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      A ball of fire zoomed through the air. When it collided with the torii arch, it burst apart in a shower of sparks. The paint on the arch bubbled and peeled, revealing scorched wood beneath.

      Tsuki looked over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow as he whistled. "Well, at least you can make a ball of fire. But I think your aim needs some work." He plucked the paper target off the archway just to the left of the smoldering arch. "Do that again, and this time focus on the target."

      Suzume huffed as her shoulders sagged, as if that breath was keeping her upright. "Again? But that took forever!" She couldn't keep the whine from her tone.

      "With practice, it will come easier," Akira said using her brother's face, not bothering to shift into view. Since the siblings shared a body, they often took turns on who was visible. Whose face you saw correlated to what they were doing usually. Akira handled Suzume's spiritual training, Tsuki her combat training.

      "How much practice exactly?" She put her hands on her hips. Just imagining another week or more of staring at her hands, willing flames to appear, made her want to throw herself on the ground and have a proper tantrum. When they first started her training, she thought mastering her powers would be easy, a couple days tops. It had been over a week and today was the first time she had managed to create a fireball. Making fire is easy, leave me alone with Kaito for five minutes. Focusing it and harnessing it to attack, that was the not so easy part.

      "If you want we can practice with the staff instead." Tsuki grinned with a mischievous glint in his eye. She rubbed the bruise on her shoulder, one of a growing collection given to her by Tsuki during their sparring sessions. He wants me to admit I'm tired, but I won't give him the satisfaction.

      Suzume glared at him while her arms twitched with the memory of exertion. Even propping them on her hips took a monumental effort. This body wasn't meant for this sort of abuse. It was accustomed to sitting around on cushions and writing poetry about nature while being admired from afar. Up until just recently, she had never even dressed herself. Now she was learning how to defend herself with a weapon, and how to stop the fire from shooting out all over her body.

      "Look who's here," Tsuki nodded his head in their newcomer's direction.

      There was no point in turning to look, she knew by the sparks dancing along her arms who was joining them. As if keeping up the pretense in front of the conjoined siblings wasn't bad enough, Kaito the dragon, her greatest tormentor, strode into the courtyard. He inserted himself between Tsuki and Suzume, that infernal smirk upon his face.

      "Training hard?" Kaito asked as his gaze skimmed over her to the rising tendrils of smoke coming off the burned torii arch, the only evidence of hours of practice. A week’s worth of practice, really.

      "Yes, now leave, you're distracting," Suzume snapped at him at the same moment her arms gave up and fell like limp noodles at her side.

      The hope was the dragon would leave her to gracefully weasel out of any more training today. She was not born lucky however.

      "Suzume and I were just about to spar, care to watch?" Tsuki said to Kaito with a sly smile in her direction.

      Suzume cursed him internally as she shot him a look that said 'you'll pay for this.'

      He only grinned back at her with a look that said, 'you should admit when your beat.'

      Two could play this game. "Tsuki was going to let me practice an emergency maneuver." Suzume fluttered her eyelashes in Tsuki's direction, while making a kicking motion in the direction of Tsuki's crotch. He reflexively covered his genitals with both hands.

      Akira's husky laughter spilled out of her brother's lips.

      "Don't know why you insisted I teach her that," Tsuki mumbled.

      Suzume laughed as Tsuki turned his lower body away from her. With narrowed eyes Kaito regarded the pair of them, a hint of ice in his stare. A touch of chill grasped at the back of her neck, eliciting sparks in reaction to his spiritual energy. Whenever Kaito got mad, Suzume was the first to feel it.

      "I hope you're behaving." Kaito eyed Tsuki up and down. "I would hate to have to take over Suzume's training. It would really be a bother."

      "You wouldn't teach me, you'd just throw me at the nearest yokai and expect me to figure it out," Suzume said.

      "That method has worked in the past." Kaito smirked at her.

      "If by 'worked' you mean it almost got me killed."

      "Well, if you think Tsuki's method is more effective, prove it." Kaito gestured toward Tsuki before plopping down on the ground at the foot of a nearby torii arch. He leaned back and slung his arm over a bended knee. A casual observer would think he was disinterested as his gaze was not focused on her but skimming over the surrounding courtyard, but Suzume knew better. Nothing Kaito did was without motive.

      Well there was no getting out of it now.

      Tsuki's grin reached from ear to ear. Kaito might take the most pleasure from her discomfort but Tsuki was a close second. In a lot of ways, he reminded her of one of her younger brother, the ones who liked to leave creepy crawly things in her bed.

      "Since you're tired, I'll take it easy on you," Tsuki said.

      "I'm not tired, I could go for hours more." The lies just kept pouring out of her. Would you stop already?

      Tsuki covered his mouth with his hand to disguise his smile. "I won't hold back then."

      Suzume turned her head away from the others as she silently berated herself for not keeping her mouth shut. A single deep breath helped her regain her composure. But getting into position was harder than she anticipated. Just the mere effort of holding the staff up left her muscles trembling in protest.

      Chin cupped in his hand, Tsuki looked her up and down. "Your arms are drooping, bring them up and closer to your chest."

      With some difficulty, she did as Tsuki had instructed. But that made her muscles cramp. Pain rippled up her arms as her muscles clenched and spasmed. Suzume had to grit her teeth to keep from crying out. Shaking his head, Tsuki went behind Suzume. From there, he bent her elbows into the angle of his choosing. When she'd first started training with Tsuki being this close to him made her uncomfortable, but she was growing accustomed to it by now. Besides he was one of the few people who didn't bring out the fire in her.

      His arms enveloped her, hands moving down her arms, his breath fanned against her skin as he said, "Do you see the dragon's scowl? He's so transparent."

      Suzume refused to look in Kaito's direction, mostly because she feared if she stopped focusing on keeping her arms outright they'd betray her, but also because she could feel his displeasure. Her lungs burned from the pressure of his spiritual energy unfurled by his temper. Whenever he was angry the temperature dropped. If Tsuki kept this up she'd have icicles dangling from her nose. Many of her training sessions had been interrupted by the dragon under some pretense or another. But the end result was always him inserting himself between the two of them. Tsuki lingered a moment longer, his hands gliding to her hips pivoting her into the right stance.

      "Can we get on with it," Suzume ground out.

      Tsuki made one final adjustment to Suzume's legs, his hands sliding down to turn her foot. On stupid impulse, she chanced a glance in the dragon's direction. Kaito looked ready to burst from his skin. Tsuki had taken twice as long as normal to correct her positioning and she wasn't sure if when the practice actually began she'd be able to perform. Tsuki took his place opposite her, his own staff in hand.

