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			FEELING GOOD

			SISTAH MONIQUE

			The seasons stay changing.

			It was about time I retired my old, faded kimono. The fabric had acquired a collection of stitched scars and mottled bruises, and aged stains that painted the faded black like liver spots. It had served me faithfully during winter and much of early spring, becoming comfortable like the presence of an old trustworthy friend. But some friends came in seasons, and as I’ve gotten older, I’ve begun to recognize when it was time for them to go their own way.

			I discarded the dense cloth of shadow and exchanged it for an airy one of light. The white hemp weighed less than the tough winter cotton. In the polished bronze mirror, loose cherry blossoms wrapped around my mounds like endless hills.

			I looked so different from the last time my reflection had my attention. My granny always warned how baby weight changed you, and how the years grinded you down—made you more brittle and slower and heavier, with weight harder to keep off. But all her portents and warnings I used to fear, echoed like guidance and preparation now. I didn’t recognize it then, but granny had been teaching me what to do and how to handle myself when the time came. She taught me how to treat age like any other ailment—nothing that couldn’t be fixed up by one of her natural remedies.

			Her Black-Don’t-Crack Recipe was as follows:

			A pinch of sunshine, a dollop of affirmation, a cup of confidence (season to taste), and a dash of pride until the ancestors tell you to stop. Boil with love until the concoction overflows. Then put your foot in it. Take it every morning until the insecurities clear up and the doubting pains ease, and you’re back to loving your beautiful, perfect self.

			I patted down a grey strand of hair sticking out from the afro. There, at the corner of my lips, was an unfamiliar smile that might start sticking if I wasn’t too careful. But I didn’t wipe it off. After all, it was matching the rest of me.

			I slid open the bedroom door.

			The twins, Alex and Ari, sat at the table eating their breakfast: dirty rice stuffed omelet, with a side of spicy miso soup. Usually, I skipped breakfast and hustled out of the door as fast as I could, with the hopes that an early start meant getting home sooner. But for whatever reason, despite all logic, it never worked out that way. This time, I tried something new.

			I sat down at the table.

			My six-year-old twins, used to kisses on the forehead before my leaving out of the door, quieted at the sudden change in routine. They stared at me as if I was a ghost haunting my own house, one who had finally decided to make a ruckus for attention. In many ways, my morning presence felt ethereal, as if a harried wind could blow me right out of the house. But I had rooted myself to the floor now, and I refused to be moved.

			My husband smiled at the sight of me. He didn’t acknowledge the decision. He simply slid me an omelet, sat at my side, and engaged the girls in conversation.

			I smiled at how grains of rice stuck to Ari’s cheeks, and the way Alex panicked every time her food threatened to touch (oh, how the world would come to an end if her rice and eggs weren’t served on opposite sides of the plate). A dangling thread from the sleeve of her yukata caught my attention, a sleeve barely long enough to cover her wrist. Somehow you could blink, and children were already growing out of their clothes.

			“I’ll pick up new fabric from the village today,” I said. “It’s about time you two had new yukatas.”

			The twins exploded with excitement, chattering about what colors and sort of patterns they wanted to wear. For once, their excitement didn’t scrape across my being like chipped nails on wood. Was it because I had the chance to rest yesterday? While I felt guilty for taking time to myself, I couldn’t help but notice that something was different about this morning. I had more energy. I had more patience. I had more mental space to embrace change and absorb the details of the day, instead of those details bouncing right off of me into a black void of what I had chalked up to memory loss and getting old.

			It wasn’t until that moment I realized how numb I had become to the world, how I had wrapped myself in a protective cloak so that nothing, not even the things I wanted to get through, could penetrate that thick mist of burnout and exhaustion.

			Now that it was possible, I resolved to take more days off. I would be more present. I would be more available. I would be there for my girls who were growing up so big and so fast on me.

