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  Author’s Note
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  The same attitude is needed to defeat one man and ten million men.




  Go Rin No Sho
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  PROLOGUE




  




  The majestic brilliant globe of the sun ascended slowly out of the waters of Kinkō Bay, beyond the slopes of the imposing cone of the Sakurajima Mountain. The first fishing boats of dawn were scattered on the pastel blue ocean like dots of silver thread embroidered on an indigo-dyed kimono. From where Atsuko was sitting the entire scene — the great mountain, the sea and the boats, the rising sun — formed a living backdrop to the lush green garden, gentle hills covered with fresh grass and tall dark trees cut to form a frame for the moving picture.




  “This is my favourite season in the garden,” said Shimazu Nariakira, sitting beside her on the veranda of a small, perfectly proportioned teahouse.




  “Surely the time of blooming azaleas or flowering hydrangeas is much more beautiful, Fmather?” she said, referring to the bushes lining a narrow pond winding at their feet. Atsuko knew her adoptive parent enough to know the answer to this riddle, but she also knew he enjoyed telling it. The great daimyo of Satsuma rose a little and leaned to her side.




  “I have designed this garden to show the spirit of the Satsuma clan — for those who know how to look. Right now, gazing at the pond, we see the present. The azaleas are already past their prime, a reminder of glories gone by. But the hydrangeas are yet to sprout flowers — ”




  “A promise for the future,” she said, finishing his thought. He smiled and nodded.




  Once, at the height of their power, when the civil wars ravaged Yamato, the Shimazu had gambled to conquer all of Chinzei Island. They failed, but, unlike other defeated clans, were not destroyed. Allowed to live, but not flourish, like the early spring hydrangeas, the clan bided their time for revenge. Time and patience was what the Shimazu had in excess. Two and a half centuries had passed since their last unsuccessful gambit and it seemed like even more would have to pass before they could try again.




  “All this beauty and refinement,” said Nariakira, taking a long, sad look at the flowers, the maple trees and the framed landscape, “all this futile, fruitless effort is just a substitute for the power and action we are no longer allowed. Have you read of the eunuchs at the Qin emperor’s palace?”




  “I have, Father. An awful fate for a man.”




  “We are all like those eunuchs. The daimyo, the samurai... Castrated by the Tokugawas, rendered feeble and powerless by the system they’ve introduced. Like the eunuchs we concentrate our energy on the meaningless pursuits of art, philosophy and courtly intrigue. We concern ourselves more with the taste of tea and smell of cherry blossom than warfare.”




  Atsuko nodded politely. She was the only one Nariakira could discuss such matters with. He had no sons and he trusted none of his advisors enough to share the most secret plans with — except perhaps Torii Heishichi, his Chief Wizard.




  “Appreciating fine art refines the swordsman’s soul and skill,” she said.




  “What need is there for a swordsman’s skill when he stands against a peasant armed with a thunder gun?”




  She laughed. The thought was preposterous.




  “That will never happen. No peasant could afford a thunder gun.”




  “It will happen sooner than you think. And the samurai, with all their elegance and comfort and refinement, will be caught completely unprepared — mark my words.”




  “The samurai are the world’s greatest warriors.”




  “We were once — and we might be again… but under the Tokugawas we’ve become a mockery. All the neighbouring countries laugh behind our backs. All the Westerners are sharpening their teeth, ready to pound their ironclad fist on the gates of Edo. Even the commoners no longer respect their superiors.”




  “And do you plan to defeat them all with your smoking boat?”




  Nariakira turned his gaze north, where the garden ended with a tall impenetrable hedge, and smiled. There, beyond the hedge and the cliff side, lay his secret wharf and in it his beloved ship — a black yacht with no sails.




  “That’s just a toy. A little more than a model.”




  “An expensive toy.”




  She knew he could afford it. After Nariakira’s father’s reforms, the Satsuma fiefdom was the richest in the country. The Bataavian machines had opened new lands for farming, the overseas trade — through ‘smugglers’ based on Nansei Islands, which Nariakira only pretended to fight — was more profitable than ever. The Taikun’s tax collectors had no idea of Satsuma’s real income. Here, far beyond the Southern mountains, his word meant little, his spy network was non-existent. The province was so remote and inaccessible it was almost like a separate country. No Tokugawa ever decided to risk an all-out war to bring the impudent Shimazu to heel, and no Shimazu would ever dare to dream of openly opposing the Taikun and his many vassals.




