The Shrine Maiden
(Rebecca Reads) Kuroyama - Two Weeks Before the Everrain

“Have you ever killed a god, Gearshiner-san?” The shrine maiden asked the small gnomish man.


Oskar Gearshiner stroked his chin, “I suppose there’s a first time for everything, isn’t there?” He took out a small, golden object comprised of clockwork and began fiddling with it. “Never thought I’d be asked to do something like that.”


The shrine maiden beckoned him to the village, “This way, best keep a low profile. Put away that trinket before it gets stolen.”


Oskar smirked, “No trinket, ma’am.” He opened his hands to reveal a clockwork bird. It began whirring and humming, chirping like one of its more organic counterparts. It flapped its wings in preparation, but Oskar coaxed it into silence.


The shrine maiden grinned, “A tinkerer’s marvel. Lamminsian technology is quite wonderful, no?”


Oskar hopped up in anticipation, “Quickly, now! We have a deal, Ms...Ms...”


The shrine maiden bowed, “Kanenaka, Joruri Kanenaka. It is my honor to welcome you to Yahashi.” Oskar stood still, awaiting Joruri’s ascent. She instructed, “Bowing is important in Yahashian culture, Gearshiner-san.”


Oskar jolted, “Oh no! Don’t mean to offend.” He bowed, clumsy as it was. He grabbed the luggage he brought with him and waddled into the village, basking in the shadow of the immense ebony mountain that overlooked the village.


As they walked through the village, Joruri asked, “Have you any gold, Gearshiner-san? I believe the letter mentioned it.”


Oskar took out a small pouch of gold coins, “Sure, what am I gonna buy?”


Joruri turned to face him, “Find a farmer and purchase dried soybeans. Whatever you do, don’t eat them. I’m going to prepare our room so we can plan further.” She pointed to a small inn with a thatched roof. “That’s the place.”


Oskar ruffled through his brown leather garb, fishing out a handful of gold coins. He approached a somber looking merchant, who parted with the goods for what seemed to be a reasonable price. A passerby in a navy blue samurai kimono smirked when he saw the exchange, “Smart move, foreigner. Guess you’re in the know,” but before Oskar could ask what he meant the figure had stolen away into the crowd.


His curiosity admittedly got the better of him. He strolled through the village square, peering at the calligraphers writing something in Yahashian script. Though he could not read it, he could detect a faint hint of magical energy. The stalls that were most popular were brimming with wine and spirits. He heard a call from a vendor, “Good sir. Would you like a souvenir of your time spent over here? Yahashian sake is...well, it’s a unique experience! Far different from what you’d find on Lammins or anywhere else. We’re having a special promotion since the Everrain’s coming up!”


“Everrain?”

“A gift from the heavens. Seven days of rain, morning, noon, and night. We celebrate those days, since it precedes a bountiful harvest!”


Oskar shrugged, “It doesn’t seem like a celebration. Things seem quiet...maybe too quiet.” 

The vendor’s face drooped, “Well, I suppose you haven’t been told of what happens after...”

Oskar shook his head, “No, I haven’t. Should I know?”

The vendor scratched the back of his head, “I’d rather not speak of Mistfall. Too many loved ones lost.”

“Mistfall? What do you mean by that?”

“Ask the shrine maiden you came with about it. What about your souvenir?”

Oskar dropped some coins on the stall, “Get me whatever you can for this. Something tells me with the questions that I have, I’m gonna need this. Call it 'gnomish intuition'.”

(Dylan Reads) Kuroyama Inn - Two Weeks Before the Everrain

The night was heralded by chirping crickets and a million stars. Joruri came out with freshly brewed tea, wearing a kimono with red and white floral patterns. Her hair had been bunned up near the crown of her head. She sat down, leaning on her knees. Oskar plopped back, “I know that you folks can do that just fine, but gnome knees ain’t built for that.” He pulled out some sake and placed it on the table. “My dwarven friends would probably be into this more, but I have to admit I indulge my vices as well.” 


Joruri’s cheery facade faded. “Well, Gearshiner-san, shall we attend to business?” She unfurled a small scroll with an ink painting on it. It was a man wearing a dark red robe and possessing a fearsome gaze, “This is our target. He is known as Inaki, the Fallen.”


“What does that mean?”


“In his life, he was a saboteur. He sowed seeds of chaos for the lords he was tasked with protecting. His ascendancy to godhood was done through dark means, blood sacrifice of an entire town.”

Oskar stared into the eyes of the illustrated Inaki. His gaze, even though it was mere representation, was powerful and icy. Joruri continued, “He took his life as a saboteur beyond the grave. His method is ruin, and his means are famine and fire.”


Oskar scratched his head, “Ok, so how do we go about killing a god? Aren’t they immortal?”


“They can die in conflict with other divine forces, or human ones. Others die from neglect. But make no mistake, a god can certainly die,” she elaborated.


“Why me, though? Don’t you have people who can handle this?” Oskar asked.