			The door behind me slid open. Sistah Simone dragged herself out of the room with a yawn that could catch flies. It moved through her whole body, inflating her chest, squeezing her eyes closed, and releasing through the arms. She had taken her braids out the other day, and her natural curls framed her face like a ginkgo leaf. With her haori tied above her belly button, she stepped out of the room with slits in her hakama, showing off well-oiled legs with each step.

			She looked at us around the table. “I got time for breakfast?”

			“No,” I said. Sunrise was stretching into the room, as big and expansive as Sistah Simone’s yawn had been. We couldn’t afford to linger any longer. Not only that, but I had woken her up an hour ago. It wasn’t my fault she had turned over and decided to keep chasing sleep. “It’s time to go.”

			Sistah Simone pouted, sticking that bottom lip so far out someone could grab it and use it against her. I had half a mind to use it to drag her out the door, but she quickly brightened when my husband offered her a bamboo bento box. He said, “No worries. I already prepared this just in case.”

			She opened the lid to reveal cat-shaped rice sleeping on a bed of soft lettuce leaves, and star-shaped carrots decorating their dreams. She gasped and clutched it to her chest in delight. “No one has ever made me a bento before. You are the best brother-in-law a girl could ever ask for!”

			She tucked it protectively under one arm, and then tackled the girls, who laughed and shrieked at the sudden attack. “I’ll see you two later, yeah?”

			“See you, auntie!”

			She gave the girls a wink before tossing off her house shoes, sliding on her sandals, and leaving out of the front door. The light of sunrise consumed her like a greedy, hungry lover.

			As routine, I kissed my husband goodbye. But this morning continued to prove unlike any other. There was a heat to the kiss that had my hand clenching the sleeve of his ocean patterned yukata. The press of his grip on my waist licked at my awareness like a hungry fire. His scent was of the red pine trees that grew around the house, and the camellia oil rubbed into his closely shaved beard. He smelled like home, tempting me to stay.

			“Ewww!” the girls chorused behind us, jolting me back to reality.

			We pulled away from one another, and a boyish smile stretched across my husband’s face, which had my heart doing flips like salmon swimming upriver. Time seemed to pause as I stared into the umber of his eyes. Sometimes, I wish we had the time to get lost in each other, that he could ruin all my plans and delay me indefinitely. But even when we were younger, our relationship had always been stolen moments and brief encounters. Then, came the twins. Had there ever been enough time for us?

			“Pink looks good on you,” he said, with a smile I wanted snatch away with a kiss.

			“It always has,” I acknowledged. I belted my swords and turned for the door with the fading heat of him against my chest.

			“Wait, you’re forgetting something.”

			He pressed the thin wired glasses into my hand. I didn’t need the glasses. I didn’t know why he kept trying to force them on me. Besides, if I brought them, I’d accidentally crack them fighting a demon or something. I didn’t need them. So, I left them behind, on top of my house shoes.

			I plucked my shades from the crest of my yukata and fitted them over my eyes. Then, I walked into the sun.

			Sistah Simone was leaning against the rock pillar of the gate post, picking at the bento box with the tips of her painted nails as she waited. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the sight of her, like some rare bird you spotted once a season. Mentally, I had stopped calling her ‘Little Sis,’ not wanting to get too attached and bracing myself for when she moved on. She looked up, as if her presence was no big deal, as if she had always been in my life just smirking over my shoulder.

			We fell into step with one another as we started down the mountain path.

			The morning air was cool, but I had no doubt it would get warmer further down the trail. The cherry blossom trees that wreathed the mountain were finally beginning to shed, and pink rain drizzled atop our heads with every gust of wind that shook the boughs. The other day, the petals had felt like a nuisance, but now they adorned my hair like cherished accessories.

			The difference a day could make.

			

			“You remember that one time we had a training exercise in the mountains and that one Sistah slipped right off the trail?” Sistah Simone laughed at the memory—laughing, talking, eating, and walking all at the same time. I’d have spilled something all over my clothes by now.

			Normally, I would’ve been annoyed by any sort of reminiscence, but for once, it was nice to hold space for those we’ve lost. For just a fleeting moment, we reincarnated the dead with our stories.