  “I needed to know I can build it without having to rely on the Bataavians in case they change their minds.”




  “And can you?”




  Nariakira grinned. “The blueprints came from Dejima, but everything else was made by my men. Satsuma’s shipwrights built the hull, Satsuma’s engineers created the engine, Heishichi provided the fire elementals from a pit inside Kitadake Mountain as good as the Bataavian ones. I could build ten more ships like it before the end of the year.”




  “Ten more toys.”




  He chuckled. “Put a gun on each and we would already have a mightier fleet than all of the other daimyos put together. And the ocean-going warship I have ordered will dwarf even that. But then what? Nobody ever won a war in Yamato by the strength of ships alone. I would need something else to change the balance of power… something radical, something new.”




  There was movement in the bushes and Nariakira froze, his hand reaching for the sword. Atsuko drew breath. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone in the garden at that time.




  “An assassin?” she whispered, but Nariakira shook his head.




  The man emerged onto the path in a hurry, making no effort at secrecy. It was one of the daimyo’s personal messengers. Nariakira frowned.




  “What message is so urgent that it has to be brought to my private garden at dawn?”
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  CHAPTER I




  




  “So you’re saying the neighbours saw nothing?”




  “Nothing, doshin Koyata. The silk merchant from across the street heard some screams and noises, but that’s all.”




  “What about the girl? We still can’t reach her?”




  “She’s hiding in Suwa — outside our jurisdiction.”




  Koyata stood before the entrance to the Takashima Mansion’s main building, squinting at the afternoon sun. This day was too long. The plain grey overcoat marked with the red pentacle badge of the Kiyō police lay heavily on his shoulders. His clues were as scarce as his resources — the precinct could only spare two men to help him. The bodies of the guards had disappeared before anyone could inspect them. The members of the household were all either dead or missing and, worst of all, nobody could investigate the scene of the crime.




  “I will try again,” declared Koyata, whose high rank of a doshin meant he was responsible for supervising all crime-fighting activities in the district.




  “Be careful, Koyata-sama,” Ishida, the shorter and fatter of his two subordinates warned him earnestly.




  Dismissing their fears, he entered the building and climbed the narrow steps to the first floor. He stopped in front of the remnants of the broken sliding panel separating the ruined study from the corridor. He carefully reached into the room with the jutte truncheon. Nothing happened. Encouraged, he stepped forwards, crossing the threshold.




  Lightning struck him in the chest, and he flew a few feet into the air before landing painfully on the other side of the corridor.




  “Koyata-sama!”




  The two policemen hurried to his assistance.




  “I’m all right. Kuso! When is Sakuma-dono going to help us with this barrier?”




  “He said he won’t leave his son’s bed as long as the kid is unconscious,” explained Ishida.




  “Such a tragic accident…” added the other.




  “If it was an accident,” Koyata said under his nose.




  “You don’t think — “




  “I think it looks like somebody’s targeting the Rangaku scholars, and I think that’s why Sakuma-dono doesn’t want to leave his house.”




  The only item found at the scene of the crime was an antique bronze dagger, covered with dried-up blood, discovered on the road a few yards away from the gate of the residence. Koyata recognised the pattern from his days in the forgery trade — he would not have progressed so high up in the hierarchy if he hadn’t a keen eye for such detail. The dagger was at least two hundred years old, of the type used in the Yōkai War. The bronze blades were manufactured with a singular purpose — to vanquish magical creatures, or users of magic.




  He rotated the bronze dagger in his fingers. He could feel the barely noticeable buzz coming from the blade, a confirmation of the latent magical ability he did his best to conceal from his colleagues and superiors. He had always admired real wizards, in secret. Takashima-sama, Sakuma-dono… Those names meant much to him. It worried him greatly that somebody would wish to hunt them down.




  “Well, if you ask me, I won’t be sorry if they all go to hell,” said the taller policeman. “Just look at all this barbarian junk on the floor,” he added, pointing to the books and magical artefacts scattered all over the study. “I bet he just killed himself with one of these contraptions.”




  “There would at least be a body,” Koyata replied, dismissing the idea outright.




  “Exploded, melted, eaten by a demon,” the policeman said with a shrug.




  The doshin looked sharply at his subordinate and clapped his thigh.




  “Hirata, you’re brilliant!”




  “I am?”




  “We’ll just say the wizard did it to himself! That will save us all the work!”




  And keep the superiors off my back, he thought. Already the magistrate officials had contacted him regarding the mysterious attack.




