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Gazing into her daughter’s dark eyes, Kazashi forgot the pain of labor, the indifference of 

the mating, and the rules dictating her future.  She felt a bond of love with the child – warmth 

replaced cold, hope replaced fear.  New feelings tingled deep in her chest.  She felt alive for the 

first time.  It did not matter how or why.  She had a daughter, a future.   

Pain gripped her belly.  Kazashi gritted her teeth to prevent any sound from escaping. 

“Another comes.  It is time to push.”  The elderly woman kneeling between Kazashi’s 

legs gave the command without looking up.   

After several long minutes, a baby boy was born.  The woman wrapped him in red silk 

before turning away without a word. 

Collapsing in an exhausted heap, Kazashi roused herself enough to cuddle her daughter.  

She opened her eyes to find herself alone with the baby.  Panic seized her, but then the baby 

cooed and fluttered her eyelids.  Kazashi smiled.  It was easier to stare at her daughter than to 

accept what was happening to her son. 

Her daughter was a precious gift.  She already had tiny tufts of inky black fuzz plastered 

to her head.  Kazashi twirled a finger through a lock of her sweat-drenched silver blonde hair.  

The child’s eyes were dark brown instead of her bright green, but she found them beautiful.  The 

baby was tiny, helpless.  She couldn’t help but wonder if the girl would take after her.  She also 

wondered if her mother had felt the same love at her birth.  Her mother had given her the name, 

Kazashi, which meant hair ornament.  Her mother had wanted her to be a beautiful woman, 

desired by many men…just as she was.  It was the way of their world.  While her light hair and 
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eyes marked her as different in her clan, Kazashi was considered striking.  Many had sought her 

companionship before her first mating partner had been selected.   

Returning to the hut with empty arms, the elderly woman gave a short nod.  She then 

started cleaning the room.   

Kazashi knew what the nod meant.  Her son’s father had chosen to take him.  According 

to their traditions, it was his right.  It was the reason he had visited the House.  He had needed a 

mother to make him a father.  He had needed a son to carry on his name. 

A burning anger sparked to life deep inside her.  It wasn’t a bright blaze but instead a 

hazy red smoke with only a small flicker of hot anger.     

Custom had allowed her no choice in her mate.  Only the man was valued, only the man 

had a choice. 

More flames danced in the smoke – red, hot, and powerful. 

Male tom cats never lingered afterward, but they didn’t take the kittens either.  The lines 

between animal and human, between nature and civilization, were blurred in her world.  She 

belonged to a clan of warriors who claimed the yamapikarya as their animal spirit guide.  The 

large mountain cat gave her people strength, shining eyes, and a fierce independence…at least 

that was the blessing given to the men.  The women were simply to mate with, to carry on the 

bloodlines, to care for the young while the men trained for battle. 

“The boy will be taken to America.”   

The words ‘you’ll never see him’ hung in the air – unsaid but understood. 

Kazashi snarled her response at the interruption of her thoughts.  “Leave me.” 

Eyes darting around the small hut, several beautiful tapestries caught the new mother’s 

eye.  She hadn’t noticed anything about the room when the pains of labor had demanded her 
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attention.  Like the rest of the House, the walls were covered by silk art portraying their world.  

Big cats splashed gracefully through the blue waves crashing on sandy beaches.  Masked men 

swung gleaming silver swords to crush their enemies in historical battles.  Koi swam peacefully 

in garden ponds while brilliantly garbed women collected cherry blossoms.  The women’s 

downcast eyes were barely visible above the decorative fans they held.   A solid red sun rested 

comfortably over a high snow-capped mountain peak. 

The pictures were brightly colored and silky smooth.  They were also beautifully crafted 

lies.  The world Kazashi lived in wasn’t beautiful.   

America, America, America. 

The name of the faraway land became a mantra in Kazashi’s head.  With each repetition 

of her son’s new home, a sharp ache reverberated through her heart.  She closed her eyes against 

the pain and clutched her daughter to her breast. 

America, America, America. 

Some of the men who visited the House were from that distant land.  They had shared 

stories of grand homes, elegant parties, and freedom.  Those same men had enjoyed the favors of 

the women in the House.  Kazashi knew instinctively that women in America were treated the 

same.  She knew the women there were simply beautiful playthings for the men. 

The boy she had birthed would become such a man.  He too would think nothing of a 

woman’s feelings, of imposing his will through brute strength.     

Her daughter would be subjected to the same fate as all women. 

