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      A Japanese kitsune shifter discovers family secrets and hidden truths halfway around the world. She only wanted to find love.

      For her more than five hundred years, kitsune Kaori Ishida has never strayed from her beloved homeland of Japan or her family. But when she falls for an American and sees hope of a normal life, she embarks on a journey to the United States. She leaves everything she knows behind, including her familiar appearance, to follow love.

      Only, what she finds isn’t what she expects.

      With the Immigration Act of 1924 only two years old, she discovers a scary new world that doesn’t accept either of her true forms. Seeking refuge and following a trail of lies, she ends up in a strange little town in the Colorado mountains, where family secrets and deceptions have her struggling to find the truth—and find herself.
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      “This is foolish, Kaori. I simply do not understand.” An elderly woman in a kimono held a cup of tea, the lines on her face deep with worry.

      “You do not have to understand, Okaasan. I’m just grateful for all you’ve done for me—teaching me more English, helping me get my new clothes, and arranging my passage to the Americas. Not to mention always being home for me in a world I have never felt at home in.” Kaori bowed slightly before embracing her mother.

      Pulling back and looking over her daughter’s expression, Kaori’s mother sighed. “It is foolish to travel around the world for a kareshi.”

      “He’s more than a boyfriend, Okaasan. I plan to marry him. To make him my shujin.”

      Her mother set her tea down and gripped Kaori’s hands. “Watashi no musume. You are nobody’s property. Never let anyone be your master.”

      Kaori chuckled. “I simply meant husband. Even in today’s world, in the modern times of the 1920s, we women still want husbands. And he wants me as his wife. I know it. Besides, you know that no matter how much I love our family, I have never felt like I belong.”

      The older woman nodded slowly. “I know. And I did hear his proposal. But any man who would leave his love to go to the other side of the world, saying goodbye and leaving all that matters behind for money alone, is not honorable.”

      Kaori’s brows furrowed. “Okaasan, these are different times than we come from. When will you see this?”

      Her mother dropped her hands almost as fast as her expression. “Honor should not have an expiration date in society, shin’ainaru-kun e.”

      Kaori lifted her hands again. “It’s not a matter of honor as much as it is a matter of necessity and laws. Laws of many have changed our world, Okaasan. I am not allowed in the States as is. The recent immigration acts prohibit all Asians from entering American soil. Many of our people over there are in camps right now, simply for being of Asian descent. He could not take me with him when his employer wrote for his return because of the risks.”

      “Then how can you go now?”

      “I shall assume a different face and body. We are kitsune. We have this power.” Kaori smiled proudly.

      “Why didn’t you just do this and go with him then? Why wait and travel alone?” Her mother pulled away and lifted the tea once more.

      Kaori put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “He does not know what we are. Not yet. But he will, once I explain. I feel it in my soul, Okaasan. I need to go.”

      “Do what you must, but know that I will not rest well without hearing from you. So visit my dreams often. Kudasai.” The elder hugged her daughter. “It’s been over five hundred years since your birth, and we have never been more than a village away from one another.”

      “Okaasan, you can feel me wherever I am. You can hear the world.”

      Her mother kissed her forehead. “But I will want to see you. Not just spy.”

      Kaori’s eyes filled with tears. “Watashi wa, anata o aishiteimasu.”

      “I love you, too, Kaori.”

      Picking up her bags, Kaori gave her mother one last hug, made her way down to the harbor, and boarded the ship to America an Asian woman.
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      Kaori stepped onto American soil in the state of California with the appearance of a slender, attractive, brunette Englishwoman. Her dress was a bit more formal, with the new style slip dress topped with a jacket instead of the commonly seen shawl or stole. She figured, with the exhaustion and stress of the journey, she would need the extra layers to help hide her tails, which liked to slip out when she wasn’t keeping them hidden.

      Stepping down onto the dock, she pulled out documents from her shoulder bag and presented them as she took in the scenery. Thanks to her contacts in Japan, her paperwork was flawless. However, she worked to say as little as possible, considering that she hadn’t had much practice with her accent. As much as she looked of European descent, she wasn’t ready to chance anyone’s reaction to her having a fluent Japanese accent, despite having just sailed from there.

      Refraining from her engrained ritual of bowing when greeting someone, she simply gave a sweet smile. “Hello, sir.”

