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For Mum, who has always believed in me
And for Jack Valentine, my inspiration











[image: Illustration]












MEMORY


Truth is not what you want it to be; it is what it is, and you must bend to its power or live a lie.


Musashi Miyamoto









CHAPTER 1


I’m descended from samurai.


It sounded like the coolest thing in the world, not that Isla MacKenzie would ever say so aloud.


Finally, after months of planning, she was in Kagoshima. The bustling Japanese city nestled among thick forests and craggy hills, in the shadow of the great active volcano, Mount Sakurajima. A dry winter breeze washed over her, smelling of soil and stone and the river. She inhaled, a smile spreading on her face.


Isla’s third-great-grandfather had walked these lands nearly a hundred and thirty years ago. The MacKenzie family lore had it that perhaps he was one of the warriors who had fought alongside Takamori Saigō, the rebel samurai leader who fought to his death against the emperor’s army in 1877. He would have been a brave warrior, and maybe even a great hero. Isla liked to think of his blood beating still in her own veins.


She gazed in the direction of the great mountain concealed by winter rain. Mist hid the peak that belched frequent plumes of smoke and rained ash on the city. Today, the volcano remained subdued.


Takamori Saigō was everywhere, even in the tiny airport welcoming guests to the city of Kagoshima. His face, round and cartoonish with his signature thick, black eyebrows, could be found on posters, signs, advertisements, and every piece of merchandise in the souvenir shops. Ironic, since in life he had never let anyone take his photograph.


Isla MacKenzie wandered along the river’s edge, where loose grass floated lazily down the stream, the surface dancing with scatters of rainfall. She was here on a mission: to find her third-great-grandfather’s history. Her grandfather, may he rest in peace, had begun his own research, hoping to discover Hisakichi Kuroki’s story, but he had never returned to Japan after his parents shunned him for marrying a foreigner. And with this breaking of ties, any family knowledge concerning the details of the life of his own great-grandfather had faded into obscurity.


The mere memory of her grandad brought an ache that settled into Isla’s chest, heavy like a stone. She stopped at the riverbank to unfold his photograph, the centre fold creased to white, lost in memories of sitting on his lap, his scent of vanilla and coffee, and his contagious laugh that would always send anyone in the room into helpless fits of giggles.


‘Eye, eye, eye-la,’ he would say, tapping her eyebrows and then her nose with each syllable.


‘Tom, Tom, Tomo,’ she’d giggle back, flicking his ears, then his nose. Isla’s grandfather’s name had been Yoshitomo, but everyone in Scotland had called him Tom.


I will finish what you started, Grandad.


She would find the truth about Hisakichi Kuroki. Was he a samurai or a lowly peasant? Had he fought alongside one of the most famous Japanese historical figures of all time? Grandad would never know, but Isla would. Part of her wanted to vow she wouldn’t return to her university accommodation in Tokyo until she knew for sure. The thought summoned Mum’s stern face to her mind. Maybe it would be better to just work fast.


Though she was a quarter Japanese, Isla had inherited the bright red hair of her Scottish father’s side, and her fiery locks, feathered into layers, barely brushed her shoulders. She tucked a stray strand behind her ear, checking the time on her flip phone. It was a new Motorola Razr, a gift from Dad just before she started her study-abroad year in Japan. Not that she could do much with it here except take pictures. Isla noted the battery was getting low, and she told herself to remember to charge it once she had made it to the hotel.


Wandering alone along the riverside was peaceful, stones crunching beneath her trainers and the wind cold on her skin. It was healing to be here, away from the drama of home. A sharp pain that had nothing to do with her grandfather joined the melancholy in her heart. Maybe, now she had some time away, she could learn to forget about him. Isla scowled and looked out at the faint outline of the city landscape. She would not let her ex-boyfriend ruin this special time for her.


Isla drew close to the Museum of the Meiji Restoration, a modest and unassuming building that was nothing like the towering skyscrapers of Tokyo. Perhaps she would find answers here. Along the way were signposts displaying snippets of the past and details on historical figures. There was even a traditional samurai house of wooden floors, a slate roof and sliding washi paper doors, and Isla took a quick look inside.


A bird flitted past and landed on the skeletal branch of a tree, chirping. Though it was a weekend, it was quiet here, away from Tenmonkan Street where people wandered to cafés and walked their dogs among the scent of ramen noodles and sweet rice cakes. January was a perfect time to travel. After the excitement and holidays in the New Year, barely anyone was around. The crowds of Tokyo often made her impatient; everyone moved too slowly for her liking.


Visiting the museum to find information on an obscure person from the past was a long shot, Isla knew. She had found nothing in textbooks or newspaper archives that mentioned her third-great-grandfather. Only the most famous and influential samurai had been mentioned. But it felt important for her to be here, to taste the history, to walk the lands her ancestors had. Grandad’s wishes aside, Isla was more than a little curious herself about where she had come from.


