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			Ise Grand Shrine, Japan

			February 23, 2024

			The Year of the Wood Dragon

			The Shinto priest runs to the temple, lifting the hem of his robes to keep from tripping. There isn’t time to waste. The first light of dawn is falling through the trees, casting long shadows over fresh-fallen snow. Soon, his brothers will enter the sanctuary and sit before the shrine in prayer. Soon, the most important day of his life will begin, and with it the sacred duty he’s spent years preparing to fulfill.

			The priest shakes the snow from his robe, bows, and steps into the temple. Incense, thick and fragrant, fills the air. Beyond the shoji doors, candles flicker at the altar, their light bending over copper vessels and pooling over the tatami, leaving him with an impulse to fall to his knees and pray.

			It’s instinctual. Ingrained. Every day for the past twelve years he’s arrived at the temple before sunrise to sit in meditation before the altar. He’s never questioned his duty—not why he’s there, not what would happen if he failed. None of them did.

			And yet, over the years he’d gathered fragments of information about the precious object he guarded, whispers of the lore surrounding the emperor’s Dragon Box. He heard that, during the war, the emperor hid the box to protect it from American bombs. In the years since, it had moved to shrines across Japan—Ise Grand Shrine, Atsuta Shrine, the Three Shrines Sanctuary at the Imperial Palace—where priests kept watch day and night, guarding it with their lives.

			He’d heard rumors that the box hid a treasure, perhaps an ancient text, maybe even an artifact belonging to the imperial family itself. He’d heard of its dangers: One look will blind you; one touch will burn your fingers to the bone. He believed the warnings. Some decades before, a young priest had died cleaning the altar, and no doctor could explain why. The truth was not meant for men like the priest. And so he hadn’t asked questions. One indiscretion, the slightest capitulation to curiosity, could be disastrous.

			Bells ring in the distance, calling the priests to prayer. The first ray of sunlight falls through the shrine and spills over the floor, illuminating the altar. The seconds rush past, faster and faster, outpacing him. He must hurry before the others arrive. Now is the moment.

			Kneeling before the altar, he opens the doors of the tabernacle and there it is: the Dragon Box. Large, the size of two outstretched hands, the box is made of bands of hardwood expertly cut and joined to create a single block. On its surface, composed of curls of inlaid wood, is the twisting shape of a dragon.

			The priest sees only the surface, but inside the box, wrapped in layers of deadly traps, lies an ancient enigma, one that has waited thousands of years to be solved.

			His instructions are clear. He must wrap the box in a square of silk and carry it to Tokyo. He must not touch it; he must not even look at it. He knows this as well as he knows his norito. And yet, as he gazes down at the Dragon Box, his resolve wavers. Could it be true what they say?

			One look will blind you; one touch will burn your fingers to the bone.

			He runs a finger over the surface of the wood, feeling the subtle ridges of the jointing, seeking out an opening, slipping a fingernail into a groove, applying the slightest pressure. The razor cuts quick, the blade hot and bright as fire, and draws blood.

			Wiping the blood away, the priest wraps the box in silk, ties the ceremonial knot, and tucks it under his arm. Bowing to the altar, to the growing sunlight, to all that he serves—the kami, the emperor, the mountains, the seas—he turns and rushes away.

			But already, a seed of poison has dropped roots in his bloodstream. Before the sun will set over the shrine, before the priest fully understands the terrible mistake he’s made, he will be dead.
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			New York City

			February 22, 2024

			The Year of the Wood Dragon

			Mike Brink held his dachshund, Conundrum—Connie for short—tight by the leash. It was a freezing Thursday morning in February, and yet Columbus Park was packed with dogs—Dobermans and collies, golden retrievers and labradoodles, pugs and poodles. Connie strained against her leash, desperate to join the other dogs. Brink understood her impulse to run wild, that exuberant momentum that pulled her toward the melee of dogs racing and jumping through the fresh-fallen snow. Bending to her, he unclipped the leash and she bounded away, leaping and yelping, filled with the ebullient energy of a creature on a scent.

			Brink took a deep breath, exhaled, and watched the air freeze around him. It felt good to walk through the snow, a cup of hot coffee in hand, a morning paper under his arm. Good to be alive at a moment in time when, despite everything wrong with the world—and he couldn’t read the news without finding a thousand things wrong—he could rely on good coffee, the daily crossword, and a park where his dog could run free.

			Opening The New York Times, he riffled through the sections until he found the Games page. His puzzle was front and center, his byline in bold. His editor, Will Shortz, had asked him to make a moderately challenging number puzzle, and he’d delivered a Triangulum.
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			To solve it, one put a number from one to six into each circle. Identical numbers could not be put on the same gray line. He’d put a few sums in the circles, and the solutions touching each circle had to add up to that sum.