			“We found her a couple of hours later, hanging from a tree by her obi,” I said, remembering.

			One sentence of contribution, and Sistah Simone was chatting on her own. With well-placed, ‘hmms’ and ‘hmmhmms,’ she held a whole conversation with herself for hours. The way she chatted reminded me of morning birds—constant, without pause, and a hint of musicality to it.

			After so many years without seeing each other, I had expected awkward silences and the unwelcome pressure to hold my side of the conversation. We’d participated on joint missions before, but she graduated a few years after me and there were other Sistahs I was closer to. But perhaps the years have chipped at the parts that hadn’t fit so well. Now, it just clicked.

			It was surprisingly easy.

			Maybe too easy.

			After she had emptied her bento and grown tired of hearing her own voice, she activated the music player she carried on her hip.

			The music player was a demon drop, items unnatural to this world that slain demons have left behind. I didn’t much care for them, and the Sistah Samurai had a policy of disposing of them whenever they were found, but that was years ago, and now they’ve become so much a part of society that sometimes it was hard to remember what didn’t belong.

			With factory ink and a braided talisman, she kept the music player powered as we walked. Before, I would have balked at such irresponsible use of ink, but there was something about music that added more color to the world. It added a layer of magic to your surroundings, and pulled notes from the air like ink pulled power from the soul. I had forgotten how much music used to move me.

			“Quiet,” I commanded.

			The crooning ended abruptly as she deactivated the talisman. In the ensuing silence, she placed her hand on her katana, her nails a hushed tap as they curled around the hilt.

			

			I cocked my head, listening.

			There.

			I swiveled on my heels and cut through the giant maw that shot towards us out of the trees. On contact with my blade, the attacker scattered into a whirlwind of paper.

			The storm of white reformed behind me. I turned to counter, but at the hint of heat, I leapt backwards. Sistah Simone blasted the demon with a brilliant plume of fire that exploded from the talisman she had kissed to her lips. The demon of paper howled. Its edges crackled and curled as it burned. Succumbing to smoldering embers, the tattered remains released a glitter of golden souls.

			“That was easy.” She smirked. The bright light of her fire talisman faded, already out of ink from the force and power of the attack.

			“Watch out!” I shouted.

			A second demon charged out of the forest. She rolled to avoid the charge, sweeping up leaves in her curly hair. She landed near enough for me to pull her up by her arm. Without thought, we aligned ourselves in a two-person formation and faced this second demon.

			It looked a lot like the first one—a hunched creature on all fours, scales made of paper, and strange glyphs that striped its hide like lines of poetry. But instead of one elongated head, this demon had two heads that glared at us with a challenge. I’d never faced this demon before, but I’ve seen its like drawn in the pages of the clan’s bestiary.

			I told Sistah Simone, “It’s the Sequel Demon.”

			“The fuck is that?”

			“It’s supposed to be harder and tougher than its predecessor.”

			“Yeah, well, we’ll see.” She charged forward and sliced at the demon so fast, her katana created a whirlwind of steel. But the attacks were ineffective as the demon burst into a cloud of paper before every assault.

			The demon’s second head aimed for her back, and I lunged forward to cut off the attack. Against my blade, it devolved harmlessly into square sheets of bark paper. I could see the fibers in the parchment as they floated past my face. Some of the pieces sliced through my sleeves, stinging like paper cuts. I tried slashing through its sagging middle, cutting through unnecessary plot lines, but it remained a huge beast of ideas that seemed too large to wrangle.

			Sistah Simone’s fire talisman had defeated the first version, but I only had one fire talisman in the fold of my obi. I would need to end it with one attack.

			The swarming paper reformed over our heads, a large shadow of expectation and pressure hovering over us like storm clouds. The paper that had made up one of the heads transformed into dainty fluttering wings that somehow held the massive beast aloft.

			“It flies,” Sistah Simone groaned. She spat a curl out of her mouth, which had stuck to her shiny lip gloss.

			The demon roared, spitting sharp paper in our direction, to cut at us with criticism. I sliced the demon’s words with my katana until a pile of discarded drafts collected at my feet.