She read everything she could in the museum, even struggling through the long passages of Japanese and wishing for the thousandth time she was more practised in kanji, the more complicated alphabet.


She learned about how the samurai tried and failed to take Kumamoto Castle, how they spent months fighting imperial soldiers, and how it all kicked off after the army sent a warship to Kagoshima City – of the Satsuma province, as it was called back then – at the end of that January to confiscate their weapons and ammunition. Someone caught them and raised the alarm, unleashing the rage of Takamori Saigō’s samurai. It was an arresting idea, hundreds of angry samurai armed with whatever they could find, chasing off the emperor’s soldiers until they fled to the open sea.


The museum displayed the dialect of old Satsuma, which sounded nothing like standard Japanese. Isla’s understanding was fractured. Grandad and Mum’s help as well as two years studying Japanese at the University of Edinburgh had not prepared her for cultural nuances. A little cartoon of Takamori Saigō and his dog gave the standard form and the Satsuma form, written both in Japanese and in Roman letters. A wee smile played on Isla’s lips as she wondered how this historical figure would feel if he knew there were so many goofy cartoon versions of him.


‘Watashi wa anata no koto ga daisuki desu.’ The board gave the standard Japanese of the phrase ‘I like you a lot’, and then provided the Satsuma version, ‘Oi wa omansa ga wazze sujja.’


Isla studied the script, writing the phrases in her notebook. Her language skills were decent enough, but clearly she still had a long way to go. Her half-Japanese mum would be so proud if she managed to find information on Hisakichi Kuroki.


In a glass case sat a biwa lute, a teardrop-shaped instrument made from mulberry wood, with four silk strings and an intricate carved samurai helmet and sword decorating its centre. Near this display was a sumo game, where you pushed as hard as you could against a cartoonish wrestler painted on the wall. Isla was rather proud of her score of forty-two kilograms.


Things became sombre further along the museum. There was a 3-D model of Saigō kneeling on a mountain, surrounded by his remaining friends, all sitting with their heads bent. Their fists were clenched and their faces bleak. Even while immortalising the moment, the artist had captured the quiet acceptance of their fates. They knew they were about to die.


Isla peered closely at the little figurines. Had Hisakichi Kuroki been among them, knowing the long, gruelling war had come to an end and he would soon draw his last breath? Or did he die early on, in the battle for Kumamoto Castle, perhaps, or one of the many guerrilla attacks that followed?


The only thing Grandad knew about Hisakichi Kuroki was his name and that he was from Kagoshima. Hisakichi Kuroki’s wife’s name and when he had died were a mystery. Isla wished she had more to go on, something like the birthday of Hisakichi Kuroki’s son – Isla’s great-great-grandfather – as this would have indicated whether he had died during the Satsuma Rebellion.


Many Japanese people thought of the war’s end as romantic. The samurai, battle-worn and half-starved, had run down the mountainside in the morning sun, katana swords in hands, facing their certain deaths with the fearless courage they’d learned and breathed from childhood.


She read about the schools for young boys where they trained in literature and language and martial arts, having their morals set firmly in stone. Thanks to Takamori Saigō, young samurai had places to go to learn and train. Figures of small boys wrestled in their loincloths or sat in rapt attention as they listened to their sensei.


Their mantra was on the information board: Do not lie. Do not mistreat the weak. And never be defeated.


Isla thought this a good way to live.


*


A wild boar snuffled on the hillside, snout pushing aside dirt and twigs in the search for food. Hunger made the boar oblivious to two young men crouching nearby.


Maeda Keiichirō and Mori Toramasa squatted low, hidden among the bushes. An icy gust blew, the air dry and carrying the scent of soil and grass.


An ache formed in Keiichirō’s back, but he didn’t move. The wide, flowing legs of his hakama trousers fluttered in the wind as he remained still, watching the boar as it foraged.


‘Steady,’ best friend Toramasa whispered, his long fingers curling around the hilt of his sword. The narrow pit trap they had laid for the boar still stood two metres to its left, and the tusked creature didn’t show any interest in the bait they had set inside.


Keiichirō’s mouth filled with saliva. There was enough meat on that thing to last for days.


The stocky inoshishi boar trotted across the forest clearing, its snout quivering. For a moment it seemed it might finally go for the bait. But as the wind washed over them from behind, the boar caught the scent of the hunters. It glanced up and its beady eyes looked straight in their direction.


Before Keiichirō could grab him, Toramasa sprang up. His tall stature cast a shadow onto the boar’s back and, with one pull, his katana sword was free. The sun glinted off the blade, a flash of brilliance, before he plunged it into the beast. Crimson spurted onto Toramasa’s leg.