      Even knowing what was coming she couldn't make her muscles obey. Her entire body felt as if she was trapped in mud, her legs and arms were glued in place. She could do nothing but watch helplessly as Tsuki swung at her. The staff came toward her in slow motion. After an over-long delay, she thrust forward to block, and their staffs met with a clack. The force of his blow knocked her off balance and sent her skidding backward. Tsuki gave her a second to recover before rushing toward her again. Her parry was too low, missing him and his staff entirely, and sent her forward and into Tsuki. He caught her, blocking her fall with his staff, their weapons slammed together and the impact jarred her arms forcing them to seize. Her muscles clenched and she couldn't prepare herself in time for the next swing, which sent her stumbling backward. Suzume lost her balance, or her legs gave out, and she fell to the ground.

      She landed on her rear and cursed aloud this time.

      Tsuki wasn't even out of breath when he offered her a hand up, "Ready to admit you're tired?"

      This was her chance to give up. All she had to do was admit she was tired, she was only human after all.

      "If you can't keep up, maybe it's time to quit," Kaito said to her, but there was no mockery in his tone, which only made her angrier.

      Kaito held out his hand to help her to her feet, but she knocked it aside, instead using her staff for leverage to hoist herself up. On her feet again, she swayed for a moment as the world spun for a brief second.

      Ignoring Kaito she said to Tsuki, "Let's go again."

      "You can barely stand, let alone fight. You've done enough," Kaito said, this time irritation crept into his tone as he grabbed her bicep. Where his hand circled around her arm sparks erupted, clashing against the ice which encased his hand.

      She shrugged off his grip, and a flurry of sparks danced between them as she turned her back on him. "I think I know my limits better than you," she spat. Then to Tsuki she said, "Let's go."

      Tsuki watched their exchange with a frown on his brow. They squared off once more, and the results were not much different than the first time. But this time when she fell to the ground, Kaito practically flew through the air to help her up. Before he could try to help her however, she climbed onto shaking feet.

      "I think you've done enough," Kaito said. He was really getting angry now.

      Each breath was an uneven wheeze. The combination of Kaito's spiritual pressure and her own fatigue were wearing her down.

      "Again," she rasped.

      Tsuki looked to Kaito, his expression cautious. He had not resumed his position and his staff remained limp at his side.

      "Are you sure?" Tsuki asked her.

      "I... said... let’s go!" she said between panting breaths. Suzume's form was sloppy, she couldn't hold the staff up all the way, and sweat rolled into her eyes and blurred her vision.

      The dragon hovered nearby as Tsuki continued to hesitate, and the two of them shared a look. Since Tsuki was wasting time, Suzume took the offensive and rushed toward Tsuki, her body fueled by her own stubborn will.

      Tsuki blocked her half-hearted attack with ease, knocking her backward as easily as knocking down a blade of grass. For a moment, she thought she was going to collapse until she found her balance once more and rushed toward Tsuki again. Though it was more of a half staggering and fumbled attack. Blinded by pride, and fueled by some reserve of adrenaline, Suzume attacked like a cornered animal. She swung at his head, his shoulder, his abdomen, anywhere she might land a blow was fine. Because her movements were so erratic and uncoordinated, Tsuki had to over-compensate, and accidentally struck her across the cheek with the end of his staff as he attempted to block. Flames erupted from where his blow landed, and she spun backward as flickers of flame trailed behind her.

      That was the final blow. Her knees buckled beneath her and Suzume crumpled to the ground. Kaito rushed over toward where she lay on the ground with her eyes closed, feeling like a colossal fool. You idiot, what were you hoping to prove?

      "You idiot," Kaito snarled.

      Suzume's eyes flew open as she prepared a retort. Only she could call herself that.

      "Don't blame this on me," Tsuki snapped back. "When you're around, she's reckless."

      "And you should stop her before she hurts herself."

      "Are you really going to talk about me like I am not here?" Suzume interjected.

      "You want her to learn, but you don't want her to get hurt. You can't have both." Tsuki crossed his arms over his chest.

      "You said you knew how to teach her," Kaito growled.

      "How can we teach her to harness her powers with you around? Your spiritual energy overwhelms hers," Akira said, coming to her brother's defense.

      "Not to mention you're distracting her," Tsuki added.

      "I am not distracted by him," Suzume shouted, trying to cut through the argument.

      It worked a little too well because the pair of them swiveled to look at her, as if just remembering she was there. Tsuki, who had maintained control of the body he shared with his sister, had a sly smirk on his face as if this had been his plan all along. Kaito's lips were pulled back in a snarl.

      "Then why didn't you stop?"

      With a huff, she crossed her arms over her chest. "Why are you even here? Don't you have better things to do?"

      "I can't get to more important things until I can be sure you can defend yourself. You're a liability."

      "I'm never going to learn if you keep distracting me."

      "I thought you said I wasn't distracting you." A slow smirk spread across his face.

      From beside Kaito, Tsuki chuckled. At least someone saw the humor in this. Suzume ignored him. Suzume had moved beyond pride and straight into anger.

      "Fight me," she said. Drawing on some well of stupid pride, she puffed her chest out as she glared at him. This had to be the stupidest idea she'd ever had. Kaito had just watched Tsuki wipe the floor with her.

      The dragon laughed, long and hard, enough where Suzume thought he might run out of air if he didn't stop soon. He wiped a tear from his eye. "You cannot be serious. Why would I do that?"

      "You think you can teach me better than Tsuki, well prove it. But when I win you're forbidden from watching me practice."

      He crossed his arms over his chest. "And if I win, you have to spend a night with me."

      Suzume's stomach flopped. "What sort of request is that?" She stuttered and had to hide a blush that burned across her face.

      "You'll find out when I win."
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      Morning came too soon. Suzume had spent half the night tossing and turning, alternating between thinking about her impending fight with Kaito and wondering how she could be so stupid. Her blankets were tangled around her as if subconsciously she would rather be strangled to death than have to face Kaito. Suzume exhaled in frustration. Things were so much simpler when she thought he wanted to kill her. Suzume kicked her legs, accidentally tightening the blanket that was wrapped around her. She ripped the blanket off in a temper, and the effort left her panting. How can I expect to beat him when getting out of bed leaves me winded?

      The coward's way out would be to hide under her sheets. Though if she tried, Kaito would come find her and claim she forfeited, forcing her to give him his humiliating prize. What did he mean by spend the night with him. He couldn't have meant that... Suzume shook her head violently. It was better not to even consider it. Kaito was just up to his usual tricks was all. There was no use delaying. She had to face him. Maybe on her way she could come up with a brilliant plan to get out of fighting him. Suzume dressed, albeit slowly, her muscles were sore from the day before. Not a good sign, going into another fight.

