I promise,” he assured her as he slipped the reed between her lips again. “I’ve brought you to Ichiro-sama’s shrine and you are in his house. His daughter, Suzuka-sama is here with us and Kaemon-sama is nearby. But I am here, too, and I will stay by your side until you wake up. I won’t leave you. I promise.” Joanna did not respond, but he didn’t expect her to. Feeding her the medicine with the reed was very slow going, but he continued to give her the small amounts until the cup was empty. Suzuka had stayed and watched him while he treated and talked to his vixen in soothing tones, but she still did not speak.

When he was finished giving Joanna the medicine, he handed the cup back to the young woman, and she took it to rinse it out while he positioned Joanna back on the futon and covered her up.

“Should I give her another dose at sunset?” he asked as Suzuka dried the cup with a clean cloth.

The miko turned her head towards the closed exterior door, her face pensive, then she slowly nodded.

“Okay,” he agreed.

Suzuka left while he was making sure that Joanna was comfortable, and he breathed a sigh of relief when the interior door slid closed behind her. The miko’s silent disapproval was not appreciated even if he didn’t hold her prejudice against her. Treating Joanna under her stony glare had been uncomfortable at best while he tried to maintain a pleasant and encouraging voice, and he was glad when she finally left the room.

Now that they were alone, he checked her blood number again and was happy to see that it was down to 104. He smiled and brushed Joanna’s cheek with his hand, crooning softly to her. Then he placed Joanna’s sleeping bag next to the futon, emptying out the supplies he had brought and arranging them along the side of the room. He had thought to bring his own favorite blanket, and he placed it on top of the makeshift bed. He didn’t think his vixen would mind him using her bedding while she convalesced on the futon.

Curling up beside her to wait for sunset, he settled down on the soft, smooth material and closed his eyes. His race to find Joanna, his fight with the oni-gumo, and his mad dash to bring her to the shrine had all taxed his strength.

Not to mention that he’d thrown two large fireballs, and that took a great deal of energy. There was nothing more for him to do but watch and wait, and sunset was still some time away. It was best for him to get what rest he could now because once the fever started he would have to remain constantly alert.

His hand reached out to rest lightly on his vixen’s arm, touching her so she would know that he was there even if he was silent. He knew her people prayed to their gods with smoke, and he had often seen her praying by their campfire in the grove. He looked at the red coals in the irori firepit, then at the gray tendrils of smoke that wafted upwards, and said a prayer pleading for her recovery.

********

She had slid the shoji open as silently as she could, but she knows that he heard it. She knows that his ears can hear the rustling of a mouse in the grass from across a field and pinpoint its exact location. She has seen him do this so there is no reason for her to believe that he cannot hear the scrape of the door sliding along its track. As her eyes adjust to the darkened room, acclimating to the light provided by the glowing embers in the firepit, she sees him raise his head from his place beside the strange woman, and she swears that his eyes glitter in the dark.

They are silent as they stare at each other. She is neither in the room nor out of it; standing on the threshold of not only the sickroom, but her own buried memories. She is frozen with them, caught in the battle between what she knows to be true, and what she has convinced herself to believe. It is the continuation of a conflict which has raged inside of her for more than ten years, and she is never certain which side is winning. (Or which side ought to win for that matter.) Her brother has made his position very clear, but the rules that apply to him do not apply to her. She is female, and women are held to a different standard.

She struggles with her confusion and uncertainty; just as she has since she was a little girl and learned the hard way what was permitted and what was not.

This creature which she sees before her was once her friend, before reality and her father taught her otherwise. He had made her laugh, brought sweet things for her to eat, and watched over her when she was alone. He had saved her brother’s life, and he had been her hero. She remembers how her smile could brighten his face, and the sight of him had always brightened hers. For a while they had been inseparable, spending long days together in innocent bliss. She recalls being giddily happy when she was with him, and sometimes she misses that feeling. Her life is cold and lonely now.

But the human world has no place for demons, especially half-bloods born to a fallen woman. And she is a priestess, a vision of purity, and she cannot afford to sully herself with an inappropriate association. This reality her father emphasized with every strike of the lash into her bare flesh, until her blood ran freely as much as her tears. But more than the pain and humiliation, and her father’s wrath, were the vivid descriptions of her fate should their friendship be discovered. She, she was told, would be made to kill herself in order to redeem her honor, while he would be murdered in the most brutal way possible. Then his ears and his tail would be cut from his body and prominently displayed as trophies in the headman’s house. Even more, she knew that he would die to protect her, and she would be forced to watch.

So she had done the only thing left for her to do, and protected him the only way she could. She had spurned him, rejected him, and hoped that he would come to hate her. It was a testament to the human heart that beat in his chest that the most she ever saw from him was sorrow. He seemed unable to hate her, clinging instead to the dead memory of their friendship and showing a greater capacity to forgive than most “pure” humans she knew.

Earlier in the day she had found herself unable to speak, faced with such blatant evidence of the compassion her father swore did not exist. Seeing him tend to this strange woman had brought back many memories from her own childhood. She had tried to cloak herself in righteous indignation in an attempt to hold off the visions that teased her mind, but her brother seemed intent on dragging those long buried memories out into the light of day. She was surprised how little they had decayed.

Too late she realizes that she has been standing still for too long as he begins to uncurl himself from his place beside the woman and rises to his feet.

She does not know what she will say to him when he asks the inevitable questions, but she is unable to make herself back away. She notices the difference in him. He is no longer an awkward child, but a burgeoning adult, just on the cusp of maturity. More than the physical changes that have altered his body over the years are the subtle shifts in his thinking and reactions. He growled at her today; sent an obvious challenge to something she had said. He had never done that before. Always he had lowered his ears and submitted to her will, but not today. He is becoming an adult male.

“Suzuka-sama, is something wrong?” he asks her, one hand combing back his tangled hair. His clothes are disheveled, and she knows he has not spared a moment to eat or sleep. He does nothing that will take him away from his female’s side.

“No, Hanyou, there is nothing wrong,” she replies.

She knows the word is not his name. She does not speak his true name, although she has always found it beautiful and most befitting of him. If she allowed herself, she might be forced to admit that she has always found him beautiful, both in body and in soul. But he is lost to her now and she knows it.

In truth, he has been lost to her for a very long time.

“Have you been giving her the medicine?” she asks, seeking a neutral subject in order to divert his searching gaze.

“Yes, Suzuka-sama. I gave her a cup at sunset and another at full dark.” She cannot suppress the smile that touches her lips. He always took his responsibilities more seriously than most of the villagers. “Has the fever come?”

Now he lowers his ears and looks away. “No. But by morning, I am sure.” There is a desperation in his words that she knows well. Having ministered to the sick for most of her life, she recognizes the fragile thread of hope the victim’s loved ones cling to. She hasn’t the heart to tell him that time is running out. He knows anyway. She can hear it in the timbre of his voice.

“Ring the bell if her condition changes,” she instructs him. She will not tell him to come find her in the house. That would be too much.

He nods. “I will, Suzuka-sama.”

“Very well. Do you have all that you need?”

He looks briefly over his shoulder, and she knows he will not ask for anything for himself. “Yes, Suzuka-sama. I have all that I need.”

“Then I will leave you for the night and check on you in the morning.”

“Yes, Suzuka-sama. Thank you, Suzuka-sama.” He bows to her, both arms at his sides. She does not bow back.

Swallowing all the words left unsaid, and all the bittersweet memories that haunt her, she turns and quietly walks back into the interior of the house, sliding the door closed behind her. They will know by daybreak if their new patient will live or die.




Chapter Seventeen

It took almost a full day (and much worrying on his part), but the fever finally did come. He smelled the change in Joanna’s scent and felt the heat begin to emanate from her prone body, and he was strangely elated. With the advent of the fever, he knew that his vixen had begun her fight to live. Kaemon saw to it that he was kept supplied with cool water and clean cloths that he could use to wipe her brow and keep her head from getting too hot. The young priest also saw to it that he would be allowed to remain by Joanna’s side.

Ichiro had returned from his trip the following day and had been predictably unhappy to find a half-demon inside his house. But before the situation could become heated, Kaemon had interceded on his behalf. The man convinced both his sister and his father that allowing him to remain with Joanna was in the best interests of the patient, and a compromise was reached.

The only door he was allowed to use was the one that opened directly onto Joanna’s sickroom from the engawa. All other doors were Sealed so he could not pass beyond the one room, and the rest of the house was purified. It didn’t matter that the only room he was interested in was Joanna’s, but he let them do what they felt they must. As long as he could continue to stay with his vixen, he didn’t care what they did. He supposed it helped that Ichiro had returned shortly after Joanna’s fever had begun, and he was adamant that he would not leave her.

As it was, her life depended upon him remaining close and vigilant. In addition to the fever, her diabetes was out of control with her blood numbers swinging wildly. It was getting to the point where he could track what her illness was doing by scent alone, but it wasn’t enough to get him ahead of it.

Twice her blood number went above 400 which had him scrambling to bring it down, and both times his inexperience caused him to give her too much insulin, making her blood number crash too low. The first time the magic box read 42

he thought it was a mistake, but when it was 38 one hundred slow breaths later, he knew he had to act immediately. He’d grabbed her special magic pen and pressed the button on the thick end as he set the narrow end against her arm. He hoped he’d done it right.

The next two days were a harrowing experience. He didn’t sleep. He didn’t eat. He didn’t even leave the sickroom to relieve himself. For the first time he understood what Joanna must have been going through when she took care of him while he was in the throes of fighting off his own oni-gumo poisoning, and he had an even greater admiration for her kindness and generosity. He worried constantly as her fever raged, and more than once Kaemon had to assure him that Joanna was not going to die.

The young priest was a blessing and a constant source of comfort. He brought food (which Akihiro didn’t eat) and even went out to gather more herbs for Joanna’s medicine. He kept the fire going in the irori and made sure that the kettles of oni-gumo poison antidote and green tea were full and warm. He came in several times a day, and even in the middle of the night, to see if there was anything that needed to be done. Akihiro was certain he would have fallen apart if Kaemon had not been there to reassure him. Numerous times the young man had found him in tears as another spike sent her blood numbers soaring.

In addition, the fever made her delirious and she would thrash and cry out as the poison began to wear off. While his knowledge of her native languages was extensive, he often didn’t know what she was saying or who she was calling for. He did hear her cry out for Michael and her grandmother, and once she had even cried out for him, making him glad to know that, even in her delirium, she thought of him as a protector. Still, her whimpers of pain and upset tore him apart, and it frustrated him that he couldn’t comfort her. He spoke to her and cradled her in his arms whenever he could, trying to keep her calm and safe. He feared that if she struggled too much she would dislodge her medicine pouch or otherwise hurt herself, and holding her made him feel better even if he couldn’t make the fever go away.

The village, of course, was in an uproar. Word spread quickly about the strange woman that the half-breed had carried to the shrine, and everyone wanted to know who she was and where she had come from. Akihiro had little time for them or their prying questions, and he barely tolerated Hiroshi’s presence when the headman came to investigate the situation for himself. Once again, Kaemon proved to be invaluable, placing himself in the position of contact and answering inquiries. The young man told the truth as much as he knew it. He told them that the woman was a stranger from far away, the victim of an accident who had found herself alone in the forest and that Hanyou had been providing for her.

He recounted Akihiro’s tale of the oni-gumo scouts, and their attack on the woman, which was enough to send the hunters out looking for any signs of the demon spiders near the caves. Thankfully, it appeared that the salted caverns remained empty of eight-legged monsters, and the success of “Hanyou’s plan” went a long way towards earning him tolerance regarding the situation. As long as he kept his temper, and stopped baring his teeth and growling at every new person that came into the sickroom, everything seemed fine. At least for as long as the newcomer remained deathly ill.

Akihiro dipped the rag into the cool water again and squeezed out the excess before placing the cloth across his vixen’s forehead. He had her head cradled against his thigh with the rest of her upper body folded into the circle of his legs. For a normal human, her weight would have cut off circulation, but he barely felt the pressure on his limbs. He’d found that she seemed calmer when she was held, so he kept her close and talked to her as much as possible. By now he had been awake for nearly three days straight, and he was reaching the limits of even his fox blood. His mouth was dry and hunger clawed at his belly, but he refused to stop what he was doing in order to see to his own needs. Earlier, Kaemon had managed to get him to eat a few bites of millet and fish, but that was the most food he had consumed since the beginning of the whole ordeal.

“There, Joanna-sama. More water. Soon it will be time for more medicine.

I know it tastes bad so if you don’t want it, you’ll have to wake up and say so,” he told her, wiping her brow with the cloth.

The interior shoji slid back, and he lifted his eyes to see Kaemon enter the sickroom carrying a cup of tea and more fish mixed in millet. He watched as the man put the food down and came over to inspect the patient.

“The fever has begun to break,” Kaemon said. “She is beginning to sweat.” He nodded. After a particularly high spike earlier that morning, he had smelled the acrid sweat begin to seep from her pores. “Yes,” he agreed.

“I will bring more blankets and we will sweat it out of her. I will also prepare a fever medicine.”

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama.”

“This is a good sign. If the fever had gone on much longer I would have worried that she was not strong enough to fight it off.”

“Joanna-sama is very strong,” he said, quelling the urge to growl when Kaemon touched Joanna’s cheek.

Kaemon smiled softly at him. “I can tell. She has a powerful fighting spirit.

And a very attentive caregiver. Her success is as much your doing as hers.” He blushed and looked away. “I didn’t do anything you or Suzuka-sama wouldn’t have done.”

“I disagree. You haven’t left her side for almost three days. You have neglected yourself and your own needs in order to see to hers. Rarely have I seen such diligence.”

He gazed down at Joanna’s peaceful face. “I had to,” he whispered. “Her blood sickness… It was out of control. I had to watch carefully, but even then I barely have it contained.”

Kaemon shifted closer, sitting on the wooden floor. “Show me this medicine pouch again.”

He wanted to refuse but he owed Kaemon a great deal for all his help and support, so he reluctantly folded back the blankets and the yukata to reveal the small black and silver box.

“I have never seen anything like this. It’s magic you say?” He nodded. “Yes.”

“Strange magic. I’ve never seen its like. She got it in her country?”

“Yes.”

Kaemon pointed to where the tube went into Joanna’s skin. “The medicine goes in there?”

“Yes, but the tube has to be changed every few days. And the pouch has to be filled about as often, but I have given her so much medicine recently that it’s almost empty, and I don’t know how to fill it,” he admitted, lowering his ears.

He’d seen her do it, so he was relatively confident that he could figure it out, but he was worried that there was something special about the procedure that he didn’t know, and he feared that he would make a mistake. Where Joanna’s medicine was involved, he couldn’t afford any errors. His eyes slid to the bundle that kept the last vial of insulin, and he felt a shiver of fear.

“She’s almost out of her medicine too. After that, we’ll have to rely on Oshou Siego’s herbs.”

“Have they been helping?” Kaemon asked.

“I think so. Or at least they were until… all of this happened. Now I’m not sure how much effect they are having. I hope there is enough medicine to last her until she has recovered from the oni-gumo poison.”

“If the fever breaks tonight, we can expect her to wake soon. Once she is conscious she can tell you what to do.”

His eyes returned to staring at Joanna’s face. The scent of her sweat was getting stronger, giving credence to Kaemon’s assessment that the fever was breaking. “I hope so. It has been very difficult to keep her illness under control.

There is so much I don’t know. Joanna-sama has lived with this disease since she was a child. She knows much better than I how to handle these situations. I fear I have not been very successful in treating her sickness.”

“You have done the best you can. I doubt that she will fault you for anything that you have done while she was unconscious. She must know that you saved her life, and I am sure that she will be very grateful,” Kaemon told him comfortingly.

“I will feel better when she is awake.”

Kaemon nodded. “I think we all will. And on that note, I will go fetch the blankets. If the fever wants to come out, we will give it all the help we can.”

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama.” He choked down the lump that suddenly formed in his throat and blinked back tears. “I… your help has been invaluable.

I have no words to express my gratitude, or my debt to you for helping me.”

“As I have said before, Hanyou, you once saved my life. The least I can do is help you to save another.”

The young man smiled at him again and quietly rose to his feet, turning his back and leaving the sickroom. He slid the shoji door closed behind him.

********

She was running through the forest, her heart pounding and her chest about to explode from her efforts. She knew she was being chased by a hideous monster, but she didn’t dare look back. Deep inside she knew she had no hope of escape, but her survival instincts made her run anyway, and she felt the familiar panic of desperation. Futilely, she called for help.

“Michael! Akihiro! Anyone?”

There was no answer or friendly call. Instead she heard the monster behind her shriek, and she smelled its fetid breath. It was gaining on her.

‘No. No, please. Someone please help me!’

Water was her salvation and her heart leapt with relief when she came upon a river. As she headed for the water’s edge however, a huge black spider jumped in front of her, blocking her way. She forced herself to skid to a stop before she ran headlong into its jaws, but she knew she was trapped. A second spider came out of the trees and prevented her from running back the way she came. She looked from one to the other, hoping for a way out, but there was none. The monsters advanced on her, their red eyes swirling. They extended their fangs…

She woke from her nightmare with a scream on her lips, and she sat up in a blind panic. Her eyes opened onto a darkened room, lit only by the light from a small fire burning low in a pit set into the floor. Directly next to her ear she heard a ferocious snarl, but a second scream died in her throat when she realized the snarl had come from Akihiro. She watched as he leapt from her side and crouched on all fours between her and what looked like a sliding Japanese-paper door, his posture defensive and his tail sticking straight out.

It quickly became apparent that he’d been asleep beside her and had been awakened by her scream. Not knowing why she had screamed, and probably still half-asleep, his fox instincts had reacted before his human half had a chance to gauge the situation, and he’d immediately moved to defend her. A moment later, she watched him come to full wakefulness and turn wide eyes her way. They stared at each other for a few heartbeats, and she got the distinct impression that each was wondering if the other was real.

“Akihiro?” she asked in a small voice, her heart pounding.

“Joanna-sama?” he replied, his voice just as uncertain.

Memory was returning and she recalled her last conscious moments with terrifying clarity.

‘The spiders… the huge, horrible spiders…’

She looked down at her hands, then at her body, gingerly touching herself as if to make sure all of her was still there and whole.

‘I was trapped. One of those things bit me…’

Chills began to run through her until she was trembling uncontrollably, and she hugged herself because she was suddenly cold.

“Joanna-sama?” Akihiro’s voice called softly, and she felt him move closer.

She raised her eyes to his, her mind still reeling from the nightmare and what had actually happened. Dimly she wondered if she was going into shock.

“Joanna-sama?” he said again, and she saw him reach out his hands.

Still half afraid he was an illusion conjured up by her mind, she grabbed at his hands and was immensely relieved when she touched solid, warm skin.

“Akihiro,” she breathed, tightly gripping his hands in hers. He didn’t seem to notice if she was squeezing too hard.

‘I’m alive. I’m not going to be eaten by spiders. Akihiro saved me…’

She had a very faint memory of his voice pleading with her not to die, and she tried to pull him towards her but pulled herself closer to him instead.

“Akihiro…” she repeated, releasing his hands so she could touch his face with trembling fingers.

“Joanna-sama,” he whispered, and he used his now free hands to stroke her arms gently. His touch made her shiver.

‘He’s real. He’s here. I’m… I’m safe. I survived…’

She could hardly believe it, and her hands cupped his cheeks then reached up to touch his fox ears. Emotion was beginning to well up in her throat and choke her. She tried to breathe but it came out as a ragged sob.

“Aki… Akihiro…” she gasped, her voice broken and alien to her ears.

His face softened as he cupped her elbows in his palms and drew her close to him. She slid her hands down the sides of his head to his shoulders and moved forward as he gathered her into a tight embrace. She was still shaking, and she could feel the wetness of the tears that had begun to roll down her face.

“Akihiro…” she whispered, all the horrors of the attack she had suffered coming back, and she closed her eyes to try to block out the images.

“I’m here. You’re safe, Joanna-sama.”

‘My fox. My fox came to my rescue.’ “Akihiro.”

She gripped the front of his kosode in her hands as he held her tight, clinging to him like a lifeline. The warm wall of his chest, and the strength of the arms that surrounded her, proved to be her undoing, and she began to cry, giving in to the gasping sobs that wanted so badly to be released. A deep rumbling under her ear told her that he was crooning softly, and she felt his hands gently stroking her back.

She was only vaguely aware when someone else arrived. She heard the sliding of a door and sensed light shining into the room. Instinctively she pressed against Akihiro, shrinking away from the stranger that peered in. Under her ear, Akihiro’s croon deepened to a soft, warning growl, and she felt him draw her even closer.

“Everything is well?” a male voice asked in hushed tones.

“Yes,” she heard Akihiro reply. “Everything is fine.” There was a beat of silence then the stranger spoke softly, “Ring if you need anything.”

Akihiro grunted a reply and she heard the door slide closed.

“Who was that?” she questioned, finding her voice.

“Kaemon. He probably heard you scream and came to make sure everything was all right.”

She nodded, her cheek still against his chest. She could feel his chin resting on top of her head and felt very cradled and loved. The sweet tenor of his voice was a comfort in itself.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“At Ichiro’s shrine. I brought you here after…” He paused and she felt him draw a deep breath. “They have medicines to counteract poison. I felt it was the best thing to do,” he answered.

“How long have I been here?”

“Four days.”

‘Four days. I’ve been unconscious for four days.’

She opened her eyes and carefully pulled herself from his embrace. He let her go reluctantly. The room was still quite dark, but she could see that it was small; only a little bit bigger than her hollow under the tree, but the ceiling was much higher here. Looking around, she recognized several of her belongings including Iris, and she saw that he was sitting on her sleeping bag. He’d probably been using it to sleep on while she was recovering on the thin futon mattress.

‘Judging from the look of him, he hasn’t left this room either.’

She watched him as he moved over to a bucket and filled a cup with water using a wooden dipper.

“Here. You should drink,” he said, offering her the cup. “You’ve been sick with a high fever, you need water.”

She nodded and accepted the drink. If her fever had been anything like the one he had suffered when he was sick, then it must have raged for days.

“Thank you,” she replied, sipping the water in order to avoid nausea. She knew how bolting food or water on an empty stomach could make her queasy.

“Joanna-sama…” he said shakily, and she looked up to see that he was now the one being overcome with emotion.

“Aki…” she began, but stopped short when he shocked her by bowing prostrate before her, his forehead almost touching the wooden plank floor.

“I must beg your forgiveness,” he told her, his voice heavy and broken.

‘My forgiveness?’ “For what?” she blurted, unnerved by his submissive position. She’d thought they were beyond that by now.

“I was not fast enough. I did not prevent you from getting hurt,” he answered regretfully.

She put the now empty cup down and placed one hand on his shoulder, surprised to feel the fine tremors under her fingers.

“But you did prevent me from dying,” she answered. “You did save me. I don’t know what else you could have done.”

He sat up slowly and looked at her, his face a portrait of remorse. “I should never have left you. I knew that this was the time when the oni-gumo send out scouts to look for new nests. The only thing that saved you was the fact that it was a juvenile male and the bite missed your throat.”

“That was a juvenile?” she squeaked.

He nodded. “The females are larger and their venom is much more potent.”

‘Larger? The damn things were the size of ponies!’ “How much larger?” She saw him think for a moment before answering. “Half again as large, and they are streaked with red. Usually there is one adult Queen in each nest with some juvenile males and smaller females.”

“What about the adult males?”

He shrugged. “The Queens usually kill them after mating.” She nodded, shuddering. ‘Giant Black Widows the size of horses. Thank God there aren’t any living in my time.’ She shuddered even harder when she entertained the thought that maybe there were such beasts surviving in her time, but just hibernating somewhere unseen and unknown.

“I was lucky then. Lucky that it was a juvenile male, and lucky that you were able to reach me in time. Did you have to fight them for me?” His eyes darkened and his face grimaced with anger. “They are both dead.”

“You killed them then,” she stated, feeling a great deal of relief at the news.

“Yes. I blasted them both with foxfire.”

“Foxfire? But I thought…” she began, surprised by his answer.

He gave her a wicked smile and held out both of his hands, palms up. A moment later they began to glow, and two puffs of blue flame erupted out of the center of his palms. She gasped and smiled with delight.

“Akihiro, you can call your foxfire!”

He nodded, his smile widening at her obvious pleasure. “I felt it when I was fighting the oni-gumo that bit you. I was between it and you, and it attacked. I didn’t even really think about it; I just pulled where it felt right and threw a fireball. I cracked the second one in two with it.” Bravely she reached one hand out and touched the flickering blue flames with her finger. She remembered that Akihiro had told her that foxfire burned cold, and she was only mildly surprised to find that he was correct. She could feel the pressure and the movement of the flames, but there was no heat and no pain. In Akihiro’s palms, the foxfire seemed harmless, but she knew better.

“Aki, I’m so proud of you,” she praised.

He bowed his head a little and, in the strange blue hue cast by the foxfire, she could see his cheeks darken. “I had no choice. I had to save you. I gave

 

myself over to my demon blood and it showed me what to do,” he admitted, closing his hands and snuffing out the blue flames.

“Often the body knows better than we what to do to survive,” she replied.

He nodded. “Yes.” He paused, then cast around for the cup she had used earlier. “You should drink more.”

Refilling the wooden cup, Akihiro offered it to her. She accepted the cup and drank. Her lips were parched, but she soon realized that she had a problem.

“I have to go out,” she said as she struggled to stand.

“Go out?” he repeated, his voice slightly alarmed, but he put his hand under her arm to steady her as she shakily rose to her feet.

‘Gods, my legs feel like they’re made of jell-o.’ She smiled bitterly because she could honestly say that she’d almost forgotten what jell-o tasted like. Sugar free jell-o was a popular dessert among diabetics of all ages, and she’d eaten a fair amount of it in her lifetime, but now she had a hard time remembering the fruit-flavored food.

“Joanna-sama?” her fox questioned, his hand still firmly around her arm.

“I really need to go out unless your friends wouldn’t mind if I made a mess inside their house.”

“Ah, I understand. The shrine has a benjo. It is not far to walk.” She nodded and took an unsteady step forward. Akihiro walked with her, supporting her because her legs were still very weak, and he guided her to what looked like a classic Japanese washi-paper wall. He put out his hand when they reached the wall and slid one panel back, revealing an opening to the outside.

Since it was night, she could barely see a thing, but Akihiro urged her out of the room and onto a long, covered porch. Then, as if he could read her mind, she saw him extend a hand and light the way with a bit of foxfire, casting a blue-ish hue on the ground and building. She followed him quietly, allowing him to lead her down the porch (almost hitting a large bell that hung from the end of it) to a narrow, stone paved trail that led to what looked very much like an outhouse.

‘So “benjo” means outhouse. Got it.’

He opened the outhouse door to reveal a small dark room with a wooden floor and a hole in the center. There was no seat or anything to really hold onto, and she blinked a few times, wondering how she was possibly going to manage using it, especially in her current, weakened state.

“Um…” she began.

“There is always the woods,” he offered helpfully, seeing her hesitation.

“Yeah. I think that’s a better idea. I’m gonna need something to hold onto.”

He nodded in understanding. “This way. I don’t like that thing either.” She followed him blindly because he had snuffed out the foxfire and was now leading her into the forest. He warned her when the ground was uneven and helped her navigate around trees and other hazards, then he finally stopped after a few moments of walking and placed her hand upon the wide trunk of a tree.

“Here. Will this do?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

There was some rustling, then a handful of soft, wide leaves was placed into her palm. “Here. You can use these for…”

“Thank you.”

 

“I’ll step to the other side. If you need any help, I’ll be right here.”

“Okay.”

She heard him move and waited a minute to make sure she had privacy, then she set about opening the plain white kimono someone had dressed her in.

‘This looks like a yukata. My guess is someone at the shrine must have taken me out of my leathers and put me in this.’

She could feel her bike shorts and sport bra still on underneath the lightweight fabric, but she could tell that the strap on the shoulder where she had been bitten was ripped. It was too dark for her to actually see the wound, but it was sore and itched so she knew it was there.

It took her a few minutes to complete her task, and more than once she heard Akihiro shuffling around impatiently as he waited for her. She had to smile despite her less-than-optimal circumstances because she could just imagine him stopping himself from running to her side every time she made a noise.

Her body ached from sickness and disuse, and she tired easily. By the time she had finished her business and rearranged the yukata, she was exhausted and all she wanted to do was go back to sleep. She took two or three steps away from the tree she had used as a latrine, and called softly for her fox.

“Aki…”

She didn’t even get the second syllable of his name out before he was there.

“Joanna-sama,” he answered, taking her arm under the elbow to steady her.

“I’m finished.”

“We should go back to the shrine. You are weak. You need your rest.” She nodded, too tired to argue, and leaned on him for support.

“Do you want me to carry you?” he asked.

She would have said no, but her legs still felt like jell-o and for some reason her feet seemed to weigh twice as much as they normally did. “That might be a good idea,” she agreed quietly.

A moment later she was being lifted and carried bridal-style back to the Shinto shrine. Akihiro stepped up onto the long porch and brought her back to the room they had been in, placing her gently down on the futon mattress.

“Here. Are you hungry? Do you need anything?” he asked.

“I’m thirsty,” she admitted. ‘Too thirsty. Something isn’t right here.’ “Aki, how has my blood been?” she questioned as he handed her a cup of water.

Even in the dim light, she could see his dejected look and her heart sank.

“I’m sorry, Joanna-sama. I tried very hard, and I did all of the things you taught me to do, but the numbers were always too high or too low. I had to use a lot of medicine from your pouch to try to bring the numbers under control, but even then I don’t think I did very well.”

‘Fever. Poison. Stress. Yeah, that’d send my diabetes swinging wildly. I wonder if I have ketones? I do have some testing strips in my bag. I should probably check the next time I have to use the tree.’

“I had to use your magic pen because the number was under 50, and I had to use two of your orange tablets too when it was too low again, but more often than not the number was too high. Once it was even over 500!” Akihiro continued, his voice anguished. “I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m sure you did your best.”

“Your medicine pouch is almost empty. I didn’t know how to fill it.”

 “I’ll take care of it in the morning. I need to change the infusion set too.

But right now, I’m tired and I’d like to sleep,” she told him, drinking the water he had given her and putting the empty cup down.

“Of course, Joanna-sama. Sleep is best for you right now,” he said as he held back the blankets, and she settled under them, smiling at him when he drew the covers up to her shoulders.

“Why don’t you lie down yourself? I’m sure you’ve barely slept at all, and it’s a little cold in here,” she suggested, patting the sleeping bag beside her.

“Do you want me to stoke the fire?”

“No. You’re warm enough.”

He made a little choking noise, but took her hint and moved the sleeping bag so that it was directly next to the thin futon. Combining the blankets, he made one larger bed that was big enough for both of them and stretched out alongside her underneath the covers. She turned her back a little and he put one arm around her, spooning them together.

“Good night, Akihiro,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

“Good night, Joanna-sama,” he answered, nuzzling the back of her neck.

“Thank you for saving my life.”

He sighed and she felt him snuggle closer. “Sleep,” was all he said in reply.

She was happy to obey.

********

She woke again sometime after the sun had risen and daylight lit up the room through the thick paper that made up the walls of the house. It also looked like Akihiro hadn’t pulled the sliding door completely closed because there was a small opening in the doorway that let in a bit of a breeze. Sighing, she shifted her weight a little, only to feel Akihiro’s arm tighten around her.

“Mou…” he muttered in protest, his nose against her neck, and she smiled.

She shared his reluctance to leave the warm nest of their shared blankets, but she had to go out again, and she had to eat and see to her insulin pump.

‘And check the history to see how bad it was…’ she thought darkly.

Her lower back hurt and, while the soreness could be attributed to her recent illness, a part of her feared that the pain might be related to a problem with her kidneys. There were so many complications of diabetes: heart disease, kidney disease, neuropathy and blindness… and everything hinged upon her keeping her blood sugar under control. Diabetic ketoacidosis could kill and often did. She still had to test her urine for ketones, and she half dreaded the results.

She tried to get out of bed without disturbing her fox, but the moment she began to pull away from his warmth, his eyes snapped open.

“Joanna-sama?”

“I’m okay. I just have to go out again.” ‘Gods, it’s days like this when I really miss indoor plumbing!’

He began pushing back the blankets. “I’ll help you.”

“You don’t have to. I’m pretty sure I’m okay.”

“You’ve been very sick, and you should also not be walking the shrine grounds alone because you haven’t been formally introduced to Ichiro and his family.”

“Okay,” she relented, rising to her feet and rubbing the small of her back.

‘Maybe a soak in a hot spring might help. I’ll ask Aki if there’s one nearby.’

“Joanna-sama, does your back hurt?” her fox questioned.

She sighed. Nothing got past him, and he was far too observant for his own good. “Just a little. I’m not used to this futon.”

“If you are feeling better later today we can go to an onsen nearby. If I let Ichiro know I am taking you there, he’ll see to it that no one disturbs us.” She gave him a grateful smile. “I think that would be wonderful.” He beamed back, stepping close and taking her arm so he could steady her as she made her way out of the room. Now that it was full daylight she could see the shrine complex fairly well, although there seemed to be something wrong with her eyes because she was having trouble focusing. She chalked it up to residual aftereffects of being poisoned and sick with fever for four days, and looked at the perfectly kept grounds and outbuildings with interest.

The long porch she was on looked out on a large rectangular courtyard bordered by a high wall and a tall Torii Gate. Inside the courtyard were a series of paved walkways, gardens, altars and small pavilions with one larger shrine building on the far side-presumably the main sacred place of the complex and the home of the shrine’s primary deity. Near the far end was a large Japanese cedar wreathed with a sacred rope and streamers to ward off evil. Everything was immaculately kept with not a leaf out of place, and the whole area felt serene and soothing.

Akihiro helped her out to the forest so she could relieve herself. Even in daylight, the primitive outhouse her fox had called a benjo was still too strange for her to use. Afterwards they returned to the shrine and he sat next to her on the long porch, which she learned was called an engawa. From what she could see, the house was shaped roughly like an H with the side she was on being the one to face the shrine grounds. Akihiro explained that the part of the house she was in was actually a wing set aside specifically for those needing medical care, and he pointed to three other sliding doors that presumably opened onto rooms nearly identical to hers.

She noticed, however, that Akihiro didn’t get too close to these doors and, when she asked him why, he explained that all the doors but the one that led to her room had been magically sealed to prevent anyone with demon blood from passing through. He even put one hand close enough to a door to trigger the barrier, but she pulled his fingers away the moment she felt the static electricity building up along the doorframe.

The very fact that the caretakers of the shrine would do such a thing irked her. Akihiro was an intelligent, sensitive individual who was capable of feeling pain and emotions, yet she knew the people of the village treated him as if he were a mindless animal. Even though she knew why he had brought her to the shrine, she found herself wishing that he hadn’t.

“This place is really beautiful,” she commented, sitting on the edge of the engawa with her legs dangling over the side. Akihiro sat next to her, his shoulder almost touching hers. “How long have you been here?”

“About thirty years. Ichiro’s father, Genkichirou, was the head of the shrine then, and I made the agreement with him,” he answered.

“You agreed to provide protection and help when needed, and they agreed to let you live here?”

He shook his head. “Not here. I can live in the forest nearby. Genkichirou agreed to allow me to live close and said I could come to the shrine if I needed protection. In return I help kill demons that try to hurt the villagers, provide food in the winter, and help with the rice. Sometimes they let me stay here under the roof of the engawa during the rains if they get too bad.”

‘Seems like a pretty one-sided deal to me,’ she thought, but didn’t say anything. Then she remembered the whip marks on his back (and the time he had expected her to beat him) and frowned. She had a bone to pick with these people, but she would wait until she was feeling better.

“Are you hungry?” Akihiro asked suddenly.

She had to think for a moment because she wasn’t really sure if she was hungry or not. “I think so. Or rather I think it’s a good idea if I eat.” He hopped to his feet eagerly. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” she replied as she watched him go into the forest.

He returned ten minutes later carrying two freshly caught and gutted fish.

“Here, Joanna-sama. Lunch,” he announced with a wide smile.

She smiled back and examined the fish. “They look good.” Rising to her feet, she followed him into the room she was occupying and sat next to the central fire pit that he said was called an irori. There was a large pot that could be placed over the hot coals, and she filled this with water from a wooden bucket while Akihiro built up the fire. Since she didn’t have any of her spices or other cooking tools, she had to settle for what was readily available, and made an impromptu fish stew. It was simple and rather bland, but she thought that bland food was probably best considering that she was just getting over being so sick. After they were finished eating, Akihiro gave her a cup of bitter medicinal tea to drink that made her sleepy.

“We’ll go to the onsen after I wake up, okay?” she said, settling down.

“Okay. If you feel up to it. I don’t want you to push yourself.”

“I promise that I won’t. Are my clothes here? Do I have a bathing suit?”

“No. I didn’t think to bring your swimming clothes. I’ll go get them, and more of your things, while you’re asleep,” he answered a little sheepishly.

“Okay,” she agreed and closed her eyes. Her last memory was of Akihiro’s warm body snuggling up against her back and his arm coming around her.

When she woke from her nap it was still daylight, but she could tell that a number of hours had passed. Akihiro was nowhere in sight, and she guessed that he had gone back to the hollow. Pushing back the blankets, she used the time alone to inspect the log on her insulin pump, and grimaced when she saw the wildly fluctuating blood sugar levels that had been recorded over the previous five days.

‘He wasn’t kidding when he said that it was all over the place…’

She took heart in the fact that the glucose levels seemed to have leveled out within the last 24-hours. Spying her diabetes bag against the side of the room, she retrieved the last vial of insulin and refilled the reservoir in her pump, frowning when she saw how little was left in the bottle.

‘He had to use a lot of extra insulin to keep my blood sugar from going through the roof,’ she thought, fighting the sinking feeling in her stomach.

She was just finishing up changing the infusion set when the sliding door at the back of the room slid open, and a young woman stepped in from the interior corridor. She was dressed in the white kimono and red trousers of a priestess, with her long, black hair tied back with a cloth ribbon at the nape of her neck, and Joanna guessed that she was about sixteen or seventeen years old.

She was carrying a teapot in one hand and seemed startled to find Joanna awake.

“Hello,” Joanna greeted when the newcomer stared at her.

The woman lowered her eyes and bowed slightly in response. “Hello.”

“I’m Joanna. But you probably already know that.” The woman nodded. “My name is Suzuka. I am the miko of this shrine.”

‘So that’s Suzuka. She’s younger than I thought she’d be, but pretty.’ “Do you know where Akihiro is?” she asked.

Suzuka raised her gaze and blinked at her as if she did not recognize the name. “Do you speak of Hanyou?”

‘Hanyou? Why would she call him hanyou? Oh wait, I get it…’ “Hanyou is what he is. Akihiro is his name,” she answered coolly.

The woman narrowed her eyes, and Joanna knew she had heard the implied rebuke. She saw the miko raise her chin and take on a haughty expression.

“We do not speak that name here.”

“Akihiro is what I have always called him. It was the name he gave me when I asked,” she explained.

“To call such a thing as he by his true name is to give it power. A nameless thing has no power. It is empty and harmless,” the woman stated firmly, her eyes narrowing further.

‘Oh, you don’t like it when someone stands up to you, eh?’ she thought with a thrill of evil glee. ‘Too bad, hon. I’ve no intention of giving in.’

“A nameless thing also has no rank. It is lower than the lowest beggar left to scrounge for food in the dirt. Being that Akihiro just saved my life, I think I will afford him my respect by calling him by his true name,” she countered.

“You will do him no favors by doing so,” Suzuka replied.

“And I insult him by doing less,” she challenged.

The miko had no immediate answer, and they regarded each other with deliberately neutral looks. Although they appeared nothing alike, Joanna was struck by the similarities between them.

‘Both of us are strong-willed, stubborn, and unused to backing down from anything.’

Any further conversation was cut short by the object of their polite dispute coming through the exterior door.

“Joanna-sama,” he greeted as he came inside, carrying her rollaway suitcase on his back. She saw him stop short when he noticed the other woman in the room, and his eyes went a little wide. He hastily put down the bag and bowed. “Suzuka-sama.”

“Hanyou,” the woman answered, placing a hard edge on the term.

She countered the insult by calling him by the nickname she had given him, “Aki, my fox. Welcome back.”

He blinked at her, then looked at each of them in turn, and she could just imagine the wheels turning behind his eyes. Her fox was nothing if not extremely intelligent, and she knew the moment he figured out that they were feuding over him because his eyes lit up, and he stood a little straighter, puffing out his chest.

 

‘Ah, nothing like two women in a cat fight over him to make a man proud,’

she mused, suppressing a small smile. ‘Don’t let it go to your head, hon.’

There was a short stand-off with her and Akihiro presenting a unified front until the miko yielded and lowered her eyes to the teapot she was carrying.

“I brought more medicine,” she said.

Akihiro nodded. “Thank you, Suzuka-sama.”

The young woman placed the teapot next to the irori and stepped back.

Then she folded her hands in front of her and looked at them until her eyes fell to Joanna.

“I am glad that you are feeling better. I will let my brother and father know that you are awake. I am sure they will want to speak with you,” Suzuka said.

“That would be fine, thank you,” she answered.

The miko gave a little nod and left the room without saying another word.

The door slid softly closed behind her. Once Suzuka was gone, she turned to Akihiro and smiled. He smiled back and squatted on his haunches beside her.

“So that was Suzuka,” she said.

He nodded, his eyes flashing a moment of sadness. “Yes.”

“She’s a little… distant.”

“She has to be. She is a miko. They are above normal people. To keep herself pure, she must keep herself apart from others.”

‘Hmmm, looked like arrogance to me,’ she thought, but wouldn’t hurt Akihiro by saying so. She had an inkling that he had once been very fond of Suzuka and had deduced that her current cold treatment of him stung a little bit.

“She’s pretty, though,” she offered.

Akihiro brightened. “Yes, she is.” He paused, his brow creased, then smiled at her and leaned close. “But not as pretty as you, Joanna-sama.” She grinned. “Oh, you smooth talking fox you.”

He snickered and displayed a little, stretching out his spine and arching his back, and she found his actions highly amusing.

“I didn’t know what you would need so I brought the whole bag,” he told her, indicating her rollaway suitcase.

“I noticed. Although you should take it back after I get what I need from it.

It’s technology that I don’t want the people around here seeing. I want to limit their exposure to my things to an absolute minimum. Besides, this room is too small to clutter up with my junk.”

“As you wish. I brought your cooking spices too.” She laughed. “Ah hah! And the truth reveals itself. You were just complimenting me because you miss my cooking. Oh, poor fox had to eat plain food for four days,” she teased.

At first he didn’t seem to understand that she was joking, and he looked mortified. “Joanna-sama, I… I would never…”

She reached up and scratched him behind one ear, tugging at it lightly.

“I’m kidding, you dolt.”

He blinked then smiled, his expression sheepish and wry at the same time.

“You were teasing me.”

“Yep.”

“Sneaky vixen. Making me think you thought I was using you for your cooking. You shouldn’t do that. I’m apt to take you seriously,” he answered, sliding close, one shoulder brushing against hers.

She raised an eyebrow at him calling her a vixen, but didn’t comment on it.

“You know when I’m only playing.”

“Usually. But I’ve been so worried about you these last few days. You were so sick, and I didn’t know if you would live. I was so frightened,” he admitted softly.

She melted at the sight of his forlorn face and reached over to hug him. He responded by wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. She could feel him trembling.

“Joanna-sama…” he whispered, his voice heavy with emotion.

“It’s okay. I’m going to be all right. You saved me.”

“I… I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost you.” She stroked his ears in answer and rubbed his shoulders. He was precious to her, and she tried to tell him that in the soft strokes of her hands. They’d been through so much in the short months that they had known each other, and she felt closer to him than she ever had. She was sure that a psychologist would explain her reactions as mere gratitude for him saving her life, but she believed that it was more than that. Their shared hardships and triumphs had only served to create an even stronger bond between them, and she realized that her feelings for him had significantly deepened.

‘Akihiro, I think I love you.’

When he pulled back, she looked into his amber eyes, and her heart filled with something warm and light. She smiled softly and he smiled back, his expression tentative and shy. When she stroked his cheek, he closed his eyes and sighed, and she realized, not for the first time, that she was very glad that he was there with her.

‘Actually, I know I love you.’

Michael’s face flashed briefly in her mind, and she felt a pang of loss and regret, but she pushed her sadness and fears aside as she cupped her fox’s face in her hands and nuzzled her nose against his affectionately. She knew she was encouraging the closeness between them, and that by definition could be problematic, but it looked like things were being taken out of her hands. Being with him meant giving up her hopes of ever going home, of ever seeing her fiancé again, of ever returning to the time and place she belonged. However it seemed that fate had a different plan for her after all, and it didn’t include being rescued.

Would anyone fault her for finding some measure of peace and happiness with the fox that so obviously loved her? Did it really matter anyway? She only had a week of insulin left.




Chapter Eighteen

The sun beat down on the Japanese countryside, and Joanna had to stop to rest. Wiping the sweat from her brow, she dug the end of her wooden walking staff into the soft ground and leaned on it to balance herself while she readjusted the sack she carried. Her breathing was labored and the heat was really getting to her. It was unusual for her to be so affected by the high temperatures, but today she longed for the cool sanctuary of the deep forest, although she knew it would be a few more days (if not a couple of weeks) before she would be able to go back to the place she called home. For now she just had to muddle through and make the best of a bad situation.

It had been ten days since the attack, and she had discovered that the poison had taken a great deal more out of her than she had originally believed. She was weaker and much more easily tired, and sometimes she felt surges of numbness in her fingers and toes that made her worry about neuropathy. Kaemon assured her that her symptoms were normal for a victim of an oni-gumo bite, and that, eventually, she would regain her strength and the numbness would cease. She didn’t bother to tell him that Suzuka, ever the bright ray of optimism, had informed her that it could take months for the poison to completely wear off and that some people never fully recovered at all.

She knew she didn’t have months. While she had managed to stretch her insulin three days beyond her initial seven day estimate, it was September 30th and she’d used the last of it that morning, then removed the insulin pump. It felt so strange not to have the device attached to her body. She’d never been without it for more than a couple of hours since the day she’d been outfitted for one, and the absence of the slight weight against her abdomen seemed alien to her.

But for all the anxiety and foreboding that had preceded it, the actual removal of the pump seemed rather anti-climactic. She’d known it was coming, and had been counting down the days once she had emptied the last of the fifth vial into the pump’s reservoir, so it came as no surprise when she’d administered the final ten units. There had been no clouds blocking the sun or ominous booming voices heralding her demise; just a simple warning beep that the pump gave off to indicate that it was empty. Akihiro hadn’t been there when it had beeped its last, and she had quietly pulled the infusion set out of her flesh without tears or fanfare, although her hand did tremble a little.

The other item that had never left her person for over two years was her diamond engagement ring, and she decided that it was time to do something about that as well. Knowing what she knew, and acknowledging the choices she had made, she felt that she could no longer wear the ring in good faith, yet she couldn’t bring herself to completely take it off. With a heavy heart, and a silent prayer that she was doing the right thing, she slipped the small diamond solitaire from her ring finger and slid it onto the third finger of her right hand.

She felt it was the best thing for her to do. She hadn’t given up hope completely, but she knew that the chances of her being rescued were very slim. She still wore the GPS receiver that the Gate operator had given her, but she had no illusions of ever hearing it beep of its own accord. She tested it every now and then just to see if the battery was still good, and that was the only time it made any noise at all. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but she was coming to grips with how things were going to be and trying to make peace with her circumstances.

She found that if she focused on Akihiro, and tried to concentrate on preparing him for the inevitable, it helped her to deal with her death a little more bravely.

It was her concern for Akihiro, in fact, that had her out in the heat in the first place. She was headed into the hills that bordered the village, and up to two rice fields terraced into a hillside where she knew her fox was cutting rice.

Akihiro had been working almost nonstop for the past five days as the rice harvest went into full swing, and she hadn’t seen much of him between the hours of dawn and dusk. All of the other rice fields had been harvested, and the villagers were concentrating on threshing the new rice from the stalks, but the last two fields were up high and difficult to reach so Akihiro was harvesting them alone.

She carried a light lunch with her and some water because she knew he would be hungry, thirsty, and hot from all the work he was doing. Many of the village youngsters were charged with bringing water and food to the workers in the fields, and people were encouraged to take short rests throughout the hottest part of the day, but no one thought that their half-demon associate required or warranted the same courtesy. While he might be half-kitsune, he still suffered from the heat, and needed to rest and drink, so she’d taken to bringing him lunch and water as a way of forcing him to take a breather. She knew he would never refuse a meal from her, and he’d always stop long enough to eat and sit with her.

The villagers thought she was crazy, and she did nothing to dissuade them from their beliefs. Actually, she even actively encouraged them to think that she was somewhat mentally deranged, because it saved her the hassle of trying to justify and defend her relationship with Akihiro. As long as they thought that Akihiro had found himself a weak-minded woman, no one questioned their bond, and she fostered their misconceptions by wearing her jeans and leathers, and speaking to Akihiro only in English or Tsalagi when others were around.

She also refused to conform to the cultural belief that she should be silent and submissive towards men. She would bow when it was required of her, but she would not fawn or simper, and she walked beside Akihiro instead of behind him. She hunted and gutted her own kills, and performed many tasks normally associated with men. There were even some villagers who thought she was a man who disguised herself as a woman, and she found that highly amusing.

Most of them, however, simply thought she was incorrigible and insane, and she was happy to let them continue believing that way. As long as Akihiro treated her as an equal, she couldn’t care less about what the villagers thought.

Ichiro and his family knew the truth about her, of course, but it wasn’t in their best interests to go around correcting anyone. Akihiro’s attitude and behavior had drastically changed, and he had them quite concerned. Both Ichiro and Suzuka handled him in much the way someone would handle a dangerous animal, which, she supposed, was how they saw him. Only Kaemon recognized Akihiro’s actions as him coming of age and of his newfound happiness.

And he was happy. Akihiro was very happy, and his joy seemed to baffle the villagers. They didn’t know what to do when he smiled, and the first time he’d laughed in public two women dropped what they were carrying because they didn’t recognize the sound. One poor woman shattered her water jug, and Joanna felt guilty because it was her joke that had made him laugh. Even now, a snicker could make them look wide-eyed in surprise, and also with a touch of fear because laughter wasn’t the only thing that was different about him.

She’d gotten the distinct impression that the villagers were used to Akihiro’s submission, and his new habit of looking people directly in the eye un-settled them. He still used the proper terms of respect and bowed appropriately, but he had lost the posture of subservience. Now when he was among the villagers, he stood tall and carried himself with confidence. He walked beside her and his position at her shoulder silently advertised his role as her companion and protector; and any threats, whether real or perceived, were dealt with immediately.

She still remembered the first time she had ventured off the shrine grounds and Akihiro had accompanied her into the village. Aside from the fact that he was walking down the main thoroughfare in broad daylight without so much as a flinch or hesitation, someone had been stupid enough to make a derogatory comment about her within earshot. Akihiro had stopped in his tracks and slowly turned his head to look at the young man, and while his face had been perfectly blank, he’d blatantly cleaned the dirt from underneath his sharp claws with deliberate slowness. The idiot had shuddered and hurried away. Akihiro had merely shrugged, then turned to her and grinned. She’d smiled back and hooked her arm in his as they continued on their leisurely stroll.

Akihiro was trying to assuage the situation. His happiness made him doubly helpful, and his newly growing confidence allowed him to jump in and offer a hand whenever he thought it was needed. Projects that had been relegated as low-priority were now getting done, and a few people were beginning to warm up to their half-demon neighbor. Hiroshi himself had told her that the rice harvest was two days ahead of schedule because of Akihiro’s enthusiasm. She didn’t know if his overzealousness was due to him trying to prove that he was an excellent provider or because he was working off the excess energy from all the rest he was getting.

s presence.

One thing that bothered her, however, was that the villagers seemed to look to her to somehow control Akihiro, as if he were a pet that could be commanded at will. Anytime there was something new to be done, someone came to her to ask if Akihiro could do it, and no amount of her telling them to ask him themselves seemed to make a difference. It was like they hadn’t really grasped the idea that he was an intelligent, sentient being who was perfectly capable of making decisions for himself. Secretly she wondered if they already knew that, or worse, if they’d known it for years, but merely pretended not to because it meant that they didn’t have to acknowledge him as a thinking, feeling being no different from themselves. Some of the things Kaemon had said to her led to her believe that the latter was the case, and that didn’t sit well with her.

‘You people are just really upset that you might not have your simpering, little slave to boss around anymore,’ she thought darkly as she pulled the walking staff out of the ground and continued on her way.

“Johranna-sama! Johranna-sama!” a host of high-pitched voices called, and she turned to see a handful of children running towards her.

Of course because she was the stranger, and a new and exotic stranger as well, she was automatically the center of attention for all of the children. A number of the adults also showed an interest in her, but the children could much more easily get away with being nosy and rude simply because they were children. Even now as they converged upon her when she was hot and tired, all she had for them was a welcoming smile.

“Hanae, Saka, Nami, Mara, Chen,” she greeted, calling each child by name. “Look you all so good today.”

The children laughed at her broken Japanese and she smiled again, this time a little slyly. She never let anyone but Ichiro and his family know that she was fluent. It was one more way she fostered the illusion that she was “different.” She was well aware how the use of language could foster an image or attitude because she had seen many full-blooded Elders in Elisi’s community speak only Tsalagi when she knew they could speak English.

“Are you coming to the festival tomorrow? Will you play your gitaa?” one little girl, Hanae, asked.

The local celebration was held on the first full moon at the end of the rice harvest. Of course it didn’t matter that Akihiro was still working in the upper fields; all of their work was done so it was time to party.

“Know not I, but yes I think I come. I bring Iris. Maybe I play. If want play for you, come to me and I play. Find fox. I with him,” she answered.

The oldest girl, Mara, a bossy age of ten, screwed up her nose and shook her head. “Hanyou never comes to the festivals.”

“Why not? Fox work. Fox work hard. Today fox brings more rice when others rest,” she countered.

She never called him Hanyou, but she had learned that there was some truth in Suzuka’s warning that calling him Akihiro would do him no favors. So instead she called him “fox” or “my friend.” It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than calling him by a term she considered an insult.

Mara huffed and replied, “He just doesn’t come. My father says he shouldn’t even be allowed to walk in the village.” She cocked her head and swallowed the anger that rose in her throat. The child was only parroting back what she had been taught so there was no point in being angry with her. To a child, parents were gods and their word was law. If Mara’s father had said those things, then of course the child would believe them. But still, it didn’t keep her from tossing out a little barb as food for thought.

“It rude to take fox’s work and not say thank you.” Mara remained defiant, but the other children seemed to get the idea.

“He’s just a hanyou. He doesn’t have feelings so why should we care?” She clenched her fist to keep from slapping the smug look off the girl’s face, but it was obvious that she was pissed because two of the children took a step back. The rod was rarely spared in this era and many of the children were very used to beatings. Being able to recognize when an adult was angry went a long way towards avoiding punishment.

“Fox saved my life. Fox bring village food. Fox bring rice from hill.

Maybe fox stop and you bring rice from hill, no?”

“We don’t need that rice. My father says we have plenty of rice without those two fields,” Mara countered.

“Rice is money. Village rich. More rice for everyone. Village share money, all grow strong.”

The one thing she had noticed about the village was that the sense of a community whole wasn’t as strong as she’d expected it to be. Usually small, agrarian communities were very tight knit, and to some extent this one was as well, but the deep-rooted belief that the strength of the individual lay in the strength of his people didn’t seem to exist. She supposed that years of civil war among the leaders where the average peasant often fared worse no matter who won, made them disillusioned to the thought of community solidarity.

There were no Circles here. No councils or places where the peasants could express their opinions. Here they were little more than indentured servants, one step above slaves, and their lives were at the whim of the local lords. The village was lucky in that Hiroshi was a good man, and the influence of Ichiro’s shrine tempered most hot-blooded veins. Genkichirou’s legacy had been one of peace and harmony, and his son did his best to perpetuate his father’s beliefs.

She looked up toward the hills where she was headed, shielding her eyes from the bright sun with her hand, and frowned when her eyesight went hazy and she saw small spots floating in front of her. There was definitely something wrong with her vision, and she feared she had the early stages of diabetic retinopathy. She knew she should be wearing a hat to reduce the strain on her eyes, but to go without one was just another aspect of the part she played.

“I go now,” she said, patting the lunch sack she carried. “Fox work hard.

Hungry. I bring fox food.” The children gave her room to pass, and she smiled at them, even Mara. “I see you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Johranna-sama!” they said, and she chuckled at their inability to say her name without adding the “r.” ‘Just like Aki when we first met.’

Her soft smile widened in fondness and anticipation of seeing her fox, and she waved to the children as she continued on her way. It took her another half hour to reach the hills where the rice fields were located and to climb the narrow, steep trail up to the terraces Akihiro had carved out himself. A swift running stream made its way down the hillside, and this was the stream that was used to flood the rice paddies during the growing season. A little dam had been created to divert the water into the fields, but the barrier had been opened a couple of weeks ago in order to allow the paddies to dry out before harvest. The trail was located on the opposite side of the fields from the stream to prevent the rains from washing the track away.

The paddies weren’t overly large, but she knew that hand harvesting was labor-intensive and back-breaking work. And unlike the villagers, Akihiro didn’t use a knife or a scythe to cut the stalks, but sliced them with his sharp claws instead. He then took the cut rice ears and arranged them in sheaves to be carried down to the village for drying. There the ears of rice would dry until the rice was just right, then the mature rice would be threshed from the sheaves either by villagers or by oxen depending upon when it was ready.

When she got to the top of the trail, she saw Akihiro working alone on the lower of the two fields. From the size of the rice stalk piles, it looked like he had already finished cutting the rice in the other field and was now working on the last one. She knew she was downwind from him, and that he hadn’t realized she was there yet, so she took the opportunity to sit and watch him. He’d taken off his kosode and was now dressed only in his loose pants, his bare chest exposed to the hot sun. She could tell that he was sweating because the ridge of fox fur running down his back was flat with wetness. He’d also tied back his long hair and it, too, was damp with sweat.

She watched him for a long time, marveling at his stamina and strength as he worked with single-minded determination through the field. He moved fluidly, his limbs flowing in a seamless pattern of slice and grab, slice and grab, and his face was set with concentration for what he was doing, although every now and then he would pause to wipe the sweat from his brow. She knew how he felt, she was baking just sitting there, and she couldn’t imagine actually working in the heat. Not that he’d actually let her. She had tried to help him earlier in the harvest, but he had adamantly refused and, unfortunately, Kaemon and Ichiro had backed him up. Victims of oni-gumo bites were supposed to rest for several weeks lest they overtax their weakened bodies. She knew Akihiro didn’t even like her walking out to bring him his lunch, but she’d go crazy without something to do.

She felt the wind shift and saw him stop in mid-slice as his head came up.

She watched him sniff the air for a few seconds, his ears swiveling, then his head turned unerringly in her direction until he finally saw her. He was too far away for her to clearly see his face, but she saw the flash of his white teeth so she knew he was smiling. He finished cutting the handful of stalks that he was working on, then headed to the stream where he rinsed the sweat from his arms and bare chest and splashed his face. When he straightened up and stretched, she couldn’t help but notice his lean and supple body, and she smiled appreciatively. He might be a little on the thin side right now, but once he grew into himself, she had no doubts that he would be magnificent.

She saw him douse his head with water and shake off the excess, then he turned her way. A moment later he was settling on his haunches next to her and nuzzling his nose into the side of her throat affectionately. He always made small, guttural noises when he did this, and she recognized them as little croons and groans that probably had meaning to other kitsunes.

“You’re a disobedient vixen,” he chided, but his voice wasn’t serious. “I told you not to come out in this heat. There’s no dealing with you.” She snorted and gave him a sardonic smile.

“I brought your lunch, and water, because you’re a stubborn fox who won’t stop to rest,” she countered.

“I’m a hanyou. I don’t need to rest.”

She fixed him with a look that spoke volumes on her opinion on that subject, and he had the good sense to lower his ears. She turned her head away in acceptance of his silent apology and opened the lunch sack.

“Barley cakes, baked fish and a rice ball,” she said, laying out a small blanket and placing the individually wrapped food items on it.

“A rice ball?” he repeated, staring hungrily at the white cake.

“It’s last year’s rice,” she amended, and she saw his face droop.

“Oh,” he said with disappointment, and she knew he’d been hoping that it was a ball of new rice, sweet and pungent.

She pulled out a large bamboo water canteen and handed it to him.

“Drink.”

He obeyed without protest and she suppressed a smile. For all his chauvinistic bravado, foxes were matriarchal and he knew who called the shots in their little duo.

“It looks like you’re almost done,” she commented, looking at the rice field.

He nodded. “I’ll be finished before dark.”

“The children stopped me on my way up here to ask if I was going to go to the celebration tomorrow night.”

Although his pause and grimace of pain were almost imperceptible, she saw them and her own suspicions were confirmed.

“That will be fun for you…” he started to say, but she cut him off.

“I told them I would be with you.”

He stopped in mid-sentence, his ears going straight up. “Huh? What did you tell them that for?”

She smiled and swallowed a giggle. She still loved those ears, those two perfect fox ears. She shrugged and took a sip from the water canteen. “Because it’s true.”

“But I never go to any of the festivals or feasts they have.” She cast him a childlike look that was anything but innocent. “Then I guess I’m not either.”

“You should go. It would be rude for you to refuse their invitation.”

“I don’t care. They’re being rude to you. Besides it was just a bunch of children. It’s not like Hiroshi invited me himself.”

“But still…” he argued.

“If you don’t go, I don’t go,” she stated, and he gave in, his ears flattening.

She heard him sigh and saw him slump his shoulders.

“You shouldn’t pit yourself against them by siding with me,” he said softly.

“Why not?” she demanded a little angrily. She hated when he put himself down, especially where the villagers were involved. As far as she was concerned, they’d been abusing his good nature for three decades, and it was about time that he started standing up for himself.

“Because then they will think even more poorly of you than they already do.”

She shrugged. “Let them. I don’t care. As soon as I’m strong enough, I’m going back to the grove, and I won’t have to see any of them ever again. You worry too much about what they think. When are you going to realize that I don’t give a rat’s ass about anyone here but you? Well, maybe I’d miss Kaemon. He’s decent. But the rest of them, they can go jump in a lake for all I care.”

He blinked at her, his brow furrowed with confusion. “Why would they want to jump in a lake?”

His innocent question made her laugh, and she was once again reminded that many of her colloquial expressions made absolutely no sense to him.

“It’s a figure of speech,” she explained, rubbing his arm affectionately. He smiled and leaned into her touch. “It means that I don’t care if they all disappear. I wouldn’t miss them if they were gone.”

“Ah,” he replied, understanding, then moved even closer, his eyes hooded and soft. “But you’d miss me?”

She put an arm around him, pressing their cheeks together. “Of course I’d miss you. Silly fox. Who would snuggle with me and drive me crazy when he doesn’t take care of himself while he’s out in the hot fields?” He snickered then crooned when she began to rub his ear. “If I took care of myself would you bring me lunch and make me rest? This way I get to see you when I otherwise wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I get it. Sneaky fox, not silly fox. And here you were scolding me for coming out in the heat when you planned it all along,” she teased, then pushed his shoulder, making him topple over. He did nothing to stop her and did not resist.

He landed softly with his back on the blanket and beamed up at her happily. “Aren’t all foxes crafty and wily?”

She scrunched up her nose at him. “Some more than others.” He just grinned and closed his eyes, sighing with contentment. She let him rest for a few moments before patting his arm to get his attention. When he looked at her, she held up the barley cake, and he sat up to take it from her.

“So… does this mean you’ll go to the celebration with me?” she asked coyly.

He stopped in mid-bite and lowered his eyes. “I don’t know if that is wise.”

“Then we’ll just have to have our own little celebration with just the two of us.” His face grew thoughtful and she decided to push a little. “I’ll wear something pretty,” she offered in a sing-song like voice.

His eyes met hers, and she was taken aback by the open adoration in them.

“You’ve never been anything but stunning to me,” he whispered.

“I’d argue that you didn’t think so the first night we were together. If I remember correctly, you thought I was going to defile you or use you in some evil ritual.”

He blushed and smiled sheepishly. “I’d remind you that you had stripped me naked, and I had no idea who you were at the time.”

 

“What? A woman can’t strip a man naked and not have any perverted thoughts?”

Now it was his turn to look wide-eyed and innocent. “You mean you didn’t?”

“Of course not,” she replied, then smiled. “At least not right away. After you were all healed up? Now that’s different. I’ve always thought you’re cute.”

“Me?”

“No, the other fox who sleeps next to me. Yes, you, you dolt.” He looked away and she saw his eyes fall unconsciously down to his clawed hands. She reached out and placed her hand over his, not afraid that he might cut her with those claws.

“Don’t. Stop doing that. You’re beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with you,” she insisted, forcing him to look at her.

“You’re the only one who thinks so,” he replied, lowering his eyes.

“That just means that I’m the only one with eyes that can really see.”

********

“That just means that I’m the only one with eyes that can really see.”

‘What did I ever do to deserve you?’ he wondered.

Simply being with her was so often like something out of an impossible dream, that sometimes it was almost too much for him to bear. Despite the fact that he knew she loved him, part of him always feared that she would reject him once they left the seclusion of the grove, and when she didn’t, he could honestly say that he was surprised. He had never dared to hope that he would ever find a vixen of his own, and even though they hadn’t mated, if they never progressed to that stage, he knew he could die happy. The past several days had been filled with so much joy, he was practically bursting with it. Even working in the rice fields until he was drenched with sweat and every muscle in his body ached to his bones, all he had to do was take one look at her or catch one whiff of her scent, and all his pain was forgotten.

He responded by wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. He wanted to thank her, to tell her how much she meant to him and how much he loved her, but the words just wouldn’t come. So he chose express himself with actions instead because she always seemed to understand him perfectly.

By accident his hand slipped down to brush against her side and lower abdomen, and his brain immediately registered that something was amiss. He placed his palm back over the soft place where her belly met her hip and realized that the familiar lump of her medicine pouch was no longer there. He froze, his heart pounding, and his mouth suddenly going dry as he pulled back to look her in the eye. She met his questioning gaze sadly, but calmly, and he knew the answer before she could speak.

“I took it off this morning,” she said softly.

He nodded, still mute, but this time with the weight of knowing that he had not been with her during that critical moment.

‘Was she alone? Was Kaemon with her at least when she gave herself the last of her insulin and pulled the pouch from her body?’

“How do you feel?” he asked, but it was an empty question.

“I’m fine. My blood sugar was 108 right before I started walking over here, and I brought some of the gymnema tea with me so I do have medicine.”

He took her hands and held her gaze. “Soon I will go to find the maitake.

Oshou Seigo’s notes said it was very powerful. Just as soon as all the rice is in, and we’ve had a few cold nights, then the mushrooms will be ripe and ready.” She nodded at him, but he could tell that she wasn’t convinced. He still hadn’t told her about the blood bond, and he was still reluctant to mention it.

He just wasn’t sure if it would work or make her worse, and he didn’t have anyone whom he could ask. He’d thought about trying to find his uncle, but he didn’t want to leave Joanna for very long, and he had no idea if the kitsune would even be willing to talk to him. No, he would keep the blood bond solution a secret until he knew he had no choice.

“You’ll have to go up into the mountains,” she commented, looking off at the rising profile of Fuji-no-yama in the distance.

He remembered her telling him that she had known she was in the wrong time when she saw the mountain but none of the cities of her era. She’d expressed a desire to climb the sacred peak, but women were forbidden to make the hike up to the summit. Knowing her, however, she wouldn’t care about that, and he knew that he would help her if she decided that it was something that she really wanted to do. He knew he could easily disguise her as a man if it came to that. All it would take was a simple illusion spell that he could set into a necklace made with one of his teeth or a few strands of hair.

“Yes,” he confirmed. “But it won’t take me long to get there. I’ll be gone three days at most.”

She looked at him and smiled softly, the sunlight lighting on her bronzed skin and black hair. She’d dressed in one of her loose sleeveless tops and a pair of “jeans,” but these were cut off just above the knee and left her lower legs bare. He noticed that she had performed the odd practice of shaving the hair from her calves again. She’d explained to him that shaving her legs and under-arms was a cultural tradition in her country, but he just didn’t understand why.

He finished his lunch and drank half of the water in the canteen, then turned his attention to the rest of the rice field. “I should get back to work.”

“Okay. I’ll just stay here and wait for you.”

He sighed inwardly. He would rather she return to the cool shade of the shrine not only for her health but also for her reputation. Even if she didn’t care what the villagers thought, he did, if only for safety’s sake. They were pushing the limits of tolerance and he knew it. For now, the villagers seemed grudgingly willing to accept his relationship with Joanna, but only because they thought she was mentally ill and suffered from an incurable disease. If they decided that her deficiencies were no longer an acceptable reason for her taking a half-demon lover, then both of their lives were in grave danger.

If his vixen was threatened, he couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t kill to protect her and that could turn out very badly. It was bad enough to be born a half-blood. To be charged with murdering a human was a death sentence, and he’d be hunted down by every exterminator in Musashi and beyond.

“I’d rather you go back and stay in the shade,” he tried.

She waved one hand dismissively. “I’ll be fine. I’ll just lie down here on the grass and enjoy the sunshine. You won’t be too long, will you?” He glanced at what was left to be cut and calculated how long it would take him. “No. But then I have to carry the stalks down to the drying barns.”

“How about I help you…”

He began to object, but she silenced him with a finger on his lips.