			His gig as a regular contributor to the Games page was only one of Mike Brink’s distinctions. He was considered by and large to be one of the most talented puzzle masters in the world. Six months before, he’d been featured on 60 Minutes. The interview dug into his past and the traumatic brain injury that had transformed him from a teenaged football star to a mathematical genius with a seemingly endless ability to solve impossible puzzles. He was described as having “nuclear brainpower,” and embarrassing memes of explosions ended up all over social media. Since then, he’d stopped giving interviews.

			Brink found the attention disconcerting. He preferred the private pursuit of making puzzles to being in the public eye. And yet, after he’d solved what came to be known as “the God Puzzle”—a cipher that was the key to a murder in upstate New York—his name was everywhere. His refusal to discuss what happened—not on any of the morning shows, not even with Colbert, his favorite talk-show host—only made him more mysterious. He was called an eccentric, a reclusive genius damaged. And, if he was honest, that assessment wasn’t far from the truth.

			Damaged. The word resonated with Mike Brink. He’d spent the past decades learning to live with the traumatic brain injury that left him with savant syndrome, a rare medical disorder in which the injured brain, in a frenzy of plasticity, becomes overdeveloped. For Brink, the result was an astonishing gift—he could solve the most difficult, elaborate problems with ease. He saw the world as a series of interlocking patterns. He had a photographic memory, an astonishing facility to learn and retain information, and could untangle the most impossible puzzles without trying.

			His gift was a superpower, but it was also his biggest obstacle. He struggled to live a normal life and to feel good in his own skin. While there was no outward sign of damage—he was charming, athletic, and popular with his friends and colleagues—under the surface, Mike Brink was filled with anxiety. The injury had left him with a damaged nervous system, insomnia, and synesthesia, a condition in which his senses mixed, causing a distortion of colors and sounds. Dr. Trevers, a neuroscientist who had worked with Brink from the beginning and had even relocated his practice from the Midwest to New York City to be nearby, speculated that synesthesia was responsible for his mathematical and mnemonic gifts.

			“Your brain experiences patterns the way a normal brain experiences danger,” Dr. Trevers had once told him. “When you encounter a challenge, there’s a release of chemicals similar to those released when one is threatened. Or when one falls in love. The result is a super-salience that feels like connection, like everything makes sense. But these chemicals wear off. Your need to engage with obstacles is a way of getting more of them. Your brain is like a thrill seeker forever raising the bar. You need more-difficult, more-dangerous challenges just to feel normal. You need to put yourself in psychic danger to feel alive.”

			And it was true. Brink craved strenuous acts of solving. Ten-, twelve-, fourteen-hour contests that exhausted him physically and mentally brought a day or two of peace, sometimes more. But then the cycle would begin again.

			With Dr. Trevers’s assistance, he’d found ways to manage his condition. Meditation, diet, and exercise all helped to a certain extent, but only momentarily. Like taking an aspirin to mask a headache, the effects wore off, often leaving Brink feeling everything he’d felt before.

			Making it all even harder was the fact that his internal struggle wasn’t visible to other people. He was regarded as a great success, a handsome and boyish genius, a man who had everything. And while his high profile and his unrelenting schedule of international puzzle competitions created a bubble around him, he found himself longing for the simple things of a normal existence. Friends. Family. The comfort of being just a regular guy living a regular life. This longing would have seemed absurd to the outside world. Everyone believed that success and fame made him happy. In reality, the physical and psychological effects of his injury were a slow, ever-present form of torture. Coming to terms with his gift was the hardest challenge Mike Brink would ever face.

			Your brain is a labyrinth, Dr. Trevers had once said. The most challenging puzzle you will ever confront is yourself.

			Brink took the final sip of his coffee and was folding the newspaper under his arm when he noticed a woman watching from the edge of the park. There were dozens of people at the dog run—it was a popular time at the park, seven-thirty on a Thursday morning. But for some reason this woman stood out. When he met her eye, she didn’t blink but watched him, her gaze tracking him. Something about the equanimity of her expression, the way she seemed to recognize him but made no sign of approach, made him feel uncomfortable.

			As did her attire. It was frigid, the wind sharpened to a point, and yet she wore nothing more than a black blazer over a hot-pink T-shirt. Her hair was windswept, with a thick strand dyed bright blue. She was Asian, young, and wore no hat, no gloves, not even a scarf. It was as though she didn’t feel the subzero wind at all.

			Brink pulled a rubber ball from his jacket pocket and threw it to Connie. His fingers stung with cold. He rubbed them together and glanced back at the woman. The wind didn’t even faze her. What did she want? Why was she looking at him like that?

			It was possible that she’d recognized him. It didn’t happen often—people knew Mike Brink’s puzzles, not his face. Still, occasionally someone would approach him, one of his puzzles in hand, and ask for an autograph or a selfie. But this woman wasn’t holding one of his puzzle books, and she didn’t seem like the type of person to pose for pictures. Deciding to ignore her, he threw the ball to Connie a few more times, then clipped the leash onto her collar and headed home.

			He’d completely forgotten about the woman from the park until he walked up the five flights of stairs to his loft and found her waiting at his front door. Her skin was raw from the cold, her cheeks bright pink, her black leather Doc Martens covered in salt and snow from the sidewalks. Clearly, she’d run from the park. That explained how she beat him to his apartment. It didn’t explain how she knew where he lived.