Brilliant flames leapt higher.  Each lick of fiery emotion burned away the fear.  Each 

glimmer of rebellion scorched years of acceptance.  The inferno deep inside Kazashi erupted in a 

shower of sparks.   
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Her daughter would know a different life.  Eyes glowing with the fire lit from within, 

Kazashi started making plans.  She would share new dreams with her daughter.     

A daughter she named Akako – after the red flames burning inside her. 

 

*** 

“Get out of here.  Go on – leave!” 

Kazashi hissed but turned away.  Scooping up the scraps from the tea house garbage, she 

ran.  Akako’s cries greeted her even before she reached their hideaway.  When her daughter 

started nursing hungrily, Kazashi pushed dirty food into her own mouth. 

Yet again she cursed her ancestors.  Her proud lineage of feline warriors left her feeling 

more like a mangy kitten than a fierce predator.  Cowering in the darkness, she had traveled and 

foraged for food at night over the last months.  Escaping the House had been the first part of her 

plan for a new life.  It was the only success she had achieved. 

The world outside the House was just as ugly as her life had been inside it.  However, the 

outside world lacked the layer of polished civility she had cursed after Akako’s birth.  Images of 

the wall hangings taunted her mind each night when she tried to sleep. 

There were no luscious gardens, no brilliant red sun, no bright colors in the real world.  

Women carried jugs of water instead of cherry blossoms.  Even the men’s swords were 

exchanged for plows.  The blues, purples, and reds of the tapestries were replaced by dusty 

browns, muddy blacks, and dingy whites. 

The fire inside her was not smothered by her disappointment or fear.  With each look into 

her daughter’s eyes, Kazashi felt the heat of the flames.  She needed to find a world that would 

value her daughter.  A new world that would allow Akako a life with safety, beauty, and truth. 
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Months later, she still hadn't found any such place.  She existed in the shadows, scorned 

by men and women alike, barely scraping together enough food for her and her baby.   

The small hut suddenly visible in the valley below seemed like paradise.  It was nestled 

on the edge of a small brook.  The fertile lands were evenly dotted by the brilliant pinks of the 

cherry blossom trees.  Her breath caught in her chest as hope sprung to life inside her.  She ran to 

the door, barely stopped in time to knock instead of crashing through it. 

An old man appeared and stared at her without speaking.   

With her heart pounding loud enough for Akako to hear, she boldly met his eyes and 

smiled.  She knew she was not the beautiful ornament her mother had wanted.  She was covered 

in the dirt of her travels, her nearly threadbare clothes hung loosely off her slimmer frame, and 

her once shiny hair fell in limp tangles down her back. 

“What name are you called?”   

The man's voice had a soft, lyrical sound, but still she flinched.  He was the first person 

she had sought contact with since the House. 

“I am Zashi.”  She surprised herself by shortening her name.  It felt right, good to be 

someone new.  The beautiful girl child that her mother had wanted her to be was no longer alive.  

She was no longer beautiful, but she was free. 

“And the child?” 

“She is Akako.”  Zashi didn't explain her personal meaning for the name.  Red was a 

royal color and the name would be respected.  She would make sure her daughter would be 

respected too - the fire burning inside her demanded that. 

The man stared and Zashi recognized the light in his eyes.  Her lips almost curled back in 

a snarl, but years of training could not be overcome in months.  The smile on her face was 
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distinctively female, inviting.  Her mind and heart rebelled at what that smile meant; however, 

her empty stomach grumbled in support.  Unsure, she lowered her eyes and found Akako 

watching her.     

The flames devoured a bit of her own heart as she followed the man inside. 

She chose to remain with him even after the first night.  He was neither kind nor unkind – 

he was but a man.  Her belly was full and, more importantly, so was Akako’s.  Her routine 

became eerily familiar to her life at the House.  Zashi again ignored the beauty and the lies of her 

world.   

The cherry blossoms faded then new growth came once more.   Akako flourished and 

grew even more than the flowers - she was healthy, almost happy.  Zashi was neither.  The fire 

inside her was no longer fed by anger nor desire but was instead smothered by disappointment, 

confusion, and apathy.  It dwindled until only embers and glowing ash remained. 

Each day was much as the next…until Zashi saw the yamapikarya. 

Eyes wide, limbs locked into place, she didn’t even move to protect Akako.  She was 

frozen not just in fear but also awe.  The majestic feline rested comfortably on a rocky 

outcropping.  Her gaze traveled over the sleek animal whose tail was nearly the length of its 

body.  The cloud-shaped orange spots were strangely hypnotic.  Zashi forgot to breathe until 

Akako made a cooing noise. 

