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Dedication

 


Dedicated to OAS: My so-smart-it’s-scary
children.


Book One

Arrowhead

1932


Chapter One

I stood erect despite my fatigue, sweat
forming a puddle in the small of my back, running down into my
eyes, beading on my arms. I was breathing hard, sucking in the cool
air, and grinning from ear to ear.

Newmark was looking at me
intently. We were standing near the summit of Mount Sutro in San Francisco.

“In which guild did you
apprentice?” Newmark asked casually. He
seemed hardly winded.

“Minne-apolis,” I replied, my rapid
breathing turning it into two words.

“They trained you well,
Student,” he said, smiling. “And you say we have you to thank for
killing Weiss?”

I nodded. “Yes, you do. He
angered the leader of my guild by trying to
prove adepts were as fraudulent as he. So I
was ordered to kill him, and I did.”

“He angered all the guilds,” Newmark stated.
“How did you do it?”

“A simple rune,” I stated. My breathing was
becoming more regular. “He didn’t even bother to hide his real
name. He got sicker and sicker until he collapsed on stage in
Detroit and died Halloween night.” I chuckled; I’d been in the
audience and seen it.

“Yes,” Newmark said. “I remember reading
about it in the papers. You must have been young then.”

It had been six years ago. “Twenty-five,” I
bragged. “Just four years after my first trials.”

“That’s very impressive,” Newmark
commented.

“Thank you, Teacher.” I was still smiling; I
enjoyed telling others about killing that fraud, Weiss.

The older adept walked to me and smiled.
“Joining my guild will not cause problems with your old guild?”

“No, Teacher, I had permission to leave the
guild.”

“And why the West Coast Guild?”

“It doesn’t snow here, Teacher,” I said with
a laugh. I was frankly sick of snow, having grown up on America’s
northern plains.

Newmark laughed. “It doesn’t snow here, but
it’s not like southern California either. Wait until you see our
chilly summers, when the fog rolls in during the afternoon.”

I smiled at that. It was hard to believe on
this beautiful spring day.

“Let’s go,” Newmark said. He started walking
down the hill to where the auto that had brought us was waiting. I
had started to follow when he suddenly turned.

I still had my hand on my arrowhead talisman
as his finger came up. The lightning bolt hit me, but my protection
spell was up in time and the blast only physically knocked me back
a bit.

Newmark smiled again. “Very good. Welcome to
the West Coast Guild.”

“Thank you, Teacher.” I allowed myself to
relax. He’d just welcomed me to the guild; he wouldn’t attack me
again.

Trials to join guilds were
not on a pass-or-fail basis; they were pass-or-die. Newmark, the
head of the guild I wished to join, had spent the last hour trying
to kill me. I was sure he could have if he really desired. But he
only wished to test me to determine whether I was powerful enough
to join his guild—I
apparently had just proven myself so—and hadn’t used all of his
power.

The hike down the mountain was leisurely. I
got the feeling he was also tired, but trying to hide it. I
couldn’t help but laugh. I knew I could do it: I’d worn him
out.

There was a gravel road
which led from the city and sitting where we’d left them were a
warrior who was leaning against the long green auto
smoking a cigarette, and a
driver who was sitting behind the wheel looking bored. The warrior
opened the back door for Newmark—I had
to open my own door to enter—and then got in the front. The auto’s
roof only covered the back seats, which were as plush as the most
comfortable parlor furniture I’d ever seen. There was a windshield
between the front and back seats. The front seats were in the open,
and I wondered what the driver did when it rained. The driver
started the machine and piloted it down the road.

“Where are you staying?” Newmark asked over
the wind noise.

I told him the name of the cheap hotel I’d
found near the Union Pacific station. Transcontinental sleeping
berths weren’t cheap, and I’d yet to find a place where rich men
congregated to supplement my funds.

Newmark shook his head and reached through
the open window to smack the right arm of the warrior. “Samuel,
give me some money.”

The warrior handed back a roll of bills.
Newmark handed me the roll. “Find someplace nice.”

I looked at the roll of bills and then back
at him. Was this another test? I handed the roll back to him. “No,
thank you, Teacher,” I said.

Newmark smiled as he pocketed the money.
“You were trained well. You know what guilds are for.”

“Mutual protection,” I stated. “Killing a
member of a guild will cause that guild to avenge his death.”

“That is correct, Student,” Newmark
replied.

Guilds are also for companionship, I didn’t
add. But guilds weren’t mutual aid societies. An adept who asked
for help was showing his weakness. Even accepting help was giving
other adepts a signal that you were less than able to protect
yourself. And while guilds protected you from members of rival
guilds, they did nothing to protect you from the member of your
guild who would like your talisman or your position in the guild.
The leader of a guild was always the strongest and most powerful
member.

When we entered San
Francisco proper, the streets became paved, some with cobblestones.
I saw a line of shabbily dressed men stretched along the sidewalks
of one block. I immediately recognized it as the line for a soup
kitchen—they were
in every American city, including Minneapolis. Even adepts couldn’t
help but know about the Depression that had gripped the country.
Luckily, we were exempt from such lesser matters.

A man was trying to sell pencils on a street
corner for a nickel. Our eyes met for a moment and I had to look
away. The despair and pain I saw in his face was almost unbearable.
I thought about Newmark’s money and the cash I would soon be
accumulating and was glad I was an adept.

When the auto stopped in front of the
Huntington Apartments on Nob Hill, Newmark got out and I followed.
The warrior also exited the vehicle and hovered nearby. As I stood
waiting on the sidewalk, the driver drove the auto away, and I
assumed he was going to go park it somewhere.

“Come see me tomorrow about noon,” Newmark
told me. “You’ll also meet other members of the guild then.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

He entered the lobby of the apartment
building. It was later converted to a hotel but it remained the
guild headquarters, with our guild renting the thirteenth
floor.

I wandered around the town looking for men
of means. With the Depression there weren’t many, but I was able to
lighten the wallets of some imprudent gentlemen.

When I hailed a taxi and
told the driver to take me to a nice hotel, he dropped me at
the Drake-Wiltshire, not too far away on
Stockton Street. It was nicer than any place I’d ever stayed in my
life—certainly like
nothing in Grand Forks.