“I’ll go down to the village and get a pair of oxen. You can tie some of the stalks to their harnesses and I’ll bring them down to the drying barns. I’ll even lead them from horseback so I won’t have to walk. I won’t have to do anything but go back and forth, and it will take fewer trips, ne?” There was no arguing with her and he knew it. One of the things he liked least about her was her stubborn streak, but then he didn’t know any kitsune vixen that took orders from her mate. In the fox world, females ruled because they were the mothers. The males might be the protectors, but it was the vixens who made all decisions, and the males knew better than to challenge them.

“All right,” he agreed, defeated. “But ride the old gray. He’s solid and surefooted, and he isn’t afraid of me. The oxen are too dumb to be scared.” She leaned forward and rubbed her nose against his, and he felt the blush rising in his cheeks. “Okay, my worry-wart fox. I’ll be back in a bit.” She stood and he watched her head down the trail, her pack slung over her shoulder and her walking stick in her hand. He had carved the stick for her and capped the end. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was made with his love, and it pleased him to see her using it. He kept watching her until she disappeared out of sight before returning to the field. He was almost finished cutting all of the rice stalks, and he knew if he hurried he could finish the last section relatively quickly. In truth, he was glad for the work because it helped him to keep his mind off of what had happened that morning while he was away.

‘I should have been there. She puts on a brave face for my sake, but I know she’s scared. Even if Kaemon was with her, it still should have been me. I shouldn’t have left her alone. I knew she was almost out of medicine.’

He couldn’t imagine what taking the medicine pouch off must have been like for her. In all the months that he had known her, it had always been attached to her body and removing it had to have been traumatic no matter how hard she’d tried to make light of it.

‘It must have been like cutting off a limb,’ he thought darkly.

He felt like a complete jerk. There he had been, blithely out in the fields cutting rice while she had been by herself at the shrine during one of the most traumatic moments of her life, and he hadn’t even been there to hold her hand.

‘Some mate I am, leaving her all alone…’ Somehow the thought of Kaemon being the one to sit with her while she took off the pouch made him feel even worse and jealous as well. ‘I didn’t smell Kaemon on her though…’

The knowledge that she carried no male’s scent other than his own calmed him down somewhat, but he still felt awful so he attacked the remaining rice ears with violence, taking his frustration out on a safe outlet. He was three-quarters of the way through the last field when he heard and smelled a horse and oxen approaching, so he paused in his harvesting and waited for her to appear on the trail. She came into view several moments later, riding the gelding and leading four oxen by a rope tied to the horse’s saddle.

“There are two wagons at the base of the hill. We can load these guys up, and I’ll take the rice down to the wagons and dump the sheaves into them,” she told him when he joined her at the top of the trail.

He shook his head. “I don’t want you overexerting yourself,” he refused.

“I’ll be fine. I’m a lot stronger than I look, Akihiro.”

“I know you are, but this is very hot and sweaty work, and I don’t want to take the risk of you overdoing it.”

“I’m not helpless you know,” she said a little peevishly.

He flattened his ears against his skull and opened his eyes wide in an expression he knew always made her at least stop to think for a few moments. He knew she wasn’t used to being weak or ill, and having to slow down and take things easy was very hard for her, so he was trying to be understanding.

“I know, and I’m sorry if you thought I was implying that. I am just concerned for your welfare, and I don’t want you to overtax yourself, especially now. I am a hanyou. I don’t get tired or feel the heat the way that you do.” She sighed and dismounted the old horse, letting it lower its head to eat.

The oxen lowed softly, their dull eyes blinking. “I understand, but you don’t need to treat me a like a china doll. Some exercise is good for me and I know my limits. I can help by gathering the sheaves into piles and tying them up with rope, then you can lash them to the harnesses and I’ll take them down to the wagons. It won’t be too much for me if we make the bundles small enough.” He gritted his teeth, but he knew he was on the losing end of the battle, and she’d waste more energy fighting him than she would if he just gave in. Joanna might be stubborn, but she was also beautiful, faithful, and loving. She was everything he could ever hope for in a mate, and he knew he ought to be grateful.

‘There is no yin without yang. Be happy that she loves you and be content with that,’ he reminded himself.

“All right. Begin with the piles over there,” he agreed, nodding to the heaps of stalks he had placed on the edge of the lower field. “I’ll finish the cutting while you’re wrapping the sheaves up and then help you lash them to the oxen.”

She smiled at him, no doubt enjoying her victory, and nodded. “Okay.” He watched her take the lengths of rope she had brought with her and begin sorting the stalks into small piles to be tied up. He noticed that she knelt down to work, and that she made the bundles no larger than the circumference of her arms, and he was pleased that she didn’t seem to be taking on more than she ought to be. He returned to cutting the stalks, hurrying so he would finish before she did, and carried the piles from the upper field down to the lower one to be bundled. Then he sat beside her and helped her wrap the sheaves, only his were twice as large as hers.

“Show off,” she snorted, but she was smiling.

He snickered but didn’t reply. In the end, the four oxen were able to carry about a third of the rice down in one trip, and he toted the rest of it down by hand while she led the animals down the trail to the wagons. He made sure that she saw him every time he whisked by her carrying a large pile of stalks on his back, and grinned at her as he ran back up the trail to fetch more.

He knew he was putting on a display, and possibly annoying her, but he’d noticed that her scent would change whenever he showed his true abilities, and it wasn’t an unpleasant change. In fact, she would smell a bit like the young women smelled when they saw a man they liked, but having never been on the receiving end of such emotions, he wasn’t positive. She did smell good, however, and he liked the looks she gave him, even if they did make him want to preen and fluff his tail, and bring her a dead rabbit…

He shoved those thoughts aside when he realized that he was acting like a fool and concentrated on the task at hand. On the way out to the hill, she had tied one team of oxen to the back of one of the wagons and led them all at once, but on the return trip he drove one wagon while the gray was tied to the back of the one she was driving. He had marveled at her ability to control all of the beasts at once without any difficulties, but when he mentioned it to her, she’d merely smiled and said she had just asked them to cooperate and they did.

Many of the villagers stopped what they were doing and stared as he and Joanna guided the two wagons full of rice up the main road to the drying barns.

In previous years, two large barns with movable racks had been built to allow the rice to dry out of the elements.

The threshing grounds were next to the drying barns, and they consisted of one large enclosure about twice as big as the drying barns, with several flat, hard surfaces used for striking the panicles of rice to separate out the grain.

Rice was threshed with an ox, then the used stalks were transferred to a smaller area where they were hand threshed to harvest any grain that hadn’t been shaken loose. Both the drying barns and the threshing grounds were used not only for rice, but for all the harvested grains that the villagers grew in their own gardens.

Akihiro had helped to build both the drying barns and the enclosure for the threshing grounds about twenty years ago when both Keitaro and Genkichirou were still alive and still somewhat intrigued by the half-demon who wanted to live near their village. He remembered cutting the huge trees that formed the structural base of the buildings, carrying them and settling them in place. He’d amazed the villagers with his strength, and his ability to measure distance in his mind so that each support post was exactly in line with all of the others.

By the time they were finished unloading the rice and returning the wagons, oxen and the gray gelding to their proper places, it was almost time for the evening meal so he and Joanna went to wash up for dinner and headed back to the shrine. Because Joanna’s diet had to be carefully controlled, she still prepared the majority of their meals. Unfortunately, religious rules forbade them from cooking any meat except fish at the shrine, so if they wanted to eat rabbit or other game they had to prepare it in the forest. He’d converted a natural clearing near the shrine into a camp with a fire pit and logs for sitting, and he and his vixen spent most of their evenings there. Tonight was no exception, and he caught two fish for their dinner while she built the fire and got things ready.

The scent of her blood, and fresh blood at that, almost made him drop his catch and leap to her side the moment he smelled it. As it was, he came tearing into the clearing, claws ready and a snarl on his lips, but his vixen just looked at him with mild surprise. She was sitting by the crackling fire, waiting for him to return, and she was holding some strange new object in her hand. The blood-scent was coming from a small cut in her palm, and he went to her immediately.

“Joanna-sama, you’re bleeding!” he said, dropping to his knees beside her.

“It’s okay. I’m just checking my blood sugar.”

‘What?’ He blinked at her and looked at the thing she held in her hand. It was small, blue and made of “prastak” from her time, and it had a funny little strip of paper sticking out of the top.

“But…” he managed, confused, then saw her shake her head and sigh.

“Damn, you distracted me. Now I have to do it again,” she complained.

“Do what again?”

She ignored him and rummaged in a small red bag that she had placed on the ground. She pulled out a long, thin stick made of more “prastak” and un-screwed the top. While he watched, she took a tiny, white stick, tore off the top to reveal a metal tip, and put it inside the larger stick. Then she screwed the top back on, did something with her thumb on the side of the stick, turned the tip of it to the meat at the base of her left thumb on the inside of her palm, and pressed a tiny button. There was a faint click and the scent of her blood assaulted his nose as he saw a red droplet well up on her skin.

“What are you doing!” he cried, aghast and struggling with his fox side that screamed at the smell of her blood. ‘Vixen hurt! Vixen bleeding!’

She looked at him as she touched the funny white paper to the drop of blood and the end became dark with it.

“This is how I have to do it now because I took my insulin pump out,” she said, showing him the thing in her hand.

It had a magic window like her old medicine pouch, and he recognized the writing in it as her blood number. It flashed 110, and he was both relieved and appalled at the same time.

“You… you have to cut yourself?” he gasped softly.

“It’s just a little prick and only one drop of blood. It’s no big deal. This is how I had to check my blood sugar before I got the insulin pump with the built-in meter. This one is really good in that it lets me test on my palm and arm instead of the tip of my fingers. Older models needed more blood and my fingertips were always sore,” she explained calmly.

He flattened his ears against his skull in distress and reached out to take her injured hand in his own. Then he lowered his mouth to the wounds and licked them, sealing the cuts with his healing saliva. She sighed and put her arms around him as he rested his cheek in her palm, still cradling it in both of his.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“It’s okay. It’s my fault. I forgot to warn you. I know how much the scent of my blood drives you crazy.”

“I thought you were hurt…”

“I understand, but I’m all right. It’s all right,” she soothed, stroking his ears.

But it wasn’t all right, and he could still smell her blood even though the wounds were healed. He hated the new magic box already. She pushed gently on his shoulders and he slowly pulled away, but he kept his eyes downcast.

“Here. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. Let me roast these fish you brought, and make some miso, and we’ll have a feast,” she offered, obviously changing the subject.

“Okay,” he agreed, but his voice was flat.

He heard her sigh then felt her hand on his shoulder.

“Aki… Aki, I’m sorry it has to be this way,” she said softly, and he raised his eyes to look at her. “But I couldn’t leave the pump in while it was empty.

There was too great a risk of infection. I had to take it out.”

“I know,” he replied, dropping his gaze to the ground again.

“It’ll be okay. You’ll see.”

He nodded and tried to cheer up because he knew his sadness was upsetting her. “Okay,” he answered, his voice closer to normal, and she smiled at him.

She took the fish and began preparing them for cooking while he sat and watched her. She made small talk and said something about going hunting for ducks in the morning now that all the rice was in, and making his favorite meal where she roasted the birds in the underground oven. He grunted and made all of the appropriate noises that made it seem like he was listening when he was actually still calming down his fox blood.

While the scent of her wounds was slowly fading, his protective instincts were still in an uproar, and he had to keep himself quiet and still while it settled down. If she was going to be cutting herself every time she had to check her blood number, he was going to have to become acclimated to smelling fresh blood, and he didn’t know how he was ever going to manage that.

‘I could never get used to the scent of your blood,’ he moaned silently, tucking his hands close to his chest and staring into the flickering flames of the campfire.




Chapter Nineteen

Akihiro was in a “funk,” as Joanna called it, for the rest of the night: quiet and somber, and he stayed that way clear into the following morning. It wasn’t that he wanted to be so distracted and serious, but every time he began to feel somewhat normal, she had to cut herself again. She did it two more times before they went to bed that evening, and the last time was right as they were preparing to go to sleep. The good news was that her blood number was good all three times she checked it. The bad news was that the scent of her blood was still sending his fox instincts into fits. The only thing that made it better was his ability to lick the wound healed afterwards so he wouldn’t feel so helpless.

In the morning, they ate breakfast together and hunted for two ducks, then he went into the village to help with the threshing of the rice while she stayed behind to prepare the underground oven he had dug the night before. Stalks that had been drying for two or three days were ready to be threshed, and the rice was then prepared, measured, and collected into sacks. It was the most important part of the rice harvest because it dictated how much rice there would be to pay the taxes, and how much would be left over for the villagers. As such, every grain of rice mattered, and he often used his keen nose to sniff out panicles that still had rice in them.

As he headed for the threshing grounds, he took note that preparations for the evening’s festivities were already underway. Strings of painted paper lanterns were being hung from posts all along the main road, and he could smell the cook fires and ovens used to make the food that would be served at the feast. The tantalizing scent of new rice being cooked teased his nose and made his mouth water.

He joined a group of about ten men who were threshing rice, and they put him on one of the hand threshing floors in charge of getting what the oxen had missed. Around him, the men worked merrily, talking and laughing, but none of them spoke to him other than to give him an order or ask for aid. He was used to their attitude and it didn’t really bother him anymore, but this year was the first time he smiled inwardly when they spoke of their women.

Around mid-afternoon the men called their threshing to a halt because it was getting too hot, and many of them wanted to rest before the festival. He stayed behind to continue working because Joanna had given him specific instructions to meet her on a particular hilltop just before sunset. She had told him that they were going to have their own celebration, and she would be waiting for him when he got there.

Not long before sunset, he ceased his work and swept his pile of rice in with the rest where it would be washed, dried again and placed into bags. The rice had to be clean because the sacks would be weighed by the tax collector, and no dirt or stones could be found in the rice or the tax might be rejected or doubled. There were many tales of what happened to villages who tried to “cheat” on their taxes, and none of them ended well for the villagers.

He headed back to the shrine and was only mildly disappointed to find Joanna not there. He knew what she had told him, but a part of him had hoped that he would see her, and that they would go up to the hilltop together. Instead she had left him a set of new clothes laid out on his bedding, and he lifted the two items in his hands to look at them and breathe in her scent from the fabric.

One was a new pair of light, tan colored pants made of jute cloth with a hole cut out of the back for his tail, and the other item was a handmade shirt made of geometric patterned cloth instead of deerskin, but the cut was very similar to his leather one. The shirt came over his head and colored ribbons decorated the collar, sleeves, and four other places where the ribbons streamed down in loose strings. He recognized the style from pictures he had seen in Joanna’s books, and he realized that she had made him an article of clothing that was worn by the men of her tribe. Holding the new clothes close to his body, he felt humbled and honored that she thought him worthy of such a gift.

‘She must have been working on them while I was away in the rice fields,’

he reasoned, lovingly running his hands over the seams. The tight, precise stitches reminded him of how she had sewed his flesh together in what seemed like a lifetime ago. ‘Has it really only been four months?’

Four months of his new life. It was no wonder he still felt like a newborn kit. He gathered the new shirt and pants and headed out to the river to bathe so he would be clean and fresh for his evening alone with his vixen. The water was cold, but he didn’t care, and he made sure to scrub his skin free of all the dust and dirt from the afternoon’s labor. When he was clean, he dried himself off and dressed in the new clothes Joanna had made for him. Then he headed back to the shrine to drop off his dirty clothes before going up to meet his vixen.

Back at the shrine, he ran into Ichiro, Suzuka and Kaemon, all dressed in formal Shinto garb, as they prepared to lead the religious portion of the celebration beginning with a formal procession. He bowed to them and Kaemon smiled.

“You will be spending the evening with Joanna-sama?” the young priest asked.

He blushed and bowed lower. “Yes, Kaemon-sama. I am to join Joanna-sama on the east hill overlooking the village.”

“So she told me.” The human’s smile widened, and Akihiro got the impression that he was keeping a secret. “I think you will have a very enjoyable night.”

He blinked in confusion, but did not argue with the man. For him every evening he spent with Joanna was enjoyable, however, he understood the implication that tonight would be special.

“I see the new clothes Joanna-sama made for you fit perfectly,” Kaemon commented, indicating the shirt and pants.

He nodded. “Yes. They are very comfortable.”

“She is very competent with a needle and thread. I may ask her to help with some mending that needs to be done before some of the offerings can be distributed to those who need clothing.”

“I am certain she would be more than willing to help you.”

“That would be very appreciated. I will speak with her about it tomorrow.”

“We must go. The others are waiting for us,” Ichiro interrupted.

“Of course, Ichiro-sama. I wish you a good evening,” he apologized.

“And you, Hanyou. May your evening be pleasant,” the old priest replied.

Akihiro bowed deeply. “Thank you, Ichiro-sama. I am sure that it will.” He straightened up and waited for the three of them to pass him. Suzuka, who had been unusually quiet, paused and looked at him oddly. He cocked his head in confusion, and was about to ask her if something was wrong, when she stepped closer to him and reached for something in his hair. Her fingers barely brushed against his head, but he felt a slight tug.

“Suzuka-sama?”

“This was in your hair,” she said, showing him a damp rice stalk.

“Ah,” he answered, taking the wilted stem from her grasp. “Thank you, Suzuka-sama. Did I miss any others?”

He saw her give his head a quick look, her eyes strangely soft for her stoic face, before replying, “No, Hanyou. That was the only one.”

“Thank you, Suzuka-sama. May you have a pleasant evening.” She nodded just barely with her chin, and he bowed as she moved to follow her brother and father. There was something bittersweet in her countenance that tugged at his heart, and he remembered happier times between them. He wondered if Joanna’s presence in the village was making Suzuka remember the friendship that they had once shared. Perhaps she would begin to treat him more kindly, and he hoped that would be the case. He also hoped that she and Joanna would eventually become friends. For now the two women were polite and civil to each other, but there was still a cool distance between them.

Once Ichiro and his kits had exited the shrine grounds, he placed his soiled clothing in the room he shared with Joanna and hurried out to join her on the east hill. It was almost sunset and he could hardly wait to see her again. Plus his over-sensitive nose could smell the aroma of the roasted ducks wafting from the oven pit he had dug, and it was making his mouth water. His stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten any lunch, and that made him run all the faster.

Eagerly, he raced up the narrow trail to the top of the hill where Joanna had told him to meet her, and he cleared the final turn with a powerful leap, soaring over the rocky ground and landing lightly on the edge of the summit. He paused for a moment to catch his breath, and scan the hilltop for his vixen, and his eyes fell on a single figure seated some distance away. The wind brought Joanna’s scent to him, and he breathed deep, his heart thudding loudly in his chest. Joanna seemed to sense his arrival because she stood up and faced his direction.

The instant he saw her, he froze and wondered if she had finally decided to reveal her Divine form to him, proving that she really was a goddess come down to earth, and he stared at her, completely breathless. Now he understood what Kaemon had silently been alluding to and why the young priest had smiled.

‘She promised that she would wear something pretty, but this…’

She was dressed in blue that wasn’t blue, but swirling splashes of blue and green like someone had taken water and made it into fabric. The blue draped around her, cascading over her shoulders and reaching down to the ground where he could barely see the tips of her black shoes. It swirled and eddied like a wild stream, flowing around her body in great folds of shimmering colors.

She had also taken her hair and braided it, twisting it into an elaborate weave that circled the top of her head and ended with a braided knot at the base of her skull. Two beaded hair sticks crisscrossed through the knot to hold it in place, and ribbon streamers were hung from the ends.

When he finally was able to force his legs to move and approach her, he saw that she had lightly painted her face. There was a faint shading of blue above her eyes, and she had rimmed the lids with a thin line of black. Her cheeks and lips also sported soft rose-colored powder that gave her face a warm blush. It wasn’t artificial the way the village women would paint their faces white, but a simple enhancement of her already lovely features. He stood before her, speechless, until she reached to touch one of the ribbons on his new shirt.

“You look good,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. He wasn’t certain, but he thought she sounded a little sad.

“Joanna-sama,” he breathed, trying to put everything he wanted to say into speaking her name.

“You look like a Cherokee. I wasn’t sure how the ribbon shirt would turn out, but I think it looks really nice on you.”

He took her hands and held them close to his chest. “I love the new clothing. Thank you for your gift. I am very honored. I am honored that you would make the clothing of your people for me.”

“Regalia clothing is the only clothing I know how to make. Michael and I worked on his dancing outfits together,” she replied simply, her voice catching on the name of her lost love.

He tried not to remind her of her fiancé or of her life in the future, and he hated it when the look of longing and homesickness marred her face. He squeezed her hands lightly to get her attention and smiled softly at her.

“It is the emotion behind your actions which is most important. You obviously thought me worthy of your tribe’s clothing. I promise to always strive to live up to your faith in me. I would be Cherokee for you if I could,” he vowed.

She smiled, but her face was still sad. “You already are. You already embrace much of what it means to be Cherokee. You are honorable, trustworthy and faithful. You remain true to your people and those you love. You honor the earth and all the living things sharing the world with you. You may not be Cherokee by blood, but you are Cherokee in heart, and that is what matters.” Her words warmed him, and he pressed his forehead to hers in a gesture of affection. “Thank you. Those are high praises.”

She stepped back and looked down at the woven reed mat she had spread out as a blanket for their meal. Several baskets with different foodstuffs were arranged on the mat, and two small platform stools defined the eating places.

He could smell the roast duck in the reed containers and his stomach growled.

“Would you like to do the honors?” she asked him, snickering slightly.

“Honors?” he repeated, confused.

She pointed to a pile of four long poles lying next to a string of paper lanterns. “Sink the poles and hang the lanterns so we can have our own festival decorations.”

Grinning, he happily obliged and picked up one of the poles, forcing it into the ground far enough for it to stand straight and firm. Then he repeated the action with the remaining three poles, defining a square around the mat and the immediate area. Once the poles were up, he and Joanna hung the ropes and lanterns, and Joanna lit the lanterns with some of her magic fire sticks. The end result was their own private festival all lit up as brightly as any village fair.

No one had ever gone to such lengths to make an evening special just for him, and tears pricked the corners of his eyes as she reached out and took his hand, bidding him to sit next to her and join her in eating the meal she had prepared. One by one she opened each container of food, revealing delicacy after delicacy to his hungry gaze. In addition to the duck, she had made several other dishes associated with the harvest season such as onion and mushroom soup, salted fish, and, wonder of wonders, two dishes made with new rice: new rice with sliced mushrooms and new rice with chestnuts. For dessert, she had sliced persimmons and nashi pears, drizzled with honey. It was a feast fit for the Emperor, but it was to be shared only between the two of them. He felt almost dizzy with happiness and anticipation.

As she divided up his portion of each dish and placed it in individual serving cups on his platform stool, his hands began to shake, and he could barely hold onto the chopsticks. She lit a fire and boiled water for tea, and he saw her take two sips of vinegar before eating so the sour liquid would help keep her blood sugar under control. She grimaced at the nasty taste, and he felt a pang in his heart for her discomfort, but when she heard him whine low in his throat, she just shook her head and patted his hand reassuringly.

“It’s okay, Aki. It’s not that bad,” she assured him.

“I wish you didn’t have to do it,” he said fervently.

“I know, but it can’t be helped. We do what we have to do, ne?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” he complained. His only consolation was knowing that her scent was “normal” with no hint of her blood sugar being too high or low. His senses were at their most powerful right now, and he knew he would smell a change in her scent right away.

Her smile turned soft and loving, making his heartbeat speed up and his palms sweat, and he dropped the chopsticks when she leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.

“Akihiro, my fox. My sweet, sweet fox who would take all my pain and hardship and carry it himself if he could,” she mused tenderly.

“Yes. Always,” he replied with conviction. “If it were within my power, you would never know a day of hardship or a moment of pain.” She looked at him with warmth and understanding as she brushed a stray tendril of his unruly red hair away from his face. “I know. But life is pain, Aki.

If we don’t know pain, how can we fully appreciate pleasure? If we don’t know sadness, how can we feel joy? And if we don’t know what it is like to face death, how can we truly begin to live?”

She took his hand and held it, curling her fingers around his own and making him blush. “Yes, the circumstances surrounding my situation aren’t the happiest, and I certainly would not have chosen this path if I had known how things were going to be, but I am very glad that I am with you.”

“Joanna-sama,” he whispered, lifting her hand to his lips and nuzzling his nose into her palm. “I treasure every moment that I am with you, and I swear to you that I will find a way for us to enjoy many years together.”

“Thank you, Akihiro.”

‘No, thank you, my vixen, for loving me. I love you so much and I don’t intend to ever let you go.’

She gently tugged her hand from his grasp and gave him back his chopsticks. “We should eat. The food is best when hot.” They ate and as they did so, the sun set and the moon began to rise. The great goddess of the night was at Her fullest and She bathed the hillside with Her silvery light. Below them in the village, they could see the bobbing lights of the lanterns rocking on their anchor strings and heard the occasional song or cheer rising up to their high vantage point.

Joanna had brought Iris with her, and she played for him when they were finished eating. They set the platform stools aside to make room for her to put the gitaa on her lap, and he leaned back to listen as she began to sing. He still loved to hear her play, and her voice always made him feel cherished because she would sing special songs for him: songs in her English and Tsalagi languages that no one else would understand. When she played for the villagers, she would only sing simple folk songs or songs Kaemon or Suzuka had taught her, never the others, the ones from her world. Those songs were secret songs for his ears alone, and it was only in those secret songs that the true beauty of her voice was revealed. Every time she sang for him, a small part of his heart rejoiced jealously that no one but him would ever hear those specific words from her mouth or hear those particular notes played from the gitaa she strummed so lovingly with her hands. Those songs were his, and no one could ever take them from him.

As the moon reached her zenith, he blew out the lanterns so nothing would interfere with their view as Joanna put Iris down and settled against him with her back to his chest. The material of her dress was impossibly soft, not like silk which was thin and smooth, but thick and fluffy like a newborn kit’s fur.

Joanna had called the material brushed velveteen, and he’d never felt anything like it. It was warm and irresistible, and he found himself unconsciously stroking it as one would a soft pelt. She didn’t seem to mind.

The actual outfit, he discovered, was in three pieces. There was a short sleeved top and a long, layered skirt, then both of these were surrounded by a large shawl that draped over Joanna’s shoulders to create the cascading water effect. She called the clothing The Long Person precisely because it mimicked water, and Long Person was the Cherokee term for river. He remembered seeing the garments in one of Joanna’s photographs. He’d liked it in the picture, but he hadn’t known that she had the actual clothing with her. Somehow she had remembered how much he had liked her clothes in the photograph and wore the dress to please him. He could certainly say that he was pleased, but he could also say the same for her, as was evidenced by the welcoming tinge to her scent.

Holding her, watching the full moon rise, and looking down on the village in the valley below, he felt an overwhelming sense of peace and contentment.

Joanna’s warm body comfortably cradled in the circle of his arms, the back of her head resting against his shoulder so her hair tickled his nose, seemed so perfect and right that he didn’t want to move or do anything that would otherwise interrupt their private moment together. Closing his eyes and resting his cheek against the side of her head, he sighed happily and pulled her closer.

“Mou, it’s a shame that you could not eat any of the new rice,” he commented, nuzzling the top of her ear.

Because she didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks, she hadn’t eaten any of the delicious rice dishes she had prepared for him. She had also abstained from eating any of the sweetened fruit.

“It’s okay,” she replied, her voice soft and relaxed.

Reaching over with one hand, he picked up the last slice of persimmon and used it to scrape up the last of the new rice in one of the bowls, bringing it up to his lips and slipping it into his mouth.

“Mmmmm,” he sighed contentedly, licking his fingertips. “That is so good. The best ever. I wish you could taste it.”

She turned her head, and he could see her looking at him through the corner of her eye, then her mouth curled up into a wry smile and her scent suddenly changed. He was still reeling from the spike in her smell when she half turned in his arms and pressed her lips to his, her mouth opening to kiss him.

He was so shocked that he froze, at a loss for what to do, then her tongue flicked out and licked his lips before slipping into his mouth and teasing his upper jaw.

“Mmmm, you’re right. It does taste good,” she breathed, her voice low and husky in a way he had never heard before.

He stared at her, his heart pounding and his breath coming in short gasps, as she looked at him with an expression he couldn’t identify but that his body recognized because it was reacting. He was tingling all over and heat was rushing through his blood, making him lightheaded.

“Jo…” he tried, but her hands gripped the sides of his face and pulled his lips down to hers for another kiss.

He resisted for a moment then gave in as she deepened the kiss, his mind regaining control over his limbs and making them move. His arms closed around her and pulled her to him as he tried to follow her lead and learn from her. He had never been kissed before (at least not like this) so he had no idea what to do. She did, however, and he mimicked her, opening his mouth and working his lips against hers in a mirror of her own actions. Her scent changed again, and his body knew it to be arousal even if it took his mind a few moments to catch up. He groaned low in his throat as she began to use her hands to stroke his chest and neck, and he kneaded the back of her shoulder blades while trying not to scratch her with his claws.

One slight push from her and he fell back, landing with a soft thud on the reed mat and taking her with him. She hovered above him, the generous folds of her large shawl pooling around them as she continued to kiss him. He reached up and put his hands around her waist, feeling that it was a safe thing for him to do, and tried not to be so concerned about his claws because worrying about them was distracting. Her lips left his mouth and moved to his throat, licking and kissing the pulse point on his neck. When she nipped him there he began to whimper, his back arching up as he fisted his hands into her clothing.

His whole body was on fire, his clothes too tight, and his mind drowning in an ocean of new sensations that threatened to overwhelm him. He was in such a state of emotional overload that he wasn’t certain which half of him was fully in control: his fox blood or his runaway human side. Both were reeling from the kisses, the touches, the heat that raged through his blood. His hips bucked up, the burning between his legs becoming unbearable, as she refused to let up her assault. Sounds he didn’t recognize as his own voice were coming out of his mouth, and he was unable to stop them as he writhed beneath her.

She knew exactly what to do, his wicked vixen, his goddess, and she did not hesitate in her seduction of his innocent body. He knew in some small corner of his mind that he was about to enter a world of pleasure he had thought he would be forever denied, but he had never dreamed that it would ever feel this good. He knew of carnal pleasures. He was not ignorant to the ways of men with women and the mechanics of mating. He knew that the act felt very good, but nothing could have prepared him for the reality of it or the strength of what he was feeling.

He needed. He needed something, but he didn’t know how to ask. He lifted his hips and cried out when she licked his ear and her hands slipped under his shirt to stroke his chest. Shocks like lightning coursed through his body with each touch, and the pleasure was so sharp it was almost painful. It hurt, but the pain was so good that he didn’t want it to end. He never wanted it to end. He wanted her to keep going, to take him as far as she could, to make him a man in ways he had never thought he could ever be.

He was begging and he knew it, the whines and whimpering pleas falling from his wet lips, then her knee slipped between his thighs and pressed against him in just the right spot. Her mouth covering his swallowed his howl as he bucked against her leg, and the fire in his groin flared out of control.

He didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was the tiny part of his brain that was still working. Maybe it was a shift in the wind that brought the new scent to his nostrils, and his heightened fox senses immediately registered it as a threat. Whatever it was, his ardor suddenly cooled as his body came to full alert. Joanna noticed the change immediately and lifted her head to look at him.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice breathless.

“Danger,” he rasped, getting his breathing, and his body, under control.

Her eyes widened and she scrambled off him, crouching on the mat and looking to him for guidance. He sat up, straightened his clothing and moved to his knees, his body poised for battle. He perked his ears and he could hear them, at least three men, drunk on saké and looking for trouble.

He growled low in his throat, and he could feel the ridge of fur on the back of his neck bristle in agitation. He knew the three who approached. They were the village rabble-rousers, always drinking too much, working too little and causing upset wherever they went. The last thing he needed right now was for them to come up the hill and hassle him and his vixen.

“Aki?” Joanna whispered next to him, her voice worried.

“It’s Soka and his two friends,” he ground out through gritted teeth.

“What the hell do they want?” she asked, relaxing and getting irritated. He smiled. His vixen was upset about being interrupted too.

“I don’t know, but I think we are about to find out.”

“I may just kick their dumb asses off this hillside for crashing our private party,” she complained, making him giggle.

“Should I let you handle them then?” he questioned with amusement.

She huffed. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I may do serious damage to their unborn kids.”

He laughed and grinned at her, and as such was not prepared for the rock that hit him on the side of the head. He gasped and rubbed the sore spot as he turned to face the three drunkards who had just crested the top of the hill.

“Hey!” he yelled angrily.

“Get out of here, cur,” the largest and drunkest of the three, Soka, slurred.

He growled and stood up, swiping another poorly aimed rock out of the air.

All the jovial feelings and mild irritation he had entertained disappeared with their unprovoked attack, and he felt the fox in him, already close to the surface, stir and roil with anger.

“Just what do you think you’re doing, assholes?” he demanded.

Soka’s right-hand man and partner in crime, Taro, grinned lopsidedly. “We saw your lanterns up here earlier, then saw you put them out. We decided that it wasn’t right for a worthless half-breed to get a woman tonight when we had none so we came up to join the fun.” He paused and leered at Joanna. “What do you say, girl? How about a real man?”

He heard Joanna’s sharp intake of breath, smelled the anger in her scent, and part of him thrilled at the fact that he smelled no fear from her. His vixen was strong and fearless by his side, and her faith in him gave him the courage to stand up to three men who had delighted in tormenting him almost from the moment they were born.

“Get out of here, Soka and take your friends with you,” he warned.

“Shut up, you freak,” Taro spat. “How dare you talk to us like that!”

“I’ll speak whatever way I choose, human. You are intruding on our private meal. You are the outsider here.”

“Why don’t we let the lady speak for herself?” the third man, Hachi, replied.

“I not interested,” his vixen answered firmly, standing tall and proud next to him. “Go away.”

He looked at her with pride and satisfaction. For once in his life, a female had chosen him over other males, and he wasn’t about to let three drunken fools take her from him.

“Oi, you have a mouth on you, woman. You should show some respect to those better than you,” Soka remarked snidely.

“Drunk men stupid,” Joanna answered, crossing her arms and looking the men firmly in the eye.

“The “lady” has spoken, Soka, now get out of here and go bother someone else,” he ordered.

He didn’t want to hurt them. They were drunk and Soka was Hiroshi’s brother-in-law. If anything happened, and one of the idiots got hurt, there would be hell to pay. At the same time, he wasn’t about to let them lay a finger on Joanna either.

“What? Your bitch too dumb to know the difference?” Soka taunted, then looked at his vixen with indecent thoughts written all over his face. “Hey, if you like it on your hands and knees, I don’t mind.”

“Bastard,” she answered, spitting.

Soka took one step too many and got too close. The drunk reached out to touch Joanna on the arm, but he was faster. He seized Soka by the throat, snarling and baring his teeth right in the idiot’s face.

 

“Don’t you touch her,” he seethed, lifting the man up by his neck and letting his feet dangle.

Soka choked and scratched weakly at the hand cutting off his breath. Unfortunately, the other two were too drunk to think straight and decided to go for Joanna while he was busy with the ring leader. Joanna kicked Taro in the groin hard enough that even he felt a pang of sympathy for the man’s agony, but then Hachi made the mistake of grabbing Joanna’s wrist. The drunk twisted her arm, and he heard her gasp with pain from the ill treatment.

He immediately threw Soka to the ground, whirled on Hachi with a growl, and forced him to let go of his vixen by breaking his hold with a single blow.

He hadn’t used all of his strength, and he even curled his fingers under to make sure that he didn’t cut Hachi with his claws, but he still heard the bone snap as Hachi screamed.

“I warned you not to touch her,” he hissed, giving the howling man a shove.

Hachi fell, clutching his broken arm, and writhed on the ground next to Taro, who had yet to recover from Joanna’s kick.

“Filthy hanyou! How dare you raise your hand to us!” Soka threatened, rubbing his bruised throat. “When I tell Hiroshi what you have done, he’ll skin you alive!”

“And I’ll tell him that you and your drunk friends came up here to rape a guest of the shrine!” he countered, furious.

Soka spit on the ground in contempt. “Her? Why should anyone care about a demon’s whore?”

He saw red and his fox came forward in an incoherent rage. He almost-

almost- blasted them with foxfire, but Joanna stayed his hand.

“Aki, no,” she whispered desperately, bringing him back to himself.

When his head cleared, he looked at the three drunks and saw the fear in their eyes. Lifting his upper lip to show his fangs, he shoved Joanna behind him and flexed his claws.

“Get out of here before I break a lot more than Hachi’s arm.” Some semblance of intelligence seemed to come back to the three men because they did as they were told. Soka and Taro helped a whimpering Hachi to his feet and supported him as they staggered down the hill. He waited until they were out of sight before turning his attention to his vixen.

“Did he hurt you?” he asked, taking her wrist in his hand and inspecting it for injuries.

“No. I’m fine. I’m more worried about you. You almost lost it there. Your hands were glowing.”

“Thank you for stopping me,” he said sincerely. “It’s bad enough that I broke Hachi’s arm. I’m glad I didn’t do any more damage.”

“Was what Soka said true? Will Hiroshi punish you for protecting me?” He thought a moment and almost considered lying to spare her the truth, but decided against it. “He will be angry. I don’t know what he will do, but he can’t fault me for trying to protect you. They did threaten to rape you and they are known trouble-makers. And it’s not the first time they’ve gotten into a fight over a woman.”

She nodded, her face tight and drawn. “Okay. I’ll trust you, but if anyone tries to hurt you because you protected me, I’ll be really angry.”

“Everything will be fine,” he assured her, holding her by the arms.

She hugged him and placed her cheek against his chest. “I’m sorry things got messed up.”

He sighed and rested his chin on the top of her head. As always, her scent calmed and soothed him in ways no other scent ever had, and he felt his fox blood cool and settle down.

“It’s okay. Do you want to sit back down and watch the moon again?” He had no hopes of continuing what they had been doing when they were so rudely interrupted, but maybe they could regain the feeling of peace and oneness.

“No. I’d like to go back to the shrine. There we can be guaranteed that no drunk assholes will come barging in on us,” she answered with a resigned sigh.

He nodded and let her go, stepping back and turning to the strings of paper lanterns. Together they cleaned up the picnic site and gathered their things, then they made their way down the hill. Joanna had thought ahead and brought a backboard to which she tied the rolled up mat, the support poles for the lanterns, the lanterns, and the ropes. He strapped the board to his back and carried all of the gear while she took the leftover food, the dishes, and Iris down with her.

They skirted the edge of the village, purposefully avoiding the festivities that were still going on near the center of town, and headed for the shrine. After their run-in with the village idiots, neither of them were in any mood to see other people. They were both silent, each lost in their own thoughts as they made their way back, and he did his best not to let the anger take him again as he was once again reminded of what the villagers really thought of him.

‘Filthy half-breed and his whore. I should have cut out their tongues for that,’ he thought darkly, and the fox in him agreed.

Of course, if he had done such damage, then Hiroshi would definitely kill him or at least try to. Right now his vixen was too weak to return to the sacred grove, and he would need to leave her in a safe place while he went looking for the maitake. It would still be a number of days before he could even think about going to look for it. He wanted to wait until he was certain the maitake were at full potency so he had to make sure that she stayed welcome at the shrine until it was time, and that meant bowing down if the headman came after him.

‘I’ll just make sure Joanna doesn’t see it. I’ll tell Kaemon to keep her here if they come for me.’

The sacred complex was dark and silent when they returned, and they slipped quietly into Joanna’s room. Akihiro wondered how long it would be before Ichiro and his family got back from the festival, but trusted that it wouldn’t be too much longer. Morning chores must be done in the morning regardless of how much sleep the person had gotten the night before, so he was certain the priests and priestess would be back soon.

“Are you tired?” he asked, seeing Joanna yawn and rub her eyes after he had lit a fire in the irori to chase away the night’s chill.

“A little. It’s been a long day.”

He nodded and rolled out her futon from where it had been placed against the wall for the day, then he retrieved the blankets and made up the bed while she stored the dishes and Iris where they belonged. There was an awkward moment where Joanna seemed uncertain, and it took him a few beats to realize that she wanted to get ready for bed.

“Do… do you want me to step outside?” he asked, blushing.

“You don’t have to. I don’t mind if you stay,” she replied, slipping the long, billowy shawl off her shoulders.

“Are you certain?”

“Yes,” she insisted.

Her voice said one thing, but her body language was saying something completely different. It wasn’t that he thought she was lying about not minding that he was there, it was just obvious that she wasn’t too sure about something.

Not wanting to upset her more than Soka and his idiot followers already had that evening, he dutifully turned his back to give her some semblance of privacy while she changed. He heard the rustle of cloth and tracked her movements around the room until he heard her approach. Two hands stroked his back gently, making him shiver.

“Akihiro,” his vixen breathed, soft and sweet.

He turned to face her and saw that she’d changed into one of her long-sleeved “night shirts” made of soft cloth. This one was dyed a pale pink and had flowers painted on it. He smiled at her loving face as she ran her hands over his shoulders and down his sides to the hem of the new shirt. He blinked as her fingers slipped under the fabric and began to push it up, sliding it carefully over his head until he was bare-chested. He noticed that she stared appreciatively at his muscled torso, and goosebumps broke out all over his skin when she lightly stroked his breastbone.

“You know I don’t think you’re a worthless half-breed, right?” she asked softly, stroking the valley between his chest muscles with one finger.

“I know,” he answered and touched her hand with his own. “You know I don’t think you’re a demon’s whore, right?”

She looked up at him, her eyes watery, and smiled. “Yeah. I know.” He sighed with relief and gathered her into his arms, holding her close. ‘I love you so much.’

He nuzzled her ear and she lifted her face, her hands coming up to cup his cheeks as she drew his head down. This time he knew what to expect so he opened his mouth and met her halfway as she kissed him. The kiss wasn’t passionate or demanding, but sweet and loving instead, and he employed the technique he had learned from her earlier in the evening to kiss her with tender love. He heard her sigh and felt her melt against him as they kissed, and a small part of him rejoiced.

Voices and the sound of sliding doors announced the return of Ichiro and his kits back from the festival so he reluctantly ended the kiss and put on his green kosode to cover his naked chest. He half expected to see Hiroshi come barging in demanding to know why he had broken Hachi’s arm, but no one disturbed them.

Tired from the long day, Joanna settled down on her bed and he joined her, putting his arms around her and snuggling with her the way they had grown accustomed to. Soon she was asleep, but he was still wide awake. His human side was still wound up from the kissing and stroking earlier, and his fox side was still on alert from Soka and his cohorts. He knew Hiroshi would be angry with him, and he’d probably be beaten, but the fire of rage still burned in his blood, and he knew he wouldn’t have done anything differently. He also knew that he probably would have blasted Soka with foxfire if Joanna hadn’t stopped him.

He waited until he knew Joanna was deeply asleep before slipping out of the bed and going in search of Kaemon. Because of the Seals, he couldn’t go through the house so he had to go around the side and call the young priest out to him. Kaemon looked tired and smelled faintly of saké, but he wasn’t drunk, and Akihiro was able to explain all that had happened. Even in the eerie light of the full moon, he could see Kaemon’s disgust at Soka and his followers.

Apparently the news had already reached the village (twisted to make Soka look innocent and Hachi blameless, of course) and plans for what to do about it had already been discussed. The only good news was that Hiroshi was disinclined to believe his drunken brother-in-law, but that didn’t mean that punishment wasn’t coming. In a way, Hiroshi almost had to punish him even though he had just been protecting Joanna. If he didn’t, then he might lose the respect of the villagers, and that would weaken his leadership. Akihiro understood this and accepted it.

He didn’t want Kaemon to get involved, and he explained why. He didn’t fear for his own life, but cared much more for Joanna’s welfare. He would allow Hiroshi to beat him for breaking Hachi’s arm, and, in return, secure Joanna’s safety until she was strong enough to leave the village after he had gotten the maitake. Kaemon agreed to keep Joanna at the shrine and promised to employ his sister’s help in that endeavor. Akihiro thanked him and bade him goodnight.

Joanna was still sleeping when he returned, and he slipped carefully into bed without waking her. She mumbled something in her sleep and rolled towards him as he snuggled up, and he put his arms around her and nuzzled his nose into her hair. Her warm body against his was almost as pleasurable as the activities they had engaged in on the hillside before Soka had showed up, and he wondered exactly how far they would have gone if no one had interrupted them.

‘Would she truly have mated with me?’ He dared to hope that she would have and that meant there was a chance that she would try again, maybe once they were back in the grove and no one would bother them.

Nostrils flaring as he remembered the stink of the drunk men and their acid threats, he pulled his sleeping vixen even closer. No one was going to hurt his mate. He didn’t care what happened to him, but he’d die before he’d let anything happen to her. And he’d maim anyone who touched her. He knew he would.




Chapter Twenty

When Joanna woke it was well after sunrise and Akihiro was nowhere to be seen. She found that odd because he usually stayed in bed as long as she did just to enjoy the physical contact. Akihiro had an unusual penchant for cuddling, but since Michael had shared the same love of snuggling she was used to it. In fact, she could say that Akihiro was the only man she had ever met that liked cuddling more than Michael did. At least with Michael, he would eventually put some distance between them and wouldn’t hold her all night. With Akihiro, once he was in bed with her, he was plastered against her in whatever position they went to sleep in, and he stayed that way until morning.

She didn’t really mind except that it made her usual position changes during the night a little entertaining at times, but he always seemed to find a way to accommodate her need to shift around. By morning, however, they were usually back in the “spoons” position with Akihiro pressed up against her back and his arm around her middle. It was their favorite sleeping arrangement, and it always made her feel protected. Sometimes his morning erection poked her in the spine, but she paid it no mind and drew no attention to it. She had a feeling he would die of embarrassment if he knew she could feel when he was aroused.

Speaking of arousal, she could hardly believe how bold she had been last night, and thinking about it in the daylight made her shake her head at her own actions. She had practically jumped him, and was well on the way to ravishing him, when they were interrupted by the three drunks. She hadn’t been planning to kiss him senseless then throw him to the ground to have her wicked way with him; it had just sort of happened. One moment he was holding her and eating the last of the sweet new rice, and the next moment she was French-kissing him like tongue was going out of style.

It had been completely impulsive on her part and totally unexpected. Even now, she wasn’t exactly sure why she had done it; just that she had wanted to at the time and had just “gone with it” per se. The evening had been so perfect and so wonderful. Everything had been going so well up until Soka and his goons showed up. She knew she had it in her to be sexually aggressive, but she was fairly certain that Akihiro was shocked to find out that she could, and would, initiate intimacy. Then again, she hadn’t heard him complaining.

‘He seemed pretty content when I let him grind against my leg,’ she mused.

She had to admit that there was something powerfully alluring in knowing that no one had ever touched him the way that she did, and the idea of being his first was very appealing. She was experienced enough in sensual pleasures to ensure that her fox’s first time would be a memorable and positive experience, and she knew first hand that he was a very quick learner.

‘Hmmm, I wonder when we’ll have another opportunity to explore a bit…’

she thought, feeling a twinge of arousal herself. It had been five months since she’d been with a man, and it was the longest she’d gone without since she and Michael had become lovers.

She rolled over to face “his” side of the bed and hugged his pillow, breathing in the scent of him left on the fabric. She knew he loved her scent, but she enjoyed his as well. It was woodsy and wild, and held just a hint of musk. Even when he was sweaty from working, he always smelled good to her, but he smelled best when he was freshly cleaned and still damp from his bath.

‘What are you doing, girl? You’re playing with fire, aren’t you?’ her mind argued. ‘Didn’t you decide that you weren’t going to do this? Are you so weak that you can’t stick to your convictions? And what about Michael? Are you losing faith in him? He did say it would be okay, didn’t he? Aren’t you turning your back on him by being with Akihiro? What are you going to do when you die and he decides to kill himself because he can’t live without you? Is that what you want? Isn’t it too late already?’

She frowned and hugged the pillow tighter. Of course the little voice in her head was right. She was being unfaithful. She was being unfair. She was being selfish and cruel to allow Akihiro to get so close to her knowing that she was going to die. But she couldn’t stop herself. So much of her situation was almost too much for her to bear, and being with Akihiro was the only thing keeping her from losing it completely. He was her comfort and solace. He was the only one who knew the whole truth, and the only one she could really trust in this backwards, strange world. If she gave him up, she would have no one. Even if he would let her go (which she seriously doubted that he would), he was far too attached to her now. He would probably follow her in death, and then his blood would be on her hands in the afterlife. She didn’t want that, but she couldn’t see any way to avoid it without leaving the village and going someplace where Akihiro couldn’t find her.

‘I can’t do that. If I do, I’ll be all alone… Maybe I am just a weak-willed, fickle girl…’ she thought sadly as she sat up to look around the empty room and shivered, her arms coming up to hug herself. ‘I wonder where he’s gone.’

It was unusual for him to just disappear. If he was going to work in the village, he always woke her and told her he was leaving so she wouldn’t worry, but this time she had no recollection of him telling her goodbye. Although to be honest, she had been very tired by the time they had gone to bed, and he might not have wanted to disturb her. It was a plausible explanation, but an unlikely one, and a cold lump of foreboding settled into her stomach.

Getting out of bed to answer the call of her bladder, she got dressed and relieved herself, then took the opportunity to scout around in search of her fox.

He didn’t answer her calls, and she couldn’t find him anywhere on the shrine grounds or at the campsite they used in the forest. Memories from the previous night of him telling her that Hiroshi would be angry with him for breaking Hachi’s arm came back to her, and she began to worry.

‘What if they came for him while I was asleep? He wouldn’t wake me for that. He knows I would try to stop them,’ she thought with apprehension, and then began to get angry. ‘They have no right to punish him for protecting me!’

The longer he was gone, and the more she thought about it, the more she suspected that she was right. She returned to her room and threw on her leathers, her rage and indignation growing.

‘My knife. Where is my knife?’ she asked herself, rummaging in the pile of things Akihiro had brought from the grove. She knew her bow wasn’t there, but she’d seen her hunting knife and the two throwing daggers in the pile. ‘There!’

she thought, spying her leg sheath with the three hilts poking out of it.

She angrily strapped the sheath to her upper thigh and pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail as she planned what she was going to do if she found the villagers whipping Akihiro.

‘I’ll show them what a demon’s whore can do. No one hurts my fox and gets away with it.’

She was just about to leave and go storming into the village, when she almost ran directly into Suzuka, who was standing on the engawa just outside of her room. She had to come to an abrupt halt to avoid colliding with the young woman, and she put out a hand to grab one of the wooden support poles to keep from toppling right off the porch. Suzuka made no move to catch or steady her, and remained motionless and silent until she had gotten her bearings. Huffing, she faced the other woman and let go of the pole.

“Suzuka-sama. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were there,” she apologized with a slight bow.

“Where are you going?” the miko asked, her face calm and expressionless, but Joanna knew better. She’d gotten very good at reading the young woman, and she knew that the stony-face was just a well cultivated façade.

“I can’t find Akihiro,” she replied.

She didn’t want to accuse the girl of anything, but she had a sneaking suspicion that Suzuka knew exactly what was going on.

“Hanyou will be back shortly. He requested that you remain here and wait for him,” the priestess informed her.

“I’ll bet he did. Where is he?” she ground out through clenched teeth.

“You should honor his request and stay here,” Suzuka answered carefully.

“Why? So I don’t see them beating him bloody for protecting me from a drunken rape gang?”

She saw the carefully placed armor crack and a brief stab of pain enter Suzuka’s eyes. Like any good predator on a hunt, she smelled blood and went for the throat.

“Tell me where he is?” she demanded, taking a step forward. Unfortunately, the young woman didn’t budge.

“I cannot.”

“Why not? Don’t you know where he is?”

“I gave my word that I would not disclose his whereabouts.”

“To whom? To Akihiro? To protect me and keep me from interfering?”

“To my brother who asked it of me.”

She growled and moved around the motionless woman. “Fine then. Don’t tell me. I can find him myself.”

She jumped off the engawa and prepared to stalk out of the shrine.

“You aren’t helping him,” Suzuka warned suddenly, her voice earnest.

‘Huh?’ She stopped and turned to look at the miko.

“I know you think you are saving him, but you’ll only make things worse.”

The stony façade was gone, replaced by the face of a young woman who was asked to grow up too soon and burdened with the responsibilities that she carried. Had she been born in Joanna’s time, she’d probably be a senior in high school; dressing in jeans and t-shirts, giggling with her friends, and worrying about nothing more important than boys and mid-terms. But they weren’t in 2012, they were in this time, and life was hard and cruel, especially to the poor and the women. Suzuka was bound to the life she led from the moment she was born, and she would not have been able to change it even if she had tried.

The knowledge that the young miko was just as trapped as she was cooled her anger, and she stopped to listen to what Suzuka had to say.

“How do you mean?”

“Right now, Hanyou is safe,” Suzuka explained. “They will whip him, and he will hurt for a few days, but the wounds will heal. If you go there and something happens, they may decide to kill him.”

“What!” she gasped.

Suzuka looked away. “I was the one who treated Hachi’s broken arm. I know Hanyou pulled the blow and did not use his claws. This I told to Hiroshi and it influenced his decision. He knows they were drunk, and that they threatened to hurt you, but he has no choice but to whip Hanyou. Hanyou is forbidden to raise a hand to any of the villagers.”

She seethed and clenched her fists. “Even to protect me?”

“If Hiroshi-dono does not punish Hanyou, then he will lose the respect of the villagers. Hanyou understands this. It is why he allows Hiroshi to beat him.

Hiroshi and my father protect Hanyou. Without their influence, the others would demand that Hanyou be killed. Right now, Hanyou does what he must and submits to them, but if you are there and something happens to you, he may react badly and hurt someone,” Suzuka answered, speaking slowly and deliberately.

“I can’t let them beat him for protecting me. If he were human, no one would have questioned his reaction, and it would be Soka and his goons getting whipped, not Akihiro,” she countered.

“This is true. But Hanyou is not human, and he is not given the same leniency.”

She bared her teeth like Akihiro did when he was angry and threatening.

“Akihiro is more human than most of the men here.” Suzuka’s armor cracked further and Joanna saw fear in her dark eyes. “Do not give them a reason to kill him,” she pleaded softly.

Joanna paused and looked seriously at the young woman, understanding dawning on her for the first time. It was obvious when she thought about it: a young girl born to a shrine family, motherless and expected to take on a woman’s duties as soon as she could walk. She’d probably been terribly lonely.

Enter one lonely half-fox looking for somewhere to belong, and you had a combination that was a disaster waiting to happen.

‘Aki said he looked after Ichiro’s kids. He speaks fondly of Suzuka. I wonder…’

It was a burst of insight, but suddenly things made a twisted kind of sense.

“You love him,” she stated simply.

The look of fear disappeared and the stoic face returned. “Affection between a miko and a demon is forbidden,” came the stern answer.

‘Uh-huh and forbidden love is the sweetest of all…’

She shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. You still love him. If that’s true, why do you shove him away and treat him like dirt?” Suzuka lowered her head and spoke in a hushed whisper. “I protect him the only way I know how. I’d rather he hate me and live, than love me and die.”

“But he doesn’t hate you. He considers you one of his only friends.” The miko looked away sadly. “I know.”

She sighed, most of her anger fading. “If you know, then you understand why I can’t stay here and let them beat him. I can’t abandon him like that. But I do promise you that I won’t do anything that would make him do something stupid and get himself killed. Thank you for the warning.” She turned to go, leaving the young woman standing there with a resigned look on her face.

“By the way. Your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell him how you feel,” she assured the priestess as she paused to look over her shoulder.

Suzuka didn’t answer, but she wasn’t expecting her to reply. She gave the woman a brief nod, then spun on her heel and headed for the village.

The streets were eerily empty as she passed by the cluster of small huts, but she had no illusions that the inhabitants were still asleep and she by-passed the center of town to head directly for Hiroshi’s home. The headman’s house was the largest in the village, and it was placed directly at the opposite end of the town from the shrine. The main street that ran through the center of the village was a straight path from the shrine to Hiroshi’s home so no one had any trouble finding it. The house itself had two large wings that enclosed a paved courtyard, and it served as the primary gathering place for official announcements and news. Hiroshi employed a number of young warriors as guards for his home and kept the village’s only stables.

As she expected, she found the majority of the villagers gathered in the courtyard. She even saw Ichiro and Kaemon standing near the front of the crowd. They were facing Hiroshi’s house, or more specifically, the raised platform in the courtyard. The platform was made from thin planks of wood, and it was used for proclamations, performances, and, in this case, public whippings.

Bile rose in her throat as she approached the spectacle before her. Akihiro was trussed with ropes in the typical Hojojutsu binding that wound around his neck, crossed under his thighs and lashed his wrists behind his back. It sickened her to see him in the position he had taken on the night he had expected her to beat him. Even without the ropes it had been traumatic enough for her, but to see him truly bound and being whipped was another thing entirely.

He was naked from the waist up, and his head was deeply bowed. Hiroshi stood behind him with a long rod in his hand, and he was striking Akihiro across the shoulders and back with repeated heavy blows. The rod looked to be made of two pieces of bamboo, wrapped with rope and shredded near the end to create a scourge effect. She saw her fox flinching, but he was strangely silent as he endured the beating, and he made no move to escape although she knew he easily could. Pushing her way through the crowd, she noticed that the end of the scourge was red with Akihiro’s blood.

It was too much. Tears began to roll down her cheeks in impotent rage as she shoved people aside until she had cleared her way to the front. She cast the two priests a furious glare as she passed, and they had the good sense to cringe.

“Stop!” she ordered, standing with her hands balled into angry fists. ‘I know I promised not to do anything stupid, but how can anyone tolerate this!’

To his credit, Hiroshi paused and looked at her. Akihiro raised his head too, and she saw his shock, and then his shame as his face turned red and his eyes fell. He curled even further onto himself now that he knew she was there, and she felt even more anguish for his pain. She spied Soka, Taro and Hachi all smiling smugly and the fury took her again.

“What you do?” she demanded, barely able to remember to keep her Japanese broken, and then pointed at the three men who had threatened her. “These three say they hurt me. Why you not whip them?”

“Go away, woman. This is none of your concern,” the headman warned.

“No!” she refused, making several of the villagers gasp. “My fox help me.

If my fox wrong, I wrong. I kick man. Whip me also.” At the mention of the possibility of her being flogged, Akihiro’s head snapped up and his face filled with unspeakable horror. His eyes willed her to run, to get back to the shrine, but she ignored his silent plea.

“Maybe we should,” Soka leered, taking a step forward.

She saw Akihiro beginning to get agitated, but she wondered if that was such a bad thing. After all, none of them knew his real strength.

“We do not beat women in this village,” Hiroshi stated firmly.

She raised her head in defiance and stared him down. She was no weak woman, especially not in her hunting leathers with her knives strapped to her thigh. If they expected her to bow down and yield, they were in for a big surprise. On the platform, Akihiro was still trying to warn her off, but she would have none of it.

“No? You no whip women, but it okay to force? You whip my fox; you say it okay men want to hurt me.”

“Maybe you should keep your demon on a shorter chain,” Taro sneered, but he took a step back and protected his groin when she moved towards him.

“Demon? My fox no demon! My fox more man than you!”

“Watch your tongue, you stupid bitch!” Soka warned, coming closer to her.

“Soka, that is enough,” Kaemon spoke-up, finally doing something other than just standing there. Unfortunately, Soka ignored him and raised his fist.

“We don’t tolerate dumb whores who can’t keep their mouths shut.” She didn’t flinch. Instead, she spat on the ground at his feet. “You are nothing but a worthless drunk,” she replied in perfect Japanese.

In all honesty, she wasn’t expecting the slap nor was she expecting it to knock her off of her feet, so when she suddenly found herself sprawled on the ground, she was quite surprised, not to mention a little breathless from having the wind knocked out of her. The next thing she knew, Soka was standing over her with his hand on his belt. It looked like he was about to undo his pants, and she had a wild notion that he intended to rape her right in front of the crowd, or at least try to. She doubted that he’d get very far before either she or Akihiro ripped his privates off, but the threat made her uneasy just the same. Later she would figure out that he merely intended to urinate on her, but at the time his true intentions were irrelevant because Akihiro’s reaction was immediate.

There was a loud snarl, then the sound of something snapping like a dry twig as her fox broke his bindings and leaped off the platform. He landed by her side with such force that the impact crushed the paving stones under his feet, and the crowd gave out a collective gasp. He brandished his claws and growled viciously at Soka who scrambled backwards in terror, tripping over his own feet and falling down.

“I don’t care what you do to me,” Akihiro hissed through gritted teeth, his upper lip pulled back to show his fangs as he stared down everyone there. “But I will cut off the hand of any man who touches her.” There was stunned silence as the villagers stared at her fox in shock. He was standing over her in a defensive position with his claws at the ready, and she stayed down so as not to make the situation worse. From her vantage point on the ground, she could see rivulets of blood running down his sides, and bits of the rope bindings still clung to his wet skin. He had snapped the Hojojutsu in several places, as if all he’d had to do to break the rope was simply flex his arm muscles, and what was left of it lay in a mangled heap on the platform.

The first person to move was Kaemon, but anything he would have done or said was cut short by the sound of someone calling for Hiroshi in a desperate voice. Akihiro’s head came up, and he stood at attention as a man came running into the courtyard in a panic.

“Hiroshi-dono! The village is under attack!” the man cried. “The vill—” Before any of them could react to his warning, there was the hiss of something sailing through the air, then an arrow embedded itself into the man’s back, making him choke and fall face first to the dirt. He was no sooner dead when an entire volley of arrows rained down on them from above. To Joanna it looked like a scene from a medieval movie where the archers sent hundreds of arrows flying high up to arc down on an enemy from a distance away. She heard people begin to scream even as she saw the deadly arrows coming towards her. She made a feeble attempt to protect her head…

“FOXFIRE! ” she heard Akihiro shout, and she looked up in time to see him blast the majority of the arrows out of the sky with a ball of blue flame.

The arrows clattered harmlessly to the ground as the villagers gaped at Akihiro in amazement. Apparently none of them had ever seen him use his foxfire. She herself was quite surprised at the size and force of the blast, and how quickly he had called it. The moment of silent awe didn’t last long, however, as Hiroshi jumped down from the platform and drew his katana.

“Guards! Get the weapons!” he ordered, and she saw several men run for the house, presumably headed for the armory.

The first volley of arrows was meant to cause panic much more than it was designed to actually kill. However, whoever had fired the arrows had no way of knowing that most of them had been rendered useless by Akihiro’s foxfire, so when a second volley of arrows, meant to do even more damage, came from the same direction they were ready for them.

“Foxfire!” Akihiro yelled as more blue flame erupted from his palms, knocking the arrows down again.

“Hanyou…” Kaemon breathed in admiration.

“Don’t thank me,” her fox snapped, calling to the young priest over his shoulder. “We’re trapped like rabbits in here.”

Sitting up, Joanna realized what he meant. With most of the villagers in the courtyard, all an invading force had to do was block the main exit, and they were all sitting ducks. So far it looked like no one had been killed by any of the arrows, and only two people had been injured (neither seriously), but if they didn’t get all the non-fighters out of the way soon, it could turn into a blood-bath.

She saw some of the guards scrambling on the roof of Hiroshi’s house and taking up defensive positions, but there were no more than a dozen of them, and she had no idea how many attackers there were.

“Akihiro,” she said, standing and taking a position at his shoulder.

“Joanna-sama,” he replied, reaching out to push her gently behind him in case there was a third volley of arrows. “Stay behind me. I’ll keep you safe.” She resisted. She didn’t want to be behind him, not only because she didn’t need to be protected, but because she had no desire to see his lashes up close.

“I’m okay. I can fight,” she insisted, speaking in English, and he gave her a wide-eyed glare.

“Hanyou! Can you tell how many of them there are?” Hiroshi asked, coming to stand beside them, his katana out and his eyes scanning the rooftops.

Akihiro shook his head. “I can’t smell much over the blood scent.” Both she and Kaemon winced when they realized he was saying that his sense of smell was hampered by the scent of his own blood.

“If it is an army, Hanyou, how many can you kill?” the headman asked.

“Kill?” her fox answered, one eyebrow raised. “I don’t kill humans, Hiroshi-dono. My mother was human. I don’t hurt them unless I have no choice. I leave the killing of humans to the humans; they’re so good at it.” It was a put down and, from the look that crossed his face, Hiroshi knew it, but the headman was shrewd and said nothing. He knew as well as she did that their chances of survival were greatly increased if Akihiro was on their side.

“Who do you think it could be?” she questioned him in English again, wondering when their attackers would make another move.

“My guess is that it’s a band of bandits. If it were an invading force from a rival daimyo, they would have announced themselves. Usually they’re all for big entrances. It makes them feel important,” Akihiro replied in English with a sneer she had never seen come to his face.

‘It sounds like he’s been through something like this before…’ “Why are they attacking us? This is just a small village,” she asked.

He shrugged. “Lots of reasons. Women and food are usually part of it. The time is about right for gangs to attack villages for their harvest,” He gasped and looked at Hiroshi. “Hiroshi-dono! The rice!”

The headman looked at them, then his eyes opened wide as he realized what Akihiro was saying.

“Is it still in the threshing barns?” her fox asked.

Hiroshi shook his head. “No. All but the last sheaves were bagged last night and moved to the storehouse.”

Akihiro grunted that he understood, and she guessed that it was a good thing that the rice had been moved.

“Where is the storehouse?” she asked, still speaking in English.

“It’s here at Hiroshi’s house. In the back.”

“So theoretically they haven’t gotten to it yet.” He shook his head. “No.” She saw him look up, his ears perked. “Riders on horseback. Several of them coming this way. Hiroshi-dono, we need to get the villagers out of here!”

The headman nodded. “Use the tunnel leading to the stables!”

Akihiro turned to her and grasped her forearm. “There is a tunnel from Hiroshi’s house to the horse barn. Hiroshi’s wife, Kaiya, knows the way to it…”

“I’ll lead the woman and children out,” she offered, cutting him off.

She saw him consider arguing for a brief moment then give in.

“Take them to the shrine. The central building also serves as a secure place in an attack. You can close the heavy wooden doors and be safe,” he told her.

“Okay,” she agreed, squeezing his hand briefly as the headman barked orders to his wife and the villagers.

Akihiro released her arm and turned his head to look at her with worry and love. “Please be safe until I can come to you, Joanna-sama.”

“The same goes for you, Akihiro,” she answered, speaking in English and using his true name.

As the respected priests of the village and the honored wife of the headman, Ichiro, Kaemon and Kaiya were able to secure the cooperation of the villagers almost immediately and organize them into an escape party. They were eerily calm as they followed their leaders’ commands, and soon the courtyard was emptying faster than she had thought possible with so many people. Hiroshi’s wife and Ichiro headed up the quick march into the house and down to the tunnel while Kaemon stayed in the rear with her and supervised the evacuation.

The group was mostly made up of women, children and elderly, and she found it ironic that most of them didn’t think a public whipping was too much of a spectacle for children. But that meant that they weren’t home when the bandits came, so being at Akihiro’s whipping had probably saved their lives.

Once everyone was inside Hiroshi’s house, she hurried to the front of the group to take point just in case the invaders had discovered the exit to the tunnel and had someone waiting. She was the closest thing they had to a guard because all able-bodied fighters had stayed behind with Hiroshi. Ichiro gave her a short nod as she came up, a knife in one hand and her palm on another, and Kaiya looked a little frightened, but seemed to be holding it together.

The tunnel entrance was behind a false wall, and she lit two torches that were just inside the opening, handing one to Kaemon while she took the other, and together she and Kaiya led the people down the long, earthen corridor. The silence of the villagers surprised her. There were no complaints, no crying of children, just the steady shuffle of hurried feet and a few muffled moans of pain from the two people who had been injured.

‘They’ve been through this before. They know their lives depend on staying calm and following orders,’ she realized.

“We should send a rider to Suzuki-dono. My eldest son is studying weaponry with him,” Ichiro said in a hushed whisper. “He can send back help.” He was speaking to Kaiya, but she understood as well. “Okay.” She took the biggest risk and moved aside the trap door that hid the exit to the tunnel. Climbing out of the small opening, she listened hard to the noise and moods of the horses to try to judge if there was a stranger in the barn. The animals were agitated by the scents coming into their stable, but none of them were acting as if there was someone new there.

Deciding that the way was safe, she nodded an okay to Ichiro and the people began to quietly climb up. While the priests and Kaiya supervised the others, she grabbed one of Hiroshi’s fastest horses and saddled him.

 

‘We need your help and your speed. Are you brave?’ she asked the bay.

The horse snorted, but not with fear, and she took that as a yes.

‘You will have to carry a rider as fast as you can go. The life of your herd depends on it.’

The horse snorted again and pricked his ears towards the closed stable door. A boy no older than eleven was presented to her as the horse’s rider. She thought his name might be Tenchi, but she wasn’t sure, and she helped him into the saddle. She didn’t let him go, however, but kept one hand on the bridle as she led them to the door. Flipping one of her daggers over in her palm, she carefully slid the door open just a hair and peered out to see if there was anyone guarding the exit. The horse flicked an ear to the left, telling her that there was someone out there, then the subtle scrape of a booted foot above her revealed the location of the threat.

‘He’s on the roof…’

Taking a deep breath, she shoved the door open and released the horse as they both shot out of the building. Spinning on one heel, she turned to the left and looked up to see who was there. It was an archer, his bow drawn and ready to fire, but she was faster. She aimed and threw her dagger as hard as she could, and the knife flew true, landing solidly in the man’s shoulder. He let out a small cry as he dropped his bow, and toppled off the roof to land at her feet.

He was still alive, but she doubted he would stay that way once Hiroshi and his men got through with him. Sneering at him, she bent down to pick up his bow and the quiver of arrows that had become dislodged from his back when he fell. She also yanked her dagger out of his flesh, ignoring his gasp of pain, and kicked him in the chin just hard enough to knock him out. The last thing they needed was for him to sound the alarm.

