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  The Sakura Curse

  by Abella Darkmore




  The Gate of Sakura-tei

The taxi pulled away with a sound like a zipper closing, and then there was only the street—narrow, gray, lined on one side with a cinderblock wall tagged with faded graffiti and on the other with an unbroken span of wooden fence. Power lines sagged between poles. Nothing moved. The neighborhood she'd glimpsed on the drive in had been sleepier than she'd expected for Osaka—a tangle of old houses and vending machines and shrines wedged between apartment blocks—but this particular corner had given up entirely on the pretense of being in a city. She could hear a dog barking somewhere far off, and under that, nothing. No traffic. No voices. The afternoon heat pressed down like a hand.

Yuki adjusted the strap of her bag and faced the gate.

It was taller than the photographs had suggested. The real estate agent's files—emailed three days ago, skimmed on the shinkansen somewhere past Nagoya—had shown a modest entrance: wooden doors, a tiled overhang, the kind of quiet dignity her mother's generation would have called shibui. But standing before it now, she felt the thing loom. The doors were solid cypress, dark with age, set into a frame of stone and plaster that had cracked in long vertical lines like the bars of a cage. Carved into the lintel above them was a crest she didn't recognize: not the Amano family crest she'd seen on funeral documents, but something older, a circle enclosing what might have been cherry blossoms or might have been stars. The carving had weathered almost smooth. Rain had done its work. Time had done the rest.

She fished the key from her pocket—a long iron thing, rust-freckled, attached to a plastic tag with the agent's handwriting in ballpoint—and fitted it to the lock. The key turned. The latch didn't give.

Yuki tried again. She put her shoulder to the wood without quite meaning to, the way she'd learned to body-check stubborn doors in her apartment building back in Tokyo; the gate shrieked open so suddenly she stumbled forward half a step. The sound rolled down the empty street and died against the wall at the far end. Somewhere high up, a crow answered.

She straightened her blouse. She stepped through.

The garden swallowed her.

It wasn't the size of it—though the grounds were larger than she'd expected, stretching back from the gate in a long rectangle of what had once been landscaped elegance and was now a slow-motion disaster. Moss had colonized the stepping stones. Weeds had pushed through the gravel paths. A stone lantern near the entrance listed to one side, its cap askew, as if it had been frozen mid-bow. But none of that was what stopped her. What stopped her was the trees.

Cherry trees. A dozen of them, maybe more, planted in two ragged lines that framed the approach to the house. Their trunks were thick and black and twisted, and their branches reached across the path to interlace with one another like fingers. They were bare. In August, in the thick wet heat of late summer, they stood completely bare—not a leaf, not a bud, not a single curl of green. The bark shone faintly in the late sun. The ground beneath them was clean. No fallen leaves. No debris. Just bare earth packed smooth as a floor.

The city sounds she'd stopped noticing on the other side of the gate were gone. Not faded. Gone. She could hear her own breathing. She could hear the small rustle of her blouse against her skin when she shifted her weight. She could hear—something else. A low hum, just at the edge of audibility, the way an electrical substation sounds from half a block away. It seemed to come from everywhere at once.

The shade, she told herself. You've been on trains all day. You're tired.

She pulled out her phone. No signal. Not a single bar—the screen showed only the time and, beneath it, the words NO SERVICE in the polite gray typeface she'd come to associate with Tokyo subway platforms and the deepest reaches of department store basements. She had expected that. She had not expected the small cold prickle that crept up the back of her neck anyway.

"Of course," she said aloud.

The sound of her own voice was thin in the stillness. It did not echo. It did not seem to carry at all.

She put the phone away. She walked forward, past the bare trees, past the tilting lantern, toward the house that had belonged to a woman she had met exactly twice in her thirty-one years of life and who had now, in dying, decided to inconvenience her in ways she was still trying to calculate. A grandmother. Her grandmother. A woman called Kaede Amano who had sent New Year's cards until Yuki turned fifteen and then stopped, without explanation. Who had lived in this place for sixty years, alone, and who had never once invited Yuki's family to visit. The funeral had been two weeks ago. Yuki had not attended. Her mother had not asked her to.