In North Dakota, one only heard rumors of
adepts, although there were occasional stories in the newspapers
about their exploits in big cities. The stories were almost
universally reproving and my parents usually added their own
opinions. But I didn’t care. I wanted to be an adept and knew I had
the talent, ambition, and brains to be one. I also knew I didn’t
want to stay in Grand Forks a moment longer than necessary.

Once, on a school field trip to a museum,
there were Indian artifacts displayed under glass. One artifact, an
arrowhead with markings scratched into it, seemed to me to be
emanating power. I asked my friend, standing close by, if he
noticed anything, and he just laughed at me.

Everyone knew adepts used “talismans” to
increase their power. I was sure that the arrowhead was a talisman,
probably for an Indian medicine man. So, at age 17, I broke into
the museum, stole the arrowhead, and with my other scant belongings
and all the money I could rustle up in a carpetbag, I took a train
to Minneapolis in search of a guild. The train was full of men
going to Chicago to Navy boot camp because of the war in Europe. I
felt young and out-of-place even though I was just a year younger
than most of them. They were excited to go stop the Huns, and I was
glad that I was embarking on a path that would, if successful,
preclude my fighting for my country in the war to end all wars, or
any other wars that might come along. Even though I did feel some
pangs of guilt, I forgot them quickly.

I’d never been to a city like Minneapolis
before. It was a wonder; the streets were paved, there were
electric lights everywhere, even in the buildings, and street cars
and automobiles moved along like magic. I’d never even seen an
automobile before.

I had no idea how to find a guild, but I
needn’t have worried as they found me, apparently feeling the
arrowhead’s power. After a five-year apprenticeship, I passed my
trials to join soon after my twenty-first birthday.

I spent almost ten years with that guild,
but after the summer of ‘29 and the winter of ‘30 I decided it was
time to leave. It had been over 100 degrees in June, July, and
August, and 104 in September. Then five months later it was below
zero; February and March were absolutely, miserably cold. After
giving it careful thought I concluded that I wanted to move to a
milder climate, so I asked the head of my guild for permission to
attempt to join the West Coast Guild. She was unhappy to see me go,
but wished me luck. I got on the next train for San Francisco.

There was not much to do in the hotel other
than read or listen to the radio, and I quickly became bored. I
felt like celebrating (and wanted to wash the face of the man
selling pencils from my consciousness). I’d need to find a
speakeasy and maybe a pretty girl to seduce, or to use a persuasion
spell on, for a proper celebration. The doorman or bell captain
could probably help me find a hooch joint, preferably a classy
one.

My plans were pleasantly
changed. As I walked through the lobby of the Drake-Wiltshire, I
saw her. First I glimpsed her from behind and I admired her slender
form in her stylish dress. I could see her dark, dark hair
that came to the nape of her neck,
and her shapely ankles. Then she turned and I
practically gasped out loud. She was Oriental, and one of the most
beautiful women I’d ever seen in my life. She was so lovely it almost hurt to look at her. She was
dressed in a two-tone western-style dress, slim down to her
silk-covered calves. She wore high-heeled shoes and a small hat on
her black hair, hair that was so black it seemed to have blue
highlights. And, I could feel it; she was
an adept.

Our eyes locked and I found I couldn’t look
away. She didn’t avert her eyes, either, and we continued to stare
at one another. I slowly approached her.

“Greetings,” I said in the ancient language,
afraid she might not speak English.

At that she looked down. “Greetings,
Teacher,” she replied in the same language.

I was surprised at that; I’d rarely been
called teacher, and then only by the most junior adepts. “What name
do you use?” I asked her. All adepts use pseudonyms, for if someone
knows your name they have power over you.

“Pak Meyoung,” she said, still not meeting
my gaze.

I changed languages. “Do you speak English,
Pak?”

“Ahnioh,” she whispered.

Although it was difficult to hear her voice,
what I heard made me blink in surprise; I could not understand what
she’d said. Reaching for my talisman, I wrapped my fingers around
it and worked up a translation spell. I wanted to talk to her,
desperately.

I didn’t know what it was. I had met
attractive women before, but I felt drawn to her immediately, and
it seemed she felt the same. Boldly I reached out, cupped her chin
and lifted her face. She smiled shyly and tried to look away, but I
didn’t allow it. “I’m Joe Kader,” I whispered to her, hoping the
translation spell was working properly.

“Hello, Joe,” she whispered back.

I chuckled. “Hello, Pak.”

She shook her head. “Pak is my family name.
We say family names first.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant. “Well, I’ll
call you…” I had to think for a moment, “Peg. Are you Nisei?”

For a moment I saw anger or hurt in her
face, but she covered it quickly. “No. I’m from Chosun.”

“Chosun?” I asked, not ever having heard of
it.

She shook her head. “Americans call it
Korea.”

“Wherever that is,” I laughed, thinking
maybe it was part of Japan or China. “Are you staying here at the
hotel?”

“Yes.”

“May I buy you dinner, Peg?”

She hesitated. I could tell she was in
turmoil about it. But finally she shook her head.

“No, thank you,” she said.

I looked at her. I should have accepted her
answer, but with the way I felt about her and the way I thought she
felt about me, I couldn’t. “Why?”

She didn’t answer but stepped away. Then she
turned. “I’m sorry, I cannot.”

***

By using a persuasion spell on the desk
clerk, I learned she was staying at the hotel and in what room. I
also learned she was alone; however, she’d come to the hotel with
an Oriental man who had paid for her room for four months in
advance and then left. One of those months was gone. He had also
paid for the room of a man, also Oriental. The man was easy to
find. The evening after I met Peg, there was a pounding on my room
door. I used a far seeing spell to see that it was a tall,
angry-looking Oriental man. I made sure my hand was around my
talisman when I opened the door.

Without preamble he stated in English, “You
stay away from Chosun woman.”

He wasn’t an adept unless he was masking, so
I just said, “Why?”

“She not your business. She not free.”

I blinked at that, wondering what he
meant.

“What are you going to do about it?” I
asked.

He reached inside his western business suit
and pulled out a revolver. “I can make you not want to see her,” he
said. The man must have wanted to sound menacing, but with his
accent and Pidgin English, he sounded almost silly.

Up to this point, the man’s face had shown
only anger. However, when I pointed and he felt what I had done to
him, his face became twisted with fear.

“Leave her alone,” I told him, “or I’ll
finish the job.” I released him.

He looked at me. “You have trouble when he
gets here.”