Snapping to attention, she blinked and turned to find her child sleeping happily.  Zashi 

calmed until she heard the rustling noise.  She made herself breathe and twist slowly toward the 

legendary beast her ancestors claimed for their own.   

The cat bounded easily from the rocks and tread lightly as it circled Zashi.  Its wide 

green-gold eyes stared with unblinking intensity.   
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In a burst of energy, the feline leapt onto a nearby tree with barely a sound.  With the eye 

contact broken, Zashi sucked in a trembling gasp of air and blinked.  A soft thud at her feet 

forced her eyes down to find the lifeless body of a plump bird.  Stunned, she stumbled back.  

Falling in a graceless heap, she saw fireworks explode before her eyes when her head slammed 

against a rock. 

Before she could blink the pain and confusion from her eyes, the cat's face filled her 

vision as it crouched above her.   

Again, nearly hypnotized, Zashi stared at the yamapikarya's shining eyes.  She did send a 

silent prayer to her ancestors to protect her baby.  At the warm, wet touch of the cat’s nose to 

hers, Zashi breathed in deeply, closed her eyes, and awaited death. 

 

*** 

Death did not come for Zashi - the cat gave her new life instead. 

An unfamiliar scent nearly choked her as it filled her lungs.  It was a musky fragrance 

mixed with a tinny flavor that Zashi could almost taste on her tongue.  Heat flowed out from her 

chest until her muscles trembled and even her fingertips tingled.  Unable to resist, she opened her 

eyes to see the cat still staring at her.  After a single moment more, it leapt over her head and 

bounded into the misty swamp. 

Dazed, Zashi stumbled back to their home with Akako in her arms.  Her body lethargic, 

her vision blurred, as her head throbbed in time with her heart.   

When the moon rose, the man came to her as he often did.  She could smell the heavy 

stench of his body and even his desire.  The cloying odors clogged her lungs and seeped into her 



8 
 

 

pores until Zashi felt smothered.  She moved instinctively, without thought or control to seek 

freedom. 

She stopped moving when a tortured cry filled the air.  Staring at the glowing moon, 

Zashi tried to breathe even though the screaming continued.  It took a moment for her to realize 

she was responsible for the heart-wrenching sound.  Clamping a hand over her mouth stopped 

the horrible noise.  She then heard Akako's cries.  Running back into the hut, she found the child 

awake and staring at her.  Reassured that her daughter was safe, she turned to find the man. 

Zashi was surprised to see his plump, lifeless body on the floor.  She was shocked when 

she heard another man speak. 

“The moon led me to the cat and to you.”    

The man was only a shadow.  He stood at the open door with the moon at his back.  Zashi 

snarled and moved to protect Akako. 

"You have not been trained to fight...yet.  Come with me and you will." 

He moved not toward them but back outside.  Curiosity drove Zashi to follow him; 

however, she left Akako safely in her bed.   

"Only men are trained to fight, not women."  Zashi’s voice was harsher than his had 

been.  When the man turned to face her, she noticed the light blue haze around him.  Frowning, 

she blinked to clear her fuzzy vision, but the color remained.  Ignoring the man, she turned in a 

slow circle to see if other objects were distorted.  The moon's bright light allowed her to see 

every detail in glowing brilliance. 

The man's voice brought her attention to him. 
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"Some clans train women.  In some clans, the women rule."  The man seemed 

unconcerned with the prospect of women in power, but Zashi was fascinated.  He smiled slightly.  

"To see the ancient scrolls, you'll need to come with me.  We must leave before the moon fades." 

Insatiable curiosity again drove Zashi.  She gave a single nod before turning back to the 

cabin.  It took little time to gather their belongings.  She held Akako in her arms when she stood 

before the man, poised for a new future once again. 

"You have been chosen, but it will take work to follow the cat, little kitten."   

Those words were neither the first nor the last ones that confused Zashi.  However, she 

learned to listen whenever the man she came to know as Sensei spoke.  His words sparked the 

dying embers inside her back to life.  The promised ancient scrolls showing female warriors 

fanned her desire.  There was again a hunger for a different life and a hope for the same.   

The first memories her daughter could claim were of their years with Sensei.  They were 

also the first memories Zashi could claim as truly beautiful. 