			“I have an idea,” both I and Sistah Simone said at the same time.

			She challenged. “It’ll take two talismans.”

			I smirked. “Mine will take one.”

			“Overachiever,” she teased. “Alrighty then, what do you need me to do?”

			“All I need is a boost.”

			I ran towards her. Catching my meaning, she cupped her hands together and planted her feet as if we were two naughty girls trying to peek over the onsen wall. I stepped into her hands and with a heave, she threw me into the air. I reached and grabbed a hold of the demon’s neck. I pulled my weight up and over the body of the demon and straddled it. At this height, the sun wrapped golden arms around the treetops, a luminous muse of possibility and endless inspiration.

			There was resistance for only a moment before the demon folded and scattered apart in showers of paper.

			I tucked as I fell, rolling along my shoulder as I hit the ground. The momentum carried me back up to my feet, but I fell back down to one knee, where that familiar twinge in my left hip reprimanded me for my daring. Sistah Simone raced towards me and helped to steady my balance as I lifted myself to my feet.

			“What was the point of that?” she asked.

			Catching my breath, I pointed with my chin. She spotted where I had pasted a talisman onto one of the papers that formed the demon, and its collarbone was now stamped with the kanji for FIRE.

			I grinned. Some demons needed editing. But some others—you’ve got no choice but to kill your darlings.

			

			I activated the talisman, and the entirety of the demon went up in flames. Bright tongues of fire licked the air and ash peppered the road. The freed souls became as bright as morning light.

			Beside me, Sistah Simone popped, locked, and dropped it in celebration of our victory. I shook my head at how she always found some reason to dance. But I didn’t stop her. We all honored our Sistahs in different ways.

			“Do you need a healing talisman?” she asked after all that dancing. “I can make one out of the factory ink I have. It’s not as good as the inksmith’s ink, but it’s good enough to heal some cuts and bruises.”

			“Save it.” I shrugged off the pain. It was always the left hip or the right knee. No point in wasting good ink when it would always hurt one way or the other. “Come on. We’re behind time.”

			We descended the mountain. We crossed the valley. We waded through the water. We strolled through the bamboo forest, and walked underneath wreathes of crane. This time, when entering through the village gate of Chigakure, my shadow was my own.

			“You missed a day,” the inksmith grumpily said when he saw me. He’d never admit it, but I could see his worry despite the fact Sistah Simone had picked up my ink yesterday on my behalf.

			“I took the day off,” I told him.

			I had napped underneath the cherry blossom tree. I had taken a long indulgent bath. I did the girls’ hair, twisting their coils in my fingers and creating mazes out of their scalps, like how my mother had once done for me.

			“Hn,” the inksmith responded. I prepared to cut my forearm. Sistah Simone followed suit, but then the inksmith warned, “No matter the amount of material you give, I can only produce one vial of ink a day for you. I’m already at my limit with other orders and it’s as fast as I can go.”

			Sistah Simone’s steel paused over her arm. “What? That’s it?!”

			If it was possible for the inksmith to produce more than a vial a day, I’d have bled my whole arm out by now. But I couldn’t force the ink to boil or cool any faster, nor could I help him invest in better and larger equipment like that of the big ink factories. His was a slow, deliberate, and precise art. Quality could not be sacrificed for speed.

			“It’s alright,” I told her. I hadn’t expected all my problems to go away just because she had popped into my life out of the blue. Sometimes, progress was one step at a time. So, I cut my arm. I dabbed off the sweat on my forehead and I cried into the sun. Then, I exchanged my blood, sweat, and tears for a single vial of ink.

			I nudged her with my shoulder in an attempt to dislodge the clear frustration and disappointment from her face. She followed me despondently as we turned back toward the road.

			“Wait, aren’t you going to check it?” the inksmith called after me.

			Had I forgotten to do that? I considered it for a moment, but then realized I could save all that time for other things. I nodded my head, respectfully.