“He, who?” I asked.

“You see,” he spat and walked away.

Well, I decided, if this man was
representative of my competition, I had little to worry about.

The next day I waited in the lobby until I
saw her again. I approached her carefully, but was surprised and
happy to find that her attitude was different and she was not as
shy as before.

“Did you scare off Ito?” she asked in the
ancient tongue.

“If that was his name, yes.”

She smiled, which made her face all the more
beautiful. “Thank you. I hate that man.”

“Why didn’t you do anything about him,
then?” I asked. She was an adept.

She simply did not answer.

“Would you like to go for a walk, Peg?” I
asked her.

She thought for a moment, then almost
giggled, covering her mouth shyly. “That would be nice, Mr.
Kader.”

***

Peg’s body was next to mine, nude, in the
bed. We were awake, resting and relaxing. The three months since
I’d come to San Francisco had been the most amazing of my life. I
had passed the trials to enter one of the most powerful guilds in
the country and I knew I was in love with Peg. The language barrier
was slowly being eroded; she was learning some English and we used
translation spells and the ancient language to back us up.

She and I had spent almost
every moment together, except when I went to see Newmark or to have
other contact with members of my guild. It wasn’t that I was
ashamed of her—rather the opposite. But she was not a member of the guild
(and wouldn’t tell me what guild she belonged to, if any) and would
not be welcome.

We had explored the city
together and it was a wonderful time. I did see some people
stare—both
Caucasians and Orientals—as her hand would rest in the crook
of my arm.

There were also some strange incidents. We
ran into some Nisei on the street and she acted scared; I didn’t
understand what an adept would have to fear from any lesser, even
Japanese. I took her to a speakeasy one night, thinking she’d enjoy
the music and I could teach her to dance. Minneapolis was close
enough to Chicago that it had a thriving hooch trade and I often
visited speakeasies there, sampling the bathtub gin or smuggled-in
Canadian booze in high-class joints. I wanted to share that with
Peg. However, the guard at the door took one look at her and said,
“No niggers, chinks, or Irish.” It probably took a week for the
spell I put on him to wear off, keeping him mute the entire time.
We didn’t patronize the dive, as I wasn’t going to give the
bastards my money. But we brushed these incidents off as easily as
we ignored the stares and whispers. I only saw her as a beautiful
woman with black hair, lovely dark eyes, and skin that contrasted
nicely with my northern plains pallor.

I did, occasionally, see Ito lurking in the
shadows, looking angry and frustrated. When I tried to ask Peg
about it, she would refuse to speak of it.

She told me that, before my arrival, she’d
been imprisoned in the Drake-Wiltshire by Ito. I still could not
understand why she’d allowed a lesser to control her. He must have
had some power over her before I had chased him off.

There was something about her, a sadness or
a hurt, that I could sense but could not bring her to share. I
didn’t like the feeling; I just wished I could break down her
reserve. It was as if, despite our physical and emotional
closeness, she still held me at arm’s length.

“Sweet one,” I said.

“Yes, yuhbo?” She had taken to calling me
that, explaining it meant “dear” in her language.

“I want to tell you something but, I’m
afraid.”

She turned in my arms to look at me, her
face inches from mine, her breath warm on my nose, the length of
her body against mine. “Why are you afraid?”

“I’m afraid if I tell you it will scare you
off.” And I was.

Her dark eyes studied my face. “Why would it
scare me off for you to tell me something?”

I had no answer to that. “It just
might.”

She looked deep into my eyes then. “I want
to tell you something but I am afraid.”

“Afraid of what, dear?”

“Afraid that you will think me foolish.”

I smiled. “How could I?” I was sure we were
both talking of the same thing. “If I promise not to think you
foolish, do you promise not to be scared away?”

She nodded, a serious look on her face.

I took a deep breath. “Peg, I love you.”

She smiled and lowered her eyes. “And I love
you, Joe.”

I laughed. “See, that was not so hard.”

“No, yuhbo, it was not,” she
agreed.

I pulled her closer. But I still felt the
presence of something: the secret she could not share.

***

A few days later, I returned
to our hotel from the Huntington and when I entered our
room—she’d moved in
with me weeks ago—she was gone. I tried to feel for her: nothing. I physically
searched the room, then the hotel. Both she and Ito were gone. The
desk clerk informed me that Ito had vacated his room and the two of
them—Ito and
Peg—had left with
an Oriental man.

I searched the city, starting with the
hotels, assuming that a beautiful Oriental woman should be easy to
find. But despite truth and persuasion spells, I found no trace of
her. I even tried the small Japanese community in the city, but I
got nothing there but hostility, and no one knew anything about any
Peg or Pak. Those were the only names I knew for her.

About a week after she had disappeared I
returned to the Drake-Wiltshire late in the afternoon, exhausted. I
lay on the bed, my mind unable to find rest, but my body needing
it. There was a gentle knock on the hotel room door, and I bounded
off the bed, crossed over to the door in two leaps, and pulled it
open saying, “Peg?”

A young, Oriental man stood
outside my door. He looked at me and said softly, “My name
is Takada. What I do now endangers my life
and my guild’s honor.” He was an adept, I could feel it.

As I looked at him, wondering what he had
meant, he handed me a folded piece of paper.

I pulled it open, still standing in the
doorway. It was a handwritten note, and I had to use a translation
spell to read the strange writing. “I am sorry, I must go now.
Don’t try to follow me. I will love you forever and never forget
you.” She had signed it in symbols I didn’t bother to translate but
assumed were her Korean pseudonym. It didn’t matter; I reached out
and grabbed the man’s shoulders.

“Where is she?” I demanded, nearly
shouting.

He didn’t resist, even though he could have,
being an adept.

“Her ship leaves from Pier
22 at the Embarcadero; the Reinan
Maru.”

“When?” I grunted, my hands gripping his
shoulders.

“Soon; you must hurry.”

As the realization that I might lose her hit
me, I blinked. Then I pushed him back and started running down the
hall for the elevator. A thought occurred to me and I turned back
to face him. “Why are you telling me this?”

He looked at me for a long moment before
answering. “I have my reasons. You can find me on the west end, in
the Japanese area.” The way he said it, it was plain that he didn’t
expect to see me again.

I turned and ran to the elevator and pressed
the call button. When it didn’t come soon enough, I raced down the
stairs, across the lobby, and out to the street. The doorman waved
down a taxi and I jumped in.