  “We are certain you will find evidence incriminating the Bataavians.” The city bureaucrat’s fat jowls shook as he spoke.




  “I’m not so sure, tono. You know as well as I do that the Bataavians regarded Takashima-sama with great esteem. What possible motive — “




  “I don’t think you understand, doshin. You will find the necessary evidence.”




  “I… I see.”




  An accident — due to mishandling Bataavian technology. You’ll have your evidence, but good luck incriminating anyone with it. What do you say to that, you fat brush-pusher?




  “It’s a good idea,” Ishida agreed. “It’s just as believable as an abduction by rival mages, or a shinobi attack, or any other mad theory spun by the folks back at the precinct.”




  “Are they really talking about a shinobi attack?” the doshin asked, laughing.




  “Old Jūzō does. He sees ninjas and demons everywhere.”




  “He’s been watching too many kabuki plays. The shinobi are extinct. Let’s go back and write this one off; there’s nothing more for us to do here.”




  Koyata grinned. His mood improved. He would still try to solve the mystery of the Takashima Mansion, of course — but now he could do it in his own time, by his own rules.




  He shook off the doziness and yawned discreetly. He retreated behind the frame of a ground floor sliding panel and observed the courtyard outside through a hole in the paper. The hours of waiting paid off — somebody did appear at the Takashima residence.




  An unmarked palanquin stopped at the gates. The night was pitch-black, illuminated only by a single paper lantern carried by one of the priests accompanying the vehicle. A youth wearing a wide-brimmed, face-concealing hat stepped out of the palanquin and limped towards the main hall, supported by the priest with the lantern. This must have been Shūhan’s heir, Satō, Koyata realised. He had heard rumours the wizard’s daughter preferred to wear male clothes — and a sword. In any other city this would have been reason enough to arrest and disgrace her. In Kiyō this was merely an eccentricity.




  Koyata snuck after the heir and two priests. As she climbed the stairs, the girl dispelled all the protective spells with a wave of her hand. She entered her father’s study without a hindrance.




  The residence, like all aristocratic houses built in times of the assassins, was full of hidden corridors and hideouts, and the doshin had all day to discover most of them. With the magic barriers gone he could now reach a small concealed alcove from which he had a good view of the entire study.




  The girl gingerly touched the floor. The air crackled with remnants of a powerful spell. She gasped with pain, touching her shoulder.




  “We did warn you, Takashima-sama,” the priest with the lantern said in a worried voice, “the wound has barely sealed. If you will not rest now, it may never be healed completely.”




  “It doesn’t matter. I have to take care of my legacy. Help me clear these up.”




  The girl and the priests gathered all of wizard’s belongings into a great pile in the library. Koyata watched it in horror. Was she planning to burn it all? So much knowledge, so much research… If she did, the doshin would have to come out of his hiding place and stop the girl, he decided, even if revealing his continued interest in the case brought the wrath of his superiors upon his head.




  The girl reached for a large black book at the bottom of the pile and picked it up tenderly. The cover and the edges of the pages were burned. Several pieces of paper fell out from between the pages, scribbled with composed writing.




  “It’s difficult to carry such a bulky tome,” remarked one of the priests.




  “I know.” The girl sighed and threw the book back onto the pile. “I don’t need it anymore.”




  I need to find out what that book is.




  She lifted one of the floorboards and picked up a roll of golden coins. A fortune in gold! Koyata gulped. He had only ever seen so much money in the treasure houses of the gambling dens he had raided.




  “There is nothing else I want to take,” the girl said. “All these things…” she pointed to the pile of magic contraptions, books and documents, “I can neither carry nor leave to the robbers or magistrate.”




  Right, that’s it. Koyata grasped the handgrip of his truncheon, ready to pounce, but the girl turned to the accompanying priests and said something which made him stop and let out a quiet sigh of relief.




  “Throw it all into the dry well by the cemetery. Bury it deep. My father and I will come and retrieve it once this is all over.”




  She arrived at the servants’ quarters dressed in the simple common uniform of a shrine attendant; a grey cloth monpe, pantaloons that ended at half-knee, and a brown jute tunic. It was itchy and chafing compared to silk, but Satō found it remarkably easy to walk, even run in the narrow trousers.




  It was Lady Kazuko’s idea for her to hide in the servants’ quarters. Even though the shrine was probably the safest place in the city, its walls still could not provide a complete guarantee of safety.




  “This will be the last place anybody would look for a samurai’s daughter, and it will help you to pick up some of the language and behaviour of the lower classes in case you need to disguise yourself.”