Sensei did not train in a dojo as she had seen men of her clan train.  He taught her to fight 

in the swamp, in the forest, on the beach, in the mountains.  He embraced the elemental defenses 

of the natural world - strength, flexibility, beauty.  His lessons called to Zashi, and she felt the 

power of her feline warrior clan.  She claimed the power of the yamapikarya as her own.  It was 

a gift and a responsibility that Sensei required her to use wisely. 

They started not with live blades but bamboo representations of swords and knives.  The 

flexible wood bent without breaking; however, it did sting whenever it made contact with her 

skin.  Real swords came later.  The different sizes, substances, and styles created music for Zashi 

when they clashed.  The music made her heart sing and the flames inside her dance.  
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Encouraging her natural skill, Sensei gifted her with seven blades.  She earned one each 

year she trained under him.  The blades weren't just of traditional lengths but also unique sizes.  

Every weapon had been custom made for her.  Each blade represented one of the seven samurai 

virtues that Sensei espoused - Righteousness, Courage, Benevolence, Respect, Sincerity, Honor, 

Loyalty. 

Zashi lived by that martial spirit and taught Akako the ways of the warrior.  Sensei 

included the child whenever they studied the ancient scrolls filled with warrior women, 

yamapikarya, and even other animal clans.   

Sensei never revealed his past, but he shared his thoughts, spirit, and life with them.  He 

was more teacher than friend, more parent than her own mother.  Without him, Zashi knew she 

would never have understood the truth of her world, the truth of herself. 

The yamapikarya hadn’t just blessed the males of her tribe.  Zashi had been blessed with 

the same glowing eyes, power, and independence.  She gloried in those gifts and added 

surprising grace and speed of her own.   

Her world had become more beautiful than the tapestries that had decorated the House.  

Bright auras surrounded each person she met, but she no longer tried to blink away the haze.  Her 

new vision was one of her gifts.  It wasn't just her sight that was enhanced.  She embraced all of 

her senses.  Sensei had taught her the ways of becoming one with the natural world, one with the 

Universe.  

The connection was a powerful feeling.  A powerful feeling she knew had been born of 

the fire inside her.  A fire with bright, hot flames that continued to burn almost painfully 

sometimes. 

The same fire she wanted her daughter to carry. 
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*** 

Zashi's bright new world came crashing at her feet in a single night. 

Sensei had brought them to another new village, and she had first caught a whiff of the 

unfamiliar scent.  The musk reminded her of the yamapikarya.  It both compelled and repelled 

her.  She was tense and irritable throughout the day as Sensei gave his demonstrations and taught 

at the local dojo. 

When the sun set, she left Akako with Sensei and sought comfort away from the world of 

man.  She ran along the edge of the village until she found the darkness of the forest.  The night 

was alive with sights, sounds, and scents.  There was a hint of salt on the air that mixed with the 

sweat coating her skin.  The heavier smells of food cooked over an open fire lingered along with 

a haze of smoke.  Waves crashing against the shore nearly drowned out the soft rustlings of 

nocturnal hunters. 

Pushing herself, Zashi ran around the village before choosing to sprint through the heart 

of it.  She leapt over the villagers' wagons, water bowls, and farm tools.  She scaled fences and 

trees before bounding to the ground at a full run.  Pulling a katana from her back, she sliced 

through the bamboo trees with only a soft hiss. 

She continued her solitary training as the moon rose. 

The meditative exercise calmed her enough to return to Sensei’s hut.  However, she came 

to an abrupt stop when the scent again filled her nostrils.  It was heavier, fresher.  Zashi knew its 

owner was in the hut.  Pivoting, she circled and dove through the back window.  A short roll 

allowed her to stand next to the mat Akako used for sleep. 



12 
 

 

With one hand, she felt her daughter's warm body and even her breath.  The rest of her 

senses were focused on the man standing between her and Sensei.  Dressed in all black with only 

his eyes uncovered, he should have been nearly invisible in the shadows.  The dull gold of his 

aura made him shine like a beacon.  He was the source of the scent, and it throbbed with his 

heart’s beat. 

Zashi threw a small blade.  His quick movement caused the weapon to graze his shoulder.  

With a snarl, he attacked. 

The pair met in the air.  The thud of their bodies crashing into one another repeated when 

they fell to the floor.  On her back, Zashi saw his eyes flash in the moonlight mere moments 

before his blade shone even more brightly.  She didn't block the downward thrust of his weapon 

hand but instead extended it.  The opening allowed her to twist and unseat him when she rolled 

in the air. 