“The Embarcadero,” I ordered, “Pier 22.”

“You got it,” the driver replied around a
half-smoked cigar in his mouth.

“And fast,” I added, hitting him with a
persuasion spell.

As the taxi left the curb, I looked down and
realized that I still had Peg’s note clutched in my hand. I
carefully folded it and put it in my shirt pocket.

The taxi stopped at Pier 22,
between a warehouse and a big black steamship. From the pier the
ship looked like a massive steel wall many stories tall. From my
taxi window I saw Peg standing near the bottom of the gangplank
about to board the ship. At the top of the gangplank was a dark
hole in the black metal of the side of the ship. It seemed as if
that hole led to another world and if I allowed her to enter it,
she’d be gone forever. I bounced out of the car and called her
name. “Peg!” I had not meant to play this
scene out here on the docks of the Embarcadero in front of lessers but I didn’t seem to have a
choice.

She turned and looked at me,
tears in her eyes. “Yuhbo!” she cried out.

Standing beside her were Ito and another
Oriental man whom I could sense was a powerful adept. But I had
been an adept for ten years and had passed the trials for two
guilds. I wasn’t a pushover, and I kept moving toward the ship.

Upon seeing me, Ito spoke excitedly to the
adept, who nodded his understanding and then spoke back to Ito. He
nodded, bowed, and rushed up the gangplank and entered the
ship.

“Who the hell are you?” I demanded of the
adept, forgetting he might not speak English.

“I call myself Nakamura,” he
said calmly. “My guild is the Omi
Uji.” His English was
nearly perfect and unaccented.

I’d never heard of it and
didn’t really care. How was I to know at the time that they were
the most powerful guild—the only guild in fact—in Japan?

“What are you doing with Peg?” I asked.

“Her name,” he said, “is Miko. And she is
mine.”

Adept names are rather fluid, and at the
time I didn’t understand that he called her by a Japanese name, or
the significance of that.

“What do you mean, ‘mine’? Is she your
wife?”

“No, she’s just mine.”

“You can’t take her,” I wailed. “We love
each other.”

Nakamura laughed. “Your ‘love’ means
nothing. She is mine; she is my property.”

“She is an adept, as free as you are,” I
tried.

He laughed again. “You do not understand our
ways, Westerner. She is mine!” I was really getting tired of
hearing him say that. He turned and spoke to her in what I assumed
was Japanese. I didn’t understand it but I got the gist: We’re
leaving.

“Stop!” I commanded, pointing at him. “I
won’t let you take her.”

He turned quickly. I dodged left as his
airbolt whizzed by my right ear. I heard it hit something solid,
probably the wall of the warehouse behind me, which sent lessers
gasping and screaming. Battles between adepts in public were rare,
but they did happen, and most lessers knew the best thing to do was
to get as far away as possible.

As I recovered, standing up
straight, Ito stepped out of the ship and pointed at me. Two
Oriental men emerged from the dark opening and rushed down the
gangplank. They were dressed in dark, robe-like costumes. Each
carried above his head a slim curved sword—I would later learn they were called
“katana.” They
rushed at me, screaming ferociously.

I shot an airbolt at one and
knocked him down. The other, screaming, slashed at my head with his
sword, and I heard the blade hum by my ear as I ducked. My hand
grasped my arrowhead talisman and I pointed at him. Since he was a
lesser, I could affect him directly. He stopped moving, his sword
stationary in its arc as he was bringing it up again for another
swing. I kept the holding spell on him and turned my attention to
Nakamura’s second warrior—I assumed that was who these armed
men were—who had
jumped to his feet again almost effortlessly and came at me, the
point of his sword level and aimed for my gut. I jumped out of the
way and tried to reach out to touch him, but he ducked my grasp,
probably knowing what I could do if I laid a finger on his
skin.

While some of my attention was focused on
holding the first warrior, the second turned, sword held out in
front of him, and attacked again, probably trying to keep me from
using a spell on him. It worked. He slashed at me and the blade cut
through the bicep of my left arm. I howled in pain as blood
cascaded from the gash.

He turned so rapidly that I wondered if he
was an adept, using some meta to move inhumanly fast. He slashed
again, so quickly that the sword was nothing but a blur that I
managed to avoid before the blade removed my head. I ignored the
steel’s whistle as it cut through the air, and reached for him. He
brought the sword around and practically severed my right arm,
blood splashing from the wound, but I got my hand around his neck,
and he dropped to the wooden dock, dead, his red-stained sword
clattering to the planks next to him. I did the same for the first,
motionless warrior, not having the time or inclination to show
mercy.

While I was busy with his warriors, Nakamura
had pulled Peg up the gangplank and was about to enter the black
hole at the top with her. I healed myself enough to stop the
bleeding, which left me tired and in no shape to face him. But I
had to try.

I pointed, and fire arced from my finger
toward Nakamura. He put a hand up and the flames stopped a few feet
from him. My next shot was more powerful, but he walked towards me,
undeterred, back down the gangplank. Then, with his black eyes
beaming hatred toward me, he pushed the flames back at me. When
they hit I screamed as my head was engulfed in pain. I dropped to
the ground, scrambling through the agony to find a spell to stop
the fire.

Suddenly, the flames died and I looked up to
see Peg using a spell to douse them. Nakamura looked at her angrily
and pointed at her; she became motionless. While he was distracted,
I shot lightning at him. It smacked into the side of his ribcage,
knocking him back. He hit the railing on the gangplank, flipped
over it, and fell to the dock. The impact must have knocked the
wind out of him, as he didn’t immediately rise. I shot fire at him
again, this time hitting him full-on. He yelled in pain and
surprise and rolled off the dock into the greasy water between the
ship and the quay.

I rushed up the gangplank to Peg and took
her forearm in my hand. “Come on!” I said, tugging.

She looked at me and didn’t
move—couldn’t move.
I didn’t understand; as an adept, she should have been immune to
spells that directly affected her.

Unless Nakamura knew her real name.

As the spell on her dissipated, I could see
the torment in her eyes. Fear kept her planted where she was as
effectively as had the spell.