To say that the villagers were slack-jawed was an understatement. Those who had seen her throw the knife were speechless and staring her with wonder, and not a little fear. Seeing Hachi at the forefront of the group, she decided to play with their heads, and she scraped the fresh blood from her blade with her fingers, streaking it onto her face like war paint in a single red stripe on each cheek. She wiped the remaining blood off the blade by scraping it against the unconscious bandit’s sleeve, and then turned her head to look expectantly at Ichiro and Kaiya.

“We… we should head for the shrine. It’s defensible and my daughter is there,” the elder priest stammered.

She nodded and shouldered the bow and arrows, blatantly sliding her dagger back into her leg sheath. “Okay. We go.” As she passed him, she turned to Hachi, glancing at his splinted arm, and gave him a feral smile.

“You touch me, I break your other arm.” The man’s eyes opened wide and he took a step back. Her smile broadened and she winked at him before taking the lead with Ichiro beside her.

“Let’s go.”

By her accounts, the battle lasted just over two hours. That was how long it took Tenchi to ride to wherever he was going, and for the lord to send back reinforcements to rout out the bandits. In the intervening time, they had made it to the shrine and closed the heavy doors of the main sanctuary. Suzuka had been there, safe and sound thankfully, and had set about treating the wounded.

With everything seemingly in hand, she had wanted to go join Akihiro, but Kaemon convinced her that her skills as an archer and fighter were more desperately needed at the shrine so she had stayed. She had numerous opportunities to further demonstrate her abilities as a warrior when several of the bandits decided to lay siege to the shrine.

The bandits that had made it into the house had to be hunted down on foot, and she and Suzuka split up. She worried about the young priestess because she was no good at hand to hand combat, but she took some comfort in knowing that Kaemon was with her. She had no idea how proficient Kaemon was, but at least he knew something of weaponry from his older brother. As for herself, she hamstrung two of the bandits and knocked out another, but not before the man got a lucky swipe in and sliced her across her side. The wound wasn’t deep, but she knew Akihiro was going to go ballistic over it anyway.

By the time Ichiro’s oldest son, Hitaro, arrived, they had already disabled or otherwise incapacitated at least a half a dozen thieves, and had managed to protect the shrine from looters. With Hitaro’s regiment of forty mounted soldiers, the rest of the fight wrapped up relatively quickly, and all that was left was the clean-up. Because she had no desire to see anyone’s head lopped off, she opted to stay at the shrine and help with the wounded. All in all, she had to say that it could have been much worse.

Many of those coming to the shrine had tales to tell of her fox and his fighting skills, and she listened avidly while she treated their wounds. Apparently, Akihiro had single-handedly saved the rice by protecting the storehouse, despite the fact that he had been shot twice with arrows. And when the bandits had tried to burn down the building, Akihiro had fought the flames with his foxfire. Hearing what she was hearing, she had no doubts that her fox was probably exhausted and in pain, and she couldn’t wait for him to make his way to the shrine.

She also heard many people talking about her. Word of her own fighting skill was quickly spreading, and people were giving her a wider berth. Given her reputation as a simple-minded woman, she imagined that many of them were reassessing their original impressions. Either that or they were wondering if she was someone with more brawn than brains. Frankly, she didn’t care what they thought as long as they left her and Akihiro alone.

She was helping to clean up a nasty knife wound on one of Hitaro’s men when her fox found her. She heard him coming before she felt the tingle of Other that she associated with him because he was approaching at an amazing rate, and she realized that he must have caught wind of her blood. She was just getting ready to explain and calm him down when she felt a buildup of electricity in the room she was in, and she suddenly remembered the Seals that kept Akihiro out of most of the house.

‘Aki no!’ she thought frantically, but she was too late.

“Joanna-sama!” she heard him call, his voice desperate and full of concern, but then she felt him hit the barrier.

There was a pulse of power, then Akihiro’s cry of pain, followed by the sound of a body hitting the dirt.

 

“Akihiro!” she cried, shoving the washcloth into the injured soldier’s hand and racing out to see him.

The shock from the Seal had blown him clear off the engawa, and he had landed on the ground next to the house. He was lying on his back just off the porch, and she jumped down to kneel by his side. He was motionless with his eyes closed, and, for a moment, she feared that he was unconscious.

The sight of him brought tears to her eyes, and she almost started bawling because he had been shot twice, but no one had bothered to tell her that the arrows were still in his body. One of them must have been in his back, but when he landed on the ground the force of the impact broke the shaft and shoved the remainder of the arrow clear through his ribs.

“Oh god! Akihiro!” she sobbed, looking at the bloody arrowhead protruding from the right side of his diaphragm. “Are you okay?” Akihiro moaned, brought his hands up to put pressure on the wound, and opened his eyes to look at her. “Joanna-sama…” he whispered, then frowned, his brow creasing in confusion. “Why do you have blood on your face?”

“Why do I?... Akihiro you idiot! You stupid idiot! How can you ask me that when you’ve got an arrow sticking out of your chest!” she yelled.

Unbelievably, he smiled. It was just a small smile, but a smile nonetheless, as if he was happy that she was so upset. “In English, please, my vixen,” he replied, speaking in English himself.

He was reminding her that there were others listening and she was duly chastised. How he managed to stay so calm and collected was beyond her because she knew that she would be screaming if she had been in his condition.

The second arrow had landed in his shoulder, almost exactly where he had been shot on the day she had met him. He’d broken off the shaft, or something had broken it at least, but the last three or so inches and the arrowhead were still embedded in his flesh.

“Joanna-sama, I can smell your blood. Are you all right?”

‘He has two arrows sticking out of his body and he’s worried about me?’

She touched the knife wound, turning to show it to him. “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch. You’re the one who’s seriously hurt,” she replied in English.

“I’ll be fine,” he answered.

“Akihiro, how can you be so calm about this?”

“This? This is nothing. These arrows aren’t even poisoned.”

“Nothing? Aki, are you crazy?” she gasped.

“You… shouldn’t worry about me, Joanna-sama,” he assured her as he gripped the arrow shaft poking out of his ribs and tugged on it. Blood spilled from the wound and stained his hands, then his face contorted in pain as he pulled the arrow free by yanking it clear through his body.

“Aki!” she whispered hoarsely, stunned and appalled.

“Ah. That hurts…” he admitted, tossing the broken and bloody arrow on the ground as he slumped down, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

‘Oh, Aki…’ “Stay there. Don’t move,” she ordered, then hopped to her feet and ran into her room.

She grabbed the turtle shell she and Akihiro had brought back from their first trip to the beach and filled it with hot water from the kettle in the irori fire pit, then she tossed a couple of rags into the water and hurried back outside.

Akihiro was sitting up when she returned and was working on pulling the arrow out of his shoulder.

“I told you not to move,” she scolded in English, setting the shell down.

He cringed and lowered his ears. “I’m sorry. It hurts.”

“I’m sure that it does. Here, let me see. I don’t want you doing more damage to yourself than you already have,” she said, reaching to grasp his shoulder and hold it still while she got a closer look at the injury.

He whined, but allowed her to poke around the wound, sticking her finger into the hole and trying to see how deep the arrow had gone.

“Just pull it out,” he told her, grimacing.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. I’m a hanyou. My wounds will heal quickly. Just grab it and yank it free,” he reminded her. “Here, Joanna-sama. Like this.” He reached up, grasped the broken shaft and pulled it out just as he had done with the arrow that had gone through his ribs. As she watched him yank it out of his flesh, she noticed that he did so with the confidence of someone with experience, and she had to swallow the lump in her throat.

“You’ve done this before,” she whispered sadly.

He gave her a tender look, but nodded. “More times than I’d care to admit,” he answered as the second broken arrow joined the first.

She lowered her eyes and took a deep breath to get her emotions under control, then took him by the wrist and tugged him forward.

“Come on. Come sit on the porch so I can better clean these wounds.”

“You don’t have to…” he began, but she cut him off with a look.

“Yes, I do. You fought hard against those bandits and you were hurt. I will see to your wounds,” she stated firmly as he obediently rose to his feet.

“You were hurt too…” he argued a little sullenly as he slumped down on the engawa, his feet dangling over the edge.

“Yes, but my wound is just a scratch.” He huffed, but didn’t reply as she set the shell full of water down next to him and began wiping the blood from his ribs. By now they had a small audi-ence made up of villagers and wounded who were at the shrine. Most of them were keeping their distance, and for that she was grateful. She didn’t give a damn what they thought about her tending to her fox, but the last thing she needed was for them to get too close and trigger Akihiro’s protective instincts.

She finally got fed up with their openly rude stares and decided to show them that she could be as protective as he could. She still had the blood on her face, plus the splatters of blood on her leathers from the fights she had been in, and she knew she looked dangerous. Hopping down off the engawa, she drew her large hunting knife and placed herself between Akihiro and the onlookers.

“What you look at?” she growled, curling back her upper lip and snarling.

“My fox. Get lost.”

The spectators took the hint and scrambled away, passing Kaemon in their efforts to escape the “wild witch.” The young priest also had no taste for execu-tions so he had remained with Suzuka at the shrine. He gave the running gawk-ers an amused look, and she responded with a brilliant smile as she flipped her hunting knife deftly over in her hand and slid it back into its sheath. Kaemon bowed slightly to her and went along his way, leaving her alone with Akihiro.

She sauntered back to his side, lifting her chin slightly and swinging her hips in satisfaction as he watched her turn his way. She gave him a smile and a wink, and she saw him blush but return her smile with pride in his eyes. Her flush of victory was short-lived, however, when her eyes fell on his wounds.

‘I’m good at posturing, but he took the real hits here.’

Dropping her bravado, she moved beside him and picked up one of the rags from the turtle shell bowl so she could wash the wound in his ribs again.

The water was still quite hot, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Here,” she said gently, offering him the other wet rag to wash his hands.

“Thank you,” he replied, then she saw him bend his head towards her wound and sniff, his nostrils flaring as he inhaled the scent of her blood. His eyes darkened, and she knew he was upset that she had been injured.

“I’ll let you lick it later, okay?” she offered.

His head snapped up and he blinked at her in surprise.

“My wound. I’ll let you lick it. Okay?”

His eyes softened as he nodded and offered her a small smile. “Okay.” She smiled back and scratched his ear briefly before returning to the task of cleaning the wound in his ribs. There was a great deal of blood, but she noticed that the wounds were already scabbing over.

“You do heal quickly. The wounds you had when I found you didn’t heal like this,” she noted, rinsing out the bloody rag.

“Those arrows were poisoned. They interfered with my ability to heal.” She nodded that she understood and moved to wipe the shoulder wound.

“You don’t scar either.”

It was true. She could see no trace of any of the wounds he had sustained from his run-in with the exterminators.

“No. Most scars fade within a few weeks.”

She finished with his front, moved behind him to clean the wound on his back, and stopped, coming face to face with the wounds from his earlier whipping. Akihiro’s shoulders and the middle of his back were covered with raised marks, and the lashes stared out at her in red relief, and she had to quell her anger to keep from finding Hiroshi and beating him bloody with a stick.

Dipping the rag into the water, she gently washed his back from his shoulders on down. Towards the middle, on the left-hand side, was the entry wound for the arrow that had gone through his ribs. The puncture was smaller than the exit wound on his front, but she knew that it went all the way through his body.

She cleaned the deep wound carefully, making sure to wash out any debris that had made its way into the hole when Akihiro had landed on his back. Then she returned to washing the lashes, keeping her strokes light and gentle.

Like the wounds on his front, these injuries were already beginning to heal, but that fact didn’t keep her from wanting to rip Soka’s balls off. She was so angry that she was practically vibrating with rage. She lost count of the number of strike marks because there were lashes on top of lashes, and some were much deeper than others. All of them made her sick, not only because he’d been beaten, but because he’d been beaten for protecting her.

As soon as her anger began to wane, however, the tears rose instead. Akihiro sensed her distress because he turned one ear towards her and hunched his shoulders as she continued to wipe the wet rag over his ravaged skin. She trailed the cloth with her fingertips, lightly tracing the path of each lash wound.

“Joanna-sama?” he whispered uncertainly.

“Why do you let them beat you?” she asked softly as she stopped her tears.

He was silent for a few moments, then replied, “Because I needed the village’s protection, and also because I made Ichiro’s father a promise.”

“A promise?”

“I promised to protect the village and watch over his family after he was gone,” he explained. “If I broke that promise, I would dishonor myself.”

“I think you are too honorable for these people,” she stated matter-of-factly with a hint of anger in her voice.

“That may be so, but my honor is all that I have.”

“That isn’t true,” she argued gently. He turned his head to look at her and she gave him a tender smile. “You have me.”

His eyes widened, then softened, and a quiet smile graced his lips.

“Joanna-sama…”

Their moment was interrupted by the arrival of Ichiro along with Hiroshi and Hitaro. Ichiro and his eldest son passed them without so much as a second glance, but Hiroshi altered his course when he saw them and came their way.

Both she and Akihiro watched silently as the headman approached and made no move to bow or speak, although she noticed that Akihiro did lower his ears.

She, however, straightened her back slightly and stared the man directly in the eye. She was pleased when the man could not hold her gaze.

“Hanyou,” Hiroshi greeted, looking at her fox and refusing to meet her eyes. “I was told that I would find you here.”

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono?” Akihiro answered respectfully.

She stayed quiet and waited to see what the man would do. From her point of view, the guy looked uncomfortable, and that could only mean good things.

‘Feeling a little guilty, you arrogant prick?’

“It appears that you are recovering from your injuries,” the headman commented.

“Yes, Hiroshi-dono. I was not permanently harmed.”

‘Permanently harmed? No, he isn’t permanently harmed. He’s only been whipped for protecting me, publicly disgraced and humiliated in front of the whole village, and, don’t forget, shot twice with arrows, then blown halfway across the shrine by a Seal. No harm done there. Bastards,’ she fumed.

“I am glad to hear that,” Hiroshi answered. “I have heard tell of your diligent protection of the rice. We are very grateful.”

‘Did that jerk just thank him?’ she thought, shocked.

Her fox shrugged. “I wasn’t about to let some good-for-nothing thieves take the rice. We worked too hard to bring it in and prepare it. There was no way I was going to let them steal it. It’s almost tax time, and we have to pay the tax collector when he comes. We don’t have time to grow a new crop.”

“This is very true, and if we had not had you to put out the fires, we most certainly would have lost the entire harvest when the bandits set the storehouse on fire. We are in your debt, Hanyou.”

“You are?” she heard him repeat, a little bit of surprise in his voice.

Hiroshi cleared his throat nervously, and she bowed her head to keep from snickering.

“As such…” the man continued uncomfortably. “You may ask a boon of me in compensation for your service. My honor dictates that I owe you a reward for your loyalty and courage.”

‘Ah, it’s an honor thing. Gotta love the Japanese and their honor,’ she mused, hiding her smirk.

There was a long moment of silence, and she got the impression that Akihiro was seriously thinking about what Hiroshi had just told him. After a while she felt him stiffen and sit up straighter, and she wondered what he was up to.

“If that is so, then I have a request to make of you, Hiroshi-dono,” he finally said, looking up at the headman and meeting his gaze without wavering.

She saw the man swallow hard and felt a little thrill at his discomfort.

“What is it you would ask of me, Hanyou?”

“Firstly, my name is Akihiro, Hiroshi-dono. I wish for you to call me by my true name, not by my parentage.”

The man blinked, and she had to stop herself from jumping up and doing a victory dance.

‘You go boy! You tell him!’ she silently cheered.

“As… as you wish Han… Akihiro. From now on, you will be called by your true name,” Hiroshi agreed hesitantly.

“Also. No one is to touch Joanna-sama. She is my vixen, and I won’t tolerate anyone dishonoring her or causing her trouble. If I hear of anyone trying to hurt her or see anyone bothering her, I will protect her. This especially applies to Soka and his followers. Next time a broken arm won’t be the only injuries.” The headman looked at her, and she saw his eyes widen at the sight of her.

No doubt he was shocked by the blood on her face, and she wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before.

‘Just dismissed me as a useless woman, huh?’

She gave him a smile that was just a touch feral, and she saw him shudder.

“I give you my word that no one will harm her,” Hiroshi promised.

Akihiro nodded. “Thank you, Hiroshi-dono. And lastly… today was the last day I submit to you. I will never allow you to beat me again.” The two men regarded each other, and Joanna got the distinct impression that Hiroshi was truly seeing Akihiro for the first time. There was a silent battle of wills until the headman yielded by dropping his eyes.

“As you wish,” he agreed, giving Akihiro a short nod.

This time she couldn’t contain her happiness, and she laughed as they both thanked Hiroshi at the same time.

“I must now see to my men and see how those who were injured are doing,” the headman said, giving himself an excuse to leave them.

Akihiro bowed his head. “Of course, Hiroshi-dono. Thank you for your kindness and consideration.”

The headman bowed slightly and turned in the direction of a group of his fighters, moving to join them as they talked about the battle and made their way out of sight. As soon as he was gone, she threw her arms around Akihiro’s shoulders and gave him a big hug, kissing him on the cheek.

“Joanna-sama? What was that for?” he asked her, blushing and rubbing his check where her lips had touched it.

She shrugged, giddily happy in spite of everything. “Nothing. I just think you’re wonderful.”

He gave her a nervous, self-conscious smile that she returned wholeheartedly, then she hugged him again, doing her best to avoid putting pressure on his wounds. She felt his hands come up to grasp hers and hold them against his chest.

‘Way to go, Aki! I’m so proud of you!’




Chapter Twenty-One

It was hard to hold the glucometer steady with Akihiro peering over her shoulder, his body practically vibrating with tension, but she knew from experience that trying to get him to move took more energy than she wanted to expend. With the way her diabetes was slowly spiraling out of control, he was becoming more agitated and overprotective of her. He’d been bad enough before, but now that he could smell when her sugars were too high before she even began to feel the effects of the hyperglycemia, he was that much worse.

She used the lancet to pierce the meat of her palm and dipped the test strip into the tiny red bubble. Then she waited as the meter counted down in its LCD panel and displayed her blood sugar level. Her eyes widened slightly when it registered 378. It was no wonder she was getting so tired. Behind her, Akihiro gasped in horror.

“It’s too high. I knew it!” he blurted. “It’s too high again.”

“I know.”

He was moving immediately; slipping into their room through the open door to stoke the fire and crush a handful of Oshou Seigo’s medicine into a teapot of water. Within minutes he was urgently pressing a steaming cup of the concoction into her hands. She accepted the medicine, but she had little hope of it helping. Over the course of the past two weeks, the herbal tonic’s effectiveness had been waning, and she feared that it would soon become useless.

She knew it wasn’t the medicine itself, nor was it that her body was becoming accustomed to the herbs. It was the fact that what few islet cells she did have to make insulin were wearing out, and her body had no working cells for the tonic to stimulate. No amount of medicine could ever make up for the fact that all of her insulin-making pancreatic cells were dying off.

She had hoped to last about six weeks without insulin, but it was becoming clear that she would not have that much time. The last two days especially had seen a sharp increase in her blood sugar, and the medicine only brought it down into the upper one-hundreds if she was lucky. She tried to bring it down through physical exercise, but the fatigue she was feeling made her stop.

All too soon things would hit critical mass, and she would most likely go into diabetic ketoacidosis, where her blood sugar would continue to rise out of control and ketones would run rampant. She would become weaker and weaker until she lost consciousness and eventually slipped into a coma.

‘Maybe there’s another way,’ she thought with despair, then took a deep breath and stamped down her panic. ‘Looks like you’re going to get your wish Jo-Jo. Michael was wrong. It’s not okay, but I have to do what must be done.’

She comforted herself with the knowledge that her prayer on the beach had been answered. Her era would be safe, but she would die instead. It was a price she had been willing to pay then, and she was still willing to pay it now. For a while she had hoped that she would be spared that fate, but it looked like it was not to be.

‘It’s okay. It’s better this way.’

“I know it’s early, but I can’t wait any longer,” Akihiro announced, breaking her out of her thoughts. “I’ll leave to hunt the maitake in the morning. If I wait much longer, not even the mushroom may be able to help you.” His voice was desperate, and she could see the panic hiding behind his eyes.

‘Oh, Aki. This is going to be so hard for you,’ she realized sadly.

“I will be gone three days. Four at most. I must go deep into the mountains; probably to places where the human mushroom harvesters cannot go.

You will be safe here. Ichiro and his family will take care of you, and there is enough of Oshou Seigo’s medicine to last you several days,” he explained.

She nodded but said nothing. She already knew that she was going to go blind at the very least, even if Akihiro’s magic mushroom did work, because the floaters in her eyes were increasing. Plus she was getting weaker and soon she might not have the strength to perform her daily chores. She’d already stopped hunting and doing the strenuous things like tanning and herb gathering, but simpler tasks like sewing and cooking were becoming more difficult.

The very fact that they hadn’t taken their relationship to the next level was heavily based on her waning strength, because Akihiro feared that mating would be too much of a strain on her already weakened body. (Trust her fox to choose to stay a virgin rather than take the risk that sex might hurt her.) Her appetite was failing as well, and she didn’t eat much, but she was always thirsty.

Akihiro had faith in the healing power of the mushroom, but deep inside she was wondering if she shouldn’t take the opportunity she was being given to slip away while she still had the strength to do so. Part of her didn’t want to die alone, but more of her didn’t want to put Akihiro through the agony of watching her waste away.

She’d been thinking about it more and more, especially the last two days because she realized what was happening even if Akihiro didn’t. His trip provided her with the perfect chance to get away if she decided that was what she wanted to do. The prospect of leaving to die alone in the forest was frightening, but the last thing she wanted was for Akihiro to witness the true horrors of the disease she suffered. Knowing what she knew about his mother’s slow death, she didn’t want to put him through such a terrible experience again, and she would rather go off to sing her Death Song alone, than have her last memory of him be his weeping, shattered face as he begged her not to die. Or worse, as he waited for her death with a knife in his hand, poised to plunge it into his own chest the moment she drew her last breath.

She didn’t know if she could go to the next world in peace if she knew he was right there planning his own death or pleading with her to fight for her life.

She didn’t want to be sad when she died. She wanted to feel joy in knowing that she was going to see her family again, safe in the knowledge that she would be reunited with all the people that she loved on the Other Side. Death was a time of singing, not mourning, and as much as she knew her leaving would hurt her fox, she was starting to believe that it was the best thing to do.

That and she knew the death that awaited her. She had seen many educational videos and read many informational pamphlets on the dangers of diabetic ketoacidosis. Her body would react to the lack of insulin by demanding more glucose that it couldn’t use, the balance between insulin and the counter-regulatory hormones that controlled insulin production and usage would be thrown out of whack, “starvation” mechanisms would be triggered and her body would slowly begin to eat itself for its own fuel-all for naught because there would be no insulin to take the glucose to the cells that needed it. It was a horrible way to die and, no matter how much she prepared herself for it, she knew it was going to be ugly.

‘Maybe I can ask Suzuka to mix me a poison. One that is fast and painless.’ The Japanese had turned suicide into an art form, and she was certain that the young priestess, or her brother, would know a fatal recipe or two. ‘It would be better than the lingering death that waits for me, but I’d have to do it while Aki is away. He’d never let me go through with it if he was here.’

Her fox was clearly agitated, and she saw him look out at the early afternoon sunlight filtering through the shrine gardens from where they sat together on the long engawa.

“Maybe I’ll leave today. There is still plenty of light. I could be to the mountains before dark if I left soon,” he commented, his face somber.

She followed his gaze and took a deep breath. If he left, she’d have a two day head start at the very least, three if she headed out today, but it was unlikely that she could be ready that quickly.

‘The earliest I could leave would be in the morning.’

“I think that would be a good idea,” she said, offering him a smile that she hoped was reassuring. “The sooner you go, the sooner you can get back.” He nodded once, and he must have been too preoccupied to notice the tremor in her voice. “I will speak with Ichiro and tell him my plans. I’ll leave shortly thereafter. Hopefully, the medicine will be working by the time I go. I would feel much better about leaving if your blood number is down.”

“We’ll see.”

“I’ll bring you some bitter melon juice and some of the shitake I found yesterday. That should help too.”

“Yeah,” she agreed.

He turned to her and took her hand. “You must promise me that you will take care of yourself while I am gone. I will worry no matter what you do, but knowing that you are safe and cared for will make it a little easier for me.”

“You must concentrate on doing what you have to do,” she replied, cupping her other hand around the one that held hers so tightly. ‘Just as I have to concentrate on doing what I have to do.’

“Yes.”

He let go of her hand and hopped off the engawa. The absence of his touch made her heart spasm, and she forced a smile when he glanced back at her.

“I’ll go find Ichiro and get the melon juice. You stay here and rest.” She nodded. “I won’t go anywhere. I promise.”

A crease of confusion marred his forehead, but she saw him shake it away as he brushed back his long hair with his fingers.

“I’ll be back soon,” he promised, then hurried off.

She watched him go, her heart heavy. She dreaded what she was planning to do, and she knew that it would hurt him terribly, but she felt that she had no choice because she was running out of time. If she stayed, she would die at the shrine, and she doubted that the villagers would have much sympathy for him.

Things had been very strained between her fox and the villagers since the bandits attacked, and several did not appreciate Hiroshi’s agreement to Akihiro’s demands. Most still called him Hanyou despite the headman’s edict, and she could tell that they resented having to treat him with any deference at all.

While he still helped out quite a bit in the village, she had noticed that his generosity with his time and strength was waning, especially once her blood sugar began to rise. His conspicuous absence was hurting what little status he had managed to gain with the villagers, and she feared what sort of welcome he would receive once she was dead.

In addition, his preoccupation with her health (and his open affection for her) was alien to a people that prearranged marriages based on economic and social status rather than a love match. Japanese literature was full of stories of hopeless love, but it was rare that anyone witnessed such a pairing in real life, and she knew that her relationship with Akihiro confused and disgusted them.

‘Aki, what will you do when I am gone?’

He’d kill himself. She knew he would, and that was the hardest reality for her to face. He was so beautiful and intelligent, and he’d matured so much since she had first met him, that she couldn’t imagine him committing suicide after she had died.

‘How will he do it? Will he slice himself open or drink poison or find some demon bigger and stronger than he is and pick a fight he knows he’ll lose?’

The idea of him refusing to live without her made her heart break. She wanted him to find someone who could stay with him; someone who would love him and be there for him. He had such a big heart and he had so much to give; killing himself would be such a waste.

‘Can I make you live without me? If I made you promise to live on and be happy, would you do it?’

His return brought her out of her thoughts as he hopped up on the engawa and handed her a cup of bitter melon juice and some cleaned, raw shitake mushrooms. She accepted the food and drink, and tried not to make a face at the sour taste. It wasn’t as bad as vinegar, but it was close.

“I spoke to Ichiro. He promised to make sure that you are safe while I am gone. Kaemon and Suzuka know I’m leaving as well. I’ll go just as soon as you have finished your food. I will make sure that you have all that you need, and we’ll see what your blood number is, then I will go,” he told her, nervously fidgeting and refusing to look at her.

She looked over at him, watching him fiddle with something on his kosode, and it struck her that, if she went through with her plan to leave, this could be the last time she would ever see him. A lump formed in her throat, almost choking her, and she had to swallow it down with the juice.

‘Akihiro…’

There was so much she wanted to say, so much she had to tell him, but she knew that she could easily give herself away if she said too much. Still, she didn’t want him to go without her saying some form of goodbye, and at least trying to get him to promise not to kill himself. She reached out and touched his sleeve gently.

“Akihiro…” she began.

He jerked at her touch and glanced at her, his eyes wide and full of worry.

She wondered if he knew what she was up to, but figured that he could smell the changes in her scent, and had probably falsely believed that she was just frightened about what was happening.

“You should finish the juice, then we need to wait for the hands on your watch thing to turn six lines,” he said nervously, referring to their practice of keeping track of each five minute increment on her watch by counting the lines on the clock face.

“Akihiro, we have to talk,” she insisted.

“I have to leave, we don’t have time,” he quickly answered, his hands clenching and unclenching.

‘He knows what I want to talk about…’

She pointed to her watch and made him look where the hands were. “We have 30 minutes before I can check my blood sugar. We have time. Akihiro…”

“Don’t!” he blurted, moving away when she reached for him.

“Aki… there are things I have to tell you.”

“No!” he argued, then looked at her. “I’ll get the mushroom. It will help you. There’s no need for you to worry.”

Her heart clenched in her chest and she opened her hand towards him, but he didn’t take it. “Akihiro… we have to face the possibility that the maitake might not help. We have to talk about what happens after…” He blanched, his face turning pale, and she could see his hands trembling.

“After?” he choked.

“Yes. What happens after I die…”

He jumped off the engawa. “I don’t want to talk about this!”

“Aki, we have to.”

“No! ”

He started to walk away, and she realized that it might be her last chance.

“Aki! Aki, please, you have to listen,” she begged, and her pleading voice stopped him for a moment. “Please, Aki. Please…”

He paused and turned to look at her. “What is it that you want of me?” he asked, his voice defeated and hollow.

“I don’t want you to kill yourself after I’m gone,” she blurted desperately.

‘There I said it. Now what will you do?’

He gasped, his eyes widening in horror. “What!”

“I want you to find someone else and be happy…” she went on, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks.

“Find someone else? Who would have me? I’m a worthless half-breed!” She flinched at his harsh words, so self-degrading, but would not be deterred. “You’re not. You’re beautiful and wonderful, and you have so much to give…”

“Don’t ask me to live without you! ” he cried, cutting her off. His fists were clenched so tightly that she could see the drops of blood dripping from where his claws had dug into his flesh. “Don’t doom me to a life of eternal loneliness. Before I met you, I…”

 

He stopped and looked at his bloody hands, his palms red and ripped open.

“I can’t… I can’t do this right now. I… I have to go.” With that he turned and ran off, leaving her there on the engawa, heartbroken and weeping.

“Aki,” she whispered, crushed with the prospect that her last words to him were so inadequate and unfinished. “Akihiro. I love you. Please live. Please be happy.”

Her only answer was the rustling of the wind in the trees.

Twenty-five minutes later, she checked her blood sugar. It had come down to 226, but she knew that wouldn’t last. She was putting the meter away in its bag when a shadow fell across her lap, and she looked up to see Akihiro standing there with his ears and tail drooped and his arms hanging at his sides.

“It came down to 226,” she said softly.

He nodded, his face lost and forlorn, then he surprised her by rushing forward to grab her in his arms and hold her close to his chest.

“Akihiro…”

“I’ll save you. I promise. Please trust me. It’ll all be all right and everything will be fine,” he whispered hoarsely, almost crushing her.

She didn’t argue with him. She didn’t want their final moments together to be full of anger and pain so she held her tongue and hugged him tight until he pulled back to cup her face in his hands.

“I will see you very soon. Please be safe until I get back,” he said, his voice tight and full of unshed tears, then he shocked her by taking the initiative for the first time and kissing her hungrily.

“I know we haven’t mated,” he rasped breathlessly once their lips parted.

“But you are my mate and I will give everything for you. I promise that I will make this right, no matter what I have to do.”

She looked up into his eyes, memorizing his face, and managed to smile. “I love you, Akihiro. Please be safe.”

She saw him swallow and, when he pressed his forehead against hers, she could feel him trembling.

“I love you too, Joanna, my vixen,” he replied, saying the words for the first time. “I have to go.”

“I know. Safe travels and good luck.”

He smiled at her, a genuine smile. “Luck has nothing to do with it. I will see you in a few days, and all of this will have been a bad dream. I promise.” She nodded as he stepped back and bit her lip when he kissed her hand.

“I’ll be back soon.”

“I know.”

He released her hand and picked up a sack that she hadn’t realized he’d brought with him. They looked at each other, but there were no more words to be said; at least none that could be said aloud. She gave him a final smile, then watched as he left, following him with her eyes until he was out of sight.

“Goodbye, Akihiro. I love you. I’m sorry,” she whispered sadly.

She waited until she knew he was well on his way, then began to make her plans. Rising to her feet, she entered her room and surveyed her belongings with a critical eye.

‘What does one take with them on a Death Walk?’ she wondered darkly, her hands on her hips. ‘Only what I absolutely need.’

She sat down among her things and began sorting what she would take and what she would leave behind. She knew that she would have to travel very light because she didn’t want to tax her strength by trying to carry too much. Even her lightweight shoulder harness was probably too heavy, and she decided on one small canvas pack stuffed with a few clothing items, her diabetes bag (though she had no idea why she would need it), her medicinal tea, some food and a couple of personal things. She would take her blanket shawl, but leave her sleeping bag because it was too much of a hassle to roll it up and carry it.

Unfortunately, she would also have to leave her beloved Iris behind as well.

‘Aki will know what to do with her. Hell, he can probably play her for all the times he’s watched me.’

She thought about leaving him a note. He could read English fairly well, and she wanted him to know that she was doing this because she loved him so much, but she settled against a long, written goodbye. She knew that she would need help in order to get away, and she decided to explain herself to Kaemon instead. She hoped that the young priest who had become their friend would be able to make Akihiro understand why she was leaving.

There was a light knock on the interior shoji door just before it slid back.

The very fact that the person coming in knocked at all was a surprise. In modern Japan, because population density was so high, no one had any expectations of privacy, and the same held true for this era. There was no word in the Japanese language for privacy because it simply did not exist. The people chose instead to distance themselves from each other by spiritual means rather than physical ones, and no one was expected to announce their arrival before entering a room. The act of knocking was a custom the members of Ichiro’s family had adopted for the sake of their odd guest, and she was grateful for their show of politeness.

She raised her eyes to see who was there and was only a little surprised to see Suzuka in the doorway. She watched the miko cast her eyes about the room and take in the sight before her, her stony, expressionless face firmly in place.

Joanna had come to understand that Suzuka’s carefully cultivated stoicism was a behavior that was expected of her. Japanese women were to be demure and silent, bearing all manner of insults without a word of complaint. Shinto priestesses were held to an even higher standard, and they were expected to bear the burden of their responsibilities with mute grace, or rather, what was believed to be mute grace but was really just the suppression of emotion. Suzuka used her faith to cut herself off from the rest of the world; she wrapped herself in her piety and purity in order to cultivate the belief that she was above the common human being with his petty needs and lustful thoughts.

Joanna knew better because she’d seen that armor crack on occasion, and she’d been surprised by the depth of the woman beneath the mask. Suzuka was highly intelligent and much more sensitive than most people realized. She had a feeling that Kaemon was aware of his sister’s many layers, but believed that Ichiro purposefully chose to ignore his daughter’s feelings in order not to seem a weak-willed father.

“You are leaving,” Suzuka said finally, her voice neutral.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

The priestess looked at her calmly, but one eyebrow was raised. She blushed under the calm gaze and looked away.

 

“I think it’s best. I don’t think there’s anything anyone can do for me anymore, and I don’t want to be a burden.” She glanced up at Suzuka who was still looking at her with the same expression. “It’s just a matter of time before this thing gets me and… I wanted to spare Akihiro the pain of watching me die.”

“So you would abandon him and go off to die alone like a beast in the woods?”

It was an accusation and she bristled angrily.

“I’m not abandoning him,” she snapped irritably. “I’m saving him from the pain. Do you know that he watched his mother die of a fever? If I love him, how can I make him sit beside me while this illness eats me alive? It’s better for me to go off while I have the chance.”

“Do you not believe that the mushroom will help?” the priestess asked.

“It might help for a little while, but it would only prolong the inevitable.

What I have can’t be cured, and it’s going to kill me. All that is left for me is

how I die, and I don’t want to put Akihiro through that. I love him too much to do that to him.”

“It is his duty as your mate to be beside you,” Suzuka reminded.

“He doesn’t accept that this condition is fatal. He is convinced that he can save me, and I don’t want to give him false hope. I have come to terms with my situation even if he hasn’t, and I know how this story is going to end. In truth, I’m not afraid of dying. My people understand that death is part of life and there is nothing to fear. I wish to go peacefully and quietly. We sing a Death Song to call us back to Spirit. I cannot sing it if Akihiro is there begging me not to go,” she said, rolling up a pair of jeans and stuffing them into the bag.

“You are giving up then? You have so little faith in him.” The accusation cut deep and she paused to get her temper under control. It would do her no good to get angry and start screaming; it would only waste energy she didn’t have to spare.

‘But then, maybe that’s her plan…’

“You don’t understand,” she countered, her voice breaking. “There’s nothing he can do. I’m going to die, and it’s going to be soon. If I don’t leave now, I might not have the strength to do it later. Once this thing gets going, it’s quick.

I need to get out of here while I can still stand.”

“He will search for you.”

She winced. Of course he would search for her. He’d tear apart the forest looking for her; he might even tear apart the village. Her only consolation was that she knew he wouldn’t kill anyone in the process.

‘Although I have no doubts that he is going to be very angry.’

“I know. That’s why I need to get as big of a head start as I can. If I follow the river, I can use the water to hide my scent,” she replied matter-of-factly.

“I am not certain that this is the best course of action.”

“I do. My choices are really limited here.”

“You should wait for him to return and see if the mushroom helps you. Maitake is very powerful. That is why it is worth so much and so prized.”

“It doesn’t matter. Even if it does work, it would only be a temporary reprieve,” she dismissed. “What I have isn’t curable, and it’s getting steadily worse. Even in my country, with its special medicine, I knew that this disease would probably kill me. I am already suffering the effects this condition has on my body. There is bleeding in my eyes. I am going blind. I have numbness in my hands and feet; it’s not the oni-gumo poison. I am tired all of the time. Soon I will fall asleep and it will be too late to bring me back. I knew this even before Akihiro left. So now I have a choice: stay here and have him watch me die, or leave and spare him the final burden that he wasn’t able to save me.”

“He will feel that way regardless. He will search for you. The forest will echo with his cries. And when he finally finds you, because you know he will not rest until he does, if you are dead, he will take his own life,” Suzuka noted.

She blanched, her hands trembling as she fumbled with the pack. Inhaling deeply, she looked up at the young woman and dropped her bombshell.

“I know. That’s why I need you to give him a reason to live.” The miko’s eyes opened wide and her stony face slipped for a second in her shock. “Me?”

“Yes, you. You have to convince him not to kill himself.”

“I can do no such thing,” Suzuka refused, folding her hands in front of her and lifting her chin as she turned her head away.

“Yes, you can. You’re the only other person Akihiro cares about enough to stay here. You have to tell him how you feel,” she pressed, her desperation making her bold. If she was going to save Akihiro, she had to convince Suzuka to take her place.

“You ask the impossible,” the young woman snapped back with a gasp.

“It isn’t. Akihiro’s status has improved. He is being accepted by the villagers. He has a name now. If you two were ever to have a chance to be together,

this is it,” she said passionately.

“I am a miko. I cannot abandon my duties and calling,” Suzuka answered, but her voice broke a little.

“I know full well that Shinto priestesses can marry,” she shot back force-fully. “Your father could give you to a man if the match was advantageous for your family. If the right suitor came along, you’d be married and there would be nothing you could say about it.”

She opened her hands and reached towards the young priestess, pleading.

“Now is your chance to take your life and your destiny into your own hands.

Ask Akihiro to take you away from here. You and he can start a new life together. There is a beach he knows. It’s secret and hidden. You can live there.

He could build you a house, and you’d want for nothing.” Suzuka cut her off with a sharp gesture, her body trembling and her face a portrait of despair and anger, and she wondered if she’d pushed it too far.

“I am not you! Do not ask these things of me. I am a dutiful daughter. I will not dishonor my father and my family by running off with an abomination.

I cannot!” the girl exclaimed, then turned and ran from the room, not even bothering to close the shoji door.

“Suzuka! Suzuka!” she called, but there was no answer. “Damnit. Damnit.” She bit her lip and clenched her fists as she started to cry.

“Damnit. What do I do?” she choked, then took a deep breath. “You pull yourself together and do what you have to. Come on Jo-Jo. You can do this.

You don’t have a choice.”

She swallowed her tears, and her hopeless grief, and went back to stuffing her things into the pack. When she was done, she took her blood sugar and winced when she saw that it had risen above 300 again. She brewed some of Oshou Seigo’s tea and drank it while she ate some fish and vegetables for her dinner. Then she ripped a page out of her journal and wrote Akihiro a letter.

She knew she had previously decided not to write a goodbye, but seeing that Suzuka wasn’t about to help her, she thought maybe telling Akihiro the truth might sway him to stay. She knew it would mean breaking her promise to the young miko, but Akihiro’s life was worth more to her than that, and she was out of options.

She went to bed early, knowing she would need her rest if she was going to have the strength to travel in the morning, but she slept fitfully, her dreams full of disturbing images, and she woke up feeling drained. At dawn, she left the letter for Akihiro near the irori, shouldered her pack and blanket shawl, and headed for the river. She was shocked to find Kaemon waiting for her there, along with a small boat that was beached on the riverbank. It looked like some type of broad-bottomed canoe, and its tether was in his hand.

“Suzuka told you?” she stated flatly.

The young man nodded. “She told me everything.”

“Has she changed her mind?”

“No. She is as bound as I am, as we all are,” he admitted. “You, Joanna-sama, are the only one of us who is free. Sometimes I envy that. I have prayed many days for the ability to accept my jealousy of your freedom. Still, I am deeply saddened by our parting.”

“As am I. I’ll miss you, Kaemon-sama.”

“There is nothing I can do to sway you from this path?” he asked her.

“No. It’s the best way,” she insisted, shaking her head.

“Then I give you these final gifts. They are all I can do for you.” He handed her the tether to the boat, then reached into his robes to pull out a small vial of liquid sealed with a wax stopper. This he gave to her as well, and she knew immediately what it was.

‘Poison…’

“It is fast acting and painless. Do not use it until you are certain there is no hope. There is no antidote,” the priest informed her.

“Thank you, Kaemon-sama,” she said, accepting the vial and bowing.

“There is a set of rapids about 4 ri downstream. The river is very swift and dangerous there. You must be very careful.”

‘4 ri. That’s about ten miles.’ “Thank you for the warning, Kaemon-sama.”

“I wish you luck, Joanna-sama.”

“Thank you. I leave all of my things to Akihiro. He’ll know what to do with them. There is also a letter for him in my old room.”

“I will see that he gets it,” the young priest vowed.

“Thank you.”

They stared at each other for an awkward moment, then she bowed once more. He bowed back.

“I should go.”

He nodded but said nothing. She put her pack into the boat and stepped into it, steadying herself as Kaemon pushed the bow off the riverbank. She used the single pole to guide the boat into the current, then sat back to let the river take her downstream.

“Goodbye, Kaemon-sama.”

“Goodbye, Joanna-sama. Kami go with you on your journey.”

“Thank you.”

Kaemon stood on the bank, his hands folded into the sleeves of his robes as she sailed away. His face was neutral, but she recognized the same stony expression that Suzuka adopted in order to conceal her true feelings. Choking back tears, she managed a small wave and watched until he was out of sight.

‘Akihiro. Please forgive me.’

********

The river moved slowly and she just let it take her, adjusting her course with the pole only when necessary. She knew she needed to conserve her strength for the rapids ahead, and accepted the fact that she might need to carry the boat onshore if the rapids looked too rough. She didn’t know how far she should go, but she knew that the more distance she could put between her and Akihiro, the better.

When the current started picking up some two hours later, she did her best to guide the boat through the dangerous rocks. She was doing fine until her pole slipped and got wedged against a boulder. It snapped like a twig from the torque, and she was left with only the small back-up paddle to navigate through the rapids. Being that she had never steered a canoe by herself before (Michael had always been with her), she found herself at a severe disadvantage. She knew enough to sit back in the stern of the boat and try to keep the bow facing downstream, but as the river grew swifter, she found it increasingly harder to keep the wooden vessel under control.

Steering through the rough whitewater, she headed for what looked like a clear path between two sets of rock, only to realize too late that there was another obstacle just below her line of sight as the river took a sudden pitch downward. She tried to compensate at the last moment, but the boat swung around, turning sideways to the swift current. It rocked dangerously and almost capsized, but she used the paddle and pushed hard against the boulders to reorient the boat. The push sent the boat swinging the other way, however, and this time she wasn’t fast enough to right it before it hit another boulder.

The boat slammed into the rocks in the middle of the river, knocking her to the wide bottom, then it tipped over as the rushing water pushed it downstream.

She was plunged headfirst into the rapids, desperately fighting the water to come up for air as she was swept away. She managed to surface, but she was helpless against the strong current, and it was all she could do just to keep her head above the water. Her body was knocked around repeatedly as she scrambled to get a handhold on anything she could use to drag herself out of the water, but to no avail. She ended up just trying to stay afloat on her back and using her arms to steer through the rapids as she crashed and careened downstream with the raging river, her head getting submerged numerous times and her body spinning like a top in the eddies. She was certain she was going to drown.

‘So this is it, is it? Will Akihiro ever find my body?’ she wondered as the water tumbled her over.

Suddenly her feet struck bottom, and she surfaced to see that she had gotten wedged into the shallow delta of an incoming tributary. She knew she only had a moment before the current dislodged her, so she dug in her heels and pushed off for the shoreline. Amazingly, she made it and managed to reach the slower moving water of the delta, and finally the riverbank.

Exhausted and vomiting up water, she lay sprawled on the muddy bank, just catching her breath and taking stock of how severely she was injured.

Miracle of miracles, she had no broken bones, but she was badly bruised and had several lacerations. It was a small consolation when she realized that she had lost everything, including her blanket shawl and the vial of poison Kaemon had given her. Ironically, the one thing she did have was the GPS transceiver that was still around her neck.

She knew she didn’t have the energy to make her way back to the village, even if she had been inclined to do so, and she recommitted herself to her original decision. She wasn’t as far away as she would have liked, but she was hoping Akihiro would find her belongings washed further downstream and waste time looking for her in the wrong places. She resolved to continue and decided to use the slower moving, smaller stream as a path into the forest and a way to hide her scent.

Gathering what little strength she had left, she pushed herself back into the water and began to make her way up the tributary, following the only course of action she felt she had left to her. She traveled that way for hours, sometimes crawling in the shallows, other times just sitting until she could find the energy to move. She knew that if she hadn’t been in ketoacidosis before she left the village, she most certainly was now, and she could feel the fatigue steadily turning her limbs into lead.

It was the force of her own will that kept her going until nightfall threatened to make the forest too dark for her to see clearly, then she came upon a place where the stream pooled at the bottom of a waterfall. The cascade fell several yards over a vertical rock cliff, and it looked like a bridal veil streaming over the rocks. Knowing that sometimes there were caves or hollows behind such falls, she swam through the plunge pool and crawled up on the rocks beside the waterfall. A darker area barely visible through the water caught her attention, and she pushed her way through the cascade to pass to the other side. The cave was little more than a scooped out hollow, but it was dry at the very back, and the entrance was completely obscured by the falling water.

Dragging herself to the rear of the cave, she stretched out on her side and lay there unmoving. In truth, she didn’t have the strength to go any further, and she knew that the cave would probably be her tomb.

‘I suppose it’s as good a place as any to die,’ she decided as her body began to scream at her for all the torture she had put it through.

Quietly, for she had no energy to do anything but gently pass air over her lips, she began to chant in Tsalagi an ancient and powerful Song of Passing.

The song was meant to detach the spiritual body from the physical one, and help the singer move into peaceful death. As she sang, the pain she was in began to fade, and she felt wrapped in the love and warmth of her ancestors.

‘Mom, Dad, James, Sarah, Grandfather… I’ll be with you soon,’ she thought as her limbs grew heavy and her vision darkened. ‘Michael, I’m sorry. Akihiro, I’m sorry. I love you both, but it’s time for me to go home. I’ll see you next time.’

As her voice grew fainter and fainter, she wondered how long it would take for her to die, and her last thought as she lost consciousness was the perverse notion that she had lost everything in the river (including the vial of poison) just because Spirit had wanted to buy Akihiro more time to find her.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Akihiro was elated. Not only had his hunt for the precious maitake been successful, but he had managed to reduce the duration of his trip to under three days. Of course that meant that he’d gone without rest and food, but he had suffered worse in his lifetime, and he knew that he would recover with no last-ing effects. Besides, as soon as Joanna had eaten some of the mushroom he could sleep easily, knowing that the maitake would make her better.

He’d found three mature mushrooms growing in a very hard to reach ravine. In the ravine, he’d come upon a copse of hardwood trees that apparently had been drowned during the rains or had otherwise died, and he’d discovered the mushrooms there, growing at the base of the dead trunks. Two of the mushrooms were rather small, but the third was a giant, easily worth a year’s wages, and he’d had to cut it into smaller pieces in order to get it into his sack. It seemed like a lot, but even with the large mushroom, he was praying he would have enough to keep Joanna supplied until next year.

‘If I think she will run out before next harvest season, I will go out again and find more for her. I didn’t search that whole ravine. There may be more growing down there,’ he reasoned, clearing the high wall of the shrine and landing on the paving stones.

He was very glad to be back. Not only because he was so worried about his vixen, but also because his exhaustion had started to make him slow and clumsy. He knew he needed food and sleep, but only after he had taken care of Joanna.

Hopping up onto the engawa, he eagerly approached the shoji door and slid it back. His nose had already told him that his vixen wasn’t in the room, but he had expected her to be out. It was just approaching sunset so Joanna was probably with Suzuka doing things for the shrine or helping with the evening meal. When he put down his carry sack, however, he noticed that the residual scent of his vixen was stale and the room had an unoccupied feel. Looking around with his tired eyes, he registered that everything was neat and tidy-too neat and tidy. Almost all of the belongings Joanna had stored there were folded and placed against the wall. Even his vixen’s gitaa, Iris, was there in its case.

The room had not been used for at least a day, probably more. Joanna was gone.

It took a moment for the shock to wear off, but once it did, he began to panic. Numerous scenarios raced through his mind of what could have possibly happened to his vixen, and none of them eased his fears at all. The foremost was that he was too late, that he had failed to save his vixen, and she had died while he was gone. The crushing grief that fell upon him nearly knocked him unconscious, and a wailing howl built at the back of his throat, but his suddenly parched lips could barely utter a heartbroken croak.

As he gasped for breath, his hopes rose a little when he realized that no scent of death lingered in the room, nor did he smell the telltale stink of a cremation pyre. No doubt if his vixen had died, they would have at least prepared the body if not already burned it. Such fires could be smelled for many ri and days, but the air was devoid of the scent.

The knowledge stopped him short, and he gathered his wits about him. If Joanna was not dead, then where had she gone? Had she been moved? Was she foolish enough to try to go back to the sacred grove? If so, why had she left her belongings, especially her beloved gitaa, behind?

‘I was only gone for two nights! Where could she have gone in that time?’

he worried, searching frantically for where he would find his beloved.

There amidst her neatly gathered things, he spied a white paper with her English letters on it. It was folded, but he could see that there was writing on the inside, and he reached for it.

‘A letter?...’

Footsteps interrupted him and he whirled around to see Kaemon standing in the open doorway. Relief flooded through him because he was certain that the priest would know where his vixen had gone.

“Kaemon-sama! What has happened? Where is Joanna-sama?” He saw the young man look at him with an expression of sadness and compassion, and the look made him very worried.

“Akihiro, I thought I had felt you return.”

“Yes. I just got back. I found the maitake, Kaemon-sama. My hunt was successful…” He paused and looked at the empty room before returning his pleading gaze to the young man. “But Joanna-sama isn’t here, and her scent is old…”

“Akihiro, please come with me,” Kaemon said softly, then walked away.

Confused, he followed the man out of the shrine and down to the riverbank.

“Kaemon-sama?” he asked when the man stopped next to the water.

“I could not stop her,” the priest replied. “She was determined to leave.

She said it was to spare you the pain of watching her die, and none of our arguments moved her from her decision.”

“What?” he gasped in disbelief.

“I could not prevent her from leaving, but I was able to control her method of flight. I gave her a boat and told her to head downriver.” He shook his head, not quite understanding at first. It sounded like Kaemon had just told him that he’d given Joanna a boat.

“You did what? ” he questioned.

Kaemon put up his hands. “I gave her a boat and directed her downriver.”

“You let her leave? ” he demanded as he fought back his sudden rage.

“Peace! Peace! There was nothing I could do. It is not as if I could have cast a Seal and confined her until you returned. She is human. I could not fight her. I have seen her fight, and I am no match for her,” the man hurriedly explained.

“You… you…” he sputtered, his fury making his palms tingle.

“I could not keep her from going. All I could do for you was control which direction she traveled. I gave her a boat because I knew you would go in search of her. Now you know which way to go. I told her about the rapids. She would have had to take the boat out of the water to go around them. That would have slowed her down quite a bit. All the same, you shouldn’t waste any time in going after her,” the young priest urged.

Akihiro snorted through his nostrils, trying to calm himself down. Kaemon was right. It would do no good to waste time arguing when Joanna was out there by herself. He looked downstream, mentally calculating the distance to the rough water, and trying to figure out about how long it would take for a lone human female to reach that point on the river.

“When did she leave?” he asked. He had to find her. Whatever reasons she had for leaving, it was too dangerous, and she was too sick to be out there alone.

“Yesterday. Mid-morning. She wished me to tell you that all of her belongings are now yours,” Kaemon replied immediately.

Akihiro frowned deeply. “She has more than a day’s head start. I would love to stay and demonstrate how unhappy I am with you, Kaemon-sama, but I must go after her. She is alone and not herself. I fear her disease has begun to affect her mind. I have to find her before she gets hurt.”

“I wish you luck, Akihiro. If I could have stopped her, I would have. Kami go with you and give you speed.”

“I need to get some of the maitake I gathered, but I will leave the rest here.

If I am not back with Joanna-sama within three days, please see to it that the mushrooms are properly dried and stored.”

Kaemon bowed. “I shall see that it is done.”

He nodded. “Good.”

Pushing his exhaustion aside, he ran back to the shrine, grabbed one of the mushrooms from his bag and ripped off a piece, stuffing it into his kosode. As he turned to leave, Suzuka stepped into the room, her face worried and sad.

“Hanyou,” she said, her voice soft and concerned.

He moved past her to the engawa, not about to let her try to stop him. “Joanna-sama has run off. I must go find her,” he said briskly.

The miko nodded. “I know.”

“If she dies, I won’t be back,” he told her, feeling a need to prepare her just in case she never saw him again.

Suzuka blanched. “Akihiro, please don’t do anything rash.” He blinked at the sound of her using his name and paused to look at her.

“The village needs you,” she added.

He shook his head, smiling without mirth. “I can make no promises,” he answered, then looked behind him. “I have to go. Goodbye, Suzuka-sama.”

“Goodbye, Akihiro. Safe journey and good luck.”

He nodded once then leaped off the engawa and raced down the path towards the river. There he headed downstream just as fast as his tired body would go. He imagined that Joanna would try to conserve as much energy as possible by simply allowing the boat to travel at its own pace. When he reached the rapids, he checked the banks for any sign of Joanna taking the boat out of the river, and he was very upset when he did not find any drag marks or footprints.

‘She could not possibly have tried to navigate the boat through the rough water on her own…’ he fretted, scouring both sides of the river.

It was getting dark. If he didn’t find Joanna before the sun went down, he would have to continue his search in darkness. His night vision wasn’t as strong as it could have been because the moon was waning, but he knew he would be able to see if it came to that. Still, the idea of his vixen spending the cold night alone in the forest made him growl. It was bad enough that she’d already spent one night out there; he had no intention of giving up until he had found her.

He was about half a ri downstream from the rapids when something caught his eye. Upon closer inspection, he realized that it was part of a boat that had obviously been smashed into pieces.

‘Is this the boat Kaemon gave her?’ he wondered, dreading the answer as he pulled the cracked and splintered planks of wood out of the water.

A short distance away, he found part of the overturned hull and, when he flipped the broken shell over, he discovered a pack made from the same black material as Joanna’s “suitcase.” The sight of the ragged, abandoned pack made him nearly mad with grief, and he began tearing up the riverbank looking for any sign that his vixen had dragged herself ashore. He searched for any clue as to where she could have gone, but he found none, nor did he find her body.

It was odd that he actually considered the lack of a corpse a good thing, although he knew that his search was hampered by the river itself. Of course, it was just like Joanna to use his inability to smell through water against him.

Kaemon might have thought he was doing the right thing by giving her a boat, but not even his keen fox nose could track a scent across deep water. Joanna had to have known that so, if she’d survived the breakup of her boat, it would have been logical for her to keep to the water in order to hide her trail.

Tracking by water was difficult, but not impossible. It meant that he would have to use his other senses to make up for what his nose couldn’t smell. He still had his eyes and his quick mind, and he knew her habits because he had spent so much time with her. It would be easy enough to imagine what she was going to do. But if that was so, why was he having such a hard time tracing her steps? It was as if she had just disappeared.

For a brief moment, he wondered if her people had finally come for her; if her long-absent fiancé had finally found his way to her side. If that was true, then he would never find her, and she would be lost to him forever. But he couldn’t imagine her leaving without saying goodbye and Kaemon hadn’t given any indication that Joanna was going anywhere other than off to die alone. If the fabled “Michael” had finally come, he would have hoped that he had meant enough to Joanna for her to find him and assure him that she would now be safe. He hoped that their friendship, at the very least, was worth that small courtesy.

‘Unless that Michael just took her and didn’t give her a chance to come back,’ he thought dourly, picking through some rocks in the shallows that looked like they had been recently disturbed. He stopped the moment he saw tanuki paw-prints.

Sighing, he washed his hands in the water and tried to remain calm. He hadn’t found a body. That meant Joanna could still be alive. He just had to figure out what happened after her boat broke apart.

‘She would have been swept downstream…’ he reasoned. ‘Maybe I haven’t gone down far enough.’

He grabbed Joanna’s battered pack and took off downriver.

It was dawn before his exhaustion forced him to take a small rest. He’d spent all night searching, but still his efforts had produced no results. He swiped a fish from the river and ate it raw, too tired and hungry to bother with a fire. He was soaked from combing the river, and his body and spirits were giving out. The pack full of Joanna’s things was water-laden, but it still contained items that smelled like her even under the scent of river water, so he drew it close to his body as his only connection to his beloved vixen.

‘Joanna, please. Please be alive. I could not bear it if you died. Don’t you know that I can’t live without you?’ he silently begged as he held the black pack close. ‘Why? Why did you do this? Why did you leave? Did you think I would not be able to save you?’

A strangely familiar smell drew him to a suspicious lump in one of the pockets of the bag, and he fished out a small vial. Another whiff confirmed his initial fears and he stared at the vial in disbelief.

‘Poison…’

It was a mixture he was familiar with, the quick and painless choice for mercy killings, and he knew that Joanna had not made it herself.

‘Someone must have given this to her…’

He closed his eyes and took a deep sniff of the stopper, trying to filter out the different scents. Underneath the most obvious smell of the herbs and liquid used to brew the deadly potion, he caught the telltale scent of his vixen’s hands, and under that he smelled the unique scent associated with the old priest.

‘Ichiro? Did Ichiro make this and give it to Joanna?’

His jaw clenched and he had to stamp down his fury. Could Ichiro have been trying to kill Joanna? Did the old man want to get rid of her? Surely the priest couldn’t be that stupid. And why would he want Joanna out of the way?

Did he think that Akihiro would go back to being the submissive pet that he had been before he had met his vixen? Did Hiroshi want Joanna out of the village?

He snarled and crushed the vial in his hand, letting the foul liquid spill into the river. His hands tingled with foxfire and he threw what was left of the small container away, following it with a ball of blue flame that gouged a long furrow into the ground. The blast took the last of his strength with it and he sagged to his knees, his hands hanging limply at his sides.

‘Did they kill her and try to make it look like she had left me?’

No, Kaemon and Suzuka hadn’t been lying to him. He would have known immediately if they weren’t telling the truth. So if Ichiro and Hiroshi had anything to do with Joanna’s disappearance, neither the miko nor the young priest had any knowledge of it.

“Joanna…” he breathed. “Where are you?”

He raised his head and looked up-river towards the rapids. He knew he’d already been there, but the only thing that made sense was to go back and look again. If he could find out where in the rapids the boat had broken apart, then he might be able to retrace the path the water would have taken her. The chances were slim, but for now it was all he had.

Dragging energy from places he didn’t even know he had within him, he forced himself to stand and make his way back upstream. By now he had gone without rest or significant food for over three days, but he couldn’t stop. He had to find her. He couldn’t rest until he had found her.

‘She has to be here somewhere. Even if all I find is her body at least I can die beside her.’

Once again he found himself staring at the raging water beneath him. The banks of the river were steep, sliding sharply down into the frothing current.

His eyes scanned the rocks and swirling eddies for what had to be the hundredth time, but he was desperate for any clue. The river seemed to mock him, the rush of the water laughing, teasing, as it tumbled blithely past. It cared nothing for his loss. It answered only the timeless call of the ocean drawing it down.

His sharp ears caught the sound of cracking wood, and he turned his head just in time to see a branch break from one of the trees upstream. The branch fell into the rapids, and he watched it as it was tossed and rolled by the water. It flowed by him, pitching and bobbing as it was swept downstream, until it caught briefly on a group of protruding rocks. Just as it broke free of the boulders, he saw it drag on something below the surface. His eyes narrowed and he focused on the water breaking around the rocks, trying to see if anything was there.

His quick fox mind was telling him that there was something worth looking at, but he just wasn’t sure what it was. Whatever was there had been disturbed by the branch and now the swiftly flowing water seemed to be catching on it. Suddenly he saw a flash of bright color as a roll of fabric broke the surface. He recognized the colors immediately and he threw himself into the current, allowing the river to drag him downstream to the rocks. He fought his way over to them and reached out to grab the largest one, then he braced his body against it as he plunged his arm down to grab the cloth. With a firm yank it pulled free, and he looked down to see Joanna’s Cherokee blanket shawl in his hands.

Equal measures of hope and despair coursed through him as he stared at the blanket. Its presence in the rapids proved that Joanna’s boat must have capsized early on. The blanket was probably tossed from the boat or dumped into the water with the rest of her things, but instead of getting swept downstream with her pack it had gotten snagged on the rocks. If the branch had not fallen into the water and disturbed the fabric, he never would have known that it was there.

Taking a deep breath, he clutched the blanket to his chest and kicked off the rocks. His body was immediately grabbed by the swirling water, and he let the current take him in hopes of being able to trace the path it would have taken Joanna if she had been thrown into the river at that point. The water spun and rolled him, dragging him under numerous times, and he got a taste of what it must have been like for his vixen if she had suffered the same fate. He was smashed against the rocks, battering his body and filling his lungs with water.

‘There’s no way a mere human could have survived this,’ he thought as he was tumbled end over end. ‘Joanna must be dead.’

The realization made him completely numb, and he found himself having to consciously choose to keep his head above water. It would be so easy just to let himself drown, but then he would never find Joanna, even if she was dead.

‘But if she is dead, where is her body? I did not find her body.’

 

It was on that thought that he was spun one more time, and his feet hit the soft, yielding streambed. Rolling, he braced his legs underneath him and kicked for the riverbank, fighting his way to shallow water out of the raging current.

He knelt in the dark silt as he gasped for breath and tried to calm himself down.

Once he had shaken the wet hair out of his eyes, he was able to see that he had been swept into the delta of an incoming tributary.

Bruised and battered, he dragged himself out of the water onto the dry ground where he promptly vomited up much of the liquid he had been forced to swallow. Wracking coughs then shook his body and he collapsed at the base of a large tree. Amazingly, he still had the black pack on his shoulders, and the blanket shawl was still in his hands, twisted around his fingers. He brought the wet cloth to his face as he lay there waiting for his body to stop heaving.

His vision kept dimming in and out, and his body ached all over, but he was fairly certain that he did not have any broken bones. Still, his trip through the white water had taken a great deal of his strength, and he lay on the moss-covered earth in an exhausted heap. He was soaked, trembling, and his breath came in short pants as he struggled to clear his lungs.

‘She’s dead. My vixen is dead,’ he thought with despair, the fox in him howling its grief and pain, but he had no energy to give it a voice.

If she’d been swept into the delta, her body had most likely been discovered by a scavenger and dragged off. All that was left was for him to undertake the gristly task of finding her blood trail, but he just couldn’t muster up the energy to force himself to move. The tears came and he made no attempt to stop them.

He wept, curled into a ball of abject misery, too numbed by his grief to do anything but cry, and he sobbed harder than he had on the night his mother died. Nothing could ever heal to the empty hole that had opened up inside of him, and he prayed for the strength to throw himself into it so he could end the pain.

The wind blew cold through his wet clothing, making him shiver, and it rustled the leaves of the trees, bringing with it the sound of a soft sigh.

:This way,: a voice whispered, just on the edge of his consciousness.

The words surprised him and he quieted, perking his ears, not quite sure what he had just heard. The wind blew again, swirling the leaves on the forest floor, and a tingle crawled up the back of his neck.

:This way,: the voice repeated, pulling at him gently.

“Who are you?” he gasped hoarsely, trying to lift his head.

There was nothing, no one, anywhere within his senses; he didn’t even feel the remotest hint of demonic energy that would tell him another demon was nearby. There wasn’t even a scent that he could associate with a stranger.

Another gust of wind blew through the trees, and it sounded like a breath, like the forest was breathing the wind.

:This way. Tree-sister this way.:

He looked up and tried to determine which direction the voice was coming from. Directly in front of him was a tunnel of green, formed by the trees flank-ing the narrow stream. The sunlight was shining behind the leaves, creating a ghostly halo effect that illuminated the path upstream. The wind blew down the path towards him, bringing with it the scent of autumn and the whispering voice.

:This way.:

The wind took his hair, and a funnel of leaves swirled right in front of his face as he suddenly realized what was happening.

‘The trees… I’m hearing the trees,’ he thought with a shocked gasp.

He’d stopped trying to hear the voice of the forest months ago, but now it came to him like a sibilant whisper, brushing against the edges of his exhausted, grieving mind. He didn’t know how or why he was hearing them after he had been unable to hear them for so long, but he couldn’t deny the voice in his head.

:This way,: they called him, and he felt compelled to obey.

His vixen had always trusted the voice of the trees. He had listened to her ask them for direction to safe camping places and sources of water. He had seen her look to them for guidance, and he had never known their advice to be wrong. Half crawling, he forced himself to follow as they drew him into the forest.

:This way.:

He got his feet underneath him as he gained some speed, rising to stand and stagger along the bank of the stream. A few long paces away, he caught the unmistakable scent of Joanna’s blood, and he made his way over to the edge of the water. There he found a small smear of blood clinging to some rounded pebbles along the bank. Closer inspection of the shallow water revealed a deep depression that could easily have been formed by someone sitting in the soft silt.

‘Joanna! Joanna was here… She came up this stream. She’s alive!’ he realized, and his body filled with hope. ‘Joanna, I’m coming. Please wait for me!’

He moved as fast as he could, stumbling numerous times in his fatigue, but his overwhelming need to find his vixen drove him on. The trees guided him steadily upstream until he was simply following their voices with no thought as to where they were actually leading him, and finally the stream brought him to the base of a large waterfall about a ri away from the delta.

The area around the falls was a semicircle of steep, rocky cliffs creating a bowl effect where the waterfall and the stream were ensconced in a ring of high stone. Knowing what he knew of Joanna’s condition, he felt that it would have been almost impossible for her to climb the steep rocks. That meant that she was either somewhere very close-by or she might have gone back down the stream.

Unfortunately, the trees now did not seem to be able to tell him which way he should go, and he was too worn out to try to figure things out for himself. He was barely standing as it was, and half of him was convinced that the voice of the trees had merely been a very realistic hallucination.

“Joanna-sama!” he called, praying that she could hear him over the roar of the water and answer. “Joanna-sama, I’m here! Where are you?” There was no answer and he howled in frustration. He’d come so far; he couldn’t imagine not finding her now. It was impossible. She had to be there.

“Joanna-sama!”

He dropped to his knees, putting his nose to the ground in hopes of picking up her scent, but there was nothing.

“Joanna-sama! Joanna-sama, please!” he cried as loudly as he could before he broke out in another fit of coughing.

The heaves wracked his body, making his head spin from lack of air, and he spit up more water before resting his forehead on the ground. He was shaking violently, and the cold chill in the wind was seeping into his bones.

‘Joanna, where are you? Where could you have gone? Kami-sama, please if there are any of you that are listening, please help me. Please help me find my vixen. Inari, God of the Rice, patron of all kitsune, please help me. Please. Please, help me,’ he prayed.

A sharp gust of wind blew into the enclave, and he felt a familiar tingle crawl up the back of his neck, making the fine hairs there stand on end. He was just raising his head to see what it was when he heard what he could have sworn was a deep, throaty growl. Lifting his eyes, he kept bringing them up until he found the source of the growl, and his jaw dropped.

Standing on the rocks at the very top of the waterfall was an enormous cat.

Its coat was golden, the color of dried rice stalks or ripe barley, and its eyes were the same color only slightly darker. It looked at him with intensity as it growled again, and he felt the sound reverberating inside his chest. He stared, unable to move or make a noise, until he realized that he could see right through the beast.

‘Spirit cat…’ He blinked and remembered what Joanna had said about totems. Hers was a big cat. No, it was a… “Cougar,” he breathed.

The cougar flicked its tail and turned, disappearing out of sight. He scrambled to his feet, prepared to climb the rocks up to the top to follow it when it reappeared on the ledge beside the base of the waterfall. He could see the spray from the water through the translucent body.

“Cougar-sama! Spirit totem of my Joanna, did Inari send you to help me find my vixen?” he asked, taking a stumbling step forward.

The spirit cat growled in answer, then turned its head to look at the falling water. His eyes followed where it was looking, focusing on the water and trying to figure out what the cat was trying to tell him.

‘The waterfall? Is she in the waterfall?’ Squinting, he thought he could see a dark shadow on the other side. ‘No! Behind the waterfall!’ “Cougar-sama! Is she behind the waterfall?” he questioned, then stopped short when he saw that the spirit cat had vanished.

It was no matter. The cat’s message had been clear, and he rushed to the waterfall, wading through the plunge pool to climb onto the ledge. As soon as he cleared the falls, he saw the cave and headed right for it.