			Strolling away from the inksmith’s stunned expression, we continued through the village.

			“One vial,” she said in frustration. “There’s two of us, but one vial. I might as well go to the factory and barter for more ink. It might not be the best, but at least it’s something.”

			If she wanted to use inferior ink, that was her choice. I wasn’t going to stop her. But she’ll learn quickly that the ink produced at the factory in this town was watered down good-for-nothing crap.

			“I’m going to go eat,” I decided.

			“Of course you are. I’m gonna swing by the factory. We can’t live off of one vial of ink forever. I’m serious about making a life here, and I’m tired of the rounin life.”

			The fact she was planning on staying caught me by surprise. We hadn’t talked about her plans, and I half-expected to wake up one spring morning to find that she had fluttered away. Nor could I bring myself to ask her to stay just because my life was a little easier with her in it. I had already braced myself for her departure.

			Before I could respond, she disappeared into the crowd. Not about to go chasing after her, I made my way to my favorite restaurant. The ramen chef greeted me, and I nodded in turn. I sat down at my table and placed my swords, Fuck-Around and Find-Out, along the bench. I created my standard set of offensive talismans and left enough ink remaining for the protection talismans around the house. The music of the shamisen swelled when the food arrived.

			For once, I ate my lunch in peace.

			I finished early to have some time to purchase fabrics for the twins’ yukatas. I was drawn to the bright and colorful fabrics of one of the market stalls. The vendor looked real surprised when she saw me. Her expression dripped with curiosity, but she was a resident of the village long enough not to ask any questions.

			“This one has been popular with the little girls of the village,” the vendor said carefully, as she offered one of the fabrics for me to inspect. I frowned at the weird looking animal painted in a repetitive pattern. What was that? And why was it wearing human clothes and a bow on its right ear?

			“I designed it myself,” the vendor said. “I heard about it from the Street Prophet—a little girl who looks like a cat. It’s cute, ain’t it?”

			Maybe I needed my glasses after all, because I wasn’t sure we were looking at the same thing. I pulled the fabric closer to me and peered at it with scrutiny.

			“Are you sure it isn’t a cat dressed like a little girl?” I asked, unconvinced. Either way, it was disgustingly cute.

			Perfect for the twins.

			Before I could hand over any ink to pay for the purchase, the vendor asked, “Sistah Samurai, I purchased this protection talisman. Could you check it for me?”

			Sometimes, instead of direct payment, people requested my services in exchange for goods. I studied the talisman that she handed over and frowned at the wobbly calligraphy and the places where the ink was too thin. Even my daughters could have done a better job. It was laughable at best.

			“I wouldn’t use this at all,” I warned her. “Never buy a talisman from this person again.”

			“Would you mind, Sistah Samurai?” the vendor asked, and offered the ink she had collected for the day.

			I nodded and used her materials to create a stronger talisman. With good ink, a protection talisman could last for twenty-four hours. But this one, made from factory ink, would last only twelve. But something was better than nothing, and at least this one would work better than her last one.

			“Thank you for your protection,” she said, gratefully. She added an extra roll of fabric to my purchase and wrapped them in a neat package for me to carry. I tucked them under my arm and walked toward the northern village gate.

			When I arrived, the gate guard handed me a letter, which informed me that Sistah Simone had decided to get her hair done. Since it would take hours for the braider to finish, she decided she would stay overnight in the village. No doubt she would also visit with that geisha she fancied.

			As I returned home, the sky leaked saturation, heralding the arrival of spring showers. I hadn’t thought about bringing an umbrella, but it seemed, it was time to start carrying one around. Thankfully, the rain held on my journey home, nor did I encounter any more demons.

			Good, because I was still feeling twinges of pain from the fight earlier that morning. On average, I encountered about two demons a day, but that number sometimes fluctuated depending on their migration.

			My husband and the girls were outside pulling up weeds when I approached the house. The twins swarmed me with hugs and immediately demanded to see what was inside the package I carried under my arm.

			“Wash your hands first,” I told them. While they raced to complete the task, I activated the protection talismans around the house.