      Like a woman still half asleep, she stumbled down the hall to the communal room where they shared meals. As Suzume shuffled into the room she spotted a large pot in the center of the room with a stack of bowls next to it. Suzume plopped down beside it before grabbing a bowl, which she filled mechanically. The idea of food made her stomach turn. But maybe food would give her the energy to face Kaito. Maybe I could postpone, saying I need time to recover. She shook her head, then she'd have to admit she had gone too far the day before.

      "Suzume!" Rin shouted in her ear.

      Suzume nearly leaped out of her skin as she dropped her bowl of soup over the front of herself, burning her skin with hot broth. "Why are you shouting?" Suzume snapped as she shook off the soup from her clothes.

      Rin tilted her head to the side, a single brow quirked in confusion. "I must have called your name a dozen times. Something bothering you?"

      "I'm just sleepy is all. This place is too cold. When are we going to leave anyway?"

      "Once Kaito thinks you’re ready," Rin said with a smile, which she quickly hid behind the teacup that she sipped from.

      "Then we should be leaving tomorrow," Suzume said. "After I beat him in our fight he cannot say I'm not strong enough."

      "But if you lose, we may never leave this place."

      "Do you think I'm going to lose?" Suzume tried to sound offended but she couldn't quite manage it. Rin was close to Kaito, maybe she could convince him to call off the fight. But that meant admitting to Rin she wasn't up to the challenge.

      "If you want, I can talk to him for you."

      Suzume glared back at her. "I can handle the dragon. It will be over in a few minutes I'm sure," Suzume said, using her words more to convince herself than the kitsune.

      Rin only smiled and nodded her head in agreement. "Of course."

      "He probably won't show up. He was just messing with me." The words wouldn't stop coming, she kept talking as if someone had taken a cork out of her.

      "Oh, is that so?" said a drawl from behind her.

      Suzume felt a chill run down her spine. She turned slowly, cursing internally. Kaito leaned against the doorway, looking well-rested and amused.

      "It's not too late to give in," Suzume said, flinging her false bravado like a weapon.

      "You don't really think you can win, do you?" He barked a laugh.

      Don't let him get into your head. That's what he wants.

      "I know I will."

      Kaito laughed. "The same way you beat Tsuki yesterday?"

      She stood and pretended to be cleaning up her breakfast bowl, though she hadn't eaten a bite. More of it had gotten on her clothes than in her stomach. With hands balled into fists at her side, she marched toward the door.

      "I have to get changed," she said as she brushed past Kaito.

      "It's not too late to admit I was right," Kaito said to her retreating back. "I won't even make you sleep in my room. All you have to say is: Kaito you are so strong and handsome, please protect me."

      This was her chance, she just had to swallow her pride, admit she wasn't strong enough, and this would all go away. Do you want to get yourself hurt or worse let him make an even bigger fool of you? They're just a few words, say them and this all goes away.

      She couldn't make the vile words pass her lips. Instead Suzume forced a laugh as she turned to face him. "Now you're trying to get out of it? I'm ready for our fight. I can't wait to see your face once I knock you onto your backside."

      "So, you want to be on top of me?"

      A blush flooded her face without warning and she covered her face with her hands. Two can play at this game.

      She looked him up and down, and in the same tone she had used to dismiss countless suitors she said, "You couldn't handle me."

      "Once we're alone we'll have to see." There was a hunger in his eyes she hadn't seen before, almost predatory, and lacking its usual teasing tone.

      Suzume's mouth opened and closed a few times, but she couldn't form a coherent sentence. Surely he meant it as a joke. Her heart thumped in her chest, loud enough she was surprised no one else could hear it.

      "Well you'll never get that chance," she snapped before turning and running out of the room before she embarrassed herself further.

      Heart slamming into her ribcage, she did a quick change before grabbing her staff and heading to the courtyard where Tsuki and Akira were waiting. Tsuki leaned on the wooden staff, head tilted back as he watched the clouds pass overhead, not a care in the world. Suzume's own staff, strapped across her back, felt like it weighed a million pounds and each step she took was grinding her into the ground until she felt there would be nothing left of her but dust.

      "Ready?" Tsuki asked as Suzume approached.

      She wanted to shout 'no'. But all she could manage was a feeble, "Yes."

      There was no extra time to prepare beyond stretching and chanting over and over in her head. You can do this. Kaito swept into the courtyard, looking like he had won already, and Rin followed after him. It looked like they would have an audience to their fight. That's why he said what he did before. He's trying to get into your head. Just ignore him.

      Not wanting to believe the alternative, she latched onto the idea. It kindled the fire inside her, giving her the motivation she needed to fight through the pain to victory.

      She opened her mouth, prepared to make a threat and posture a bit to pump herself up further, when Kaito beat her to it and said, "I hope you're prepared for our second wedding night, my bride."

      He grinned at her and her stomach did somersaults. It brought back memories of the time when she had thought Kaito was her ticket back to her place in the world instead of the teasing, infuriating, handsome bastard standing in front of her.

      "I am not your bride," Suzume snarled back at him. "And when I win you'll never mention that again."

      "Wedding night?" Tsuki asked with a raised brow.

      "Only if, when, I win... well, I'll tell you when we're alone." The slow smile and the creeping gaze over her body pricked the flames along her skin. There was no way she was letting him win. The last traces of fear were transmuted into resolve. She would teach him for messing with her mind.

      Kaito laughed as he took the staff from Tsuki. Suzume assumed the stance Tsuki had taught her, facing the dragon. Today instead of fatigued muscles, her muscles were too stiff. She felt like a porcelain bowl, just the right strike would leave her in pieces on the ground. Don't think like that. You can beat him. It didn't matter that she hadn't even once beaten Tsuki while sparring. Or that Kaito was certain not to go easy on her.

      "Ready?" Kaito asked, his position was desirous, he held the staff loose at his side, his shoulders hunched. He looked more like he was prepared for a casual stroll.

      That was fine with her. If he wasn't going to take her seriously that would make winning that much easier.

      "I cannot wait to see your face when I knock you out," she snarled.

      "I hope you're ready for what comes tonight behind closed doors."

      Her face felt like it was on fire, and maybe it was, the sparks were running up and down her arms, in response to her anger. And in that moment of hesitation created by that final verbal jab, Kaito rushed toward her. She lifted her staff to parry but he merely glided over the top of her, landing behind her, where he smacked her across the rear with his staff. It was nothing more than a quick pat, like he was chastising a naughty dog. The fire in her gut churned as embarrassment gave way to anger. He wanted to make this into a game to make her look weak, but she wouldn't let him. She spun around, swinging her staff toward him, flames trailing in its wake. A spark of her flame caught the edge of his robe, and burned along the edge of his sleeve. With a quick pat on the flames they were extinguished, he smirked in her direction as if to say 'is that all you got?'