Zashi landed in a crouch as the man started to flip to his feet.  Catching him mid-air, she 

kicked his legs back before they could find purchase on the ground.  Another kick to his face 

slowed his movements when he finally stood. 

Feeling her fingertips tingle, Zashi couldn't resist a smile.  She had trained for battle but 

had never enjoyed complete freedom to do as she wished to her training partners.  It was as if a 

heavy anchor had been cut from her - she was light and free. 

The scene in front of her snapped into focus with such clarity that she felt his movements 

before he made them.  It was ridiculously easy to block his strikes and kicks, but Zashi enjoyed 

the game nonetheless.  Her movements felt slow but smooth and graceful compared to the 

increasingly jerky, desperate thrusts of her opponent. 
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There was time to hear his soft inhale before each attack.  There was time to smell a new 

scent of fear and blood mix in with his heavy musk.  There was time to see Akako move 

restlessly in her slumber.  There was time to note the sleek coolness of the blade in her hand. 

The flames inside Zashi exploded with renewed vigor.  They lit not just her body but her 

mind, heart, and soul.  The heat of the flames became who she was, became all she was. 

With a twist of her body, she watched her attacker flip in the air as Akako started to 

wake.  His groan of pain blended with the loud thud of his landing on the dirt floor.  She was on 

him before his eyes re-opened.   

Holding his broken arm locked between them, Zashi waited until his eyes focused.  There 

was pain reflected in his dark orbs, but there was also fear and surprise.  She didn’t know what 

he had wanted from her nor did she care.  His surprise at not getting it brought a smirk to her 

lips.   

For a single breath, silence reigned.  Zashi felt they were in the eye of the storm.  He had 

waged battle against her with all of the dark elements of man’s world.  She had defeated him, she 

was the victorious one.  The flames were poised to devour him without mercy. 

"Killing him will not ease the storm raging inside you, little kitten." 

Zashi heard Sensei's voice but didn't look away from her prey.  When his eyes again 

flashed in the moonlight, she was filled with certainty.  The male cat was a danger to her, to her 

daughter, to their very world. 

Palming one of the smallest blades, she traced the kanji for righteousness with her finger 

before slicing his throat.  When she stood, she looked to Akako as her daughter watched her first 

kill.  Turning, she met Sensei’s eyes as he spoke.   

"You have made your choice and must walk the rest of your path alone."   
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Smiling, Zashi wiped the blood from the blade before taking her daughter's hand.  "I'm 

not alone." 

Her smile faded after they left the hut.  A shiver of dread rippled down her spine.  They 

were alone, but she couldn’t return to life before Sensei.  The darkness had become her friend, 

and she refused to be treated as a beggar, as prey.  Remembering the scrolls Akako had hidden in 

their bags, Zashi smiled.  She had been blessed by the yamapikarya - she would no longer bow 

before men. 

The fire inside her danced merrily at her silent vow.  Heat again coursed through her 

body until her fingertips tingled. It was time for her to lead, instead of following.  Zashi smiled 

and spoke to her daughter. 

"We will not bow before men, little kitten."   

 

*** 

The second time Zashi traveled alone with Akako was vastly different from the first.  No 

longer did they cower and hide.  She owned the night.  Ignoring man's rules, she gloried in her 

reign. 

Solitary training and teaching Akako kept her basic skills sharp; however, she lived for 

the challenge of battle.  The fire inside Zashi thrived each time she defeated men and delivered 

justice. 

A wife beater was the second man Akako saw her kill, but there were many others her 

daughter didn't witness.  The child proved useful in many ways since adults rarely paid attention 

to young ones.  During the day, Akako moved easily through each new village and obtained 
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information.  Zashi moved just as easily during the night.  Her targets were always men who 

abused their power.  Vengeance at her blade was swift, sure, and merciless. 

Whispers of the men’s deaths grew to roars and spread from village to village. 

When Akako returned with tales of the ghost cat, Zashi was outraged that her deeds 

weren't viewed as natural acts of a warrior woman.  The foolish people allowed their imagination 

to run wild.  They added supernatural details to complete the image of her as she was always 

cleverly hidden by the night.  She plotted to claim her rightful place. 

Prowling restlessly, she waited for the moon to rise.  Her intended prey was a rogue 

warrior who had forfeited loyalty for power when he had overtaken the village.  The man was fat 

and lazy, but years of escaping justice had also made him devious.  Zashi barely dove to the side 

in time - the bullet grazed her ribs.  The feral hiss that escaped her mouth caused the man to 

flinch. 