The path curved. The house came into view.

It was a traditional structure, single-story, with a roof of dark tile that dipped at the eaves like a bird's wing settling. The wooden siding had gone silver with age. The shoji screens facing the garden were closed, and the paper in their frames had yellowed to the color of old teeth. But the bones of the place were good—she could see that even with her untrained eye. The veranda was intact. The foundation stones sat level. Someone had been taking care of it, or at least slowing its decay, and the thought unsettled her in a way she couldn't name. She had expected ruin. She had prepared herself for ruin. She had budgeted for the cost of demolition in the back of her mind.

The veranda—the engawa—stretched the length of the house, raised a foot above the ground, roofed by the overhang of the eaves. She stepped onto it without removing her shoes, and the old wood creaked beneath her weight. The sound was loud in the quiet. A beetle crawled along the edge of the nearest shoji and disappeared into a crack.

She was reaching for the door when she realized she wasn't alone.

A man stood just inside the shadow of the house, in the gap where one of the sliding screens had been pushed open by a hand's breadth. He was watching her. He had been watching her, she understood, for some time. The knowledge landed in her stomach like a stone.

He was taller than her, which wasn't saying much, and lean in the way of someone who worked outdoors—the tendons in his forearms visible below rolled sleeves, the skin of his face weathered to a brown that made his eyes look pale by contrast. Gray eyes. She registered that in the first second, and in the next she registered his stillness. He didn't flinch when their gazes met. He didn't smile. He simply stood, one hand resting on the doorframe, as if she were the one who had appeared in his path and not the other way around.

"You're late," he said.

His voice was quiet and rough at the edges. It did not sound accusatory. It sounded like an observation of fact.

Yuki pulled her bag higher on her shoulder. "The train was delayed."

"The train was on time." He slid the door fully open and stepped onto the engawa, moving past her to look toward the gate. "I heard the taxi twenty minutes ago."

"The gate was stuck."

"It always is." He turned to face her, and she noticed for the first time that he was older than she'd thought—not old, but older than her, the fine lines around his eyes deepening when he squinted against the late sun. His hair was black, untrimmed, pushed back from his forehead carelessly. "You're Yuki Amano."

It wasn't a question. Yuki nodded.

"I'm Ren." He didn't offer a surname. He didn't offer his hand. He said the name as if it should mean something, and when she didn't react, something flickered in his expression—not disappointment, exactly, but the ghost of it. "The caretaker."

"I wasn't told there was a caretaker."

"The real estate agent didn't know."

"The real estate agent should have known."

"Should have." He said it with the faintest shrug, the kind of shrug that didn't invite follow-up. "You'll want tea."

It wasn't a question either. He turned and walked into the house, and after a moment—after glancing once more toward the gate, toward the bare trees, toward the street she could no longer see—Yuki followed him.

The interior of Sakura-tei was darker than the garden had been, and cooler. The air smelled of old tatami and something beneath it, something green and alive, as if the moss from the garden had crept inside and made itself at home. Ren led her down a hallway lined with closed doors, his footsteps sure on the wooden floor, and Yuki trailed behind him and tried to catalogue what she saw: a alcove with a scroll that had faded to illegibility, a vase that held no flowers, a window that looked onto a smaller courtyard she hadn't noticed from the path. The house was clean. Not spotless—dust gathered in the corners, and the tatami she glimpsed through an open door was worn pale at the center—but clean. The air wasn't stale. Someone had been opening windows. Someone had been sweeping floors.

Ren had been living here. She was suddenly sure of it. The real estate agent had said the property was vacant. The real estate agent had been wrong.

A sense of intrusion crept over her, followed immediately by irritation at herself for feeling it. This was her house now, legally and indisputably. The deed was in her bag, folded between the pages of a notebook she'd bought for the trip and hadn't written in. She was the owner. She was the inheritor. She was the one who would decide whether this place was worth restoring or whether it should be sold to a developer who would tear it down and build something useful in its place. Ren was an anomaly. A complication. A problem to be solved.