      Suzume gripped her staff tighter, the flames running up and down it. Across from her, Kaito encased his staff in ice. Now when their staffs collided, their spiritual energies sparked against one another, fire and ice exploding into steam. Water rolled down her hands dripping onto the ground, and was flung in all directions as they spun around one another, jabbing and dodging. His power unfurled from within him, and the ice in the air burned her lungs. Flames shot from her fingertips and licked along her arms. He did not let out all of his power, but what little he did her own power reacted to it, encasing her in flames as a living moving barrier against his ice. She pushed back, swinging at him and Kaito jumped backward outside the reach of her staff. He's avoiding my fire so he doesn't get burned.

      "Oh feisty, I like that in a lover."

      "Over my dead body." She rushed toward him. Distantly she heard Tsuki shouting to her, probably some suggestion but she was blind to everything but beating Kaito. She was burning with it, literally. Flames raced all over her body, churning in her gut, to where she thought she would burn from the inside out.

      She swung the staff back and came down hard, preparing to knock into his head. But before her staff could come down on him, he grabbed a hold of the flaming staff. Where his hand touched it smoked and the flames climbed along his flesh like a forest fire. The ice crept over the burns, and held her fire at bay somewhere along his elbow.

      "You can't survive my flames, give up," she said through gritted teeth.

      "You rely too much on your fire." He yanked her staff from her grip. And threw it across the clearing. It skidded along before colliding against a torii arch just out of reach.

      "That's not fair!" She shouted.

      "Who said this was a fair fight?" He swiped at her with his staff.

      Suzume leaped out of the way, just in time for a freezing cold staff to graze over the top of her head. The flames dancing along her scalp melted the ice and water dripped into her hair.

      If that was how it was going to be, then she wouldn't hold back. While Kaito was coming back from his swing, she launched herself at his middle, using her flaming body as a weapon. The shock sent him tumbling backward and he landed on his back with Suzume straddling his chest. With flaming fingers, she reeled back prepared to slap him with a fiery hand. Maybe if she gave him a perfect scorched handprint he'd know not to play with her the way he had. He writhed beneath her, bucking up and she rode him like the rolling waves trying to hold on. She fell forward and growled, their faces were mere inches apart.

      "I was going to wait to have you in this position tonight," he purred in her ear.

      The words put her off kilter for a moment and then he pushed back hard, shoving her off him. She flew backward, landing hard on her back, and in a second Kaito was on top of her pinning her to the ground and holding her wrists beneath him. His ice smothered her fire as fast as she could make it, and the unfurling of his full power prevented her from even trying to move.

      "What shall we do tonight, my bride?" He grinned down at her.

      "You think this is over?" She said through gritted teeth.

      "It is. I just won."

      Tsuki was coming toward them to call the fight. Suzume arched her back, trying and failing to get out from beneath him. Maybe it had been inevitable from the start.

      "You cheated," she snarled.

      "I really wanted to win," he whispered into her ear before pulling back a few inches to look her in the eye. It was over. He had her pinned. But his gaze lingered a little too long, and the air between them felt suddenly charged with something more than the tension of a fight. Feeling his muscles in his legs tense that were straddling her hips, and his hands on her wrists, his threats no longer felt empty, and what he had said this morning felt less like a threat and more like a promise.
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      Why did I open my big mouth? All I had to do was admit I was tired. Was that so hard? Was it too late to try and run away? Trying to escape down the mountain in the dead of night probably wasn't the smartest idea. She was just as likely to break her neck or fall to her death. Kaito wouldn't try to actually claim his prize, would he? It had to be a joke.

      Why am I wasting time even considering it? This is exactly why he had chosen this 'prize', it wasn't so much about getting her alone as it was him trying to get a rise out of her, she was certain. And yet she continued to stare at the sliding door which led into the communal room. The laughter of the others filtered out to her, Kaito's laugh rising above the rest, taunting her. After their fight and her spectacular failure, she'd hidden away in her room too ashamed to face him.

      Hunger turned out to be a stronger foe, and the grumbling of her stomach had driven her from her room in search of food. Foolishly, she had hoped no one would be around. But judging from the volume of their voices, they'd broken into the sake again. Suzume smoothed down her hair tucking frayed strands behind her ear. If only there was a mirror to check her appearance. She must have looked disheveled after their fight. Not being able to take a proper bath in ages didn't help either. Suzume lifted up her arm to check if she smelled. She crinkled her nose. There was nothing she could do about it now. Just open the door.

      Suzume stared at the closed door. The thin layer of rice paper, which she could poke a hole through with her pointer finger, was no great obstacle. But right now, it felt like climbing a mountain.

      "Are you going to enter?" A deep voice rumbled behind her.

      Suzume leaped in the air, spinning in place. Her shoulders knocked against the door frame as she clutched at the front of her haori. A dark figure remained in the shadows, two swords one on each hip, his face was emotionless like a mask carved from ivory.

      "You're back." Suzume squawked. How can he move so silently?

      The swordsman did not deem her comment worth a try. Of course he was back, why else would he be here?

      "Did you find anything out about the missing gods?"

      He stared at her without reply. His unblinking gaze was unsettling and Suzume suddenly lost her appetite.

      "I just remembered I forgot something in my room. You go in ahead of me." She jabbed her thumb in the direction where she intended to make her exit, when the door slid open behind her.

      "You've decided to join us then, my bride." Kaito purred behind her. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her against his chest, preventing any escape.

      Her reaction was automatic, she shoved her elbow back into his ribs. Fire rose along her body, clashing with his ice. Kaito spun her around and she had to brace herself against his chest, placing both hands against his pectoral muscles. Though they sparked Kaito was not bothered by it, and instead pulled her closer despite her wiggling away from him and arching her neck backward to get away.

      "That eager for our wedding night?" He looked down at her as if he would swoop in for a kiss.

      Suzume dodged the almost kiss, dipping below his arms and out of his grasp. "You owe me a rematch! You cheated!" she said once she was free, pointing her finger in his direction.

      Kaito placed his hands on his hips, and flashed her that damned smirk. "How could I have cheated when there were no rules?"

      Suzume sputtered, unable to come up with a valid counter-argument.

      "You don't need worry. I'll be gentle."

      Suzume flushed. "It's not going to happen."

      "Rin, give her the outfit I picked out for her." Kaito gestured for the kitsune to step forward. In her arms was a fold of blue fabric, in gradient shades of blue starting at the darkest midnight to an almost sky blue. It was embroidered with silver thread along the hems and a pattern that appeared to be the moon and stars.