  “Why would I need to disguise myself as a serf?”




  “Do you not intend to look for your father?”




  “Of course I do!” the girl blurted out.




  Finding Shūhan was the only thing on her mind right now. No body had been found at the mansion, and she had recognised the faint pattern of a transportation hex still lingering on the floor of the study. The thought of her father being still alive, somewhere, was the only thing keeping her from breaking down.




  “Well then, you can hardly travel as Takashima Satō, as long as there’s an unknown enemy waiting for you outside the shrine’s gates.”




  “I suppose not,” she agreed reluctantly, “but a servant? They are so uncouth and — and smelly!”




  “Just try to see how they live,” said the High Priestess, “they may surprise you yet.”




  The poor commoners were employed by the shrine to assist with the simplest menial tasks — carrying luggage for the guests, chopping firewood, transporting heavy goods. Satō entered the quarters with hesitation, holding her breath, expecting to find it in a state little better than the village of eta, the untouchables. But, though very poor and simple, the rooms were as clean as any and, to her surprise, everyone inside seemed rather cheerful.




  Despite her being dressed like one of them, the servants immediately fell to their knees.




  “I, uh... why are you kneeling? I’m just a commoner like you...”




  One of the girls raised her face, smiling broadly.




  “Tono, if you want to hide among us lowly serv’nts then by all means you can, but you ain’t foolin’ nobody ‘ere just by wearing the garb of a common’r.”




  Satō winced on hearing the peasant’s crude accent.




  “Please stand up, all of you. I need to learn how to be more like one of you, and quickly.”




  The servants stood up slowly. The girl who spoke first approached the wizardess boldly.




  “Please come, tono.”




  She led Satō to sit beside her on the bedding. Satō looked at the quilt reluctantly, expecting bedbugs and fleas to scurry off it the moment she sat down, but it too was clean and freshly washed.




  “First off, you need to grime yerself. Ye’r not tanned ‘nuff, yer skin’s too pure. Any fool can see you come from a good ‘ouse.”




  “What do you propose?”




  “Lessee… Why don’t you rub some walnut juice on yer skin? Not too much or ye’d look like an oni. There ain’t that much sun now, so it needn’t be much. An’ maybe some lamp oil if yer don’t mind t’smell.”




  “What else?” encouraged Satō, wondering how many other fugitive nobles before her had been through the same ordeal. The girl seemed experienced.




  “Yer need to slouch, like this. See how every’un is bent, that’s from carryin’ all them heavy bags and such. Yer walk straight, proud. That’s a samurai walk. Walk low, don’t look at the high-up folk.”




  “I see.”




  “An’ yer looking mighty grim, if you don’t mind me sayin’ so. You should always smile.”




  “How so?”




  “If we don’ smile, a samurai could think we don’ like summat about’em, and that be trouble, so we smile. An’ what’s not to smile about? Our life’s a good’un.”




  “Eeh! You call this a good life?” Satō cried out.




  She looked around at the squalid dormitory full of people whose combined wealth was maybe less than a tenth of a golden coin, if that.




  “Sure, tono, an’ why not? As long as we do our duty well, we ain’t got nuttin’ to care about. T’shrine gives us food and a place to sleep. That’s more than we’d’ave in our home village. We ain’t be needin’ no more than that and we’re all in the same boat, so we don’t fight or bicker with each other. Ye’ll see if yer spend a day ‘ere, this life’s as good as it gets.”




  Satō pondered the girl’s words for a while.




  “What is your name?”




  “They call me Ikō, tono,” the girl answered, still with the same beaming innocent smile.




  “And how did you come to live in the shrine?”




  “I’m a kambe; a payment, like,” she proceeded to explain. “When t’news of great famine came from up north, all villages in Saga ran to the priests like ‘ens to a cock. Ours was a poor place and t’only thing we could promise to t’great shrines were t’first girl babies born after ‘arvest. The famine never came after all, but a deal was a deal. On t’day after the ‘arvest feast, me mom bore three daughters in one birth. When we were five, we each got sent to one of t’great shrines — ‘ere, Karatsu and Kirishima.”




  “Have you ever seen your sisters?” asked Satō. The three shrines were quite a distance apart from each other, even for a wealthy traveller.




  “Only once, we all came back to t’village for our brother’s wedding five years back. But I know them’s all taken care of well, just like me, and that makes me ‘appy.”




  “And your parents?”