He slid open a door and gestured her into a kitchen that looked older than the house itself. The hearth was made of stone and blackened with decades of use. A kettle sat on a portable gas burner near the window, and beside it, two ceramic cups that didn't match. Steam rose from the kettle's spout. He'd been expecting her.

"Sit," he said, and she sat, lowering herself onto a cushion at the low table while he poured water into a teapot she hadn't seen him retrieve. The tea was green. The scent of it filled the small room.

She should ask him questions. She should ask him who he was, how long he'd been here, what he knew about her grandmother, why the trees in the garden were bare in the middle of summer. She should ask him why he'd been standing in the dark waiting for her instead of meeting her at the gate like a normal person. But the tea was warm in her hands, and the cushion was more comfortable than the train seat she'd spent four hours in, and for a moment—just a moment—she let herself be tired.

"When did she die?" Yuki asked.

Ren sat across from her, folding his long legs beneath him. "Sixteen days ago."

"You were here?"

"I've been here for a long time."

The answer was careful. It revealed nothing. Yuki drank her tea and studied him over the rim of the cup—the set of his shoulders, the way he held his own tea without drinking it, the slight tension in his jaw that suggested he was waiting for a question he didn't want to answer.

"I didn't know her," Yuki said. "My grandmother. I met her twice. Once when I was seven, once when I was twelve. She sent cards until I was fifteen, and then she stopped. I don't know why."

Ren said nothing.

"I don't know why she left me this house," Yuki continued. The words came out more bluntly than she'd intended, but she didn't soften them. "There's no one else—my mother didn't want it, my father's dead—so I'm here to figure out what to do with it. That's all. I'm not here to reconnect with my family history or find closure or whatever people are supposed to do in these situations. I'm here to assess the property and make a decision."

Still nothing. His face was unreadable.

"You can stay," she added, because the silence had become uncomfortable. "While I'm here. I'm not going to throw you out."

"That's generous."

The faint irony in his tone made her cheeks warm. She set her cup down harder than she meant to. "I just mean—I'm not here to disrupt anything. I'll be here a few days, maybe a week, and then I'll leave. You can go back to whatever arrangement you had with her."

"I didn't have an arrangement."

"Then what—"

"She took me in." He spoke over her, not loudly, but with a finality that silenced her. "A long time ago. I helped her. She helped me. There was no arrangement."

Yuki opened her mouth. Closed it. The phrase a long time ago sat wrong—Ren couldn't be more than forty, and her grandmother had been eighty-three when she died. The math didn't work, or it worked in ways that required explanations he clearly wasn't offering.

The kitchen had grown darker. The light through the window had shifted from gold to gray, and the shadows in the corners of the room had thickened. Yuki realized she didn't know what time it was. Her phone was still dead, still reading NO SERVICE, still useless.

Ren stood, gathering the cups before she could protest. "You'll want to see the rest of the house before it gets too dark. The electricity works, but the wiring is old. Some of the lights flicker."

"I can handle flickering lights."

He looked at her then—really looked, in a way he hadn't since she'd first seen him in the doorway. The gray of his eyes was the gray of the sky before rain, and there was something in his expression she couldn't name. Not hostility. Not even curiosity. Something closer to recognition, but wrong. Like he was seeing someone else in her face.

"I know you can," he said quietly. And then he turned and walked out of the kitchen, leaving her to follow.

She found him on the engawa, at the back of the house, where the veranda looked out onto a second garden she hadn't known existed. This one was smaller than the front—a pocket of green enclosed on three sides by the wings of the house and on the fourth by a bamboo fence that had somehow survived the general neglect. A stone basin stood at its center, water still trickling into it from a bamboo pipe. Beyond the fence, rising above the treeline, she could see the curved roof of a small structure she didn't recognize.

"What is that?" she asked.

Ren didn't turn around. "The temple."

"There's a temple?"

"It belonged to your family." He paused. "It hasn't been in use for a long time."