      Though she'd never say so out loud, the fabric was beautiful. She reached for it without thinking, but before Rin could hand it to Suzume however, Naoki snatched it out of her hands. Holding it up, he turned to Kaito.

      "Where did you find this?" he asked, his voice sharp. It was the most emotion she had seen out of him since she'd broken Kazue's spell upon him.

      Kaito frowned slightly at the swordsman. "It was packed away with a bunch of other kimonos-" he gestured dismissively with his hand.

      "These were the goddess of the moon's." His hands bunched around the fabric.

      "She can't use them the way she is now." Kaito had already turned away from Naoki, dismissing his protests and returning his attention to Suzume.

      Naoki swung a punch toward Kaito which he dodged, but just barely. Another inch and Kaito would have been on his back. He turned to Naoki, anger boiling in his gaze.

      "Have you forgotten your place?" Kaito snarled at him.

      Naoki's jaw clenched. "Have you forgotten yours?"

      The two of them stared at one another, the rise of their spiritual energy stole the breath from Suzume's lungs and she gasped for breath, while her fire sparked to her defense.

      Akira inserted herself between them, hands up in a peace-making gesture. "If these belonged to my mother, I would rather you didn't involve them in your games."

      Kaito looked from Naoki to Akira then with a shrug he said, "Have it your way then." Then turning toward Suzume he said, "It doesn't matter what she wears because she won't be wearing it for long."

      The tension eased and Suzume found she could breathe once again. "It doesn't matter because I am not coming to your room tonight!"

      Kaito continued to ignore her and to Rin said, "Can you find something more suitable for my bride to wear? Maybe something red like her temper." He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye before pivoting on his foot, and like a king commanding his kingdom he strolled out of the room.

      Suzume stared at his retreating back with more than a few choice words on the tip of her tongue. Naoki had not moved from his spot and was cradling the kimono over his arm, one hand hovering over it, not touching. Akira was watching over him, with a frown on her face.

      "Isn't anyone going to stop him?" Suzume swept her arm toward the door. "Now he's stealing from the gods?"

      "You did make a bet with him," Rin replied, and there was the ghost of a smile on her face.

      Suzume shot her a death look. The kitsune was no help. "I don't care what he says, I'm not going." Suzume snarled at her before marching out.

      Out on the veranda that connected the different wings of the palace, there was no barrier to stop the wind. The cold mountain air blew off the mountaintop, cutting right through the thin layers she wore, and her bare feet on the wooden floor felt more like walking on ice. There were no silk slippers here in this desolate mountain palace, just moldy linens, rotting wood, and Naoki who forbade them from touching everything. But it was better than being out there, where yokai lurked and the next day was uncertain. The week they'd spent here had made it feel almost like home.

      The full moon in the sky lined everything in silver. They were so high up that the moon looked close enough to touch. Stopping to stare at the moon poking through the wispy clouds, she reached out for it, cupping her hand around the shape of it as if she could hold it in her hand. But like so many things in her life, it was an illusion and beyond her grasp. Sighing, she slid into a crouch, and her gaze moved from the moon to a long-neglected garden. The tree in the center was stripped bare of leaves, the pond emptied of water and fish.

      "Don't you think you're taking the joke a bit too far?" Rin asked, her voice carrying into the silent night.

      "Who said it was a joke?" Kaito countered.

      Their footsteps approached her, and Suzume jumped up and slammed her back against a nearby wall to conceal herself in shadow.

      "You don't really mean to sleep with her, do you?"

      Kaito laughed. "Of course not, she's a bit of an idiot that needs my protection. I'm teaching her a lesson is all."

      There could only be one idiot he was referring to. Suzume raised her fist, considering continuing their argument from before. She'd show him who was an idiot.

      "Why do you keep pushing her away?"

      He growled low in his throat. His temper washed over Suzume, eliciting sparks along her skin. Afraid the light would draw attention to her Suzume madly patted at her arms to extinguish the flames.

      "Are you trying to test my patience? Shouldn't you be more concerned with finding your own mate?"

      "Are you offering?" Rin purred.

      Suzume's heart thumped in her chest. Rin and Kaito had been lovers once, she knew, but the kitsune insisted that there was nothing between them anymore. It doesn't matter to me whether there is or not. Maybe he'd stop bothering me as much if he had Rin to distract him.

      Kaito chuckled. "Both of us know that's not a good idea."

      Rin laughed along with him and then there was a long silence. Why don't they move away already? Or maybe she should take this moment to make her presence known, but she couldn't make her feet obey her commands. With her back pressed against the wall, heart hammering in her chest, she stayed listening to their conversation.

      "How did your Hanyou die?" Kaito asked. There was a certain softness to his voice that Suzume never heard when he was speaking with her.

      He must really care for Rin. She didn't want to think about why that made her insides twist up and her chest feel tight. Kaito seemed like a different person when he was alone with Rin. Is that how he was with Kazue as well? She shoved the thought away, she didn't need to bring her into this mess as well.

      Rin didn't answer straight away. What are they doing in there? She had an image of the two of them embracing, holding onto one another for comfort over their lost loves.

      When Rin did answer her voice was constrained. "A yokai killed him."

      Kaito cleared his throat. "I'm sorry."

      I didn't even know he was capable of empathy. She scoffed and quickly covered her mouth with her hand, eyes darting to the side hoping they hadn't heard.

      The pair of them were too absorbed in their conversation to notice it seemed.

      Rin sighed. "We knew our time was limited from the start, or at least we assumed. Not much is known about hanyous."

      "Have you met any others?"

      "Are you asking to comfort me or for yourself?"

      "Forget I asked."

      Ice brushed against Suzume's skin, a clear indication he was losing his temper. Kaito's footsteps stomped toward her, and Suzume looked in both directions preparing to flee if necessary. From the corner of her eye, Suzume saw Kaito's shadow coming around the corner. Mere inches separated her hiding space from him and then she would have to explain why she was eavesdropping.

      "If you ever wanted to know more about him, I would be happy to tell you," Rin said.

      There was a pause, where something unspoken passed between them. Suzume frowned trying to read between the lines of their back and forth exchange.

      "What did she name him?" His voice was raspy.

      "Takashi."

      "She chose well." There was an edge to Kaito's tone, which sent even Suzume's heart fluttering.

      "Have you forgiven her at last?"

      Kaito moved back toward Rin and Suzume exhaled in relief, then he came back toward her and she sucked in her breath as if the sound of her breathing would give her away. He paced away, only to come back toward her again. Would you make up your mind already?

      "I made that mistake once, and I learned my lesson. I do not plan on making it again."