Nakamura flew out of the water and landed,
wet but alive, on the dock. I’d never seen an adept fly without a
carpet or broom or some type of device before. Nakamura screamed
angrily and pointed both hands at me. The airbolt knocked me
backwards across the gangplank’s rail, and I flew through the air
until I smashed into the dock. I must have lost consciousness for a
moment because the next thing I knew, Nakamura was standing over
me, his foot pressing down on my chest. He was pulling my talisman
from my hand.

“Shall I kill you
now, gaijin?” he
asked, holding the arrowhead.

I shook my head. I knew he could kill me
without much effort, and I could do little to stop him.

“The woman is mine,” he growled.
“Understand?”

No! I screamed inside my head. But I knew to
say that would be to die. “Yes,” I whispered.

“I am taking her back to Japan,” he stated.
“If you try to follow, if I ever see you again, I will kill both of
you.”

I nodded, defeated.

He looked at my talisman. “Interesting. I
assume this is an Indian artifact. I’m keeping this as payment for
my warriors.”

I had no way to stop him.

He pocketed the talisman, lifted his foot
from me and walked to Peg, who had come back down to the bottom of
the gangplank. He said something to her in Japanese, took her arm,
and pulled her back up the gangplank. She glanced back at me,
giving me one last look at her beautiful eyes before she passed out
of sight into the stygian interior of the black ship.

I stood slowly, carefully. No bones seemed
to be broken, but I hurt all over. Lessers were staring at me but I
continued to ignore them. I ran as best I could to the bottom of
the gangplank, debating momentarily whether to follow them into the
ship. But I knew Nakamura could, and would, kill me if I tried.
Instead I called out: “Peg! I love you! I’ll find you. I
promise!”

There was no response, not even from
Nakamura.

I turned and hobbled away. My taxi had left
so I simply walked, fully aware of all the eyes that were fixed
upon me. I felt the need to lash out at something. I shot a weak
fireball into a warehouse. It hit a stack of crates and lit them on
fire. It was about all I could do without a talisman, but it was
effective. The lessers turned and started minding their own
business.


Chapter Two

Without a talisman I couldn’t do a healing
spell, and my body ached all over from being slammed on the dock.
My right arm where the sword had cut it was healed enough that I
could use it, but it still hurt, and the left side of my scalp was
throbbing painfully. Some feeling of dread warned me not to touch
it. I made my way to the street somehow, since my world had become
a haze of physical and emotional agony. I waved down a taxi and got
in, grateful to sit down. My thoughts were fighting through the
pain; I’d get a talisman, sneak on that ship, and get Peg off
before it sailed. I just didn’t know where I’d get a talisman,
yet.

The taxi driver looked at me. “You okay,
bud?”

I realized my clothes were
singed and bloodstained. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said softly. “Get me
to the Drake-Wiltshire on Stockton.” Needed to change clothes
before—before
whatever I was going to do to get a talisman. Go beg Newmark for
one? Find a weak adept and take his?

“You ain’t fine, buddy,” the driver
protested. “I think I need to take you to a hospital.”

I wondered if I looked worse than I felt.
That hardly seemed possible.

“The Drake-Wiltshire,” I mumbled, suddenly
feeling light-headed.

The driver turned his rearview mirror so I
could see myself. “Take a look, bud.”

I did. The hair was gone on the left side of
my head. Instead there was a bright red skin that was starting to
blister. When I saw this, the pain increased exponentially and the
world went gray, then black.

***

Pain woke me up.

The room was painted white and I was in a
white iron bed. My left arm was strapped down and a needle was
inserted near the elbow. A tube ran from it to an upside-down glass
bottle hanging from a metal rack beside the bed. The rack was
painted white. The side of my head felt as if someone had spread a
layer of hurt over it, like frosting on a cake. I touched it
without thinking and felt cloth. My head had been bandaged. But
just that slight amount of pressure increased the pain to nearly
unbearable levels. I involuntarily sucked in a sharp breath.

An old man in the bed next to me said, “Good
morning.”

I looked at him. It had been afternoon when
I had gone to the Embarcadero. There was an eight-pane window near
my bed. I could see that it was daytime, but since I had no idea
what direction the window faced, that gave me no clue to the
time.

“The nurse will want to know that you’re
awake,” the man said.

He had no outward signs of trauma, so I
didn’t know why he in a hospital bed. I just stared at him, my
brain not quite seeming to work right. He seemed to have yellow
ears and the whites of his eyes were almost saffron-colored.

“Pull that string,” he said, pointing at
something on my bed. His fingernails were also tinged with
yellow.

I looked—it hurt like hell to
move—and there was
a string connected to a chain like that on a pull cord for a light.
It was resting on my pillow next to my head.

“Go ahead,” he said, trying to sound
encouraging. “Pull it.”

I fumbled for it with my hand, found it, and
tugged. I felt as if I had no energy, so I kept tugging, not
knowing if it had done any good. I kept clumsily pulling it until a
nurse walked in.

“Keep pulling that cord and I’ll wrap it
around your neck,” she said, striding in like a white-mantled
centurion. “Oh, you’re conscious,” she said, looking at me. “Good.
The doctor will want to talk to you.” She turned around and left,
her white shoes squeaking on the tile floor.

“She’s a mean one, that one,” the old man
said. “But the night nurse is pretty.”

I lay back on the pillow and breathed
deeply. I reached for my talisman that should be in my trouser or
vest pocket, but of course I was wearing a hospital gown. And then
I remembered; I had no talisman.

I hoped the doctor would do something for
the pain. It hadn’t hurt like this before I passed out in that
taxi.

A man walked in wearing a white smock and a
reflector strapped to his head. This must be the doctor, I thought.
He was short and overweight with thinning black hair. It hung like
black strings that contrasted with his pale skull. The nurse
followed the doctor and stood at the foot of the bed as if trying
to keep me from escaping.

“Now,” he said, looking at me. “You’re
conscious. Are you in pain?” He had a German accent, making me
wonder how long he’d been in America.

“Yes,” I replied to his question.

“Do you have a name?”

“Joe,” I said. “Joe Kader.” It hurt to talk;
the skin on my face moving caused the burned skin on my skull to
move painfully. I also felt tired and weak, and my mouth was dry,
as were my eyes.

“Well, Mr. Kader,” the doctor continued,
“you were burned very badly. I would be interested to know how this
happened. You were brought in by taxi, did you know?”

“Yes,” I said.