The first scent he caught was the strong odor of overripe fruit mixed with urine, followed by the unmistakable scent of his vixen. The smell drove away all of his fatigue and weakness as he hurried forward, his heart pounding.

“Joanna!” he cried, dropping the –sama honorific in his panic.

He saw her as soon as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. She was lying at the very back of the cave, motionless and silent, and she did not respond when he grabbed her shoulder.

“Joanna-sama, I’m here. I found you,” he told her, shaking her lightly.

She didn’t answer, and her clothes felt damp and cold. He called a small ball of foxfire into his palm to light the cave so he could see her better, and his heart clenched at what he saw. She was pale, her lips bluish, and her body limp. He could tell that she was still alive, but just barely.

“Joanna-sama!”

Quickly he pulled the piece of maitake mushroom from inside of his kosode and showed it to her.

“Look, Joanna-sama. I found the maitake. It will make you better.” He practically ripped open her pack and yanked out one of her shallow metal dishes, then he filled the bottom of the dish with a little water and snatched a palm-sized, rounded stone from the streambed, venturing out of the cave only long enough to grab the rock and return. Using the rock as a pestle in the dish, he tore off small pieces of the prized mushroom and pounded them into a thick paste. When it was done, he reached for his vixen.

“Joanna-sama! Joanna-sama, you have to wake up. You have to eat this to get better,” he pleaded, shaking her roughly.

She moaned, and her eyes fluttered open, but they did not focus on him.

‘Is she blind?’ he wondered.

“Joanna-sama, I’m going to feed you the maitake. I’ve made it into a paste so it will be easy to swallow.”

He lifted her into his arms, bracing her shoulder against his chest so she was sitting up, and took her chin in his hand. He pried open her mouth so he could put some of the paste into it. It was a thick mess so he scraped his fingers on her lower teeth just to make sure she had gotten all of it, and then washed the paste down her throat with a sip of water. He tipped her head back as she instinctively swallowed, and he was glad that she still retained that reflex otherwise he would have had no way of getting the medicine into her. He repeated the process, carefully and gently feeding her the medicine.

Towards the end, he could feel her slipping back into unconsciousness, and he struggled not to hurry. She went limp soon after, and he knew that he wouldn’t get any more of the paste into her. Luckily, most of it was gone. He laid her back down on the cave floor and wiped her mouth.

“There, Joanna-sama. You’ll feel better soon,” he promised, brushing her cheek with the back of his palm. “Oh, your skin is so cold. Let me light a fire and we can both get warm.”

He knew he had to leave the cave in order to find wood, and he didn’t have anything dry to cover her with. He was reluctant to leave her side, but he wasn’t sure how much of a choice he had. Frowning, he looked around the cave and took note of the damp walls and overall moisture in the small space.

‘It’s too wet in here to light a fire. I could never keep it burning under these conditions,’ he realized.

“Joanna-sama. Joanna-sama, we can’t stay here. It’s too wet. I have to take us someplace dry and safe.”

Of course, the only place he could think of that fit those criteria was the sacred grove. He ruled out bringing her back to the shrine because he didn’t know how Joanna had gotten the poison, and he wasn’t about to take the chance that Ichiro really did want Joanna dead. But the grove of ancient cedars was at least five ri away, and he didn’t know if he had that much strength left in him.

‘It’s Joanna. It’s your vixen. You’ll find the strength,’ he argued, gritting his teeth. ‘Your father was the great Kazehiro. You have his blood flowing in your veins. Would you shame him and his memory by being too weak to save the one you love?’

“Joanna-sama, I’m going to carry you out of here to where we’ll be safe,” he told her as he knelt beside her and slipped his arms underneath her body.

Lifting her up, he turned and wedged his shoulder under her, positioning himself so that she would drape across his back when he stood up. He wrapped the strap of the black pack around both of them, essentially binding them together, and used the blanket shawl as a large sling to tie her to his waist. When he was done, her arms were over his shoulders, and her head slumped limply against the back of his neck, but he gripped her wrists tightly and pulled her close as he slowly began to make his way out of the cave.

Unfortunately, he had to wade into the plunge pool for a few steps, but soon he was clear of the water and on dry ground. He took a moment to adjust her weight and tighten the shawl before starting out again, his back heavily stooped in order to keep her body balanced. The way was slow going, and he stopped frequently to rest, but every time he was certain that he couldn’t take another step, he found the strength to pick her up and carry her just a little further.

It was full dark by the time he finally made it to the grove of cedars, and he practically toppled over the moment he entered the sacred space. His newfound ability to hear the voice of the trees allowed him to hear the gentle welcomes of the forest giants that formed the grove, and he was glad to be back in one of the few places where he had ever considered himself to be safe.

:Welcome, Fox. Welcome Tree-sister,: they said, their voices in his head.

They were old voices, voices that had seen the passage of centuries. As he placed Joanna gently down on the dry ground he felt the trees’ sadness at her condition. :Tree-sister wanes.:

“No,” he said aloud. “I will save her. I won’t let her die.”

:Winter-Sleep comes to us all, Fox,: the king tree answered as he lay his vixen near the great, gnarled roots.

“I’ll save her,” he vowed and the trees quieted.

Although it had been weeks since they had last been in the grove, the pile of firewood that he and Joanna had gathered was still there, and he took several logs and branches from the store. Then he used a handful of dry grass and pine needles as tinder and scraped two stones together to make a spark to light the fire. Soon the flames were igniting the dry twigs and small branches, creating a base of ash to light the larger wood. He positioned Joanna near to the warmth and spread her blanket shawl to dry on the rope hung between the trees.

His vixen’s clothing was still wet, and her skin was still pale and cold. He knew he had to get her out of the damp, soiled clothes as soon as possible, and he was thankful that some of Joanna’s belongings were still in the hollow under the king tree. In fact, her large suitcase on wheels was still tucked into the very rear of the shelter along with her bow and several piles of scavenged supplies.

When he was rested and fed, he would go back to the shrine and retrieve the rest of her things, but for now what he had would suffice.

He took two blankets from the pile of bedclothes, recognizing them as two of the ones she had used to cover him when he was sick from the oni-gumo poison, and pulled out a set of her “sweat clothes:” soft pants and a long-sleeved shirt made from thick, warm fabric. He’d never seen her naked, and a small part of his fox brain registered how ironic it was that their situations were now reversed as he carefully removed her dirty clothing.

He gasped and blinked back tears when he saw her body. She was covered with bruises and lacerations, and she looked like a famine victim who had been starving to death for weeks. Her ribs were showing, the bones of her pelvis protruded out from her hips, and her abdomen and groin area were sunken in. He knew that she had been losing weight, but he hadn’t realized how thin she had become until now.

‘Joanna… How could this have been happening and I not know about it?

How could you have kept this from me?’

Obviously she had been trying to protect him from the true horror of her disease by hiding her condition under loose clothing.

‘Oh, my beloved. You suffered all of this in silence in order to spare me the pain. Had I but known…’

He looked down at his wrist, at the pulsing blue vein just under his skin, as tears brimmed in his eyes again.

‘My blood might be able to save you. I was afraid to try because I didn’t know if it would work. If I had known that it would come to this, I would have told you sooner and we could have tried. But now…’

He reached for her wrist, holding it as it flopped limply in his grasp. All he had to do was cut the vein, then pour his own blood into the wound. His blood would fuse with hers and cure her. At least, that is what would happen if he were a full-blooded kitsune, but he wasn’t, and he had no idea how she would react.

‘It might kill her… But she is dying anyway.’

He pressed his sharp nail to her pale flesh, prepared to puncture the soft, throbbing pulse point, but once again his indecision stopped him.

‘She’d be bound to me forever. She could never go home. Even if her betrothed came for her, she would already be tied to me. Would he try to kill her? Would she even accept the bond?’

With a choked sob, he dropped her wrist. He couldn’t do it. Not without her consent. The ritual was sacred; it bonded mates for life. If he were to do it without her agreement, it would be worse than rape.

‘My only hope is for the maitake to heal her enough for her to wake up and tell me what she wants. She only needs to wake up for a few moments, then I will know if she is willing to take the risk and be bound to me.’

Checking her wounds carefully, he made sure that she had no open sores that needed medical attention. She was badly banged up and bruised, probably by the river tumbling her over in the rapids, but she didn’t have any broken bones. That in itself was a miracle, but her good fortune was worthless if she died anyway. He was still concerned about the possibility of infection, however, so he took the time to gently lick each of her lacerations.

Her skin tasted horrible, but the worst was her scent. It was sickly sweet and almost nauseating. He’d smelled her scent when her blood sugars were too high before, but she hadn’t smelled anything like this. In a way, though, he was glad that the scent was so distinctive. It meant that he would know immediately when the maitake began to work because the strong odor would fade, and he decided to give her another dose of the mushroom as soon as he got her dressed.

He used the cleaner parts of her dirty clothes to wipe off her body and try to clean her up a little. When they were both feeling better, he’d help her take a bath in the stream, but for now the meager wipe-off would have to do. Once he had her clothed, wrapped in blankets, and placed by the fire for even more warmth, he took the time to strip out of his own sodden clothes and change into dry garments while he waited for water to heat up on the fire. He took the remainder of the maitake and pounded it into the same paste he’d made before only this time he used warm water. He made it a little thinner as well so it would trickle down her throat more easily. Then he roused Joanna again and gave her the mixture in small portions.

When he had finished feeding her the mushroom paste, he banked the fire and took his place beside his vixen. All of the energy and strength he had managed to garner in order to bring his beloved to safety was now fading, and he was fading with it. Lying next to her, he gathered Joanna into his arms and curled his body around hers, holding her tight for both comfort and warmth.

The situation was still dire; she was still unconscious and unresponsive, and her heartbeat and breathing were slow and faint, but he had found her and she was still alive. That meant that there was at least some hope. Once he was rested, he would sneak back to the shrine and retrieve Joanna’s things plus the rest of the maitake, making sure that no one saw him come or go. He doubted that they’d ever return to the village, even if Joanna did live, and he found that he was all right with that. As long as he had his vixen, he had all he needed.

Sending out one more silent prayer to Inari for help and guidance, he pulled Joanna as close to his body as possible and let the darkness take him.




Chapter Twenty-Three

When Akihiro opened his eyes again it was almost dawn and Joanna had not improved. It worried him that his vixen did not seem to be responding to the maitake, and he really didn’t understand why it wasn’t working. His fears that maybe Ichiro or Hiroshi had done something to Joanna grew, but he had no way of finding out short of disguising himself and trying to get the information out of someone who might know. Unfortunately, he wasn’t willing to expend the energy it would take to cast an illusion using his currently diminished power, nor was he willing to leave Joanna’s side for any longer than absolutely necessary.

He knew he would have to leave her alone for a short time that morning because he had to return to the shrine. He wasn’t happy about having to go, but he knew that he had no choice. He took enough time to wrap his vixen in more blankets and place her in the hollow before hurrying off to the shrine.

It was just before dawn when he arrived, and he snuck quietly into the room they had stayed in and gathered up the belongings that she had left behind. There wasn’t much because Joanna had always insisted on keeping most of her things in the sacred grove in order to prevent others from examining the belongings from her time, but there were a few items of clothing, her sleeping bag, and, of course, her beloved Iris. The fact that his vixen had left the gitaa to him spoke volumes about how deep her feelings ran. Of all of her things, Iris was one of the most prized, and she would not have bequeathed it to him if she had not felt him worthy of it.

Looking around, he noticed that Kaemon had complied with his request and left the bag of maitake where he had dropped it. He grabbed the bag and began moving quickly about the room. The carrying sack with the maitake served double duty as he placed as much of Joanna’s clothing, the ingredients to Oshou Seigo’s tea, and other things inside it. He needed to do everything in one trip if he didn’t want to be discovered. Thankfully, Iris was in her carrying pack with a shoulder harness so he could strap her to his back.

Once he had everything, he slipped out of the room and silently closed the shoji door. He paused for only a moment on the edge of the engawa, his eyes directly level with the bell that had once been used to call him to the shrine.

The house and its surrounding grounds had been his only sanctuary for decades (albeit a tentative one), and a small part of him found his leaving a little bittersweet. It was entirely possible that he would never see Suzuka or Kaemon ever again, and he wished that he could take the time to say goodbye, but he knew that he shouldn’t dally. Instead he reached into the carrying sack and grabbed two of the smaller shitake mushrooms that he had harvested in the same ravine as the maitake.

Pulling them out, he placed them carefully on top of the bell where they would easily be seen and left them there. Shitake was prized for its medicinal properties in much the same way as maitake; it just wasn’t as valuable because it was more common. Still, the gift of two shitake mushrooms was a significant one, and its meaning would not be lost on the recipients. It was all the message he could leave for the humans who had once shown him a small bit of kindness.

‘Goodbye Suzuka. Goodbye Kaemon-sama. Maybe someday I’ll see you again, when things are better for Joanna and me.’

Hoisting the carry sack, and slinging Iris over his shoulder, he hopped off the long porch, jumped over the shrine wall and disappeared into the trees without a backward glance. In many ways his leaving had been long in coming, but it had taken the arrival of his vixen in his life to hasten a process that had already begun. He really hadn’t belonged or been happy there since Genkichirou had died, but he hadn’t had any other options until now. Meeting Joanna had changed all of that, and it was time for him to move forward into a new life with the one he loved.

Joanna was exactly where he had left her when he returned to the grove, and her condition was still unchanged. He let her stay in the hollow while he rebuilt the fire and boiled water for a batch of Oshou Seigo’s medicine. He knew that the tea hadn’t helped her too much recently, but maybe if he combined it with the maitake it might be more effective.

Digging down into the carry sack, he pulled out the vast majority of the belongings that he had placed inside of it in order to reach the mushrooms at the bottom. When his hand touched a flat object, he grabbed it and pulled it out to see what it was. He recognized the book that Joanna would write in every night, and a small fissure of hope tingled in his chest. He knew how to read English. Maybe she had written something in there that he could use to help save her. He set the book aside and resumed his search for the mushrooms.

When the tea with the maitake was ready, he carried Joanna out of the hollow, placed her beside the fire, and tried to wake her. He noticed that she roused much more slowly than before, and it took quite a bit of shaking to get her to respond. Her eyes finally opened, but they didn’t focus on anything. She also moaned faintly and her fingers flexed, but other than some spasmodic movements of her limbs, she didn’t seem to be in control of her body.

He was able to get her to a point where she could swallow, however, so he supported her upper body with his thigh and forced small sips of the medicine into her. He gave her half of the potion he had brewed and saved the rest for a second dose.

“There, Joanna-sama. You’ll feel better soon,” he whispered to her, looking down at her face.

Her eyes had closed again and she was limp in his arms. When he called her name, she didn’t respond, and he knew that she probably would not awaken unless he shook her roughly and yelled at her. It was taking longer and more effort to wake her up, and he feared there would come a time when she wouldn’t rouse no matter how hard he tried. He prayed that the maitake mixed with Oshou Seigo’s medicine would have a positive effect on her condition, hopefully enough to allow her to wake up and tell him what she wanted him to do.

He placed her gently down on the ground after he was finished giving her the medicine and moved about the camp as if he was setting them up for an extended stay. He felt that he had to do something other than simply watch her just lying there on the ground, and preparing the camp was a good distraction.

It seemed to him that Joanna would want the grove to look the way it had before, with everything back where she had stored it, and he wanted to please her by anticipating her desires ahead of time. As soon as she woke up, she would see all the work he had done and be happy with him.

Thankful for his perfect memory, he was able to restore the grove to the condition that it had been in when he and Joanna had lived there. He unpacked her sleeping bag and clothing, and put everything back the way it was. When he was done, the grove and hollow looked exactly as they had before.

Smiling at his handiwork, he returned to Joanna’s side to tell her what he had done. “Look, Joanna-sama. Everything is back where it belongs. We can live here again, if you want. I know I was worried about the winter cold and snow, but I am sure that I can make something that will keep us warm and dry.

Maybe I could build a permanent roof over the front of the hollow that we could sit under and be protected. I can do that if you don’t want me to build you a hut,” he told her happily.

Throughout all of his activities the trees had remained quiet, not interject-ing any commentary on what he was doing, but now he turned to them and broadcast out with his mind.

‘See? Everything is the same. Now when she wakes up, she’ll know that she’s home,’ he announced proudly.

:Tree-sister fades,: they answered, their voices soft and subdued.

Akihiro blanched, then snarled angrily. “She isn’t fading. She’s going to be fine. I won’t let her die. I’m going to save her.” He looked down at his vixen, silent and motionless, wrapped in blankets. “I’m going to save you, Joanna-sama. You’ll wake up, and I’ll give you my blood, and it will make you better.

Then you and I can live anywhere you want, and we’ll go off together where no one will ever bother us.”

The trees had no comment and remained conspicuously silent. He growled and ignored them as he stalked out of the grove to harvest dry grasses for his own bedding, because he felt that it was safe to leave his vixen for a short time.

She was still asleep when he got back and didn’t move while he made his bed next to her sleeping bag and covered it with his Cherokee blanket shawl.

Joanna’s blanket shawl was finally dry, but he left it hanging from the rope strung between two trees because he planned to clean it later.

He didn’t really give his actions a second thought. Working gave him something to do and lessened the hollow feeling in his chest. He couldn’t even consider the fact that he might lose her; that she might never wake up. If he faced that possibility, then he would have to accept the reality that his vixen was dying before his very eyes. In his mind, Joanna had to live, because if she died, then he would die with her.

He had noticed that her skin was cold to the touch so he kept the fire going to keep her warm. Her scent hadn’t changed much, and she still smelled like her blood sugar was too high, but now there was an additional odor and he didn’t like it. It smelled stale and sour, and it made him nervous. She’d been pretty much unconscious since he’d found her, and, depending on when she had fallen into this deep sleep, she could have been like that for almost three days.

He didn’t know how long someone could stay in such a state and not suffer irreparable harm, but he had seen other humans fall into the same sleep and never wake up.

His own mother had fallen into a deep sleep just before she had died, but her sleep had not been like this. His mother’s breath had been heavy and labored, and her skin had burned with fever. Joanna’s body was cool, and her heartbeat was so soft that he was certain a normal human would have pronounced her dead. If not for his fox senses, he would have thought she was dead too. But as long as there was life in her, he would cling to the hope that he could save her. As long as she still drew breath, however faint and shallow the breaths might be, he would do everything within his power to bring her back to him.

Toward the middle of the day, he reheated the medicinal tea and tried to give her the second dose. Again, it took a great deal of effort to get her to a point where she would swallow the tea, and he was only able to give her half of it before she lost consciousness. Her deteriorating condition was worrying him, and he feared that the medicine wasn’t enough, but he didn’t know what else to do. He did think that the medicine was working because the odor of high sugars was fading from her scent, but he wasn’t sure if it was coming down fast enough to make a difference. For all he knew, his efforts might be too little, too late.

His stomach growling reminded him that he hadn’t eaten yet, and he decided that it was safe to leave Joanna while he went to the stream to catch some fish. Placing her in the hollow, he covered her with her sleeping bag and gave her a tender kiss on the temple.

“I’ll be back soon, Joanna-sama.”

His fishing technique wasn’t the cleanest, but it was highly efficient and soon he had five fish wriggling on the stream bank. Since he hadn’t eaten in over four days, he was hungry and he knew he would eat all five of them, and probably come back for more later. This time, however, he did take the time to clean and cook the fish before eating them, unlike his last meal where he had just eaten the fish raw.

It was days like these when he dearly missed Joanna’s cooking. No matter what the meal was made of, his vixen had a way of turning any ordinary food into a feast fit for the Emperor. His cooking was barely passable even by his own standards, and he had no talent for spices or mixing flavors. Were Joanna awake, she would have taken the fish from him and worked her magic with her black pot and dried herbs, but he had to settle for roasting them on crude spits with a little bit of salt. Being that the fish was only half cooked and barely touched the back of his throat as he practically swallowed them whole, their bland taste went almost unnoticed.

As night fell, he tried to give his vixen a third dose of the medicinal tea he had brewed, but this time she would not awaken at all. He tried everything he knew to wake her short of resorting to causing her pain, but nothing he did seemed to elicit a reaction from her. He finally gave up, hoping that he would have better luck later after her blood sugar came down some more. The scent of high sugar was still fading, but for some reason she didn’t seem to be coming out of her stupor. Based on previous times when her blood sugar had risen too high, she had come out of her lethargic state relatively quickly, but this time she wasn’t recovering.

It made him worry that something else had gone wrong. Kaemon, and even Joanna herself, had told him that her illness could affect the body in many ways, so it was possible that another part of her had begun to fail as a result of the high sugars. He was also concerned that she did not seem to be passing any water.

While not looking forward to cleaning her up after she had soiled herself, he did know that it was an unavoidable necessity, and it bothered him that she wasn’t urinating. He knew that she had lost control of her bladder at least once because she had smelled of urine when he had found her, but as far as he could tell she hadn’t gone since. It wasn’t natural, and he would be very worried if she didn’t pass water soon. He thought about returning to the shrine to grab Kaemon and get the young priest to help, but he decided not to because he did not want anyone to know about the grove or the home he and Joanna had made there.

A short time later, he went fishing again and caught three more trout plus a ptarmigan that was unlucky enough to flush right in front of him. He packed the gutted bird in wet clay and put it directly in the hot coals of the dying fire the way he had seen Joanna do. With luck it would be finished cooking by morning.

When he was done eating his second meal, and had prepared the camp for the evening, he crawled into the hollow and settled down on his bed next to Joanna’s sleeping bag. Then he lit one of his vixen’s tallow lamps and picked up her book, opening it to the first page. On the inside of the front cover was one of Joanna’s “photos” of her and her betrothed in Cherokee clothes. He scowled and turned the page quickly to see the first entry.

Joanna’s writing on these pages was different from the writing she had used to teach him how to read. In those lessons, the letters were distinct and separate from each other, but here all the symbols seemed to run all together.

At first he thought it was a completely different language, and he started to get upset, but then he recognized some of the letters and realized that it was English, just written differently. He set his sharp mind to analyzing the new kind of writing, and soon he was able to puzzle it out.

He quickly figured out that the sets of her English “numbers” were her way of noting the date of the entry. He wasn’t familiar with the way she counted the days, but he was able to read the pattern of ascending numbers. The last entry had the date of 10/16/2012, but he didn’t know what that meant in her language. He only knew that the previous entry was marked as 10/15/2012. The first entry was 5/5/2012 and he noticed that the first number of all the entries stayed the same until the second number reached 30 or 31, then the first number changed and the second number went back to 1. The last number, the 2012, remained the same, and he surmised that it represented the year.

It felt strange to be reading Joanna’s journal, but the chance of finding something that could help his vixen was too much of an opportunity to miss.

The task proved very difficult because there were many words he did not know, and even with Joanna’s “dik-ton-arie,” it was still hard to understand what she had written.

He read about the first few days after her “accident” and tried to understand her theories on what had happened, but the words she used were alien to him and only a few of them were in the word book. There was something called a “Quantum Gate” and it was the cause of all her heartache. He knew what a gate was, but the word Quantum was unknown to him. Whatever it was, it had done something wrong and had changed time as well as place, sending her back into his time by mistake. Joanna didn’t know why the gate hadn’t worked the way it was supposed to, but she had some ideas about the stars and something about time. The word “temporal” was there and he knew it was important, but that term wasn’t in the word book either.

After the first couple of days, the entries changed from dealing with what had happened to her, to dealing with how to survive in a place she didn’t know, and he was awed by how well she had adapted to her new surroundings. He had always known that his vixen was a remarkable woods-woman, but to read how she had discovered the grove and how she had managed to survive was amazing. He wasn’t sure if he would have done so well if their places had been switched.

On the entry marked 6/1/2012 he read about the day she had saved his life.

He smiled proudly as he learned how she had knocked out one of his attackers and frightened off the other, then carried his unconscious body all the way from the trade road to the grove. He fought back tears as he read about her efforts to keep him alive; how she had fretted over him and tended him when he was burning up with fever.

She wrote about how frightened she had been that he was going to die, and how she had prayed that his fever would break. For the first time he realized what a monumental effort she had put forth on his behalf, even when he was a stranger and she did not know if he would be friend or foe, and he was humbled and moved beyond words. He’d always known that no one else would have done for him what she had, but to read it firsthand was another thing entirely.

He looked over at her unconscious body and gritted his teeth. If she would fight so hard to save someone she had just met, he could do no less for her. Honor alone demanded it, but he would fight just as hard because he loved her, and he would do anything to save her life.

Turning the page, a folded piece of paper fluttered out, and he recognized the letter Joanna had written to him. He hadn’t read it yet because he had left it behind when he went in search of his vixen, and also because he was half afraid of what she had written. Both Kaemon and Suzuka had tried to tell him that Joanna had wanted to spare him the pain of seeing her die, and he vividly remembered her pleading with him not to kill himself should he fail to save her.

He didn’t want to know what she’d had to say in her final words to him; he didn’t want to read her reasons or explanations for leaving him behind. She hadn’t trusted him to save her and had taken it upon herself to handle her inevitable death.

‘You didn’t trust me. You didn’t have faith in me. If you had, none of this would have happened, and you would not be suffering now,’ he thought sadly.

She’d tried to write his name using the kanji symbols next to her English spelling, but she’d gotten a stroke or two wrong. He could read it anyway because he knew what she’d been trying to draw and didn’t fault her for her efforts. Still, it was nice of her to have made the effort. The only person other than himself to ever write his name in kanji had been his mother.

With shaking hands he unfolded the letter and smiled when he saw the neat, clear script. This was the type of writing that she had used to teach him how to read English, and he could understand the words perfectly. His eyes scanned the lines, reading her final message, and trying to take it all in. He could almost hear her voice speaking softly to him from the page, her last words of affection and entreaty.

She told him that she loved him and that she hoped to spare him the horror of her death. She asked him to forgive her for leaving him and tried to make him understand why she had to go. She said that she had made peace with her fate and that she wasn’t afraid. She asked him not to look for her and begged him not to kill himself. Then she told him that Suzuka loved him and said that he should take her away from the shrine and make a new life with her in a different place. He almost tore the letter to pieces right there, but he stopped himself at the last moment.

“Never,” he said aloud, even though he knew that Joanna couldn’t hear him. “How could I replace you with Suzuka? She could never love me as you have. No matter where we went, she would always see me as a tainted half-breed. You are the only one who ever saw me for myself.” He set the letter aside and reached over to cup Joanna’s cheek in his palm.

Her skin was still cool and damp to the touch.

“Joanna-sama, don’t you know that there is no one else for me but you?

I’ve given you my heart and, once given, I cannot take it back. Either both of us live or we both die, and I swear that I will save you. I wish you had told me the truth before it came to this, but I forgive you. You’re only human. You couldn’t have known what I am capable of doing. You only did what you thought was best.”

He leaned down and kissed her brow. Her skin didn’t taste quite as awful as it had before, and he took that as a good sign. Her scent had changed too; it wasn’t as sweet or pungent, but the stale, acrid odor remained.

“Soon, Joanna-sama. Soon you will wake up and I will save you, then we will go off together, you and I, and no one will ever bother us again,” he promised.

It was getting late and the flame in the tallow lamp was about to gutter out.

He folded up the letter and placed it as a marker in the journal to keep track of what page he was on. Then he closed the book and placed it near the head of his bed.

Pulling his own blanket shawl up over his shoulders, he stretched himself out beside his vixen and put a possessive arm around her. She seemed so cold to the touch, so he pressed himself to her side and piled the blankets over them both. There wasn’t much else that he could do as long as she remained unconscious and unable to tell him if she would accept his blood. Until she was able to give her consent, he had no choice but to continue giving her the herbal medicine, and hope that eventually she would wake up long enough to tell him what to do. In the meantime, he snuggled close and shared his body heat with her to keep her warm.

Sleep came slowly, but when it finally did, he slept fitfully and uneasily, his dreams haunted by disturbing images that constantly woke him and sent him urgently checking Joanna for a heartbeat. She was still alive every time he woke up, but he noticed, much to his dismay, that her heart was slowing down even more. His vixen was dying under his very nose, and he didn’t know what to do.

“What do I do? What do I do? Joanna-sama, please. Please wake up and tell me what to do,” he whispered hoarsely, shaking her shoulder.

His vixen did not respond, and his shaking became more desperate.

“Joanna-sama, please.”

For a moment he thought she was going to wake because her body shivered, and he anxiously held his breath, but she only let out a sigh as her head lolled to the side.

‘No…’

Reaching out, he turned to the king tree that sheltered them, placing his hand against one of the gnarled roots that gripped the stone slab above them.

“What do I do?” he asked softly. “Sacred tree, what do I do?”

:Tree-sister fades,: came the sad answer.

“I can’t lose her,” he choked, tears beginning to roll down his cheeks.

:Winter comes to us all.:

“No,” he insisted. “Not her. Not my vixen.” He looked up at the stone slab, trying to see beyond it to the forest and the night sky. “Cougar-sama? Cougar-sama, are you there? Can you hear me? If Joanna-sama was going to die, why lead me to where she was hiding? Why help me find her at all? Why torture me if all I can do is watch her die?” he demanded of the spirit cat.

“Please, if there is a way to save her, please show me how. I beg you.

Please help me. Inari, patron of all kitsune. I know I am a lowly half-breed, unworthy of your favor, but please, I beg you to help me. Please help me save my vixen. Even if I am unworthy, surely Joanna is deserving of your blessings.

Please help me heal her.”

There was no answer from the heavens and he bowed his head. He had known that his prayers were unlikely to be answered. Prayers rarely were. His prayers when his mother lay dying had gone unanswered, and he’d been surprised when the cougar had appeared to him by the waterfall, but he had reasoned that it had happened because the great cat was Joanna’s totem animal. He had hoped beyond hope that the spirit cat would come to his aid again, but it seemed that he was on his own.

He looked down at his wrists, focusing on the blue veins that channeled his half-breed blood through his body.

‘Maybe Cougar-sama won’t help you because you already know the answer. You can save Joanna by giving her your blood.’

How much would it take? A few drops? A full measure? How much would he have to give her to make her open her eyes and smile at him? And once the deed was done, would she ever forgive him? He could save her, yes, but would he lose her forever in the process?

‘Maybe that’s the sacrifice. Either way, I lose her, but would I rather hold her as she dies then take my life after hers, or give her up and be happy knowing that she is alive somewhere even if she isn’t with me?’

Was that the truest way to prove his love? Could he live with himself if he did it? Could he live with himself if he didn’t?

‘She’d be bound to you forever,’ he reminded himself.

‘She could reject you and the bond. Without her consent, would the bond be binding?’ his other half replied.

‘Wouldn’t it? Her consent doesn’t really matter does it? Only in your heart. The blood will work no matter if she agrees or not. And what would she do once the effects wear off? If she rejects you, she will die anyway unless she returns for more.’

‘But would she really reject me? She wrote in her letter how much she loved me. Would she really hate me if I loved her too much to let her die?’

‘And what of her husband-to-be? What will you do if her betrothed comes for her? What will you do then?’

‘What could I do? I could take him to her grave or tell him he’s too late.’

‘Would you fight for her? Would you kill him?’

He felt the fox stir, felt it bear its teeth and snarl. The fox would kill its rival without reservation, but would Joanna let him murder her human lover?

‘She loves Michael. She calls to him in her sleep.’

‘But she called for you too, when she was sick with the fever from the oni-gumo bite. It was you she clung to and reached for when she woke. If given the choice, would she choose him or you?’

‘If given a choice would you choose life or death?’

He clenched his fists, trying to let the pain focus his anguish.

‘If I do it, I betray my honor.’

‘What good will your honor do you if she is dead?’

‘My honor is all that I have.’

‘If you don’t save her, you aren’t worth your father’s blood.’

“Joanna-sama…” he breathed, crawling back to her.

He let his long hair brush against her face as he bent over, placing his nose directly above her mouth and inhaling her faint breath. He didn’t kiss her even though he wanted to because he knew that her lips would be cold and still, not hot and passionate the way he remembered them. Instead he took her hand in his and brought it to his mouth, placing a kiss on her cool palm.

“I’m here, my vixen. I’m with you. Whatever happens, I won’t leave you.” With that he took up vigil, just as he had when his mother took ill. He still didn’t know exactly what he was going to do, but he resolved not to make a decision until he absolutely had no other choice. He sought the quiet, peaceful place centered inside him and breathed into it, trying to settle his ragged nerves. He concentrated on the feel of Joanna’s hand in his and on counting her slow, shallow breaths until nothing else existed.

Finally, in the darkest hours of the night, he was called back from his meditation by a change in her heartbeat. It was faltering, skipping beats, and fluttering weakly. His mother’s heart had sounded the same way right before she had died, and he knew that the time had come.

Joanna wasn’t going to wake up. Even if the medicine he had given her had brought down her blood sugar, whatever affliction she was suffering from had already moved beyond that point. Now was the moment of truth: allow her to die and lose her forever, or force his blood upon her and risk the possibility that she might hate him for it.

He was torn in two, and he desperately wished for a third option; anything that would buy him more time and allow him to find a cure. But deep inside he knew that he’d used up all his chances, and the only thing left for him to try was the one thing he’d sworn he wouldn’t do. In the light of his beloved’s imminent death, the promises that he’d made to himself seemed hollow and empty, as empty as his life would be if he allowed her to die.

The two sides of his mind warred again, each vying for his attention, each clamoring to be the victor. In the end he knew that he really had no choice; that his choice had been made for him on the day he had opened his eyes and found himself in a hollow underneath a tree with his wounds tended, and a strange woman smiling softly at him. Taking a deep breath, and praying that he was making the right decision, he chose Joanna.

Rolling up his sleeve, he took his wrist and bit down hard enough to puncture the vein. He watched as his blood welled up out of the wound and spilled down his arm, then he reached for Joanna’s limp wrist. His hand shook violently as he pressed the sharp nail of his thumb against her soft, human flesh.

He felt the tip of his claw slice easily through her pale skin, and he grimaced when he smelled the strong, sickly odor of her blood.

He paused, staring numbly at the twin wounds, watching with an odd sort of detachment as his blood and hers dripped onto the bedclothes. His heart was pounding, his body quivering with fine tremors, and he was certain that he was going to be violently ill, but he knew there was no turning back.

‘This is it, Joanna-sama. I have to do this. You’re dying and this is the only way. I pray that you will forgive me for this violation. But even if you hate me for doing this to you, I can find comfort in knowing that I saved you.’

He closed his eyes tight as he raised her wrist to his and prepared to let his blood join with hers…

The shrill noise that broke the heavy silence nearly scared him right out of his skin, and he dropped Joanna’s wrist as he leapt to his feet. He slammed his head heavily into the roof of the hollow when he jumped, and almost knocked himself out. The shrieking continued as he shook away the dizziness and pain, and he began tearing at the blankets as he tried to find the source of the deafening noise. He soon realized that the horrible sound was coming from the grey box around his vixen’s neck. It was also blinking a bright red light in time with the ear-splitting cry.

A memory came back to him of Joanna showing him the box and telling him that it was magic from her time. She had told him that it would make noise when the people from her time had found her, and that she had to go back to the place where she had first fallen on the day she had arrived in his time. She had shown him the place once and told him to bring her there if he should ever hear the box make noise or see it light up on its own. Now it was finally breaking its silence, and that could only mean one thing…

‘They found her. They’ve finally found her!’




Chapter Twenty-Four

Akihiro licked the wound on Joanna’s wrist and sealed the puncture. His own wound had stopped bleeding, and was already beginning to heal, as he wrapped her up in the blankets and pulled her out of the hollow. Once clear of the low ceiling, he picked her up and ran towards the small clearing she had pointed out to him. The box was still blinking and screeching as he raced through the forest, but he blocked it out by flattening his ears against his head.

He saw flashes of very white, bright light as he approached the small field, but he didn’t slow down as he rushed toward it. The lights blinded him when he cleared the trees, and he came to a skidding halt, nearly losing his hold on Joanna. He heard voices and smelled many strange new scents, but his eyes could see nothing but the white light. It took several moments for his vision to clear, but he knew that there were several male humans very close to him, and they were shouting something at him. There was a woman’s voice shouting as well, and he could barely make out what she was saying over the screeching box.

When his eyes finally adjusted, he counted six large, human males all dressed in identical mottled green colored clothing. Three had dark brown skin, something he had never seen on a human before, and all of them were holding things that looked very much like Joanna’s “frash-rite,” only much brighter. He squinted, tears in his eyes, as they advanced on him.

They were shouting at him in harsh, loud voices that he didn’t understand, and he glanced around frantically, his eyes wide, as he clutched his vixen close to his body. The men flanked him on all sides, gesturing menacingly, and he cringed, shying away. The woman was pushing her way towards him, trying to get closer, but the men were carrying large sticks made from black metal. They threatened him with the sticks, waving the narrower ends at him, and he instinctively took a step back, baring his upper teeth.

The woman yelled something and the men retreated a little, but they didn’t put their metal sticks down. He watched warily as she came closer, her hands raised in a universal gesture of truce, and he narrowed his eyes as she approached, waiting to see what she would do. She began to speak in a soft, soothing tone, and he took a step towards her, but the movement triggered another advance by the men. The woman halted them again, waving her hand to keep them back, and he edged forward, keeping his head and tail down.

She spoke again in the calm voice, and he realized that she was speaking English. The accent was off, and it took him a moment for him to work out the words, but the discovery made him relax a little because he could understand some of what she was saying. He decided not to reply, however, because he didn’t want them to know that he could speak. He remembered Joanna telling him that the people of her time were very dangerous, and that he would be at terrible risk if they should ever catch him. He knew that they could save his beloved, but he did not want them to hurt him in the process.

“It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt you. But we need you to put Ms. Tindall down. Do you understand me?” the woman was saying, matching his posture.

“It’s wearing clothes, but it’s got a fucking tail!” one of the men complained.

He turned his head toward the man who had spoken and unflattened his ears, putting them at attention. It was getting easier to understand their speech as he adjusted to the odd way they pronounced their words.

“Shit, look at those ears too!”

He pulled back his lip and snarled.

“Stand down. Soldier, I told you to stand down!” the woman ordered.

He wasn’t sure what the words meant, but she seemed to have some authority because the men looked at her, then took a few steps back as they lowered their metal sticks. He looked down at Joanna’s limp body in his arms and took a faltering step forward. The woman crouched down as he knelt and laid his vixen gently down on the ground. With a gesture he motioned for her to come closer.

The woman came over, and she reached for the blankets wrapped around Joanna’s body. He carefully pulled them back to show her his vixen’s condition and their eyes met. Tentatively, he offered her a small smile and she smiled back. Then he saw her do something with the gray box around Joanna’s neck, and the horrible screeching stopped.

He breathed a sigh of relief and crouched on all fours as the woman pulled something from around her neck. It looked like a rope but it had three ends, one with a metal disk and two with small knobs. He watched her put the two knobs in her ears and place the metal disk on Joanna’s chest. She listened for a moment while he watched, then he saw her pry his vixen’s eye open and shine a bright light into it.

“She’s alive. Heartbeat is slow and erratic. Obtaining a blood glucose measurement now,” the woman said to someone behind her.

For the first time he realized that there was another man with the group.

This one was dressed in white, like the woman, and he was carrying a large, black bag. The man came forward and handed the woman something from the bag. Akihiro recognized it as one of the magic boxes like the one Joanna used to check her blood, and his suspicions were confirmed when the woman pricked Joanna’s finger and dropped a tiny bit of blood onto the magic paper.

He desperately wanted to see what the number was, but he stopped himself because he did not want them to know that he could read.

“Blood glucose is 621,” the woman announced, and he had to smother the whine that caught in his throat.

He hunkered down and lowered his ears again, watching as the woman stuck something small and thin into Joanna’s belly. He hoped that she was giving his vixen medicine to bring down her sugars, then he saw her wrap a thin red rope around Joanna’s arm and stick something else into his vixen, only this time he watched her fill a tube with Joanna’s blood.

‘What is she going to do with that?’ he wondered, then his senses snapped to alert as he felt the telltale tingle of other demons approaching.

‘All the light and noise is attracting them,’ he realized.

He kept himself from growling as his instincts urged him to protect his vixen because she was helpless and she needed him to defend her. He cast a furtive glance to the woman in white, trying to decide if he should let the threat come closer or go out to meet it now.

‘This woman is helping Joanna. I need to make sure nothing gets close enough to interfere before she can make my vixen better,’ he reasoned as he eyed the men in mottled clothing warily, especially the one who had made comments about his tail and ears. ‘And I don’t like the smell of those metal sticks either.’

He ventured a gentle brush of his hand across Joanna’s arm, silently trying to offer comfort and reassurance.

‘I’ll be back soon, my vixen,’ he promised, then tucked his tail and backed up, slinking into the trees.

Once he reached the safety of the forest, he turned around and scented the air, trying to pinpoint which direction the threat was coming from. He heard the men say something about his leaving, but the woman told them not to follow him, and for that he was grateful. He didn’t want to have to worry about protecting anyone while he was hunting.

‘Two, coming from the north,’ he determined and turned towards them, intent on cutting them off before they got too close.

Two turned into three, and then four. Scavengers, all of them, and nothing too big or difficult to kill. He dealt with them swiftly, killing them in one or two strikes, and he left the bodies as a warning to anything else that might try to enter his territory. He made a circuit, defining a perimeter that he patrolled several times, and kept his senses on full alert. Swinging back around to the south, he returned to the woods at the edge of the clearing in hopes of finding out how Joanna was doing, and discovered that an intruder had gotten past him.

It was an ogre, not very big and not very smart. The problem was that one of the dark skinned humans was there too, and he could tell that the man had no idea what he was up against. The human was essentially cornered with nothing but his metal stick to defend himself. He was about to go charging to the rescue when the metal stick made a series of very fast, very loud noises. He dropped to the ground at the sound and covered his ears as the stench of burning ash filled his nose. Fire and smoke had come shooting out of the narrow end of the man’s metal stick, and something had hit the ogre because it was bleeding from wounds in its chest. Unfortunately, the ogre didn’t seem to be anywhere close to dying. In fact, all the man’s stick seemed to have done was make the demon angry.

The man shouted something and raised his stick again, making it smoke and shoot fire. He cringed each time the loud noise sounded and kept his head down as he saw the trees around the ogre splintering and spraying bits of wood everywhere.

‘That stick shoots little darts,’ he realized, and he was suddenly glad that he’d been wary of the things from the beginning.

The noise stopped suddenly even though the man hadn’t put the stick down, and Akihiro figured that the weapon was out of darts. The ogre was still standing, although bleeding from even more wounds now, but it still didn’t look like it was mortally injured. It roared and advanced on the human as the man pulled a smaller metal stick from a sheath at his hip. This stick made an even louder noise, but seemed to fire its darts only one at a time. He counted twelve deafening bangs before that, too, fell silent.

Venturing a peek, he saw that the ogre was still standing, and still angry, and the human appeared to be all out of darts.

‘Idiot is going to get himself killed,’ he thought as the ogre charged.

Not wanting one of these new humans to be killed by the demons of his time, he sprang to his feet and rushed to the man’s rescue. The first thing he did was grab the man and shove him out of the ogre’s striking range. The human yelled and rolled into the underbrush as he took on the demon. Behind him, he could hear the man cursing and moving about, but he had no time to spare as the ogre swung at him with a massive fist. He ducked, darting between the ogre’s legs and hamstringing it on both ankles with his claws. The blows weren’t fatal, but it brought the beast to its knees. He rounded and spun, slash-ing at the softer sides of the ogre’s throat where it was vulnerable, and it retaliated with a wild swing as it screamed in rage.

It was obvious that loss of blood was slowing the ogre down, but he still had yet to deliver a killing blow. As the demon lurched and tried to hit him again, he leaped up and prepared to blast it in the head with his foxfire. Just at that moment, however, the dark skinned human came bursting out of the underbrush with his smaller metal stick drawn, and the thing began to make its loud noise again. He cut off his attack and dove for the ground, not wanting the darts to hit him by mistake.

At the same time the dark skinned human leaped out of the brush, three more humans came running, all of them carrying the larger metal sticks. The newcomers began firing their darts at the ogre the moment they saw it, and he watched as the demon was struck repeatedly with more darts than he could count. The beast screamed as part of its skull exploded, and when the thing finally toppled over, there wasn’t much of a head left on its shoulders.

Frightened by the power of the weapons the humans carried, he hunched down and eyed them warily. The men had crazed looks in their eyes, and he was worried that he would be the next target so he made himself small and stayed very still.

Lowering his smaller stick, the dark skinned human he had saved went over to the ogre’s body and kicked it until it rolled over. He could see disgust and fear on the man’s face, and he didn’t like it. It was entirely possible that the humans would now consider all non-humans a threat and try to kill him no matter what he did. He thought it best to try to retreat, but they noticed when he moved.

The men turned, bringing up their weapons and pointing them at him. He crouched and flattened his ears and tail, hoping he’d be fast enough to outrun the darts that the metal sticks fired. Upon seeing him, however, recognition entered the first man’s eyes, and he lowered his weapon, returning it to the sheath on his hip. His action caused the others to relax a little and lower their own sticks. He sat up as the men approached him, but did not make any sudden moves.

“What the hell are you?” one of the men demanded.

He didn’t answer, but rose to his feet and began licking the ogre blood off of his claws, grimacing because he hated the taste.

“I dunno what that thing is but it saved my ass,” the human he had saved told his comrades. “It knocked me outta the way and took down that thing by itself. It probably would have killed it if we hadn’t blown its head to pieces.”

“Thing still gives me the creeps. It doesn’t talk but it wears clothes,” one of the other men complained, giving Akihiro a suspicious look. “It looks like its got a man’s face, but its got those weird dog ears and a tail.”

‘Dog ears? Dog ears?’ he thought, offended, and forcibly kept himself from snorting. ‘Stupid human doesn’t know a fox when he sees one.’

“Actually, it looks more like a fox than a dog,” another man commented.

“The tail definitely looks like a fox.”

“Fox, dog, doesn’t matter. It’s still a freak.”

“A freak that understands what we’re saying,” a fourth man, another one with dark skin, said thoughtfully.

He remained silent, even though his instincts told him to run, and met the man’s eyes with a steady gaze of his own.

“What do you mean, Holmes?” the second man asked.

“Look how it’s watching us. It might not understand everything we say, but it’s definitely able to understand some of it. And it understood Nurse Nancy when she told it to put the woman down,” the fourth man answered.

“You think it can talk?” one with light colored skin asked.

The dark skinned man shrugged. “Dunno. Why don’t you ask it?” The light skinned man stepped closer, a funny, almost cruel expression on his face. “Hey freak, can you talk?”

He flattened his ears and didn’t answer, but a low growl rumbled in his throat as a warning. Oddly, the man didn’t seem deterred, but grinned instead.

“Can you bark like a doggie?” he asked mockingly, moving forward.

Now the human was coming dangerously close to his personal space, and his hackles were starting to rise. He didn’t want to hurt the man, but he also wasn’t comfortable with him getting so near. He growled louder and lifted his upper lip.

“Ooooo! I think I’m pissing the freak off,” the man taunted, snickering.

“You are. Why don’t you back off before he slits your throat with those claws of his,” the first dark skinned man warned.

“What makes you think it’s a “he,” Graner?” the third man asked.

“Easy. It doesn’t look like its got tits, does it?”

“Awww, that don’t mean nothing. Why don’t we skin it and find out?” the man who had been taunting him suggested, leering at him.

“Mitchell, back off,” the other dark skinned man said. The one that was called “Holmes.”

‘Mitchell,’ he thought, committing the man’s name and scent to memory.

The name sounded too much like Michael, and he already hated that name; it was the name of the one man who could take his vixen away from him.

“We should be heading back to camp,” the man named Graner said impatiently.

The others agreed and he saw them turn towards the clearing where he knew his vixen was being treated. He wanted to follow and looked behind him to make sure there were no other threats nearby. His senses didn’t register any other demons within his range so he allowed himself to relax a little and think about Joanna.

‘Has her blood number come down? Is she awake? Will she talk to me?’

“You coming?” Graner asked him, surprising him out of his thoughts.

He looked at the man, blinking and trying to figure out if he should dare to trust the stranger. Now that the area was secure and free of demons, he found himself desperately wanting to see his vixen and make sure she was all right. At the same time, he was still wary of the new humans, and he keenly remembered Joanna’s warnings. Lowering his ears, he gave the man a guarded look, and the man shrugged.

“Suit yourself,” the man said and followed his comrades.

Of course he had no intention of staying behind; he had just wanted to let them get ahead of him so he could track them undetected. He could hear them talking quite clearly as he followed on almost silent feet, and he learned that the four men were named Graner, Holmes, Lazarro (strange name), and the hated Mitchell. They were all very concerned about the place where they were and the things they had seen, and Mitchell complained loudly that he “didn’t sign up for this shit.” The others told him to shut up. He would have done the same but for different reasons. They were making enough noise that everything in the forest within 2 ri knew they were there, and that was sure to attract more unwanted attention.

When they neared the clearing, he took to the trees and gained a vantage point so he could look down on the area while he remained unseen. He could hardly believe his eyes when he saw that the clearing had been transformed into a tiny war camp, complete with a number of tents made of dark fabric. There was another tent that was larger and made of light colored fabric. It had a large red mark on it like the one on Joanna’s medicine kit, and he reasoned that the symbol must mean that it was a medicine tent. There were more of the bright lights and other large wooden boxes scattered around the small area, and the whole place buzzed with a strange hum.

His ears came up when he saw the woman in white come out of the medicine tent, and he strained to hear if she said anything. The scent of his vixen clung to the woman’s clothing, and he knew that was where they had taken his beloved.

‘Joanna is in that tent!’

He watched as the woman in white went into one of the dark colored tents, and he waited to see if she would come out again. When she did not, he climbed down from his perch and hid along the edge of the clearing, mulling over what he should do. He desperately needed to see his vixen, but the medicine tent was in the center of the camp. If he wanted to remain undetected, he would have to get to it without being seen. He knew he could move quickly, but he didn’t think he could move fast enough to get to the tent without someone noticing him.

‘I’ll have to use an illusion,’ he decided, checking his energy levels.

He was tired, but the rush of excitement from Joanna’s people arriving (and his fights with the demons) had yet to wear off. He should have enough energy left to maintain an illusion long enough to safely make it into the light-colored tent. Skirting the clearing, he moved to the side of the camp where the woman in white had gone, then he cast his spell and assumed her likeness.

With the illusion in place, he cautiously came out of the forest right behind the tent where the woman had entered and began to make his way across the clearing. He kept his step steady and his head high, despite his inner nervousness, as he walked through the camp, and prayed that no one would challenge him. Thankfully, no one seemed to give him a second glance as he passed by a number of humans, and he reached the tent without anyone trying to stop him.

Joanna’s scent washed over him as he parted the flap and slipped inside, and he breathed a sigh of relief. His vixen was lying on a raised bed, draped in white cloth, and she appeared to be sleeping peacefully. There were all manner of strange thick strings attached to her arms, and he traced them to their source.

One large, clear string went to a clear bag that had liquid in it. The liquid dripped down into the string and was shunted into something that was stuck into her arm. Another set of strings were black, and they attached to a strange box that had lines and numbers moving across a lighted “screen.” It took him a moment, but he soon realized that the moving lines coincided with his vixen’s heartbeat and breathing. The line vibrated with each beat, and he watched the display in fascinated wonder, as if he were looking at her heart itself and seeing it pulse before his very eyes.

He dropped his illusion and stood next to the bed, his hands gripped tightly around a metal rail along the side, and looked down at his vixen.

“I’m here, Joanna-sama. I didn’t leave you,” he whispered.

She didn’t answer and he knew she was deeply asleep. Her scent, however, was much closer to normal, and her heartbeat was strong and steady. He leaned over to kiss her cheek and lick her temple, happy that her skin tasted normal.

‘She’s going to live. My vixen is going to live.’

Yes, she would live, but what would happen now and where did he fit in?

It was too much for him to handle. Too much had happened, and he was beginning to come down from the rush. The exhaustion he felt nearly made him sag, and he leaned heavily on the metal rail. His vixen was safe and out of danger. It was all right for him to rest now.

“I’ll be right here beside you, Joanna-sama,” he promised, his limbs growing heavy and his eyes drooping.

Looking around the tent, he moved to curl up underneath the head of the bed, tucked out of the way and almost completely out of sight. Dawn was not too far off, but he was asleep within moments.

He didn’t know how long he had slept, but the scent of strangers coming too close brought him to full attention. The fox was near to the surface so it woke first and went into full defensive mode at the perceived threat. In an instant, he determined that the strangers were inside the tent with him and his vixen, and he leaped into action. With a snarl he landed on the bed, his body straddling Joanna and shielding her as he growled warnings low in his throat.

The strangers were both humans in white coats, and they jumped as he came bursting out from underneath the bed. The woman screamed, and the man stepped back a pace or two in fear. A small part of his functioning brain registered that he had seen both of the humans before, that the woman was even the one who had spoken to him and whose guise he had taken in order to get into the tent, but the fox was in full control of his body, and it was having none of two strange humans so close to his mate.

To make matters worse, the woman’s scream brought others, and they were carrying the dart-shooting, metal sticks. Knowing what he knew of the weapons, his protective instincts flared even more, and he hunkered down over his vixen, his ears flat against his skull and his lips curled back to reveal his fangs. The men with the weapons pointed the deadly ends towards him, and he growled even louder.

He was waiting, every muscle in his body ready to spring, then his vixen moved beneath him and he heard her frightened voice cry out.

“Stop! Don’t shoot! Don’t hurt him, please!”

The sound of his vixen’s voice stopped his growling and made him whirl around to look her in the face. She was staring wide-eyed at him just as he was staring at her in open-mouthed shock. Then he saw her cast a glance at the men with the weapons, and her eyes filled with fear as she struggled to sit up. He scrambled backwards to give her room to rise, pressing himself to one corner of the bed.

“Joanna-sama…” he whispered to the gasps of the onlookers.

She looked at him and her eyes filled with tears.

“Akihiro…” she replied, reaching out one hand.

He couldn’t stop himself as he grabbed her and pulled her to him, his face buried in her hair.

“Akihiro. It’s all right, Aki. It’s all right now,” she told him as her arms came around him, and she held him close.

********

Somewhere above her Akihiro was growling. She could hear the deep rumbles and feel the vibrations shaking the ground she lay on. There had to be danger: a predator or some other threat; maybe even another demon had come close to their camp. Whatever it was, her fox was letting the intruder know that it was not welcome.

‘I should get up and help him…’ she thought.

She tried to move, but her body was lead and her mind sluggish.

‘What? What is wrong? Was I hurt?’

She tried to remember what had happened, but her memory was not cooperating.

‘What’s going on?’

Slowly, she concentrated on opening her eyes, on forcing the lids to rise so she could see. They finally obeyed her, and she looked out upon a hazy, blurry world. It took a few moments for her eyes to focus, but when they did, she realized that the nondescript tan shape she had been looking at was Akihiro’s groin.

‘Why do I have my face in Akihiro’s crotch?’

She blinked rapidly, sweeping away the last of the blurriness as she tried to figure out what was happening. Judging by his position, she determined that her fox was crouched directly above her with his body very close to her own.

‘He’s shielding me, but from what?’

She stretched her awareness to try to gather more information on where they were and what they were doing there. Her fingers clenched when she asked them to, and she felt soft cloth beneath them and a giving, spongy material that felt nothing at all like the firmness of a futon. Smells then began to reach her, and she caught a tangy scent, like something acrid or antiseptic.

‘Like a hospital…’

She tried to move her arms and the pain hit like a sharp blow. Suddenly everything hurt, and the pain radiated throughout her entire body, making tears

 

well up in her eyes. Above her Akihiro started growling even more loudly, and she heard human voices shouting in answer. She managed to turn her head enough to look to the side and saw men in camouflage uniforms.

‘Soldiers?’

Then she saw the automatic rifles.

‘Rifles? Guns? Here in Japan? Oh my god! Guns! They’re going to shoot Akihiro!’

She panicked and the fear gave her the strength to yell.

“Stop! Don’t shoot! Don’t hurt him, please!”

The tan blur above her vanished as she struggled to sit up, and she found herself staring into Akihiro’s wide, disbelieving eyes. He had spun his body around and was now facing her, his body crouched near the end of the bed. He watched her rise with an expression of amazement and breathed her name like a prayer.

“Joanna-sama…”

In that moment, nothing else existed, and the only thing that mattered was touching him. She reached out a shaking hand.

“Akihiro...”

He sobbed as he grabbed her and she managed to lift her arms high enough to hold him as he trembled.

“Akihiro. It’s all right, Aki. It’s all right now,” she murmured in his ear.

Dimly, she was aware that the soldiers were ordered to stand down, and she heard the shuffling of booted feet, but she was too engrossed in the feel of shivering Akihiro’s body to pay much attention. She was glad when he finally pulled away because the pain was coming back en force. He seemed to sense this and moved to steady her so she wouldn’t fall back to the mattress.

“Joanna-sama, please. You mustn’t try too hard. You’ve been very sick.”

‘Sick? More like dying,’ she reasoned, looking around. She was in a tent full of medical equipment, most of which was attached to her in some way.

“Where am I?” she asked in Japanese.

“In a medicine tent your people put up after they found you.”

‘And the soldiers are part of the military contingency. Okay, I get it.’

Her eyes fell on the only other person still in the tent with them: a middle-aged man in a white physician’s coat. He was watching them both with interest, and part of her did not like the open questions in his eyes.

“Joanna Tindall, I presume,” he said formally with just a hint of a smile.

She would have raked back her hair, but the IVs made her arm ache.

“Yes,” she answered, the English word feeling unnatural on her tongue.

“Well it’s good to know you’re the only American stranded here,” the doctor joked. “I’m Doctor Haskell. I’m part of the rescue team that was sent to find you.”

She swallowed hard and nodded, taking a deep breath. Akihiro was still beside her, and she could feel the warmth of his body heat. She was starting to sag from the effort of sitting up, and he moved behind her, supporting her without any need for her to tell him. The solid strength of his body gave her courage, and she looked steadily at the doctor.

“You know when I am then,” she said leadingly.

Dr. Haskell cocked his head from side to side and pursed his lips. “Sort of.

We don’t have the exact date, but estimates place you in the early 1500’s, give or take a decade or two.”

She sighed, glad that she had been mostly accurate about how far into the past she’d been flung.

“I’d figured as much. Do they know what happened?”

“The engineers are working on it. The last I heard, they weren’t sure.”

“How did you find me then?”

“We were able to get a fix on your GPS transmitter through the Quantum Gate and tracked the signal here.”

She let out a short, mirthless laugh. “I’m glad it actually worked. There were days I wanted to toss the damn thing down a well.”

“I can imagine, but it looks like we arrived just in time.” She cast a nervous glance at Akihiro. Their eyes met, and there was something in the expression on his face that told her she’d come as close to death as she had ever been. She couldn’t remember what had actually happened though; everything was a kind of hazy blur in her mind. Her last clear memory was of Akihiro telling her that he was leaving to look for the maitake mushrooms.

‘He was leaving, and I… I was running away to die alone…’ she recalled with a small gasp.

She looked at Akihiro again, this time with a little fear, and the expression on his face darkened. She swallowed, reading those amber-brown eyes as they reflected pain and irritation. She flushed and dropped her gaze.

“So it would seem,” she admitted softly.

She fell silent as she pulled on the threads of her memories, trying to remember what happened afterward.

‘I… Kaemon gave me a boat and I… I tried to go downstream, but something happened and I… The boat. The boat capsized in the rapids. I thought I was going to drown but I made it to shore. Then I… I went up a stream until I found a cave behind a waterfall… and I… I went inside to die.’

The details came back in a rush: her fear, the cold of the water, her exhaustion and pain, her absolute certainty that she had reached the end.

‘I was sick… I knew my blood sugar was out of control…’

“How bad was it?” she blurted suddenly.

Dr. Haskell sighed. “Bad enough. When you got here your blood glucose level was 621, and you were in full blown NKHS.”

“NKHS… NKHS,” she repeated. She ought to know what that meant…

“Nonketotic hyperosmolar syndrome,” the doctor supplied.

“Oh. But… but that affects the Type 2s,” she said distractedly.

The doctor nodded. “It does, but it can affect the Type 1 diabetics like you, under the right circumstances.”

“So that’s why I never registered any ketones. I didn’t have them.”

“Exactly.”

Her mind was reeling, trying to process. She knew what the potential consequences of ketosis were, but she was unfamiliar with the aftereffects of its non-ketotic sister.

“So what… What now?” she asked.

“Now we get you stabilized enough to go back through the Quantum Gate.

From there you will be taken to the naval hospital in Yokosuka where we will run more tests and determine the exact extent of the damage.”

“The naval hospital? But I’m not military.”

“The armed forces are taking an interest in your case. Until we know how and why the Gate malfunctioned, and any effects time travel may have had on you, you will be under military supervision.”

“I see,” she said, processing.

Akihiro shifted behind her, and she became acutely aware of his presence.

She knew he was listening, and he probably understood at least half of what was being said, but she wasn’t sure how much she wanted him to know. She’d been trying to protect him from the reality, and the horror, of her disease, and now it was all right there staring them both in the face.

“What do you know?” she questioned carefully, looking at the doctor.

“Preliminary blood tests show damage to your kidneys, but your heart seems fine. We’ll know more once we get you back to Yokosuka and can run some more detailed tests.”

She nodded and licked her suddenly dry lips. “I need to see an ophthalmologist. I have floaters,” she admitted.

“That can definitely be arranged,” Dr. Haskell agreed.

“Thank you.”

“For now, let’s get you settled and get some food into you. I’ll send in my colleague, Nurse Grey. She’ll remove your catheter and the IVs. Then we’ll send in a meal. How does that sound?”

She nodded. “That sounds fine.”

The doctor cast a nervous glance at Akihiro, and she reached back to touch her fox on the wrist.

“Your friend…”

“Akihiro is fine, but I’ll send him out if you can assure me that no harm will come to him.”

“I’ll make sure the guards know that he’s not to be detained or accosted in any way,” the doctor promised.

She nodded and turned to Akihiro, switching to Japanese as she spoke,

“Akihiro, they are going to be giving me medicine and helping me for a little while. I need you to go out and wait for me. I’ll call you when I can see you again, okay?”

She could see the war of emotions on his face. It was plain that he did not trust these strangers, and he didn’t want to leave her side.

“I’ll be all right,” she assured him. “They can make me better.” He lowered his eyes, huffing softly. “I do not wish to leave you, Joanna-sama,” he whispered.

“I promise that everything will be fine.”

His eyes begged her to reconsider, but she held her ground, and she felt more than saw his surrender when he looked away, his shoulders slumping. She tried to reassure him with a gentle touch as she smiled at him and switched to Tsalagi. She didn’t know if the doctor could speak Japanese, but she was fairly certain that he couldn’t speak Cherokee.

 

“Go out and wait for me. Do not let the men catch you,” she warned in Tsalagi. “I will be fine here, but you must protect yourself. As soon as it is safe, I will call for you. Understood?”

She saw him bite his lip and worried he’d balk again, but then he nodded.

“As you wish, Joanna-sama.”

He moved out from behind her, and she stroked his arm comfortingly as he slid off the bed.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll see you soon,” she told him, trying to sound cheerful.

“Soldier,” the doctor called, and a man with an automatic rifle entered.

“Yes, sir?” the man replied.

“This… man is leaving. Tell the others to leave him be. He is to have un-limited access to this tent and safe passage through the camp,” Dr. Haskell ordered, although his pause before he called Akihiro a man did not go unnoticed.

The solider looked at Akihiro, then to her and the doctor. “Yes, Sir.”

“Thank you…” he read the soldier’s name badge, “Private Holmes.” She watched as Akihiro gave her a final glance then slipped out of the tent, giving the soldier as wide a berth as he could. From there he must have bolted because the feel of him at the back of her neck quickly faded.

“Your companion is an… interesting young man,” Dr. Haskell commented shrewdly.

The tone of his voice made cold chills run down her spine, and she tried to think of something to say that might explain Akihiro’s unusual appearance.

“He’s an Eta,” she lied smoothly. “An outcast. He is forced to wear the habit of an animal in order to signify his disgrace and low status.” The man arched an eyebrow at her in amusement. “Really? I thought he looked remarkably like a kitsune.”

She froze, and she wondered if the doctor could read the sudden terror on her face. Her heart had started to pound, but she willed it to slow because she was still hooked up to the heart monitor, and he was sure to notice. She was struggling to think of something to say when he smiled at her and winked.

“But they are creatures of myth and legend, are they not?” She was marginally relieved, but still fearful for Akihiro’s safety.

“Exactly,” she cautiously agreed.

They met eyes and silent messages passed between them, but she wasn’t sure if they understood each other. If he was after Akihiro, then he had to know that she would do everything she could to protect her fox.

‘I have to warn him. I have to tell him to run. If they catch him…’

“Well. Enough for now. I’ll call in Nurse Grey and we’ll get things started,” the doctor said lightly, breaking eye contact.

He turned and walked out of the tent as if nothing at all was amiss. She watched him go with her hands clenched tightly into the blankets.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Dr. Haskell kept his promise and a female nurse came in shortly after he left. Joanna thought she looked nice enough with her brown hair and kind face.

“I’m Nancy Grey, but you can call me Nurse Nancy. Pretty much everyone here does,” the woman said cheerfully.

“Hi. I’m Joanna,” she replied.

“Dr. Haskell has given the go ahead for us to take out your catheter, so if you’re okay with that, I’ll remove it now.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Okay. Just lay back and I’ll get to work.”

She did as ordered and let herself recline. It took less than two minutes for the nurse to remove it, then she went on to take the IVs out of Joanna’s arms.

“We don’t need these anymore, do we?” the woman commented.

“No,” she agreed, her voice steadier than she was actually feeling.

“Are you in any pain?”

“No, not really. Just… weak and kinda out of it,” she lied. The last thing she needed was for them to dope her on pain meds.

The doctor nodded. “I’m not surprised. It’ll take a while for you to feel yourself again.”

‘Feel myself again? Is that even possible?’ she wondered.

“I guess so,” she replied weakly.

Nurse Nancy covered her back up and adjusted the head of her bed until she was at an inclined position.

“We’ll just check your blood glucose and make sure it’s behaving. Then I’ll bring in some lunch.”

“Sounds good,” she said, although she wasn’t really hungry. ‘I wonder how long it’s been…’

“What day is it?” she asked as the nurse was checking her blood sugar.

“Blood glucose is 114. That’s good. And it’s October 22nd.”

‘October 22nd. The last day I remember is October 16th. It’s been six days.

He kept me alive for six days. Oh God, Akihiro, you must have been crazy with grief.’

The nurse seemed oblivious to her inner turmoil, and she tried to smile when the woman looked at her.

“Thanks.”

She watched as the woman pulled a small vial of insulin from her white coat and drew some into a tuberculin syringe she also carried.

“And we’ll just give you some fast-acting insulin to keep your blood sugar levels where they ought to be,” the nurse stated. “Then lunch.”

Joanna was well used to such things and automatically pulled back the sheet to bare her thigh. The prick of the tiny needle was minuscule, but she flinched slightly all the same.

“I’ll be right back with some food for you,” Nurse Nancy said, dumping the used syringe, needle and all, into a red biohazard container.

“Okay.”

Nurse Nancy left and she was glad to be alone.

‘Six days. Oh God. Akihiro…’

For a moment, she felt desolate. When had he found her? How had he found her? She shook her head. She shouldn’t be surprised. She knew him better than anyone. She had known that he would have stopped at nothing.

‘Still… how did he know I’d gone up the tributary and dragged myself behind the waterfall?’

It was a mystery that would stay a mystery until she had the chance to talk to her fox. Nurse Nancy came back in with lunch, snagging a bedside tray table and wheeling it over.

“There. We knew your medical history so we came prepared,” the nurse said with some small pride, placing the meal tray on the tray table.

Joanna looked at the simple meal of broth-based soup, half a turkey sandwich on whole wheat bread, diet soda, and the ubiquitous bane of all diabetic children: sugar-free jell-o. She almost started to laugh, but feared it might give way to the growing hysteria simmering just under the surface.

“What is it?” the nurse asked, obviously sensing something was amiss.

“The jell-o. I’ve always hated it.”

“Hated jell-o? How can anyone hate jell-o?”

“Eat enough of something and you learn to hate it. My mom gave it to me with almost every meal.”

“Familiarity breeds contempt?” the woman commented wryly.

“Exactly. I devised very wild and creative ways of disposing of the stuff.”

“Few of which impressed your mother, I’m sure.”

She chuckled. “No, they didn’t, but I often scored points for originality.”

“Well, you won’t have to think up any creative ways of getting rid of it here. If you don’t want it, don’t eat it.”

She peeled open the container and used her spoon to pull out a bite.

“The joys of being an adult. I no longer have to eat what’s served to me.

But I’ll eat it anyway because I probably need the nourishment. I won’t drink the diet soda though. Never could get it past my nose. Water will do fine.” The nurse laughed and poured her a cup of water from a pitcher. “Okay, water it is then.”

She commenced eating the soup and sandwich while the nurse watched, and she was confused as to why the woman was still there. Anticipation hung heavily in the tent, and she wondered when the storm would break.

“So when do you think we’ll be going back?” she asked between bites.

“Tomorrow morning probably. Doctor Haskell wants to make sure you’re stable enough to go through the Gate.”

She nodded and took a sip of her water to hide her wince of pain. ‘Less than a day before I go home… and leave Akihiro behind.’ The thought lanced through her like a sharp blade.

 “Your medical records state that you were outfitted with a combined glucometer/insulin pump, but it wasn’t on you when we found you. Do you know where it is?” Nurse Nancy asked carefully.

“I’m not sure. I… took it off when I ran out of insulin. I lost track of it when I got sick. Akihiro probably knows where it is.”