But instead of falling dead, the boar squealed and took off, racing through the bush and out of sight, drops of blood marking the twigs and dead leaves.


‘Bakamono,’ Keiichirō admonished, straightening. ‘Your first strike must always kill. We should have brought guns.’


‘And warned the farmer?’ Toramasa snorted. He gave the sword a sharp flick to shake the worst of the blood from the blade, then wiped it on the grass. He slipped it back into his belt beside his shorter wakizashi sword.


Keiichirō looked him in the eyes. ‘The farmer?’


Toramasa gave a cheeky smile. It was a look Keiichirō knew only too well. ‘You wouldn’t have agreed to come.’


‘Who’s there?’ a voice roared from the trees. ‘Who’s poaching?’


Keiichirō cursed.


The grass whipped their sandals as they ran, Keiichirō clutching his own swords against his left hip. Branches scratched his face and hair as the two of them crashed through the woods.


The bark of a dog sounded behind, and echoed as if there were a dozen hounds among the trees.


‘You didn’t mention this land belonged to a farmer,’ Keiichirō panted, ‘or that he had a dog.’


They left the trees and sprinted across scrub, laughing. The dog burst from the foliage, yapping and snarling.


‘Run!’ Keiichirō shouted.


They didn’t stop until they had slipped between the low-roofed buildings of the town and reached a familiar neighbourhood.


On the horizon sat Mount Sakurajima, the mighty volcano on the island for which it was named. On this day, no mist crowned its peak. A thin trail of smoke floated from it to mingle with the clouds.


‘Is the dog still there?’ Keiichirō imagined snarling jaws snapping at his ankles.


‘I don’t think so. But still, in here.’


They slipped through an alley between wooden homes, sandals slapping now upon a dirt road. Soon they were passing soba noodle shops and the scent of soy sauce and green onions, noren curtains fluttering over the entrances that had speciality dishes painted on them in white or gold.


At last, they came to the riverside.


Toramasa anxiously patted his hair and Keiichirō snorted a laugh.


Women knelt by the water, washing silk kimonos and beating futon mattresses, obi belts tied around their waists to form large bows at their backs. A few glanced up and some of the older ones exchanged looks.


Keiichirō saw why Toramasa had been so eager to smooth his hair.


Ikeda Uhei, an older student of the great Saigō-sama’s schools for samurai, which they attended, came towards them, confident and at ease. He had always favoured Toramasa, with his clear, alabaster skin and delicate cheekbones. Girls had always giggled over Toramasa’s good looks.


Toramasa swallowed, glancing at Keiichirō as though asking for support, as they bowed low to their senior.


‘Good afternoon, Ikeda-san,’ said Keiichirō as the silence stretched between the trio.


Ikeda Uhei had the demeanour of an older man, despite only being twenty-six. He regarded the younger students with a small bow of his own, a few strays from his straight hair blowing in the breeze. The corners of his mouth turned upward in a smile that was hard to read. His voice was silk. ‘Maeda-san. Mori-san. Not causing mischief, I trust?’


‘Not at all, Ikeda-san,’ Toramasa squeaked.


Ikeda’s gaze lingered for a shade longer before he sauntered away, leaving behind the cool scent of pine needles.


Toramasa let out a long breath as if the encounter had winded him.


‘What do we do now?’ Keiichirō asked. With an effort, he avoided glancing behind for the pursuing farmer and the dog, even though the back of his neck still prickled. They hadn’t made a kill, and now the farmer would know someone was poaching from his land. Keiichirō had been a fool for blindly following Toramasa. Since they were boys, his best friend had always got him into trouble, and he should have known better. ‘We still haven’t any food. Kana won’t be pleased.’


‘She’ll be right to be upset. Let’s go fishing, then.’ Toramasa stopped gawping after Ikeda-san and grinned at his friend. ‘There’s always a way.’


‘One that usually gets us into trouble,’ Keiichirō muttered, but he went after his friend all the same.


As the sun sank beneath the horizon, sapping the day of the last of its warmth, and the first of the stars pinpricked in a sky the colour of spilled ink, goosebumps stippled Keiichirō’s hands and neck as they headed home, three fish in his bag, his spirits high. He, Kana and Yura would eat tonight, and, with the current state of things, this was a blessing. Japan was at war, rice was scarce, and even samurai had to sometimes resort to poaching to feed their families.


A small boy sniffled as he and Toramasa passed, the youngster clutching a fishing rod and an empty bag. He scuffed his feet along the ground, skinny shoulders slumped. He gave a start and then bowed low as they approached, murmuring a greeting.


‘Best get home, little one. It’s getting dark,’ said Toramasa cheerfully, barely sparing the child a glance.


‘Here.’ Keiichirō took out one of his fish and offered it to the boy.