			“Hey there,” she said, looking him over. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” She offered her hand. “I’m Sakura. Sakura Nakamoto. Can you talk a minute?”

			Her name was Japanese, but she spoke to him in colloquial, unaccented English. He shook her hand. “Mike Brink.”

			“I know who you are.”

			Before he could respond, she reached into the pocket of her blazer and, like a magician conjuring a dove from a hat, removed a small wooden box and placed it in the palm of his hand. She stepped away carefully, as if the box were dangerous, a delicate thing wired with explosives. Brink stared at it, amazed. There, light as a pack of cards in his palm, was a Japanese puzzle box.

			Turning the box over, he examined it from all sides. It was simple, elegant, the wood surface glossy and smooth. He glanced back at Sakura. Why in the world had she followed him from the park to give him a puzzle box?

			She bowed, a formal gesture that seemed out of place in the dingy vestibule outside his loft. “In the name of the emperor of Japan, please accept this challenge.”

			Brink caught his breath as her meaning became clear. The woman was not an intrepid fan. She hadn’t followed him home looking for an autograph. She’d brought an invitation to solve the most challenging and mysterious puzzle in the world: the Dragon Puzzle Box.
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			Mike Brink punched in his door code—his birth date and Social Security number added together, divided in half, and rearranged in a series of ascending numbers. He hadn’t memorized the numbers but saw them as a scale of color at the edge of his vision, a byproduct of his synesthesia. Brink didn’t know how it worked, only that the colors guided him to solutions, and they were always right.

			He led Sakura into an apartment crammed full of his puzzle collection. Stacks of spiral-bound books of crosswords, sudoku, number puzzles, and mazes; a collection of rare books about puzzles; a glass case filled with Rubik’s Cubes, nearly five hundred of them, solved and gleaming like cut gems. His cryptic jigsaws hung on the walls, each intricate square puzzle glued and framed like abstract art. And at the far side of the loft, displayed on custom-built shelves, were his Japanese puzzle boxes.

			Japanese puzzle boxes were intricate devices filled with secret compartments, trick openings, false walls, and other diversionary tactics meant to confuse and frustrate a solver. In reality, they weren’t one box but many—a box within a box within a box. To solve one, you had to arrange its pieces, step by step, in a way that changed the entire structure of the object. One wrong move and the thing closed like a fist. Rubik’s Cubes, tangrams, burr puzzles, mazes, entanglement puzzles—all were examples of mechanical puzzles. They were his favorite kind of puzzle, but they could be maniacally difficult.

			He’d bought his first puzzle box over a decade ago. He’d sought out a distributor that exported traditional Japanese boxes and ordered them by the dozens. He experimented with elaborate and perplexing boxes, trick boxes designed to turn a solver in circles. He met an innovative American puzzle-box designer who showed him his designs, demonstrating what—with a wicked imagination and a sharp sense of the mischievous—a puzzle-box constructor could do. With their precision and difficulty, their iron-tight sequences, puzzle boxes were like solving a tangible code.

			Most people felt their way through the maze of sliding pieces, using trial and error to guide them. Not Brink. He had a sixth sense for puzzle boxes. He intuited each move, felt it in the way a pianist felt the next key or a sprinter the next step. He understood a box’s secret language, responded to the slightest pop and click of a mechanism, knew the meaning when a piece slid easily or with resistance. A puzzle box had its own language, and Mike Brink spoke it.

			Looking at the box in his hand, he felt an overwhelming urge to open it. “Is this what I think it is?”

			Sakura held his gaze, as if enjoying his discomfort, then nodded, a terse gesture that made his heart leap. “Inside that box is an invitation to solve the Dragon Box,” Sakura said. “It’s yours, if you can get it.”

			Of course, this small box wasn’t the puzzle itself. The Dragon Box would never have been taken from Japan. This was the riddle before the riddle. That was how a puzzle box worked: puzzles within puzzles, patterns within patterns, a nest of infuriating enigmas whose complexity was meant to confuse even the most expert solvers. The Dragon Box was the most complicated of all. It was legendary, as mythic as the riddle of the Sphinx. An invitation to solve it arrived once in a lifetime. He still couldn’t quite believe it was real.

			He turned the puzzle box in his hand, examining the surfaces. He felt its solidity, the expert construction, the ruthless economy of it. Despite its size, it was a masterful puzzle box, one he couldn’t approach lightly.

			“How many moves?”

			“This is a three-sun box,” she said. “And it requires twenty-four moves to open.”

			A sun, Brink knew, was a Japanese form of measurement. It equaled roughly an inch. “Seems awfully small for twenty-four moves.”

			“Size has nothing to do with difficulty.” She crossed her arms over her chest, assessing him. “Or the value of the treasure waiting within.”

			Big things come in little packages. He smiled, acknowledging this truth. “Any special design elements I should know about?”