“Akihiro. Your… strange friend. Will we be seeing him again soon?” The warning alarms went off in her head, and she had to clamp down on the panic she felt. Thankfully, the heart monitor had been removed so her elevated heart rate wasn’t noticeable.

“Probably,” she admitted carefully.

“That’s good. I know Dr. Haskell wanted to talk to him.” She swallowed carefully and managed a nod. “I don’t know… he’s very shy.” ‘And if you think I’m going to let you get your hooks into him, you’ve got another thing coming.’

“He didn’t seem shy when he carried you to us last night, and certainly not when he jumped out from underneath the bed and started growling at us,” the woman pointed out reasonably.

She almost choked on the spoonful of soup she’d been eating. “He’s very protective of me,” she answered after she had swallowed and wiped her mouth.

“Now that I can believe.”

The conversation soured her appetite, and she pushed the meal tray away a little more violently than she had intended.

“I’m full.”

“But you hardly ate anything…”

“I’ve been subsisting on mostly fish, barley and mushrooms for the past five months. Food like this just makes me ill,” she explained, washing the taste of ashes down her throat with the water.

The nurse sighed. “All right then. I’ll leave it here just in case you’re able to eat more later, but I’ll need to know so I can give you insulin coverage.”

“I will. What time is it?”

“It’s 1320 hours,” Nurse Nancy answered in military time.

‘That translates to 1:20pm. Sunset is hours away…’ she determined. She wanted to see Akihiro and warn him of the danger, but she wasn’t about to call him without the cover of darkness.

“Thanks.”

“Do you need to use the bedside commode?”

She looked over at the plastic toilet and shook her head. “If I do, I can get to it myself, but I think I’ll just take a nap. I’m still kinda tired.” The nurse gave her a thin smile. “Okay. Well, there’ll be a solider stationed outside the tent so if you need anything just call him and let him know. He’ll tell either Dr. Haskell or myself.”

‘So they’re putting me under guard. That does complicate things, but… Aki is very strong and very fast.’ She’d figure something out.

The nurse left her alone in the tent with the promise to check on her in a couple of hours, and she had no doubt that they would be doing frequent glucose tests to make sure her sugars were under control.

She hadn’t lied; she really was tired, and, since she had nothing better to do until it was dark, she might as well get some sleep. She pulled the thin blanket up to her shoulders and closed her eyes, but sleep was elusive. She wondered if Akihiro was close, waiting for her to call him, and she stretched her awareness out to feel for him. Her mind touched the telltale tingle of his energy, and she smiled, comforted in knowing that he was nearby.

‘Just be patient and wait for me, Aki. I’ll call you after dark…’

She reached out a little more and touched the trees. She felt their mental caress as they sent wordless welcome.

:Tree-sister lives,: they said, their voices slow from the coming winter.

‘Yes,’ she answered.

Their calming energy was soothing, and she let it lull her as she listened to the wind in the autumn leaves: a sound that was only muffled by the tent walls and not completely silenced. Somewhere in those trees Akihiro waited, probably from somewhere high up where he could see but not be seen himself. She imagined him perched in a high branch, looking down upon the camp with his large eyes, peering through the sparsely populated branches. He’d probably chosen a tree with leaves turned red to match his hair…

‘Dark, my fox. I’ll call you after dark.’

She fell asleep.

********

The remainder of the afternoon and early evening were broken up into periods of light sleep and wakefulness when someone entered the tent. The nurse came in twice to check her blood sugar, then she brought in dinner around five o’clock. At some point the lunch tray had been taken away, but whoever had done it hadn’t woken her. Dinner was about as appetizing as lunch, but this time they’d left off the jell-o. She ate sparsely, nibbling at the boiled chicken and green beans, until she pronounced herself full and pushed the tray away.

Nurse Nancy tried to engage her in conversation, but she kept her answers short and did not invite further questions. For the most part she just waited for sunset, waited for the dark to come so she could call her fox.

She knew she had to see him. Not only to warn him, but also to say goodbye. No matter what happened, she would be leaving in the morning, and he would be staying there in the time where he belonged. She’d always known that their time together would be limited, but at least they could both take comfort in knowing that the other was alive and safe.

One small, crazy part of her heart still held onto the impossibility of him coming through the Gate with her into her time, but she knew that such a thing would be a terrible disaster. Even if he could escape from whatever military base they would be Gating into, he would have no idea how to function or live in her world. No matter how much she didn’t want to lose him, she knew that there was no choice. She couldn’t stay and he couldn’t leave. All they had left was this one night, and she was going to make it count.

She waited as the tent grew darker with the coming night. Small lamps run off cords strung from a generator kept it illuminated, but it lost the brightness of the daylight. She stayed quiet, pretending to sleep, until Nurse Nancy came in to check her blood sugar at 7:30pm. When the woman opened the tent flap, she could see that it was now completely dark.

“110. How are you feeling?” the nurse asked.

“I’m fine. Still tired, but doing okay.”

“NKHS causes extreme fatigue. You should come out of it in a few days.”

“That’s good to know.”

“We haven’t seen your friend at all.”

The statement was leading, open ended. She tightened her jaw.

“He won’t come until I call him,” she stated guardedly.

“Are you? Going to call him? You’re leaving in the morning. Don’t you want to say goodbye?”

‘And lead him right into your trap? Not a chance, bitch.’

“I’ll call him before we leave. He deserves that much. And he can bring my things here too,” she said, trying to deflect any further questions.

“Yes… the men were unable to find your camp. They have specific orders not to leave anything of yours behind where it could be discovered.”

“Don’t want to contaminate the timeline any more than it already has been,” she observed.

“Exactly.”

“I’ll call Aki in the morning.”

“Why not tell the men where your camp is now, and they’ll go get your things?”

She shook her head. “No. The forest isn’t safe after dark. It’s best that the men stay here.”

“More of those big monster things like they killed this morning?” Nurse Nancy asked. There was a definite edge of fear in her voice.

“Or worse,” she warned. ‘Some of them have eight legs…’

The nurse gave her a nervous smile and finished up quickly, leaving her alone once again. She waited a few minutes, then slipped silently out of the hospital bed, keeping the blanket wrapped around her because all she was wearing was a thin hospital gown with ties in the back. Her knees were weak and her legs wobbly, but she managed to get her balance. She crept to the rear of the tent and hooted softly, using an owl-call that she and Akihiro had once used to communicate with each other after dark. She hooted twice and waited.

‘Please, please, please hear me and know what it means…’

She heard movement outside, then the tent flap parted and a soldier in camouflage came in carrying a rifle.

‘No. Oh no… they were listening for me…’

She pressed herself against the tent wall as the man advanced, frantically looking for anything she could use as a weapon. The soldier dropped the gun and reached for her. She shrank back, staring into his eyes… eyes that suddenly flashed amber…

“Joanna-sama,” he whispered in Akihiro’s voice.

She gasped and took the offered hand. “Akihiro? How?…”

“Shhh. I caught the man when he went to urinate. He is sleeping under some bushes now,” he explained quietly.

He pulled her to her feet and she hugged him, but their reunion was brief.

“We have to get out of here. Can you get us out of here?” she asked urgently, looking him in the eye and fisting her hands into his collar.

“There are many guards, but I think so,” he answered, his voice calm and confident. He looked closely at the wall of the tent and brandished his sharp nails. “We can sneak out through here and from there I can use a shadow illusion to conceal us until we can get to the forest.”

 

“A shadow illusion?” she repeated, confused. She’d never heard him use the term before.

“Yes. It is an illusion where others cannot see you.”

“Like a spell of invisibility?” she asked.

“No. We will not be invisible. We simply… won’t be seen. The illusion is very hard to cast and it takes a lot of energy. It will take almost all of my power.”

“How does it work?” she questioned, intrigued.

“We will blend in with whatever we are passing.”

“Like a chameleon,” she offered curiously.

“A what?”

“It’s a lizard. It can change its color to match its surroundings.”

“Ah. Yes, we will be like… chameleons,” he replied, repeating the word.

“But it takes a lot of energy?”

“Yes. I… I’ve only cast it twice, and I can only hold it for a very short time, but I should have enough power for us to get into the forest if you don’t mind my carrying you.”

“No, I don’t mind,” she answered, shaking her head.

“Then climb onto my back and hold tightly. This will happen very fast.” She wrapped the blanket around her like a towel and did as he asked, hitching her legs around his hips and balancing on his back with her hands on his shoulders. Then he dropped the illusion he was currently casting and carefully ripped a hole in the back of the tent as quietly as possible. When the opening was wide enough, he grabbed her under her thighs and leapt out of the hole.

Fast wasn’t even close to describing how swiftly Akihiro moved. The camp was a blur, the lights streaks of white, as he all but flew for the trees. She doubted his shadow illusion was even necessary because surely they were moving too fast for any normal person to see.

The forest closed ranks around them and Akihiro staggered to a halt. She slid off his back as he released her and slumped to his knees.

“Akihiro? Aki, are you all right?” she asked, crouching down beside him with one hand on his shoulder.

He was breathing hard and shaking, but he nodded between gasps. While he recovered, she took a moment to listen carefully and try to figure out if their escape had been noticed. No shouts of alarm or cries of anger could be heard coming from the camp so she guessed that they hadn’t been seen.

‘Good. Nurse Nancy won’t check on me for at least another hour so we’ve got a good head start.’

“Doesn’t sound like they’re on to us,” she commented.

“No. It’s all quiet,” he confirmed.

“We should get out of here, head for the grove.”

He nodded in agreement and beckoned her to get on his back again.

“I will take us up. If we will through the trees we won’t leave any tracks.”

“Are you up to it?” she asked worriedly. He didn’t look up to it. He looked drained and about to fall over.

“Yes. It’s not too far.”

She reluctantly climbed onto his back again and pressed close, tucking her cheek against the side of his neck as he jumped up into the limbs of the closest tree. She knew he could leap from tree to tree almost as easily as a monkey, but

 

she still tried to make herself as small as possible so nothing would get snagged on the passing branches. She felt his muscles tensing and releasing as he carried her, then the weightlessness of freefall when he brought them down just outside the sacred grove. They passed through the invisible boundary into the blessed space, and the sense of welcome was almost overwhelming.

:Tree-sister lives.: the ancient Sugis greeted happily.

‘Hello, tree-brothers. I am glad to be back.’

“I don’t think they’ll find us here. The nurse told me that the soldiers hadn’t been able to locate my camp,” she said.

“This place is sacred. Only those who are supposed to find it will be able to cross the threshold,” Akihiro explained. “We are safe here.” He set her down and turned to face her. It was dark so she could barely see him, but his eyes glittered with their own light. Looking into those eyes, all of the guilt and regret she had felt earlier returned, and she choked back a sob.

“Akihiro.”

“Joanna-sama…”

She threw her arms around him. “Oh, Akihiro. I’m so sorry!” The answering embrace nearly crushed her and she could feel him shaking.

“Joanna-sama.”

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”

He pulled back, cupping her face in his hands.

“You ran away,” he said, his voice broken and nearly breaking her. “I returned from my search for the maitake, but you had gone. I searched and searched for you, but I could not find you. All day and all night, I searched, and I was certain that you were dead, that the river had taken you, and I would never see you again.”

The pain in his voice choked her and she couldn’t look at him. “I’m sorry.

I never meant to hurt you. I was just trying to get away. How did you find me?”

“I found your blanket shawl in the rapids and threw myself into the water. I let the current take me down until I washed into the delta you had been swept into. I had lost all hope, for I was sure that no one could have survived being swept down the river,” he explained. “I collapsed on the bank, weeping. I did not want to go on.”

He fell silent, his face pensive and sad. She waited for him to continue, but he did not. She finally couldn’t bear it any longer and she urged him to go on.

“But something made you go up the stream. How did you know I had traveled upstream?” she prompted.

“I didn’t,” he answered simply, looking up to the trees and smiling softly.

“But the trees did. They called to me. They told me to follow the stream until I found the waterfall where you were hiding.”

She gasped, her guilt momentarily pushed back by the joy she felt. “You... you heard the trees?”

“Yes. I was so tired, so weak. I barely had the strength to lift my head, but then I heard them. I heard them whispering, calling me. I followed and they guided me up the stream.” He took her arms by the elbows, his long fingers curling around her limbs. “But there is more, Joanna-sama. When I got to the waterfall, I did not know that you were behind it. I did not know where you could be, and the trees no longer guided me. I began to call, and to pray, but you did not answer. And then I saw it.”

 “What did you see?” she pressed.

“Your totem. I saw Cougar.”

“You saw a cougar? But there are no cougars in Japan.”

“Neither was this one, for I could see right through it. But I heard it growl and it appeared beside the waterfall. It showed me the cave and led me to you.” Her legs went limp and Akihiro caught her as she slumped to the ground.

“My totem appeared to you?” she asked, her voice as unsteady as her legs.

He knelt next to her, his hands still holding her arms. “You were not meant to die, Joanna-sama. The trees and your totem led me to you so I could save you. I brought you back here and cared for you until your people found you.” She stared at him. “You kept me alive for six days…” He bowed his head. “I could not let you die.”

“You found me. You saved me,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Akihiro, I…”

His grip tightened and he forced her to look at him, his expression angry.

“Joanna-sama, how could you run away like that?”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry. I wanted to spare you the worst of it. I didn’t want you to have to watch me die. You shouldn’t have had to suffer through watching another person you loved waste away.”

“My place is at your side, Joanna-sama. You should have trusted me. You should have had faith in me and waited until I returned. You made it so much worse by running away. I almost died from grief myself.”

“I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you like that. I was trying to protect you.”

“I know and I forgive you.”

He said it so honestly that she had to believe him. “Akihiro…” His hands slid down to her palms, and he raised her fingers to his lips.

“Joanna-sama,” he breathed, and the feel of his breath made her tremble.

She slipped her hands from his grasp and reached up to cup his face. Then she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his in a tender kiss that he eventually returned.

“Will you be all right now?” he asked her when the kiss ended. “Did your people have the right medicine?”

“My blood sugar is under control, yes, but they have to do more tests to see how badly I was hurt,” she said, shifting to sit on her hip.

 

He nodded. “Yes. I understood a little of what you were saying. You think that something else might be wrong.”

“Yes, side-effects of what happened to me. There are many other things that could have been damaged while I was sick.”

“But they can heal you? Your people can make you better?” he asked, an odd tremor in his voice.

She shrugged. “As much as they can. You know what I have isn’t curable.” Something flickered in his eyes for a second, but then it was gone. Instead he bowed his head and nodded, and she got the distinct impression that he didn’t want her to look him in the eye.

‘Is he afraid of what I’ll see in them or of what he thinks he’ll see in mine?’ she wondered.

“I am glad,” he finally said, his voice tight.

“But… but in order for them to make me better…” she began, her own throat closing as she said the words.

“You will have to go back to your time,” he finished for her.

She wet her lips and nodded. “Yeah.”

“And me? I will have to stay here.”

She nodded again, this time losing the battle to keep the tears at bay. “My world is too dangerous. They’re already asking questions, wanting to know more about you. You need to stay away from the camp.”

“If they catch me what will happen? Will they bring me with you to your time?”

His voice was half-hopeful and that scared her most of all. He couldn’t possibly be thinking of letting them catch him. He had to know that they would never let him stay with her. He’d be taken, experimented on, maybe even killed.

‘He’d be their lab rat until they got all the answers they could while he’s alive.’

“We would be separated and they’d lock you up. They would do horrible things to you while they tried to figure out how your powers worked. And even if you did get away from them, they would know that you would come looking for me. You’d never be safe,” she warned.

“Maybe if I agreed, they would let me see you…” he pressed.

She grabbed his arm. “No, Aki. A life in a cage is not for you.”

“A life without you is no life at all,” he countered.

She closed her eyes and let her forehead fall to his shoulder. “No, Aki. No.

You don’t understand. They’d take your life. Once they no longer had a use for you, they’d kill you.”

“Any more than the hunters would kill me? If I am to die, I want a say in how I go. And maybe I could make myself useful to them. You say that kitsune do not exist in your time. Maybe I could make a pact with them to use my powers if they would let me see you.”

She could see his point. In his mind it would make sense, and servitude was familiar to him. As far as he was concerned, he’d just be trading one master for another, but she didn’t know how to make him understand what the people of her time were capable of doing, of the horrors they could inflict upon him.

“No… no, Aki,” she gasped. “They would destroy you. You can’t even consider what you are considering. It’s madness.”

“Madness is my world without you.”

“Aki…” she tried again, but his face suddenly changed, his eyes growing wide as he pulled away.

“Or maybe… maybe it is that you do not want me to come. Maybe you have decided to return to your betrothed now that your people have found you.

Maybe I would have no place in your life no matter what I did.” His voice was more desolate than angry, and she knew she could not allow him to believe such a lie, even if it gained her the reassurance that she wanted.

“No. No, Akihiro. Aki, I love you. I love you. I want you to be safe… and happy… and alive. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. I couldn’t live knowing that you were caged or hurting. Please…”

“Joanna-sama… don’t you know that I am dead without you anyway?”

“Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. Suzuka…”

 

He grabbed her hands and forced her to look at him. “Suzuka does not love me. She loved me once, but no more. Our chance ended long before I ever met you. She will never leave her father or her duties, and she is not you. I do not love her. You are my vixen, the one that I love. If I cannot be with you, I will not find another to replace you. You are the only one for me.”

“Akihiro…”

He released her hands only to enfold her in his arms, his cheek pressed to the top of her head. “Joanna-sama… when you were so sick, dying, I wanted to die too. I felt so helpless and lost. I didn’t know what I was going to do; how I was going to live without you. I almost… I almost…” He stopped, and she dreaded hearing what he had been about to say, her own imagination filling in the blanks.

‘He almost killed himself…’ she thought with a sick feeling in her stomach.

“It’s all right. It’s all right now, Aki. I’m going to live.” He placed a fierce kiss on her temple. “Yes. You are going to live. That’s all that matters. The only thing that matters.”

She clung to him, holding onto the solid strength of him. “Yes.” She shivered, and the cool night air reminded her that she was dressed only in a flimsy hospital gown and a thin cotton blanket. Akihiro felt her trembling too and pulled away, but the lack of his body heat only made her shiver more.

“Your people are idiots,” he complained, looking at her clothing. “Look at what they put on you. You will catch your death from cold.” She chuckled and it seemed they were both grateful for the distraction.

“I’ll be fine.”

He shook his head and moved for the hollow. “No. Your clothes are here, Joanna-sama. You should change into your warm shirt and pants.” She grabbed his wrist as he tried to move away, taking the opportunity while it presented itself. “If I change into better clothes, does that mean you won’t keep me warm?” she asked coyly.

He gave her a soft smile. “I will gladly keep you warm, Joanna-sama.”

“Aki… don’t you think, after all we’ve been through, that you’ve earned the right to drop the –sama honorific and just call me Joanna?” she said.

He shook his head. “You will always be my lady, Joanna-sama, I could no more stop calling you Joanna-sama than I could stop the tides.”

“Ouch, melodramatic much?” she teased.

He chuckled and gently pried his wrist from her grasp, turning instead for the hollow and her clothes. He came back carrying a set of her sweats, and she slipped them on while he fetched water and firewood. They were silent as he started a fire and boiled water on the grate to make tea.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, poking the fire with a thin branch.

“No. They fed me, and, to be honest, I shouldn’t eat anyway. I don’t have any insulin with me.”

“I could get it, if you want. I know what it smells like,” he offered.

She shook her head. “No. I’ll be all right overnight. I have to go back in the morning anyway,” she admitted reluctantly.

He was silent for a moment, then nodded. “That is when you will leave?” She nodded. “Yes. The nurse said we’d go in the morning.”

“I… see.”

She reached out and took his hand. “Akihiro…”

“Is there no way then? That I can go with you?”

“No.”

He sighed and pulled his hand away. “Then I will die.”

“Don’t say that! You don’t know what awaits you.”

“The hunters await me,” he said with certainty. “I can promise you that I will not end my life by my own hand, but I cannot promise you that I will fight them when they come for me. Death will be a release from my suffering.”

“How can you expect me to go back and… and live my life knowing that you will be here waiting to die?”

“But I won’t be. I will already be dead and my bones turned to dust before you are even born, my vixen.”

He looked at her, and his eyes were so old and so sad she couldn’t bear it.

“Akihiro, my fox, how can I leave you?”

“How can you not? If you don’t go, you will die.”

“And if I don’t stay, you will die!”

“I will die anyway, and, if you stay with me, you will be killed too. Neither humans nor demons will accept our bond. I’ve known that from the beginning; when I fell in love with you.”

“Akihiro…”

“And what of your Michael? Do you not love him? Will you not be happy to see him, this man whom you are to marry?”

She thought of Michael, dear, sweet Michael, who had probably been through hell the last five months. She thought of him waiting for her, of his expression when they told him that she had been found. She imagined the joy, the relief and hope on his beloved face…

No. She couldn’t say that she wouldn’t be happy to see Michael.

“Ah,” Akihiro whispered, his voice resigned.

She started to cry again, shame and heartache making her tremble. Akihiro turned to her and gently wiped away her tears.

“Joanna-sama, my beloved, the best way you can honor me is to live and be happy. I want you to live and be happy. That is all I have ever wanted for you,” he admitted, his voice tender and his touch loving.

“From the moment I met you, when you saved my life, I have been blessed with your friendship and your love. You have reminded me of all the things I had forgotten. You helped me become a man who dreamed of being worthy of you. You changed me, and I can never go back to being what I was. For that I am grateful. Even knowing that I will never see you again, I am happy. I am happy for you, and I am happy to know that you will be safe in your time with people who love you. I can only hope that Michael loves you as much as I do.”

‘He loves me. He loves enough to let me go…’ “Oh Akihiro. I do love you,” she swore, looking him in the eye and praying he could see her soul.

“And I love you, Joanna-sama, my vixen. No matter what else happens, remember that.”

“I will. I will remember. And I will miss you. I will miss you so much. ” She reached up and took his face, his beloved face, in her hands again, and drew him down for a kiss. There was so much that needed to be said, so much that had been said, and so much that could never be said. All she could do was love him with what time she had left and savor the memory.

“Joanna-sama…” he sighed into her mouth, his eyes closed, and his hands came up to caress her arms.

“Tomorrow we have to say goodbye, my fox. But we have this one night left to us. Let’s make it one we both will never forget.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

Akihiro watched his vixen sleep. He was exhausted, and almost completely drained of energy, but he could not make himself close his eyes. To sleep would mean wasting precious hours; hours he could spend looking at his beloved’s face. Hours that would have to sustain him in the long years to come.

They were in the hollow underneath the king tree, tangled in the warm bedding and blankets. She’d guided him there after their first fevered kisses, when hands roamed and clothing was shed piece by piece. Even now the small space still smelled of sweat and pleasure; more pleasure than he had ever known.

They hadn’t mated. In that one aspect, she had remained faithful to her betrothed and had not completed the final act of their joining. It was just as well because if they’d actually mated, he wasn’t certain he would have survived it.

As it was, the things she had done… with her hands… with her mouth. His head still swam with it; his body still tingled, echoing with ecstasy.

He sighed and pressed his nose to the back of her neck, breathing in her scent. The fox in him crooned with pleasure and possessiveness, and he knew that he had crossed a line. Before she had touched him, before she had offered herself to him so willingly and completely, before she had played his body as expertly as she played her guitar, he had entertained the fantasy of actually being able to let her go. He had managed to convince himself that her health and happiness were all that mattered, and he would gladly send her back to her time (and her betrothed) if it meant that she would live.

No more.

His fox blood roiled inside him, lashing its tail and gnashing its teeth. It was not about to allow a rival male to take its mate without a fight. Joanna was his and he would not give her up willingly. But how to stay with her? How would he manage to get through the Gate?

He thought about killing one of the soldiers and taking his place, but discarded the idea because he knew Joanna would not want him to kill an innocent human. He thought about incapacitating one of them and taking his place, but decided against that because he would not leave an innocent man to Joanna’s fate of being trapped in his time. He thought about sneaking through the Gate unseen and undetected, but he doubted he had enough energy to sustain a shadow illusion long enough to achieve his goal. Besides, there was no way of telling what kind of protections they had on the Gate to prevent unknown people from traveling through. It very well could be that any unexpected activity would trigger bindings (or worse), and he was sure that the ones in control of the Gate would not be happy if a stranger tried to get through without their permission.

And going through the Gate presented a whole host of new problems; problems Joanna had already warned him about. He would have no idea how to survive in her time. He’d seen her books, heard her speak of what life was like in the future, and he knew that there was no way he would be able to navigate her strange and confusing world; not without his vixen’s help and that could not be guaranteed. No doubt she would have to spend many days (weeks even) with the doctors of her time as they tried to find out how badly her body had been damaged by her illness. In those weeks he would be on his own, and he did not know if he could hide for that long without getting caught. And if they caught him… well, Joanna had been very clear about what her people would do to him if they ever had him in their clutches. While he might not have minded serving her people, he had no desire to become their prisoner.

He had one viable option available to him, and it seemed the most impossible of all. He could live. He could live five hundred years and meet Joanna in the future. Of course that would mean having to actually survive through five centuries with enough of his wits about him to make it. It would mean defying Fate and denying the hunters his tail, something not even his father had been able to do. But Kazehiro did not have the incentive to live that his son did, nor did he have the benefit of someone who knew the future.

Akihiro had both and a plan slowly formed in his mind.

‘I will live. I will live and meet Joanna in her time. I will find her. I know where she will be, and, when I do, I will make her mine.’

‘And what of the betrothed?’ his fox asked, eagerly baring teeth.

‘We will deal with him,’ he replied, his jaw clenching.

He knew his vixen would never want her human lover to come to any harm so Michael would have to be handled delicately, but he had ways of removing a threat without causing permanent damage.

‘And if I am 500 years old, I will be much more powerful than I am now.’

There were any number of things he could do to Michael that wouldn’t do him any harm yet still get his point across. If anything, getting rid of a single human male was so easy it was almost laughable.

‘Joanna is mine, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep her,’ he vowed.

His vixen sighed in her sleep, and he took another deep breath, comforting himself in the knowledge that her scent was normal. She made a little sound and he snuggled close, licking the back of her neck with the flat of his tongue.

He heard her moan, then chuckle softly as she awakened and started to roll towards him. He gave a small mock-growl, his teeth gently pressing into the tender flesh at the nape of her neck as his hands slid up to cup the soft mounds of her breasts, his fingers kneading carefully so as not to scratch her with his nails.

“So you bite now, my fox?” she asked with amusement, her voice husky.

His answer was another low growl followed by another gentle nip. She laughed and ignored him, rolling over to look him in the eye. He smiled at her and she smiled back, her expression loving and tender as she lifted one hand to lightly brush the hair away from his face. He nuzzled into her palm, licking again, loving the taste of her, and she slid her foot along his calf. He moaned.

“You know what they say about foxes,” she commented fondly.

“What do they say?” he asked, dipping his nose into the hollow of her throat.

She arched her neck and stroked his head, her fingers tangling in his long hair. “That they’re insatiable.”

He pressed his face to the valley between her breasts and breathed in the scent of her musk.

“It must be true,” he murmured, his lips against her warm skin as his body responded.

She groaned and pulled him closer. “Akihiro…”

He gave a choked growl and pushed her to her back, leaning over her as they kissed. Her hands slid down to caress his thighs, and he lost all sense of time and reason...

“I’m going to live,” he told her.

She was snuggled against him, her cheek pressed into the crook of his shoulder, as they rested from another bout of half-mating.

“Mmm?” she replied, looking up at him with sleepy eyes.

“I said: I’m going to live.”

She smiled and tightened her arm around his waist. “You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that.”

“No, you misunderstand me,” he corrected gently, realizing that she wasn’t getting his meaning. “I am going to live and meet you in the future.” That got her attention and she sat up, heedless of the fact that she was still naked from the waist up. “What?”

“I’m going to live and meet you in the future,” he repeated, smiling at the stunned look on her face.

“But you said…”

“I know what I said, but I have decided. I will live.”

“Akihiro…”

“If I do that, then I will have learned how to live in your world, and you won’t have to worry about me trying to survive,” he explained.

“But Akihiro, there are no kitsunes in my time,” she argued.

“How do you know? Maybe we are all hidden. We are masters of illusion.

Maybe we all went deep into the forests, and no one even knows we are there.” She gave him an incredulous look, but did not refute his claim. He gazed at her, trying to read the expressions on her face, and reached up one had to brush back a tendril of her hair. She shivered at his touch.

“Would this please you, my vixen? If you were to see me again in your time, would you be happy?”

He saw her lick her lips as she smiled. “It would be wonderful to see you again; to know that you were alive and well…”

He smiled back. “Then that is what I will do.”

“What about the hunters? You keep telling me that they’re going to come for you as you get older.”

He nodded. “That is true, but I will find a way to survive.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet. Maybe I will seek out my uncle.”

“Your father had a brother?”

“Yes. He only had three tails the last I saw him. He was never overly fond of my mother and me, but he did come to see us after Chichi-ue was killed. He might offer me some protection in return for something I can give him.”

“What will you give him?”

“Knowledge of the future, my vixen,” he answered with a sly smile. “You have already told me of some of the changes that will occur in the future. Such knowledge is priceless. If I could tell him what is going to happen, then maybe I can trade on that knowledge for things I need.”

“Not just that, but I can give you information on what investments to make, what inventions worked and what didn’t. With information like that, you could build fortunes,” she added eagerly, her eyes lighting up.

“Wealth and power are useful things in any age,” he agreed, his smile widening at her obvious pleasure.

She looked around the hollow, squinting in the darkness, and he casually called up a ball of foxfire to light the small area.

“Thank you,” she said gratefully, then crawled from the blankets to rummage around in her belongings. He shivered because he missed her warmth, and his smile faltered a little bit.

“We only have a few hours,” she told him, returning to his side with one of the tallow lamps and a stack of books. He recognized them as her two books about Japan, her dictionary, and her personal journal.

“Here, take these. You know how to read English well enough,” she said, handing him the dictionary and the travel books.

He accepted the books happily as she lit the lamp so he could extinguish his foxfire. In truth, he was hoping she would leave them with him as proof that what he said was true. “Thank you, Joanna-sama. These will help me greatly.”

“Well, that’s not all I’m giving you,” she answered, opening her journal and pulling out one of her clever writing instruments called a pen.

“Okay, we’re not sure what year it is in my calendar, but I do know the dates of a few important events. The most important, and the one that will probably happen first, is Oda Nobunaga,” she continued.

“Oda is a proud clan in Owari,” he said.

“Yes, and he’ll come out of Owari leading a great army.” She grabbed one of her Japan books and flipped through it. “Okay, here it is. He takes over Kyoto and installs Ashikaga Yoshiaki as Shogun in 1568, but Yoshiaki con-spires against him, so he defeats Yoshiaki in 1573 and sends him into exile.

Two years before that, in 1571, he defeats the warrior monks at Mt. Hiei.” He blinked, not certain he had heard her correctly. “He does what?”

“He defeats the monks at Mt. Hiei. Kills thousands of them in a massive siege.”

“Let me see that,” he demanded, reaching for the book. She handed it to him, and he propped himself on one arm, heedless of his nakedness, as he read the passages for himself. Even as the words glared out at him, he still could not believe what he was reading.

“Akihiro, what’s wrong?”

“These monks are the ones who killed my father,” he replied.

She gasped. “Oh my God. Aki, I forgot. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. I am glad that they will be defeated. Too many have been afraid of them for far too long. They have gained too much power, and they do not use it wisely.”

“No. They’re very corrupt,” she agreed, stroking his arm comfortingly.

“My father was a great kitsune. He offered no trouble to the humans living in my grandfather’s lands. He kept out the carrion eaters and helped where he could. He was a good kitsune. My mother said that Inari favored him because he took care of the land and watched over the people. But none of that mattered to the monks of Mt. Hiei. They hunted him down and killed him anyway. I’ve lived in fear of them my whole life. You have no idea how happy I am to know that soon they will be the ones who are afraid.” She reached over and placed her hand over his, offering him an understanding smile. “And that is when you begin counting. When Oda Nobunaga comes out of Owari, and leads an army to Kyoto, that is when you start counting. When Ashikaga Yoshiaki is installed as Shogun, it is 1568. When the monks fall, it is 1571. Those are your marker years.” He nodded. “Yes. Then I will know where I am in your calendar.”

“From there, you start counting up to 2012.”

“444 years,” he stated, doing the math quickly. “An auspicious number.” She smiled, then her smile faded and sadness came into her eyes. “And a very long time.”

He took her hands and raised them to his lips. “But not for you, my vixen. For you it will only be a matter of days until I see you again.” His words did not seem to comfort her. “But I will have known nothing of the waiting…”

He held her hands close to his heart, letting her feel it beating and hoping she could sense its strength. “Kitsune can live many hundreds of years, thousands of years, my vixen. I know I am only half-kitsune, but my lifespan will be very long-long enough for me to find you again.”

“But won’t you be old? Will we find each other in the winter of your life?” He shook his head. “No. We will have all the time in the world, my vixen, I promise,” he vowed, stroking her cheek lovingly. “But you are right, we don’t have much time now, and you have four hundred years of history to teach me.” She took a deep breath and nodded. “Right. Okay… so you know about Oda Nobunaga. The rest of Japanese history, or a brief summary of it at least, is in the books I’m leaving with you. Possibly the most important event in them is the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. You have to be out of Japan well before then, Aki. You don’t want to be here when the bombs drop.”

“Bombs?”

“Think of huge balls of foxfire with the power to cremate bodies immediately and poison the earth for many years. Two of these Atomic Bombs will be unleashed on Japan,” she explained.

He gasped in horror. “Why?”

“Because there will be a great war, a world war, and it will bring terrible suffering to millions of people…”

And so she began to tell him, to teach him, everything she knew. She wrote everything down in her journal, making notations of where to be, what to do, what to look for. She gave him insights on other countries and wars, and who the winners of the conflicts were and why. She taught him about the democratic system of government (an interesting idea), and the rise of the world Super Powers. She taught him about who was famous, who was wealthy, who was powerful. She taught him about the changes that were coming, and all the discoveries of science and medicine. Then she taught him about business and investment, where to put his money, and a place called The Stock Market.

“All of this will make more sense to you as you live through it, Aki. Just remember what I’m telling you, and you’ll understand when the time comes,” she assured him when it was obvious that his head was spinning.

“I hope so, Joanna-sama. There’s so much…”

“I know. I know,” she agreed breathlessly, scribbling something down in her book. She was writing very small because she was running out of pages.

“Okay, Macintosh… Apple Corp and Steve Jobs. Apple does well in the beginning, then it falters, but it comes back strong the first decade of the 21st century. Microsoft and Bill Gates. Invest in Microsoft as a start-up company, that’ll make you a fortune by itself. There will be a financial analyst named Warren Buffett. Invest with him. He’s made lots of people millionaires.” He shook his head, flabbergasted. “I have no idea what you are talking about Joanna-sama.”

“It’s okay. Like I said, it’ll make sense to you later.”

“I can only trust in your word, Joanna-sama, for it makes no sense now.”

“Whatever you do, don’t get on a plane in Boston or go to New York City on September 11, 2001,” she said grimly.

“The day your family was killed,” he whispered sadly.

“Yes.”

He placed a hand over hers and forced her to look at him. “I can stop it. I know the future. I can make this terrible thing never happen.” She smiled at him, her lips trembling as she took his hand and kissed his fingers. “Then you and I will never meet, my fox. Without the death of my family, I would never have moved to North Carolina or enrolled in the research program for the Gates.”

“Then I will meet you in California, on your beach. We will watch your brother… What is it that he loved to do?... surf?” Tears leaked from her eyes and he could see the hope on her face, but then she shook her head.

“No, my fox. Without the Iraq War, the military would never develop the technology that created the Gates, and I would never have been thrown back in time to meet you. Believe me, I have thought a great deal about this. I couldn’t change the past without sacrificing the future. That’s why I was willing to stay here, and die here, in this time.”

He grabbed her hands and held them between his own. “I will do whatever I can to save your family, Joanna-sama. This I swear.”

“I know you will, Aki. Thank you.”

She didn’t believe him, he knew she didn’t. “You doubt me?” She sighed and lowered her eyes. “All of this… Aki, I’m here. That means all of it has already happened. It’s the paradox of time travel. You can’t really change history. Too much can go wrong.”

“But if all I do is make sure that your family stays safe, then history will not really be changed,” he argued, but realized it was the wrong thing to say.

“So the other three thousand people who died that day are less deserving of life than my family?” she countered, a horrified look on her face.

“No! That’s not what I meant at all!” he insisted, frustrated and flustered.

She softened and pulled one hand from his grasp so she could stroke his cheek. “I know what you meant, Akihiro, and I’m grateful for it. And I could waste hours trying to explain it all to you, but it’s not time we have to spare. It will be dawn before too long, and there’s still so much I have to tell you.” She was right. Dawn was quickly approaching.

“Besides, I don’t want to spend my last few hours with you arguing.”

“With me in my time,” he corrected gently.

“With you in your time,” she agreed and smiled. “Soon I’ll be showing you all the wonders of my home... if you haven’t seen them already.”

“I will save them for you to share with me.”

“I’ll take you to the Nantahala National Forest. There’s a campsite by a waterfall that Michael and I used to go to…”

She stopped, and he watched the play of emotions on her face turn from joy to deep despair.

“Michael… I don’t know what I’m going to tell Michael,” she blurted.

He reached for her, his heart fluttering in his chest with sudden fear. What if she said she could not leave her betrothed? “There are ways to… to make him understand. If he truly loves you as you say, he will want you to be happy.”

“This will destroy him, I know it will. We’ve been each other’s whole world for eleven years. How can I hurt him like this? I love him, Aki. What am I going to do?”

“Whatever we do, we will do it together, and we will make sure that Michael is all right,” he promised, wincing because he knew he meant it. Had he just agreed to spare his greatest rival? He only hoped he didn’t live to regret it.

She gave him a relieved smile and nodded. “Yes. Together. We’ll do it together. Thank you, Akihiro.”

“I would do anything for you, Joanna-sama. You know that.”

“Even live more than four hundred years,” she said, then squeezed his arm.

“Here, let’s get dressed and go out to the fire pit so we can brew some tea.” He didn’t really want to get dressed and leave the hollow. The small space was warm and cozy, and he liked seeing her smooth, naked skin. He had hoped to finish the lessons early enough for one last bout of pleasure sharing before she had to leave him. But she was already up and moving, covering her loveli-ness with clothes and looking at him over her shoulder when he did not follow.

“Akihiro?”

He sighed and reached for his kosode and nobakama field pants.

Once out of the hollow, he started the fire while his vixen spread her blankets on the ground. The makings for tea were already next to the ring of stones that marked the boundary of the pit. The bag of maitake was there as well.

“Here, Joanna-sama,” he said, offering her the bag. “These will help you.” She accepted the bag and peered into it, then she smiled and handed it back to him. “No, Aki. Those mushrooms are worth a fortune. Sell them and use the money to start building your wealth. Money will buy you safety in my time, but you will need lots of it.”

“But I found them for you. They are yours,” he insisted.

“And I give them to you. You need them more than I do. Where I am going there will be plenty of medicine for me. I don’t need the maitake. Use their value to help you survive.”

He lowered his eyes, but accepted her decision.

“Aki… I’m trying to help you as much as I can. Once I leave here, you’ll be on your own. I’m trying to give you as much of an advantage as I can possibly manage,” she explained gently.

“I know, Joanna-sama. And it is a smart choice. But my heart still tells me they should be yours.”

“I’d rather they help you find your way back to me,” she said, taking his face in her hands and pulling him close for a kiss.

He moaned and pressed against her. “Joanna-sama.” She broke the kiss and he mourned the loss. He didn’t know if he could ever get enough of her wonderful taste.

“C’mon, let’s work on that advantage, shall we?” she teased with a wink.

He whined plaintively, but gave in as she picked up her journal again.

“Okay… At the turn of the twentieth century, look to invest in steel, oil and automobiles, especially Ford...”

He listened, trying to soak it all in and commit it to memory as she recited significant events and dates until his head spun. He was trying to sort it all out when he noticed that she’d fallen silent for a few moments. He looked at her and caught her staring at him.

“What is it, Joanna-sama?”

“Just that I love you so much, and I can’t believe this is happening.” He turned to her and reached for her hands again. “Believe it, Joanna-sama.

You are going to live, and I am going to meet you in the future. I will use the knowledge you are giving me to help me survive until I can find you again.”

“You will do it, won’t you? You will see me again? This won’t be the last time we’re together?” she pressed, her voice lost and solemn.

He released her hands and cupped her face. “You will see me again, Joanna-sama. I promise you.”

She sniffed and her eyes brimmed with tears, but none fell. Then she gave him a quick nod and turned to her journal. “Okay,” she said, wiping the tears away. “There’s still a few things I want to cover with you…” He remained her apt pupil for much of the remaining darkness. The fire burned low, and they engaged in one more bout of pleasure-sharing sometime before dawn. His vixen slept afterwards, but he remained awake, watching her sleep until he began to feel the coming daylight. Reluctantly, he woke her.

“Joanna-sama. Joanna-sama?” he whispered, stroking her arm.

“Mou,” she protested and rolled away from him.

His heart ached, but he persisted. “Joanna-sama.” She groaned, but he saw her eyes flutter open. “Is it dawn?” He nodded. “Yes,” he replied, allowing the sadness to creep into his voice.

She gave a grunt of acknowledgement and slowly disengaged herself from the blankets. He watched her, unable to tear his eyes away, as she dressed and ran her fingers through her hair. Only when she was fully clothed and packing up her things, did he get up and dress himself.

Neither of them wanted to break the moment with words so they didn’t speak as they gathered her belongings and prepared to take them back to the soldiers’ camp. Silently, they rolled up the blankets and repacked her backpack, then he straightened the bent frame for her so it would strap properly, but he refused to let her carry anything because she was still so weak from her illness.

They separated the items she had gathered while in the forest from the belongings she had brought with her, and she gave him everything that she did not need. She did, however, keep the bow and the two throwing daggers, and she allowed him to keep the Cherokee blanket shawl that he had come to love.

“I will take the rest to the village,” he offered.

“That’s a good idea,” she agreed, her voice subdued.

Everything was packed and ready all too soon, and they faced the awkward reality that their time was now at an end. She turned to him, her face strained from the emotions she was struggling to contain, and handed him her journal.

“Take this and keep it,” she said. “It has the notes I wrote last night.” He was shocked and his hands shook as he accepted her gift. He had thought she would just rip out the pages she had written on, not give him the entire tome.

“Joanna-sama…”

“You can give it back to me when we see each other again,” she told him.

He smiled and held the journal close to his heart. “I will keep it safe until I can return it to you. I promise.”

She nodded and turned away, reaching for her guitar. He quickly gathered up the rest of her belongings, slipping the frame of the backpack over his shoulders and taking up her rolling suitcase. The only things she was carrying were Iris and a small case that contained something she had called a “smashed up laptop.” It was something that had been destroyed when she had arrived in his time, and it had been at the back of the hollow, useless and forgotten.

He watched her place her hand on the trunk of the king tree and smile.

“Thank you, tree-brother, for sheltering me and keeping me safe. Thank you, all of you, for the sanctuary you gave me,” she said fondly.

:Happy to provide. Happy to share,: he heard the trees answer, and he felt their love and joy. It still amazed him that he could hear them at all.

“C’mon, Aki. It’s time to go,” she told him, taking up her guitar and “laptop” again, and leading the way out of the sacred grove.

He sighed, pushing down the howls that were building in his throat, and followed her. They walked most of the way to the clearing where her people were camped, then she stopped and told him to put her things down.

“I’ll go get someone to help carry them to the camp. I don’t want you getting any closer to it than this. I have no idea what they might try to do, but I’m not taking any chances. Keep away and don’t let them see you,” she warned.

He obeyed and placed her backpack and suitcase on the forest floor. Then they faced each other until she broke down and hugged him tightly.

“Oh, Aki. I’m going to miss you so much.

“I will see you soon, Joanna-sama. I promise.”

She pulled back, wiping away tears, and smiled at him. “Thank you, Akihiro,” she told him, and he knew that she was thanking him for everything he had done for her, and for everything he had yet to do.

“There is no need to thank me, Joanna-sama. Everything I have done, I have done freely from my own heart. There is nothing that I would change.” She nodded and kissed him: a sweet, goodbye kiss full of heartbreak and longing. He kissed her back, gathering her close to him one last time.

“I love you,” she whispered fiercely.

“And I love you.”

He reluctantly let her go and stepped away from her.

“Goodbye, Akihiro. Please be safe until I see you again.”

“And you, Joanna-sama. Please be safe until I find my way to your side.”

“I will. I promise. Now you’d best get out of sight so I can go get someone to help me carry my things.”

He nodded and slipped away into the trees, hopping up into the tall branches where he would be hidden by the dying leaves. He watched as she made her way to the camp and waited until she returned with two of the soldiers in tow. Each of them picked up a piece of her baggage, and the three of them walked off without so much as a backward glance. He followed them, keeping to the highest branches, until he could see where the camp had been.

All of the tents and supplies had been dismantled and packed away, and much of it was already gone. He saw the two humans in white greet his vixen as she came into the clearing, but he could not hear what was being said. He stayed there, his heart pounding and his hand clutching the journal that was tucked into the chest of his kosode, and waited.

He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting to see, but the sudden appearance of an opening in the air shocked him. It looked like a swirling vortex of light and dark colors that he wasn’t even sure was real until he saw one of the soldiers walk into it. He gasped and tried to still his sudden quaking.

The fox was howling loudly in his mind, protesting the loss of mate and partner, and no amount of cajoling seemed to bring it comfort. Tears fell down his cheeks as he watched the soldiers carry Joanna’s belongings through the opening, and soon all that were left were Joanna, the two humans in white and one last soldier bringing up the rear. He held his breath because he knew that if he tried to breathe he would scream, and he bit his lip until he tasted blood.

The two humans in white went through the opening, and he grabbed the tree branch next to him, splintering it with his grip. The soldier took Joanna’s arm and guided her to the opening. He strained as a moan escaped his lips, and the fox raged against him, trying to force him to put a stop to the unthinkable loss. The soldier and his vixen stepped into the vortex, and he watched them vanish. The opening flashed with bright light, then disappeared.

It was only after she was gone that he let himself give voice to his grief, and his howl shook the forest. He jumped down from the tree and landed in the clearing, his nose to the ground where his vixen had just been so he could catch the last of her fading scent. The journal in his kosode shifted forward as he bent over, and he touched it. It and the blanket shawl were all he had left of her.

He opened it to the inside of the front cover where the photograph of his vixen with her human betrothed stood in their Cherokee finery, and smiled gratefully that she had left him an image of her for him to look upon. But he did not want to have to look at Michael. He growled low in his throat and reached up one hand to take the photograph by the top left corner.

He intended to rip out the image of Michael and just leave the picture of his beloved in the book, but as his claws began to tear the glossy paper something caught his eye. Pausing, he creased his brow and looked at the photograph more closely, not quite sure exactly what he was seeing. He blinked a few times to bring the image into focus and stared, stunned, at what he saw.

Choking, he let his hand fall as his eyes grew wider and wider, and understanding came to him in a great revelation. His mouth cracked into a wide, almost hysterical grin, and he began to laugh.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Turning her back on Akihiro for the last time, and fighting the tears and confusion she was feeling, Joanna walked the last few yards to the soldiers’

camp. She emerged from the trees and was almost immediately surrounded as the men and Nurse Nancy spotted her.

“Oh thank God,” the woman breathed, taking her arm. “When you disappeared from the camp last night, we were worried that you’d been taken…”

“I went to my camp to get my things,” she said. “I left them just a few yards down the trail.” She pointed behind her. “I need someone to help me carry them. I’m too weak to lift anything heavy.” The nurse nodded vigorously and indicated two of the soldiers to accompany her. “Yes, yes. You and you, go with her.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” they answered and fell in behind her as she led the way back down the game trail to where she had left her things.

“Here they are. This is all of it,” she told them as they came upon the pile of luggage and her backpack.

She picked up Iris while the two soldiers each grabbed her rollaway suitcase and her camping gear. A rustling in the trees caused one of them to spin and reach for his weapon, but she waved her hand.

“It’s okay. There’s nothing there,” she assured him. Akihiro had told her of the ogre attack so she knew they were hair-trigger.

“What about the fuzzy-eared freak?” one of the men asked harshly.

She winced and swallowed the urge to snarl at him. “Akihiro isn’t here. I sent him away.”

She knew that wasn’t true. She could feel him close by, but she also knew that he would keep himself safely hidden. She didn’t know how well he would be able to keep his promise to her, but she knew he wouldn’t be stupid enough to get caught before he even had the chance to try.

“Hmph,” the soldier snorted, but sheathed his gun.

Without another word she led the men away, not daring to look back lest she give away Akihiro’s location. By the time they returned to the camp, most of it had been taken back through the Gate. Both Nurse Nancy and Doctor Haskell were waiting, and she watched as the soldiers took her things through the Gate.

“How are you feeling?” Doctor Haskell asked her.

“I’m fine. I have my insulin pump/glucometer now. It was with my things.”

“That’s good. I can download the history and get a picture of how your blood sugar was doing before you ran out of insulin. It may give us some insight as to what to look for as far as long term effects,” the doctor answered.

“I’m glad.”

She looked at the vortex created by the Gate on the other side, and once again despaired the consequences of using the Gates for time travel. ‘Well, there’s nothing I can do about that. They figured it out and found me. Whatever they do with the knowledge now is out of my hands.’

“Well?” Dr. Haskell asked. “Shall we?”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Let’s go then,” he replied, then he and Nurse Nancy went through the Gate just ahead of her.

The urge to look back was almost overwhelming. She could feel Akihiro watching her, and she wanted so desperately to see him one last time, but she fought it. He wasn’t safe yet, and she had to make sure that he wouldn’t come to any harm.

‘But what if they come back and try to look for him…’ she thought wildly.

The remaining soldier must have misconstrued her sudden panic for reticence because he took her elbow and urged her forward gently but firmly.

“C’mon, miss. It’s time to go.”

She gave him a quick glance and nodded. “Yes. Okay,” she replied and allowed him to guide her through the Gate.

She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t terrified. After all, the last time she had gone into a Gate it had malfunctioned horribly and sent her hundreds of years into the past. This time, however, the trip was completely uneventful, and she emerged, clinging helplessly to the poor soldier’s arm (she had to give him credit for bearing her grip without so much as a wince), safely on the other side.

Several people in military uniforms and medical coats were waiting for her when she shakily stepped down off the platform. She recognized Dr. Haskell and Nurse Nancy among them.

“Welcome back to the twenty-first century, Miss Tindall,” a man greeted, taking her hand in his gloved one. He was a high ranking something if the bars on his uniform meant anything. “I’m Colonel Levy. I’ll be coordinating the investigation into your extraordinary adventure.”

“Yes, thank you. It’s good to be back,” she replied. His grip was firm, and she had no doubts that, if she tried to bolt, she would easily be subdued.

“We have a room ready for you at the hospital. You can understand that we need to keep you under wraps for a few days while we run some tests and debrief you.”

She nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“Very good. Dr. Haskell will escort you to your room.”

“Would you please tell me where I am?” she asked as she was handed off to the familiar man.

“You’re at the naval base in Yokosuka, Japan. It’s a state of the art facility with one of the best military hospitals,” Dr. Haskell answered breezily as he escorted her out of the Gate room.

“Great,” she said, but there wasn’t much enthusiasm in her voice.

“We’ll get you settled into a room and begin running diagnostic tests right away. There’s also a number of officials who are eager to talk to you.”

“Okay,” she replied and allowed them to lead her away.

She tried not to pay too much attention to the armed guards.




A “few days under wraps” turned out to be a mandatory three-week isolation for observation. She wasn’t happy about being confined to a hospital room for twenty-one days, but she knew she had little choice. During that time, she rested and waited and endured countess diagnostic tests and endless meetings with officials from several government agencies and military branches.

Because of the time travel element of her accident (and its obvious ramifications) she was now officially under the jurisdiction of the Army, and they would be ensuring her safe return to the mainland and footing all of her medical bills. Several representatives from the Air Force, the Department of Defense, Homeland Security, and even the NSA, also wanted to talk to her and get her side of the story.

It seemed that everyone was as baffled as she was by what had happened, and no one really knew what had caused the Gate to time shift, but she had managed to glean from one of her more enthusiastic interviewers that they hadn’t been able to repeat the time travel since she had been “rescued.” She couldn’t help but feel an immeasurable amount of grateful relief at that knowledge, even if the poor engineers had no idea why it had worked twice for them, then stopped. Wherever he was, Akihiro was safe, and no one was Gating back to try to capture him.

Preliminary imaging diagnostics yielded promising results on her tests. Of the two major complications of diabetes: heart disease and kidney disease, her tests were coming back normal on cardiac function and only mildly below normal on kidney. She had some minor neuropathy in her feet and hands, and, as she had suspected, the retinal bleeding that accompanied diabetic retinopathy. There was medication she could take for the neuropathy if the symptoms worsened, and she was scheduled for an evaluation at Duke University’s famous Eye Center once she got home.

Physically she had weathered her ordeal very well. Emotionally, however, she was faring much more poorly. Aside from the numerous debriefings she was subjected to, and the isolation she was forced to endure, the mere act of re-acclimating herself to the modern world was proving very difficult. Everything was too loud, too bright, too hectic. The smells overwhelmed her. The incessant hum of electricity drove her to distraction. Food filled with chemicals and additives made her violently ill.

She wasn’t sleeping. She wasn’t eating. The stress of the situation was sending her diabetes into a tailspin that the hospital staff was desperately trying to get under control. Her emotional state crashed. A phone call to Elisi and Michael only made her worse, and she spent the next hour in hysterics that the staff saw fit to medicate.

Afterwards, she lay in a drug-filled haze, staring at the white walls and dingy window that looked out onto essentially nothing but concrete pocked with a few scraggly trees desperately trying to hold onto life. How she mourned the loss of the great, endless forest, and her beloved circle of ancient cedars.

In the semi-conscious state between sleep and waking, in the floating, weightless world she drifted in, too lethargic to lift her head and too drugged to care, she thought of Akihiro. Had he kept his promise and lived over four hundred years? Was he waiting for her in North Carolina? Did he wonder why she was taking so long to come home or did he know already that she was trapped, a veritable prisoner of the military? So far there had been no sign of him, although she did have a dim memory of feeling a sense of Other in her hospital room shortly after her arrival.

“Akihiro?” she had mumbled, her eyes blurry.

“No,” came the answer from a dark corner. “Go back to sleep.” And she had, the darkness setting upon her like a heavy weight, and in the morning she hadn’t been certain that she hadn’t dreamed it. There had been no tingles at the back of her neck since, and she almost missed it. She’d gotten so used to feeling Akihiro, to using her heightened senses to navigate her way through the wilds. Now her hypersensitivity only served to make her even more uncomfortable, and she longed for the forest of her home.

Finally three weeks had passed, and her captors seemed satisfied with the answers she had given them. The medication they had prescribed for her emotional state appeared to be helping her stabilize her moods, and she was scheduled to see a psychologist once she was back in the States. They had re-outfitted her with her insulin pump, and it seemed that her blood sugar levels were finally evening out. She was cleared to return home, although it was decided that it would be best for her to travel by more conventional means even if it meant it would take her almost three days to get back to North Carolina.

Arrangements were made to send her back to the States, and she found herself onboard a military transport on its way to Honolulu. Her final destination was Fort Bragg in North Carolina with layovers in Hawaii and San Diego.

Everyone was very nice to her, but she did notice that she was not allowed any unescorted time at liberty, not even when she was to spend the night in Hawaii and leave for San Diego in the morning. When she expressed a desire to get some fresh air, she was provided with a very charming enlisted man who was happy to take her for a drive and an inexpensive dinner provided that she was back at Fort Shafter by 8pm. Even with the short leash, she took what she could get and tried to enjoy the beautiful weather so typical of the islands.

By now she had begun to suspect that the drugs she had been placed on were a little more than simple anti-depressants, and she’d secretly stopped taking them. As a result, the fog was starting to lift from her mind, and she was beginning to see more clearly. She had no idea what the medication had been designed to do, but she feared it made her more pliant and easy to control. She also noticed that she was having trouble with her short-term memory, and that concerned her even more. In the end, she decided that living with the depression was better than living with the side effects of the drugs.

So far the consequences of her revealing what she knew to the general populace had only been vaguely alluded to, but she knew that there were quite a few individuals who were very nervous about releasing a civilian who carried such sensitive information. She half expected them to flag her as a security risk and try to keep her under strict surveillance, but since they couldn’t repeat the time travel, she had no idea what they were afraid of or what it all meant. And there was no sense looking to her for answers because she had no real concept of how the Gates operated. It was all magic and miracles to her.

The young man next to her fidgeted nervously. He had taken her to a beachside barbecue shack, and they’d enjoyed Hawaiian pork for dinner as they watched the sun go down. The breathtaking sunset over the Pacific was just like the sunsets she and Akihiro had shared on the Boso coast. The dying light glinted off her escort’s hair, flashing a deep auburn, and she was suddenly reminded of her fox’s hair.

In that moment, she missed Akihiro so much. He was the only one who really understood what had happened, what she had suffered. No amount of recitation or recollection could even begin to give justice to what she had endured. No words could fully grasp the magnitude of her suffering. She felt adrift, bereft, and a part of her deeply feared that their last goodbye had truly been their last. She hoped that he would have given her some sign, some tiny crumb of proof that he had lived, but there had been nothing.

The rational part of her mind reasoned that she’d been kept under such tight lock and key that, even if he had wanted to contact her, he would not have been able to. She was certain that everyone who had any access to her had been thoroughly screened. No one in the Department of Defense or the Department of Homeland Security or NSA wanted anyone to know about the possibility of using the Gates for time travel. Their creation had shaken up the rest of the world enough as it was. She had no doubt that the ability to manipulate time could, and would, spark wars.

“Is something wrong, Ms. Tindall?” Private Evans asked her.

She managed a wan, watery smile, and shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m just so glad to be going home.”

“You’ve been away for a long time?”

His reply told her that he hadn’t been given any details, not even a cover story about who she was and why she required a military escort. She wondered if it was some kind of test devised by the upper levels of command to see what she would reveal if given the opportunity. It was crafty and devious, but subtly brilliant, and she had to give them credit where credit was due.

“Yes. Six months or so. I was lost, but they found me… eventually.”

“Lost? Where?”

She gave him a wry, almost feral smile. “I could tell you, but then they’d have to kill you,” she answered with a throaty laugh.

The soldier’s eyes opened wide and he gulped a little, smiling nervously, and she decided to let him off the hook. Slapping him jovially on the forearm, she rose to her feet.

“C’mon. We should head back before they send someone looking for us.” The young man stood and followed her as she headed for the Jeep they had come in. “But it’s only 1800 hours. We don’t have to be back until 2000 hours.”

“I know, but I’m tired, and I have a long trip tomorrow.”

“Alright then, I’ll take you back, ma’am.”

She gave him a grateful smile and waited while he opened the door for her.

Then she got into the Jeep and they headed back to the base.

A member of the military police roused her at 0500 hours, and escorted her to the tarmac where she was put on a plane bound for San Diego. Her guard went with her and sat in the aisle seat while she sat in the window seat. The plane appeared to be full of servicemen returning from leave in Honolulu, but since her escort did not seem to be the talkative type, she didn’t bother to ask. His stoic silence was refreshing, actually, because it meant that she did not have to answer any uncomfortable questions.

Her layover in San Diego was an uneventful two-and-a-half hours where she was officially welcomed back to the mainland United States, given a passable lunch and a changing of the guard. Her new escort was a woman, slightly friendlier then the man who had come from Honolulu with her, but still did not seem inclined to engage her in any idle chat. She did, however, enquire as to her medical condition and her blood glucose levels, giving Joanna a hint that her guard had been briefed about her diabetes. Since her blood sugar levels had been within the acceptable ranges for several days, she could happily report that everything was fine.

Four and a half hours later, her guard handed her off to a middle-aged man in army dress uniform who smiled at her and shook her hand firmly.

“Welcome to Fort Bragg, Miss Tindall. We’re glad to have you home. I’m Colonel Pyle. I’ll be overseeing your visit here.” She gave him the same wan smile she’d given his counterpart back in Japan and met his eyes. “I’m very glad to be back, sir. I’ve been informed that I’ll be your guest here for a few days.”

“Yes. Our medical staff wants to give you a final going over, and there are a few people who want to meet with you before we send you home.”

“I understand. Will I be permitted to call my grandmother and my fiancé to let them know that I am back in North Carolina?”

“Of course, Miss Tindall. As soon as we have you settled into your guest quarters you’ll have access to a telephone. You may call anyone you wish from there.”

“Thank you very much, sir.”

She was presented to a tall soldier of Native American descent. He looked Navajo, but she couldn’t be certain. He smiled at her and nodded his head.

“This is Private Begay. He’ll take you to your quarters. It’s my understanding that your luggage has already been delivered,” Colonel Pyle informed her.

She smiled a genuine smile. All of her things had been confiscated once they came through the Gate, and she hadn’t seen most of it since. She’d been allowed to have essentials like her toiletries and some clothes, but everything else had been held for “inspection and decontamination,” including Iris.

“I’m glad to hear that. I’m particularly concerned about my guitar. I haven’t seen her since I left Japan.”

“To the best of my knowledge your instrument arrived safely.” She didn’t know how much he’d been told, or how much she should reveal, but Akihiro’s playfulness had rubbed off on her so she couldn’t resist a slight jibe. “I’m so relieved. Although after what I’ve just been through, having my luggage accidentally sent to Guam would have been an improvement.” The colonel laughed nervously, his eyebrows raising ever so slightly, but since she hadn’t really given anything away, there wasn’t much he could object to. Private Begay grinned and motioned for her to follow him.

“If you’ll come with me, Miss Tindall, I’ll take you to your room.”

“Lead the way, Soldier, I’m right behind you.”

The young man gave her another nod and began walking away. She fell in just slightly behind his left shoulder and kept pace with his quick step.

“Begay… that’s a Dineh surname. Are you Navajo?” she questioned.

“Yes. Many Hogans Clan. Grew up outside of Window Rock, Arizona. Are you of the People?”

“Cherokee. Half, actually. Long Hair Clan, but my fiancé is full-blood, Paint Clan.”

Private Begay nodded that he understood. “Did you grow up in Oklahoma?”

“No. I lived with my family in California until I was thirteen, then I moved to North Carolina to live with my grandmother.”

“Went to learn of your heritage?” he asked innocently with a bit of pride.

“No. My family was on Flight 175 from Boston. It crashed into the South Tower on September 11, 2001,” she answered soberly.

“Oh.”

Her simple statement ceased all further conversation until they arrived at a sparsely furnished room with an attached bathroom. As Colonel Pyle had informed her, her luggage and Iris were already there, sitting by the bed.

‘So this is to be my cell until they let me out of here,’ she thought dourly.

“Here you are, Miss Tindall. Dinner is at 1900 hours. I’ll come to escort you to the dining room. Do you need any help unpacking?” She shook her head, feeling slightly guilty for being so blunt earlier. “No, but thank you for offering.”

“Very well. I will see you at 1900 hours then.”

She looked at her watch. It was just past 5:30. She had under an hour to wash and dress. “Thanks. I’ll shower and change, and be ready by 1830 hours.” He nodded and took his leave. After he was gone, she took a shower to wash away the invisible layer of grime that always accumulated on her when she was traveling. The hot water was a guilty pleasure that she had sorely missed during her time in Japan. Hot springs were nice for soaking, but nothing beat the decadence of a long, hot shower.

Afterwards, she dried her hair and selected a plain, navy blue dress from the clothing she had been allowed to keep with her. She’d never worn the dress in Japan because it had never seemed appropriate, but now she wondered if Akihiro would have liked it. She slipped on the dress, put on a smattering of make-up, and was ready by the appointed time. Private Begay came to get her at exactly 1900 hours and took her down to a small dining room on the first floor. The room was separate from the building’s mess hall, and seemed to be reserved for officers and their wives if the people in the room were any indication.

She was seated at a table with Colonel Pyle, two women she did not know, and a civilian man with shoulder-length black hair and dark, piercing eyes. He looked at her with an expression so bland and neutral that it tripped off all of her warning alarms, and she would have been wary of him even if she hadn’t seen Private Begay make a quick gesture meant to ward off evil. She didn’t have any time to question the young Navajo, however, because he made a hasty exit as she was introduced to the other members of the party.

“Ah, Miss Tindall. Please sit down. I trust that you are finding things to your satisfaction?” Colonel Pyle greeted, offering her the chair on his left.

“Yes, thank you.” There was no sense in pointing out that she was fully aware of her near-prisoner status.

“Allow me to introduce you to my wife, Ann, Ms. Lynn Tayton from the Department of Homeland Security, and Signor Sebastiano Neramorte, special consultant to DHS and the NSA.”

 

‘Neramorte… Black Death… No wonder Private Begay is nervous around him,’ she thought, recognizing the Italian root words.

“A pleasure to meet all of you,” she replied, sitting down. Signor Neramorte’s gaze locked onto her and made her feel as if he was skinning her alive with his eyes.

“The pleasure is all ours, Miss. Tindall, I assure you,” he said, smiling in a way that made her shiver. His smooth voice was accented, confirming that he was Italian.

No matter how well dressed or how polite he seemed to be, she instinctively did not like him, and that made the meal all the more awkward. She survived it, however, and dodged the thinly veiled attempts to draw her into conversation regarding sensitive subjects. Anglo’s penchant for idle chatter annoyed her because, as a general rule, Cherokees did not engage in gossip, and she had no patience for ennui, especially now when she saw them as little more than jailers.

After dinner Private Begay was waiting for her outside the dining room.

He nodded to her as she said her goodbyes, and watched Signor Neramorte with an expression of guarded fear. Once they were out of sight of Colonel Pyle and his guests, he turned to her and pressed a small cloth bag into her palm.

“Here, Ms. Tindall.”

“What is it?” she asked, raising the black fabric to her nose to sniff it. It smelled heavily of herbs.

“It is to ward off evil. That man, Neramorte. He is a dangerous man; a witch. This charm will protect you. It has powerful Medicine.” It didn’t surprise her. Navajos were a famously superstitious people, but she was glad of the gift. She had no idea if it would truly protect her, but hopefully Mr. Black Death wouldn’t like the smell.

“Thank you, Private Begay.”

“Be careful, Ms. Tindall. Be very wary of him.”

“I will,” she promised, and he seemed satisfied.

They arrived at her room a short time later, and he bid her goodnight with a promise that he would come to get her for breakfast in the morning. Once he was gone, she unpacked her things and inspected them. Everything was there except for her weapons: the bow, the two daggers and her hunting knife, and, while she was angry that they had taken them, she wasn’t all that surprised. It was possible that they would be returned to her when they released her to go home. At the very least, she wanted her hunting knife back.

As soon as she was done looking over her things, she picked up the phone in her room and dialed for an outside line. Then she punched in Elisi’s number and waited for her grandmother to answer.

“Siyo,” Elisi’s voice came across the line four rings later, speaking the Tsalagi word for “hello.”

She still wasn’t used to hearing the old woman’s voice again, and it made her heart beat a little faster in her chest. The first time she had talked to Michael, she’d almost fainted.

“Elisi,” she began. “It’s Joanna.”

“Joanna? It is so good to hear your voice! Where are you? You sound so close,” her grandmother replied, her joy evident.

“That’s because I am close, Elisi. I’m at Fort Bragg.”

“Fort Bragg? Yes, you are nearly home. We knew you would be coming back soon. When did you arrive there?”

“Just today. I’m not sure how long they are going to keep me. There are more tests and meetings I have to go through before they will let me go.”

“Yes. That is what the man told Michael when he called. He has called every day since your phone call from Japan, demanding to know when you will be home. I fear he has made some enemies in high places,” her grandmother informed her with only mild concern.

She laughed. “I doubt he cares.”

Elisi laughed as well, and she had to smile at the sound even though she knew the old woman couldn’t see her.

“No, I doubt he does. You know how he is. Once he knew you had been found, he has called them every day. They are very tired of hearing his voice, I think.”

“Is he there with you now?”

“No, Child. He was here earlier, but he had to leave. He did not say where he was going.”

“That’s okay. I’ll try him on his cell phone. If I can remember the number.

The battery in my cell’s been dead for months,” she joked, only half kidding.

“Yes. We knew you would have called us if you could.” The statement was leading, as if her grandmother was hoping that she would provide additional information. It put her in a very uncomfortable position because she wouldn’t lie to Elisi under any circumstances.

“No. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t able to contact anyone. Neither my cell nor my laptop was working. My laptop’s broken actually. I’ll have to see if it can be fixed, but I doubt it.” There, what she had said was 100% true without revealing any sensitive details that someone might find objectionable.

“I am sure that everything will be all right,” her grandmother assured her.

“Yes, I know. It’ll all work out. Anyway, I need to call Michael. I’ll try to call again tomorrow or the day after. Hopefully I’ll have a better idea about how long I’ll be here by then.”

“Yes, Child. Thank you for calling. We are all looking forward to having you back with us.”

“I’m looking forward to being back,” she wholeheartedly agreed. “I’ll talk to you soon. Take care. Love you.”

“I love you, too, Child.”

“Bye.”

“Goodbye.”

She hung up and immediately dialed Michael’s cell phone number, but she got his voicemail. She left a brief message for him, but she didn’t tell him where she was. Knowing him, he’d drive all the way to Fort Bragg and get himself arrested trying to break in. As it was, she wouldn’t put it past him to try anyway once he talked to Elisi and found out she was back in the States.

When she was finished her call, she sighed heavily and sat down on the bed. Hearing Michael’s voice, and knowing he was so close, was bittersweet.

When she had been trapped in Feudal Japan it had been easy to promise Akihiro that she would be there for him, but now that she was back home, it wasn’t so simple. She had forgotten what it was like to love Michael, but all of that had come back the moment she had heard his voice.