‘I can’t.’ The child backed away. Something between anxiety and alarm crossed his face as he clenched the bag to his stomach like it embarrassed him.


‘Yes, you can.’ Keiichirō knelt before the child. ‘How old are you?’


‘Seven.’


‘You received your wakizashi sword already,’ said Toramasa, nodding to the blade at the boy’s hip.


‘H-hai. I just got it last week.’ The boy’s shyness gave way to pride.


‘That’s deserving of a reward.’ Keiichirō took the boy’s bag and deposited the fish inside. ‘There. You need to eat to be strong and protect your family, ne?’


The boy bowed and ran off into the darkness with his prize.


‘You’ll be hungry tonight,’ said Toramasa.


‘Yes,’ Keiichirō agreed. ‘But he won’t.’









CHAPTER 2


When Isla left the museum, it was raining. She found a nearby café and ordered a coffee in Japanese, although she had to repeat herself twice.


The young barista apologised profusely with the sort of smile she couldn’t help but return. Maybe it was his uniform, or the way his gaze lingered on hers, but her stomach gave a tiny flip as he promised to bring her cinnamon latte over as soon as it was ready.


The tingle of enjoyment was immediately doused by something darker. Isla didn’t trust herself any more. Not since… Well, she hadn’t deleted her MySpace account and flown halfway across the world for nothing. She had to fulfil her promise to find her ancestors’ history, aye, but it didn’t hurt that the more miles that lay between Will and herself the better. There was nothing like nursing a broken heart from a failed love affair to make one not want to think about home or those she had left behind.


Isla opened her notebook at a random page to distract herself from damaging thoughts of her relationship; it hadn’t been worth saving and she needed to keep thinking of that. Men were going to be off the table for quite some time, Isla just knew, and that was fine with her.


As she’d suspected would be the case, she hadn’t found a whisper of Hisakichi Kuroki in the Museum of the Meiji Restoration. But then, only the most well-known samurai had been mentioned there.


It didn’t mean he hadn’t participated in the rebellion. Thousands of samurai had been present fighting alongside Takamori Saigō, after all.


Before finding the café, she had found the life-sized statue of the fabled leader at the foot of Mount Shiroyama. He was taller than she had expected, although the people of Satsuma had been taller than the average Japanese person because of their meat-rich diet.


Takamori Saigō stood with his dog, Tsun, and he boasted broad shoulders and a dominating figure. The statue depicted him in his Western-style soldier’s uniform from his days fighting for the emperor. Could he have known Isla’s third-great-grandfather? Did he have any idea back then that his hometown would one day have his face everywhere, a statue erected near the place of his death so he could be remembered as ‘the last samurai’ for ever?


Did you know a man named Hisakichi Kuroki?


Isla imagined Takamori Saigō turning to her from his frozen place on his stand, smiling as he told her how she had inherited the brown eyes of one of his most courageous soldiers.


Watching her coffee being prepared, Isla decided she would head up Mount Shiroyama in the morning. There was an observatory overlooking the volcano and caves where the samurai hid immediately before their final hours.


If the downpour continued into tomorrow, well, she’d pull her hood up. The Scottish weren’t afraid of the rain.


‘Thank you for waiting.’


Isla glanced up to see the young barista.


‘I’m so sorry about not understanding you before,’ he said in slow, simple Japanese, carefully setting down her mug. A heart was drawn on top in foam. He bowed to her. He had sleek black hair tied in a bun. It suited him.


‘It’s all right,’ said Isla. ‘No one can understand me. My pronunciation isn’t very good.’


He gave a polite laugh and returned to the counter.


She sipped slowly, the milky coffee warming her. She wrote, or more exactly pretended to, as rain beat against the window. The barista greeted every customer with a clear irasshaimase to welcome them, his tone professional and friendly as was expected in Japan.


Isla went to the counter again and bought a pastry as she waited for the rain to lessen, and reread her notes until it was nearly three o’clock, the time she could finally check into her hotel. As she rose to leave, backpack in hand, the barista threaded his way through the tables with ease.


‘Have you tried tapioka?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Let me make you a matcha tapioka.’


She sat down again and tapped her pen softly on the table, self-consciously rubbing pastry crumbs from her lips. The barista came back with a clear plastic cup with the café’s logo on its side and a wide straw. Dark balls of what Isla assumed to be tapioca filled the bottom half. The drink on top was a deep green.


He placed the cup before Isla, saying, ‘No charge.’


She sipped cautiously. Several tapioca balls made their way up the straw, and she found they were soft and slightly chewy. It was a strange sensation but she enjoyed it. It was like having a dessert in a cup.


The barista smiled as she nodded her approval. ‘What are you doing in Kagoshima? Are you here on holiday?’ he asked.


Isla felt tongue-tied. Most of her Japanese speaking had been with Mum and Grandad or her teacher back at university, not a native speaker who would definitely know if she made a mistake.