Crouching low in the shadows, the fear on his face soothed her wounded pride.  She 

cocked her head to the side and listened carefully while staring at him.  His face paled further 

before he stumbled backward.  A grin pulled her lips back and allowed her teeth to catch the 

moonlight.  She issued a low cry as she pounced on him with a blade in her hand. 

In a moment of whimsical amusement at men, Zashi used her fingernails to leave a claw 

mark on his face.  She then made a lap around the village.  Instead of using the night to conceal 

herself, she intentionally made soft noises and even allowed one brave man to see her leap 

gracefully into a tree.  

"There are more stories."  Akako's voice was gleeful as she woke her mother from a nap. 

Instantly alert, Zashi smiled at her daughter and took the tea the child had prepared.  

"What do they claim now?" 
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"The ghost cat is half cat, half woman.  One man claimed it danced around him."  Akako 

smiled smugly.  "They are both fearful and thankful.  Some have said they will leave offerings to 

appease the ghost cat so they may be protected." 

Mother and daughter shared a secret smile - both relished the villagers’ response.  Zashi 

plotted more ways to use her legendary status as she would any weapon in her arsenal.  A scared 

enemy was a foolish one.   

There was an abundance of gifts left that night.  The tradition spread with tales of the 

vengeful female ghost cat.  Zashi would announce her presence in each village by slicing claw 

marks into the door of the village elder.  The next full moon was always when she would strike. 

Clad in all black, her long silver blonde hair gave the appearance of feline stripes.  She 

even pulled some of the locks into two small buns to house a pair of her smaller blades.  In the 

shadows, it appeared as if she had ears.  The black twine used for climbing was looped through 

her belt and gave the allusion of a long tail.  As Akako accompanied her on some outings, Zashi 

chose cat-like cries for them to communicate. 

The legend of the ghost cat grew with each exploit and with each re-telling. 

"What if you had real claws?"  Akako asked.  She tilted her head to the side to listen, just 

as she had seen her mother do. 

Zashi continued her daily set of a thousand strikes with her katana.  Her silence was all 

the encouragement Akako needed to continue. 

"There is an old man traveling through the village.  He used to make swords, fine swords.  

If he fashioned the blades, I could sew them into gloves for you."  There was rich excitement in 

her tone.     
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After Zashi finished the final cut, she put the weapon away and turned to her daughter.  

"And if he tells someone of his creation and they realize I am the Ghost Cat?" 

"Then kill him afterward - before he can betray us."  Akako gave the answer readily. 

"What is his crime that warrants a death sentence?"  Zashi was only somewhat surprised 

by her daughter's bloodlust.  The child had always enjoyed training, and she relished the battles 

even as a bystander. 

Akako met her mother's eyes.  "He is a man." 

Zashi did not reply until they had eaten their evening meal.  "So be it.  We will follow 

him to the next village.  You will demand his services." 

The elderly man accepted Akako's lies about her father making the request as easily as he 

accepted her stolen coins.  She worked hard on the gloves so they would not restrict her mother's 

movements.  Zashi used her seven blades as extensions of her body - all grace and deadly beauty.  

Akako wanted the gloves to honor her mother’s gifts…she wanted to honor her mother. 

"The gloves fit perfectly."  Zashi gave the praise while wielding her long blade in both 

hands.  She had tested each of her weapons, but the gloves hadn't affected her abilities.  It was 

even easier to climb using her new claws.  The grin she gave her daughter was a proud one.  

"Thank you." 

"What about the man?"  Akako asked in an excited rush. 

"You shall have the honor."  Zashi brushed a lock of her daughter's hair back with a nod. 

It was the first time Zashi watched her daughter kill a man.  Her little kitten certainly had 

claws. 

 

*** 
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An ocean breeze carried the heavy musky scent to Zashi before she stepped foot on her 

former island home.  The clan was still there.  She had avoided them in her travels.  It was time 

to introduce them to Akako and to the legendary Ghost Cat.   

She was no longer a scared, pitiful child of fifteen but instead a grown woman with a 

daughter who had seen nearly fifteen summers.  A daughter she was raising in her image as her 

own mother had tried to do.  Unlike her mother, Zashi trained Akako to live a life a freedom, 

beauty, power, and truth of their own making. 

Her plan was simple.  She was going to share Sensei’s scrolls with her clan and demand 

her rightful place.  The world was not as they had taught her it was.  The clan needed to see the 

truth.  To obtain the greatness of their ancestors, they needed to change. 