“You are lucky to be alive,”
he stated. “We treated your burned head with the most modern
methods, treating the wound with tannic acid, silver nitrate, and a
sterile dressing. We’re giving you saline to replace lost liquids.
The biggest fear now is infection, Staphylococcus and such.”

I looked at the man in the other bed.

“Don’t worry about that,” the doctor said,
whispering, “cirrhosis of the liver. When he starts vomiting, we’ll
move him.”

That didn’t sound encouraging, but I didn’t
say anything, so he continued. “Let me take a look at this.” He
swung the reflector over his eye and leaned over me to examine my
head. “Nurse, the light,” he ordered and the nurse left her post at
the foot of the bed and moved a lamp on a table near my head to
shine the light on him. He spent some time looking at my head,
leaving me to look at his chin. I was grateful he didn’t touch it.
I heard him sniffing. “No smell of infectious decay,” he said,
apparently talking to himself. “That is good; the silver nitrate
must be working.”

He sat back and looked at me. “We’ll have to
change this dressing. I’m afraid you’ll find that unpleasant.”

I worried about that; if merely touching the
dressing was intolerably painful, I couldn’t imagine what pulling
the bandage off would feel like.

He took my hand and squeezed the base of my
fingernail between his thumb and index finger for a few moments,
then released it and studied the result. “Good,” he said. “You’re
only slightly dehydrated and no sign of shock.” He stood up and
swung the reflector up again. “I am afraid you’ll be scarred for
life. Nothing we can do about that. Such a shame; such a young man,
too. Are you married?”

“No.”

“Such a shame.” He looked at me with a look
of pity I did not enjoy. “Is there anyone we can contact for you?
Family or friends?”

I didn’t want Newmark to see me in this
condition so I just shook my head.

“You said you are in pain?” the doctor
asked.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“I’ll have the nurse bring in a morphine
injection. We might as well change that dressing as soon as it
takes effect. That will help a little.”

I don’t know whether the morphine helped. I
remember screaming uncontrollably as they removed the old dressing.
And they did this daily, although the pain slowly decreased to
being merely unbearable.

***

About the third day I was in the hospital, a
man wearing a suit came in to ask if I could pay for my treatment.
What money they’d found on me had quickly been consumed. When I
told him I couldn’t pay, he informed me that, in that situation, I
was a “charity case” with my medical expenses paid by a combination
of city monies and various philanthropic groups. That was part of
the reason, despite the fear of infection; I had to share a room
with a dying alcoholic. A policeman came in another day and asked
how I had been burned. I told him I didn’t remember. He looked as
if he didn’t believe me, so I used a persuasion spell, albeit a
very weak one, and he left satisfied. He probably wondered later
why he’d believed me.

And because I was a charity case, I was
apparently obligated to listen to a man from a church talking to me
about my sinful ways. I tried to spend the time sleeping.

After three weeks of excruciating pain
during dressing changes lessened slightly by morphine and what
little meta I could muster in my weakened state, horrifying
morphine dreams, and people asking me stupid questions, my roommate
looked at me and said, “Is that stench coming from you?”

I didn’t know; I didn’t smell anything.

Later that day the doctor sniffed my head
and smiled. “Good news,” he said, a little too happily, “we don’t
need to change your dressings anymore. I’ll bet you’re glad to hear
that.”

I looked at him as he showed me a forced
smile, then patted me on the shoulder and walked away. He stopped
to talk to the battle-ax day nurse. Their voices were low, so I
used a spell to increase my hearing.

“Just as I feared: infection,” he was
saying. “We can try to treat it with more silver nitrate, but I’m
afraid it won’t do much good.”

The nurse nodded gravely. “We’ll keep him as
comfortable as possible.”

“If the infection spreads too much, start a
morphine drip,” the doctor ordered.

“Yes, doctor.”

“Poor bastard,” he said and walked out of
the room.

I knew then that they expected me to die. My
burn was infected and there was nothing they could do. And without
a talisman, there was nothing I could do.

I refused my next morphine injection.

I had to fight to stay awake, and the pain
helped. I watched the sky darken through the room’s window and
listened to the lush’s snoring. Somewhere I heard a clock chime.
When it chimed twelve times, I removed the needle from my arm and
sat up in the bed. I felt lightheaded but was determined to get out
of there. There was a closet I’d never seen opened. I stumbled to
it and jerked the door open. My blood-stained clothes were inside.
It probably took me half an hour to dress, with numerous rest
periods. I wondered how I was going to walk out of there. I looked
out the window and, this close to it, could tell I was on the
second floor. I debated jumping out the window as the fastest
escape, but decided that was foolish.

Then I remembered something.
I reached into my shirt pocket. Peg’s note was in there, folded
neatly by someone other than me. But I could feel her presence in
the note. It wasn’t a talisman—it could become one in
time—but it did
have power. Not enough to heal, but enough for some
strength.

I walked out of the room. The night nurse, a
voluptuous strawberry blonde with a constellation of freckles
across her nose, looked at me aghast.

“Mr. Kader,” she called out, “what are you
doing out of your bed?”

I pointed at her. “I’ve been released.”

“You’ve been released,” she repeated.

“Call me a taxi,” I ordered.

She picked up the phone and called a taxi
company.

“Escort me outside,” I said.

She came to me and took my arm. “It’s good
to see you going home,” she said. “We were worried about you.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

Having her with me, I was not challenged. I
had to reinforce the persuasion spell continuously, something I
wouldn’t have had to do if I’d had a talisman, but we made it to
the main entrance without incident. We stepped outside into a
foggy, damp night.

“You can go,” I told her. “Thank you.”

She smiled and walked back into the
building. I collapsed on a bench, weakened by the spells and my
condition.

I hoped the spell on her would hold until
the taxi got there.

It must have, as she hadn’t come to get me
by the time the yellow and black auto stopped.

“You call for a taxi?”

I got in. “The Huntington Apartments on
California,” I said. “You know where that is?”

“Top of Nob Hill?” the driver asked.

“Yes.” I leaned back in the seat.

“You okay, buddy? You don’t look too
good.”

“I’m fine; get me to the Huntington, now!” I
added a persuasion spell to get him to move.

“Yes, sir!” he said.

The bouncing of the car caused pain to run
across my scalp with every bump. I probably would have slept,
otherwise.