‘I want to know more about your city,’ she said finally. ‘I went to the museum and learned the history of the Satsuma Rebellion.’


Painfully aware of the way she stumbled over words and likely used the wrong particle, she hoped she hadn’t embarrassed herself too much. She should carry around a disclaimer like a business card, apologising in advance for causing offence by using any wrong letter.


‘Did you learn about Saigō Takamori? He’s a hero around here. I’m so happy foreigners are interested in him too.’


Isla noticed the barista used the historic figure’s surname first. ‘Will you join me for a minute?’ she asked.


The barista looked around, but all the unoccupied tables were clear of crockery, and nobody was waiting at the counter, and so he sat down.


‘You’re from Kagoshima?’ Isla took another sip of bubble tea.


‘Yes. My whole family lives here,’ he said proudly.


They chatted some more, and Isla was pleased the rain had turned even heavier. There didn’t seem to be many people braving it out on the street, and the counter remained quiet. Nor did she have to make an excuse about why she wasn’t leaving just yet.


‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ she said, surprising herself. ‘I would love to see more of Kagoshima and learn more about the rebellion. If you’re not busy and you’d like to—’ She stopped in embarrassment.


‘I finish my shift at one o’clock tomorrow. Would you like to meet me here?’ the barista said politely and stood to go back to the counter.


It was only when she had checked in and found her room for the night that Isla realised she hadn’t asked his name.


She felt restless and her mind refused to calm in the small simple room of the business hotel.


This was her ancestors’ homeland, and she had three days to explore. Distracted and pacing, she smacked her shin on the corner of the bed.


Eyes watering, Isla lowered herself onto the firm mattress and rubbed her hurt leg. A run would set her mind straight. She changed into her running clothes, blue leggings and a hoodie, and headed outside. Looking forward to a hot shower on her return and some dinner at the hotel restaurant, she stepped into the cold street and set off.


The downpour had eased to a light mist. Isla jogged down a side street so she wouldn’t have to keep dodging around people clutching umbrellas. After a while she began to enjoy the burn in her muscles as her trainers pounded on the concrete. She wanted to keep up with her fitness as it made her feel so much better. The stereotype of moving to Japan was you lost weight, but there was more to the Japanese diet than miso soup and vegetables, and she had been warned more than once about cheap beer and convenience-store fried chicken. But weight wasn’t a concern. Back in Scotland, Isla loved to hike, and her little brother Douglas wouldn’t let her hear the end of it if she was left behind, puffing and panting, by her family on one of their walks. It wasn’t easy finding hiking trails from central Tokyo – they certainly existed, but it often involved long train journeys – and so running was the best way to keep up her stamina.


Besides, she needed a way to get rid of her odd nervous energy. Maybe it was being here in her ancestors’ homeland, or the prospect of a date tomorrow, but she simply didn’t want to keep still.


Icy air in her lungs, she pounded past a few more houses, glancing to the rain still running from the sloped roofs and into gutters. A cute shiba inu dog trotted by on a dripping leash, led by a disgruntled old man muttering about the cold.


Isla came to a more traditional side of the town, a narrow hill where the buildings had sloping roofs and bamboo fences. Glows from spherical lanterns lit her way. Her feet were wet, but now her body ached with pleasant fatigue. She made up her mind to go just a little farther and then she’d head back.


Isla soon came to a shrine she hadn’t seen before. She slowed, panting as she stared at it. The shrine was unusual, she thought, or at least it had captured her attention in a way that other shrines hadn’t so far. A red torii gate separated the city street from a stone path, where chimes clinked and a new surge of raindrops plinked on metal and rock. Stone statues of lions snarled either side of the path leading to a slope-roofed, elegant building. A rope hung from a large bell at the entrance, which was flanked with wooden Japanese lanterns painted red. It was a slice of the past within the city.


Isla had to see more. Back in Scotland she had always enjoyed looking at pictures of shrines and temples, views of Mount Fuji and cherry blossoms. It was the same deep love she held for the mountains of her homeland, with its sweeping fields of heather and mountains of black and gold. It wasn’t something she could put into words, just like she couldn’t explain why she was wandering into shrine grounds she didn’t know despite the weather suddenly becoming heavy and inhospitable.


The inclement weather swept over her like an icy curtain and drenched her hair anew, as freezing droplets ran down her neck and made her wince. One quick look around, and then she’d head back and for that well-deserved shower, she told herself.


But as Isla looked around she couldn’t deny there was something immensely intriguing about this little shrine. Stone figures hazy in the deluge, curious statues and old stone lanterns and skeletal trees. For a moment, it was easy to forget she was in the middle of a city and, unbidden, a wave of excitement washed over her, and Isla felt a deep love for what seemed to be history surrounding her.