			When they returned, the twins lost their damned minds at the sight of the anthropomorphic cat on the fabric. Thankfully, the vendor had given me an extra roll so they wouldn’t have to fight over it. They each clutched a fabric roll in their arms and refused to let go of it even while they ate dinner. Because of the added excitement, it took longer to get the twins to bed, but their eyes snapped close real fast with the promise that Hubby would start cutting the pattern for them tomorrow.

			After a bath, I found my husband sitting on the deck, drinking a warm cup of green tea lemonade as it began to rain. I joined him and together, we watched the rain hum.

			It didn’t feel right sometimes—him isolated on this mountain, but it was a decision he had made knowing that he could risk the entire family if he was ever recognized by the local warlords or his family’s political opponents. This was his land, but it had been usurped when his father died in the capital alongside the other regional daimyos when the demons overran Edolanta.

			“Are we okay?” I asked.

			I honestly didn’t know. We barely had time to check in with each other. Often, I would be so tired when I came home. I would eat dinner, take a bath, and go straight to sleep. Our lives were so drastically different from the illicit courtship that had started our relationship—full of passion and spring hope.

			Anxiousness raised goosebumps along my skin when he took a moment to respond. My heart raced, sprinting faster than the sound of the rain tapping against the roof. He placed his hand over mine, tying our fingers together in a gesture that calmed me more than the tea.

			He admitted, “I miss you.”

			It was the first time he said it out loud, a soft implication that our current situation wasn’t enough. But until now, I didn’t know how to give him more within the strict bounds of the day-to-day reality that we lived.

			He pressed my palm against his cheek and leaned into the warmth. His handsomeness always stole my breath away. He was far too handsome for a samurai who used to be a retainer to his father. He deserved soft silks, luxurious dinners, and soft pillowed courtesans who could pour tea with finesse. Instead, all he got was callused hands that only knew how to hold a katana. I served him with my entire being like a samurai to a daimyo.

			But did that make me a good wife?

			He glanced at me over my palm, and I could feel him studying all of my uncertainties and insecurities. I used to be so confident years ago.

			“I miss you, but I understand,” he told me. He kissed his gratefulness into my palm.

			Overwhelmed by the sudden need to have him closer, I hooked my leg over his lap. But I had forgotten about that damned hip. I huffed when he caught me about the waist as my weight unceremoniously dropped against him.

			“Oh, I didn’t mean—“ I began apologizing for the very awkward and unsexy-like move, “believe it or not, I jumped from the back of a demon today.”

			When I looked up, I found him studying me, all fond and with amusement. I forgot what I was saying, and the throbbing pain of my hip faded into the background. I cupped my hands along his jaw and told him softly, “I’ve missed you too.”

			I didn’t feel as tired at the end of the day as I usually was, and I needed this reconnection. I had met him in my thirties, comfortable and established enough in the ranks of the Sistah Samurai to ever think anyone could possibly sweep me off of my feet. How wrong was I, and how utterly unprepared I was against the tsunami of emotions that overtook what should have been my duty. But that was an old guilt, and like that old, faded kimono, it was time to let it go.

			Passionate emotions filled me up again like rain clouds, full to bursting with a spring rain that could nourish paddies and fields. I nodded, consenting, and he didn’t hesitate.

			He welcomed my mouth as his hands untied the knots of my hakama, and I felt alive again. The material of the juban was so thin, I could feel every deliberate motion of his hand as he stripped me out of it, like whispers of old trysts against my skin. I didn’t know why I’d been so afraid to touch him before now, perhaps scared to discover that we had lost something that couldn’t be regained. Our courtship might have been full of passion and summer heat, but that night I learned that our love was as patient and enduring as garden stones.

			The cherry blossoms had fallen, but it had been a good spring.
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			HOT BUTTER SUMMERTIME

			KAYLA

			“You’re sure we’re going the right way?” I complained. “We’ve been walking foreeeeeever.”