			“There are nothing but special design elements. A puzzle box is never quite what it seems. It’s a master of illusion. Don’t let your guard down, even for a second.”

			She glanced at his wall of puzzle boxes. He could feel her assessing him, wondering if he was good enough. Did she doubt his abilities? There was no one better. He’d spent years cracking these things. “Ready when you are.”

			“Good,” she said, turning her wrist to reveal an Apple Watch with a black leather band. She tapped the reflective screen, calling up a glowing stopwatch. “You have sixty seconds.”

			She didn’t wait for him to respond. With a tap, the countdown began.

			Brink had one minute to solve the puzzle box. But he didn’t need a minute. Not nearly. Without fully thinking, without even knowing what he was doing, his mind circled the box, assessing it, tearing at the surface, searching for a way in. That is how it always happened. His mind absorbed a puzzle the way his tongue absorbed taste or his nose scent—effortlessly, as if it were made for that singular purpose. His gift, that inexplicable genius left in the wake of trauma, took over. The first move came to him. Then the second. The solution appeared in his mind like a hologram, the slide of panels, the order of moves, clear and distinct, until the box lay open on the table, solved.

			“Impressive,” Sakura said, her eyes wide with admiration as she stopped her watch. “You opened it in twelve seconds.”

			He felt a wave of pleasure, a rush of triumph, a delicious release of chemicals in his bloodstream. That was it. That was what he loved about solving, right there—the moment the pieces came together. The moment it all made sense.

			“But you’re not done yet,” Sakura said. “You may use the remaining forty-eight seconds to solve this….”

			Inside the box was a piece of crisply folded origami, the paper petals forming a bright yellow-orange chrysanthemum.
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			“The chrysanthemum is the symbol of the emperor of Japan,” Sakura said. “He sends you his sincere hope that you will solve my puzzle.”

			“You designed this?” he asked, realizing that there was more to the origami than an artfully folded paper sculpture.

			Sakura nodded, and Brink picked up the origami flower, turning it to examine the edges and shadows, its depths and volumes. It was incredibly light, a thing spun of air. One of the petals was slightly longer than the others, and when Brink pulled it, the flower unfolded into a flat sheet. The paper shifted. There was something underneath. He slid a fingernail along the edge, and the top layer of the chrysanthemum peeled away, revealing a puzzle. A grid had been drawn on one side of the paper and a series of written clues on the other. It was a crossword puzzle, a puzzle within a puzzle, a delicious temptation custom-made for Mike Brink.

			Sakura tapped her watch, starting the clock, and Brink went to work.
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			Sakura Nakamoto knew that the opening moves of a game of skill were the most important, and the most difficult. From the outside, they might seem like guesswork—a series of random choices—but they weren’t. One must know the right moves without knowing them. One must trust the phosphorescence of intuition, the wisdom of accumulated experience, that subtle, unquantifiable something that shows the way like a lantern on a darkened pathway. It was like answering a question that hadn’t been asked. Or solving an equation that hasn’t been formulated. It was a moment of pure imagination, all possibilities spread before you, beckoning. Some people just jumped in; others were careful, moving into the darkness slowly, one step at a time. Whatever method you used, nailing the opening was essential. One wrong move at the beginning and the whole thing would topple.

			Mike Brink was famous for his opening moves. Sakura first heard of him a decade before, when she was thirteen and preparing for her first speed-cubing competition in New York City. Brink was considered the gold standard, the solver everyone wanted to be, so she’d looked him up on YouTube and watched him in action. His style, his speed, his intuitive grasp of solving had changed her way of seeing the game.

			Since then, she’d watched hundreds of videos of Mike Brink and read everything she could find about him. The flesh-and-blood man matched what she’d seen online. He was tall, with blue eyes and pale skin and a Roman nose that gave him a strong profile. His sandy-blond hair was stylishly messy, and his three-day stubble made him both disheveled and handsome. His clothes were unassuming, almost plain. He wore red low-top Chuckies, soaked with melted snow, black jeans, and a T-shirt that read MIT Puzzle Hunt 2015.

			Sakura was born in Japan, moved to New York at nine years old, and was completely bilingual. Her intimate knowledge of the United States would be useful in dealing with Mike Brink. As would her training. She was born with a gift for strategy, her father said, and he’d taught her to play Go before she knew how to write complex characters. She’d won her first regional tournament at eight years old, in the adult category, a feat that had brought unwanted attention but fueled a passion for games of skill that never left her.

			After she came to live in New York City, her training intensified. She played Go tournaments, won chess competitions, traveled across the United States for all variety of competitions. For fun, she began to participate in competitive video gaming. She won often and became one of the few influential teenaged-girl gamers. Videos of her playing Fortnite had been viewed millions of times. She inspired girls of a certain age to dye a streak of their hair bright aquamarine blue. Even now, years after she’d stopped playing, fans wrote to her.