While she was attired in her customary black, Zashi dressed Akako in finery befitting a 

desirable female of the yamapikarya clan.  She ran a critical eye over her daughter’s form.  

Young and beautiful – Akako glowed like a flame in the red silk.  Her skin was lightened, and 

her lips as red as her dress.  Bright cherry blossoms held her dark mane in place. 

“It is time to show them the power of truth, little kitten.”  Zashi’s words were soft, but 

her smile was confident.  Akako bowed her head in agreement. 

The pair strode into the clan’s village with their heads high.  Zashi felt oppressed by the 

musky scent, but her own excitement buzzed through the heady fog with dazzling sparks of 

energy.  She was returning to her family.  It felt as if she was poised on the sharp edge of one of 

her blades.  The darkness of the past surrounded her in her clan.  The brightness of the future 

glowed in her daughter.   

“Kazashi?”   
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It was her mother who spoke the unfamiliar name.  The woman before her appeared only 

slightly older than the beauty of her memories.  Zashi smiled when she saw the cherry blossoms 

that decorated her still dark hair.  She met her mother’s eyes and spoke in a soft voice.  “I am 

called Zashi.” 

Before the other woman could reply, two males stepped forward.  Zashi felt two more at 

her back and one on each side.  Refusing to react, she stared at her mother.  “This is Akako.  

Your granddaughter is nearly full grown.”   

Akako bowed her head gracefully before meeting her grandmother’s eyes.  Unlike Zashi, 

she looked like a younger version of the woman. 

The clan’s leader stepped forward with a snarl.  He was much as Zashi remembered him 

– wiry body, ageless skin, eyes black enough that the pupils were barely discernible.  His voice 

was as rich and dark as his eyes.  “Why have you returned to us, little girl?  To beg?” 

Zashi’s shoulders stiffened and her head tilted slightly when the others snickered.  Her 

mother looked down.  “Beg for what?  My daughter wants for nothing.  Do I look like I need 

anything?” 

“You look like a little girl imitating a warrior.  You have no right to wear weapons before 

me.”  The elder’s lips curled back in a snarl. 

“Imitating?  I have been trained…just as my ancestors were.  You are the ones 

disrespecting the tradition of the yamapikarya clan, old man.”  Zashi felt the lash of the flames 

inside her.  She reined in the physical pain of the fire and spoke in a softer voice.  “I have studied 

the ancient scrolls and read the prophecies.  Women have always been warriors, and they will be 

so again.”    
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There were gasps of outrage from the crowds which had continued to swell.  Zashi 

ignored the smattering of colorful auras just as she ignored the scents.  She had expected to be 

tested, but she also expected to be victorious.  Neither emotion nor distraction had a place in the 

pivotal moment.  With a quiet breath, she smiled and continued. 

“I am the Ghost Cat.  The one the villagers speak of in whispers.  The one they leave 

offerings to request justice.  I have been blessed by the yamapikarya, and I honor my ancestors 

with my life.” 

Silence greeted Zashi’s announcement…then feral cries echoed through the village as the 

males attacked. 

Bones crunched, flesh ripped, and blood spewed from the mass of twisting, growling 

bodies.  The heat of battle erupted from frenzied, primal flames.  Zashi handed off her katana to 

Akako, and the sharp blade remained steady in the girl’s hands.  The considerable force of the 

attack was focused on Zashi.  She released a savage scream and battled the angry males for 

supremacy.  Quick movements allowed her to remain free but not uninjured.  Soon blood gushed 

and her muscles trembled with the weight of her efforts to dominate, to survive. 

When another male dropped to the ground with only a few more gurgling breaths the 

circle expanded and separated.  The males paced restlessly but no longer attacked.  Zashi rose 

slowly in the center – blood dripped from her wounds and her blades.  Her shuddering breaths 

sounded harsh to her own ears, but she could hear the males struggling too.  With her eyes 

darting around, she noted two dead and one seriously wounded.  Her eyes widened when she saw 

Akako stumble slightly.  The red of her daughter’s blood was all but invisible against the 

brilliant red silk covering her.   



21 
 

 

In slow motion, Zashi watched one male strike Akako hard across the face.  The girl’s 

head snapped to the side before she fell in a lifeless heap on the ground.  The dark stain of blood 

spread across her pale face and pooled under her still form. 