Joruri sighed, “The legacy of prince Toshiro is that of blood and suffering. The clans fight endlessly for control of the throne. Normally, we Yahashians are very guarded, it was not too long ago that we forbade trade and travel. But times have changed, and since you were the one who had an understanding of Yahashian culture from your business ventures here...”


“Everyone loves Sweet Sweet Malts!”

“That they do. We also know you have inventions that can deal with otherworldly foes.”


“We hire a samurai. Someone who knows their way around the battlefield. To that end, we make haste to Ankyo. The city is home to many lordless ronin, likely clamoring for work in this unstable time. It’ll take three days on foot to make it. Be sure you prepare accordingly.”

(Rebecca Reads) Ankyo - A Week Before the Everrain

They approached the port city of Ankyo, a bustling economic hub full of merchants and vendors. Fishmongers sold freshly caught Ashigawa tuna and salmon.  Oskar began grinding his teeth, “Too many people. Don’t like crowds, someone’s gonna step on me.” Joruri ignored him and disappeared into the sea of people. “Well, so much for that,” Oskar sighed. He took out his mechanical bird and put on his goggles. He then took out a small copper-plated remote control. “All righty, where’s Joruri?”


He managed to get a grainy washed-out picture through the lens of the clockwork creature. He wove the bird through the crowd, but instead of finding Joruri, he found several street thugs barreling through the marketplace. “What’s this garbage? You call this sushi?!” The muscular thug slammed his fist on the table. “Might as well go catch my own!”


Oskar flew the mechanical bird close to the thugs. They were wearing loose fitting clothes, vests that they clearly threw on at the last minute. He spoke into a small microphone, “Some folks can’t appreciate a good meal. Guess that’s you.”


The muscular thug turned to face the bird, “The bird talks! Now that’s something you don’t see everyday!” He reached out to grab the bird, but Oskar made it dodge at the last minute. The thug grunted, “This is gonna be fun now, isn’t it?” Oskar made the bird dance in the air, deftly dodging the swipes that the thugs made.


“Can’t catch me, you lunkheads!” Oskar boasted, unaware of the even bigger thug approaching him from behind. “Guess you’ll just have to-agggh!” He began to sputter as his legs left the ground.


A lone samurai, the one Oskar bumped into from Kuroyama, approached the thug, “You will unhand that gnome, or taste cold steel for your final meal!”


They took a look at the samurai, his steely brown eyes and ponytailed black hair immobilized them. They dropped Oskar, who clutched his buttocks from the fall, “You idiots! At least set me down gently.” The thugs ran off, disappearing into the crowds. Oskar looked up, recognizing the man, “You were...”


“That I was. What are you doing here in Ankyo?”


“Looking for a samurai, actually.”


The samurai bowed. Oskar followed suit after a small delay. The samurai introduced himself, 
“My name is Hirosuke Sanjo. Formerly served under the daimyo Moriteru Kudo, though I suppose a foreigner might be more concerned with my fighting prowess.”


Joruri caught up to Oskar. “You’ve found a samurai?”


Oskar grinned, “Yes, he says he’s Hirosuke Sanjo.”


Joruri’s jaw dropped, “The Hirosuke Sanjo?”


Sanjo nodded, “Though I mean to keep myself humble, I know my reputation as being tenacious precedes me. As my enemies would say, they would have to kill me twice.”


“Would you be willing to help us bring down a god?”


“Kill a god? That’s quite a task. What will I get in exchange?”


“Twenty thousand in advance. Forty thousand when the job is done.”


“You have a deal.”


“He will appear near the shrine in Kuroyama when Mistfall approaches. Bring your armor and as many dried soybeans as you can.”


On their way back, Oskar inspected the bridge that led to the village. He planted small boxes near the edges of the structure. “Something tells me we might need these. Gnomish intuition.”

[END OF PART ONE]
(Dylan Reads) Kuroyama Inn - Final Night of the Everrain And The First Morning of Mistfall
After many weeks of rest, the trio trekked out to the shrine on the outskirts of the village. Oskar had a cumbersome backpack on, which attached to his goggles. “Hmm, looks like we’re getting ectoplasmic readings from...” He looked up, “The sky! What’s happening?!” He took off his goggles to view the nightmare overhead.


Joruri explained, “Mistfall begins now. Hurry!”  Pale forms of people lost long ago descended from the sky. They cackled, moaned, and howled at the party. The party dashed towards the shrine doors, slamming them once they got inside. A single lone ghost got through. It was long, pale, and wispy in form, with a twisted and writhing face.


Hirosuke shouted, “Gearshiner! Throw the soybeans at them!”

Oskar fumbled for his pouch,  grabbing a fistful of soybeans. He tossed them towards the rogue spirit. The soybeans disintegrated, burning holes in the ghost’s visage. It floated away, disappearing into the shrine with a long moan. 


Oskar put his goggles back on. “Ok, so looks like we’re getting some sort of reading from this room here.” They turned a corner to find Inaki, as fearsome in form as he looked on paper. His bushy eyebrows rested atop of a bony skull, pointed at the chin. His skin was deathly pale, his eyes a bloodshot color. “Have you come to pay tribute, mortals?”