      "You can't change your heart."

      There was a long pause before Kaito answered, "You're right." He said something else but it was barely above a whisper and Suzume couldn't hear him clearly.

      Kaito stopped pacing and seemed to have settled further away. Already being this far committed, she inched closer to the corner, just mere millimeters separated her from them.

      "What can I do? I'm falling in love with her," Kaito muttered.

      "You should tell her how you feel," Rin replied.

      Suzume's eyes grew wide. He couldn't possibly be talking about her, could he? She shook her head - it wasn't possible. Kaito could not be in love with her. All he saw her as was a nuisance, a means to an end... or a stand-in for Kazue. The thought didn't sit well at all. He wouldn't confuse me with Kazue, not after I explained everything, would he?

      "You're right, Suzume might be a complete moron, and bull-headed but my heart belongs to her."

      "Who's a moron!" She shouted bursting around the corner without thinking. As soon as she did she collided with his chest, and was almost bowled backward. She was saved from falling on her already bruised rear, by Kaito's arm circling her lower back.

      "You know it's terribly rude to listen to other people's conversations."

      Suzume tried to push off his chest and escape him. "If you knew I was listening the whole time why didn't you say so sooner?"

      "And miss an opportunity to hold you in my arms?"

      Suzume's temper flared and with it so did the flames. She pressed against his chest and he jumped away from her to avoid getting burned.

      Rin stepped forward as if she was going to protect Kaito from Suzume, which was laughable. Who was there to defend her when he played with her emotions the way he did?

      "Do you think that's funny?" She snapped.

      "I do, actually." He smirked.

      That's all it was, all it had ever been. He never took her seriously, not as a fighter, not as a woman. If he was anyone else, she might have tried forcing a few tears, she could even argue with him if she thought it would do any good. But a sudden realization settled upon her. None of it would make any difference because she was just a joke to him.

      "I see," was her reply, and she turned from him without another word spoken.

      "Where are you going? Tonight is our wedding night!"

      She ignored his jibe, arms swinging as she marched away. You'll pay for this!
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      "We're leaving," Kaito announced as he strolled into their communal gathering space.

      His announcement had been timed for when everyone was gathered together, allowing him not only a dramatic entry but also providing maximum efficiency to dispense his orders. Of the four people gathered, only Rin looked up to acknowledge him.

      "Where are we going?" Rin asked, her fox ears tilted to the side, uncertain.

      "That doesn't matter, we've wasted enough time on this mountaintop." His gaze was fixed on Suzume who was staring into the simmering broth in the cook pot at the room's center. It wasn't like her to not have some sort of comment or at least complain at a probable journey to come. Could it be she is still mad about last night? He smirked to himself, she certainly could hold a grudge.

      "Good morning is the usual greeting, isn't it?" Kaito asked as he squatted down in front of her, forcing himself into her view. Suzume stubbornly refused to look at him and instead scowled into her soup bowl. Dark circles ringed her eyes. It looked as if she hadn't slept at all the night before. Probably wondering if I was going to come claim my bet after all.

      "Where are we headed?" Rin asked in a failed attempt to steal his focus from Suzume.

      Kaito did not bother to look at her, instead focusing his attention on Suzume as he said, "Let me worry about that." Then to Suzume he said, "You're grumpy this morning. Are you mad I didn't visit your room last night?"

      Without so much as a twitch, Suzume spooned broth into her mouth as if Kaito was not there at all. If she wants to play hard to get, I am more than willing to play. There was nothing like a challenge to wake you up in the morning. Not that he had slept. He'd done enough of that to last centuries.

      "Do you have new information about where Kazue hid the artifacts?" Akira asked.

      Couldn't they see he was in the middle of teasing the priestess? "That's not necessary." He growled a warning. And then in Suzume's direction he said, "We've been lazing about here too long. And I don't want to spoil my pet too much."

      "Then you don't have any leads?" Akira asked, interrupting his game for the final time. The dragon's temper flashed in his gaze as he shot a withering glance in Akira's direction. Akira stared back at him, a serene look on her face.

      "You have any better ideas?" his tone burned with acid. He'd been willing to overlook their disrespect but challenging his order was unforgivable.

      Akira fixed him with her glare. "If I had any idea, I would not be waiting around here. But heading out into the unknown is reckless."

      "We're not going to find the missing artifacts sitting around." He stood up and paced toward Akira. She stood as well, her dark gaze fixed on him unwavering. They stood posturing for a moment, neither willing to give in.

      "Hisato is still out there and he wants Suzume. For now she's our only link to Kazue and stopping him. If we leave this holy place you're putting her and all of us at risk. So unless you have a plan, I think we should stay here."

      Kaito laughed and then turned away from Akira. "The priestess is good for nothing." He threw the words over his shoulder as he marched over toward the cook fire where Rin and Suzume were seated. The priestess had not so much as raised her head from her bowl the entire time despite his taunting. Kaito reached past her, his arm brushing against her. The only reaction was a few errant sparks that rose from her skin when he got close.

      "Suzume hasn't gotten control of her powers yet, with more practice she may be able to connect with Kazue's spirit..." Akira said, her voice droning on in a failed attempt to sway him.

      Uninterested in anything his inferior had to say, Kaito made a show of ignoring her by snatching a bowl off the ground. He thrust it toward Rin to fill, and from the corner of his eye watched Suzume for a reaction, but still there was none. You cannot ignore me forever.

      "The best thing to do is to wait until she's mastered her powers," Akira concluded.

      She was expecting a reply and so Kaito tipped back his bowl and drank his soup, forcing Akira to wait for an answer while he drank. When he finished he smacked his lips and said, "We'll be here for a hundred years if we wait until she's gotten control of her powers. And if I remember correctly humans don't live that long." He dropped the bowl, and it was Rin's quick reflex that kept it from shattering on the ground. "I tested her ability yesterday, she's made no improvement. It's time to go." Surely she would say something now. Suzume remained uncharacteristically stoic.

      "Then you leave in search of the artifacts while Tsuki and I continue her training."

      "You are operating under the assumption that I trust you," he said with a smile that revealed his canines.

      A flush rose along Akira's cheeks. "We all share the same goals, we want to bring Kazue's soul back together⁠—"

      "I have no desire to see Kazue resurrected." Kaito snarled. "I only want to destroy Hisato and regain my kingdom. Stay here if you desire, I have no use for you. But the priestess is mine and she will be coming with me."

      Suzume set her bowl down with a mild thunk and stood up. Now he would get the reaction he was hoping for. Her outburst would diffuse the tension in the room, he and she would bicker and then everyone would agree to search for the artifacts together.