			It was only the beginning of summer, but let me tell you, I was NOT made for the heat. The baby hairs I so carefully laid in swooping circles to my forehead had sprung free thanks to all of the sweat and humidity. My feet were growing pinched and sore in my custom platform shoes. Maybe they weren’t the best walking shoes, but they looked sooo cute, and I wanted to look my best if we ever did get to where we were going. First impressions were so important, you know?

			“Let me check,” Imani paused as she pulled out the map. I stood on my tiptoes to peek at the lines on the rolled parchment, but I was annoyingly too short to see over her forearm. She thankfully lowered the map so that I could look, but I was quickly reminded of the reason why she was in charge of directions. Those intimidating lines looked like nothing more than vibes and suggestions to me. Why couldn’t a nice friendly arrow appear out of thin air that could just point us to our goal?

			Giving up, I slumped to the ground. The hot road toasted my thighs, and my layered pansy skirt bloomed around me. I drooped with exhaustion, such a helpless wilting flower in this heat. My feet hurt, and my stomach was keenly aware that we were running low on supplies. I slumped my heavy backpack off my shoulders, which I had made from string and a fabric patterned with the cutest plump bumble bees. The loose arrows in the backpack rattled as I swung it around into my lap, where half of Teddy-san’s upper body hung out of the opening. I hugged Teddy-san in my arms and rested my chin on his yellow fluff. His soft fur did make me feel a little better, exactly the emotional support that I needed.

			Wait. What was that?

			I blinked and leaned under the glare of the sun to spot a tall, shadowed sentinel. I gasped in excitement, hopped to my feet, and shifted Teddy-san back onto my back. I ran toward the signpost guarding the middle of the crossroad.

			Halfway there I was reminded why running was the worst. My platform shoes felt like stones on my feet, and I petered to a stop, bending over to prop myself against my knees.

			Imani glided past me on her fancy rolling shoes along the dirt road, sending a gust of wind against the back of my thighs. She swiveled around and fluttered backwards down the road, and I stuck my tongue out after her. Her shoes were a demon drop that she had found years ago. I tried wearing them once but making them go was much harder than she made it look. She swept by lazily, like wispy summer clouds. The wind dislodged a sunflower she had pinned into her loc bun and it floated towards me like a yellow butterfly. It landed against my chest and stuck itself into the lace of my collar.

			My shoulders slumped when I reached the sign and found that whatever had been written on it had long since faded, weathered down by the seasons. I almost let my disappointment overwhelm me, until I noticed a stone couple squatting beside the signpost. An offering of fresh flowers lay at their feet, freshly picked, and not even wilted yet.

			Someone had been here before us.

			“Look, Imani-chan,” I said, pointing for emphasis. This was the first sign of people that we have seen in days. A set of footprints led northeast, towards the mountain.

			“This way, then!” I declared.

			With renewed optimism, I pulled the sunflower caught on my clothes and offered it before the small couple in gratitude. Maybe it was the wrong road, but hopefully it would lead us to people who could give us directions to where we were trying to go.

			When we first set off on this adventure, I knew it wouldn’t be easy to trek halfway across the island, but as long as I had Imani at my side, I knew that we could do anything—even if that anything was doing the impossible task of finding the last Sistah Samurai.

			

			Before us, abandoned rice paddies stretched as far as the eye could see, bursting with tall swaying grass in the summer sun. The grass was so tall, it could swallow me. Not to say that I was short, but some of the grass could even reach Imani’s shoulder. I paused in relief when a cooling breeze ruffled my skirts, trembled my purple afro puffs, and dried some of the sweat stuck to my skin.

			Then, the road shook and rumbled like an earthquake. 

			Imani’s legs rolled out from under her, and she landed hard on her backside. All of the pains and the inconveniences of the heat fled in my panic as I raced to help her. I reached for her arm, but honestly, it didn’t feel very stable up here either, so I dropped down beside her. We held each other as the ground continued to shake.