Hirosuke drew his sword, “You’ve spent too long haunting this realm, Inaki. We will send you away to another.”


Inaki drew a short blade, “A man of hubris, reminds me of myself. See if you can live up to your boasts, warrior.” Hirosuke lunged at Inaki and the two were lost in a flurry of combat. Hirosuke cut across the chest and caused Inaki to bleed. But, after shirking back from his injury, Inaki took advantage of an opening. He stabbed Hirosuke through the heart, “Good, but not good enough. I’ll be taking your pint-sized pal here.” He dashed over to Oskar and hoisted him over his shoulder.


“PUT ME DOWN, YA BASTARD!” Oskar screeched as Inaki absconded from the shrine into the darkness of night.


Joruri collapsed in defeat. She noticed Hirosuke’s twitching fingers. 


“He’ll...have...to...kill...me...TWICE!”, he muttered as he rose up.
(Rebecca Reads) Kuroyama Village - First Morning of Mistfall

“Got a hell of a mouth on you, gnome!” Inaki decked Oskar to knock him out. He quickly procured a horse, cutting its ties to the post with his short blade. As the light from the village shrunk into the distance, Oskar slowly began to stir. He pulled out a small rectangular object with a button on it, making sure not to alert Inaki. He stared up at the spirits dancing in the sky, Not like this. Not gonna die like this.

Inaki slowed down as they approached the bridge. As they approached the middle, Oskar pressed the button on the device, detonating the explosive boxes. The bridge collapsed, and Inaki, Oskar, and the horse fell into the river below. Humiliated, Inaki stood up, grasping his injured stomach, “You...You conniving...” He lunged at Oskar, who rolled out of the way. 

Oskar taunted him, “Missed me, ya dolt!”

“Oh, I’ll kill you, just like I killed the samurai and how I’m going to kill the shri-“

Inaki turned his head and noticed the hint of red against the glow of the spirits. He could make out Hirosuke’s armor. “Oh-ho, Guess the rumors were true. I will have to kill you twice!”

Inaki rushed towards the figure, but could not follow through when the shrine maiden’s face became clear. “You’re not Hirosuke! You’re...”

“My name is Joruri Kanenaka, and I fight for the honor of Yahashi! Your reign of terror ends now!” She swung at Inaki, breaking his short blade and decapitating him. Oskar got up, “Whoa, wasn’t expecting that.”

They made a campfire near the riverbank, drying off their clothes. Oskar asked, “What happened? How did you manage to get into Hirosuke’s armor? How did you get here so fast?”

Joruri stared into the dancing flames. She saw within it visions of Hirosuke, and memories began to return.
(Dylan Reads) Kuroyama Shrine - First Morning of Mistfall, A Few Minutes Before

Hirosuke got on his left knee and fell, “Damn! Can’t...move...probably don’t have much time left...”


Joruri crawled over to Hirosuke. He wiped the blood off the wound in his chest. “Guess I was wrong. Only got one life.”


Joruri got out a healing potion and prepared to use it when Hirosuke held up his hand, “No. Don’t save me. This is how I want to die. At the very least, now they can say I died an honorable death.”


“What about Oskar? Who’s going to save him?”


Hirosuke smirked, “I remember the look in your eyes. The sorrowful gaze that told me that you were unhappy with your lot in life. Here’s what I want you to do.” He held up his sword to Joruri, “This is yours now. Finish the job, kill Inaki and bring Oskar back.”


“I can’t do that. I have no idea how to...”


“Take a risk, Kanenaka. Think about what you could do if you just tried. You are more powerful than you know. I can feel it, even now.”


As he began to fade, his spirit left his body. He opened the doors of the shrine and called in a dozen different samurai spirits. “Warriors of old, help this woman to fight.”


The spirits methodically removed the armor from Hirosuke’s body. They helped Joruri don it, and then a ghostly steed dashed into the shrine. “Go now,” Hirosuke commanded.
(Rebecca Reads) Kuroyama Harbor - A Day After Mistfall

Joruri waved Oskar goodbye as she packed her armor. She had said goodbye to her fellow shrine maidens, and had decided to train with the legendary sword master Yasuhiro Fumihara. The days were long, and she had many days of travel ahead of her.

(Dylan Reads) Kohara Forest - Two Weeks After Mistfall

Joruri had marched through the enchanted woods, carrying her armor over her backpack. She took some jerky out of and bit into, then returned to her trek. She happened across a small hut, bathed in the light of the morning sun. An elderly man with a face worn by time, wrinkled and scarred in distinct ways, was tending to his bonsai tree. “A student? It’s been so long since I had one. I wouldn’t be so eager normally, but I’ve heard of your deeds from the spirits. You’ll be the first female student I’ve ever had. In time, you’ll be able to fight to your full potential.”


Joruri bowed, “Thank you, sensei. I am most grateful.”


“I’ve never had a student who killed a god though.”


“I suppose...there’s a first time for everything.”