			But few people knew the real purpose of her training. Her skills were, as her aunt always said, a secret weapon. Acquiring knowledge is good but can also be perilous, her aunt said, quoting the priest Kōnan Oshō. A heroic warrior, a kusemono, must expect that knowledge, even when one has the best intentions, can be dangerous. Become too smart, and you will be become arrogant. Too strong, and you will be challenged. Too kind, and you will be exploited. And so, Sakura hid her skills. Now, at last, it was time to use them.

			The teenaged Sakura would have been in awe of Mike Brink, but the twenty-three-year-old woman couldn’t afford to be impressed. Too much was at stake. She’d been given the responsibility to oversee every element of the emperor’s invitation: delivery of the box; assessment of Mike Brink’s capacity to solve it; construction of a second puzzle and securing it inside the box. She’d been told to be ready to answer Brink’s questions before escorting him to Tokyo. She didn’t anticipate surprises—it was a rare moment when anything surprised her—but all of this had happened so quickly.

			Two days before, on a visit to Tokyo, she’d been invited to the Fukiage Palace. She’d been ushered into the private quarters of the emperor, a modern room with plush white carpets and sleek contemporary furniture. An ikebana arrangement on a marble coffee table and a few pieces of traditional art were the only Japanese elements of the room. The emperor and empress sat side by side on a large white couch, waiting. Her aunt Akemi, their private secretary, sat nearby. Sakura hesitated, unsure of why she was there, but her aunt gave her a look and she entered the room, bowed low, her back stiff, her gaze turned to the ground, and waited to be addressed.

			“Thank you for coming, Nakamoto-san,” the empress said, calling Sakura by her last name, a formal gesture. Sakura felt a stab of unease. She looked to her aunt for some hint at what was happening, but Akemi only nodded, signaling that she should sit. Sakura sat.

			“We need your assistance,” the emperor said, staring directly at her. As she met his eye, a chill went through her. For thousands of years, the emperor of Japan was revered as a divinity, a direct descendant of the goddess Amaterasu. Sakura was a modern woman, with modern beliefs, and yet there it was, an instinctual need to turn her eyes away. “We require a person who is discreet, fluent in English, and absolutely loyal.”

			On a table between them sat a small box with an intricate wooden design—the very box she would place in Mike Brink’s hands in New York. The emperor had explained what they wanted her to do, and she’d agreed.

			“Officially, this invitation does not exist,” the emperor had said. “Nor does this trip. If it is discovered, we will deny that it happened at all. As will you.”

			“Sakura will accomplish this without trouble,” her aunt said. Akemi met her eye, and Sakura understood that this had been her doing, that years and years of planning had gone into that single moment. Her aunt had laid the groundwork. Now Sakura must do her part.

			“The American man you will be meeting…” her aunt Akemi had said before Sakura boarded the imperial jet for New York. “Observe him closely. We have been watching him and believe he is what he seems. But you must confirm this. As you know, there are those waiting for the opportunity to harm us. If you have any doubts, even the slightest, you must inform me. Please be cautious.”

			Sakura bowed to her aunt, accepting the responsibility of the mission. She felt the weight of her task settle upon her. She was not just a simple emissary. Everything rested upon her expertise, her judgment, her skills. It was only now, after years of training, that she fully understood. The Dragon Puzzle Box had been waiting for her. She’d been preparing her whole life to open it.
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			Brink glanced at Sakura’s watch. He had forty-eight seconds to solve the puzzle, not much time. He fumbled in his pocket for his favorite pen, a four-color Bic, and began working out the answers. The solutions came quickly—as soon as he read the clue, the answer was there. He wasn’t sure how it happened, but solving word puzzles was more like remembering the answers than searching for them. Like déjà vu, only clear and present and accessible.

			Not that this puzzle was easy. Not by a long shot. Sakura had designed a Saturday crossword, as they’d call it at the Times, the hardest of the week. But despite the elaborate design of the grid and the challenge of the clues, he blew through it. Some alchemy between his eidetic memory and his vast vocabulary had made solving as easy as breathing: Take the clue in; exhale the answer.

			The Dragon Puzzle Box would be different, a challenge beyond any he’d encountered. When he first heard about it as a student at MIT, he’d been instantly intrigued. He’d searched everywhere for more information, hoping to find a photograph of the box, an academic paper, some bit of evidence that it actually existed.

			But there was nothing to be found—not online, not in libraries. Nowhere.

			The only people who’d ever heard of it were his nerdy puzzle-constructor friends. When he posted a thread on Reddit, the responses were all conspiracy theories—that the box held a map to Yamashita’s treasure, the looted gold stolen from Southeast Asian countries by imperial forces during World War II; that it held a yokai, or demon, trapped inside by a curse; that the Dragon Box was just a tall tale told to distract American occupying forces after the war. That it never existed at all. Part of him preferred this explanation. If it didn’t exist and was just a rumor invented by conspiracy theorists and puzzlers, it couldn’t torture him.

			Real or not, he’d heard rumors that the last contest, held in 2012, ended in failure. Online puzzle groups claimed that an Australian puzzle solver, a World Puzzle champion many times over who specialized in number puzzles, had been summoned to Japan to open the puzzle box. He’d boarded a plane to Tokyo and was never seen again.