At the Huntington, the elevator operator
didn’t recognize me and didn’t want to let me on the thirteenth
floor until I gave him the pass phrase. I was greeted by a warrior
I didn’t know.

“Where’s Newmark?” I asked.

“Sleeping,” the warrior said gruffly. “Who
are you?”

“Kader,” I said, leaning against the wall of
the corridor.

He looked at me with big eyes. “We thought
you were dead.”

“I almost am,” I groaned. “I need
Newmark.”

There was a flurry of movement that I was
barely aware of. I remembered sitting in a chair with Newmark
looking me over.

“We thought you were dead,” he said harshly.
“Who did this to you, someone from another guild?”

I nodded.

Newmark’s attitude changed to one that was
almost fatherly. “Those bastards. Looks as if you got here just in
time, son.” He turned to the warriors. “Help him.”

Of course, I thought, this is the job of the
guild, to help a member when attacked. Mutual protection.

He searched my clothes, finding only Peg’s
note. He glanced at it and set it aside. “No talisman. That
explains why he hasn’t healed himself,” he said to the warrior
looking over his shoulder. “Watch him,” he said and walked away.
The warrior looked at me, and twisted his face in a manner that I
could only understand as meaning he didn’t like what he saw.

Newmark returned and picked up my hand. He
placed an object in it.

It was a talisman. I felt the power. I
smiled. “Thank you,” I said. I healed my head until I passed out. I
woke up lying on a bed that was apparently in one of the bedrooms
of Newmark’s apartments. Peg’s note was on a table by the bed,
along with the talisman. I folded her note carefully and placed it
in my pocket. Then I picked up the talisman and healed my head some
more. I tested it by pulling off the dressing, which was about the
size of a sheet of typewriter paper folded in half. It was smaller
than I had thought given the pain that it had caused me. And it
smelled bad. I dropped it on the floor, and healed my head
completely. I’d have to wait for the hair to grow back, though. I
healed my arm that the Japanese warrior had cut and then took
another nap.

***

Newmark was sitting in a leather chair and
smiled when I came into the room. The shades were up and it was a
lovely day outside. From there I could see the Golden Gate: the
narrow entrance to San Francisco Bay. There’d been talk of putting
a bridge over it, but many thought that would prove impossible with
the currents and the winds. I figured it would be tried; lessers
trust their iron and steel wonders so much. There was even talk of
a bridge to Oakland which, considering the distance, seemed even
less likely.

“Joe,” Newmark called out upon seeing me.
“You’re looking almost healed.”

“Thank you, Teacher,” I said, sitting on a
couch across from him.

“Although,” he added with a chuckle, “you
might want to even out your haircut.”

I ran my hand through my hair. One side
needed cutting, and the other was stubble like a three-day beard.
“Yes, I’ll do that,” I said.

He looked at me as if trying
to see through me. “Now, tell me, what happened. I must confess I
read the note, apparently from the—” he paused as if trying to think of
the correct words “—Jap lady you’ve been seen with around town.”

“Korean,” I corrected.

He waved his hand dismissively. “They’re all
slopes to me.”

I kept my anger in check. My Peg was not a
slope like other Orientals and I didn’t want him calling her one.
But there wasn’t any point in confronting him.

“Tell me what happened,” he ordered.

I nodded, and began the story with my
meeting Peg in my hotel lobby. When I explained about Ito, he
looked at me.

“This didn’t strike you as strange?” he
demanded.

“The whole situation was so… exotic, I
didn’t know what was normal.”

“I wish you had come to me, Student. I could
have saved you some pain.” He said it as a statement of fact, with
no feeling.

I continued with the story, up until the
confrontation on the Embarcadero.

“What did you say he called himself?”
Newmark demanded, sitting forward in his chair.

“Nakamura,” I said.

“Of the Omi Uji?”

“Yes, Teacher.”

Newmark just looked at me, anger obviously
seething behind the mask of his face. Then he turned to his
warrior. “Call the leadership, Fitzgerald, Swartz, and Gordon if
you can find him.”

“Yes, sir,” the warrior said and hurried to
a phone.

“What is it, Teacher?” I asked.

He glared at me. “The
Omi Uji
is one of the most powerful guilds on the planet.
They united all the Japanese guilds about four hundred years ago.
Nakamura has extended their power to Korea and now he’s working on
Manchuria. If he thinks our guild had anything to do with this
unprovoked attack on their leader...”

“Unprovoked?” I cried. “He
was—” I stopped; I
wasn’t sure what he was doing.

“He was stealing your girlfriend,” Newmark
said in a tone that reduced the whole situation to a foolish
schoolboy crush. “But your ‘girlfriend,’“ he said the word
sarcastically, “is his consort. We knew she was here. An upstart
rival in his guild was trying to assassinate him, so he had sent
her to America to keep her safe. If I’d known that was the woman
you were seeing...” he let his voice trail off.

“But she doesn’t love him,” I whispered.

Newmark almost spat. “Love is irrelevant.
Their ways are different from ours.”

“I’m sorry, Teacher,” I said softly.

“Don’t call me that,” he said.

I looked at him. “What?”

“I am not your Teacher. You are banished
from the guild. If you return, I’ll kill you.”

I looked at him, hoping he wasn’t
serious.

“And,” he added, “I’ll take my talisman
back.” He held out his hand. “I’m sorry I helped you heal. Take
that as the last aid this guild will ever bestow on you.” His voice
was so calm it was more frightening than if he had been
screaming.

I could have fought him for the talisman.
But he would have won and I would have died. I was sure the
talisman he’d given me was no match in power for his. Also, I was
still weak from my ordeal. He’d probably make quick work of me.

I reached in my pocket and handed over the
carved piece of ivory.

“Get out of here,” Newmark said
dismissively.

I stood and walked out.

***

I had no money, so I had to use a persuasion
spell on a cabby to get him to take me where I wanted. At the
Drake-Wiltshire I learned they had sold my things to cover my
unpaid bill. I learned there that I’d been missing for almost a
month.

As I left the lobby, I bumped into an older,
well-to-do-looking gentleman. I apologized and moved on, leaving
him with a little spell to help him forget my face and lopsided
haircut. He must have been very well off; there was over a hundred
dollars in his wallet.

I found a barber, a haberdasher, then a
café. Money was easier than constant persuasion spells, especially
without a talisman.