      After a brief moment as he looked over her documents, she was granted entrance. “Everything looks good, Miss Ipsley.” He handed her back the documents. “Welcome home.”

      She folded the pages and put them back in her bag. “Katherine or Kay is fine.” She tried on her new name.

      He tipped his hat. “Have a wonderful day, Miss Ipsley.”

      “Thank you. You as well.” She smiled.

      American dollars in hand, Kaori paid a young man on the dock to help her with her trunk and find her a car to a local hotel. It didn’t take her even twenty-four hours to plan a route, pay for tickets, and be on her way to Colorado. As eager as she was, she didn’t want to waste any time. She boarded a train as early as she could and was on her way to Warren.
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        * * *

      

      “Havenwood Falls, please.” Kaori rested her hands on the sill of the ticket window at the train station in Grand Junction, Colorado. “The station in California said they only had tickets for trains to here and to ask once I arrived about getting closer.”

      The man behind the counter quirked an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Where did you say?”

      She cleared her throat and repeated herself. “Havenwood Falls, please.”

      His brows furrowed at her question. “I’m sorry, miss. I’m not sure we have a train to that town. Is it in Colorado or another state?” He was flipping through a small stack of papers that listed all of the towns the trains went to. “Is it newly established?”

      Kaori’s heart thudded as her mind raced. She wasn’t sure if she’d gotten the name of the town wrong or if she’d purposefully been given the wrong name. Either way, all she knew was that she was standing in a train station in the middle of a foreign country, completely unsure of where to go. Panic rose in her throat, and she fought to keep the guise of her appearance and not to turn into her true fox form and run out of there and all the way back to Japan.

      Before she could speak, a tall, dark-haired man stepped up. He loomed over her with his stature, not just in height but build as well. “No trains go up there, but I am going that way, ma’am. You’re welcome to ride along.” He nodded to the older man behind the counter. “Hello, Fred.”

      She looked the man over before glancing back at the employee behind the booth, who had moved on to other tasks after nodding in return to being greeted. She was well aware that a human woman should be intimidated or even frightened about going off with some random stranger, especially one his size. It was dangerous even for her. But Kaori wasn’t human, and she often had to remind herself of proper reactions to keep up appearances. So she put on a slight show of hesitation. “Alone? Are you um . . .”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “You are safe with me.” Dropping his hand, he pulled his coat on. “My name is Theodore Brooks. Or Theo for short. I run a lumber company. I was just dropping my sister off. She was heading home after visiting for holiday.”

      Adjusting her shoulder bag, she reached a hand out. “Kaor—Katherine. Katherine Ipsley or Kay. Sorry. Either is fine.”

      He took her hand, much more gently than she expected. “Miss Ipsley, do you have luggage I can assist with?”

      Giving up the façade, seeing he wasn’t looking for her to be the damsel in distress just so he could pretend to be her knight in shining armor, Kaori motioned to her trunk as she lifted her handbag. “Just this. Thank you.”

      He gripped the handle and waved his hand for her to go ahead of him. “I’m parked just outside.”

      The pair stepped out into the brisk Colorado air. Theo opened the passenger door for her before pulling the trunk onto the rear of his truck and securing it with a rope. The entire vehicle jostled as he climbed in behind the wheel, reminding her of his size. But when he gave her a shy smile as he started the engine, she returned the smile and smoothed out her skirts.

      After a few twists and turns on the mountain roads and many miles, Theo broke the silence. “Meeting someone?”

      “Yes, I am,” she replied, staring out over the landscape, still attempting to hide her lack of fluency in the American accent.

      “Figures. Nobody comes to Havenwood Falls without a reason.” The truck growled as he downshifted. “I won’t pry.”

      She snapped her full attention to him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “You’re not being rude at all. It is none of my business.” Theo pulled the wheel to steer them around a sharp corner.

      Kaori took a breath and sat up straight, figuring this was as good a time as any to practice not only speaking but her story as well. “I’ve been away, and I picked up a bit of an accent, so I am shy about speaking still. Especially with the laws in effect.”

      “Your accent is barely noticeable.” His eyes didn’t leave the road.

      “Thank you.” Her gaze returned to the mountainside. “The gentleman I was planning to marry was called back here sooner than expected, and I am just coming to join him.”