			Which only caused the rumors to multiply. Some of Brink’s friends in the puzzle world believed the Dragon Box itself was deadly and the guy had died trying to solve it. Others speculated that, having failed to crack the box but knowing too much about it, the puzzle solver was murdered. Others said the puzzle box caused the guy to go mad and that he was wandering the streets of Tokyo, raving.

			There was no way to know what the truth might be, but Brink understood that this contest was not any ordinary challenge. It was a life-or-death gamble. One Mike Brink was drawn to in ways he couldn’t fully explain.

			The truth was: He didn’t have a choice. After his injury, such challenges became essential. They took on a deep and necessary role in his life. He saw consistencies and patterns everywhere, found elegant, mathematical arrangement in the seemingly chaotic flow of life. He solved impossible equations effortlessly, arranged massively complex systems of information with ease, and remembered thousands and thousands of number sequences without quite trying. But it was the way it made him feel that kept him going. Solving had become his identity. He needed it like air or water or love or shelter. When he solved something, everything made sense. The universe configured, for a moment, into gorgeous artistic symmetry. It was an illusion, he knew that, but it was his illusion.

			The flower crossword puzzle before him, for example, solved itself. When he looked back at the chrysanthemum puzzle, it was complete.
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			Brink put his pen down. His eye fell over the puzzle, and he saw, amid the chaos of letters, a message. Sixteen letters were highlighted. A solution within the solution. It resolved itself before him, the letters moving clockwise around the flower: Invitation to Play.

			“Excellent, Mr. Brink,” Sakura said, tapping her watch to stop the clock. “You solved my puzzle with fourteen seconds to spare. The emperor will be pleased to hear that you’re as good as everyone says you are.”

			“That was some puzzle,” he said, realizing that Sakura Nakamoto was a puzzle master in her own right, one of his own kind.

			“Thank you,” Sakura said, accepting the compliment lightly. “Now if you don’t mind, we need to get going. There is a car waiting downstairs.”

			“Hold on,” he said. “I passed the test, but that doesn’t mean I’ve accepted the invitation.”

			She stared at him with the same unnerving look he’d noticed at the park. Clearly, she hadn’t expected him to resist. No questions. No delays. She wanted him to leave that minute. Which was utterly crazy and yet utterly in line with everything he’d heard about the contest.

			“Is this about the reward?” she asked. “I assure you it’s substantial. If you succeed, you will be given the Dragon Box itself. It is, as I’m sure you’re aware, a priceless artifact, one that many private collectors would be eager to purchase. A conservative estimate of its value is in the millions of dollars.”

			Sakura glanced at the wall of puzzle boxes, assessing Brink’s collection.

			“But I have a feeling that the real prize for a man like you isn’t money or fame. For someone like you, solving the most difficult, most mysterious puzzle in the world would be reward enough.”

			She was right, of course; the prize Brink wanted most was the challenge and triumph of solving something no one had solved before. But he couldn’t take this lightly. He knew from experience that an enigma could lead to unexpected and dangerous places. If the rumors were true, there was too much at stake. “Before I accept, I need to know the truth about a few things. For example, the Australian solver…”

			“You are referring to the man who attempted to open the Dragon Puzzle in 2012?”

			Brink nodded. “He never made it back home.”

			She stared at him, refusing to confirm or deny that the Australian solver had gone missing.

			“And the solver before that,” Brink said. “There’s no record of him making it back, either.”

			She sighed and, weighing her words, said, “Every puzzle master who has attempted to open the Dragon Puzzle Box has died trying. It is dangerous, probably the most dangerous thing you’ll do in your life. There is a real chance you will not come back from Japan.”

			“Reassuring.” Without thinking, Brink picked up the puzzle box and, his fingers working it in reverse, retraced his steps, sliding the wooden slats until they clicked into place. He set it on the counter before Sakura. An offering. “Most people wouldn’t even consider it.”

			“You’re not most people.” Sakura leveled her gaze at him. “And the Dragon Box is not an ordinary enigma. It was created to protect a secret, one that is important to many powerful people. Such a secret is invaluable, especially to you.”

			Invaluable to him? “I’m sorry, I don’t understand what that’s supposed to mean—”

			“You have more to gain than the glory of winning,” Sakura said. “I’m giving you the chance to understand the meaning, and purpose, of your extraordinary gift.”

			Brink took in this astonishing turn of the conversation. This woman barely knew him—she’d walked into this loft less than twenty minutes before—and now she was offering him the answers to his most profound questions. He didn’t know what to think. “That’s an awfully big promise.”

			“I wouldn’t say this to just anyone, but you’re not just anyone. You’re the best solver I’ve ever seen. I know you’re capable of winning. But you need to know that you have a reason to do it. And I’m here to tell you, Mike Brink, that you do.”
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			The Hanwha IR motion-activated security camera detected a human presence at the southeast entrance of the Kōkyo. The live-stream feed tripped, the camera’s arm swiveled right, the lens dilated, retracted, then focused on a man stumbling through the wide central corridor of the palace. He wore light-blue jōsō priest’s robes, signaling his rank, and plain black boots that streaked snow over the marble floor. He carried an object tucked tightly under his right arm, a package wrapped in a white cloth. The Dragon Box, most certainly.