			When the quaking stopped, I peeked my eyes open to find that a gate had appeared in the distance, a dark staining chasm on the bright yellow road. The temperature had also dropped, and every goosebump was a pinprick of sewing needles along my skin. And yet, despite the blast of cold, the air wavered and warped like a really hot summer day. And I had to pee. It was such a small detail compared to the rest, but when you’ve just witnessed the opening and closing of a multiversal bubble, sometimes your brain gets stuck on the reality you could make sense of. The overwhelming pressure in my bladder felt more manageable than the gate that had erected itself in our path, and the decrepit elongated figure that was guarding it.

			“A demon,” I whispered. Even though Imani and I didn’t have the chance to graduate from the Salon, the Sistah Samurai’s training academy, I still remembered the lessons I learned during that time. “I think it’s the Gatekeeper demon.”

			 But did I remember how to defeat it? Absolutely not.

			The demon’s chalky face stared with a blankness that bore through us, as if we didn’t exist. Unmoving, its masculine and desiccated frame guarded the front of the gate like a terrifying wraith, a grotesque statue of bone meant to scare and intimidate all those who dared to approach.

			Imani and I glanced at one another, knowing that we only had one talisman left. With a nod, we shot off into the grass in a mad dash to get around it. Imani had to clomp awkwardly in her skates, like a baby foal, which meant I was keeping up with her for once. When we thought we had reached the end of the demon’s gate, I yelped, startled as it shifted. In a blur, the demon and the front of the gate had moved before us—keeping us from going any further. We raced back toward the road, and again, it moved and barred our path.

			This wasn’t a demon we could run away from.

			“We’re going to have to fight,” I said, reluctantly. Fear trembled down my arm as I reached into the stitched pocket for the last talisman.

			After the destruction of the Salon, Imani and I had traveled for a few years until we found a quiet town and settled. I opened my tailor shop, Imani helped me with deliveries, and we were happy. But it didn’t last. Demons overran that town too. Too often, we’ve had to start over just for it all to be destroyed, but I refuse to let that vicious cycle win. I refuse to let constant failure define my twenty-two years of life. It was why I needed to find the last Sistah Samurai, to finish my training, so I wouldn’t be afraid to dream again.

			Imani and I looked at each other and nodded. She pulled the naginata from her back, and I placed a talisman onto the curved shard of the polearm.

			“I’ve got you,” I told her.

			Digging her heels into the road, Imani raced toward the demon on her rolling shoes, and the cute dragonflies I had stitched onto her back pockets grew smaller with her speed.

			Suddenly, her shoes clamped down, biting into the dirt road as she skidded to a stop with a gasp. She yanked at an oval demon drop she carried on her hip. “My egg! It hatched!”

			“Imani-chan!” I shouted. She was lucky the demon wasn’t actively attacking her. So far, it had only moved when someone tried to get past the gate.

			I raised my bow and arrow. I stretched the string taut, cutting a line into my cheek as I aimed past Imani. The demon’s vest was decorated with all sorts of trinkets and accessories I had never seen before. There was an item in particular that caught my eye, a pink crescent moon wand that was pinned next to a white and green radar and an ominous black book strapped to its chest. Beneath the armor of items, it wore a layered skirt comprised entirely of cards. Honestly, it looked rather stylish.

			“Okay! I’m ready!” Imani shouted.

			I activated the talisman on her naginata and the weapon roared with fire. She lunged at the demon, but its shoulder caved in to avoid her blade. Gross. Imani swiped the naginata towards its torso, but the demon’s back bent into stairs around it. It kicked out, heavy wooden getas that struck Imani in the chest and sent her flying to the ground. On instinct, she brought up her polearm to defend against a follow-up attack, but the demon didn’t move.

			Instead, it smiled with a mouth full of narrow fangs. It asked us, “Oh, yeah? What’s your three favorite anime?”

			What? What was an ‘anime?’ Was this some sort of riddle that we had to solve in order to get past? To give time for Imani to recover, I answered, randomly shouting my three favorite foods, “Fried fish onigiri, matcha vanilla ice cream, and brown sugar mochi!”

			The gatekeeper grew twice as tall
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