      He nodded as she spoke. “Oh? In Havenwood Falls? Really? What is his name?”

      “Mr. Warren Bennet.” She blushed. “He’s a bookkeeper.”

      Sitting upright at Warren’s name, Theo’s posture became a bit more rigid. He appeared thankful that she was distracted by the view so he could regain his composure. “Ah, yes. Warren. Would you like me to deliver you and your luggage to his home or to your lodgings?”

      “You know him?” She turned back, surprised.

      “Everyone knows everyone in Havenwood Falls, miss.” He turned them around another sharp curve and pulled onto County Road 13.

      “Ah yes. I see.” She bit her lip. “Since I don’t have a room settled as of yet, if you know where he lives, I would love to surprise him. He’s not expecting me.”

      “Oh. No doubt he isn’t.” Theo chuckled.

      “Should I be privy to some information you know that I do not, Mr. Brooks?” Kaori searched his expression, unsettled by his reaction.

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. As I said, this is none of my business. I am just offering you transportation since I was going this way. What you’re doing is truly romantic. Such an adventure for a woman.”

      As much as she wanted to take offense at the comment, he wasn’t wrong. The world had made great strides, including the United States allowing women to vote five years prior, but women did not often travel alone, let alone long distances. And women were not likely to do the romantic gesture for a man, especially not one as grand as traveling as far as she had.

      Kaori fussed with her hair, repinning a few locks that had fallen astray. “I suppose I’m not a typical woman, Mr. Brooks.”

      “No, Miss Ipsley. I can see that you are not.” She thought she could see a smirk form on his lips for a moment, but it was gone before she could be sure.

      “Katherine or Kay, please. We have crossed miles together unchaperoned. I believe we can address each other by our first names.” Her words came out more formal than she’d intended.

      He matched her tone. “All right. Kay it is, then.”

      “Thank you.” She fought a smile.

      Turning the wheel again, Theo drove them through a narrow portion of a side road for a few minutes before turning into a driveway. “Here’s Warren’s home. Are you sure this is where you want me to leave you? If he’s not home, or you decide not to stay, you won’t find a car passing by to take you the rest of the way into town.”

      She peered up the dirt path, thinking for a moment. “No. I’ll be fine. He should be home, and he will be overjoyed to see me. I’m sure.”

      “Well then, Kay, I’ll help you unload your trunk. The ground is dry, so you should have no problem wheeling it up to the house. Uninvited and such, I very much doubt Warren would take kindly to seeing you escorted by another man.” Theo stopped the vehicle, came around, and held a hand out to her to help her out of the car.

      “Thank you.” She gave him a slight bow. Quickly, she recovered and attempted to make it a more English bow than Japanese, hoping she didn’t look too awkward.

      He chuckled. “You know, just because the government doesn’t allow Asians in, I’m pretty sure they’ll not throw you on a boat, considering you come from here. Besides, how will they see how beautiful a culture it is if they’re not exposed to it?”

      She moved her hand slowly out of his and looked up at him, slightly surprised. “Have you been there? Asia?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I did a couple of trips with a shipping line. Not hard for a man like myself to get a job doing grunt work.”

      She fluffed her skirts out as he unloaded her luggage. “You sound far more educated than what your muscles probably imply for you.”

      A corner of his mouth turned up into a smirk. “Are you implying that I appear uneducated? A ruffian?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh no! I didn’t mean to insult you, sir. I just⁠—”

      He stopped her. “I am teasing you, Kay. I understand that my stature lends a certain pre-established sense of who I must be versus who I am. I am older than I look, and I’m far more traveled than most.”

      She let the tension drop out of her shoulders. “I can relate, Mr. Brooks. Very much so.”

      He took her hand and kissed the back of it gently. “Theo, please.”

      “Theo.” She smiled and bowed her head.

      He returned the gesture. “Good luck, Kay. If you run into any issues with finding accommodations or ever need any lumber while you’re here, you know where to find me.”

      “Yes, I do.” She gripped her trunk. “Thank you very much for the escort, Theo. You are very sweet. I hope to see you around town.”

      “I am sure you will.” He climbed back into the vehicle and backed out of the driveway, waving as he pulled out onto the narrow dirt road and out of sight.

      Kaori tugged the trunk and
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