 

There were reasons why they had been together for so long. They were a good match, and Michael’s love for her had always been absolute. Now she felt almost guilty for forsaking him so easily, but that only made her feel guilty for breaking her promise to Akihiro; which made her feel guilty for making the promise in the first place… and so on. It was a never-ending cycle of recrimination and self-loathing, and she didn’t know how she was going to resolve it.

She loved Michael. She loved Akihiro. She hadn’t known it was possible to love two men so much, and the fear of having to choose between them weighed heavily on her. Of course the entire argument would be moot if Akihiro hadn’t managed to live the interim 400+ years, and so far she had seen no sign suggesting that he was still alive. Then again, she was still in the Army’s clutches, so it was possible that he couldn’t come to her.

She didn’t know what she was going to do, and the uncertainty was making her physically ill. She looked over at the small carry-on bag she had been given by the staff at Yokosuka hospital. Inside were the three medicine bottles that held the drugs she had been prescribed. It would be so easy to take one of the

“anti-depressants” and a sleeping pill to make all of her anxiety and sorrow go away. All she would have to do was open the bag, take out the vials of pills, down one or two, and peaceful oblivion would be hers in a very short time.

So easy…

She fought the urge. Drugging herself was not the answer. It wouldn’t get her out of the mess she was in, and it certainly wouldn’t make the situation any better. She might take the sleeping pill, though, just to make sure she was well rested for whatever they had in store for her tomorrow. If she took it now, it would be almost completely worn off by the time Private Begay came to fetch her. Decision made, she reached for the bag and pulled out the vial of sleeping pills. She twisted open the cap, took out one pill, snapped it in half because she didn’t want to be too sedated, and took it with a cup of water. She was asleep within twenty minutes.

Morning dawned too soon and she met it with bleary eyes. She couldn’t remember sleeping poorly, but it certainly felt that way. She also had vague memories of disturbing dreams, but she couldn’t quite recall them. She woke up rattled and uneasy; exactly what she hoped not to be when they came for her. Private Begay knocked on her door at exactly 0600 hours and escorted her to the communal dining room. This time he stayed with her, and they ate breakfast together while he detailed the schedule for the day. She didn’t have any medical tests (although she was to meet with someone about her follow-up care), but she did have meetings with people from the DOD and DHS, neither of which she was looking forward to.

After breakfast Private Begay took her to meet with a nurse at the Womack Army Medical Center. There her appointments for Duke University Eye Center and Cherokee Indian Hospital were set and confirmed. Her results from Yokosuka were being transferred to her primary doctor back home, and any further tests would be ordered by him. She guessed that they would do frequent diagnostics to check her kidney function and neuropathy once they were finished evaluating her condition.

Her eyes were the worst by far, and she feared that any retinal surgery she underwent now wouldn’t correct the vision loss she had already suffered. She knew very well how horrible diabetic retinopathy could be, and how it couldsteal eyesight until the victim was almost completely blind. Of all the things she feared the most, losing her vision was at the top of the list, and she was terrified that her eyesight would continue to deteriorate. As far as she was concerned, her appointment at Duke couldn’t come fast enough.

When her meeting with Nurse Mackey was over, Private Begay drove her from Womack back to the complex she had come from and took her into a small conference room. Waiting for her in the room were Colonel Pyle, Ms.

Tayton from DHS, two men in suits that she guessed were from the DOD, and Signor Neramorte who was sitting in a chair off by himself. He looked very self-contained in an immaculate black tailored suit with one leg crossed casually over the other as he surveyed the room from his vantage point. She saw Private Begay clench his jaw when the Italian’s eyes fell on them, and she regretted leaving the charm the young Navajo had made her behind in her room.

Colonel Pyle smiled at her, bid her to sit down at the table that occupied much of the stuffy room, and dismissed Private Begay. Then the interrogation began, and it was about as pleasant as she had anticipated it would be, which meant not at all. Now was when the DOD and DHS laid down the law. She was not to speak of her ordeal. She was not to discuss her adventures in time with anyone outside of the DOD or DHS. She was never to reveal what she knew to any news media or reporter. She was never to answer any questions regarding her ordeal from anyone not properly identified. She was never to create a written account of her time travel or have someone else write a memoir.

The threats and directives were spelled out in explicit detail, leaving no room for interpretation. The consequences of disobedience would result in her being named an enemy of the state and incarcerated in one of the secret prisons still run by the government. Once interred in one of those shadowy facilities, she would be stripped of all rights and refused access to legal council. Theoretically the government could hold her captive indefinitely, and the threat of spending the rest of her life locked-up in a secret prison did not appeal to her.

Oddly, Signor Neramorte remained silent throughout the entire meeting, not even leaning forward to whisper something in Ms. Tayton’s ear, and she wondered what his function was as “special consultant” to the DHS. He watched dispassionately as they told her what she was allowed, and not allowed, to do, but she always knew when his eyes were on her. The hairs on the back of her neck would stand up, and she could almost feel a tingle of Other teasing her senses. She tried to study him without his knowledge, but he always seemed to know when she was looking at him. His mild, neutral expression still gave her the creeps, and she couldn’t wait to be away from his scrutiny.

She made all the promises that they demanded of her, and signed document after document detailing that she understood what had been explained to her, and the consequences should she break the agreements. By the time it was all over, almost six hours had passed, and she was starving, exhausted and had a massive headache. She was grateful when Colonel Pyle called the meeting to a close and dismissed everyone. Private Begay was there when she exited, standing at attention until she joined him, and he took her to get some food.

It was only after she had eaten, and tamed her pounding headache, that she realized Colonel Pyle hadn’t told her when she would be able to return home.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

She did have medical tests the following day so Private Begay drove her back to Womack Army Medical Center to meet with some doctors there. The two of them were getting along quite well, and she was learning a lot about him and his family back on the Navajo Reservation. She wondered if she hadn’t been paired with him on purpose because they were both of Native blood. In a way it was funny, because it was just like Anglos to assume that one Indian was just like any other Indian, but she was grateful for the effort, and Private Begay (whose first name was Norman) was good company.

The doctors at Womack weren’t interested in evaluating her diabetes. They were much more interested in determining what, if any, side effects there were to time travel, and they subjected her to a number of non-invasive imaging tests to peer into her body on a cellular level. Knowing she didn’t have much choice but to cooperate, she allowed the tests, but the irony that she had started out as a lab rat for the Gate, and was now a lab rat again, was not lost on her. She spent the vast majority of her morning and early afternoon being shuttled from one diagnostic lab to another, and if someone told her to stay calm, lie still, and control her breathing one more time, she was going to strangle them.

They compared blood samples taken from her prior to her trip with blood samples taken after she had gotten back, but they refused to discuss the results with her. She hoped that if they had found anything seriously wrong, they would tell her, although she had no idea how they would “cure” her if there were any anomalies.

Private Begay kept her entertained between tests and altogether made the day bearable. Navajos had a very distinctive dry sense of humor that meshed well with her own sense of irony and sarcasm. He rarely met her gaze, however, something that was in keeping with the Navajo culture. They believed that direct eye contact was rude, and would avert their eyes in respect for the person they were speaking to. His ability to remember the smallest detail also reminded her of Akihiro, and for a moment during the day, she even thought that he might be Akihiro in disguise, but carefully worded questions got her nowhere. If he was her fox, he was keeping himself very tightly under wraps.

Unfortunately, they met Signor Neramorte on their way to a meeting with some senior level NSA officials. The tall, black-haired, Italian man was coming down the hall towards them, and she felt Private Begay move slightly closer to her as if to offer his protection. But Mr. Black Death spared them little more than a contemptuous glance and disappeared around a corner. She heard Norman sigh with relief before he guided her the rest of the way to the meeting room.

The two men she met with were unremarkable in that they were typical GMen with very set views on security and national defense. They introduced themselves as Smith and Jones, although she was certain that those were not their real names. She had thought that all of the threats had been delivered, but it seemed that there were more, and the NSA would have its say. The most frustrating part about the whole thing was that she understood the dangers. Really, she did. They didn’t have to tell her that revealing her knowledge was a bad thing. She already knew that. She watched TV. She’d seen science-fiction movies about time travel. She’d read books. She knew about paradoxes and changing the future by changing the past. No one needed to drill those facts into her head, and they certainly didn’t need to do it while threatening her with lifetime incarceration. Finally, she lost her temper and slammed her fists down on the table as she stood and started to pace.

“I get it already! You don’t have to tell me again. No, I’m not going to tell anyone anything about my getting flung five centuries into the past. Who would believe me, anyway?

“And what would you expect me to do about it? It’s not like I know how to make a Quantum Gate! And yes! Yes, I thought about changing the future! Yes, I did. I thought it would be very nice if 3000 people didn’t die on September 11th, including my family! I thought it would be very nice not to have so many of our soldiers dead in the Middle East, and terrorists blowing themselves, and countless innocent people, up on a daily basis. What sane person wouldn’t think about it?” she snarled, baring her teeth the way Akihiro did when he was angry.

“Just so long as you realize that thinking about it is as far as it can ever go, Ms. Tindall,” one of the men pointed out reasonably. He might have been Smith… or Jones. She couldn’t remember which was which.

She rounded on him and sneered. “Of course, and, as a good friend once told me, all of it’s already happened so obviously nothing changed.”

“A wise friend,” the other said, scribbling something down on his legal pad.

“Now if we’re quite finished, can I go now? I have a 1630 hours appointment with a shrink that I’d like to get over with. I do want to go home sometime soon. I have a grandmother and a fiancé who I haven’t seen in six months.”

“We understand your desire to return home, Ms. Tindall. It is our goal to release you before Thanksgiving.”

She stopped in mid-tirade, unsure of what she had just heard, and paused a moment to process. Thanksgiving… that was November 22. That coming Thursday. If she had heard them right, then…

“I’ll be home for Thanksgiving?” she repeated in a small, hopeful voice.

“If all goes well, Ms. Tindall, yes,” the first one replied, looking at some papers in his attaché.

She took a moment to swallow her joy and put on a neutral face. Drawing herself up and assuming a haughty air, she gave them a bland look.

“Are we finished here, then?”

Both men closed their attachés like two synchronized swimmers during an Olympic performance.

“Yes, Ms. Tindall, we’re done for now. If we have more questions, we’ll call you in again,” Smith or Jones said.

She nodded tersely, reached for the doorknob and made a quick exit. Private Begay was standing outside the door right where she had left him.

“Ready to go, Ms. Tindall?” he asked. He always used the formal moniker.

“And how,” she huffed, blowing a stray tendril of hair out of her face.

“You have a 1630 hours appointment with Dr. McGrevey. It’s 1610 now.

Would you like to head over?”

“Only if we can stop at a candy machine along the way. I need chocolate before I rip someone’s head off.”

Private Begay chuckled. “I think I know where we can find a vending area.”

“Lead the way, Soldier.”

He smiled and they began to walk down the hall.

“They want to release me by Thanksgiving,” she told him as he got her a bag of M&Ms.

“Really? That is wonderful news, Ms. Tindall. I had applied for leave to go home for Thanksgiving myself, but then they gave me this detail.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she apologized, genuinely sad. “But maybe if they let me go tomorrow or Wednesday, you can still fly out in time to make it home.”

“Or take an early flight on Thanksgiving Day itself,” he added.

“There you go. I hope it works out for both of us.”

“Me too,” he agreed, getting himself a soda. Then he swept an arm in front of him in a gallant gesture. “Shall we?”

She nodded, smiling. “Yes, let’s get this over with so we both can go home.”

********

Joanna turned on the lights and slumped to the bed with a groan. As she kicked off her shoes and began to peel off the layers of clothing she wore, she could feel the tension leaving her body.

Blessed silence. Or as much silence a world filled with humming electricity could offer. She was alone at last, and she did not have to worry about saying the wrong thing, stepping the wrong way, offending the wrong person…

She’d survived another day at Fort Bragg. Hopefully, tomorrow would be her last.

She dropped her clothes carelessly on the floor and staggered to the bathroom for a long, hot shower. There was no travel grime on her, but she still felt slimy and dirty from all the unsavory people she had met, and it felt good to wash it all away. Afterwards, she dried her hair and slipped into a nightgown to get ready for bed.

She thought about calling Elisi and Michael to give them an update, but she didn’t have anything new to tell them. She could call to say that they wanted to release her by Thanksgiving, but there were no guarantees that they would, so there was no sense in getting their hopes up. In the end, she just went to bed after watching some TV and prayed that they would let her go in the morning.

It was the unnatural silence that woke her some hours later; the absence of all ambient sound that she had become accustomed to, and she woke quickly, but kept her eyes closed. There was something in the room with her, and its presence was keenly felt in the small space, then the overwhelming sense of Other rolled over her, as well as an unimaginable Fear that nearly paralyzed her in the bed.

With her eyes still closed, she used her other senses to pinpoint its location, although she knew that her choice of defenses was limited. Without the knives and bow, she had no real weapons, but she could use her Swiss Army knife and even her high-heeled shoes. She could easily poke out someone’s eye with the heel of her shoe. If she remembered correctly, she’d dropped them right by the side of the bed. It wouldn’t be too hard to reach one…

A deep, throaty chuckle interrupted her frantic thoughts.

“Go ahead. It might be amusing,” came an Italian accented voice.

‘Neramorte!’ she thought, recognizing the soft tenor immediately.

“Yes, it is I, and you would do well to learn how to shield your thoughts when in the presence of strangers. You never know who is a telepath and who is not,” he warned with a hint of reprimand.

She opened her eyes and sat up, searching for him in the darkness. She reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, flooding the room with sickly, yellowish light, and she found him sitting in a chair on the far side of the room, one leg casually crossed over the other. The Fear was almost overwhelming, but she fought it and turned to face him. She heard him chuckle again.

“And even now you fight the Fear. They have no idea what they are dealing with, do they?” he commented with bemusement.

“What do you want?” she demanded. It was easier to be angry than curious. Anger helped her fight the Fear.

She saw him fold his hands so the fingertips touched and place them under his chin pensively.

“I have a decision to make, and I am uncertain which option I will choose.”

“Why come here and harass me about it?” she retorted.

“Because it involves you, bella. I know what I have been instructed to do, but I’ve never been good at following orders, especially ones given by mortals.”

“So you admit that you aren’t mortal,” she countered.

He snickered, but it was a derisive sound not a humorous one. “Of course not. Do you have any doubts?”

She shook her head. The Fear was fading, and she thought she could see his smile widening in the darkness. “No, not really.”

“Good.”

He stood and approached her. The Fear came back, but she swallowed it and remained seated on the bed as he came close.

“So… you work with Homeland Security?” she tried, searching for something to get him talking.

He gave her another bemused smile. “Better to say that they work with me.”

“Really?” she pressed, raising her chin a little in defiance.

He laughed again, low and guttural. “Yes.”

“What are you?”

“I am what I am. You, on the other hand, are much more than what you seem. They are afraid of you, you know, and with good reason. You’ve stopped taking the mind-altering drugs. You aren’t intimidated by them. And you certainly aren’t under their control. All of these things have them very nervous.” He circled around to her other side and leaned close enough for her to feel the heat of his breath.

“Are they?” she questioned, forcing herself not to shiver. His presence was both repulsive and powerfully alluring.

“Oh yes. So much so that they wish for me to wipe your mind clean.” She gasped. “Wipe my mind?”

He pulled back, seemingly satisfied by her fear. “Yes.” She spared a glance, her eyes wide. If he decided to do it, she knew she had no way of stopping him.

“No, you wouldn’t,” he confirmed in a harsh whisper.

“But you’re having second thoughts about doing it,” she stated, following him with her eyes as he walked back to the chair he had been sitting in, and watching him as he folded himself back into it.

“As I said, I am not very good at following orders.”

“Why tell me any of this?”

He shrugged. “Curiosity. If I end up wiping your mind, then you won’t remember that we ever had this conversation. On the other hand, if I don’t, then you will remember that I spared you.”

“And it pleases you to know that I will owe you,” she prompted.

He snorted. “It pleases me that another will owe me. I am not concerned with any boon you may beholden to offer me in the future.”

“Another will owe you? Akihiro? Will Akihiro owe you?” she asked suddenly, her voice rising with her excitement.

“No,” he replied blandly.

“But you know him?” she pressed.

“I have never met him.”

“Oh,” she said, crestfallen.

Signor Neramorte stood again and walked over to the bedside table. Reaching down, he picked up the cloth charm Private Begay had made for her to ward off evil, Mr. Black Death in particular. He raised it to his nose and sniffed, snorting out the scent with a violent growl.

“How quaint,” he commented, dropping the bundle to the table. “And to think he actually believed this toy would keep me away. Pathetic. I should teach him a lesson in wards.”

“Please don’t,” she blurted, “I’m sure whatever he did, he did out of ignorance and fear. He was afraid for me. He shouldn’t be punished for that.” He gave her a sardonic smile that was just a hint cruel, and chuckled. “Perhaps. Perhaps his fear is enough. It smells so delicious.”

“You enjoy frightening people,” she stated harshly.

“The scent of terror can be intoxicating,” he admitted.

“But you have to know that I’m not terrified of you.” He circled around her again and leaned close, his lips just inches away from her ear. “No, you’re not, and that may be the most attractive thing about you.”

His voice was low and sexy, and her body responded even as her mind shrank away in horror.

“You know Akihiro will kill you if you touch me,” she warned.

Signor Neramorte laughed a full throated laugh. “Truly?”

“You know he will.”

“As I have said, I have never met him,” he reminded, but he did take a step back. “I do, however, see him quite clearly in your mind. A half-kitsune, yes?

A peon compared to my greatness. And so young…”

“Not anymore. He’ll be over five hundred now.”

Another throaty laugh and his amusement made her cheeks burn. “Five hundred? Tell me, is he out if diapers yet?”

“If you can see him in my mind, then you know he’s not to be trifled with,” she countered through gritted teeth.

He looked at her, his dark eyes still laughing, and pulled back his upper lip just a little bit to show his overlong canines. “No, my dear. I am the one not to be trifled with. You are a human, a mere mortal female. I am endless. I will be here long after your puny sun has collapsed upon itself and taken your insignificant world with it.”

“Whoa, ego much?” she snapped, unimpressed.

He laughed, clearly enjoying their verbal tête-à-tête. “I am sorry if my acknowledgement of my superiority over you seems arrogant.” She crossed her legs and arms. “Oh no, not at all. Honest. I look forward to your telling me how you really feel.”

He smiled, and for a moment she thought his eyes softened just a little bit.

“Ah, it’s a pity you are mortal. Such a fiery spirit is rare in your species. I could spar with you all night, had I the time.”

He came forward and lifted her chin with the tips of his right-hand fingers, raising her eyes to look directly into his.

“I’ve made my decision.”

“You have?”

“Yes. It’s a shame you won’t remember it.”

Fear spiked through her, and she tried to pull away, only to find herself paralyzed by his eyes.

“Hush. I’ve decided not to wipe your mind. In the end, our memories are all we have, no?” he said gently.

‘Our memories are all we have? Oh no… No…’

“This won’t hurt. You will go to sleep and, when you wake, you will have had a very pleasant dream…”

“Joanna-sama, it’s time to wake up. Joanna-sama…”

“Akihiro?” she slurred, opening her bleary eyes.

Sunlight speared her in the face as Private Begay pulled aside the curtain and opened the blinds.

“Who, Ms. Tindall?”

She sat up and looked around, momentarily disoriented. She’d been having a nice dream. Akihiro had been there and it had been a sunny day on the beach.

She could still hear the cries of the gulls hunting in the surf…

“Norman? What are you…? What time is it?” she asked, disoriented.

“It’s 0736 hours, Ms. Tindall.”

She looked at the digital clock on the bedside table. “It is?”

“Yes, Ms. Tindall. I’ve been trying to wake you, but I think you must have taken a sleeping pill last night because you weren’t answering my calls.”

Her eyes fell on the bottle of sleeping pills next to the clock, and she creased her brow. She didn’t remember taking one last night…

“Are you all right, Ms. Tindall?”

‘Am I? For a moment I could have sworn I heard Akihiro calling me, telling me it was time to wake up…’ “I… I think so. Just waking up, I guess.”

“If you hurry, they are still serving breakfast until 0800 hours.”

“That’s in…”

“Twenty-four minutes,” the young Navajo answered helpfully.

She glared at him and he had the good sense to look chagrined. “Go back out to the hall and give me five minutes. I’ll throw on some clothes, check my blood sugar, brush my teeth, and I’ll be ready.”

“Of course, Ms. Tindall. Should I time you?”

“Out!”

She was ready in four minutes, twenty-eight seconds. A personal best on her part. Private Begay timed her and flashed her a beaming grin when she skidded out into the hall still buttoning up her oxford shirt.

“I’m impressed. Are you sure you haven’t had any military training?”

“No, just a college kid whose first class started at 8am.” He laughed. “I understand.”

They made it down to the communal dining room just in time to grab plates and get the remnants of food from the breakfast buffet. The cook gave them a dour look as they snatched up the last of the scrambled eggs and sausage, but didn’t comment. She avoided baked goods and fruit, much to Norman’s delight because it meant he got the last cheese Danish. They sat together at one of the long tables and ate heartily until the young Navajo dropped a bomb into her lap.

“What did you say?” she blurted, wiping her mouth because she had started to choke on her tea.

Norman shoved another piece of Danish into his mouth and washed it down with coffee.

“I said: they’re releasing you today. Colonel Pyle told his secretary to make all of the arrangements. I’m on the 0500 hours flight to Albuquerque tomorrow.”

“You are? They are?” she sputtered. “Are you sure?” He took another swig from his coffee mug. “Mm-hmm. I’m supposed to bring you to Colonel Pyle’s office when we’re done eating.” She lunged across the table and grabbed his tray. He had finished his eggs and sausage, and had only a bite or two of Danish left.

“Hey! What are you doing?” he complained.

“You’re done. Let’s go,” she said, stacking the trays and plates.

“But… my Danish…”

She was already moving, emptying the trays into the trash bins and sliding them onto the conveyor belt that would whisk them to the dishwashers.

“They’re bad for you anyway. Besides, you can have your grandmomma’s frybread tomorrow.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he bemoaned, dumping out what was left of his coffee and tossing the empty mug on the conveyor belt.

He took her up the elevator and down the hall to Colonel Pyle’s office. She knew he wasn’t angry with her for tossing his Danish, and she promised to get him another one from the commissary. He laughed and told her that wasn’t necessary. And she was right, his grandmother’s frybread was waiting back home.

“Does your family celebrate Thanksgiving in a traditional way?” she asked diplomatically as they walked. It was a loaded question for most Natives.

He gave her a knowing smile. “Do you mean do we celebrate the landing of Whites on our soil, and thus the beginning of the end of our Peoples?”

“Yeah, that.”

He shrugged. “It’s a chance to eat and be with family. We dance. We sing.

We pray. We don’t celebrate the coming of the Whites. We celebrate the survival of the Dineh. They did their best to kill us, but we’re still here.”

“That’s a really good way of looking at it. I know quite a few Natives who refuse to acknowledge the holiday,” she admitted.

He nodded. “I know. So many of them are so angry. It’s not as if they don’t have a right to be. The Anglos brought disease and war; they stole our land and murdered our women and children. To this day, there is always some Belagana telling us we can live better or make more money if we do this or that with our land,” he said, using the Dineh word for White Man. “It’s sad. 350 years and they still haven’t learned a thing.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m half White. I was raised White. I didn’t even know I had a living grandmother who was full-blood Cherokee until I was seven. My mom was almost ashamed of her Native blood. I never understood why. And then it was too late to ask.”

She fell silent and Private Begay did not comment, in keeping with the Dineh way of not filling awkward pauses with chatter. “White people talk too much,” was a common complaint among Natives.

“So will you have turkey with stuffing and cranberry sauce?” she asked him, changing the subject.

“Oh, I’m sure someone will smoke a turkey, but there’ll be lamb and tama-les too. And cornbread and beans,” he answered jovially.

“Lamb? I love lamb, but it’s so greasy that I can’t eat too much of it.”

“My auntie raises these Spanish sheep called Churros. No fat layer at all.

The meat is real sweet and light.” He made a motion of licking his fingers. “So good. You should come to visit. Bring your fiancé and we’ll have a party.” She laughed. “That sounds like fun.”

They arrived at the closed door of Colonel Pyle’s office. She raised her hand to knock, but Norman stopped her by touching her arm lightly.

“About your family…” he began softly, seriously. “We Sing for our dead on Thanksgiving. If you gave me their names, I could add them to our prayers, if you would like.”

Knowing what she knew of Navajo culture and traditions, his offer deeply touched her, and she felt warm and humbled. “Thank you, Private Begay. I would be honored.”

He nodded and dropped his hand. She smiled and knocked on the door.

“Enter,” came Colonel Pyle’s voice, and she gave Norman a thumbs-up.

“I promise not to mess this up,” she assured him in a stage whisper as she opened the door and stepped in.

“Ah, Ms. Tindall. I trust you had a good night’s rest,” Colonel Pyle greeted from behind his desk.

There was another man in the room, seated in one of the two high-backed leather chairs facing the large, wooden desk, and she knew immediately who it was without him even having to turn around.

‘Neramorte…’

There was something about seeing him again that tripped a warning bell in her mind. There was a familiarity there that worried her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.

“Yes. I slept very well, Sir, and breakfast was good too.”

“Excellent. Please have a seat,” the colonel replied, motioning for her to sit in the chair next to Signor Neramorte as he continued to write something down on a steno pad. She sat down nervously, casting a glance at the black-haired man. His dark eyes flicked her way, and he gave her a sardonic smile.

‘He knows something I don’t…’ An image flashed in her mind of him sitting on the far side of her room, but it disappeared as abruptly as it had come, and she thought she saw the overconfident look on his face falter for a moment.

“Signor Neramorte was just submitting his report,” Colonel Pyle told her, forcing her to refocus her attention elsewhere.

“Report, Sir?”

“Yes. He is a bit of a behavioral analyst. He recommends we release you.” She blinked. Mr. Black Death, Mr. Stone-Cold-Stare, Skin-You-Alive-With-A-Look Black Death was the one responsible for getting her out of there?

“He is? I mean, he does?” she blurted.

“As I state in my report, Ms. Tindall is low risk. She has a great deal to lose by revealing what she knows, and she has strong family ties that will make it easy for her to apprehend,” Signor Neramorte explained.

‘Ha! Tell that to the descendants of Cherokees who fled and hid in the mountains when the soldiers came! If Tsali hadn’t turned himself in to be executed, they’d still be up there, kicking your sorry asses every time you tried to catch them!’ she fumed. ‘Easy to apprehend, my foot!’

She said nothing, however, no matter how much his words insulted her.

She had promised Private Begay that she would not mess up his chance to go home for the holiday, and she desperately wanted out of there herself.

“And I am sure she knows that any breach of confidentiality will result in her being back here under much less pleasant circumstances,” Colonel Pyle added with a thinly veiled threat.

“Yes, Sir,” she agreed.

“It’s good that we understand each other.”

He pulled a set of papers from a folder on his desk and signed them. He kept one, gave a second to Signor Neramorte, and handed the last one to her.

“Give this to Private Begay. They’re your release orders. He will know what to do with them. It just so happens that I have a transport headed for Fort Campbell at 0930 hours. Be on it and they can drop you off in Asheville on their way through.”

She took the document printed on official letterhead and held it close.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Of course, if any anomalies come up on your tests, we’ll bring you back in for more diagnostics, and please forward all bills you may receive regarding your treatment and recovery from the effects of your trip to my office. I will see that they are taken care of. You shouldn’t get any, however. All the appropriate documents were included with your medical records, but this is the Army, you know, and bureaucratic mistakes do happen,” he said with an apologetic smile.

“Yes, Sir. I understand, Sir.”

“Do you have any questions, Ms. Tindall?”

She gulped and nodded. “Yes, Sir. When I was inspecting my luggage, I noticed some items were missing.”

“Missing?”

“Yes. A bow, two throwing daggers, and my hunting knife.” Colonel Pyle sifted through some papers on his desk. “Ah yes. The bow and daggers are period weapons taken from the era where they were forged, and as such you are not allowed to keep them. The hunting knife, however, is from this time period, yes?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“I’ll see to it that it is returned before you leave. Is there anything else?”

“No.”

“Dismissed then.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Clutching the release papers to her chest, she rose to her feet and walked as quickly as dignity would allow out of the office. She couldn’t hide the huge grin on her face as she closed the door behind her and looked at Private Begay.

“I trust it went well, Ms. Tindall?” he said with a smile.

She nodded and handed him the papers. “I’m free. You’re free. I have an hour to get my ass on a transport headed for Fort Campbell.” She saw him read the papers and watched his smile widen into a grin that mirrored her own.

“I think we can manage that easily, Ms. Tindall.”

“Oh, I know we can. Let’s go,” she whispered excitedly, reaching for his elbow.

They made it back to her room in record time. Private Begay left her there to pack up her things while he went to fetch her hunting knife from wherever it was they were keeping it, and also to let the men driving the transport know that they should expect a civilian passenger. As soon as she was alone, she reached for the phone and dialed Michael’s cell phone number. Oddly, she got his voicemail again so she hung up and dialed Elisi’s number instead.

“Siyo,” her grandmother answered.

“Elisi. It’s Joanna. Is Michael there? I’m trying to reach his cell, but it goes straight to his voicemail.”

“Yes, Child. He’s helping me in the garden. I will call him in.” She heard her grandmother put the phone down, and a few moments later there was a crackling as someone fumbled with the phone.

“Joanna? Beloved?” Michael’s dear, sweet voice breathed hopefully.

She couldn’t help herself and tears started to fall down her face. “Siyo,” she managed. “I’ve been trying to call you.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I was an idiot. I dropped my phone on a site and a backhoe ran over it,” he explained hastily.

It was so completely and uniquely Michael that she burst out laughing.

“What?” he complained indignantly. “Hey, I’ll remind you that I never wanted the damn thing in the first place. But noooo, you, Miss California Girl, had to insist on dragging me into the 21st century. Well, now you will help me find a new one.”

“Well, I can do that today if you can pick me up in Asheville.” There was a moment of stunned silence, then, “Asheville?”

“Today.”

“Today?”

“In… about 6 hours.”

“Six hours?”

“I have to be on an Army transport going to Fort Campbell in an hour. I’m packing up now. It’ll take about 4 and a half hours to get to Asheville.” He didn’t answer right away, but she could hear tapping so she guessed he was looking up the route on the tablet PC he used for work.

“Better yet, why don’t you have them meet me on Rte. 276 just off I-40 Exit 20? It’s right on their route, and they won’t have to go into Asheville,” he suggested.

“You just looked that up on Google Maps, didn’t you?” she teased.

“Busted.”

“Oh ye who just complained that I dragged you into the 21st century.”

“Yeah, yeah. But this way I’ll just come up 19 and cut onto 276 in Dell-wood.”

“Where will we meet?”

“I’ll borrow Sam Berry’s cell and call you from it. We’ll coordinate from there.”

“Oh, I dunno if these Army types would like that kind of ambiguity.”

“Ok, ok. I’ll call Tom Ward. His son drives truck and goes up that way all the time. He’ll know what’s there,” he offered.

“All right, that’s probably better. My cell’s fully charged now.”

“Ok. Let me call him and I’ll get back to you.”

“Okay. I love you. I’ll talk to you soon.

“I love you too, Beloved, and I’ll see you very soon.” She smiled as she hung up the phone, and began repacking her clothes and toiletries. She tossed Private Begay’s warding charm in as well, not wanting to leave it behind since he had gone through all the trouble of making it for her.

Her eye caught a glimpse of the red photo album tucked into her bag, and she picked it up, cradling it close to as she allowed the reality to sink in.

She was finally, finally, going home.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Michael called back about thirty-five minutes later as Private Begay was escorting her where the Humvee was waiting. As it turned out, Tom Ward’s son, John, suggested the rendezvous point be off exit 24 on I-40 instead of exit 20 because there was a large truck stop off 24 near Waynesville. It meant a little more driving for Michael, but it was still better than going all the way to Asheville.

She handed the phone off to Sergeant Eister who would be driving the Humvee, and the two of them worked out the details. Sergeant Eister was more than happy to meet at the truck stop because it meant avoiding downtown Asheville in the middle of the Thanksgiving Holiday season. It was a nine-hour drive to Fort Campbell so anything that got them back on the road faster was appreciated. He cleared the change in rendezvous point with the higher-ups, and everything was settled.

Once all of her luggage was put in the back with the rest of the stuff going to Fort Campbell, she said goodbye to Private Begay. She wasn’t sorry to be leaving Fort Bragg, but his company had made her stay there more bearable.

She gave him the list of her family’s names and thanked him for his kindness.

He promised to add them to the Sing when he got back home, then she got into the rear seat of the Humvee behind the driver. It was a five hour drive to Waynesville so she knew she would have a lot of time to think about what she was going to do once she was home.

In addition to Sergeant Eister, there was another sergeant who was going along on the trip. He wasn’t too friendly and reminded her of the “escorts” she had been given in Hawaii, and she wondered if he wasn’t another “escort” in disguise. She wouldn’t put it past the army, or DHS, or even the NSA, to put her under surveillance, and she wouldn’t be surprised to discover that one of the people assigned to her had been a spy of some sort. Although she had to admit, if there had been anyone who would have been a decent enough spy, it was Private Begay. If he had been a plant, it would have been easy enough for him to determine if she was a security risk because he had cultivated an easy rapport with her from the beginning.

The prospect got her to thinking and the idea disturbed her. She hated to think that Norman had pretended to be friendly with her in order to gain her trust. She much preferred to believe her original assumption that he’d been assigned to her because he was Native American. But if he had been a spy, she was fairly certain that she hadn’t let anything sensitive slip, and that belief was supported by her being allowed to leave. If she hadn’t passed whatever tests they’d put out for her, surely she’d still be an “honored guest” at Fort Bragg.

Maybe the other sergeant, this Sergeant Billings, had other reasons for keeping his distance. During the long ride to Waynesville, she had plenty of time to think about the numerous possibilities. He could be uncomfortable around her because she was Cherokee, or female, or a civilian. He could be uncomfortable around her because he knew something she didn’t. Or he could be angry that their trip to Fort Campbell was being interrupted by the need to ferry her to Waynesville. Or, she supposed, there was the remote possibility that he was angry because he and Sergeant Eister were secret lovers, and her presence meant that they couldn’t have wild monkey sex in the Humvee.

Stranger things had happened.

“Is everything all right, Ms. Tindall?” Sergeant Eister asked her, snapping her out of her woolgathering. “You’re awfully quiet back there.” She took a deep breath, her awareness coming back to the present.

“Sorry. I was just thinking,” she apologized, raising her gaze high enough to see his reflection peering at her in the rear view mirror.

“I’ll bet you’re happy to be getting home by Thanksgiving.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Hmph. I thought your people didn’t celebrate Thanksgiving,” Sergeant Billings said, a note of contempt in his voice.

So he was distant because she was Indian. She relaxed immediately. Prejudice and hatred she could deal with; she’d dealt with it from both sides for years.

“That is true,” she replied. “And many of my people celebrate it as a Day of Mourning or call it Native American Holocaust Day, because it marks the day when an act of mercy led to the genocide of millions of Indians.”

“So it wasn’t all feasting and brotherhood, eh?” Sergeant Eister commented jokingly. It was obvious that he was trying to diffuse the rising tension in the vehicle.

“Oh it was,” she confirmed, her voice taking on a harder edge. It was unfortunate for them that this particular subject was a specialty of Michael’s, and he had taught her well.

“That first Thanksgiving did happen, more or less the way it’s reported, although the Wampanoag were the ones who brought most of the food. But the feast was never repeated, and the camaraderie between the two peoples didn’t last long. In fact, it wasn’t too long after that the Pilgrims were giving thanks to God for the Smallpox epidemic that had wiped out most of the Wampanoag by 1623. Although, since capturing and selling Indians into slavery was so profit-able for them, I would have thought they would have been unhappy to see so much potential capital waste away and die,” she continued, sarcasm dripping from her lips.

Sergeant Billings snorted. “The Pilgrims did not sell Indians into slavery!” She pursed her lips and bit back an ugly retort. Even after tremendous effort on the part of Native American advocates, falsehoods about the history between the pilgrims and the natives they encountered were still being taught in schools.

“Yes, they did. They were so successful that it spurred them to start raiding the Ivory Coast of Africa for black slaves. The American slave trade was born out of capturing and selling Indians-Indians whose tribes had saved the Pilgrims from starvation not a generation before,” she countered calmly.

“I don’t believe it. It sounds like liberal, politically correct bullshit to me,” Sergeant Billings spat.

“That’s enough Tom,” Sergeant Eister warned. “How about them Steelers?”

The man’s attempts to redirect the conversation to football made her angry.

She wanted to flay them with facts, make them see that the Pilgrims were a radical sect of Puritans who escaped religious persecution in England, only to inflict the same persecution on the people in the New World, but she held her tongue.

Michael was known for his Thanksgiving tirades, and he had no qualms about engaging someone in a battle of historical facts versus romantic revisionist history made up mostly to appease individuals who didn’t like their “pious” ancestors being portrayed as lying, thieving murderers.

Elisi, however, would preach silence. She would not enter a battle of words with anyone unless she had no choice, and even then her words would be few and weighted carefully. She could hear the old woman reminding her that this man’s hatred was his cross to bear, not hers, and she should not sully herself, or her peace of mind, by worrying about what he thought. He was a stranger, not a member of her tribe, and it was unlikely that she would ever see him again.

“Believe as you wish,” she said coolly. “It’s no concern of mine. And I have no idea how the Steelers are doing. I’ve been out of the country since May.”

“Looks like they’re gonna win another Superbowl,” he said proudly.

She smiled. Those who loved football, loved it passionately. “That’s great.”

“So if that’s how you feel, how come you celebrate it?” Billings snapped.

She didn’t want to tell him that Michael and Elisi had never celebrated Thanksgiving until she had come to live in North Carolina. That, in her grief and black depression, the maintaining of traditions that she had been brought up with had been important to her recovery, and that the only reason Michael and Elisi made any fuss about the day at all was purely for her benefit. Such admissions were too personal and too private for present company.

“We honor our dead and give thanks for the things we do have. We give thanks for family, and friends, and a good harvest. We give thanks that we are still here as a people, and thriving, when the Whites tried so hard to wipe us off the face of the earth,” she answered. “And you should give thanks for that as well. If it weren’t for the Navajo Codetalkers of World War II, we might all be speaking Japanese.”

Sergeant Billings started to say something, but Sergeant Eister cut him off.

“That’s enough Tom. You never did know when to shut your mouth.”

“Hmph,” grunted the man. “Yes, Sir.”

“Thank you,” Sergeant Eister said.

She remained silent afterwards, enjoying her verbal victory. There was nothing more to say anyway, and she reclined against the back seat. Outside the small window of the Humvee, the sandhills were giving way to the Piedmont, and she began to feel a nervous anticipation.

The not-so-civil disagreement about Thanksgiving had distracted her from thinking about what was really happening, but now she had no excuse. She was going home. Michael was meeting her in Waynesville, and Elisi was waiting for her at the house. Soon she would be returning to the life she had left, but she had no idea if it would be the life she continued to lead.

Now that she was leaving military jurisdiction, Akihiro should be able to reach her, but so far there had been no sign of him, and she wondered when he would reveal himself. Did he have ways of knowing when she would be leaving Fort Bragg? Would he be at the truck stop and intercept her? She didn’t like that idea. She wanted to see Michael, and she desperately wanted to see her grandmother. She didn’t think she would be happy if he tried to keep her from going home at all.

Would he come to her grandmother’s house? Was he already there, waiting? Or would he hold off until after Thanksgiving? Would he come to the apartment she shared with Michael? Or to her school? Or to her doctor’s office?

Would he write a letter or appear in person? She didn’t know, but she looked for any sign of him in every car they passed and every face that looked at her.

Since the Humvee was one of the new hydrogen fuel cell vehicles, they didn’t have to stop for gas, and the atmosphere in the truck was chilly. She stayed quiet, letting the two soldiers chat about whatever they were chatting about. She kept her gaze on the window, watching the road and the world outside, mentally counting the exits as they passed. They were traveling up Rte-421, heading north to where they would join I-40/I-85 just outside of Greensboro. From there they’d head almost due west until they reached Waynesville.

She’d been to Greensboro a couple of times, but she had no real fondness for big cities, and even less for the urban sprawl and “Generica” that surrounded them.

She spent most of the trip in silent contemplation, letting her mind wander and imagine any number of scenarios regarding Akihiro’s appearance. She felt an odd mixture of both breathless anticipation and dread. She did want to see him, she was almost desperate to see him sometimes, but she also feared seeing him because she knew it would mark the end of the life she had known for eleven years. It would mean having to honor her promise, and she knew that Michael would be horribly hurt in the choosing. It was unavoidable and the knowledge pained her deeply.

There was always a chance, she knew, that Akihiro had not survived. The thought of him being dead made her shiver, and she had a dim memory of hearing something that had suggested that he might not have made it through the centuries. There was a coldness associated with the memory, and a flash of someone sitting in shadows while he spoke to her in a condescending manner.

She shook it away, forcing down the irrational fear that came with the images.

If he was dead…

If Akihiro was dead, then she had lost yet another person who had become vital to her happiness, and she would have to grieve him as she had grieved her family. She only hoped that he had left her a message of some kind so that she would know for certain that he was dead, and she did not spend years wondering if he was out there unable to reach her for some reason, or worse, hurting or suffering somewhere, alone and abandoned. Of all the scenarios that ran through her mind, that one frightened her most of all.

So far she had taken comfort in knowing his silence was because it was not safe for him to contact her. But if she didn’t hear from him within the next week, she would begin to worry and wonder, and she didn’t know how she would explain herself to Michael and Elisi. It would mean having to reveal everything, and she had been expressly forbidden from saying anything to anyone about the time travel portion of her trip. For now, she knew that Michael and her grandmother had been told some sort of cover story wherein she had been sent to an outlying archipelago by mistake, and they had no knowledge of the true scope and breadth of what had really happened. She was sure that they suspected that they were being lied to (very few Indians trusted the government to tell them the truth), but she had no idea what they actually believed. If she were to tell them about Akihiro, then they would learn that she had been sent back in time, and they might all be in great danger.

While she was certain that her grandmother and fiancé could be completely trusted with the information, she had no way of knowing if any of the government agencies involved had bugged her things or had some other way of knowing if she talked, and, frankly, she wasn’t interested in finding out. Especially if Akihiro was dead. If he was alive, then she could trust him to protect and hide her (and her family if necessary. Although that might be highly entertaining if both men in her life had to live in close quarters). But if he was dead, then she would have no such recourse and hiding from the government was still an extremely difficult thing to do. No, she didn’t know what she was going to do about the situation. She only hoped that Akihiro would be alive to help her sort through the pieces.

When they passed Hickory, she began to pay more attention. They had been on the road for about three hours, and she knew they were getting close.

Very soon they would be entering the Blue Ridge Mountains, and, sure enough, they passed into McDowell County just twenty miles east of Marion 40 minutes later.

As the land began to rise, the rolling fields being replaced by the thick green of the mountain forests, she began to choke up. Seeing the trees, knowing that very soon she would be back with her grandmother and her tribe, was enough to bring tears to her eyes, and she sat closer to the window. Another forty minutes later, they passed the exit for Asheville, and she knew they were only thirty or so miles away. By now they were thick into the Blue Ridge Mountains and the view out the Humvee window was breathtaking. She let out a strangled sob.

“Are you all right, Ms. Tindall,” Sergeant Eister asked her.

She smiled. “Yes. I’m just so glad to be going home.”

“I hear that,” the solider agreed.

Home. In less than twenty miles they would be exiting off I-40 and turning into the truck stop in Waynesville. She began counting down the miles, searching for each marker and taking note of it, until she was counting down from ten.

Exit 24 announced itself at the two-mile marker, and she gripped the edge of the seat. The exit was actually listed as Lake Junaluska, but that was just above Waynesville. The Humvee exited the interstate, and she could see the truck stop up ahead.

Was Michael already there? Knowing him, he’d left home shortly after they’d hung up the phone and had probably been there for hours. She craned her neck to look for his pickup as they turned into the truck stop. Michael drove an old 2007 Ford-150 XLT with the SuperCrew 4-door cab, and she spotted it a few moments later, parked near the one side.

“Do you see him?” Sergeant Eister asked.

“Yes,” she answered. “His truck is over there. The blue Ford.” The soldier nodded and turned the Humvee towards the vehicle. At the same time, the truck’s door opened and Michael stepped out. She thought her heart would stop beating. He looked exactly the same as she remembered him, although maybe a little thinner and a little more careworn, but that was to be expected. He was dressed for the cool November day in a long sleeved shirt and jeans, but he wore no coat or scarf to ward against the autumn chill, and his hair was loose and blowing free.

The Humvee pulled into a spot two spaces down from where Michael’s truck was parked and came to a stop. Her hand trembled as she fumbled with the door lever to open it. Her mouth was suddenly dry and her legs barely held her weight as she stepped out. At first she just chalked it up to being seated for five hours, but when she had to lock her knees so she wouldn’t collapse, she knew that wasn’t all.

She used the side of the Humvee to get her balance as she took several deep breaths and tried to calm herself down. Sergeant Eister was opening the back of the Humvee and taking out her things, but she wasn’t able to help him.

Then a hand, deeply tanned and long fingered, gently took hold of her elbow.

She looked up and Michael was right there next to her, his body shielding her weakness from the two soldiers, his strength offered to her without question or recrimination.

“Michael…” she breathed. She had no words to express her joy.

She wanted to throw her arms around him and clutch him close to her body, but she would not, not in front of strangers. There would be time for that later, when they were home and among family. For now all she allowed herself was a deep sigh and a moment where she leaned against the solid weight of his body.

He bent his head down to touch her forehead with his own, and she heard him breathing sharply through his nose: a clear sign that he was holding back some strong emotion. He was shivering with fine tremors that she was certain no one but she was even aware of, and she pressed herself just a little closer.

“We should get your things in the truck,” he said, his voice rough and low.

She nodded and pulled herself together, taking a small step away, and nervously smoothing back her hair with her hands. Their eyes met, his asking the silent question if she was all right to stand on her own, and hers answering in the affirmative. He turned away from her and walked to where Sergeant Eister had placed her backpack and luggage on the ground behind the Humvee.

“Careful. That’s heavy. Someone stuffed a cast iron frying pan into it,” she warned, attempting to tease as he went for the frame and pack.

He flashed her a brilliant grin that said he wasn’t at all sorry, and deftly picked up the heavy pack with one hand. He slipped the pack straps over his shoulder and reached down to grab her rolling suitcase.

“I’ll get Iris and what’s left of my laptop,” she told him, moving to get the guitar and the laptop case.

“What’s left of it?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

“It’s completely smashed. I’ll have to see if we can get the data off it.” Michael nodded and carried her things to his truck. She turned to the two soldiers and shook Sergeant Eister’s hand. “Thank you for all of your help.”

“It was no trouble, Ma’am. I’m glad we were able to help you get home,” he replied, taking her hand in a firm grip.

“Safe travels to Fort Campbell.”

“Thank you, Ms. Tindall. Safe travels yourself.”

Michael returned to her side and nodded to the soldiers. “Thank you for bringing my fiancée back to me,” he said, shaking both soldiers’ hands. “I am in your debt.”

“It was no trouble. You take good care of her,” Sergeant Eister said with a smile.

Michael smiled back. “I intend to.”

“We should be going,” Sergeant Billings commented.

“Yes, we have a schedule to keep,” Sergeant Eister agreed.

“Thank you again,” Michael repeated.

“Yes,” she added, “Thank you.”

The soldiers nodded and got back in the Humvee. Michael put a hand on her shoulder, saluted as they pulled away, and they watched until the vehicle left the travel center parking lot.

“How’s your blood sugar?” he asked her suddenly.

“It’s fine. It was 110 this morning.”

“Have you eaten anything since breakfast?”

“No,” she admitted. Michael had always been hyperaware of her diabetes, sometimes even more than she was.

“It’s only been six hours,” she defended when she heard him sigh.

He took her by the arm. “C’mon, there’s a sandwich place in the truck stop. Elisi’s making cornbread and venison stew, but we’ll get you something to tide you over in the meantime.”

The mention of cornbread and stew was enough to make her mouth water.

“No, really, I can wait…”

He turned his head and gave her “The Look,” the one that said there was no arguing and no convincing him otherwise. She hadn’t seen it in six months, but she knew it well enough to give in. She let him lead her into the truck stop where he ordered a turkey and Swiss sub on whole wheat bread for them to split. Because she didn’t want to ruin her appetite for Elisi’s food, she just took a few bites and let Michael have most of it. He’d always been able to eat his weight at dinner, and then be able to eat again an hour later. Some days she envied him.

It was so surreal, sitting there, looking at him from across a battered For-mica table that had seen better days. Watching him as if they had never spent six months apart, as if she weren’t about to leave him when Akihiro came for her. She could only imagine what was going through his mind. Did he notice that she wasn’t wearing his ring on her left ring finger? Knowing what she knew, did she even have the right to wear it at all, or should she give it back to him now?

She decided against it. While she knew that he’d never leave her stranded at a truck stop miles away from home, she had no desire to spend the next forty minutes sitting next to a man whom she had just crushed beneath the heel of her uncaring shoe. Besides, until Akihiro made an appearance she wasn’t saying anything. If Michael asked why the ring wasn’t on her left hand, she would tell him that she had switched fingers because she had lost too much weight, and the ring became too big for her left ring finger. It was true. Her left hand had always been smaller than her right. The half-truth would be good enough and he would be none the wiser.

‘Until I tell him the whole truth and destroy his world,’ she thought grimly.

“Are you all right?” Michael asked.

For a moment she was furious. Everyone was asking her if she was all right. She’d been tossed five hundred years back in time to Feudal Japan, it took them five months to find her, she almost died, the federal government and the military were threatening to imprison her if she talked, her kidneys were damaged, she had numbness in her hands and feet, and she was going blind.

What on earth made anyone think she was all right?

But Michael had no way of knowing any of that. He only knew what he saw, and she knew what he saw: the woman he loved, too thin, too pale, too worn for his liking. She had no doubt that her sunken eyes and blank expression deeply concerned him, and she could not take her irrational anger out on him.

There had been a time when she had railed at him, and he had taken everything she could possibly throw at him, but all that had ended the night she had slammed him in the face with a book and torn open the corner of his upper lip.

He still bore the crescent-shaped scar. She swore that night, sitting in the hospital waiting room while a surgeon stitched him up, that she would never take her anger out on him again, ever.

“I’m fine,” she replied as she forced down her rage. “Just tired.” He nodded and took a sip of his soda. “Elisi told me that’s what the doctor said to expect. He told her you’d had NKHS, and you’d be tired for a while.” She nodded. “Yeah. I get worn out easily. It’s better than it was, but…”

“But I think, for now, it’s better if we stay with Elisi rather than go back to Cullowhee. That way you won’t be alone when I have to go to work, and I don’t mind the commute. It’s slow this time of year anyway.” She had been thinking something along the same lines, but not for the same reasons. The truth was, she just wasn’t comfortable returning to the apartment she shared with Michael when she knew she would probably be leaving him. It didn’t seem fair to him or right for her.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “That sounds good.”

He smiled and part of her died inside. She loved him, she did, and seeing him only made her remember how much. But she loved Akihiro too, and there seemed no way she could avoid choosing between them.

“We should go. Elisi is waiting for us,” he said, finishing his drink.

“Yeah, we should.”

They picked up the crumpled wrapper and the paper cup and tossed them in the garbage bin as they headed out. Michael took Iris and her laptop from her and put them on the backseat of his truck with her backpack and rolling suitcase, then they both got into the vehicle. Soon they were turning onto Route 209, headed down to Rte 19 that would take them to the Qualla Boundary and home.

“I need to get gas,” he said after a few minutes of quiet. His truck was an FFV, which meant it could run on E-85 ethanol.

“Didn’t the truck stop have E-85?”

He looked chagrined. “I forgot,” he admitted sheepishly.

She laughed and shook her head. “You never change,” she teased. “Is there an E-85 station between here and home?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I passed one on 19.”

“Okay then, we’ll stop there.”

“Okay.”

They were lucky and a gas station on Rte 19 had E-85 so they stopped to fill up. Michael bought a soda and got her a bottle of spring water that tasted eerily like the tap water at her grandmother’s house.

“What’s wrong?” he asked when he saw her face.

“I think you just paid $1.85 for Elisi’s tap water.” He shrugged. “Could be worse. I could have paid $1.85 for city water.”

“True.”

He got back in and they set off again, turning onto Rte 19 and heading west. A half hour later, they were on the outskirts of the Qualla Boundary, and she was beginning to feel as if the cab of the truck was collapsing in on her.

She had been feeling steadily more and more anxious and nervous the closer they got to her grandmother’s house, and now she felt sick. She knew she had to get out of the truck as soon as possible or she would throw up.

“Michael…” she began, swallowing and tasting bile.

“Yeah?”

“Take me into the forest, please?”

“Huh?”

“Please. I need… I need to get out of this truck. I… it’s too much. Take me, please?”

“Okay, Jo-Jo. Whatever you need,” he replied, using her old nickname.

He turned off Route 19 and headed down one of the numerous BIA roads that led deep into the forest only to come to a dead end. At the end of the road, he parked the truck and she got out, heading straight for the cover and safety of the towering trees. Before she knew it, she was running, although exactly where she was running to or what she was running from, she did not know. All she knew was that she had to get away from the insanity and stink of the modern world, and the best way to do that was to get lost in the trees.

She ran aimlessly, and when she finally stopped, she had no idea where she was or how far she had run. The forest was unbroken all around her, and the trees towered over her head. It was just like it had been in Japan, in the ancient forest with the equally ancient Sugis, and, as if to remind her even more of what she had been through, she looked around to see that she was in a copse of hemlocks surrounding one fully mature Eastern Red Cedar tree about forty feet tall. Not nearly as tall or as old as the king tree from her beloved sacred grove, it was nonetheless the most impressive tree in the copse, and she staggered over to it.

‘Tree-brother,’ she said as she sunk to her knees amid its roots and rested her forehead against its fragrant bark.

:Tree-sister,: the cedar answered, it’s voice faint and sluggish. The trees of her time were not used to speaking to anyone except each other and the forest animals.

She curled against the trunk, letting its solid strength ground her and make the world stop spinning. The tree didn’t know why she was so upset, but it sent calming comfort into her, and soon she could feel the soothing calm from all the trees in the copse. Her heart stopped pounding and her breath evened out, but when she came down from the rush she began to cry softly, then more earnestly until she was clinging to the tree and sobbing.

Strong arms encircled her as a body as familiar to her as her own settled down next to her and pulled her into an embrace. She reached up and grabbed Michael around the neck as he drew her closer, and she clung to him as she cried. He wrapped himself around her, using his own body as a shield against the world as rough, calloused hands stroked her hair. She pressed her face to the pulse point of his neck and breathed in his scent. He smelled of soap and sweat, and she’d missed his smell, only now realizing how much.

He didn’t speak, he didn’t need to; he just held her until the storm passed and waited patiently for her to talk to him. When she calmed down, she lay quietly with her head resting in the crook of his shoulder. He had one arm around her, keeping her close but not confined, and his fingers fiddled with her hair.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Don’t be. I was wondering when it was all going to hit you,” he answered, his voice gentle.

“Was I so transparent?” she asked, a hint of humor in her voice.

“No. I just know you too well. It had to hit sometime. I’m glad it was now.”

“Me too, although I can’t guarantee it won’t happen again.” He shrugged. “So we do this again. It isn’t like we haven’t been through times like this before.”

He was referring to how unstable she had been when she had first moved to North Carolina, and such scenes like this one were commonplace.

“Yeah,” she admitted.

His hand stroked her forearm tenderly, his long fingers brushing up and down.

“Ready to go? Elisi’s waiting.”

She nodded and pulled away, smoothing back her hair as she stood up.

Michael rose to his feet as well. Then he took her hand and guided her back down the way they had come. A few minutes later they emerged at the road where Michael had left his truck, and they both got in.

“Home?” he asked her as he turned on the engine.

“Home,” she confirmed, smiling.

He smiled back and put the truck in gear, turning it around to head back to Route 19 and her grandmother’s house.




Chapter Thirty

“Old woman, isn’t that bird cooked yet?” Michael yelled good-naturedly through the kitchen doorway.

“Patience. Did your mother not teach you to appreciate a meal prepared for you?” Elisi replied, taking the stuffed acorn squash out of the oven.

“Patience? If I’d packed the damn thing in clay and stuck it under my water heater on the day I killed it, it would still be done by now!”

“Tish, then next year it will be you doing the cooking,” her grandmother retorted.

“And you’ll be the one out in the woods with the rifle and the snare, right?” Michael shot back with a grin.

Joanna sat at the kitchen table and laughed. Her grandmother and Michael had the same argument every year, and every year neither seemed to win. Michael glanced at her and winked.

“Joanna, Child, would you get the yams for me?”

“Of course, Elisi,” she answered, standing and going to the lower oven of her grandmother’s double wall oven.

She put on a pair of oven mitts and took the sweet honeyed and cinnamoned yams out. She loved the dish, but it was instant sugar shock. Thanksgiving always meant she used a week’s worth of insulin in a day, but this Thanksgiving was special so she wasn’t complaining. She put the yams down next to the squash on the small dining room table and covered them with a dishcloth. In addition to the wild turkey hen Michael had caught, the yams and the squash, there were beans, salad and cornbread with pumpkin pie for dessert. As always, there was enough food to feed an army, and any leftovers would go to needy members of the community.

Twenty minutes later Elisi announced that the turkey was done, and Michael took it out of the oven for her. Wild turkey hens usually only weighed about ten pounds, but they were much more flavorful than their larger, domesticated cousins.

“It’s about time,” Michael said, brandishing the knife and meat fork he would use to carve the bird.

“Tish. Young men,” Elisi snorted.

Michael chuckled and placed an open-mouthed kiss on the old woman’s cheek.

“You know I love you, right?” he said to her grandmother.

Her grandmother smiled and nodded. “I do.”

She had noticed that there was a new closeness between her grandmother and her fiancé. They’d always gotten along well, and Michael had always treated Elisi with respect and love, but now there was a new understanding between them, probably born of the shared grief that they had suffered when she had disappeared. Michael had told her that he’d been practically living in the small house so they would have each other while they waited for news.

As word of her homecoming spread, a number of friends and Elders came to welcome her back, and she was certain that more visitors would come later today. For now, however, she was glad that it was just the three of them. While she was very happy to see all of her friends and neighbors, she found that their visits tired her, and she grew weary after only a couple of hours. She knew that the fatigue was a side-effect of the NKHS, but having to stay alert and answer questions, especially when she was repeating herself or answering the same inquiries, was really wearing her down. Thankfully, Michael played interfer-ence and had no qualms about telling visitors that she was tired and needed to rest.

She was so glad to be home that she didn’t mind the fatigue or the numerous visitors. As soon as she was out of the Army’s custody, she’d relaxed immensely, and she was sleeping and eating better. While they were under her grandmother’s roof they did not share a room, but the first night back she and Michael had slept outside in the backyard in a set of conjoined sleeping bags. It was cold, but Michael had snuggled close to keep her warm, and she’d had the first night of uninterrupted, peaceful sleep since she’d gotten back.

Michael was being so gentle and careful with her, and not pushing for any deeper intimacies other than holding her. Not that there was much opportunity for anything else with her in the spare room and him on the couch, but she was grateful for his consideration and patience. She knew he had been faithful (much more faithful than she had been) so he had to be aching for more physical attention, but he was waiting and letting her set the pace of their renewed relationship. She had always known that he was a very special person, but his willingness to sacrifice his own needs for hers only drove the point home, and she was once again questioning her decisions.

Akihiro had still not made an appearance, and she was actually grateful for that. She wanted Thanksgiving with her family. She wanted time: time to be herself again, time to think, time to decide if leaving with him was what she really wanted. His continued silence and absence were welcome until she began to think it meant that he was dead. She decided not to worry too much about the fact that she hadn’t heard from him until after the holiday. She reasoned that he was probably giving her time with her family, and he would show up on Friday or Saturday. If he didn’t show by the end of the weekend, then she would start to worry.

“Tah-dah! We have… a bird,” Michael announced happily, breaking her out of her thoughts.

He proudly set the serving plate of steaming, carved turkey on the dining room table as she quickly set place settings for three.

“I’ll get the beans and salad,” she offered, heading back into the kitchen.

“Thank you, Child,” her grandmother said as they carried the rest of the food into the dining room.

The meal was ready in short order, and they sat around the table with her placed between Michael and her grandmother. Elisi reached out, and they all joined hands to pray and give thanks for the food and the company. She let her grandmother give the blessing in Tsalagi and kept her head down as she gripped both Michael’s and Elisi’s hands tightly.

“We have much to be thankful for this year,” Elisi said after the prayer was finished. She still spoke in Tsalagi because it was her language of choice. “My granddaughter has returned safely from her journey and our family is restored.

We have had a good harvest and there is plenty. The People have prospered and we rejoice in our good fortune.”

“I am thankful to be alive,” she said. “I am thankful to be back with my family and my people. I am grateful to the ones who were able to find me and rescue me. I am thankful for my health and my good fortune. I am thankful to be home.”

Elisi and Michael nodded, then Michael began to speak in Tsalagi, reciting the same speech he had delivered for the past eleven years. He had written it for his first Thanksgiving in North Carolina, the first one he had ever celebrated, and he did not want his new family to forget that the holiday was not embraced by all.

“We are still here. We honor the dead who have gone before us. Our people have suffered, but we have endured. Today of all days we honor the strength of the People. We honor their sacrifices.

“Over three hundred years ago, the Whites came. They took our land. They brought guns, alcohol and disease. They lied to us. They stole from us. They sold our brothers and sisters into slavery. They raped our women and slaughtered our children. They murdered our young men. They rejoiced in our misery and suffering.

“The government broke sacred treaties. Our own leaders betrayed us. We were rounded up like cattle and marched across the country. Thousands of us died. Millions of us have been killed. Of the 500 Nations that were here when the Whites came, many are gone or nearly gone, wiped out by war and disease.

We remember them in our prayers. We honor their deaths and mourn the senseless killing.

“But we are still here. We have lived and survived in conditions the Whites thought would kill us all. We are thriving. We have returned to our ancestral homes. We are rebuilding our communities. We are reviving our culture.

“We are the Principle People. We are Cherokee. And we are still here.” Both she and Elisi gave murmurs of agreement, although she couldn’t say that she agreed with everything he said. Thankfully, he wasn’t always the angry, young Indian. It was just that Thanksgiving was his day to dredge out all the anger and pain he held inside, and she let him vent.

She could point out that more and more Anglos were becoming more aware of the plight of the Native Peoples, but he already knew that. He knew that the Whites responsible for the Trail of Tears had been dead for centuries, and he knew that much of the prejudice that was still prevalent came from in-grown hatred and ignorance. He also knew that crimes had been committed on both sides, and neither was completely blameless.

All too soon, Elisi would calmly remind him that the past was not his burden to bear nor was it becoming of him to be so angry. Hate would beget hate, and anger would beget anger, and the only way to see it through was to love and forgive, but never forget.

In previous years, she would even more calmly remind him that he was marrying a woman who was half Anglo herself, but this year she kept silent because she knew that it probably wasn’t true any longer. The sadness threatened to take her again, and she shoved it away. Today was not a day for self-recrimination and regret.

“Let us eat,” Elisi announced, and they broke hands.

“Ahhhhh,” Michael sighed, eagerly reaching for the plate of meat, all of his earlier rage and vitriol forgotten.

She chuckled as the food was passed and the brewed iced tea was poured.

They ate happily, speaking a little between bites. The conversation was animated, and it was obvious that Michael was going out of his way to make her smile. All too soon the meal was over, and she and Elisi were washing dishes while Michael dried. Once they were finished, they retired to the living room where Joanna watched a pre-game show about the teams playing in the NFL that day. Michael sat next to her and put a loose arm around her shoulders.

“So I hear the Steelers are big contenders for another Super Bowl,” she commented.

Michael snorted. “They’re doing okay. I like the Patriots for it this year.”

“Again? I was hoping Seattle would win their second.”

“I don’t think they’re even in the running,” he commented, taking a sip from his iced tea glass.

She frowned and watched the pre-game line-up until she got bored, then she excused herself and went to sit outside on Elisi’s back stoop. Michael followed shortly thereafter.

“You don’t like to be inside,” he stated, sitting next to her.

She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “The walls are too close.” He sighed and leaned back on his elbows, his body a picture of physical ease, but she could see the slight tension in his cheek.

“You always were a little claustrophobic.”

“It’s worse now. They kept me in small rooms when I was in Yokosuka and Fort Bragg. I didn’t get out much and, when I did, I was usually confined in other ways. I’m just enjoying being able to breathe freely. Don’t worry. It’ll pass.”

He nodded and looked up at the sky. “The weather man was predicting snow. I think he’s right,” he commented, obviously changing the subject.

She took a deep sniff. “Smells like it.”

Somehow the prospect of snow both excited and saddened her. She looked at Michael and once again wondered what she was doing.

‘What is that old song? Torn between two lovers. Feeling like a fool. Loving both of them is breaking all the rules.’

“So Sings in Winter will have her snowfall. Will you and Elisi be out in it tomorrow when you go shopping?” he teased.

She smiled. “You know full well that tomorrow is Buy Nothing Day: our silent protest to the gross commercialism of a holy day.” He grinned. “And it saves money,” he pointed out.

She frowned. “Not that I have much of that.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got plenty,” Michael said happily.

She blinked at him. Michael was a laborer and didn’t make much money even in the busy season. Most of the bills were paid out of her funds and scholarships. In fact, she’d been surprised to hear that he’d been able to keep up with the rent for their apartment in Cullowhee.

“You do? How?”

He let himself lay back on the stoop with his arms behind his head. “It’s amazing how much money you can save when you don’t eat, don’t sleep, and work multiple extra shifts just so you can keep your mind off the fact that the woman you love is lost, and you have to wait for someone to find her,” he replied.

She said nothing, and, after a moment, he rolled to his side and faced her.

“But… I’ve saved up so much that I’m planning a trip for us. Just a weekend getaway for two.”

“A weekend getaway? To where?” she asked, surprised.

He gave her a wicked smile that was all mischief. “I’m working on it. It’ll be a surprise, but I think you’ll like it.”

“When will we go?”

“Dunno yet. Depends on if I can get a reservation in the place I want. Next weekend, maybe. We’ll see. Definitely before Christmas.” Chills ran up her spine, and she was suddenly afraid that Michael would spend all of his saved money on a trip that would be their last.

“Michael…” she began, but he cut her off.

“Don’t worry, Jo-Jo. I did a lot of thinking while you were… gone, and I decided that it’s time for me to grow up, stop messing around, and start being a man who’s worthy of you. I’m going to be your husband, and that means I need to get my act together.”

His words upset her because she had never seen him as the slacker he was implying he had been. “Michael… you’ve never been irresponsible…”

“I know that. But I was letting you support me, and that’s not going to happen anymore. Things are going to change. Everything is going to change.

Our lives are going to be so much better. You’ll see,” he said passionately, his eyes bright.

She didn’t have the heart to crush his dream so she stayed silent and merely offered him a gentle smile.

“That sounds wonderful. Now if I could only get you to put your dirty socks in the laundry, everything would be perfect,” she teased.

“Hey! I’ve been washing my own clothes for months, thank you very much. I’ve even learned how to get out set-in stains.” She mock gasped. “You did? Wonders will never cease!” He grinned the wicked grin again. “I just gave them to Elisi.” She slapped him on the arm. “You!”

He laughed a deep, throaty laugh that had her laughing as well, and she just shook her head. Michael was so wonderful, and they were so suited to each other.

She didn’t know how she was ever going to leave him.

 

That night she dreamed of Akihiro and thought she felt him near. She woke in the early hours, convinced that someone was in the room with her, only to find that she had been correct. But the person there wasn’t her fox; it was Michael. He was sitting in a folding chair he had placed near the foot of the bed, watching her sleep.

 

“Michael?” she whispered into the darkness.

“Shhh. It’s okay. It’s just me,” he assured her.

“What’s going on? Elisi…”

“Elisi is sleeping, but I couldn’t sleep so I came in here.” She sat up, pushing her hair back and rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, coming over to sit on the bed.

“I’m okay. I wasn’t as tired today, so that’s a good thing.” He nodded. “Yeah, that is good. I noticed that you were more with it today instead of having that glazed look you’ve been wearing recently.” She shook her head. “I always have that look on Thanksgiving. It’s all the food.”

He chuckled. “We always put on a spread, don’t we? Elisi must have packed up five dinner packages for the neighbors.”

“The hen you snared this year was delicious.”

“Thank you,” he replied, bowing slightly and making her giggle.

“It was really good to be home,” she said seriously.

He looked at her and his face was drawn into a deep frown.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Sometimes I’m afraid this is all a dream, and you’re not really back at all, and I need to see you to convince myself that you’re real.” She smiled. “You have no idea how often I feel that way too. I keep thinking I’m going to wake up back in that wilderness, and all of this will have been a dream, or I’m dead and this is the afterlife.”

“If you’re dead, I’m dead here with you.”

She frowned, remembering all the prayers she had made back in the sacred grove. “I kept praying that I’d meet you again, that we’d find each other in the next life. When I sang my Death Song, I really thought it was the end.” He touched her face with the back of his hand. His eyes were soft and gentle. “I would have found you. I’ll always find you, my love.” She choked back tears and nodded. “I know. Elisi said you’d made some enemies in the military because you were calling so much.” He chuckled. “I think they stopped answering when they saw my number on caller i.d., so I’d go out and get a pre-paid disposable phone and call from that just so someone would answer.”