			The priest swayed as he navigated the wide central corridor, his gait haphazard, causing the arm of the camera to track him in a dizzying sequence of movement, until he fell to the ground, heavy as a marionette cut from its strings. The camera’s position became fixed, taking everything in. It recorded the robes that spread, blue as pooling water. It saw the still fingers, the inexpressive face, the motionless boots. Nothing moved. The infrared monitor flashed his body temperature as it declined. The priest was dead.

			Akemi Saito, private secretary to the imperial family, entered the purview of the camera and squatted next to the man. She placed two fingers on his neck, feeling for a pulse. The camera took in her expression of shock. It recorded the careful urgency with which she stood, walked around the body, and examined it from every angle. But it could not record her thoughts. It could not see the frantic interior monologue that materialized, one that threatened her self-control.

			There were many possible complications that could’ve arisen, she thought, but this was not one she’d imagined. What on earth was she going to do? She would have to remove the body. She would have to inform the emperor. She knew exactly what the empress would say: A death before the contest is a very bad omen.

			As the private secretary to the emperor and empress, Akemi was privy to information unknown to the general population and even to the other members of the imperial family. There were small, personal secrets she must protect, anything that might reveal that the imperial family was as human as every other. And then there were the darker secrets, the ones that must be guarded at all costs. The Dragon Puzzle Box was one such secret.

			Now was not the time for indecision. There was a body lying at the entrance of the Imperial Palace. It needed to be removed immediately. Akemi composed a list in her mind, a series of action points as she struggled to put her thoughts in order. First, and most important, she needed to clean this up. But how did one dispose of a corpse? It wasn’t a problem she’d encountered before. She couldn’t very well call the monastery and arrange for the priest’s body to be returned, and she most definitely couldn’t inform the Tokyo police. The priest was a small man, but she couldn’t move him alone. Even the Imperial Household Agency, whose building was one hundred yards from the Kōkyo, couldn’t be trusted with this.

			She took her phone and sent a message to the only person who could be absolutely trusted. The messenger is dead. Send someone here now.

			As she waited, she stood over the priest, transfixed. She studied his features, trying to read his expression. What could have inspired him to disobey such important orders? What had he felt in those last moments of life? Regret that he’d betrayed the emperor? Relief that he’d died knowing something, however minute, about the Dragon Box? Had he realized, as his limbs became heavy and each step became labored, that the very object he’d spent so many years protecting had betrayed him? It was incredible. The priest’s curiosity had been more powerful than his faith, stronger than honor. It had corroded decades of loyalty, thousands of hours of veneration. But it shouldn’t surprise Akemi. It was human nature to be curious. She herself was curious about the contents of this box. Only she would never, never allow curiosity to betray her.

			She sighed, putting an end to such frivolous thoughts, and bowed to the body of the priest, the lowest, most formal bow she could manage. Then, using the silk cloth to protect herself, she lifted the box from the priest’s hands. It was remarkably heavy, a brick of steel encased in wood. She imagined the maze of puzzles inside, the intricate and cruel tests. Its contents had the power to change everything. And in a few hours, she would know its secrets.

			Stepping away from the body, she knelt and wrapped the box in the square of white silk. As she fastened it, tying the corners tight in a knot, she noticed a drop of blood, the priest’s blood, in the fibers. It had expanded to a diffuse circle, a perfect red sun in the white fabric. If she needed proof that the priest had tried to open the box, it was right there before her—the cut on his finger, the bloodstained silk. He’d betrayed the emperor. There was no question that he deserved to die.

			And yet she felt pity, not for the priest exactly but for all humankind. Pandora wasn’t evil, after all. She hadn’t intended to unleash suffering into the world. She’d simply needed to know what was inside the box.
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			Mike Brink caught the Q train at Canal Street. His appointment with Dr. Trevers was in less than half an hour at New York Presbyterian, all the way up at 68th and York, and even on the express train, he’d be late. He took a seat near the door. Connie settled at his feet, her nose angling toward a bag of Chinese takeout, then a guy’s sweaty gym socks, then a woman wearing a wood-and-citrus perfume. A dog’s sense of smell was acute and overpowering, the singular organizing principle of its experience of the world, much like patterns and puzzles were for Mike Brink. While Connie couldn’t escape the smorgasbord of scents on the subway, Brink couldn’t help but see the weave of hexagons on a sign advertising a dating app, the perfect cylinders of the metal poles stationed throughout the car, the delicate checked pattern of a silk tie that he knew, without quite knowing how, had 749 tiny squares.