She approached the shrine itself, but each step brought fiercer wind and heavier rain. But Isla barely noticed as the wind howled and raged like an abrupt, out-of-season typhoon. Rain lashed the shrine and wrenched the hanging rope this way and that in the windy gusts. The bell sounded an ominous, low note as the statues were pelted with new-found violence. Isla’s hoodie clung to her, her bobbed hair glued to her scalp. For a moment she thought that it was as if the weather was trying to make her stay away, to protect the shrine’s secrets.


Isla jammed her hands into her armpits, hugging herself as grey engulfed her. She turned and marched down the path from which she had come, but almost collided with a solid wall.


Confusion fluttered through her.


Wasn’t this the exit?


She had just wandered up this path. How was there a wall here now when there hadn’t been before?


She swivelled her head in every direction, searching for the way out, disliking this more and more, as a seed of fear began to take root.


But there was nothing but white around her now, like thick fog had fallen on the city. The wind howled and whipped at her clothes, pushing her body left and right.


‘I’m going!’ she shouted as thick rain engulfed her from every direction. If only I can work out how. What had seemed so compelling mere minutes ago now seemed sinister and Isla wanted nothing more than to escape this place.


Up until now she had believed that typhoons in Tokyo were little more than a regular day in Scotland. There had been one a week after she’d arrived in Japan in September, and though they were mentioned in the news, to Isla they felt little more than a bit of wind and rain.


In any case, it was now the wrong time of year. January was traditionally well past typhoon season here.


Something was wrong.


Increasingly desperate, Isla stumbled past graves and statues in a ferocious storm, but as her hair was whipped into her eyes she couldn’t find the way out. The more she tried to retrace her original steps inside the shrine, the more it made no sense to her.


You idiot, Isla told herself as she forced herself to be calm and think rationally. But it was no good. She felt panic wash through her as the shrine’s grounds looked nightmarish, with an endless stone path at her feet and everything similar, with the wind chimes singing in all directions, mocking her despair. Now and then a shape would emerge from the non-stop deluge, but it would be just another lion statue or a grave. Offerings – cans of sake, packets of sweets, flowers – lay scattered, blown around by the wind, and sometimes Isla felt something wet whip her as the wind lifted this debris and tossed it around.


The cold set deep beneath Isla’s skin and shakes racked her body. She had to find her way back to the road or she might suffer symptoms of exposure. While there wouldn’t be any cars out – people’s phones would be beeping with weather warnings of the sudden storm – Isla promised herself that once on the road she could find shelter. She couldn’t even tell where the shrine building was.


Blinded now with heavier rain, her outstretched fingers found a wall. Exhausted, she stood there with her head bowed, but the stone wall offered no protection from the weather. Isla stepped close to the wall and rested her forehead against it. She didn’t know how long she’d been lost in the rainfall. It could be hours – it felt like hours, certainly – but it might only be minutes. The wet had sunk deep into her trainers, soaking her socks. Her clothes clung to her skin and she could barely feel her freezing fingers.


Perhaps it would be better to hunker down here and wait it out. This typhoon or storm, whatever it was, lashed at her clothes, blowing her off balance, a fierce and sudden maelstrom in the middle of a city.


She had never experienced anything like it.


She wished she had worn more than her leggings and hoodie. She wished she had stayed in the hotel. She wished she was anywhere but here.


Isla pulled out her phone and flipped it open. It was dead, fat droplets splashing on to the screen reflecting her scared face. Her breath ragged, she pulled her hood over her head.


The wind wailed above like she was stuck somewhere in the mountains, not in a city. A beast raged in the clouds, roaring like a battle of gods.


Isla squinted into the grey. The murk was clearing in one particular space. There! A white torii gate. A back entrance to the shrine grounds, maybe?


It didn’t matter, as long as she could get out of here. In twenty minutes, Isla promised herself, she’d be in her hotel about to step into a scalding shower, and tomorrow she’d be back at the café to see the friendly barista, regaling him with her tale of getting lost in the rain.


But as she headed towards the torii gate, things felt more wrong.


Her fingers tingled, pins and needles prickling her digits. Dizziness assaulted her, a wave of what felt like drunkenness, and she stumbled. She fell against a stone wall as rain thrashed her face once more.


What was happening?


Isla clutched the wall, breathing hard. Where was she? She needed to reach, well, somewhere. She had a vague sense of a hotel, the scent of coffee, a smiling young man…


Whispers surrounded her and she cowered, wondering if she were hallucinating. Her head turned as she searched for where the voices came from. But, try as she might, Isla couldn’t make out what they were saying. What she could hear felt like murmurs from beyond the veil, encouraging her, yet also mocking.


‘What?’ she croaked, forcing herself upright. She took several staggering steps forward. The weather was disorientating her, making her doubt herself.