She laughed. “That sounds just like you.”

He shrugged. “I was doing everything in my power to make sure they knew I wasn’t going to let them rest until they found you.”

“They probably found me just so you would stop pestering them,” she joked.

“Hey, whatever worked. When they told me you’d been found, I almost flew to Japan, but then they told me that you had to be in quarantine for three weeks. Then I found out that you were sick with NKHS, and I was so worried for you. How’d you get that anyway? I thought only the Type 2s got that.” Now it was her turn to shrug. “Apparently not. The doctors think it was brought on by an infected spider bite,” she explained. ‘A really big spider…’

He nodded. “I’m glad that you’re going to be okay.”

“I’ll feel better after they see what they can do to fix my eyes,” she said.

“They will. Don’t worry. I’m sure that you’re going to be just fine.”

“I wish I could be so certain,” she admitted.

 

He smiled. “You should be. The worst is over now. You’re home.”

“That’s true. This truly was a real Thanksgiving.” He nodded, looking away, and she saw his shoulders slump a little bit.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I never said how thankful I am to have you back,” he answered, his voice husky. “I missed you so much.”

She swallowed hard. “I missed you too.”

He reached up and took a lock of her hair in his fingers, caressing it.

“I… I don’t have words to tell you how I felt. It was like… like the best part of me was missing, and I felt so helpless because there was nothing I could do. I never want to feel that helpless ever again.” She stroked his arm comfortingly. “I know. I felt helpless too. I didn’t know how to get back. I had no way of contacting anyone…” He nodded and she felt him trembling. His pain called to her, and she wrapped her arms around him as he buried his face in her neck.

“I love you,” he whispered harshly, hugging her tightly and pulling her close.

Tears brimmed her eyes. “I love you too,” she replied, meaning it.

He shuddered and she knew he was crying. Her own tears started to fall.

“May I stay here with you?” he asked, his voice desperate. “Just to hold you? I don’t want to let you out of my sight.”

Her response was non-verbal as she drew him down to the mattress.




Chapter Thirty-One

The weekend passed. On Tuesday Michael drove her to her first follow-up appointment at Cherokee Indian Hospital. She also met with Doctor Hoy, her primary care physician who had been managing her diabetes since she arrived in North Carolina. The appointment went well, although there were deep concerns about the state of her eyes. Her appointment at Duke University wasn’t for another week, and everyone was anxious to see what could be done to stop the retinal bleeding that was still going on.

Tuesday passed into Wednesday, and Wednesday into Thursday, and there still had been no word from Akihiro. She jumped every time the phone rang.

She ran every time there was a knock at the door. She searched the faces of the people she met, peered into the cars passing on the road, watched at the window so she could see the street, but there was nothing, not even a hint that he was alive. By the time Thursday arrived, she was convinced that he was dead, and the grief she felt was almost overwhelming.

To make matters worse, her grief had an edge of relief to it that drove her crazy. She wasn’t happy that Akihiro was dead, but if he hadn’t survived then the choice of who she would stay with was already made. She would have no reason to leave Michael, and that knowledge did bring a small measure of comfort. But it never lasted long because then she would get angry with herself for being relieved, and she would accuse herself of being glad Akihiro wasn’t there, which would then make her think about him and worry about what had happened, and she would grieve all over again. The whole situation was a vicious cycle that made her very poor company.

Poor Michael was at a loss. She knew he could tell that there was something horribly wrong, but she couldn’t tell him what was going on. He circled around her and hovered anxiously until she got angry at him and snapped. It was the same dance they had danced eleven years ago when she was still deep in her grieving process, and it stood to reason that she was repeating the pattern. Only this time Michael had no idea who she was mourning so deeply.

On Thursday he came to her and told her that their weekend away would begin that Friday, and she should pack some nice clothes, especially Long Person, for where they were going. She really didn’t feel up to going anywhere for a weekend, let alone somewhere unknown with Michael, but it was obvious that he had put a great deal of time and effort into the trip, and she couldn’t turn him down.

So the following morning she packed a couple of sets of clothes and Long Person in a gym bag, and was ready by the time Michael got back from work around 3pm. He saw her bag when he came through the door of her grandmother’s house and grinned.

“Give me twenty minutes to shower and change, then we’ll get out of here,” he told her, giving her a kiss.

“Okay, but you still haven’t told me where we are going.”

“I know. It’s a surprise,” he answered with a wink.

She sighed and shook her head, but he was not deterred.

“Twenty minutes,” he said, heading for the bathroom.

She went into the kitchen and sat down at the table to wait. Elisi was there fussing over a pot of beans simmering on the stove.

“Michael just got back,” she told her grandmother.

Elisi nodded. “So I heard.”

“He’s going to shower and change, and then we’re going to go. We’ll be back on Sunday.”

Her grandmother added salt and gave the beans a stir. “So he has told me.”

“Did he tell you where we are going?”

Elisi gave her a wry smile. “He did.”

She looked at her expectantly, but her grandmother merely chuckled. “I have been sworn to secrecy.”

She pouted. “Is it somewhere I’m going to like? He wants me to bring Long Person.”

Elisi paused and she knew the old woman was carefully considering her words. The delay did nothing to assuage her misgivings.

“I think yes. I think you will like where he is taking you,” Elisi finally answered.

“I’m just not up to a lot of excitement, and I still get tired so easily.”

“He knows. He worries for you.”

“He’s Michael. He always worries for me,” she countered, perhaps a little more peevishly than she had intended.

“Yes, but now he worries more. You should do what you can to ease his fears.”

She held back a snort. How could she ease his fears when she was overwhelmed with her own?

“I know,” she reluctantly agreed.

She spent the rest of the time helping Elisi chop vegetables and take bread from the oven until Michael appeared in the kitchen doorway, freshly washed and shaved. He was dressed in a white, collared shirt that was open at the neck, revealing his fox bone choker. She noticed Elisi giving him an odd look, but the woman dropped her eyes before she could question it.

“Ready to go?” Michael asked.

She rolled her eyes and put down the dish rag she was using to dry her hands. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

He laughed and took a step forward to kiss her on the temple. “Payback for all the times I had to wait for you,” he teased.

“As if you don’t take two hours to get into your regalia,” she jibed back.

“Who? Me?” he asked innocently. He kissed Elisi on the cheek and hugged her. “Goodbye, old woman. We’ll see you on Sunday.”

“Be safe, Child.”

She hugged and kissed her grandmother too. “Bye, Elisi. See you Sunday.”

“Goodbye, Granddaughter. I hope you enjoy yourself.” 

Michael put an arm around her. “Of course she will. She’s with me.”

“Enjoying is not the same as finding trouble,” Elisi replied wryly.

Michael chuckled and pulled gently on her shoulder, urging her out of the kitchen. She allowed him to guide her out to his truck, and he picked up her bag along the way.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going now?” she asked as she got into the passenger seat.

“Nope.”

She gave a long-suffering sigh, but he just laughed and turned on the truck.

Shortly thereafter, they were merging onto Route 19 heading east.

She had some idea where they were going when they got onto Route 74, and then merged onto I-40 towards Asheville. Asheville was a nice town, very quaint and charming, but expensive and eclectic. They only went there on very special occasions, and they’d never stayed there overnight. If Michael was taking her to Asheville for an entire weekend, then he really had saved up a great deal of money.

The prospect made her feel bad because she didn’t want him spending that kind of money. Then she thought of Akihiro being dead, and her mood soured even more. She wanted to tell him to forget the trip, to save the money and turn around, but when she glanced at him, he looked so excited that the words died on her lips.

‘He’s probably taking me to one of the B&B’s Asheville is so famous for or one of the rental cabins. They’re not too expensive…’ she reasoned.

When he took Exit 50 onto Route 25 North, she sat up a little straighter.

There was one major place to stay off Route 25…

She could see the famous 2 1/2 story Lodge Gate that marked the boundary of the Biltmore Estate looming just to the left, and she held her breath when Michael turned onto the gate house road.

“Michael…” she began, but he wasn’t paying any attention. Instead, he drove past the Reception and Ticket Center and went to the security gate.

“Name please?” the guard asked, peering out of his guardhouse.

“Pharr. Reservation for two nights at the Inn,” he replied, ignoring her shocked intake of breath.

The guard checked his list and nodded, opening the gate. “Welcome, Mr.

Pharr. Have a pleasant stay.”

“Thank you. Have a good night,” Michael replied and drove the truck through the open gate. From there he turned to the right and followed the signs that pointed towards the Inn.

She gripped the edge of the seat. The Biltmore was once the home of the famous Vanderbilt family, and they had built an incredible mansion on the sprawling property. The family hadn’t lived there for years, and the estate had been allowing visitors to purchase admission to the vast gardens and monstrous house. There was a winery, stables, and numerous shops and restaurants on the grounds, and tours of the gardens and mansion were popular tourist attractions.

In 2001 the estate opened lodgings in the form of the Inn on Biltmore, and, in keeping with the estate’s reputation of style and luxury, The Inn was one of the most expensive places to stay in the Asheville area.

“Michael, what are we doing here?” she asked in a harsh whisper even though there was no one around to hear the note of disbelief in her voice.

“We are checking into our room at the Inn, then we are going to dinner.

Tomorrow we are going on a tour of the Biltmore House and the gardens, and attending one of the Christmas concerts tomorrow night.”

“But…”

“Relax. It’s all arranged.”

“But…”

He looked at her, his eyes dancing with pleasure and mirth, and reached one hand over to grip hers.

“Relax, Jo-Jo. It’s all arranged,” he repeated earnestly.

“But how are you affording all of this!” she blurted, unable to contain her apprehension. “A weekend here costs more than you make in a month!” He smiled. “I told you. I have money saved from when you were gone.”

“But… What did you do? Eat ramen noodles all day?” He laughed. “Not quite. And Elisi fed me. And I saved money on the utilities because I was never at the apartment. Trust me, Jo-Jo. It’s fine. Really.” But it wasn’t fine. It wasn’t even close to fine. She hadn’t wanted to go anywhere for the weekend at all, and the Inn on Biltmore was the last place she wanted to be. But once again, she held her tongue because she didn’t want to upset him. She could appreciate the amount of effort he had put into planning the weekend, if not the ungodly amount of money he was spending, and it was the thought that counted. After everything she had been through, it was logical for Michael to want to pamper her for a couple of days.

‘And this is the height of pampering…’ she thought darkly.

The drive to the Inn was almost three miles, but she could see the stone and stucco walls of the building looming ahead of them. Michael took the truck around the circular driveway and parked it under the carport. A bellman in a black, double-breasted coat came forward as Michael offered him the keys.

“Checking in, Sir?” the man asked, accepting the keys.

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Do you need help with your luggage?”

Michael looked at her as she pulled her gym bag from the rear of the truck.

“No. I don’t think so.”

He reached in, grabbed his own black bag, and slung the strap over his shoulder. He came around the front of the truck, smiling a wide grin, and reached to take her bag for her.

“I can carry it,” she said a little sullenly.

In truth she was deeply embarrassed. The Inn was a venue for the rich and famous, and she felt very much like a fish out of water. Michael might not have noticed the look of disdain the valet had given them when he saw their old truck and cheap luggage, but she certainly had, and it made her all the more self-conscious.

“C’mon. Our dinner reservation is at 6:30. I know you’ll want to shower and change before we have to head down to the dining room.” Without waiting to see if she was following him, he headed to the main entrance where another uniformed man opened the door for them. She gave the man an apologetic look as she passed. Michael went directly to the checkin counter, and a friendly woman checked them in. While he was registering them, she looked around the grand lobby with its wood paneling and huge windows.

“Would you like to put a credit card on the room for purchases and incidentals, Mr. Pharr?” the woman asked.

“There should be an account number already on file,” Michael answered.

Hearing Michael’s response, she turned to him with a questioning look, but he just smiled as the woman looked something up on her computer. There was a pause as the woman read her screen, and Joanna noticed that her demeanor changed.

“Yes, Mr. Pharr, I’ve found it,” she said. “Will all charges go to this account?”

“That would be fine, yes.”

“Very good, Sir.”

Joanna watched as the woman (perhaps a little nervously) assembled their welcome package and room information.

“Here is your welcome packet. Mr. Pharr. Since you’ve purchased the Romantic Getaway plus Candlelight Christmas Evenings, breakfast at the chef’s buffet and dinner at the Dining Room or the Bistro, and all of your tickets, are included. I see that you have a dinner reservation for The Dining Room at 6:30

this evening. Dress is collared shirts and slacks for men, but no jacket is required,” the woman said, handing Michael a folder across the marble counter.

“Thank you,” Michael answered, accepting the package.

The woman pointed to a set of elevators. “You’re in a Deluxe King room with a balcony. Take the elevator up to the sixth floor and turn left once you get up there. I hope you enjoy your stay here at the Inn on Biltmore.” Michael gave the woman a brilliant smile, then turned to her.

“C’mon, let’s go up to our room, shall we?”

He reached for her hand and she allowed him to lead her to the elevator.

“What was all that about an existing account number?” she asked as they got into the elevator.

Michael shook his head. “It’s nothing. Just a friend who offered to let me use his business account.”

“So you aren’t paying for this?” she pressed as the elevator stopped.

They got out and started walking down the hall to their room.

“Yes, I am. I gave him the money and he put it on his account,” Michael replied.

“Who?”

“No one you know,” he commented distractedly, reading the room numbers until they got to theirs.

His answer intrigued her because she thought she knew all of his friends, but it was possible that he had met someone while she was gone. She would have pressed him for more information, but they had reached their room, and Michael was putting the key card in the lock.

The door opened onto a lovely, spacious room decorated in tones of soft blue and tan with a large King-sized bed and a small balcony with two wrought iron chairs. Michael held the door open for her, and she entered, surveying the room and its amenities. Michael dropped his bag on the carpet and flopped down on his back onto the bed, his arms behind his head.

“It’s just five now. We’ve got an hour and a half before dinner.”

“This is why you wanted me to bring Long Person, because you knew we would be eating here.”

He gave her another of his signature grins and winked. “Guilty.” She sighed and sat down next to him on the mattress. “Michael… You didn’t have to do all of this. It’s…”

He sat up and took her hand gently. “It’s the least I can do,” he corrected.

She fell silent, unwilling to argue, and after a moment he went on.

“You’ve told us about how you were stranded in the wilderness with only your gear and your wits to keep you alive. After months of not having indoor plumbing and hot water, I wanted you to have the best of everything.” She chuckled and looked at the room. “This is definitely the best of everything,” she agreed.

He laughed softly. “Yeah, it is. And don’t worry about the cost, Jo-Jo. Like I said, it’s all covered. All you need to do is relax and let me take care of you.” She sighed and rested her forehead against his. “Okay,” she promised.

About thirty minutes later she got into the shower to get ready for dinner.

When she was finished, she exited the bathroom to find Michael bare-chested and ironing a new long-sleeved shirt. He had his back to her so she took a moment to admire his muscular form, but then felt guilty for doing so.

“All done in the bathroom?” he asked, turning to face her and smiling.

“Until my hair is dry enough to braid, yes,” she replied.

He put the iron down and shook out the shirt before placing it on a hanger and putting it in the closet.

“That’s new,” she commented.

“Yeah. I like the collar because it doesn’t cover my choker.” She nodded and took Long Person out of the closet where she had hung it earlier. The great thing about Long Person’s crushed velveteen was that it never had to be ironed. She went into the bathroom and put it on, feeling guilty for being modest in front of him. There had been a time when nakedness between them was natural and easy, but now… things were different now, awkward, and she didn’t know what to do about it.

Michael gasped when she came out of the bathroom and smiled, but she could see the thin line of tears in his eyes.

“You’ve always looked so stunning in that,” he said.

She lowered her eyes and stroked the soft fabric of the skirt self-consciously.

“Thanks.”

“I remember the first time I ever saw you in that. You were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

She nodded. “I’ve always loved it. Thank you for buying it for me.” He shrugged. “I had to. It was made for you. I saw it on the rack and I knew I had to get it for you.”

She smiled but said nothing. After a moment, he sighed and took a step towards her. “If your hair is ready, I’ll braid it for you.” She reached back and felt her hair. It was damp but no longer soaked.

“Yeah, it’s ready. I’ll get the brush and hairpins.”

“Okay.”

She fetched a brush, a packet of hairpins and some hair ties, and moved to sit down at the small table in the room.

“Why don’t you sit on the balcony? The view is magnificent from there,” he suggested as he took the items she was carrying.

“Sure,” she agreed and let him guide her to the balcony where she sat on one of the wrought iron chairs.

As she looked out over the mountains and forest, Michael took her long hair in his hands and began to brush it. The act brought back so many memories. Her mother used to brush her hair when she was a little girl, and Michael had always loved to play with it. He ran the brush through the long strands, smoothing out the tangles and massaging her scalp. She closed her eyes and sighed. The small comforts were the ones she had missed the most.

Traditional Cherokee women wore their hair long, only cutting it when they were mourning a loved one. Elisi had cut her hair three times in her life: once for her son who died, a second time for her husband’s passing, and a third time for her daughter, son-in-law and their children who had all died on 9/11.

But she hadn’t cut her hair for Joanna.

“Elisi didn’t cut her hair,” she commented suddenly, opening her eyes.

There was a pause in his brushing, then he resumed. “No,” he answered carefully.

“She must have known I was still alive.”

“I kept her from cutting it. I told her that if she did, she was giving up all hope,” he finally admitted, his voice subdued.

“Yes.”

She felt him begin to separate the hair into sections, and it felt like he intended to make a 7-strand braid. She smiled. Michael’s braids were the envy of many Cherokee women.

Michael had been brought up as the only boy in a household of women.

His mother’s only child, he had been raised in close proximity to his female cousins, and they had taught him well. Normally his mother’s brothers would have been responsible for teaching him the ways of the men, but, in his case, his mother had no brothers and he had never known his father. In fact, part of why Michael had come to live in North Carolina was because it was where the only living male relative in his family could be found. After his mother’s death in 2000 (a mere year before she had lost her parents), his aunts contacted James Chiltoskie, the great-grandson of their great-grandmother’s sister and requested that Michael be allowed to come live with him so he could learn the proper traditions. Obviously, James had agreed.

But Michael was a modern, “sensitive” man, and he had no qualms about braiding hair, and it didn’t hurt that he was so good at it. For their Senior Prom, he had been in high demand to do hairstyles for a number of her friends. Tonight he was doing a seven-braid, seven being one of the two most sacred numbers for the Cherokees because it represented the seven directions and the seven sacred ceremonies. In a seven-braid, he separated the hair into seven sections and weaved them into an elaborate, wide French braid.

She sat quietly gazing out at the mountains while Michael did her hair. She felt him create the braid, then twist it into a spiraled bun at the back of her head, pinning it in place. Then he took the few tendrils he had purposefully left free and twisted them into double-helix ropes that he used to create drapes and loops that crisscrossed the bun. When he was finished, she stood and went into the bathroom to survey his handiwork.

“Oh, Michael,” she whispered, turning her head to see the braid. “It’s beautiful.”

It truth, it was more than beautiful. His expert fingers had created a stunning up-do that would’ve had many Hollywood movie stars envious. It was too bad she felt completely unworthy of it, and the reminder of her situation only dampened her appreciation of his talent.

He came into the bathroom, strands of dark blue and silver beads dangling from his fingers. “Here. Final touches,” he said.

She had to close her eyes to keep from crying as he pinned the strands into the creases of the braids. His touch was so gentle and so loving that it almost undid her, and she didn’t know how she was going to make it through the night, let alone the weekend, without falling to pieces.

“There,” he announced. “Perfect.”

She had to crane her head around, and use the magnifying mirror on the wall of the bathroom to be able to see the entire hairstyle, but she managed.

“It’s lovely. Thank you, Michael.”

He smiled and kissed her on the top of her head as he put his arms around her. She looked at their reflection in the mirror and tried to remember a time when life was simpler, and she was happy.

“I should get dressed,” he commented. “It’s almost time for us to go.”

“Okay.”

He left her in the bathroom to put on her make-up while he dressed in his white shirt and black dress pants. He did a quick double-braid of his own hair, putting it into the traditional two-braid style most Anglos were used to seeing Indian men wear, and they headed down to dinner at 6:15.

The Dining Room at the Inn on Biltmore was a grand and elegant restaurant with a stone fireplace and an impressive menu. Unfortunately, due to her recent problems with her diabetes, and her general poor mood, she wasn’t all that interested in much of the culinary offerings. Their package included a full three-course meal, and Michael took full advantage of it, but she found herself ordering a simple broth based soup and baked chicken for her dinner, and even that tasted like ashes.

It didn’t help that their obvious heritage was earning them more than a few odd looks from the other patrons in the dining room, and their thinly veiled stares did nothing to improve her mood. Their waiter was gracious and prompt, but she could tell that he was uncomfortable with serving them. When she mentioned it to Michael, however, he dismissed her concerns with a shrug.

“Let them stare,” he said. “You’re the most gorgeous woman in the room.

They’re just envious.”

“I doubt that.”

“I don’t. I think all the men in this room wish you were with them, but you’re not. You’re with me,” he stated with a grin.

She snorted. “I’m no great beauty.”

“Yes, you are. I think you’re magnificent,” he countered immediately, a little frown on his face.

She lowered her eyes, uncomfortable with praise she felt she did not deserve. “You’re biased.”

“Maybe so, but I’m allowed. I’m marrying you.”

She had nothing to say to that, except that it made her feel worse, and she looked down at her right hand where she still wore her engagement ring. She’d never moved it back to the left. Oddly, Michael hadn’t asked about it and she didn’t question why.

Dessert was the highlight of the meal. She ordered a fruit crostata made with kiwi, raspberries and nectarines, and ate about half of it. Michael topped off his decadent dinner of filet mignon and crab cakes with a scrumptious crème caramel that sent her blood sugar soaring just by looking at it.

When the meal was over, they took the long way back to their room by way of the beautifully decorated common rooms in all their Victorian Christmas finery, and the softly lit stone terrace that looked out over the grounds. By the time they made it back upstairs, it was almost nine o’clock, and she had been riding a roller coaster of wild emotions for hours.

Part of her dreaded going back to the room because she knew what came next. Michael was going to want to make love. He had been giving her subtle signals all evening, and she didn’t know what she was going to do. It wasn’t that she wanted to refuse him; it was just that she was so confused and worried about Akihiro, and grieving with the belief that he was dead, that she didn’t feel that she could be intimate with him.

When they got back to the room, she went into the bathroom to take off her make-up. She took her time, delaying the inevitable as long as possible, until she couldn’t keep it off any longer. She came out of the bathroom so see that Michael had turned off all the lights but one, and he’d covered that with a drape of yellow cloth to soften the harsh glare. He’d taken off his shoes and shirt, and stood barefoot in the soft glow of the covered lamp.

She stopped and looked at him, holding her breath. She had always found him incredibly handsome and attractive, but now his beauty was marred by the ugliness she felt inside. He smiled and came towards her, his hands outstretched. When he reached her, she closed her eyes and shivered.

He touched her hair, his fingers deftly removing the strands of beads and undoing the intricate hairstyle he had worked so hard to create. The hair fell in cascades as it came free, and she felt him running his hands through the long tresses, brushing through them and smoothing them with his palms. Feather-light brushes of his fingertips teased the nape of her neck as he bent his lips to the soft spot behind her ear. She trembled, waves of heat and cold running through her body.

“You are so beautiful,” she heard him murmur, his lips against her hair.

She let out a small gasp as his teeth nipped her earlobe.

“Joanna…”

The word was a moan, and she felt him slip his hand under the edge of Long Person’s shawl and push it off. It fell to the carpet in a heap of swirling color as he moved closer. She could feel the heat of his body, sense his desire, and her heart beat faster. She wanted him. She wanted to give in. She wanted to melt into his arms and let him make her forget. She leaned towards him, aching, needing…

He lifted the shirt from her waist and drew it over her head. She heard it land on the floor next to its counterpart. Then the sound of a zipper being un-done told her that he had released his pants, and the soft rustle of cloth said that they had joined the growing pile of clothes on the carpet. She moaned as he caressed her arms. His lips kissed the base of her throat, his nose pressing into the hollow of her neck, as his hands slid lower, his thumbs hooking into the waistband of Long Person’s skirt and pushing it down.

He drew her close as the skirt fell and she stepped out of it, now dressed in only her underwear and nylons. Her hands found his shoulders and she arched her neck, letting him lick her sensitive skin. She could feel his heat all around her, embracing her like his arms, and she sunk deeper into him. She groaned and heard Michael’s soft, animal growl in answer.

Unbidden, Akihiro’s face flashed before her, and her eyes snapped open suddenly, all of her ardor forgotten as she realized what she was doing. Struggling with her own conflicting emotions, she shook her head and put her hands on Michael’s shoulders, pushing him away. His confused and wounded look cut her to the bone, and she felt her control slipping.

“Michael… I… I can’t…” she gasped, trying to find the words. “I’m sorry.”

He reached for her again and enfolded her in his arms, but this time to comfort and not to seduce. “Shhh. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, pressing her face to his chest as he pulled her closer.

“I understand. It’s all right,” he murmured, stroking her hair.

“No… no, it’s not all right. It’ll never be all right,” she choked.

“Whatever it is, Jo-Jo, we’ll get through it. We’ve been through worse.

We’ll get through this.”

His tender reassurance broke through the last of her control and she fell apart, sobbing helplessly the same way she had done on the day he had driven her back to Elisi’s after she had been released from Fort Bragg. Only this time words came with the tears and, once they started, she couldn’t stop them.

“No. You don’t understand,” she sobbed. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

Almost painfully, she ripped the story out of her, telling him everything and sparing no detail. She told him about the time travel, about how she’d been sent back five hundred years to Feudal Japan. She told him about the Others, and the giant spiders, and all of the things that had happened to her. And she told him about Akihiro. She told him everything about Akihiro.

She slumped to the mattress, still crying, and he sat next to her, a towel draped across his lap and his arm around her as she unburdened herself of her grief and fear. She told him about how she had rescued Akihiro and nursed him back to health, about how they had become friends, and how she had come to love him. She described how she had tried to get away when she knew she was going to die, and how he had found her and kept her alive until the engineers found her. Then she told him about Akihiro’s promise, about her promise to him, and how she now feared that he was dead.

“The worst part is,” she admitted between gasps as she roughly wiped her face, “I don’t know. I don’t know if he’s dead or trapped or lost somewhere. I don’t know if he suffered or if he died trying to reach me or if he’s struggling to find me now. I don’t know and I may never know. I was so sure he’d be here waiting for me, but he’s not, and I don’t know what happened to him.” She broke down again, crying into her hands, feeling horrible and ashamed all at once. Michael stayed by her side, the same way he had done for the past eleven years, and that only made her feel worse.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to hurt you. I don’t ever want to hurt you. I love you, but I love him too, and he’s lost to me, and I miss him. And I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she blurted. “Please don’t hate me. Please.” Michael reached up and tenderly wiped the tears from her cheek with his thumb. His face was gentle and loving, and he showed no sign of pain from her betrayal.

“Hate you? My beloved, I could never hate you. Don’t you know how long I have waited for you to say those words to me?”

She sniffed and stared at him. “What?”

He smiled, his hands going to the back of the choker around his neck, the one he never took off, and she heard a click as the clasp came free.

The Feel hit her first, the familiar sense of Other at the back of her neck that she had come to associate with her fox. Then she watched as his black hair shortened and faded to russet red, and his brown eyes lightened to amber. His small human ears slid upward to become two furry, black-tipped triangles on the top of his head, and his face elongated, his nose narrowing as his chin became more pointed. Two sharp canines peeked out from underneath his upper lip.

“Joanna-sama,” Akihiro breathed as he dropped the fox bone choker to the bedspread.

She stared, not believing what she was seeing.

“Aki? Akihiro?” she gasped, shocked.

“Yes, my beloved, it is I,” he answered, reaching for her. “You don’t know how long I have waited…”

“Akihiro?” she repeated.

“Joanna-sama.”

She looked around the room in desperation, horrified by the ramifications of him being there instead of Michael. She jumped up and took a step back.

“Akihiro? Michael? Oh my god… Oh my god!”

“Joanna?” he asked, confused, his brow creased with worry and concern.

He stood and moved to approach her, but she skittered out of the way.

“Michael! What have you done with Michael? ”




Chapter Thirty-Two

“Michael! What have you done with Michael?”

“What have I done…? Joanna, I am Michael!” Akihiro insisted.

She stopped short, her panic giving way to confusion and anger. “What?

What do you mean you’re Michael?” she demanded.

He took a deep breath and put his hands out in a calming gesture. “I’m Michael. I’ve been Michael.”

“Since when?” she countered.

He gave her an exasperated look that was all Michael and none of Akihiro.

“Since September 14, 1988. Joanna, I’ve always been Michael.” She stood there, speechless, and he took the opportunity to approach her.

He had the towel wrapped around his waist, but she could see his fox tail swishing behind him. It looked like there might be two of them now, but she wasn’t sure. He came close enough to touch her, his eyes soft and loving, and he raised his hand, his sharp-nailed hand, to brush her cheek with the back of his palm in a tender caress.

“I kept my promise, my vixen. I lived and I found you again.”

“Akihiro? You’re… you’re Michael?” she whispered in disbelief.

He smiled. “Yes. I’ve been with you all these years, waiting for this day when I could reveal myself to you.”

She didn’t know what he expected her to think or feel, but the true scope of what he had done began to sink in. At first she was ecstatic. If Akihiro and Michael were the same person, then she didn’t have to choose between them. But if Akihiro and Michael were the same person, then he’d known all along what was going to happen to her, and she didn’t like that one bit.

“All these years…”

“Yes, my beloved.”

“All these years you’ve been lying to me.”

His face belied his confusion and he shook his head. “What?”

“All these years I thought you were Michael, but you weren’t. You were someone else.”

She moved away from him, not wanting to be so close.

“Joanna, I am Michael.”

“No you’re not! Michael is human. Michael is Cherokee!” she snapped, wounded by his revelation and cut to the quick.

His nostrils flared with anger, and she saw him lift his upper lip. “I am

Cherokee! I went on the Trail of Tears. I walked with them! I kept as many of them alive as I could. I helped build the communities and towns in Oklahoma. I watched over the ones who would become my family. I’ve lived among them for 174 years. If there is anyone who can say he is Cherokee, it is me! ” he stated harshly, as if her words deeply offended him.

The strength and conviction of his words gave her pause, that and her own knowledge of Cherokee traditions. The Cherokee were one of the most open tribes, and people of many races were welcomed. Who was she to say that they would not welcome a half-kitsune? But all of that did nothing to assuage her growing sense of betrayal.

“You still lied to me!” she accused, rebounding.

“I have never lied to you. Not once. I have never told you an untruth,” he insisted.

She looked to the ceiling and raised her arms in exasperation. “What do you call all of this? You knew what was going to happen! You knew that the Gate would send me back in time!”

“What could I tell you? By the way, beloved, the Gate’s going to malfunction, and you’re going to be thrown back in time almost 500 years to Feudal Japan where you will meet me,” he countered, flustered. “How could I tell you something like that?”

“You could have warned me!”

“I couldn’t warn you without telling you everything,” he argued. “I did the best I could. I made sure your pack was stocked and you had the things you’d need. I even put a glamour on the frying pan so it wouldn’t get picked up by security.”

“And that made it okay? To send me off knowing what was going to happen? Knowing what awaited me?”

“I awaited you. I knew I was going to be there for you. I knew that I would take care of you. I knew that you were going to be okay.” His words, so callous and meaningless, only served to make her even more angry and upset.

“Okay? Okay! For five months I prayed. For five months I lived in the hell of not knowing, of facing the reality that I was going to die. I got bit by a giant spider! I almost drowned. I went into a diabetic coma!” she cried, the tears already starting.

“But I knew you were going to live! I knew that you would be found and saved. I even told you that it was going to be all right,” he argued.

“All right? Akihiro, my kidneys are damaged! I have neuropathy in both feet! I’m going blind! ”

“Joanna…”

“My God, how could you do this to me!” she yelled. “How could you put me through that!”

He looked stricken, completely abashed, but his pain didn’t soften her own agony. Her soul was screaming, and she was nearly incoherent from it. His mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for breath, but she didn’t want to hear anything he had to say.

She grabbed the jeans and sweater she had been wearing when they had arrived at the Inn and hastily pulled them on.

“Where are you going?” he demanded, taking a step towards her.

“Don’t come near me!” she ordered, putting up her hands.

“Joanna…”

There was a knock at the door and they both turned to face it.

“Security,” a voice announced, and before either of them could move, the door opened and a uniformed guard stepped in. “We’ve had reports of a disturbance. Is everything all right?”

Even though she was furious with him, she whipped her head around to see what he would do. He’d been naked a moment ago, and without his fox bone choker, but now he looked like Michael again, and she realized that he’d re-cast the illusion. It only served to remind her of his deception.

“Everything is fine, Officer,” Michael, Akihiro, or whoever he was, said calmly.

The guard turned to her and looked at her warily. “Are you okay, Miss?

Other guests on this floor heard you yelling.”

“I’m fine, but I was just leaving,” she stated angrily.

The guard stood watch as she gathered up her clothes and shoved them into her bag, including Long Person. Michael stared at her while she packed and opened his mouth when she reached for her purse and coat.

“Joanna…” he began, but she put out a hand.

“Don’t. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to see you,” she warned, then looked at her right hand and saw the engagement ring. She took it off and threw it at him. “Take this. I won’t be needing it anymore.” The look on his face when she threw the ring fell on a hardened heart, but even the guard gave him a sympathetic glance.

“Goodbye, whoever you are,” she said, heading for the door with what was left of her pride.

“Joanna,” he called, and the tone of his voice made her stop.

She turned in time to catch the set of keys he’d tossed at her.

“Take the truck. I’ll find my own way back.”

A small part of her was deeply touched that he would still care about how she would get home even after she had been so horribly cruel to him, but that part was silenced by the part that was so hurt by his lies.

“I’ll leave it at the apartment. I won’t be living there anymore.” She pocketed the keys and left with the guard. The last image she had of Michael was of him sitting on the bed with his head in his hands.

The guard escorted her to the lobby and called a valet to bring the truck around. She gave the driver a dollar tip and headed out. She didn’t know how she got to Cullowhee in one piece because she spent the majority of the trip in tears. By the time she got to the apartment complex, it was midnight and she was exhausted, but she wasn’t about to stay there. She threw Long Person on the bed because she’d be damned if she was going to keep it, and took a few minutes to stuff some of her personal things in a couple of plastic shopping bags. Then she picked up the keys to her all-wheel-drive sedan and headed down to the parking lot.

Her car was a 2010 Dodge Caliber hatchback that Michael had named “Turbo Eggbeater” as a joke. He’d told her that he’d been keeping it in running order while she was gone so that it would be ready for when she got back. In hindsight, his comments held new meaning now that she knew he was Akihiro in disguise.

Disguise. All this time he had been maintaining an illusion. An illusion she had loved. An illusion she had slept with. An illusion she had bared her soul to and agreed to marry. He had sat in her grandmother’s house and eaten her food, and all the while no one was the wiser that he was anything except what he claimed to be. How had he managed to keep it up for so long without anyone discovering his dirty little secret?

‘The fox bone choker must be the focus. The spell is in the bones, and it works as long as he is wearing it.’ She started to cry. ‘I can’t believe he would deceive me so terribly. I loved him! I loved him as Akihiro and as Michael.

How could he lie to me like that?’

She left the apartment, but kept her key because she knew she still had some of her belongings there that she’d have to pick up later, and went down to her car. It started on the first try, and soon she was back on the road, heading towards her grandmother’s.

It was after one in the morning when she finally made it back to Elisi’s, and she tried to enter silently so as not to wake the old woman, but, as it turned out, her grandmother was already awake and waiting for her in the living room.

As soon as she saw Joanna come in, she picked up the cordless phone that was sitting on the table and dialed a number. When the person on the other end answered, she spoke in Tsalagi.

“She is here safely.”

There was a pause and Joanna knew Elisi was talking to Michael.

“Yes. Thank you. Goodnight.”

Elisi hung up the phone.

“That was Michael?” she asked. Just saying his name choked her and made the tears threaten again.

Her grandmother nodded. “It was.”

She frowned and dropped the plastic bags on the living room floor. “What did he tell you?” she asked carefully. No matter how much she might despise him right now, she wouldn’t reveal his secret.

“That your evening ended in tears for both of you,” the old woman replied, standing and walking slowly to the kitchen.

She followed. “What else did he tell you?” she pressed.

Elisi did not answer right away. Instead she put on a kettle for tea and began heating up some soup. “That you had returned his ring,” she finally said.

She grimaced at the regret in her grandmother’s voice. Elisi had loved Michael as the son that she had lost.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized.

“I feared it would not go well. I tried to warn him that you would not take kindly to his deception, but he would not listen,” Elisi admitted sadly.

Her grandmother’s words surprised her and she shook her head.

“Wait a minute… you knew?” she blurted, stunned.

“Why do you think I did not cut my hair?” her grandmother answered.

“When you were gone, I thought that you were lost to me. I thought that it was the end, that the last of my grandchildren had been taken from me, and I grieved. I asked myself what lesson I was to learn for Spirit to challenge me so harshly in this life, to leave me alone while my children and grandchildren all Passed before me.”

As she spoke, Elisi brewed tea and poured the heated soup into a bowl, setting both down on the small kitchen table.

“If the tsu-la gi-ga-ge had not shown himself to me, I would have shorn my hair to the ears,” the old woman added, using the Tsalagi words for red fox.

“You should eat, Child. You are weary and your color concerns me.” She slumped down into one of the chairs at the table, her exhaustion and upset finally catching up with her.

“He took off the fox choker?”

Elisi nodded and pushed the tea and soup towards her. “Yes. To be honest, I have long suspected that he was not all that he seemed. I even believed that he was connected in some way to the Little People. But the truth was far more strange and frightening than anything I had ever imagined.” She took a sip of tea and ate some of the soup. Elisi was right; she needed to eat or her blood sugar would crash from all the stress. The tea was an herbal blend meant for soothing and easing troubled thoughts. She hoped it worked because she needed all the help she could get.

“Did he tell you everything?” she asked, fishing for more information.

Could Akihiro really have revealed all of his secrets to her grandmother?

“Everything he felt that he could.”

“I still can’t believe that the man I loved so much could hurt me so deeply,” she said, her fox’s betrayal still fresh.

Elisi sighed and sat down with her own cup of tea.

“It was a bad situation,” her grandmother commented.

“Bad situation?” she blurted, the tears rising again. “Elisi, he lied to me.

He’s been lying to me all this time.”

“And yet he could not tell you the truth either,” Elisi pointed-out.

She gasped, starting to tremble. Elisi’s words were reasonable, but she was in no mood for logic and reason.

“I can’t believe it. You’re on his side!” she accused.

“I am on no one’s side. I am saddened by a terrible situation involving two people I love, and I fear for both of you if you cannot see this through.”

“See it through? There is nothing to see. He lied to me. He deceived me.

He let me go on that trip knowing what I would face and said nothing! How can I ever trust him again? How can I look at him knowing what he has done? I know I am supposed to forgive, but how can I possibly forgive that? ”

“I don’t know, Child. Only you can answer that question.”

“Would you forgive him? If you were in my place, would you take him back?” she challenged.

“I don’t know. I am not in your place. I have not walked in your moccasins.”

Having an old proverb thrown at her did nothing to improve her mood, and she clenched her teeth.

“That’s right,” she stated. “You haven’t. So you can’t possibly know how I am feeling right now.”

She took another bite of her soup, then pushed it away. “I can’t eat any more of this. I’m really tired. I’m going to go to bed.” Her grandmother was completely unruffled. It was one of the things she loved most about the old woman. Absolutely nothing seemed to shake her.

“Sleep well, Child. I hope a decent rest will help you find some answers.” She snorted and stood up, taking her dishes to the sink. She moved to put the remainder of her soup in a container, but her grandmother stopped her.

 

“I’ll take care of that. You go get some sleep.”

She softened, feeling guilty for having been so short with her. She came close and kissed her on the temple. “I’m sorry I’m so crabby. It’s been a bad day.”

Elisi smiled. “Understandable.”

“I’ll see you later this morning. I’ll probably sleep late.” Her grandmother gave her a wry look. “Me too.”

She laughed. “So you’ll sleep in and get up at eight instead of six?”

“Seven at least,” Elisi countered jovially.

She laughed again and her heart felt lighter, at least until she got back to her room. As soon as she closed the door, however, it all came back, and she sobbed into her pillow like a child.

She spent the next two days sequestered in her room. A “decent rest” had done nothing to ease the feelings of betrayal, and if anything she felt worse.

Everything she and Michael had ever done together, even the very moment of their meeting, had all been a carefully planned production directed and put on by Akihiro. It hurt to know that he’d been pretending to be Michael for eleven years, but she had to admit that he had delivered a stunning performance.

But almost as much as the feelings of betrayal were the feelings of loss.

Since she had returned from Feudal Japan, she had known that she would probably lose one of them, but she had never imagined that she would lose both. Knowing that Michael was waiting for her had been one of the things that had kept her going while she was in the past, and the anticipation of seeing Akihiro again in her time had been a source of fear and joy. Now she felt bereft, and there was no one but Elisi to comfort her. But she couldn’t confide in her grandmother because that would mean breaking her contract with the government, and she couldn’t take the chance that someone might be listening.

She wanted to scream and rant. She wanted to run into the forest and let herself get lost in the darkness. She settled for cutting her hair. On Sunday night, after almost two full days of weeping, she emerged from her room, went directly to the kitchen, took out a large pair of scissors, and chopped her hair up to her earlobes. Then she took the shorn locks and burned them in a fire she built in the fire ring in the back yard. Her grandmother watched but said nothing.

She would not speak his name. If he called, she didn’t know because she had told Elisi that she did not wish to talk to him. At some point what few things he had been keeping at her grandmother’s house disappeared. She tried not to notice the complete absence of him, and if her grandmother disapproved, she kept her own council.

She was grateful that her neighbors were not huge gossips, but it was impossible for them not to know that something had happened. Cherokee women cut their hair in mourning and she had cut hers. It was only natural for them to want to know who she was grieving. In the close community her grandmother lived in, the death of a neighbor was known by all, and they knew no one among them had died. She was just lucky that they were too polite to ask, and even if they had asked, she didn’t know what she would tell them. She didn’t know if she was mourning Michael or herself.

She missed Michael. For so long he had been her rock in stormy times; without him she felt at the mercy of the coming gales. She had depended on him, relied on him to see her through the worst of times. There were things in her early grieving that she could not tell her grandmother (and would not tell her therapist), but she had told them to Michael and found healing in his arms.

She had shared all the ugliness that shamed her, all the darkness in her soul, the blackness of her despair, with him, and he’d listened without reproof.

In the worst of it, she’d beaten him, flailing at him with her ineffectual fists, screaming her rage at the world, and he’d taken it. No. He’d encouraged

it. He’d tell her to put it on him, to give him her pain.

“You can’t hurt me. You can’t hurt me,” he would tell her over and over, goading her to come at him with all her fury.

Oh, if only she had known how right he had been. If only she had known what he’d really been telling her. Now he was gone and she was lost. She fumbled around like a child in the dark, all the while knowing that she would have to find her way out by herself.

On Tuesday she had to go to Duke University for her appointment with the ophthalmologist, but she wasn’t supposed to drive herself. Normally Michael would have taken her, but, of course, he was no longer an option. Elisi didn’t drive so she wasn’t able to do it, and she wondered how she was going to get there. She had to go. The floaters in her eyes were getting worse, no doubt in part to how upset she had been the past few days. Emotional upset raised blood pressure, and higher blood pressure caused more bleeding.

Luckily, Elisi’s neighbor, Dan Three Feathers, agreed to take her. It was no small favor. Duke University was in Durham, some five hours away, but Dan was retired and had the time, so they would make a day of it. Elisi was coming too, and she was grateful for her grandmother’s support.

Dan Three Feathers was a true old Cherokee. He spoke only Tsalagi, although she knew he could speak fluent English, and she’d known him nearly six years before she’d learned his last name (Campbell). He’d been born and raised on the Qualla Boundary, and had only left it when he joined the military.

She had once asked him why he had enlisted, and he had answered that it had either been that or be drafted, and enlisting gave him options that conscripted men didn’t have. It didn’t keep him from being sent to Vietnam, but he did come home alive. He didn’t talk about his time overseas. Like most veterans, he didn’t speak of the war unless directly questioned about it.

Dan pulled up around 7am and they all set off for Durham. She was riding shotgun because she had the directions, and Elisi rode in the back with a bag of yarn so she could work while they traveled. Elisi was a member of a group of women who made caps for newborns at the hospitals, and a five hour drive was a good opportunity to make a few for the project.

Dan turned onto Route 19 and headed for I-40 that would take them east to Durham. All was quiet in the Chevy Blazer after the first few greetings and usual small talk. Elisi had packed a small cooler with sandwiches and fruit for breakfast, and Dan had a thermos of coffee, and they parceled out the food.

When breakfast was finished, Elisi turned to her knitting, and she took to staring out the window while Dan drove. Her mind was in turmoil for a number of reasons, and watching the trees and passing cars gave her a distraction.

“You cut your hair,” Dan said in his deep voice, breaking the silence.

 The statement shocked her because it wasn’t like him to pry into her personal life. A glance to Elisi in the back seat earned her a little shrug.

“Yes,” she answered, keeping her voice neutral, and her eyes on the road.

“Who has died?”

She took a long moment to answer, considering her words carefully.

“Me.”

Dan’s reply was a soft huff through his nostrils, and a short nod. The look on his face told her that he understood better than she thought, and a realization struck her. Perhaps he’d died in Vietnam, and he knew all too well what it was like to die inside yet still live. He did not broach the subject again, and she resumed looking out the window.

At Duke University’s Eye Center she was taken into an examination room where an assistant put drops into her eyes to dilate her pupils, then a dye was injected intravenously to fluoresce the blood vessels on her retinas. When all was ready an Indian man (from India, not a Native) who introduced himself as Doctor Rao came in to do the examination of her eyes.

“Well, Miss Tindall,” he began in a lightly accented voice when he was finished. “I am sure that you were told that you have diabetic retinopathy.”

“Yes,” she replied.

“I have just confirmed the diagnosis. The bleeding is not extensive, but you do have a number of areas on your retinas that need attention. You should schedule laser surgery to cauterize the blood vessels as soon as possible.” She swallowed and managed a nod. “What is the prognosis?”

“If we can stop the bleeding, you shouldn’t suffer any further vision loss.”

“Can I expect to regain any of the vision I’ve lost already?”

“There are some treatments, some medications that can be used to help restore some of the vision lost by the clouding of the vitreous fluid, but those are usually reserved for cases much more severe than yours. If we can’t get the bleeding under control, then your eyesight may deteriorate to the point where those treatments become an option.”

She nodded. “I see. Thank you.”

“I’ll send in the intern to escort you to the reception desk. They’ll make your appointment there.”

“When can I expect my eyes to return to normal?”

“The drops should wear off in about an hour or two. All the same, you shouldn’t drive until the effects wear off completely.”

“I had someone drive me here.”

“That was a good idea. Do you have any further questions?”

“No.” What else was there to ask? She knew the prognosis if the surgery failed.

“Very well, then. I’ll tell the intern to come get you.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“Good luck, Ms. Tindall. I’m sure we’ll see you soon.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

He exited the room and she was left alone to wait for the intern to come in.

She’d been given special sunglasses to protect her eyes while they were dilated, and she put them on in anticipation of the intern turning on the lights. It took a while for someone to come get her, and she sat in the dark by herself, dealing with the news and her worst fears. Had Michael been there, he would have bullied his way into the examination room and stood beside her while she was there. He would have held her hand and told her jokes to ease her anxiety. But he wasn’t there, and he wouldn’t be there ever again. She was just going to have to get used to it.

The intern did come, eventually, and he walked her out to the reception desk. With her eyes still completely dilated, it was hard to focus and everything was too bright even with the sunglasses, but she managed, and her appointment was set for December 14th. She made her way out to the waiting room where Elisi and Dan were sitting on the uncomfortable chairs. They stood as she approached, and Dan took her arm to guide her out to the Blazer.

“Thanks,” she said to him, hooking her arm in his.

He gave a grunt of acknowledgement, but otherwise did not respond. She waited until they were in the Blazer before telling them what Dr. Rao had said.

“So, you must have laser surgery?” Elisi asked when she was done relaying what Dr. Rao had told her.

“Yeah. My first is on December 14th.”

“First?” her grandmother repeated.

She gave a shrug and tried to sound unconcerned. “The intern warned me that sometimes it takes more than one treatment to stop the bleeding.”

“Ah.”

“We will pray that one treatment is all you need,” Dan promised.

“Thank you,” she said, genuinely grateful.

They stopped in Greensboro for an early dinner. Dan knew a small, local place that served great food for cheap prices, and they ate there. She didn’t know how he’d known about it, but she guessed that it had been a place he had gone to when he was in the military. After they were finished eating, they got back in Dan’s Blazer and headed for home.

Lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t speak as Dan drove, and there was peaceful silence in the Jeep for almost an hour. She watched the road, knowing she wouldn’t relax until they had returned to the forest.

“I have heard you returned Crow Dancing’s ring,” Dan said suddenly.

She looked at him, surprised, then cast a glance to the back seat where Elisi was sleeping.

“Spider-Weaver Woman sleeps,” he confirmed. “But you have not answered. Is it true that you have returned Crow Dancing’s ring?” It wasn’t any of his business, and he really shouldn’t have been asking her such questions, but Dan Three Feathers never did anything without good reason so she trusted him and answered.

“Yes.”

“Hmm. Is that why you cut your hair?”

“Partially. That’s not the only reason, but it is one of them.” Dan nodded.

“Have you talked to Michael?” she asked, wondering if that was why he had asked her about the ring.

“No.”

She breathed sharply through her nose and looked out the window. Even though it was only 6pm, it was almost full dark, and the looming foothills of the mountains looked like darker blobs against an already dark background. The dilation drops had worn off, but she was still suffering some aftereffects.

“Crow Dancing is a good man. He is loyal and faithful, and a good provider. He suffered much when you were missing, but he took care of Spider-Weaver Woman as if she were his own grandmother,” Dan told her.

Why was he telling her these things? Why was he even getting involved?

Had Michael put him up to it? She hadn’t remembered Michael and Dan being particularly friendly. Dan kept to himself and, usually, minded his own business, which is why it seemed so odd that he would be trying to talk to her.

“He lied to me. He kept secrets from me. I can no longer trust him,” she replied, her voice devoid of all emotion.

“We all have secrets, Sings in Winter. I am sure there are things you have kept hidden, and all of us tell some form of untruth in our lives, especially if it is to protect one we love.”

“Some secrets are too big,” she countered gently, not wanting to argue.

“It is not my place to get involved, but it is obvious that you are in great pain, and I have heard that Crow Dancing has disappeared. Whatever troubles passed between you, you must ask yourself if they are worth leaving behind all you have built together. Yours was a joining blessed by the Great Spirit, and we are all saddened to see your suffering. If there is a way to see through the darkness, I pray that you both will find it.”

She tried not to react when Dan told her that Michael had disappeared. Her first thought was that Akihiro had cast off the illusion completely and become someone else, but then a little chill of fear ran up her spine, and she wondered if there was a more sinister reason.

‘Did he hurt himself? Has he gone somewhere else? Has he gone back to Japan?’ “Thank you for your concern, Three Feathers. I will take your words under consideration,” she said gently.

Dan nodded. “Thank you. That is all I ask.”

“I know that you speak to me out of love, and you do not wish to hurt me.”

“Yes. Both you and Crow Dancing are dear to our hearts. We are saddened by your parting, and we hope that you will be able to resolve your differences.”

‘Resolve our differences? Somehow I doubt that.’ “We will see what the future brings,” she answered.

“That is all I ask. Thank you.”

She gave a grunt of acknowledgement and rested her forehead against the window, trying to block out everything, including her own thoughts. Dan kept silent for the rest of the trip and Elisi slept most of the way. She was fine with that because it meant she was left alone to sort out her own tangled soul.

Returning to staring out the window, she tried not to think about Michael or what Dan had said. She tried not to think about what the future held for her now or if she had made the right decisions. She just focused on the darkening sky, the trees cloaked in twilight shadows, and the smattering of stars that could be visible with all the light pollution surrounding them. She tried not to think about how spectacular the night sky had been in Feudal Japan, and she doubted that she would ever see a sky so dark or so pristine again.

She tried not to think about Akihiro or Kaemon or Suzuka. Of the three that came to mind, two were most certainly dead and had been for centuries. She tried not to think about Akihiro living over 400 years to find her again only to have her reject him. She tried not to think about anything at all.

She did not succeed.




Chapter Thirty-Three

On Wednesday, December 5th, only twenty days before Christmas, she got a call from Colonel Pyle’s secretary. Apparently, she was wanted at Fort Bragg for a meeting, and someone would be arriving at 0600 hours Thursday morning to drive her back to the base. She wanted to tell the woman exactly what she thought about the request, but she refrained from cursing in front of Elisi.

She packed a bag, knowing that a “request” could easily become a “demand,” and it was just as easy for him to send Military Police as it was for him to send an ordinary driver. She wasn’t happy about it, and she certainly wasn’t happy with the lack of forewarning, but she was coming to understand that the Army did things in their own way and their own time.

And perhaps getting away (even if it was to Fort Bragg) was just what she needed. After the trip to Duke, and her conversation with Dan Three Feathers, she’d been in a state of turmoil and confusion. As her initial anger faded, she began to view the situation with more perspective. She was still mad (she was still really mad), but the edge was coming off her ire, and she started asking herself questions, questions only Akihiro could answer.

She’d called him. Or tried to at least. It had been late at night after they’d gotten back from Duke, and the conversation she’d had with Dan had been fresh in her mind. She’d picked up the phone and dialed the number of the apartment in Cullowhee before she could stop herself. Her heart had been pounding as she heard the other end ring, and ring, and ring, until the answering machine picked up. She hung up before the machine had a chance to play its recording, and dialed Michael’s new cell phone number, but there was no answer there either.

She was concerned at first, because she remembered Dan telling her that Michael had disappeared, but then she reasoned that he was probably hurting as well, and he’d gone off somewhere, most likely to wherever it was that he went every September for his yearly retreat; although where he went was now a matter of intrigue, and she wondered what he actually did when he was gone during those weeks. She resolved not to worry about it, and she was actually relieved because she hadn’t been certain what she would have said to him if he had answered. She decided to try again after she had returned from Fort Bragg.

She had other things to worry about anyway, like wondering why Colonel Pyle wanted to see her, and imagining all kinds of horrors to upset herself: like maybe they had been watching and they knew about Akihiro. Maybe they had suspected her fox would try to contact her, and they’d been waiting for him to reveal himself. Maybe they’d been followed. Maybe there had been a hidden camera in the room. Maybe some techno-geek had been sitting in a black van somewhere on the Biltmore Estate with a satellite dish and listening equipment, recording the whole thing. Maybe they’d secretly injected a microchip under her skin when she was in their custody. Maybe they knew her every move…

She worked herself up into a panic attack, and she had to do breathing exercises she’d learned a decade ago in therapy to calm herself down. Had Michael been there, he would have recognized the signs and stopped her before she got herself too upset. But Michael wasn’t there and she had to do it herself.

God, she missed him so much.

Thursday morning dawned wet and ugly. Elisi had coffee ready by the time she had dragged herself out of her warm bed at O-Dark-Thirty for a shower before whoever came to pick her up arrived. Elisi gave her a scarf to tie around her head to hold back her hair because she was finding it hard to manage her chopped locks. She’d had long hair all her life, and not having enough hair to even make a ponytail was going to require some adjusting.

There was a knock at the door at exactly 6am, she got up to answer it, and she was shocked to find Private Begay standing on the porch.

“Ya-tah-hey,” the Navajo greeted in Dineh. He was smiling broadly.

“Private Begay,” she answered, opening the door wide. “I’m so surprised to see you! So you’re my driver?”

He shrugged. “I volunteered. I don’t mind driving. At least here the roads are paved.”

She laughed and invited him in. “Come in. Have some coffee and meet my grandmother.”

“You cut your hair,” the young man noted with a bit of surprise.

“Yeah,” she replied, self-consciously pushing back a lock of hair.

Private Begay frowned, but made no comment as he removed his cap and crossed the threshold into the house. Elisi met him at the entrance to the kitchen.

“O’siyo,” she said. “Welcome to my home.”

“Ya-tah-hey, Grandmother. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Come sit at the table. There is coffee and cornbread.” Private Begay shook his head sadly. “We can only stay a few minutes, but I thank you for the coffee.”

“You are welcome.”

Elisi gave Private Begay a cup of coffee and he took a sip.

“Ah, a woman who knows her coffee. Black, no sugar. Perfect.” Elisi smiled and gave her a look that said she liked the young man. She smiled back. A few moments later, he finished the coffee and turned to her.

“I hope you packed an overnight bag because I’m not due to bring you back until tomorrow,” he said.

“I figured as much so I made sure I was prepared,” she answered, indicating the small, black bag by the door.

“Are you ready then?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Let’s go.”

He led the way and she followed, grabbing her bag on the way out.

“Be safe, Child,” her grandmother said, seeing her off.

She kissed the old woman on the temple and gave her a smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow. And if you hear from Michael, please tell him I’d like to talk to him.”

A grateful look came into her grandmother’s eyes. “I will, Child. Please call me when you arrive so I know you got there safely.”

“I have my cell phone and charger. I’ll be sure to call tonight.”

“Thank you.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Grandmother,” Private Begay said as he put his cap back on.

“And you. Come again to my home. You are welcome here,” Elisi replied.

“Thanks. I might drop by just for the coffee!”

Elisi laughed and shooed them off.

“Bye!” she called as she got into the passenger side of the Jeep Private Begay was driving. He put it in gear and they drove off.

“Did you have a good visit home?” she asked him.

“Yes, I did. It was nice to see everyone.”

“Did your grandma make frybread?”

He chuckled. “Of course.”

She smiled and laughed.

The rest of the trip to Fort Bragg was spent in pleasant company. She kept the conversation on neutral subjects and avoided speaking about her own personal issues. Private Begay, in keeping with Navajo culture, didn’t ask for any information she did not willingly volunteer. She’d been betting on that, and she was grateful that she’d been correct, because the last thing she wanted was to answer questions about Michael or why she had cut her hair.

“So… have you heard anything about why Colonel Pyle wanted to see me?” she asked nonchalantly.

“No, I’m sorry, I haven’t.”

“I did have my first appointment at Duke University Eye Center on Tuesday,” she admitted.

“I’m betting Duke called his office and he wants to talk about it with you.”

“If that’s so, why not just call me? Why send you all the way to pick me up and bring me there?”

“Confidentiality,” the young Navajo explained. “If you’re in his office, he doesn’t have to worry about who might be listening in.” She gulped. “Am I under surveillance?”

“Aren’t we all?” he answered cryptically. “I have an uncle who won’t come down from the hills because he doesn’t want to be videotaped by all the government cameras, and he tries to leave his hogan only at night so they can’t take his picture from space. I didn’t have the heart to tell him the satellites have night scopes.”

“One nation, under surveillance,” she quipped.

“Welcome to post-9/11 America, Ms. Tindall. All the rules have changed.”

“Don’t I know it,” she answered drolly.

Private Begay responded with a humorous laugh that made her wonder if he didn’t know more than he was letting on. Once again she considered the possibility that he might be a spy sent to find out if she could be trusted to keep her secrets. He might have been joking, but everyone knew that things had changed after the attacks on 9/11. America was much more vigilant and suspicious (and with good reason), but there were those who took vigilance into the realm of paranoia and wanton fear-mongering. Unfortunately, she was well aware that the knowledge she kept in her head was extremely dangerous, and the government had every right to make certain that she did not leak her information to the wrong person. But it made her feel as if she was being constantly watched, and that did nothing to assuage her misgivings about Akihiro’s safety.

Perhaps Private Begay’s uncle had the right idea.

What to do if Akihiro’s “cover” had been blown was something she hadn’t decided. She was still angry, but she would never give him up to the military or the NSA just because she was mad at him. With him not answering either the apartment phone or his cell phone, however, she had no way of warning him of the danger. Besides, she had no illusions that someone hadn’t tapped her cell phone and could listen in whenever they liked. Without some way of safely communicating with him, she knew she couldn’t take a chance of someone overhearing their conversation. Then she reasoned that, if he’d managed to survive over 400 years, he could probably take care of himself, and he didn’t need her worrying about him.

She remembered the reception clerk at the Biltmore, and how her attitude had changed after she had read the account listed on the reservation Akihiro had made. It was obviously a name the woman had recognized, but she didn’t know whether it was someone Akihiro knew or Akihiro himself under a different alias. He had said it was a friend, and if he’d been telling the truth, it was an influential friend. Maybe that friend was powerful enough to offer Akihiro some protection. Maybe that was where he was now since he wasn’t answering his phone.

She mulled it over as Private Begay drove, allowing the conversation to fall into silence on occasion as she stared out the window. One of the things she loved most about the Native people was that most of them did not mind silence.

Anglos seemed to hate it, and filled the air with useless prattle, but Indians didn’t shun the quiet. Silence allowed you to listen, and she knew there was precious little of that in the world. So Norman didn’t say anything when the conversation stopped, and it allowed her time to really think about what she was going to do once she got to Fort Bragg.

They arrived at the military installation shortly before 11am. She was hungry and needed to eat, so she asked Norman to take her to the mess hall so she could buy a lunch. She’d been hyper-vigilant about her blood sugar ever since she’d gotten it back under control, especially since strict control reduced the risk of complications, and she wasn’t about to backslide now. Private Begay took her to the cafeteria she had eaten in the last time she had been to Fort Bragg, and he bought her a turkey sandwich on his i.d. card. She promised to pay him back for the food, but he refused.

Her meeting with Colonel Pyle wasn’t until 1300 hours so she had just under two hours to kill before she had to go up to his office, and the more she stewed, the more anxious she became. She was working herself up to a nice panic attack when Norman grasped her arm and made her focus on him.

“You really just need to relax,” he told her gently.

“Yeah, I know,” she nervously agreed.

He gave her a serious look, then pointed with his chin. “C’mon.” She followed him as he led her out of the main building and across the grounds to a copse of trees with a picnic table. She relaxed as soon as she was out in the open air, and she gave him a grateful smile.

“Thanks.”

He grunted and nodded, then passed the table and sat cross-legged underneath the trees, placing his hands into his lap and closing his eyes. She joined him, imitating his position, and they sat together in silence. She breathed slowly through her nose and opened herself up to the voice of the trees. They didn’t have much to say, but they were content, and their contentment bled into her.

Time slowed down while she was communing with the trees, and she didn’t know an hour had passed until Norman’s watch beeped to alert him that it was noon. She came out of her light trance sometime later and opened her eyes to see him looking at her. It was odd because he didn’t break eye contact when their eyes met, and she cocked her head curiously.

“What is it?” she asked.

He gave her a slow smile and a tingle ran up her spine. It was a familiar feeling and she creased her brow. He wasn’t Akihiro (she knew his Feel very well), but there was definitely a tingle of Other coming from him. She opened her mouth to speak, but he silenced her by putting a finger to his lips, and she stopped immediately.

“You need to relax, Ms. Tindall. Everything is going to be fine,” he told her, but the words now held multiple layers of meaning.

“Okay,” she answered, strangely comforted.

His smile widened and he winked at her.

“Belaganas don’t get it, do they? They think the world is dead. Little do they know it’s much more alive than they could ever imagine,” he said quietly with a hint of humor.

“The Little People?” she prompted, hoping it was a safe enough subject.

Private Begay grinned and looked up at the trees. “Oh, they’re around.

Invisible to the eye of most people, but there if you know where to look.”

“I see. Can you see them?”

“Sometimes. When they want to be seen.”

There was so much that she wanted to ask him, and she wondered if he would answer. Still, knowing that he was at least partially Other himself reassured her that at least someone there might be able to help her if things started to go wrong. But if he was Other, and under some form of illusion, there was no telling if he was actually Private Begay and not someone assuming his likeness.

“Are you the Norman I met the last time I was here?” she questioned.

“I am and I am not. I only come out when it’s necessary. He knows I am here. I had a partnership with a close friend of his who was mortally wounded in battle in Iraq. Private Begay agreed to become my host so that I would not die as well. We are partners of a sort, but I live in him, and we are two separate beings sharing the same body,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“You’re a symbiote,” she blurted.

“And you’ve been reading too many science-fiction novels,” he responded with a reproving look.

“Michael was a big Star Trek fan when we were teenagers,” she explained.

Private Begay laughed and nodded. “I understand. Gene Roddenberry: a man way ahead of his time and privy to information far too close to reality than many of us were ever comfortable with.”

“So you’re glad he’s up there, orbiting the earth in his Space Urn?” she commented, looking up at the sky.

“Oh, he burned up in the atmosphere years ago,” he said with amusement.

“You do know that you’ve just crushed the fantasies of millions of Trekkies all over the world,” she teased.

“Hey, far be it from me to explain the concept of gravity to them. They ought to know anyway. How many times did the Enterprise get caught in the gravitational pull of a planet and almost crash?”

“Only when Troi was driving,” she quipped.

He snickered and shook his head.

“What? He dragged me to Generations when it opened,” she complained.

Norman laughed, then sobered. “I am glad that you relaxed when I came out. There is always a risk, but in your case I felt it was a minimal one.” She didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t be too revealing so she opted to shrug. “You should have learned from Norman that most Natives have a different view of the world.”

“As do most indigenous peoples, but that itself can be dangerous.”

“Do you have a name?” she asked suddenly.

“That humans can pronounce? Yes. My name is Ta’ahl.”

“Hello, Ta’ahl. I’d introduce myself, but I believe we’ve already met.” He smiled. “I believe we have. Norman is very fond of you.” She looked around worriedly. “Is it safe for you to talk here? We are on a military base. Unless…”

“Unless they already know about me?” Ta’ahl finished for her. “Only those who share my secrets themselves are aware of my presence. There are a few here, but not too many. We usually recognize each other and act accordingly.

There are rules and protocols to follow when we meet another non-human. As for safety, these trees have a low-level shielding spell on them that keeps our conversations private.”

“That’s good to know,” she commented.

He nodded. “Yes. Privacy and secrecy are essential for those like me. We guard our truths carefully.”

“I can imagine that it would be vital to your survival.”

“More than you realize, Ms. Tindall, which is why I have chosen to speak with you. You are Gifted, but untrained, and that is very dangerous. You need to find a teacher to help you control and understand your Gifts,” he warned.

She shook her head and started to protest, but he stopped her.

“You have seen something of the hidden world. I can tell. There is a look in your eyes that tells me you’ve had contact with non-humans. You will attract attention from those who fear you because you’ll recognize them. That alone is enough to get yourself killed.”

“Oh.”

“Is there someone you can turn to for help?”

“Like who?”

“A powerful Medicine Man or Woman could probably help you.” She gave it some thought. She was intending to speak to Akihiro anyway, and since he was the one responsible for her contact with the non-human world, she could take up the subject with him.

“There might be someone I can talk to,” she said.

He nodded. “If not, I know a Hopi Shaman who can help, but you would have to go to New Mexico.”

 

“I think I’m ok, but I’ll keep it in mind. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. We should be getting back. It’s almost 1230 hours.”

“Okay,” she agreed, moving to stand.

Ta’ahl stood as well and gave her a little nod of his head.

“I’ll stay out for a while to keep guard. Norman is somewhat Gifted, otherwise our partnership would not be possible, but he is not as attuned to subtle shifts in energy patterns as I,” he told her.

“Okay.”

She followed him back to the building and allowed him to lead her up to Colonel Pyle’s office. As they were exiting the elevator, she heard Ta’ahl breathe in sharply, and then he put out a hand to grasp her elbow.

“What is it?” she questioned, sensing his distress.

“Someone I was not expecting,” he replied carefully.

“Who?” she asked, but he gave her a slight shake of his head to silence her.

His eyes were focused on the corridor, and he’d stopped walking as if listening or waiting for someone, or something, to appear. He tensed and a moment later Signore Neramorte came walking around the blind corner. Ta’ahl tightened his grip on her elbow and pulled her closer.

“Ahh, Ms. Tindall,” the black-haired Italian said smoothly, a sly smile on his lips. “Colonel Pyle told me that you were coming in today.” His eyes examined her dispassionately. “You are looking very well.” She tried to return his cold gaze, but there was something about him that made her shudder.

“Yes, thank you. I’m doing pretty good.”

“Excellent, Ms. Tindall. I am glad to hear that. Now if you will please excuse me, I must be going.”

“Yes, please do,” Ta’ahl commented, an edge to his voice.

If she hadn’t known he wasn’t Norman beforehand, she certainly did now.

Private Begay was terrified of Mr. Black Death, and would not meet his eyes, but Ta’ahl showed no fear. In fact, he met Neramorte’s wry look with a challenging stare. They regarded each other in silence while she began to feel more and more uncomfortable as the tension between them rose.

She looked at the tall foreigner and had a brief flash of memory. Creasing her brow, she tried to force herself to remember, and a moment later she felt something “click” and release as a flood of memories came rushing back. She remembered Neramorte sitting in the chair across from her bed at Fort Bragg in the middle of the night. He had taunted her, insulted her, and there had been a terrible sense of Fear that she’d had to overcome. He’d made her believe that Akihiro was dead, and then said that he would make her forget…

The tension between the two men broke suddenly as Signore Neramorte looked her way and gave her a wry smile, flashing wolf teeth that were a little too long.

“I am sure I will see you again soon, Ms. Tindall. Ciao.” He pushed past them and Ta’ahl watched him until he disappeared around another corner.

“He isn’t human, is he?” she whispered.

“You already know the answer to that question,” Ta’ahl replied, his eyes still focused on the corner where Neramorte had turned.