She wanted to ask more—how long, why not, what did a temple have to do with her family—but he was already walking, following the veranda around the corner of the house, and she had to hurry to keep up. The sun had dropped below the roofline now, and the garden was settling into twilight. The cicadas had started their evening drone, loud enough to feel in her chest.

The tour was brief. Ren showed her the bathhouse, the storage shed, the guest room with its alcove and its scroll—this one legible, a brush painting of cherry blossoms that looked older than anything else in the house. He showed her the main room where her grandmother had slept, its tatami mats worn to softness, its closet still holding a few hanging kimonos in shades of indigo and gray. He did not show her his own room. She did not ask.

By the time they circled back to the kitchen, the house was almost fully dark. Ren lit an oil lamp—the electricity, he explained, was unreliable in the evenings—and the flame cast shadows that moved on the walls like breathing.

"There's food," he said. "Rice. Pickles. Nothing elaborate."

"I'm not hungry."

Something crossed his face. "You should eat."

"I said I'm not—"

The sound stopped her. It came from outside, from somewhere beyond the garden, beyond the fence, beyond the bare trees at the front of the property. It was deep and resonant and impossibly loud: a bell, tolling once, then twice, then three times. The sound vibrated through the wooden frame of the house and into the soles of her feet. It went on for a long time before it faded into silence.

Yuki realized she was gripping the edge of the table. Her heart was beating too fast.

"What was that?" she asked.

Ren was very still. The lamplight carved his face into planes of shadow and bone. "The temple bell."

"You said the temple wasn't in use."

"It isn't."

"Then how—"

"I don't know."

He said it simply. Honestly. There was no deflection in his voice this time, no careful ambiguity—just a quiet admission that made the skin on her arms prickle. He didn't know. He had lived here for—however long he had lived here—and he didn't know why the bell rang.

"It does that sometimes," he added, after a pause. "At night. Not every night. It started a few weeks ago."

"Before my grandmother died?"

"Before."

The word hung in the air between them. Yuki thought of the bare cherry trees in the front garden, their branches tangled like fingers. She thought of the bell tolling in an abandoned temple, three notes ringing out into the dark. She thought of Ren standing in the doorway when she arrived, waiting for her, saying you're late as if he'd known exactly when to expect her.

She didn't believe in ghosts. She didn't believe in curses or hauntings or anything that couldn't be measured and documented. But standing in the dim kitchen of a house she didn't understand, in a city she'd never visited, facing a man who knew more than he was telling her, she felt the edges of her certainty begin to fray.

Ren moved toward the door. "I'll be in the gatehouse if you need anything. It's the small building near the front. The door sticks, but it opens."

"You're not staying in the main house?"

"No."

He slid the door open. The night air that crept in was cool and smelled of moss. He paused on the threshold, half-turned toward her, and for a moment she thought he was going to say something more—something important, something she needed to hear. But he only nodded once, a small dip of his chin, and then he was gone, his footsteps fading down the hallway toward the front of the house.

Yuki sat alone in the kitchen. The lamp flickered. Outside, the cicadas had fallen silent.

She thought about calling after him. She thought about the real estate agent's files, still unread in her bag, and the notebook she'd bought and never written in, and the key to the gate that had screamed when she turned it. She thought about the way the garden had swallowed the city sounds, the way the air had changed, the way Ren's eyes had looked straight through her for that single disconcerting second.

She took me in. A long time ago.

The lamp flame steadied. Yuki pulled her bag toward her and found the notebook, and for a long time she stared at the blank first page, the pen heavy in her hand. She didn't write anything. She didn't know what to write. The house creaked around her, settling into the night, and somewhere in the dark beyond the garden, the temple bell stayed silent.

She didn't sleep well. The futon Ren had left in the guest room was clean but thin, and the pillow smelled faintly of camphor. She lay awake for hours, listening to the house breathe, waiting for the bell to toll again. It didn't. But just before dawn, when the light was still gray and the birds hadn't started, she heard something else: a sound like wind moving through leaves. Except there was no wind, and the trees outside her window were bare.

She got up and slid open the shoji. The garden was empty. The cherry trees stood motionless in the half-light, their branches dark and wet with dew. Nothing moved.