			He closed his eyes to block out the stimuli, and the extraordinary events of that morning filled his mind. He saw the puzzle box, the origami flower, the intricate crossword: Invitation to Play. He heard Sakura telling him that the contest would teach him something about himself, something he needed to know. But most of all, he considered the choice he must make about the Dragon Box. He’d proven himself worthy. He’d been invited to Japan to solve the most elusive and challenging puzzle in the world. But was it worth the risk?

			He needed to talk to Dr. Trevers. He would help him think it all through. Over the past decade and a half, Brink had come to trust Trevers’s judgment. Trevers knew which competitions he should enter and which ones would send him over the edge. He helped him understand what he called Brink’s “reckless impulses”: his restlessness, his anxiety, his constant need to—as Dr. Trevers said—rebalance the chemicals in his brain. Dr. Trevers believed Brink was addicted to the cycle of risk and reward that solving gave, forever pushing himself to more-difficult challenges, but that there was a way to get off the roller coaster. A way to stop it. And when he was with Dr. Trevers, Mike Brink believed it, too.

			Trevers was more than a doctor. He’d become, over the past sixteen years, like a father. Brink’s dad had died over a decade before, when Mike was at MIT. His mother was French and moved back to Paris. Brink had no other family. Dr. Trevers filled the void, inviting him for Sunday lunches at his apartment, stopping by Brink’s loft to check in, going on long walks through Central Park with Brink and Connie. He’d become a friend, a mentor, his only family.

			Dr. Trevers would be happy to hear how Brink had handled the invitation to solve the Dragon Puzzle Box. While his first reaction had been to accept it, he’d played it cool. He told Sakura he needed time to think it over. He told her he’d call her later with his answer. He’d behaved, in other words, less like an addict and more like a rational human being.

			And yet even now, on the train to see Dr. Trevers, he trembled at the idea of it. Puzzles within puzzles, patterns within patterns, a nest of infuriating enigmas. It was the most tempting opportunity of his life.

			He picked up Connie and exited at the 72nd Street station, emerging onto Second Avenue. It was cold, the wind bitter, and he zipped his jacket to his chin and hurried east. Glancing at his watch, he saw that he was ten minutes late. Trevers wouldn’t be happy, but he was used to Brink by now and understood that his timing, speed-cubing aside, could be imperfect.

			It wasn’t a great day to be late. Aside from the Dragon Puzzle, they had a lot to talk about. For the past year, Dr. Trevers had been developing a new treatment. Brink knew very little about it, only that Trevers had been experimenting with a cocktail of medications to regulate the chemicals in his brain. The right doses of the right drugs, Trevers believed, would diminish the side effects of his traumatic brain injury and allow Brink to live a more normal life.

			Not that he’d ever be normal. Dr. Trevers made it clear that medication could diminish his symptoms but never change what Brink had become. The damage was irreversible. Still, the treatment would help him sleep more than three hours at a time, allow him to reduce his grueling schedule of exercise, diminish the onslaught of synesthesia, and stop the incessant patterns and equations that made his daily life such a challenge. It would, in short, allow him to live the life his injury had stolen.

			When Brink first learned of the treatment, he’d been stunned. The possibility of controlling his brain filled him with both hope and fear. If Dr. Trevers had developed such a treatment, Mike Brink could have something he’d never imagined: a choice. He could choose to be the most talented puzzleist in the world, or he could choose to be a normal person, living a normal life.

			Running up the hospital steps, Brink pushed into the warmth of the lobby, took the elevator up to Neurology, and stepped into the reception area of Dr. Trevers’s office. After years of regular appointments, the place felt like a second home—he’d been through every test imaginable in that office, had his weekly check-ins with Trevers in that office, knew where they kept the MRI and Nespresso machines, and had become friendly with April, the receptionist, a woman in her fifties for whom Brink designed custom crosswords. And so Brink knew, the second he walked into the reception area, that something was wrong.

			April stood in the waiting area, her eyes swollen. “You didn’t get my messages?”

			Brink felt a burst of panic. Her messages? He hadn’t had a second to look at his phone. He glanced past her and saw three men standing in the hallway outside Dr. Trevers’s office. Between them was a gurney holding a body bag.

			He shook his head, trying to understand what he was seeing. “There wasn’t reception in the subway,” he said. “What’s going on?”

			“Mike,” April said, stepping close and placing a hand on his arm, a gesture of comfort. “The cleaning crew found him this morning.”

			Conundrum was wagging her tail, filled with excitement. Dr. Trevers always had a bag of treats in his desk drawer. A series of emotions flooded through Brink—confusion, denial, a mad scrambling to understand what she meant. What on earth was she talking about? “Found him?”

			“He must’ve come in last night to finish entering some of his notes into the system. I know this is going to be hard on you. I’m so sorry.”

			Brink studied the shape of the body bag. It was short, stocky, roughly the size of Dr. Trevers. He knew, suddenly, that Dr. Trevers was gone. His body felt hot, cold, then numb. He needed to sit down.

			“Come over here, honey.” April took Brink by the arm and led him to a couch. He sat and stared at her, trying to take it in. It struck him that her eyes were swollen
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