“Norman is afraid of him.”

“Yes, and he delights in frightening people. Me, I’m too old to be frightened by bullies who enjoy tormenting those weaker than them.”

“He made me think that someone I loved was dead.”

“Hmm,” was all Ta’ahl had to say in answer.

“Did you make the medicine bundle to protect me from him?” Ta’ahl gave a mirthless laugh. “No. That was Norman, but I let him do it. I knew there was very little that could protect you from the likes of him. We’re just lucky that his days of rampage and destruction are over. Although I have no doubt that he longs for the glory days, or in his case, the gory days.” She gave her own humorless grunt and nodded. “He doesn’t strike me as the warm, fuzzy type.”

“Ah. No. Definitely not.”

“What is he?”

“You’re not ready to know,” he replied soberly, taking her arm again and guiding her down the hall.

“He said he would make me forget, and for a while I did, but just now when I was looking at him, I remembered everything,” she commented with surprise.

“Hmmm. That’s interesting.”

“Why?”

“Because it means low-level set spells don’t work on you. That’s something your teacher will need to know,” he told her as they approached the office.

“What’s that?”

“A set spell is a spell that is set into something or someone. They usually are low energy, and the person doesn’t realize that he’s being affected by one. Set-spells for memory suppression are common and relatively easy to cast, but apparently you can break them.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she asked nervously.

“That depends on how you look at it. On the one hand, it means that you aren’t easy to manipulate. On the other hand, it also means that anyone who knows that will use heavier spells on you, and they can be much more unpleasant to deal with.”

She snorted. “Great.”

“It’s 1300 hours. Time for your meeting with the colonel,” he said as they arrived at the closed office door.

“Will I see you again afterwards?”

“We have detail at 1500 hours. Norman will have enough time to escort you back to your quarters before we have to report for duty, but we will certainly see you tomorrow morning when we drive you back to your home.”

“Okay. I look forward to it. Thank you.”

He smiled. “Everything’s going to be fine, Ms. Tindall. Just smile and agree with him no matter what he says.”

She snickered and winked. “Oh, I don’t have to be Gifted to know how to do that,” she replied and opened the office door.

As it turned out, the meeting with Colonel Pyle was benign. He’d gotten the preliminary reports back from her primary doctor and the doctors at Cherokee Indian Hospital. He had some questions about her visit to Duke’s Eye Center, and there was some additional paperwork that needed to be completed and signed in order to ensure that her medical bills were paid. Once that was done, he invited her to dinner with him and his wife, and that was that. The next time she would see him was two weeks after Christmas.

Private Begay was waiting for her when she came out of the office at 2:30pm, and he escorted her to the same quarters she had occupied the last time she had been there. Her little overnight bag was already in the room, and she had plenty of time to change for dinner and call Elisi to tell her that she had arrived safely. She tried Michael again, but again did not get an answer on either line, and she was grateful, again, but this time because she realized the stupidity of discussing anything sensitive with Michael while on military ground. That was just asking for trouble.

Dinner was also benign. A soldier she didn’t recognize knocked on her door at 5:45pm and escorted her down to the officer’s mess where Colonel Pyle and his wife were waiting. Ann Pyle was a pleasant woman who was obviously very concerned with her husband’s career. She was perfectly coiffed and outfitted, and she handled herself with impeccable manners and grace. Conversation was easy and comfortable because they didn’t discuss anything more controversial than the Farmer’s Almanac’s predictions for a bad winter. Thankfully, Signor Neramorte was absent, and she had a nice meal with the Colonel and his wife before returning to her room.

Since she doubted that an unchaperoned stroll around the grounds would be well received, she opted to stay in her room and watch television. It wasn’t her favorite pastime, but there was an old comedy on that she had always liked, and she enjoyed watching it. Another movie came on after the comedy was over, but she didn’t pay much attention to it.

The time alone was giving her an opportunity to do some serious thinking.

Now that she was away from people and places that reminded her of Michael and Akihiro, she was able to see things more objectively, but something Akihiro had said was still bothering her.

He had sworn that he had not lied to her, but she knew that he would avoid lying by simply not telling the whole truth, and she had no doubt that that was what he had been doing for the past eleven years in order to keep from revealing his secrets. If that was true, then she had no reason to be angry with him because she was guilty of the same lies of omission.

Back in Feudal Japan, she had avoided telling the young Akihiro the true nature of her situation because she had been trying to spare him the pain of knowing she was going to die. In the current era, she had kept the truth about Akihiro from Michael because she didn’t want to break his heart. To be angry with Akihiro when she had lied in the same way, seemed hypocritical on her part, and she began to feel guilty for being so judgmental.

Then there was the issue of Akihiro’s true age. When they had met Mr. Black Death in the hall, Ta’ahl had said that he was too old to be frightened by bullies, and that made her wonder how old he actually was. Norman might be 22-years old, but Ta’ahl had given her the impression that he was much older.

She realized that Akihiro might be as old, if not older, than Ta’ahl, and if she did her math right that meant her fox was over 500 years old. She wondered how he had survived five centuries, and how he had managed to avoid the hunters he had been so worried about in Feudal Japan. She remembered that he’d said he had gone on the Trail of Tears, and that he had helped the dis-placed Cherokees build their homes in Oklahoma.

She was awed by the magnitude of what he had done, and she wished that she hadn’t been so quick to leave on the night he had revealed himself to her. In hindsight, she ought to have stayed, if only to give him the opportunity to explain himself. She owed him that much at least, but instead she had thrown her engagement ring at him and stormed out.

When the second movie was over it was late, and the channel put on an old B monster movie. Seeing the old budget film brought a sad smile to her lips.

Michael loved the old monster flicks, and they used to stay up late in summer to watch midnight marathons of such classics as “The Blob” and “It Came From the Deep.” He hadn’t liked them when they had first met, but he’d developed a fondness for them about six years ago.

‘Shortly after he’d gotten back from his yearly retreat,’ she recalled thoughtfully.

Once again she wondered where he went every year, and what he did during that time. She hoped to find out one day. She checked her blood sugar when the movie was over, and got undressed for bed. Private Begay would be knocking on her door at 0700 hours, and she set the alarm clock for 6am to give her plenty of time to get ready. After breakfast, he’d take her home, and she would try to get in touch with Michael for the third time.

She hoped this time he’d answer.




Chapter Thirty-Four

She woke in the middle of the night, all her senses on alert. The room was dark and silent without even the hum of electricity.

‘Hmm, this seems oddly familiar,’ she thought, reorienting herself.

It was December 7th. Friday. She was at Fort Bragg. She’d been called there to meet with Colonel Pyle. She’d gone to bed after watching “Attack of the Crab Monsters.” A glance at the clock read 3:22am. She was wide awake and there was something in the room with her. She sat up and could just make out the outline of a figure sitting in the chair.

‘Oh yeah. Very familiar.’

This time when the Fear hit, she was ready for it, and she only suffered a brief second of utter panic before setting her jaw and getting angry. The low chuckle from the man sitting in the chair only made her angrier.

“What do you want Neramorte?”

“Nothing in particular,” came the Italian-accented voice. “I was merely bored and looking for amusement.”

“I’m so glad I could provide you with an evening’s entertainment.” He laughed and the bedside lamp came on without either of them touching it. The sudden flood of light blinded her for moment.

“You do amuse me,” he admitted, then he stood and approached her. His eyes were feral and his smile was cold. “But the little sketh said too much, didn’t he? It’s odd that something so small can have such a large mouth.”

“Sketh?” she repeated, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

“The worm in your Indian friend,” he explained.

‘He’s talking about Ta’ahl…’

“Precisely,” he confirmed, then flashed his fangs. “But I suppose I should thank him. He did me a favor by talking to you. Did he tell you what I am?”

“He said I wasn’t ready to know.”

Neramorte laughed a deep, full laugh that bounced off the walls of the small room, and she swore she saw tears well up in his dark eyes.

“Ah, so the worm does have a sense of self-preservation, or maybe it is that he loves his human host too much.” He focused on her again. “But he is right. You are not ready to experience my greatness.”

“Oh this is familiar. Didn’t you say something like that to me before? Ego much?” she snapped.

“So you have broken the memory spell I cast upon you. I suspected as much.”

He was very close to her now, and she could feel an almost unnatural heat coming from his body. It made her move back a bit on the mattress in order to put more distance between them. She recalled what Ta’ahl had said about the dangers of being able to throw off set-spells, and she wondered what he was going to do.

“Absolutely nothing,” he said simply, and she got angry with herself for not being able to block him from reading her thoughts.

“Oh you will… eventually.”

“So there is a way to keep you out of my mind,” she stated eagerly.

“Of course. Temporarily, you understand. If I wanted to expend the energy, I could easily break any barrier you put up.”

“Why not recast your spell then? Didn’t you want me to forget?” she challenged.

He shrugged. “It suited my purposes at the time. You cut your hair.” It was a statement and his expression was suspiciously bland.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“That’s none of your business,” she retorted.

“Do not presume that I am ignorant to the meaning when one of your kind cuts her hair. I know full well that it is a sign of mourning,” his eyes fell to her right hand, her ring-less right hand, “Are you mourning someone, Ms Tindall?” He was looking at her expectantly, and she suddenly realized that he had noticed the missing diamond. She made a jump in logic and a new picture became clear.

“You know I’ve met with Akihiro,” she accused.

“Of course. I can read your mind,” he replied, but she saw his eyes flicker.

“No. You knew beforehand because I wasn’t thinking of him until just now. You knew about him. You made me think he was dead on purpose.” Her anger flared and made her bolder than she might have been otherwise.

She hoped she wouldn’t come to regret it.

“I did no such thing.”

“You said our memories are all that we have,” she countered.

“That is true.”

“But you knew I took it to mean that Akihiro hadn’t made it. You did nothing to tell me that I was wrong.”

He had to have known what it had done to her. Even if she didn’t remember that the thought had been planted by him, it still had broken her heart.

“It is not my responsibility to assuage the foolish notions of a human girl,” he replied, a smug smile on his face.

“Foolish notions? You knew he was alive!”

“What I did or did not know was irrelevant,” he answered simply.

She was furious. An arrogant stranger had robbed her of hope, and now he presumed to tell her that what he had done had been of no consequence.

“Irrelevant? How can knowing he was alive be irrelevant?” she seethed.

“Did it matter? You did as I expected you to do and returned his ring.” She stopped, surprised, and creased her brow. “Did he tell you that?”

“As I said before, I have never met him.”

“But you knew of him,” she urged.

“I know of many.”

“Don’t play word games with me,” she ordered, clenching her fists. She was losing patience and a small voice at the back of her mind was screaming that she was being incredibly stupid, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

He chuckled. “I will admit that you have spunk, but I knew you weren’t worthy of him, idiot though he was.”

“What do you mean by that?” she demanded.

“He was a lovesick fool. He lives four centuries, his only goal and desire to be reunited with the one that he loves. He lives only to see her again, be with her again, this silly, little, mortal girl. And what happens when he finally finds her and reveals himself to her? She throws all of his efforts back into his face.

That’s what he gets for falling in love with a fickle child,” he told her, a scathing tone in his voice.

“I am not a child,” she countered through gritted teeth.

“Oh, but you are, my dear. You are an infant, a bawling toddler who throws tantrums and expects others to bow to her. I don’t know who is the bigger fool: you or him,” Neramorte taunted, a dangerous gleam in his eyes.

“Akihiro is no fool. He’s is one of the smartest and bravest people I know,” she growled, defending her fox.

“He refused to listen to reason when he was told what would happen. He was warned that humans are unreliable. They have no sense of permanency or loyalty. They lie and are unfaithful. They have weak hearts for immortality.

And more often than not, by the time you get used to having them in your life,” he brought his face close enough for her to feel the heat of his breath, “they die.”

She gasped, her eyes going wide. “Get out,” she commanded.

He gave her a cold grin and pulled away, but he brought up one finger as if to touch her forehead. She flinched involuntarily.

“No,” he said suddenly, lowering his hand. “I do believe I’ll let you keep that one. Ciao, Bella. Sleep well.”

“What are you…”

She didn’t get the chance to finish the sentence before she blacked out.

When she woke up, her alarm was going off, Norman was knocking on her door, and she had the headache from Hell.

“Ms. Tindall? Ms. Tindall, are you awake?” Norman called from the hall.

Groaning, she forced herself to sit up. Parts of her were numb because she had stayed where she had collapsed, and half of her body had been hanging off of the mattress. She staggered to the door just as she heard the jingle of keys.

‘What the hell did that son-of-a-bitch do to me?’ she complained as the world spun around her.

“Ms. Tindall! Are you all right?” Private Begay asked with concern.

She put a hand to her forehead and blinked away the bleariness. Norman’s worried face came into focus slowly, and she tried to keep the image from going blurry or splitting into two.

“Bad night,” she explained, turning away and fumbling for her clothes.

Her hands were numb and she kept dropping things as she tried to get a hold of them. Not even her worst hangover had ever felt this poorly.

‘I swear someday I will get him for this.’

“Did you not sleep well? Were you sick?” Norman questioned.

“I met someone who didn’t agree with me,” she answered sarcastically.

She saw him look around the room suspiciously. “Was someone here in your room last night?”

“Uninvited. Our favorite Italian.” There was no need to say his name.

Norman gasped. “Did he hurt you? Did he threaten you?” She shook her head. “No. Just was unpleasant company.”

“I’ll report him to Colonel Pyle. He may be a consultant for the NSA, but he still must abide by our rules.”

“If you do that, you’ll only be courting trouble. Just let it go.” She could see that he wanted to protest, but then he grew quiet and a far-away look came into his eyes.

‘Hmm. I wonder if Ta’ahl is adding his 2 cents’ she thought, grabbing her jeans.

“All right, Ms. Tindall, if that’s what you want,” he finally said, shaking the blank expression off his face.

“It’s not a matter of what I want. It’s a matter of what is the safest course of action. In this case, doing nothing is the best thing to do.”

“If you’re sure…” he said hesitantly.

“I’m sure.”

She gathered up some clean underwear and went into the bathroom.

“I’ll be right out,” she told him, and closed the door behind her.

Ten minutes later they were headed down to breakfast, but she found herself fighting nausea at the smell of food.

“Do you have a headache, Ms. Tindall?” Norman asked.

They were seated at one of the long tables in the mess hall, and she was leaving her food untouched in deference to putting her head in her hands.

“Yeah,” she admitted. “My skull feels like it’s about to split open.” He grunted and dug in one of his pockets, pulling out a plastic bag. He fingered through its contents until he selected a piece of dried plant.

“Here, Ms. Tindall. Chew on this. It will help.”

She gave the brown stick a skeptical look. “What is it?”

“Bear root. It is good for headaches and infections. Bear is strong Medicine. It will help you.”

She gingerly accepted his offering and tore off a bit with her teeth. It was bitter, but not unbearable. “Thanks.”

He smiled and returned to eating his eggs and sausage. She had opted for oatmeal and whole wheat toast, and she knew she had to eat at least some of it.

Thankfully, the bear root was also good for nausea, and she was feeling better about twenty minutes later. Her oatmeal was stone cold by then so Norman graciously got her another bowl which she was able to eat.

Afterwards, they went back up to her room, packed up her things and headed down to the depot to pick up a vehicle. She was still moving slowly because, despite the relief offered by the bear root, she still felt sore all over and very out of sorts. Norman was solicitous and stayed close. She was glad for the attention because half the time she wondered how she was still standing with how awful she felt.

‘Whatever that bastard did to me hit me hard,’ she thought darkly.

In the depot, there was a single sedan in the standard black with dark, tinted windows usually reserved for shuttling high ranking officers and politi-cians. Norman left her while he spoke to the solider on duty, and he came back with the keys for it. She was grateful for the soft, comfortable ride. While the standard Army all terrain vehicles were fine for most driving the soldiers had to do, their suspensions weren’t the greatest, and with the way she was feeling, she’d take anything she could get.

“Will you get in trouble for not taking a Jeep?” she asked him as they left the military reservation.

“Only if someone finds out. The guy on duty is a friend of mine. He said no one was scheduled to take this car out today, and he’ll cover for me. If anyone asks, he’ll tell them its out for detailing or something,” he replied.

She gave him a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

“It’s obvious that you are in great deal of discomfort. Are you certain Neramorte didn’t hurt you?”

She sighed. “I’ll live.”

“I really would prefer it if you let me file a report. He entered your room without permission, and he obviously hurt you in some way,” he complained.

“Trust me. It’s best for everyone if you just forget it. I’m not permanently harmed. I just feel like someone’s dragged me through the mud for a few miles.”

“I tried to warn you that higher level spells would be less pleasant to deal with,” he said, and she knew it was Ta’ahl speaking instead of Norman. The switch had been so seamless that she had missed it completely.

She looked at him questioningly, but he had his eyes on the road and both hands on the wheel. Norman drove with one hand and usually looked relaxed.

“Don’t like driving?” she asked with amusement.

“It is a skill I have little opportunity to practice. But you are changing the subject. Neramorte used a higher level spell on you.” She put a hand to her forehead. The bear root had worked reasonably well, but her head was still pounding.

“I guess,” she admitted. “But this time I remember everything.”

Ta’ahl snorted. “Because he wanted you to.”

“He called you something… a sketh.”

“Hmm,” Ta’ahl replied, but did not elaborate.

“He called you a worm too.”

“I’m not surprised. His kind looks down on mine.”

“From what I can gather, he looks down on everyone. Humility is not a trait he possesses.”

Ta’ahl’s jaw tightened. “No. Tell me what happened.” She wanted to tell him, she really did, but even if Neramorte knew about Akihiro, Ta’ahl and Norman didn’t, and it wasn’t her secret to reveal.

“I can’t. He came to my room to talk to me about something that had happened between me and another person.”

“Does it have anything to do with why you no longer wear your engagement ring and why you cut your hair?”

She swallowed and let her head fall back to the comfortable seat. “Yeah.”

“Whatever it was, you made him angry.”

She blinked. “What makes you say that?”

“He used an offensive spell on you to knock you out. It is the equivalent of a boxer getting TKO’d. That’s why your head hurts, and you feel like you’ve gone eight rounds with Erik Morales. You only cast a spell like that when you’re defending yourself or when you’re mad. Did you insult him, perhaps?”

“Not really.”

“Well, he was angry about something. It’s best if you try to figure out what it was before you meet him again. He’s not someone you want for an enemy.”

“I’m not sure he’d make a great friend either,” she quipped, but she understood what he meant.

He was right, though. Mr. Black Death had been ticked off. The truth was she didn’t know why. She certainly hadn’t said anything inflammatory to him.

Well… except for the ego comment, but he hadn’t reacted to that.

‘No. He was angry about Akihiro. He was mad that I had rejected Akihiro…’ she suddenly realized. ‘Why would he be angry about that? He told me he never met him. Why would he even care? Unless… unless he did care, and he was disappointed in me because I gave Akihiro back his ring. But he said that I’d done what he’d expected me to do. Was that why he wanted me to think Akihiro was dead?’

“He lied to me. He made me think someone I loved was dead.”

“So you have said, but I doubt he lied. More like he misled you with a ge-neric statement?”

“How did you know that?” she blurted, raising her head again.

“Lying is a human trait. Very, very few of us ever lie outright, and those of us that do probably have more human than non-human blood.”

“Dishonesty is dishonorable,” she said, recalling Akihiro’s view of the subject.

“Exactly.”

‘Akihiro insisted that he’d never lied to me…’ “So you always tell the truth?”

“Yes, but I may leave things out if the situation warrants. Sometimes it is a delicate balance.”

She nodded. Some things made more sense now. She let her head fall back to the seat and turned her eyes away to look out the passenger side window.

“I guess it is,” she whispered, sadness and realization coming to her.

“You should rest, Ms. Tindall. We have a five hour drive ahead of us, and it would help you if you slept. The effects of the spell will wear off better if you don’t tax yourself.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, but she was thinking about something Neramorte said.

‘I wasn’t worthy. Akihiro had lived over four hundred years to be with me again and I rejected him. And Neramorte knew that I would. He knew that I was lacking, that I’d throw it back in his face. God…’

It was horrible and she knew it. She had been thinking of calling him again once she got back to her grandmother’s, but now she thought the better of it.

Now he was free to find someone who could accept him for what he was.

She wasn’t worthy. Maybe she never had been. The reality was harsh and biting, and it made her feel that much worse.

‘How could I have been so cruel to him? Am I such a terrible person that I would do something like that to someone I loved?’ She remembered when he took off the choker and how shocked she had been. ‘I’d spent the better part of a week mourning him as dead, and he was right in front of me the whole time.’

She snorted. ‘But I had every right to be upset with him! For eleven years he was living under an illusion, and he never told me!’

She shifted in her seat, huffing softly as she tried to get comfortable.

‘All that time and I never had any clue… But… Elisi was right. He couldn’t tell me, could he? If he had, then… then it would have changed the past. If I had known beforehand that I was going to be sent back in time, then things wouldn’t have happened the way that they did. If I had known all along that I was going to be rescued, I wouldn’t have done half the things I did. If I’d known I was going to be attacked by a giant spider…’

She frowned and shifted again. ‘Okay, I would definitely have liked some forewarning on that. But the rest of it…’

She realized that Akihiro had been a in a terrible position. He’d known what was going to happen, but was powerless to stop it. ‘He must have felt so trapped and helpless. The only thing that probably kept him sane was knowing that he was going to be there with me. What he must have been going through…’

Tears welled in her eyes and she tried to stop them, lest Ta’ahl see her.

“I’m going to put you to sleep, Ms. Tindall. Is that all right?” Ta’ahl said gently, proving that her attempt to hide her pain had failed. “It’s a mild spell and won’t cause you any more discomfort.”

Yes. Sleep and forget. Maybe that was the best thing for her anyway.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

“You’ll feel better when you wake up.”

‘I doubt it,’ she thought, then the darkness came up and pulled her down.

********

He’d returned. He had spent several days cocooned amid his closest friends; the ones who knew and kept his secrets. For so long he had lived only to be with Joanna again, and to now be set adrift… His world had shattered in a matter of moments, and he had no idea how he would ever put it back together.

He’d made it as far as Virginia, running blindly in his true form with no regard for his own safety. How he had managed to get to Maria and Isabelle’s, he didn’t know because he had no memory of making the trip. Isabelle had found him pressed against the gate, the charm they had given him the only thing keeping him from being annihilated by the shields around the property.

He’d been exhausted, incoherent, his clothes in tatters and his feet bloody.

Adrian had been called and he had flown down. It took him over a day before he was conscious enough to tell them what had happened, and he was glad that no one gloated or said “I told you so.”

They’d been cautioning him for years, saying that anyone would be shocked to find out that the person they loved was not who he seemed to be, but he had ignored their warnings. He knew his Joanna (or so he had thought), and she would never reject him. Oh how wrong he had been.

They’d nursed him for days, walking softly around him, letting him mourn his loss. They made sure he ate and kept him safe, even from himself. Adrian had held him as he’d howled, the deep pit of grief opening up underneath him.

For them there were no words to say.

After a week, he finally began to pull himself out of it, to sort through what was left and try to decide what to do. Isabelle said he should cut his losses and start over somewhere else, but that was just what she would say because Izzy had no time for those who hurt her friends. Both Maria and Adrian preached caution and the pitfalls of doing something rash.

His gut reaction was to just leave everything behind. He could always go to his uncle in New York or go back to his people in Oklahoma. Even though the last Fox Woman had died (his own mother, the human woman who had raised him when he became Michael. Her death had been a sacrifice he had not anticipated.), he still had family in Indian Territory who would be happy to see him.

But there were people he knew in North Carolina to whom he owed at least a goodbye. His friends, his co-workers, his employer who had been so understanding when Joanna had disappeared, his cousin who had accepted him into his home, and Elisi who had been a grandmother and mother to him from the moment he’d met her. The old woman hadn’t been surprised when he’d revealed himself, and that had made him admire her even more.

And he owed Joanna a goodbye as well. He owed her the opportunity for both of them to have some closure so they could each move on. Now that the timeline had reached the point where he no longer knew the future, he needed to make sure that she would be okay without him in her life; if that was what she truly wanted. Maria and Adrian had both encouraged him to face her again after some time had passed. Perhaps distance and a separation from each other would allow her to resolve her anger and be willing to talk to him again. They assured him that not all hope was lost even if things hadn’t gone as he had planned.

So he had returned. Adrian had dropped him off under the cover of night, and he had let himself into the apartment he had shared with his vixen. Once Adrian was gone, he was left in the dark apartment alone and the silence roared in his ears. His vixen had been there, but the scent was old. He tracked it around the apartment, tracing her last steps.

So many memories were held there, so many hopes and dreams. Pictures and bits of their life still remained hanging on the walls, draped across the furniture, lying in forgotten piles on the floor… A spare bottle of her shampoo still sat by the tub in the bathroom waiting for her to return. Everywhere there were reminders of the life he had led, and the dreams that had died on that fateful night at the Biltmore.

He had spent the last eleven years by his vixen’s side, waiting until he could reveal himself to her. He had envisioned the moment of his truth so many times, but never had he imagined that things would go as badly as they had. It had never occurred to him that she would see his deception as a betrayal and reject everything that they had built together. Never had he imagined that he would be facing the rest of his life without Joanna as his lover and mate.

He made his way through the darkened halls until he came to the bedroom.

His vixen’s scent was strongest there and he found Long Person in a heap on the mattress. The knowledge that she had even rejected the gift of clothing he had given her cut him even more, and he slowly picked the garment up in his hands, feeling the soft material and remembering the first time he had ever seen her wear it. That fateful night on the hill above the village when he was certain that she was a goddess come down to earth.

He held Long Person to his face, breathing in. Her scent was still there, trapped in the woven fibers, and it flooded his sinuses until he choked. Bile rose to gorge his throat and the despair came back in a rush. He couldn’t do this. How had he ever fooled himself into believing he could do this?

He slumped to the bed, clutching Long Person to his chest as the tears came again, and he sobbed until oblivion came up to grab him in its black maw.




Chapter Thirty-Five

Joanna was helping Elisi in the kitchen when there was a knock at the door. She went to answer, and she was surprised to find Mark Faraday standing on the doorstep. Mark was one of the Michael’s co-workers, and he was the last person she was expecting to see, especially on a Sunday the week before Christmas.

“Mark? This is an unexpected visit,” she commented as he came inside. “If you’re looking for Michael, he isn’t here.”

He looked uncomfortable as he took off his Stetson and held it by the brim.

“I know. I came to see you, Miss Joanna,” he said, facing her.

“Me? What can I do for you?”

Mark fidgeted a little and worried the brim of the hat before he realized what he was doing and stopped himself.

“Well… Michael hasn’t been to work in two weeks. Ain’t like him not to show for work like that. We’ve been tryin’ to call him, but he’s not answerin’.

Then Bob went over to yer apartment to see if he was there. His truck’s parked in the lot, but there weren’t no answer when he knocked on the door. The buildin’ super’s off visitin’ her momma, and the maintenance man won’t let us in unless we get the police involved. We was hopin’ you’d go over there and check on him, even though we heard y’all had a fight,” Mark explained in his Southern drawl.

She swallowed and tried to remain calm. She hadn’t tried to call Michael since she’d gotten back from Fort Bragg, and he hadn’t tried to contact her. She had thought that it was for the best, but now with Mark bringing her this news, she was questioning her decision.

“No, it isn’t like him,” she admitted. “You say his truck is in the lot?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s what Bob said.”

She frowned. She’d parked the truck there when she’d picked up her car on the night she’d returned his ring. Had he never gone back to the apartment?

“Thank you for coming to see me, Mark. I’ll go to Cullowhee and check on him. I’ll let you know what I find,” she told him.

Mark gave her a grateful smile and nodded his head. “Thank you, Miss Joanna. We was hopin’ you’d do that.”

“Give me a couple of days and I’ll give you a call. I had eye surgery on Friday, and it’ll be a day or two before I can drive again.” Mark looked surprised. “I hope everything’s okay.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “It was just laser surgery to stop the bleeding on my retinas. I’ll be fine in a few days.”

“All right, Miss Joanna. We’ll be lookin’ forward to your call.”

“Great.”

He gave her a nod, put his hat back on and left. When she closed the door, she turned to see her grandmother standing in the doorway to the kitchen.

“That was Mark Faraday. Michael’s not been to work in two weeks.” Elisi frowned. “So I have heard. Will you go?”

She put a hand to her forehead. “I said I would, but I shouldn’t drive until at least tomorrow. If my eyes are still sensitive, I may have to wait until Tuesday or Wednesday.”

“Do you still have the headache?” her grandmother asked with concern.

She sighed and nodded. “Yeah.”

“You should lie down and rest. Close your eyes.”

She shook her head. “I’m not tired. If I lie down, I’ll just stare at the ceiling and worry. I’d rather be doing something. Just keep the lights low.” Her grandmother made a small noise of defeat and turned back to the kitchen. She followed shortly thereafter.

“Maybe I should just call the police and have them check on him…” she stated as she dried the dishes Elisi had washed.

“Could you live with that decision?”

She frowned and worried at her lip. “I don’t know.”

“What if they find something that they shouldn’t?” Elisi questioned.

“If he’s lived 400 years, he’s probably learned how to protect himself,” she countered.

“Only if he is himself.”

She snorted and began putting dishes away in the cupboards, but Elisi was right. Akihiro might not be himself after what she had done to him, and that might make him do something stupid.

“Maybe it’s best if I don’t go,” she said as the guilt and remorse returned.

“He’s better off without me.”

“That’s not your decision to make, Child,” Elisi chided gently.

“How can you say that after what I’ve done to him? You heard Mark. Michael hasn’t been to work in two weeks. And Dan told us last week that Michael had disappeared. I hurt him, Elisi. I hurt him badly.”

“And you both needed time apart to lick your wounds. Would you abandon all you have built together because of this one argument?”

“It was a lot more than an argument,” she countered peevishly.

Elisi was unphased. “No matter. Would you allow it to destroy what you had between you?”

“What we had was based on a lie, Elisi. We can’t ever go back to that.”

“Then maybe it is time to build a new life based on the truth.”

“The truth is I’m not worthy. He revealed himself to me and I rejected him.”

Her grandmother shook her head. “You are too harsh on yourself. You reacted in a perfectly understandable way to a terrible shock. And your worthiness is not for you to decide. He decided long ago that you were worthy enough for him to live through the centuries. That should be enough for you.”

“Elisi, you don’t understand,” she insisted.

“I understand better than you think I do. You should go to see him. You will not be able to live with yourself if something has happened to him and you did nothing.”

She sighed and nodded. “You’re right. If my eyes are better, I’ll drive down tomorrow.”

“Good. I will say no more on the subject.”

‘Good,’ she wanted to say, but held her tongue. She knew her grandmother had only her best interests at heart. She’d been miserable since she’d left Akihiro at the Biltmore, and they were both certain that Akihiro wasn’t doing much better. ‘Maybe Elisi is right. If something happened to him, and I didn’t do anything about it, I’d never forgive myself.’

She sighed and hoped her eyes would be better by Monday.

********

Time had stopped for him. Somewhere in some tiny portion of his brain, he was aware that he was naked on the bed in the Cullowhee apartment, and that he had surrounded himself with clothes that carried Joanna’s scent, creating a comforting nest into which he had bedded down. But the vast majority of his functioning mind was preoccupied with immersing himself in his beloved’s smell, and in the avoidance of what awaited him when he returned to the waking world.

There was pain there; a terrible gut-wrenching pain that no one should have to endure, and he couldn’t bring himself to face it. In his tiny world made up of only himself and his vixen’s scent, he found solace and peace. He could stay there forever, drifting just on the dark side of consciousness, until his body either forced him to wake up or it stopped functioning due to neglect.

In his current state, he didn’t really care which side won. He just knew he wanted to prolong facing a world without his vixen in it. He curled up tighter, pressing his face into the softness that smelled like Her, and let himself sink deeper.

********

Her eyes were somewhat better in the morning, and her headache had downgraded from “jackhammer” to “rubber mallet” which was a significant improvement. She took some pain medication, drank a cup of herbal tea, and waited to see if the headache would go away completely. After about an hour, she felt much better and decided that she was all right to go to Cullowhee since it was less than an hour’s drive. She had special sunglasses that wrapped around her eyes to shield her peripheral vision from bright light. They made her look like a high tech G-man, but they made it possible for her to go out in sunlight.

Elisi wished her well as she left the house, and she drove off to an uncertain outcome. The drive itself was uneventful, and, in many ways, too short because she had no opportunity to mull over what she was going to say or do when she got to the apartment. She actually sat in the parking lot for almost thirty minutes, going over scenarios in her head. What if he wasn’t there? What if he was? What would she say to him? What would she do if he wasn’t happy to see her?

She finally decided that sitting in the car was getting her nowhere so she exited the vehicle and entered the building. She took the stairs up to the third floor and walked down the corridor to their apartment.

“Michael? Michael, are you there? It’s me, Joanna,” she called, knocking.

There was no answer, and she wondered how long she should wait before she tried her key.

‘What if he changed the locks?’

She knocked two more times, but there was still no response, so she fished out her key and opened the door.

The apartment was dark and appeared empty. She closed the door behind her, shutting out the light from the hall, and took off her G-man sunglasses.

“Michael?” she said, looking around. “Akihiro?”

Silence was her answer and she made her way down the hall to the bedroom. As she reached the open doorway, she saw something on the bed, but the blinds were drawn and the room was too dark for her to see clearly.

“Michael?” she asked, but there was no response.

She made her way over to the bedside table and reached for the touch lamp. Her fingers brushed along the metal frame, and the light came on to its lowest setting. She was glad because the low wattage didn’t hurt her eyes yet gave her enough light to see. When her eyes adjusted, and she saw what was on the bed, she gasped and was very glad that she had listened to her grandmother.

Akihiro was lying there, motionless and silent, and without his choker so he was in his true form. He was naked, and she could see a pile of discarded clothes on the floor. He was on his side and he had surrounded himself with her clothes, most especially Long Person which he was clutching in his hands and pressing to his face. The scene made her heart spasm and she frowned.

“Akihiro,” she said. He didn’t answer so she repeated the call as she leaned over and shook his bare shoulder. “Akihiro, wake up.” He did not respond and that confused her. Akihiro had always been a light sleeper, even as Michael. By all rights, he should have heard her come in and awakened right away, but he wasn’t even twitching, and she began to suspect that he might be more than just deeply asleep.

‘Okay. What’s he done here?’

She took a closer look, noting that his body was different from the one she had known back in Feudal Japan. He’d filled out. Gone was the lanky, half-starved form of an adolescent. Now he was lean, but well muscled, and he had the body of a dancer: strong and lithe. His face had matured, losing the boyish look and taking on the features of a healthy adult. He was still a bishounen, but obviously a man.

His hair was longer, and it was darker by a shade or two as well, and the fine hair that blanketed the lower half of his abdomen had gotten a bit thicker if what she was seeing was accurate. The biggest difference was the two tails. She had thought she’d seen two peeking out from under the towel at the Biltmore, but she hadn’t been certain. Now it was obvious that there were two separate fox tails tucked behind him.

In all the time she had taken to examine (and admire) him, he hadn’t moved and he was barely breathing, adding to her notion that this was no ordinary sleep. She suspected that he had gone into some form of catatonia, probably triggered and sustained by her scent. If that was true, then no amount of shaking or calling would bring him out of it.

Operating on a theory, she carefully pried Long Person from his grasp and pulled it away from his face. Then she got into bed beside him, positioned his head so that his nose was at the base of her neck, and waited. While she lay there in the bed, she stared at the ceiling, thinking about all the memories she and Michael had made in the room, and she wondered how their life must have seemed to him from his point of view.

What had it been like for him to be with her in human form? What had he been thinking as they lay in the dark? Were there times when he wanted to take off the choker? In hindsight, she thought there may have been times when he did. Was he afraid of what she would do if she discovered his secret?

‘He must have been so conflicted.’

She turned her head enough to see one of his ears, limp against his skull and half buried by his hair. She smiled and reached up to touch it, but frowned when he didn’t flick it away. His hair was as soft as she remembered.

“What did you think when I came home and told you about the Gate testing? What were you feeling when you watched me go into it, knowing that it was going to malfunction?” she whispered aloud. “Were you scared? Did you fear that the past wouldn’t repeat itself? Did you worry that I might not come back? What were you going through in that head of yours?” She let her finger trace the side of his cheek, running her nail along his jaw. His face was still beloved, and she was surprised to find that the love was still there under all the pain and sense of betrayal. Perhaps that was what had made everything so terrible, because underneath it all she still loved him.

“How are we ever going to come back from this, my fox? How am I ever going to forgive you? How are you ever going to forgive me?” Akihiro didn’t answer, but she knew that he was still deep inside of himself. She sighed and moved closer, hoping that her scent, and the heat from her body, would call him back. The shadows on the wall changed with the movement of the sun, the thin lines of winter light coming through the closed blinds tracking across the neutral, off-white paint as the day passed. She closed her eyes and let herself drift.

Something woke her. Akihiro’s breathing had changed and she thought she could see movement behind his closed eyelids. She shifted a little so she could look him in the face and waited to see what he would do. He twitched, his body going through a series of involuntary shudders that reminded her of a dreaming dog, and he made little whimpering sounds as his breathing picked up. She watched, waiting, until he drew a deep breath and let it out with a moan just before he opened his eyes.

Amber brown. Maybe a little more flecked with green and gold, but they were the eyes she remembered. They were the ones that had followed her every move and gazed at her adoringly. Now they were dilated and looked confused.

“Joanna?” he whispered faintly, as if half afraid she was a dream.

“It’s me,” she confirmed in a soft voice.

He moved, struggling to rise as limbs slow from disuse made him clumsy and sluggish. He finally managed to sit up on the bed, his body trembling and his fingers jerking spasmodically, then he shook his head and rubbed his face before cracking his neck and rolling his shoulders to work out the kinks.

She sat up as well and waited for him to speak. It took a few moments, but he finally cleared his throat and opened his mouth.

“What day is it?” he asked quietly, his voice rough and gravelly.

“It’s Monday, December 17th,” she replied, keeping her tone neutral.

“Monday,” he repeated, licking his dry lips and casting her a brief look before he dropped his gaze. “When did you get here?” She glanced at the clock before answering. “About two hours ago.” He nodded then suddenly whipped his head around, his eyes wide. “You cut your hair,” he said with a gasp.

“You expected me not to?” she countered, an edge of challenge in her voice.

He started to say something, then stopped as his face contorted with pain and he placed an arm across his stomach, groaning.

“Are you all right?” she asked, worried. She had no idea what the effects of catatonia would have on his body, but she remembered clearly how she had felt after she had awakened from her diabetic coma.

“Yeah. My body’s still coming back. It’s protesting,” he replied, then he looked at her, his face a portrait of hope and agony. One hand reached out, but paused in mid-air, and he let it drop to the mattress. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

She gave him a small smile and looked away, unsure of what to say or do now that he was awake and they had to face each other. He moaned again and curled his spine forward, hunching over. She frowned.

“How long were you out?” she questioned, placing a tentative hand on his back.

“If it’s Monday? Two days. I got back on Saturday,” he replied, shivering.

“Where did you go?” She couldn’t help herself from asking. So much of his life was a mystery to her now.

He didn’t answer right away, and she could feel his hesitation. She wondered if this was how things were going to be between them from now on.

“A friend’s,” he finally said, before he doubled over. “I’m sorry. I need…”

“Right,” she answered, helping him as he rose on shaky legs. Together they staggered to the bathroom where he dry heaved into the toilet.

“If you’ve been out for two days, I doubt there’s anything in there to bring up,” she commented, sitting on the edge of the tub while she held back his hair.

It was a poor attempt at levity.

“Tell that to my stomach,” he answered, retching.

The heaves finally subsided a few minutes later, and he slumped to the cool linoleum floor, panting. She stood and stepped over him to get to the sink.

“Here,” she said, handing him a paper cup full of water.

He sat up long enough to accept the drink and down it while she resumed her seat on the edge of the tub.

“Thank you,” he said, crushing the cup and tossing it into the trashcan.

She nodded. “Feeling better?”

He sighed and let his head drop back to the floor. “A bit.”

“What would have happened if I hadn’t been here? Would you have come out of it on your own?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant but failing as her true concern for him came through.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I much cared either way,” he finally admitted, his voice resigned.

She frowned and snorted through her nose. “I’m not worth dying for, Akihiro,” she scolded.

He looked at her and his eyes said everything. “I lived for you… over four hundred years. What makes you think I would not die for you now?” She scowled. “I would have thought you would have fought for me,” she snapped back irritably.

“Fought who? If there was an enemy who threatened you, gladly I would fight, but this was you, my vixen. I could not go against you,” he replied em-phatically.

“You’ve gone against me plenty of times,” she countered, rolling her eyes.

His eyes turned sad and wounded. “Never on something so important. I could not force you to accept me. That would have been unthinkable.” They fell quiet for a moment, the only sound in the room the grumbling of Akihiro’s upset stomach. He was still breathing shallowly and his color concerned her. She wondered if she ought to go get a blanket for him so he wouldn’t be cold, but she found herself unable to make her legs move.

“So what now? Will you stay?” he asked, finally breaking the uncomfortable silence between them.

“I don’t know. We need to talk,” she answered honestly. She had no doubts that she was just as uncertain and gun-shy as he was.

She saw him swallow and nod his head slightly. “Yes.” Seeing him lying there, naked on the bathroom floor, his very countenance a picture of defeated resignation, she softened. She was still unhappy that he had kept the truth from her, but she could understand the impossible position he had been in. And even though she still felt the sting of his deception, she still loved him and wanted him in her life.

That knowledge helped her make peace with how she was feeling and gave her the courage to break the stalemate. But she wasn’t going to let him off scott-free, however. He was going to have to earn her trust again, just as she would have to earn his.

“First of all,” she began in a harsh tone, making him look up at her and perk his ears forward. “No. More. Secrets.” She punctuated each word with a tap of her fist against the tub.

He stared at her for a long moment, then she saw hope come into his eyes.

He struggled to sit up but she did not help him, and she waited until he had steadied himself against the toilet.

“What do you want to know?” he asked, his palms open towards her.

“Everything. You’re going to tell me everything,” she demanded.

He nodded eagerly. “Of course. I always planned to reveal all,” he answered, his tone willing and cooperative. “It was never my intention to keep the truth from you after I had revealed myself.”

She bit the inside of her cheek to keep the rush of anger and betrayal from making her say something she would later regret, and she gripped the edge of the tub with both hands. He saw her do it, but said nothing and waited for her to be able to speak again.

“You can start by telling me what you did after I left you in Japan,” she finally told him, opting to begin with something that was marginally neutral.

He relaxed a little and gave her a wry smile. “May I get dressed first?” She realized that he was still naked on the cold bathroom floor and chuckled, relaxing as the tension broke.

“Yes. And I’ll make lunch. Is there any food in this place?”

He looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged. “Coffee and ramen noodles?” he offered sheepishly.

“I’ll scrounge around in the cupboards. If I have to, I’ll borrow some eggs from Mary Hope in 309,” she said, rolling her eyes. Bachelors were all the same.

“Okay.”

They stood and left the bathroom. When they got to the hallway, he turned to go back to the bedroom and she headed for the kitchen. While he got dressed, she searched through the pantry and cabinets, and found an old box of mac n’ cheese and a can of tomato soup. Unfortunately the bread was staging a revolt so she had to throw it away, but by the time Akihiro came out of the bedroom, she had coffee and lunch ready.

When she heard him approaching, she looked up and was shocked to see him in Michael’s form with the fox bone choker around his neck.

“I don’t have any clean clothes that can accommodate my tails,” he explained. “The only set I have here is filthy.”

“Oh,” she answered. “But… an illusion doesn’t get rid of them, does it? I mean, they’re still there, I just can’t see them, right?”

“This form is not an illusion. It’s an actual shape change. The choker holds the spell, but I am truly in this body,” he answered.

His reply surprised her and she cocked her head for a moment before deciding that the particulars of his human form were best left for later. There was one thing that she was very curious about, however, and she couldn’t stop herself from asking him, “I see. When did you get the second tail anyway?”

“I don’t know. I woke up with it,” he answered simply, scratching at the base of the aforementioned tails.

“Woke up?” she repeated, pouring the coffee.

“Yes.”

“When did you wake up?” she pressed, turning to face him as he approached the small kitchen table.

“That’s later in the story. First you wanted to know where I went after you left me in the forest,” he reminded her, sitting down across from where she was standing by the counter.

She put a cup of coffee and his portion of lunch in front of him, then sat down opposite from him with her own cup of coffee. She watched him as he took a sip from his mug, sighing and closing his eyes as the hot liquid went down his throat, and she smiled. He always had liked her coffee.

“Thank you,” he said, indicating the food.

“You’re welcome. If you’ve been out for two days, you’re probably starving.”

“I am,” he admitted. “But I should go easy. I don’t know how my body will react to food after those dry heaves. This soup and mac ‘n cheese is perfect. Thanks.”

She nodded and waited while he ate a few bites to see if he would keep it down. He burped a couple of times, but didn’t seem to be rejecting the food, and they both relaxed a little bit.

“The first thing I did was go back to the village. I brought all of the things you had left behind and gave them to the shrine. I knew Suzuka and Kaemon would distribute them properly,” he told her, beginning his tale.

She cupped her hands around her mug. “What did you tell them about me?”

“The truth. That your people had finally found you and that you had gone home,” he answered, eating more quickly until he was digging into the food like a starving man.

She smiled. At least that hadn’t changed. No matter what form he wore, he could still eat his weight every day and not gain an ounce.

“Did you tell them I was from the future?” she asked, making herself focus.

“Not then, no. I would tell them later,” he replied, drinking a swig from his coffee cup and finishing off his soup. The mac n’ cheese was almost gone as well.

She gave him half of her portion of lunch. She had no doubt that he’d eat it and want more. He accepted the food with a grunt as he drank more coffee.

“What did you do after you brought my things to the village?”

“I went in search of my uncle, Tetsuhiro,” he answered between bites.

“Your father’s younger brother,” she prompted.

“Yes. It took me six years to find him, and many times I thought he was dead, but I did finally find him. He was in the North Country, deep in the mountains.”

“What did you tell him?” she asked, watching him eat. Akihiro had always been at his most talkative when he was distracted by food, and it looked like that hadn’t changed over the centuries either.

“Everything. I had your books with me and I showed them to him. He agreed to help me if I would tell him of the future.” She poured him another cup of coffee and he gave her a nod of thanks.

“You said you’d hoped he would. Did he keep his end of the bargain?”

“Oh, yes. He helped me a great deal. He taught me many things as well. He trained me in my kitsune powers and taught me how to fight.”

“Is he still alive?” she questioned.

“Yes. I’ll take you to meet him. He’s a financial analyst on Wall Street,” he replied, slurping down the last of the tomato soup she had given him.

She laughed out loud. “Now that is something I wouldn’t have expected.” He smiled and shrugged. “He’s very good with money. He manages both of our fortunes,” he answered as he scraped the bottom of the bowl of mac n’ cheese.

“Fortunes?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

He blinked at her. “You did give me all that information so I could use it to make money, remember? I spent years selling maitake mushrooms to the Shogun in Kyoto to amass enough capital to invest.”

“Wow,” she blurted with a shake of her head, then forced herself to refocus. “So… you found your uncle and he trained you. Then what?”

“Then I waited,” he answered, looking at her and mirroring her position with his hands around his coffee mug. “I stayed with my uncle until we heard news of a new warlord in Owari named Oda Nobunaga who was waging war with his neighboring clans. That was when we knew the timeline was getting close. I left the North Country and returned to the village. Ichiro had died but Kaemon and Suzuka were still there. Kaemon had married and had two sons

 

and a daughter like his father,” he dropped his eyes, his face turning thoughtful and sad, “Suzuka never married.”

“Why did you go back to the village?” she asked, offering him the rest of her lunch. She wasn’t hungry, but he refused and pushed it back at her.

“Many reasons. Firstly was that I felt an obligation to Kaemon and his sister. I’d essentially broken my promise to Ichiro, and I felt a need to make reparations. And also because I wanted their help in the coming years,” he said, finishing off his second cup of coffee.

“Help?” she repeated.

“Yes. It was getting harder for demons like me to hide. Humans were increasing in population and moving into areas where they had never ventured before. Many demon clans were leaving Japan in order to escape, but I knew that integration was the only way for us to survive. I went to the village to show them that humans and demons could live side-by-side in peace,” he explained as he stood up.

She watched him as he rummaged through the cabinet over the refrigerator and pulled out two packages of ramen noodles. He sniffed them, then tossed them down to the counter and worked on finding a clean bowl.

“Did it work?” she asked, smiling.

“Mostly. My knowledge of the future helped a great deal. When Ashikaga Yoshiaki was installed as Shogun by Oda Nobunaga, I knew it was 1568. By then forty-three years had passed since you left me, my vixen, and I knew the second of my benchmark years was close at hand,” he said as he dumped the noodles into the bowl with some water and nuked them in the microwave.

“The defeat of the monks at Mt. Hiei,” she confirmed.

His eyes turned feral as a predatory smile came to his lips. She’d never seen that look on his face before and it made her shiver.

“I was there when Nobunaga attacked. I watched as the monks fell and I felt my father’s death was avenged,” he said proudly, leaning back against the counter.

“After that, I returned to the village and helped as much as I could. They were good years, happy years. Kaemon became a wise old man. Suzuka and I reached an understanding. We were good friends.”

“I’m glad,” she said.

When the microwave beeped, he took the bowl of hot ramen out and returned to his seat. She smiled and watched him as he downed the steaming food, almost heedless of the temperature.

“But… my knowledge of the future brought trouble and hunters would come looking for me.”

“What kind of trouble?” she questioned, furrowing her brow.

“It’s amazing who will come when they hear you know the future, and what they will do when you tell them something they don’t want to hear. And I was stupid and didn’t keep my mouth shut when I should have sometimes,” he admitted wryly.

“A trait you have yet to outgrow,” she quipped with a smile.

He smiled back and finished the ramen noodles along with a third cup of coffee.

“Kaemon feared for my safety, and he thought it would be better for me to go into hiding until I was strong enough to protect myself. So I agreed to go to sleep until the Meiji Restoration. They made a special place for me under the main sanctuary of the shrine, and Kaemon used the last of his spiritual powers to place me into a dreamless sleep. Then he Sealed me into a special chamber that later became part of an altar dedicated to Inari.

“But the eruptions and earthquakes of 1793 weakened Kaemon’s Seals and broke the spell that kept me asleep, and I woke up seventy-five years early.

After I regained consciousness, I went in search of my uncle again. He had taken the form of a wealthy merchant and we left Japan together, eventually ending up on a Spanish ship bound for the New World.”

“That must have been a fun trip,” she commented dryly.

He rolled his eyes and made a face. “You have no idea. All I can say is thank god you taught me how to swim. When we landed in 1817, we settled in Boston then moved to New York. We worked on building our fortunes using the information you had given me. We invested in Westward expansion, textile industries in New England, and the railroad, but when President Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act into law I began getting ready to go to Oklahoma.

When the Treaty of New Echota was signed in 1835, I left New York and headed to North Carolina.”

“That’s when you went on the Trail of Tears,” she stated, her hands gripping her coffee mug a little too tightly.

He nodded and cast his eyes to the table, and she saw him clench his teeth.

“Yes. It was a terrible time that still haunts my nightmares. Never before had I seen such brutality and cruelty. It strikes me to my heart to this day. It was one of the most shameful things the U.S. Government has ever done.”

“I can’t even imagine what that must have been like.” It was true, and understanding that Akihiro had actually gone on the Nunna daul Tsuny made Michael’s deep-seeded anger and resentment towards non-Indians make sense.

What he must have seen and suffered during that long winter of 1838…

“It was the worst time of my life. I felt so helpless and out of my depth, but that is also where I met the ones who would become my family, and I did my best to keep them safe. Once we were in Oklahoma, I watched over them and their descendants until it was time for me to become Michael. In 1988, I was

“born” to a woman I had previously chosen, and she raised me as her son.

When she died, I stayed in Oklahoma until July of 2001. After that… well, you know the rest.”

He fell silent, staring down into his coffee mug with a pensive expression on his face. She looked at him, wondering when and how he had chosen the form he now wore, why he had created Michael in the image that he had assumed. She knew that her feelings of betrayal stemmed from his change into human form and his insinuation into her life as a human boy.

“When did you decide to become Michael?” she asked. It was a hard question to ask, but she needed to know.

“I didn’t. I always knew I would be Michael,” he replied, looking at her.

“You did? How…”

He raised his hand to silently tell her to stop and rose to his feet. “Wait here. I’ll be right back,” he told her and left the kitchen.

When he returned, he was carrying an old buffaloskin pack that she had seen before. He’d always had it, but she’d never asked what was in it because it supposedly contained special Medicine. He placed the beaded leather pack on the table and undid the ties on the flap. Then he pulled out a carved box made from cinnamon wood and opened the lid to lift out a tattered, well-aged book.

“My journal!” she gasped as he handed it to her.

“I promised that I would return it, my vixen,” he said with a smile.

She touched the worn cover reverently, surprised to find that it had survived the centuries. “It’s in remarkably good condition for its age.”

“The cinnamon wood box has preservative qualities and it was placed in the chamber with me when I was Sealed so it was well protected,” he explained.

She smiled and turned the pages carefully, skimming the words written on the yellowed paper.

“But what does this have to do with your being Michael?” she asked.

“Look at the picture on the inside of the front cover.” She did as he asked and found the photograph of her and Michael in dance regalia that he had taped there. The image was faded and cracked in a few places, but otherwise looked none the worse for wear. Her and Michael’s faces could still be clearly seen looking back at her, and it looked like one of the old Indian Portraits Edward Curtis was so famous for in the early 1900’s.

“What am I supposed to see?” she asked, confused.

“Look at the beaded necklaces around my neck where they meet my choker, then let your eyes go out of focus. It’s one of those optical illusions that only lets you see what’s there when you’re not actively looking at it,” he instructed, pointing a finger to the multiple strands of beads he had around his neck in the photograph.

She did as she was told, wondering what it was she was looking at. At first she had no idea what he was talking about, and she turned the book in multiple directions as she tried to see what he wanted her to see. She was just about to give up and ask him to show her himself when something caught her eye.

There appeared to be a pattern in the way the necklaces were placed, and in how the darker beads matched up with the beads above and below them. She focused her attention on the emerging pattern, then let her eyes slide away so she was looking at it with her peripheral vision. As her mind deciphered the image, two kanji symbols came into focus, and she was soon able to read them: kitsune.

“Oh my god!” she blurted with a gasp.

He smiled knowingly and looked at her with expectant eyes. “It was right there all the time. Once I saw that, I realized that I was your beloved, and I knew that I had sent myself a message. That knowledge was my constant guide and comfort. I knew that, no matter what, I would find you again.” She sat back in the chair, stunned, and was silent for several moments.

Then she closed the book and gave it back to him.

“Here. This is yours. I gave it to you and I want you to keep it.” He accepted it gratefully, a look of no small relief on his face, and carefully placed it back into its protective box. “Thank you.” She nodded and took a sip from her coffee. The soup had gone cold a while ago and would need to be reheated in the microwave. Akihiro resumed his seat across from her and placed his hands on the table. He looked uncertain and ill at ease.

“So… what now?” he asked her carefully.

She looked down at her hands and shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s still a lot for us to work out.”

He cleared his throat as if what he was going to say had momentarily choked him. “Do you… do you want me to go away again?” he asked, his voice tentative.

“No… I don’t want that. I don’t want you out of my life. That much I’m sure of. It’s everything else I’m not so sure of,” she answered with a shake of her head.

“I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Whatever you need. You have but to ask and it is yours.”

“I don’t know what I want. Things are still really confused for me right now,” she admitted.

“I understand.”

She sighed. She was getting tired and her eyes were giving her a headache. She didn’t want to be there any longer, nor did she feel that they were finished talking, and she found herself desperately wanting to leave to go back to her grandmother’s.

“Look, why don’t you come with me to Elisi’s,” she offered. “I know she’ll be happy to see you.”

He smiled gently and nodded. “I’d like that. I have always loved your grandmother as my own.”

“I know. Thank you. As for the rest… we’ll just take it slow. We both need to regain each other’s trust and forgiveness,” she said, trying to sound confident.

“I forgive you,” he said immediately without any hesitation or uncertainty.

“How can you after how I rejected you?” she asked, stricken.

“It doesn’t matter because you came back. You’re here now. That’s what’s important,” he insisted. “I love you, Joanna. I can forgive you almost anything.”

She wished it was so simple for her, but maybe he was right. Maybe it didn’t matter because they were finding a way through it, and everything else would have to work itself out as it would. It wasn’t the best solution, but it was the best one they had, and it was better than the pain and betrayal they’d been suffering.

She could only hope to meet him halfway, and she would look to him to guide her as they both tried to recapture what they had lost. She doubted it would ever be the same, but maybe it would become something better and stronger now that all of Akihiro’s secrets were revealed.

She watched as he stood and put the dirty dishes in the sink.

“C’mon. Let’s go back to Elisi’s. I’ll drive. There’s more I want to tell you, and more things I have to show you. You don’t know how much I have longed for this day. Joanna, I’m so happy,” he said, offering her his hand.

She looked at his outstretched hand then took it, letting him pull her to her feet. The feel of her hand clasped in his palm felt right, and she smiled. It wasn’t perfect, and they had a long way to go, but it was a start.

Maybe that was all they needed.



Epilogue

“Here. Here. Open this one next,” she said enthusiastically, shoving a box wrapped in brightly colored paper towards him.

It was Christmas at Elisi’s and they were enjoying a happy holiday morning. Akihiro had spent the night on the couch, and they had cooked her grandmother a special breakfast of cinnamon and apple pancakes, maple sausage, and fried eggs. Afterwards they’d all gathered in the living room to drink hot chocolate and open presents. Elisi had a small artificial tree that she had set up on a corner table, and a steamer filled with water and pine oil was warming on the stove and filling the house with its wonderful, clean scent.

It had been a good morning so far. She was getting to the spirit of the season and trying to be thankful for the things that she did have instead of worrying about her health. Akihiro seemed determined to make her forget about all the complications she was suffering from her time in Feudal Japan, and he was succeeding, at least in part. When she was with him, his confidence in her full recovery was infectious, and it was easy to fall back into the habit of trusting him completely, especially when he was telling her things she wanted to hear.

He was wearing his fox choker because he felt more comfortable in human form when there was a possibility of unannounced guests. She preferred him not to wear it if they were alone, and he had agreed to take it off when the risk was minimal. Not that he couldn’t cast an illusion almost faster than she could blink, but the choker also dampened his demonic aura in a way an illusion could not. He now kept suitable clothes for each form at both the apartment and Elisi’s. She hadn’t moved back in with him yet, although she felt that she would probably take that step shortly after New Years.

Even though she often felt as if she were living in some twisted Fairy Tale, things were going well between them and she was happy. She was learning that the Michael she had known and loved was still there, just wearing Akihiro’s face, and that the Akihiro she’d known and loved was also still there, just older and more mature. She found that she liked the mature Akihiro better. He was confident and assertive. He didn’t cower anymore and he commanded respect from his peers. And he’d finally stopped calling her Joanna-sama.

Oh, and he was rich. Filthy, unbelievably rich. Not that she much cared for material things, but it was nice to know that he had put her investment advice to good use, and certain things could be purchased and done that had been waiting because of lack of funds. Elisi had needed a new stove for years, but she had refused to let Joanna buy it with her death benefit money, and she needed a new septic system too. Both things would be taken care of in the near future.

Her education, of course, was now assured because he would pay any tuition not covered by her scholarships, and he’d already paid off all of her current student loans. Come the New Year, he was planning on taking her to meet his uncle and several of his friends, some of whom would become her teachers as she entered the clandestine world of non-humans living among humans.

“I’ve been wondering what this was,” he said as he held the small box to his ear and shook it.

“Careful!” she warned.

“Is it explosive?” he asked, his eyes wide.

“No, you’re the only explosive one here.”

“Hey, I haven’t accidentally destroyed anything with foxfire for 175 years, and the only reason that blew up was because the building was full of gunpow-der,” he informed her, sticking out his tongue.

She and Elisi laughed as he grinned, tearing the gift open with childlike glee and pulling out the new tri-fold wallet with a fox head drawn on the front.

“Ah!” he exclaimed in mock surprise and she laughed.

Almost all of the gifts she had given him were fox-themed and mostly gag ones that cost under $10. So far she’d given him the wallet, a plastic fox key-chain, and a used book of fox lore from around the world.

“How did you know I needed one of these?” he joked, winking.

“Well, now that you have something to put in one,” she teased back.

“I’ll have you know that paper money was a godsend. Do you have any idea what it was like to carry coins on string? It was heavy even for me.”

“Because Japanese did not use wampum belts like the Indians,” Elisi chided with a smile, getting into the spirit of the gentle banter.

They had overwhelmed her earlier with the gifts of IOU’s for the septic system and new stove. Little did she know there was still a box full of new alpaca yarn waiting for her under the tree.

“Yeah, they had the right of it: beads, shells, light things that were easy to sew into belts. What did we have? Copper, silver, iron,” he shot back.

“You see, Native wisdom is always best,” her grandmother said sagely.

“Best for your back, that’s for sure,” he joked, making them laugh again.

“Now I have this for you, Child, but I must warn you that the gift may make you sad,” Elisi told her, handing her a gift wrapped in plain red cloth.

She accepted the gift with understanding and a little apprehension. Akihiro had already brought back memories by giving her the two throwing daggers and the Japanese bow that Colonel Pyle had said she couldn’t have. Apparently, her fox had taken offense when he’d heard that, and he’d secretly gone to Fort Bragg to “liberate” them for her. She’d been upset that he had taken such a risk, but he’d waved it off as no big deal because he knew someone stationed there.

She carefully untied the binding string that held the gift together and reverently unwrapped the red fabric. Elisi made all of her presents by hand so she was sure that whatever she had been given would be special, but as the material fell away, she realized why Elisi had warned her and her eyes grew moist.

“Oh…” she breathed as she lifted one of a matched set of beaded leather hair wraps meant to decorate long braids.

“Your hair will grow back. It’ll be long enough to wear those next season,” Akihiro assured her, his hand on her shoulder.

She reached up and fingered her short hair sadly. “Yeah,” she agreed faintly. “Thank you, Elisi. They’re beautiful.”

Her grandmother nodded, a soft smile on her lips. “And now for you,” she said, handing Akihiro a similarly wrapped package.

“Thank you, Elisi,” he said as he untied the string, revealing a new roach made from porcupine hair for his regalia. “Oh, this is wonderful. Thank you.”

“You are welcome. Next year I will make you something with fox fur.” He grinned. “I already have plenty of my own, old woman,” he countered.

Next came the yarn for Elisi, and she smiled when she felt the soft nap of the alpaca wool. “This is good yarn for babies’ soft heads,” she commented.

“We thought so too,” Akihiro said fondly.

She reached over and picked up the last gift she had for him, the only one that wasn’t a gag gift, and handed it to him. He took the box from her and gave her a knowing smile, obviously thinking it would be another joke present. His expression quickly changed when he opened the gift to find a choker made from clay beads and carved deer bone.

“Joanna…” he gasped, lifting the necklace from the box. “This is…”

“I started it back… back then. It was before I got sick. I planned to finish it, but then I got sick and never got the chance. I found the beads and bone pieces in my backpack and decided to string the rest of it.”

“You were making this for me?” he asked in a small voice, holding the choker spread between both palms.

She swallowed and nodded. “Yeah.”

Tears brimmed in his eyes as he drew the choker to his lips. “Thank you.

I… Both shirts you made me eventually fell apart. The ribbon shirt lasted almost fifty years and the leather jerkin lasted until after the Trail of Tears. I’ve missed having something you had made with your hands so much.”

“But I made clothes for you here in the present,” she said.

He shook his head and looked at her. “That wasn’t the same. You were making them for Michael, not for me. Those clothes you had made for me, and you had made them with your love sewn into each seam. Thank you for this, my vixen. To know that you were making this for me back then…”

“I understand. I know you can’t wear it because you can’t take off the fox bone…” she began regretfully.

“We can bead it into the collar of a shirt,” her grandmother interrupted.

He looked at Elisi and smiled. “That’s a wonderful idea. Thank you.” Elisi nodded and went back to sifting through the skeins of yarn.

“It shouldn’t be hard to do that,” she confirmed.

He reverently placed the choker back into the box. “Yes,” he agreed, then reached for a small present still under the tree. It was about the size of a coffee cup box, and he offered it to her tentatively. “This is my last gift for you.” She smiled as she accepted the gift and carefully peeled off the paper to pry open the lid. The box was full of packing peanuts so she had to feel around with her fingers until she touched something small and velvety. She gave him a surprised look, but he just smiled at her as she pulled out the little ring box.

“Akihiro…” she breathed as she pushed back the lid to find her engagement ring, the same ring she had ripped off her finger and thrown at him.

“It would do me great honor, and bring me great joy, if you would wear my ring again, Sings in Winter,” he said as he knelt on one knee.

A tear rolled down her cheek as she lifted the ring from its box and held it between two fingers. “I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I deserve it.”

His hand covered hers, making her look at him, and she heard Elisi snort.

“I am the one to decide that and I say that you do. Joanna, would you be my wife and mate?” he insisted, looking her in the eye.

She lowered her eyes to gaze at the diamond and her hand began to shake.

“Want a bigger one?” he offered, but she could hear the teasing in his tone.

“No. This one is fine,” she answered with a small laugh that ended in a sob. “I’m still just not sure if I’ve earned the right to wear it...”

“You do, you have,” he answered firmly, cutting her off.

She nodded, not convinced, but she didn’t return the ring either. Instead, she allowed him to slip it onto the ring finger of her left hand.

“This doesn’t mean that things are all okay between us,” she warned, wiping away the tears from her cheeks and trying to sound stern.

“I know,” he answered, giving her a tender smile.

Elisi snorted again, but did not make any further comment.

“What do you think, old woman?” he asked, grinning.

“I think I will need more of this wool to weave a wedding blanket,” Elisi answered, fingering the skeins of soft yarn, no doubt already planning a pattern.

Akihiro laughed and her grandmother gave them both an amused look.

“Merry Christmas, Elisi,” she said as Akihiro put his arm around her shoulders and snuggled close.

“Merry Christmas to both of you.”

Akihiro reached over and picked up his hot chocolate, clinking the ceramic mug against hers. “May it be one of many.”

“E-me-nv,” Elisi agreed, speaking the Tsalagi word for “Amen.” She smiled and rested her head on Akihiro’s shoulder, content in the feel of him and his presence. She was still uncertain as to how it would all play out, but his confidence was going a long way towards easing her fears.

“I love you,” he whispered, his lips in her short hair.

“I love you too,” she replied.

The arm around her shoulders tightened, and he pulled her closer, tucking her against his body. She looked at her finger, playing with the engagement band with her thumb. The ring felt as if it belonged there, just as she felt like she belonged there with Elisi and Akihiro.

She threaded her fingers in his and sighed, allowing herself to feel safe and loved, and was once again reminded of what Michael had told her years ago.

“The heart of a fox is forever faithful.”

Little did she know how true it had been, and what it would mean for her in her life. Her fox had lived over 400 years to be with her again. He had traveled halfway across the world and endured centuries of waiting in order to be reunited with her. He had gone to extraordinary lengths to prove that he would do whatever it took to remain by her side for the rest of their lives.

If that couldn’t be considered faithful, she didn’t know what could, and she could only trust in him, and in Spirit, that everything was as it was meant to be.

“Aishitekurete arigatou,” he murmured in Japanese, his lips against her ear and his breath warm on her skin. <Thank you for loving me.>

“Douitashimashite,” she replied. <You’re welcome.> She felt him chuckle and looked at him. He smiled, his eyes full with the promise of a bright (and now unknown) future, but she knew that, no matter what that future might bring them, they would face it together.



A Few Last Words
I want to thank all of my readers, especially my very generous volunteers who helped me write this novel. Without their help and support, Heart would never have been finished.

Many readers will see how much time and research I put into Heart in order to make sure I portrayed the characters and culture of the times as accurately as I could. That being said, I know some astute readers will have some questions about a couple of things, and I wish to address them here.

Firstly, I am aware that, in traditional Japanese folklore, the product of a kitsune and a human is a human child with fox traits, and not a half-fox like Akihiro. I based Akihiro on folklore I had learned through contemporary Japanese manga and anime, not realizing that the Japanese often ignore their own mythology for the sake of their creative process. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that. However, it means that in traditional Japanese mythos, Akihiro doesn’t exist.

When I discovered this, I almost stopped writing and scrapped the whole thing, but I came to realize that Akihiro was who he was and he wanted the story told as-is. So much of the plot is based upon what Akihiro can do because his father was a powerful kitsune, and the essence of much of the story would have been lost if I had to change him.

There were many routes I could have chosen to “fix” the problem. Numerous suggestions involving alternate realities and String Theory were put forth, but in the end I chose none of them. The story stands as it is, flawed though it may be. I leave it for you to resolve it for yourselves if you need to.

Secondly, I did my best to portray the Native American and Cherokee culture as accurately and respectfully as possible. I am third-generation Italian American, and I do not have a drop of Indian blood in me. Everything I wrote about Cherokee culture and beliefs came from my research through books, the Internet, and speaking with those who had Native blood. The draft of the novel was read and screened by gracious volunteers who offered to make sure I hadn’t committed any grievous errors. However, if I missed something or portrayed something inaccurately, I deeply apologize.

Lastly, I am sure some readers will notice that there are a few unresolved issues at the end of the story. I did not address these issues on purpose. Rest assured, all the plot holes and dangling devices will be filled and resolved in the next book.

Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed it.

 

T. Isilwath is a native of Pennsylvania where she still resides with her husband and a menagerie of animals. The Heart of a Fox is her second novel.
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