  “Me mom’s died a few years ago, but she lived a long and good life, bless her. Me dad perish’d with t’pox when I was but tiny. ‘scuse me, tono, but I mustn’t tarry no more, there’s work to be done, always. Ye’ll be arright ‘ere, neh?”




  The girl stood up, leaving Satō on the jute quilt alone with her thoughts. The wizardess found her gloominess had disappeared. If the girl managed to stay so merry despite the hardships of her life, what right did Satō have to stay depressed? She was healthy, well fed, a roll of golden coins she’d taken from her father’s safe box — a real fortune by any account — tightly wrapped on her stomach. She had friends and allies. Her father was very likely alive, and even if not — such was the lot of a samurai. She would continue his legacy and rebuild the dōjō. Yes, she decided, there would be no more misery. Like Ikō, she would meet her fate with a smile.




  There was some commotion outside and the few servants remaining in the room scrambled to the small window to see what was happening. Satō stepped up and they politely let her closer to the opening. She could see almost the entire main courtyard from here, as the servant quarters were built on a low prominence to the west of the main gate.




  The High Priestess, accompanied by several other priests and attendants, was arguing loudly with a troop of samurai. The warriors carried themselves very pompously, their rich kimonos gaudily festooned with golden dragons and silver leaves, boasting wealth and prestige. A sign of mallow was embroidered on their collars, and their leader, wearing a wide-brimmed lacquered hat, frantically waved a narrow wooden paddle, the symbol of high status.




  “It’s bugyō, the Taikun’s magistrate!” Satō whispered, recognising the markings of high office. The magistrate was the highest ranking official in Kiyō, equal to the provincial daimyos.




  The servants at the window, and Satō with them, gasped audibly as one of the magistrate’s retainers pulled out his sword by an inch. Lady Kazuko halted her protestations for a moment, before renewing them with even more vigour. At last the magistrate gestured his men to calm down, barked a few more words indignantly and turned away.




  The High Priestess watched the officials march away down the stairs then turned her face towards the servants’ quarters. Satō could not see her face clearly at that distance, but she could imagine the look of anxious concern in Lady Kazuko’s eyes.




  Even the Suwa Shrine was no longer a safe place.




  Lady Kazuko had barely managed to confront the magistrate at the gate when Nagomi approached her with news that the Westerner suddenly grew very agitated.




  “He keeps saying, “Kazuko-hime, Kazuko-hime”,” reported the girl.




  The priestess pursed her lips. What other unpleasant surprises would this day bring?




  It took her priests an hour to find Tokojiro in some tavern by the harbour. By the time she finally called for the Westerner, he had managed to calm himself down.




  “It’s about my dragon. I didn’t think there would be any need to mention this,” the boy said apologetically. “We… I was separated from it in the disaster and I had little hope of seeing it ever again. However, I believe it has now been captured — somewhere in this land.”




  “How do you know this?”




  “I have a… link, a mental connection with my dragon. I can tell it arrived on a beach somewhere — to the south of here, if I have my bearings right — and was captured by armed men.”




  The priestess closed her eyes and prayed for guidance. How could she have missed that? Of course a dragon rider would have a dragon. She was silent for a long while.




  “This is all too much for me, especially considering the other events... I need to consult the Spirits.”




  “What other events?”




  He does not know, the High Priestess reminded herself.




  “Satō’s house was attacked — by a man in a crimson robe,” she said.




  “Crimson robe… you mean — ”




  “With long black hair and eyes like nuggets of gold, apparently.”




  She let the news sink in as she observed the boy.




  “I must leave this place.” He stood up. “I am putting you all in danger.”




  The boy thinks, the priestess thought with satisfaction.




  “Sit down, please,” she said. “The shrine is still the safest place for you to be right now, if not for very long. The others are also under its protection. We can think of something together.”




  “But I need to find my dragon. It can’t be kept in a cage for too long. It may even die if it’s not taken care of properly. Besides, it… it’s my friend.”




  A friend?




  Lady Kazuko glanced at the interpreter. Tokojiro nodded and shrugged.




  “Does your… friend pose any danger to others while in captivity?” she asked.




  “I don’t know.” The boy shook his head. “It depends on how long it is kept imprisoned, and in what conditions… If it turns — ”




  There was a word that Tokojiro did not understand and had to have explained by the boy.




  “Goes wild, breaks the link with me, its rider. A feral dragon will burn villages, slaughter livestock - kill people… Even a small one, like mine, can be terribly dangerous.”