      "She doesn't belong to you. Suzume is a person not an object," Akira shouted, a note of hysteria in her normally stoic persona. Kaito hardly noticed as his entire focus was upon Suzume.

      "Thank you for the meal," Suzume said before heading toward the door.

      "Have you lost your mind at last?" Kaito teased, she was acting strangely. It wasn't like her to not lose control by now.

      Again, she acted as if Kaito had not spoken at all. To Akira she said, "I'm going to get ready for practice."

      "There's no point, you should be packing to leave. We've got a lot of walking ahead of us. I hope you're prepared," Kaito said, knowing the threat of walking would get a rise out of her.

      Once more he was ignored and with it came the rise of his temper. Kaito had enough of these games. As she tried to walk past him, he grabbed a hold of her wrist, stopping her in her tracks. Unlike usual, she did not shout at him to let her go, the only reaction was the sparks along her wrist which were quickly quenched by the ice seeping from his skin. Spiritual power unfurled from within him blanketing the room in a suffocating aura. Because he was so much stronger than the rest of them, his untamed power could kill them all with the mere weight of it.

      "Have I not been giving you enough attention, my pet?" he said in a mockingly sweet voice.

      Suzume yanked her hand free without a word and continued toward the door. Kaito not one so easily deterred gave chase, but was surprised when Naoki stepped in between them. His expression was unreadable as usual but his hands were resting on his twin blades, making his intentions clear.

      "Out of my way, guardian." The swordsman was already on thin ice after his interference the day before, and this was between him and the priestess. If she wanted to play games, then he was more than willing to play.

      "She wants to be left alone," Naoki said.

      "You speak for her now?" Kaito rumbled.

      The swordsman did not respond but when Kaito tried to go around him he held out his arm to stop him.

      "Why not let her be?" Rin said as she planted a hand on Kaito's shoulder, trying to be the peacemaker. But Kaito was in no mood.

      He shook her off. "We leave as soon as we're packed." His tone final as he attempted to push his way past Naoki, but was knocked back instead.

      "Move," Kaito snarled.

      Naoki stared at him, his frame taking up the doorway. This was a challenge. One he'd faced over and over throughout his long life. Kaito had risen to his position through blood. If Naoki thought to take control of their group from him, then he was in for a rude awakening. The dragon's power might be diminished but he was still strong enough to take on a mere guardian. Perhaps now was the time to make his position in their group clear. It would make the journey from here that much easier.

      Having no need of weapons, Kaito swung a fist encased in ice at the swordsman's jaw. Naoki moved too fast for mortal eyes, and his hand blocked Kaito's punch before it could land. He shoved Kaito backward in one singular movement.

      "We do not serve you," Naoki said.

      The swordsman's words cut the last thread holding onto Kaito's composure and his power flooded out of him, like a torrential downpour unleashing his spiritual energy, transforming him into something more beast than man. His hands, tipped in hooked claws, balled into fists and his lips pulled back from his rows of pointed teeth in a threatening gesture. When he opened his muzzle, ice poured out of it like a series of deadly arrows which were projected at Naoki in a scatter shot. They pierced the wall behind him, embedding themselves, spreading ice outward from it. Naoki fled, one step ahead of his attack. The edges of the room froze over as his icicles dangled from the ceiling.

      Outside the thunder roared, echoing the dragon's displeasure. The swordsman was a fool to challenge him. While the swordsman had been playing nursemaid to the gods, he had bathed in the blood of his enemies. If he thought that they were equals he was wrong. Come to think of it, they were overdue for a rematch. The swordsman had beaten him the last time because Kaito had been weakened, he would not repeat that failure again.

      Rin and Akira shouted for them to stop but their voices were nothing but an annoying buzz in his ear. Kaito rushed toward the swordsman, clawing at him, but Naoki was always one step out of the way. Speed was on his side, while Kaito had sheer power. Using the cook fire as a barrier, Naoki thought he could keep Kaito at bay, but the dragon merely leaped over it. The swordsman, not anticipating the maneuver, was caught off guard and Kaito knocked him off his feet at the same time he knocked over the soup pot. Hot broth spilled onto the trail of ice on the ground, sending up clouds of steam around them. Everything else faded away as Kaito looked down at his opponent.

      "You lead with anger," Naoki said, unafraid despite being pinned beneath the dragon inches from death.

      The audacity of his statement gave Kaito pause and left an opening for Naoki. The swordsman leaned forward head butting Kaito and knocking him backward and giving him room to escape. Kaito snarled as he followed the swordsman out into the hall and to a desolate garden beyond. When they entered the garden, Naoki was waiting for him, twin blades in hand. The pair of them circled one another. The swordsman was the first to attack, rushing Kaito blades twirling like two deadly stars. Kaito pivoted to avoid the first but the second caught him on the forearm, fortunately for Kaito his layer of scales kept him from penetrating the skin and the only casualty was his kosode. But knowing he had been struck only angered him further. It was better to get this over with as quickly as possible.

      Kaito swiped upward, feinting from the right, only to follow through on the left. It caught the swordsman off guard and he knocked one of the blades from his hand. It went flying across the garden, coming to rest in the basin of a drained pond.

      The swordsman returned to circling once more, favoring the side in which he still had a weapon, his right, leaving his left exposed. Kaito knowing on the ground he could not beat him, took to the air flying above him, and using the clouds for cover he would bide his time. Naoki turned in slow circles, searching for Kaito. When his back was turned, Kaito dropped from the sky and knocked Naoki down, parting him from his remaining weapon. Standing on his chest, Kaito pressed his foot against Naoki's throat.

      "Know your place now?" Kaito snarled.

      The swordsman did not miss a beat when he said, "I have never forgotten it."

      His flippant attitude broiled at his temper and Kaito considered tearing his head from his shoulders.

      "Stop, please!" Akira shouted, she came over grabbing a hold of Kaito's shoulder.

      He didn't give a damn what she wanted, he would not have his authority challenged like this. They would obey him or they would perish.

      "This is how it shall be, either you bow to me or you leave now."

      There was a fire in Akira's eyes which could be dangerous in the future. He had not trusted her from the moment they met but he had let her stay. An enemy you could see was better than one you couldn't. He had a decision to make, kill them all now or let them live. Though he would not admit it out loud, they were making progress in teaching Suzume how to control her power although progress was somewhat slow. I could find another teacher. Kaito pressed his foot harder against Naoki's throat.

      "What are you doing?" Suzume shouted, she was trailed by Rin. He glared at her.

      "Naoki challenged me, this is the price."

      "We cannot kill him. He could help us find the pieces of Kazue's soul." Suzume gestured toward Naoki.