She stood there for a long time, watching, until the sun rose and the day began, and she could pretend again that everything was ordinary.


  Beneath the Roots

The morning light came weak through the guest room's single window, filtered by the shoji paper until it pooled on the tatami like watered milk. Yuki had been awake for an hour before she rose—not resting, not thinking, simply suspended in that half-state where the body refuses to move and the mind refuses to settle. The camphor smell had seeped into her hair. Her neck ached from the thin pillow. Outside, the house was silent in the way old houses are silent: not empty, but listening.

She dressed in the same clothes she'd worn yesterday, the linen blouse now rumpled at the small of her back, and slid open the door to the hallway. The corridor stretched ahead of her, lined with closed shoji screens that glowed faintly in the morning light. No sign of Ren. No sound of movement. She had the sudden, irrational sense that if she called out, no one would answer—that the house had swallowed him in the night, that she was alone here after all.

The kitchen was empty. The kettle sat cold on the burner. Someone—Ren—had been here before her; a rice bowl rinsed and upturned on the drying rack, a single cup beside it. The faint tracks of damp footprints on the wooden floor leading to the back door. She followed them with her gaze, then with her feet.

The engawa was cool under her bare soles. The rear garden spread before her, greener than it had seemed in twilight, the bamboo fence at its boundary thick with shadow. The stone basin still trickled water into itself with a sound like someone whispering just out of earshot. And there—movement, at the edge of her vision. Ren, halfway across the garden, a basket hooked over one arm. He didn't turn when she stepped onto the veranda. He didn't acknowledge her at all. He simply walked toward the thicket at the garden's far end and disappeared into the green.

Yuki stood there for a long moment, her hand resting on the doorframe. The wood was warm. The air was already thickening with the day's heat, the cicadas testing their first tentative drones. She should call out to him. She should ask about the bell, about the temple, about the trees. She should demand answers to the questions she'd been too tired to press last night.

Instead, she went back inside and found her sandals by the front door. If Ren could wander the grounds without explanation, so could she. The property was hers. The garden was hers. Whatever secrets it held, they belonged to her now, whether she wanted them or not.

She had not slept well, and she was tired of feeling like a stranger in her own inheritance.

---

The rear garden was larger than she'd thought. From the engawa, it had seemed manageable—a contained pocket of cultivated wildness, bordered on three sides by the house's wings and on the fourth by the bamboo fence. But as she stepped off the veranda and onto the moss-carpeted ground, the space seemed to unspool around her. Paths she hadn't noticed branched away between overgrown shrubs. Stone lanterns emerged from the undergrowth where none had been visible before. The garden turned corners and doubled back and opened into unexpected clearings, and within ten minutes of walking, Yuki realized she could no longer see the house.

She stopped. The cicadas had fallen silent. The air was still and heavy and smelled of wet earth and something sweeter beneath it—honeysuckle, maybe, or the ghost of it. The bamboo fence was somewhere to her left now, or what she thought was left; the paths had twisted enough that she'd lost her bearings. She was surrounded by hydrangea bushes grown wild, their branches tangling overhead into a canopy of broad leaves and browning flower heads. It was like standing inside a lung. The light came through green and strange.

You're being ridiculous, she told herself. The garden wasn't infinite. It was bounded by the property lines on the survey map she'd glimpsed in the real estate agent's files, a neat rectangle of land that couldn't possibly take more than fifteen minutes to cross. She'd simply missed a turn. She'd simply lost track of direction. There was nothing strange about it. There was nothing strange about any of it.

She pushed forward. The hydrangea branches snagged her sleeves and scratched at her arms, and she used her hands to part them, feeling the stems bend and resist and spring back behind her. The thicket thickened. For a moment she considered turning back—but turn back to what? She didn't know which way was back. The only option was through.

And then the undergrowth gave way.

She stumbled forward onto a stone path. Not an animal trail, not a natural clearing—a deliberate path, laid with flat stones that had settled crooked over decades of frost and thaw. Moss had swallowed the gaps between them so thoroughly that the stones seemed to float on a sea of green. The path curved away from her in both directions, leading left into deeper shadow and right toward a break in the trees. She went right. It wasn't a conscious choice; her feet simply started moving, as if the path had been waiting and she had finally remembered it was there.