  “I have heard enough,” said the High Priestess, her hand raised. “We will help you, I promise,” she told the boy, “we will find a way, we need just a little more time. Have faith. Make sure you stay out of sight — at all times. I predict further trouble coming our way.”




  And I don’t need the Spirits to tell me that.




  At the back of the shrine gardens, in the part most overgrown and unkempt, stood an old teahouse. Funded by one of the Taikuns of old, the small square building with walls of unpainted wood and bamboo was the quintessence of simplicity and aesthetics. These days, the High Priestess alone used it for her contemplations. Only she and a few gardeners even knew of its existence. The roof of dark straw badly needed repairing and the tea stove begged for replacement, but it was still the best place to meditate in the entire shrine.




  A flock of blue-winged magpies darted, screeching, from among the pink azaleas growing wildly over the earthen walls of the pavilion as Lady Kazuko sat on the narrow veranda overlooking a small lotus pond with a cup of fragrant, frothy cha in her hand. She liked the cup. It was covered in a sky-blue glaze, spotted and cracked in a deliberate, yet seemingly random, pattern. She had bought it in Heian, a long time ago. The best potteries in the country were selling their wares on the approach to the great Kiyomizu Temple. An old frail woman had walked among the rich merchants trying to sell just this one bowl. She was blind, and this was the last vessel she had created before her eyes died.




  “You have a gift of seeing,” the old woman said, touching Lady Kazuko’s hands.




  “I do,” the priestess agreed. There was no point in asking how the woman knew.




  “I could tell you this cup is mystic and will aid you in your divinations, but all I can say is that it will hold the cha without spilling, and that the glaze will not peel or lose its shine for many years.”




  “That is as much as I expect from a teacup.”




  Despite the old woman’s words, Lady Kazuko did enjoy making her divinations while drinking from the cup. Perhaps the gentle blue of the glaze helped to clear her mind, or perhaps the amount of cha it held was just right.




  She reached for the small round bamboo box and shook it vigorously. A single stick fell out. She picked it up and smiled. Forty-four - life is a game of shogi. All success depends on cunning and strategy.




  The sticks were just a toy, of course, a souvenir from the Qin district, but in the shrine, where the air itself was permeated with spiritual energy, even children’s toys could tell the truth. The sticks simply confirmed what she had already learned from all the other divinations - the yarrow, the compass, the bones, the Four Pillars, the Six Planets, even the omikuji ribbons… She had spent the better part of the day trying to pierce the veils of fate and, of course, she had visited the Waters. The Spirits were most obliging, providing her with many detailed visions, but little guidance as to which of the futures was the most probable one. It was often a problem with the Waters of Scrying. Only very rarely were they as straightforward as when they had presented Nagomi with her first prophecy. And clear answers were what she needed most on this day of decisions.




  She could still have given away the foreigner to the authorities. She could say he had been brought to the shrine against her will, that she knew nothing about it. None would dare question the word of a High Priestess, not over that of a drunken unemployed interpreter and two children. This would be the clever, rational solution. The shrine would be safe, her duty to the Taikun fulfilled; but she did not need the bamboo sticks or twigs of yarrow to see that the boy’s arrival was no accident. One did not give away the gifts from the Gods.




  She had had ample time to observe the foreigner, ever since she had requested his presence at the shrine. The circumstances of his arrival, as reported by Nagomi, piqued her curiosity. Then the blue ring on his finger caught her attention - a shard of sapphire stone, like the ones Nagomi saw in her vision. The boy said at first it was just a gift from his grandfather, but then admitted that it, too, had come from Yamato. A coincidence? The High Priestess knew there was no such thing when it came to divination. The other parts of the puzzle started falling into place. The crimson robed enemy assaulting Satō’s and Nagomi’s houses, and now the boy’s dorako…




  The mightiest will fall, remembered Lady Kazuko. She was bound to serve the Edo court with wisdom and advice. In exchange, the shrine was given protection from the domain lords and city magistrates. But the prophecy was older than the castle of Edo, and it concerned more than just the Taikun. The priestess had to consider the fate of all Yamato before making a decision. It was a heavy burden, but she was prepared to carry it.




  Where did the foreigner come into all this? Would this boy bring the darkness upon Yamato, or deliverance? Was he just a harbinger of doom?




  The situation required a decisive unorthodox solution.




  “Cunning and strategy,” reminded the bamboo sticks.