Zashi turned to find her mother staring at Akako.  She froze as the older woman gasped 

and met her eyes – both were bright with unshed tears.  The words to plead for help died 

unspoken on Zashi’s lips when her mother turned away and lowered her eyes.   

Red flames flashed briefly inside Zashi.  There was no heat in the blaze, only ashes and 

smoke. 

With surprising strength and tenderness, she lifted Akako into her arms and turned her 

back on the clan.    She didn’t even pause when the elder growled his final words. 

“You are no warrior.  There is nothing for you here.” 

 

*** 

Zashi stood alone over her young daughter’s grave.  No tears, no anger, no red fire 

burning inside her.  Cold replaced the heat, darkness replaced the light, ashes replaced the 

flames.   

The Ghost Cat would seek justice for Akako’s death.  No playful smiles, no acceptance 

of offerings, no warnings.  She struck mercilessly with sharp blades, cold eyes, and steady claws.  

For each of the yamapikarya males, her smooth metal blade was the last thing they felt.  Her 

shiny green eyes were the last thing they saw.  Her soft words breathed against their lips the last 

thing they heard. 

“For Akako.” 
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Only after each had felt her blade and only the females remained did Zashi return to the 

clan’s village.  The full moon illuminated the night, but she remained in the shadows until she 

saw the soft red glow of the fire.  She found her mother waiting for her.  Zashi offered her no 

greeting to the other woman.   

“I have something…for Akako.” 

Zashi refused to respond to her mother.  A slight shudder rocked her frame at the sound 

of her daughter’s name on her mother’s lips.  She palmed a blade in her hand and followed the 

older woman to a hut on the outskirts of the village. 

“We keep the records here.  A box for each child – male and female.  This one belongs to 

Akako.”   

Taking the bamboo box, Zashi traced her daughter’s name before noting the clan lineage 

etched along the surface.  She recognized her own family tree, but she had nearly forgotten 

Akako’s father.  A soft hiss escaped when she read his clan names.  Opening the box, she found 

a single cherry blossom that she knew had been set there by her mother.  Ignoring her mother’s 

tribute, Zashi removed the gloves made by her daughter’s clever hands and placed them gently 

into the box.   

“Where is his box?”  She didn’t clarify, but her mother nodded and reached for another 

box. 

The boy’s box was much larger and more elaborate than Akako’s.  Zashi struggled to 

understand his name when her fingers followed the strange markings. 

“Hakan?”  The sound was but a whisper as Zashi’s lips formed her son’s name for the 

first time. 

“Yes, all names must be reported here for the House records.”   
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Her mother said no more, but Zashi understood the significance.  The House needed to 

know the details to ensure bloodlines remained pure, untarnished.  The only signs of her 

daughter’s life were a small grave and a box listing her lineage for mating purposes.  Zashi felt a 

brief echo of past pain then only emptiness remained. 

At Zashi’s silence, her mother spoke again.  “Are you going to kill us all?” 

Examining the box, Zashi opened it to find a single photograph inside.  It showed the 

smiling man she remembered next to a toddler.  The boy had darker hair than his father, but the 

black and white picture provided few other details.  Though she looked, she could see no 

resemblance to her beloved daughter in the boy’s face or frame.  She snapped the lid shut. 

While she had only intended to leave a claw mark on her mother’s door, the revelations 

warranted more action.  Zashi was temporarily mesmerized by the bright, dancing flames of the 

fire.  After only a moment, she picked up a stick.  Her mother gasped when she set fire to the hut 

housing the sacred birth records. 

“I will not kill you, but I will leave you with neither a past nor a future.  Both of us are 

ghost cats now.” 

Moving back into the shadows, Zashi watched the fire blaze out of control.  The women’s 

panicked attempts were no match for the destructive power of the flames.  Centuries of records 

were obliterated in mere minutes.  Zashi’s own box burned with the others.  The two boxes 

spared belonged to Akako and Hakan. 

Once the last flames winked into oblivion and only ashes remained, Zashi gave a single 

mournful cry and turned her back on the village.  The moon slid behind a mountain peak and 

dark shadows slithered over the ground to cover her path.  Crashing waves replaced the sounds 



24 
 

 

of the women’s tearful cries.  Hazy smoke still hung low in the air, coating everything with dusty 

embers.   

Standing over her daughter’s grave once more, she placed the cherry blossom from the 

box.  Phantom pains tingled briefly in her chest but a yawning darkness swallowed all feelings.       

Zashi would walk the path alone…the path to justice, to America, to Hakan.   

For Akako. 