She wanted to see cars, people with umbrellas being whipped away by the wind, the glow of streetlights. But everywhere was greyish white. The mist was strange, an otherworldly fog that had no business here among this heavy deluge. Isla made her way forward, her steps dragging. She had to find civilisation soon. Wasn’t that why she was here? She couldn’t quite remember.


The tingling intensified, spreading across all her limbs. A voice whispered, making her start. She struggled to think. The rain was ice on her skin, or was this because of who was talking to her?


The shape of a tree emerged like a mirage in the fog. Isla huddled beneath it and curled into a ball, confusion and desperation mingling as one in her petrified heart.


The wind chimes jangled, a requiem of dread.


She must have slept.


When she opened her eyes orange streaked the sky, setting the clouds aflame as the sun sank beneath the horizon. Isla was stiff and uncomfortable, chill and damp still deep in her skin. She pulled herself to her feet. Every movement felt sluggish and exhaustion settled in her bones.


Isla shuddered in the winter air. She badly needed to get back to her hotel, peel off her clothes, and take a long, hot shower. That had been no normal storm, but at least it was over.


She looked around her. The lion statues stared back, frozen scowls on their carved faces, as she tried to make up her mind which direction she needed to go. She couldn’t see the buildings from earlier, though that was likely because it was getting dark.


Isla felt confused but wasn’t at first sure why. Then she realised there were no streetlights or lights from buildings in sight, nor the sound of traffic. But why? She was in a built-up area.


Isla picked her way through the rapidly falling darkness, searching for a light, a voice, a car engine. Anything.


Fear pricked her skin. She felt more alone than she ever had done in her life.


Had she passed out? Had she been blown away? Had the typhoon caused so much damage it had knocked out the city’s power? Yes, that was likely.


But she found herself hurrying forward all the same.


The clouds cleared, their retreat so rapid it was almost unnatural. Stars glinted above, lighting her way. And there was the wall of the shrine. For a moment, she was pleased to see something she recognised.


Isla’s fingers grazed the stone, her breathing loud in her ears. Her hair stuck to her neck, her soaked hoodie doing little to ward off the chill. She pulled down her hood and raked fingers through her red locks as a new sensation flooded her.


As long as she lived, she never wanted to see this shrine again. She glanced at the building, to where the rope gently swung. Along the roof were painted symbols, a vertical cross within a circle.


She turned her back on the building and rubbed her hands together.


Ahead, there was nothing. No road, no concrete path. Before her was a cinder track and grass and starlight.


Long grass caressed her shins. None of this made sense. Kagoshima was full of cafés, roads and shops, with a bright, twenty-four-hour convenience store every fifty feet.


All there was now in the starlight was a hill and a bamboo forest ahead, its stalks pale. A half-moon emerged from behind a cloud, bathing her surroundings in silver.


A movement in a nearby group of trees caught her eye. A woman emerged from the shadows, wearing a kimono and obi belt, both grey in the darkness, for the faint moonlight sucked the colour from the world. Isla’s heart lifted. The woman had a youthful face with her hair in a bun at the back of her head. She looked like somebody on her way to a festival, her straw sandals silent in the grass. Her short steps were careful and delicate, as though she was trying not to be seen. Was she lost, too?


The girl jumped violently when she saw Isla, her eyes wide.


‘Excuse me,’ said Isla in her limited Japanese. ‘Do you know how to get to—’


The girl shrieked, almost falling as she backed away. Her tight kimono skirt hindered her as she pushed her way into the trees, screaming a single word.


‘Yōkai!’









CHAPTER 3


Keiichirō and Toramasa had nearly reached the street where the Mori household resided when they heard the scream. It took Keiichirō a moment to realise it wasn’t the playful squeals of children but a woman in a panic, crying that she had seen a demon.


‘Ndamoshitan! What’s going on?’ said Toramasa, looking around.


Keiichirō’s gaze snapped back towards the dirt road they’d just walked down. Sloped roofs flanked it with some windows aglow with lantern light. It all looked so ordinary that encountering a real yōkai seemed unlikely, although something had obviously terrified the woman. Perhaps it was ronin, masterless samurai who had come from the east to stir up mischief.


Toramasa put a hand to his sword and Keiichirō did the same, their feet in a fighting stance.


The woman, now sobbing, ran towards them with difficulty, holding her kimono skirt. Some strands of her midnight hair were loose, sticking to her face.


The friends recognised her and relaxed a little. Hirayama Aiko halted before them, a delicate, pale hand fluttering to her chest.


‘Hirayama-san. What’s wrong?’ asked Toramasa.


Other footsteps smacked the road as several men appeared, some with swords drawn, alerted by Aiko’s scream.


‘There’s a yōkai in the forest. I saw it!’ Aiko cried. She nodded towards the west, at the hill near the bamboo woods.