  The High Priestess lifted her head and looked towards the top of the mountain, where the forest was the darkest and most dense. Sudden understanding dawned on her. For a moment she had gained a prophetic vision of the threads of Fate, all converging on Suwa, the Shrine in the middle of the tangled, glistening spider’s web. Nagomi’s apprenticeship and prophecies, Satō’s escape, the boy’s arrival - even Tokojiro’s old, forgotten debt of gratitude, all played a part in the greater divine scheme.




  The Suwa Shrine was not just a place where all these things had happened, she realised. The shrine itself was the solution.




  I need to write a few letters.




  [image: Pinstripe]




  CHAPTER II




  The shrine bell struck nine times. The door to Bran’s room slid away. The red-haired girl’s slim, almond-eyed face was lit by a small flickering flame in her hand. He got up and straightened the creases on his new kimono, a deep, dark purple silk gown embroidered with the crest of a triangular mountain reflected in the water. The High Priestess had given it to him as a gift, and taught him how to wear it properly.




  He pursed his lips and inhaled deeply in unsure anticipation.




  “Kazuko-hime,” the girl said, their limited mutually known vocabulary making it impossible to explain further what she wanted. “Dōzo,” she added, giving him a rolled up piece of paper.




  It was a letter from the High Priestess, written in the elegant, if oddly spiky and angular, handwriting that he guessed belonged to the interpreter, Tokojiro.




  




  Please follow the girl.




  Do not fear. Keep your mind clear.




  I will help you find what you are looking for.




  Trust us, we all want to help you.




  




  This was all very cryptic and vague, and did not inspire trust in him at all. Why couldn’t the priestess just send the interpreter to explain what was going on?




  A whole day had passed since he had reported about the dragon and nobody had come to see him except the blind girl bringing him food and some strange moustached man who carefully studied his sword and then left without a word. What did they want from him now?




  He looked at the girl, but she only stood, smiling shyly, in silence.




  “Dōzo,” she repeated, gesturing him to follow her outside.




  They walked down the long winding corridors and then, after putting on uncomfortable wooden sandals, out of the building into the night. The moon was waning, but still bright. The garden was completely silent. They passed through a small gateway leading out of the main compound, walked across the bridge over a stream — here there was, at last, a sound, the trickling of a waterfall and the croaking of frogs — then the path started ascending steeply into a deep forest growing beyond the northern limits of the shrine.




  The wood here was different from the cultivated orchard of the inner shrine. It was ancient, thick, not even a sliver of moonlight filtering through the dense canopy. There was something sinister in the darkness, giant gnarled trees brooded over the narrow path and invaded it with their black roots, covered with moss, vine and cobwebs.




  “Where are you taking me?”




  Bran was losing his patience. He had trusted the girl and the priestess so far, but his trust was running thin. Where was the translator? Why were they taking him deeper into the forest? Cold sweat trickled down his spine — what if they were going to sacrifice him to their Gods? He was, after all, in a temple, and he knew nothing of the religions of the locals…




  “Kazuko-hime,” the girl repeated, and from the helpless look in her worried eyes Bran guessed she knew as little of the purpose of their nightly escapade as he did.




  At last they reached the end of the trail, the heart of the forest. By the light coming from the stone lantern standing between two enormous cedar trees, Bran saw a cross-beam gate of cinnabar wood and, beyond it, a little shrine, no bigger than a shed, made of round white stones under a thatched roof. The bargeboards of the roof crossed and formed a fork at the top of the gables. The structure was leaning a bit to the side, the stones covered with thick pillow moss, and the thatch was black with age.




  The red-haired girl drew a sharp breath seeing the building. The inquisitive boy — Satō, the wizard’s son, Bran remembered - and Lady Kazuko were also there, waiting for him. The boy’s arm was bandaged. The High Priestess reached out her hand expectantly.




  “What do you want from me? Where’s Tokojiro?”




  “Tokojiro-sama dame.”




  The priestess shook her head and crossed her arms.




  “Forbidden?” Bran tried to guess, “Is the translator forbidden to come here?”




  There was no answer. He looked at the red-haired girl. She tried to smile encouragingly, but the concern was still in her eyes.




  Lady Kazuko said something and he sensed urgency in her voice. He took her by the hand at last and, lowering their heads under a thick straw rope hung across the entrance, the two entered the tiny shrine. There was barely enough room for them to stand here, slightly bending their backs. It was pitch black, cold and damp. He could hear water dripping somewhere far below. The air smelled faintly of sulphur.