The trees changed. The hydrangeas fell away, replaced by taller growth—maples, she thought, though they were bare-limbed and skeletal in the summer heat, their leaves long since fallen or never grown at all. And then she saw it.

The weeping cherry stood at the path's end, its trunk thicker than any of the trees in the front garden, its bark fissured in patterns that looked almost like writing. Its branches hung down in a cascade of bare twigs, the tips brushing the ground in a perfect circle. It was dead, she thought—had to be dead, in August, without a single leaf—but something about its stillness felt less like death and more like waiting. The tree was holding its breath.

Beneath it, half-consumed by the weeping branches, sat the temple.

It was smaller than she'd imagined from the glimpse of its roof. The building was maybe twelve feet square, its walls of dark wood set with sliding doors that had warped in their frames. The roof curved up at the eaves in the traditional style, but the tiles were cracked and missing in patches, and moss grew thick in the gaps. A set of three wooden steps led up to the entrance. Each step was bowed in the center, worn soft by the passage of feet that had stopped coming long before she was born.

Across the doors, a rusted iron hasp held a padlock that looked decades old. The metal was orange with corrosion, but it held. The temple was sealed. It had been sealed for a long time.

Yuki stood at the base of the steps, her heart beating harder than the walk warranted. She didn't move. The temple looked back at her with its one dark window—a small square opening set high in the wall, empty of glass, empty of light. The bell tower rose above it, a simple frame of four posts supporting a curved roof. And inside the tower, motionless in the breathless air, hung the bell.

It was bronze. She could see that even from the ground—green-streaked with oxidation but unbroken, its surface worked with a pattern of raised characters she couldn't read. The bell was large, larger than she'd expected, maybe three feet tall at the mouth. The striker hung beside it on a cord of frayed rope. Nothing moved. No wind stirred the hanging branches. No birds called from the trees.

She climbed the steps. The wood creaked beneath her sandals, a sound too loud in the quiet. At the top, she stood before the sealed doors and looked up at the bell. It hung maybe eight feet above her. Close enough to touch if she stretched.

She shouldn't. She knew she shouldn't. The temple was locked for a reason—maybe structural, maybe something else, but either way, it wasn't hers to disturb. Except it was hers. Everything on this property was hers. And the bell had rung last night, rung of its own accord, and she needed to know why.

Yuki reached up. Her fingers brushed the bell's rim.

The bronze was ice-cold. Not cool—cold, the kind of cold that bit into her skin like winter river water, so sudden and shocking that she yanked her hand back with a gasp. She stared at her fingers. They were reddened at the tips, the nails gone pale, as if she'd plunged them into snow. But the sun was hot on her shoulders. The air was thick with August. There was no reason for the bell to be cold. There was no reason at all.

She turned.

Ren stood ten yards behind her on the path. He hadn't made a sound. He was simply there, as if he'd grown out of the moss and the shadow, his basket still hooked over one arm and his gray eyes steady on her face. His expression was not angry. It was not surprised. It was the expression of someone watching a thing happen that he had hoped would not happen, and had known would happen sooner or later anyway.

"You shouldn't be here," he said.

His voice was quiet. It carried in the stillness the way sound carries over water.

---

"The temple belonged to my family."

Yuki's voice came out sharper than she intended. She was still holding her hand against her chest, the fingers curled protectively inward. The cold clung to them. She could feel it in the joints, a dull ache that was only now beginning to fade.

"It did," Ren said. "It does."

"Then I have every right to be here."

He didn't answer. He walked toward her instead, setting the basket down at the base of the steps. It was full of weeds—she could see them now, dandelions and thick-bladed grass, the roots still clumped with soil. He'd been pulling weeds. In the garden. As if the garden were something that needed tending, something that mattered.

"What is this place?" she asked. "Why didn't my grandmother ever mention it? Why didn't my mother know about it?"

"Your mother knew." Ren stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at her
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