‘A yōkai?’ The men who’d just arrived sheathed their swords, exchanging dubious looks.


Toramasa looked at Keiichirō. Yōkai, spirit creatures who wandered the earth, were a source of scepticism to most, and Aiko was unhurt.


‘We should check,’ said Toramasa all the same. ‘Just in case.’


Aiko’s pained expression melted into relief. ‘Oh, thank you for your kindness, Mori-san.’ She bowed low.


‘I’ll come, too,’ said Taguchi Hanzō. ‘Lead the way, Aiko-chan.’ He was a square-jawed man with a thin moustache that reminded Keiichirō of a tiny, furry caterpillar. Their eyes locked and Taguchi’s face twisted in disgust.


Keiichirō stared until Taguchi lowered his gaze, and Keiichirō had to swallow the urge to laugh.


Hirayama Aiko led them to where she’d seen the monster, ignoring those she passed who were bringing in clothes or cooking dinner for the night, filling the air with the scent of fish and meat. Keiichirō ignored the longing in his empty stomach.


‘It had bright red hair, like fire,’ Aiko said, her voice thick. ‘And long claws. Blue legs. It was over there, near the old shrine.’


This didn’t sound like any yōkai Keiichirō had heard of. There were ittan-momen, white-sheet monsters, which tried to suffocate you if you stayed out too late, and utan, which lived in the walls of abandoned homes. But no one went near the shrine if they could help it. The elderly ladies in town said it was evil, and everyone believed them.


‘Over there?’ asked Taguchi as they took a path between the bamboo forest and a copse of trees. The sky was clear of clouds, the hill bathed in starlight as an owl hooted.


Aiko stopped at the edge of the bamboo forest, fervently shaking her head. ‘I can’t go any farther.’


Keiichirō told her to return home. ‘Come on,’ he grunted to the others once she was gone. ‘Let’s get this over with.’


He didn’t for a moment believe they would find a monster. But then, moving towards the trees up ahead was a shape.


Toramasa inhaled sharply. ‘Over there. It’s going into the farmer’s woods.’


*


Isla’s confusion grew. She still hadn’t seen any sign of the city, and the woman she had seen had fled into a bamboo forest. Isla hadn’t tried to follow her through the whispering stalks that clattered in the darkness. She didn’t know what had spooked her, but it wasn’t exactly reassuring.


Isla hugged herself, clenching her teeth to stop them chattering. She was still damp and cold, her toes icy in her sopping trainers. She must keep going – if she walked in a straight line, she had to find civilisation.


Then an odd rustling sound ahead made her shiver.


Slits of moonlight shone through the gaps in the branches above her head, but it was almost pitch black. Isla suddenly found herself in a hidden clearing.


She took a step forward and tumbled into nothingness.


She yelped in fear as her stomach lurched. She hit the ground with a thump, legs crumpling beneath her as pain shot up her ankle. In the inky dark, she thought she might be looking at muddy walls around her. But this made even less sense than everything else had since she had set off on her run.


She tried to stand, putting her weight on her good leg, but her injured ankle had no strength. Isla had to set her teeth against the painful sensation of a thousand knives stabbing the strained tendons, and she fought a wave of nausea.


She hissed every swear word she knew, clutching her leg.


Then against the dark sky she saw silhouettes of heads above her, shown in relief against the starlight. There were three men, all with topknots, staring at her.


‘What are you doing? Let me out!’ she cried in English. Realisation fell on her. She had fallen into a pit.


She winced as her ankle gave a painful throb. She tried to put weight on it and her face twisted in pain. Then anger overtook her. She had fallen into this stupid hole, she was cold and exhausted, and now these men were looking at her like she was an animal in a zoo.


The men muttered something, their words so rapid and quiet Isla couldn’t make them out, although their tone didn’t sound aggressive.


Isla grabbed the muddy sides of the strange hole and tried to climb out, but her trainers slipped and she landed once more in a heap at the bottom of the pit. Someone above tried to smother a laugh.


She switched to Japanese. ‘I want to get out. Now!’


One man recoiled like she’d slapped him. ‘Nihongo wakaru.’


Fuck yes, I do speak Japanese, she thought, although she only glowered.


One of her onlookers knelt with a rustle of clothes and reached towards her. She flinched, but his empty palm faced upwards, inches from her face.


Was this a lifeline? Surely taking it was better than being left in this pit. She grabbed the man’s warm forearm, and he hers, and he pulled her out with remarkable strength.


She sank to the forest floor and caught her breath, clutching her sore ankle as she glared at them all. She was a mess, drenched from the rain, covered in leaves and muck, and with her running gear ripped on one knee. Two of the men were in jackets and waist-high, wide trousers with wrapping for belts. The glint of katana sword handles flashed at their hips.
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