  When his eyes got used to the darkness, only faintly brightened by the stone lantern outside, he noticed a flight of steps carved into the rock, leading downwards, damp, slick and coated with lichen. Somehow he managed not to slip and tumble down, slowly following Lady Kazuko. Soon they reached a vast underground chamber filled with smoke and mist.




  There was a wide lake at the bottom, its waters sparkling and shimmering with their own pale light as if the moon was trapped underneath the surface. The blue light dispersed on the whirling mist, carving fantastic shapes from the shadows. The smell of rotten eggs and ammonia was now almost unbearable. The rocks around the pool were coated in fine yellow powder.




  Bran glanced at the priestess nervously.




  “What now?”




  She made a gesture he did not understand at first, but when she repeated it he realised she wanted him to disrobe and enter the water. This was not another hiding place. There was to be some kind of ritual performed on him, but the priestess was frail and unarmed, he couldn’t imagine her wanting to harm him. There was something in the old woman’s eyes that made him believe her good will. If only they could somehow communicate… There was only one way to learn exactly what it was she wanted to do with him on that mysterious night - obey the command and see the ritual through to the end.




  Bran cast the dark robe to the floor and undid the loincloth. He was naked, but not cold. The warm mist surrounded and caressed his body, as if it had a mind of its own. He stepped forwards and touched the surface of the water with his toes. It was bubbling and hot, almost as hot as the water in the Oyū bath. He looked at the priestess and she nodded. He took another step. The stone bottom of the pool descended steeply and before long he was submerged up to the chest.




  The experience was not altogether unpleasant. His muscles relaxed, his joints lost their stiffness. He could sense underwater flows and currents warming his thighs and calves, streams of heat emerging from cracks in the bottom of the lake. He stepped deeper and the water covered his shoulders. He inhaled deeply.




  The mist around him became denser and thicker, now milky-white. The thicker it became the deeper breaths he had to take and the more of it he took into his lungs. He was starting to feel nauseous, and turned around to come out of the pool before it was too late. The priestess observed him intently, but made no move.




  Suddenly the mist whirled around him again and some shapes appeared in the fumes, wisps of thicker yellowish smoke. For a second he thought he saw a human face looking at him curiously. Then another appeared, and now he was certain - there were eyes gazing at him from the steam, faces of all shapes and sizes, small, large, narrow and round, gentle female ones with sad eyes and fierce male ones frowning under bushy eyebrows - dozens of them, swirling around in silence, crowding and pushing each other to get nearer.




  Some of the faces then grew necks, shoulders and arms. The hands of smoke started touching him, stroking and poking his flesh. He yowled as wandering fingers pinched him on the back, on the shoulder. He was surrounded by a crowd of hands, a forest of palms, now scratching and punching each other to get closer, and some of the scratches and punches would reach him by mistake. “Stop it!” he wanted to say, but the mist had enveloped his head and mouth, making it difficult to breathe or speak.




  He was terrified. He could not get back to the shore. The ghosts were pushing and pulling him around in a whirlpool of limbs, fighting for the prize of a young body. He noticed the female faces had now gone from the immediate vicinity, as stronger, more virile Spirits of men took their places in the front. Some of the ghosts procured weapons of smoke and fog, swords of mist, spears of steam, and started fighting each other in a manner of warriors on a battlefield. Misplaced blows fell on Bran’s arms and head. He raised his hands, defending himself from the strikes, and closed his eyes…




  As suddenly as it had started, the chaos stopped. Bran opened his eyes. The ghosts were still there, a troop of grizzled warriors armed to their lucid teeth, but they were no longer fighting. The throng parted, making way for somebody coming in from the darkness - a Spirit of a huge man in full armour, wearing a masked helmet with a fan-shaped ornament. In his chest stuck an arrow, still trembling as if it had been shot mere seconds ago. The Spirit raised a great, narrow-bladed halberd and pointed it in Bran’s direction. Other ghosts bowed in respect and pulled back.




  The warrior Spirit roared and lunged towards the dragon rider. Bran’s mouth and eyes were forced open by an unseen power. The Spirit transformed into several wisps of white smoke that entered Bran’s body. The boy felt an exquisite pain, as if molten lead was poured down his mouth, nostrils and ears. He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t.




  After what seemed like an eternity, the High Priestess climbed up the stone stairs and out of the shrine carrying the Westerner’s limp unconscious body on her back. Immediately, Nagomi jumped to her aid and, with Satō’s help, took the burden off the woman’s shoulders.




  “Did it work?” she asked.




  She didn’t exactly know what was supposed to work, or how.
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