      He glared at her. He would not be ordered by a mere human. And yet he hesitated. He did not like the idea of killing the guardian in front of Suzume. There was a strange look in her eyes, for the first time she looked truly terrified of him. It was the same look Kazue had given him the first time he had killed to protect her. Their eyes met and for a moment he thought he recognized something in the priestess’ gaze that he hadn't seen there before. But he must be imagining things.

      "I will not be challenged." Kaito snarled, preparing to make the killing blow despite her protests. Kazue no longer held sway over his heart.

      "Kazue is not dead!" Suzume shouted at him.

      Kaito looked toward her. "That's not funny."

      "It isn't a joke." Suzume clutched something in her hand, the pink fragments of Kazue's heart.

      All the air seemed to have been drawn from his lungs as he stared at those shards. It wasn't possible, was it? He had watched her disappear. Kazue had given herself up to save him.

      "You're lying," he snarled.

      Suzume lifted her head and looked him straight in the eye, "I heard Kazue's voice. I know where we need to go."
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      He can see right through my lie. I just know it. The dragon was a terrifying sight to behold in that moment, more monster than beast. Gone were the parts of him that made him human. Ice crusted his body, spreading from his feet onto the ground. Power radiated off of him in waves, stealing Suzume's breath and raising sparks along her skin. Never before had the divide between them been more apparent. Though most of the time he seemed human enough, when she saw him in tattered clothes, his clawed foot pressed against the throat of Naoki, and death in his gaze she realized in that moment their worlds were too different for them to ever mix. This is why Kazue tried to become immortal, to bridge this gap. Hot on the heels of this thought was another: perhaps blurting out the first thing that came to mind was not the smartest idea.

      "What did you say?" Akira said the first to break the silence.

      "I heard her voice again," Suzume said looking straight at Kaito. Ready to face him head-on if she had to. Backing down now would be admitting that he was stronger than her. She'd stepped onto this path intent on proving to Kaito that she was not to be messed with and she would see it to the end, no matter how ill-advised her plan was.

      "That's not possible," Kaito said, but his tone was saturated with hopeful desperation.

      Heart hammering in her chest, she did the only thing she could think to do, continue lying. "She told me to tell you that the day the spider lilies were blooming, she was going to tell you she was pregnant." It was a gamble. Kaito knew Kazue had shared visions of her past with her but just not which ones. The memory of those bright red flowers was burned into Suzume's mind, sometimes even appearing in her dreams. It had not only been significant to Suzume but to Kaito as well. Whether he realized it at the time or not, that was the moment Kazue had decided to become immortal. Suzume knew that without having to be told, as if a bit of Kazue's memory was bleeding into her.

      Kaito's reaction was not what she expected. Instead of challenging her and calling her bluff, he looked down at Naoki.

      "Will you bow your head to me?"

      The swordsman did not react at first and Suzume thought things would take a turn for the worst, but after a few tense moments he nodded his head.

      "I'm glad you've learned your place." Kaito snarled, removing his foot from the guardian's throat.

      Naoki stood and when he was eye level with Kaito he said, "I never forgot it."

      Kaito bared his teeth at him, but gave no further reply. He looked over the assembled group, his gaze suspiciously avoiding resting upon Suzume. "We leave at dawn." Then he turned and walked away, not a word said. As he marched away, Suzume felt as if her knees might give out beneath her and she had to lean against a nearby pillar or else she was going to collapse onto the ground.

      Akira rushed over to Suzume, her face alight with excitement. "What else did Kazue say? Where do we go from here?"

      Suzume looked at Akira's hopeful face to Naoki's who stood not far away with his arms folded over his chest. Rin remained on the veranda, her expression unreadable, though her ears were tilted in Suzume's direction waiting for her answer. She had not thought much beyond this. What would Kazue do in this situation? Grasping for answers, Suzume said the first thing that came to mind.

      "We need to go south, to the palace."

      Rin frowned, the Kitsune had seen through Suzume's lies, she just knew it. The kitsune knew how much Suzume had wanted to return to her home at the White Palace. It was a stupid answer and if she had more time to craft a better lie she never would have said that. The problem was she was woefully ignorant of the kingdom of Akatsuki, and her entire life had only ever been within the walls of the palace until recently. There was nowhere else she could think of.

      "The White Palace?" Akira's dark brows knit together in confusion.

      "Why would we go to the white palace?" Tsuki asked, using his sister's face to speak.

      Suzume shook her head to deflect their questions and pressed her fingers to her temples. "I'm not sure, I think it has something to do with..." Suzume scrunched her face as if trying to think very hard or listen to a very faint voice. She knew hardly anything about Kazue. But remembering Kaito and Rin's conversation from the night before, she said the only thing she could think of. "It's her son..." she trailed off, not certain any of them would believe it.

      "Takashi is at the white palace?" Rin asked, taking a step toward Suzume with an eager look upon her face. Suzume's suspicion was correct: Rin knew Kaito's son.

      Hearing the name of Kazue and Kaito's son struck her with a weird feeling of melancholy. Suzume had no real desire to see the physical embodiment of Kazue and Kaito's relationship. Besides it was not like Kaito would ever agree to a search for his long-lost son. She did not see the prospect of a warm family reunion anytime in their future. This lie was getting more and more unruly but she didn't know how to reign it in other than admitting she had lied - and that was something she wasn't prepared to do.

      She screwed up her face as if she was concentrating on the imaginary words Kazue was trying to relay. Then after a few moments she shook her head.

      "It's gone. But I heard her voice. She wants Kaito to find his son. But how can we convince him?" She shrugged her shoulders in a helpless gesture, perhaps her lie would die here without any pursuit because of Kaito's stubbornness. Everyone knew how adamant he was about never seeing his son.

      Akira searched her face as if she was looking for a hint of Kazue there and a snake of guilt slithered around inside her gut. "That's all? Do you have any of her memories, perhaps something that might help separate us?"

      Suzume shook her head again. "No, I'm sorry. But maybe she will come back again?" She needed to get away before they started asking more questions and she made this an even bigger mess than it already was. Suzume side stepped away from Akira, but Naoki's unflinching stare held her in place. The swordsman made her nervous in normal circumstances. Right now he was looking at her as if he could see straight into her soul. Or was that just a guilty conscience talking?

      Akira covered her mouth with her hand as she looked at nothing in particular, perhaps lost in thought. Meanwhile Naoki had continued to stare at Suzume keeping her from slithering out of the conversation as she wanted to.

      "I'll talk to Kaito. I think I can convince him," Rin said.

      Suzume's stomach sank, the last thing they needed was to go on a hapless quest in search of Kaito's son - that could only end badly. Either Kaito found out she lied: the worst possible scenario, or they did find his son. And she couldn't even imagine what that
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