I could only think of one place to turn,
although I had no reason to think he’d help me. Takada had said I
could find him in the Japanese section of town on the west side.
Since I had no idea where, I stood quietly in the street and tried
to sense the presence of an adept. After wandering a bit, I finally
found a storefront. I walked inside, noting that it sold herbal
medicines and mysterious Oriental trinkets I couldn’t identify.
Takada was standing behind the counter and looking at me.

“You look well,” he said without a hint of
sarcasm. “Come in the back.” He lifted a hinged section of counter
and I walked through the opening. He set it down and then called
out in Japanese. I didn’t get a translation spell going in time,
but an old Japanese woman emerged from the back. She wasn’t an
adept. They spoke a few words and Takada led me through the door
the woman had used.

The back of the store was lined with wooden
shelves and pigeonholes full of more small bottles of herbs and the
same kind of devices as the front. Takada led me to some stairs
that went up to an apartment. At the top of the stairs he took off
his shoes and placed them next to a line of other shoes. I followed
him and he looked at me with an expression of exasperation. I
wondered for a moment what I’d done wrong, until I saw his gaze
move to my feet.

I took off my shoes and placed them next to
his. I wondered what the hell the point was.

He pointed me to a chair. “Forgive my poor
hospitality; I have little to offer you. Perhaps some tea?”

“Nothing, thank you,” I said.

“I will be back with some tea,” he said as
if he hadn’t heard me, and went to a doorway, slid back the curtain
covering it to show it was the kitchen, and went in.

I sat in the wooden chair
and looked around the apartment. It was decorated with Oriental
paintings, some lacquer pieces, but mostly old and worn-out
furniture that looked as if it had been bought second-hand. I
wondered why his guild didn’t have the wealth my
guild—my former
guild—had.

He returned in a few minutes. “The water is
heating.”

“Really, I don’t need anything,” I
tried.

“It’s no bother.” He sat in another chair
that was covered in threadbare upholstery.

I looked at him, wondering what I should
say. He saved me by speaking first.

“I am surprised to see you alive.”

“Why is that?”

“Sending you to that ship, I thought it
would be a situation where you could not win.”

“Why?”

“Nakamura is very powerful.”

I nodded in agreement. “He took my talisman
and almost killed me. I’ve been in a hospital most of the time
since then, unable to heal myself.”

Takada was quiet, seeming to look at the
wall over my head. I wondered what he was doing. “He might have
deduced how you found him,” he finally said.

“I don’t know,” I replied, shrugging my
shoulders.

“That could be unfortunate.”

“Why did you give me that note and tell me
where to find him? You said it risked your life and your guild’s
honor, if I remember right.”

Takada looked at me, a blaze
in his black eyes. “You remember correctly. Nakamura seeks power
for himself. He has crushed the Chosun and Manchukuo guilds. Now he
wishes to control the Oriental guilds in America, including mine. I
had small hope you may have been successful and killed
him—or at least
diverted his attention to your guild. I decided it was worth the
risk. And telling you that, you may have been less likely to tell
him who gave you the information.”

I was angry for a moment, thinking he’d set
me up to do his guild’s dirty work. But actually, I was grateful
for the chance to fight for Peg.

I spoke slowly, carefully, “I have lost my
talisman and been exiled from my guild.”

“If I had not given you that note, and told
you where to find her, this would not have happened?”

I nodded.

Again he was quiet, not looking at me, but
at the wall behind me, it seemed.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said, feeling the
need to fill the silence. “I’m glad I know what happened to
her.”

He looked at me. “Do you wish to find
her?”

I nodded. “Yes, very much.”

“Nakamura was going to
Japan; that is all I know. He may also travel from there to
Chosun—Westerners
call it Korea—or
Manchukuo.”

“Manchukuo?” That was the second time he’d
mentioned that place.

“Manchuria, I believe is the more common
name,” he explained.

That didn’t help; I hadn’t heard of it,
either. I decided to change the subject.

“I need a talisman,” I stated as a matter of
fact. It would be suicidal to face Nakamura without a talisman.
Hell, it probably was with one.

“One moment, please,” he stood and went to
the kitchen.

I sat back in the chair and waited;
apparently I was getting tea whether I wanted it or not. I decided
it would be rude to refuse.

He returned in a few minutes carrying a tray
with a simple blue teapot with a bamboo handle and two matching
porcelain cups. They were shallow and without handles, and covered
in intricate designs, inside and out. He set the tray on a small,
low chest and began pouring the tea. He held out a cup for me with
both his hands. I reached out with my left hand to take it.

He looked at me angrily. “If you are going
to Japan, you should learn some manners.”

I looked at him, wondering what I had done
wrong.

“Take it with both hands and a bow,” he
stated crisply, as if controlling his rage.

I reached out with both hands and took the
cup, and tried a bow, bending at the waist.

“You’ll need practice,” he said, letting me
have the cup.

He watched me as I held the teacup, looking
at the liquid which was, to my surprise, green.

“You must taste it,” he said.

I took a sip. It was bitter and yet sweet,
not at all like what I was used to calling “tea.”

He was looking at me expectantly.

“Thank you?” I said.

“Bah!” he spat. “I will have to teach you
manners.”

He walked away angrily and pulled an iron
box from a shelf. He carried it over and set it down next to the
tea tray. I saw that the lid was intricately designed with squares
at multiple angles so each caught the light a little
differently.

Takada pulled off the lid and reached
inside. He held out an object with both hands. “You’ll need this,”
he said.

I decided I should humor him since I needed
his help. I remembered to reach for it with both hands and
attempted to bow. Touching it I knew exactly what it was: a
talisman.

“Are you going to kill Nakamura?” he asked
me as I pulled the object to me.

“I’m going to get Peg back,” I said.

He looked at me questioningly. “‘Pag’?”

“Peg,” I repeated. “It was what I called
her. She said her name was Pak. I didn’t think that was a proper
name for a beautiful girl.”

“Such arrogance,” he whispered.

I looked at him, wondering what he
meant.

He looked at me as if debating something,
then spoke. “She used the name Pak Meyoung. ‘Pak’ is the family
name she chose to use. Like ‘Kader’ for you. Orientals say family
names first. She must have truly cared for you to allow you to call
her ‘Peg.’ Meyoung is the given name she used. What you would call
a ‘first name.’“

“Meyoung?” I asked, letting the strange
sound roll around my mouth.

“Yes. ‘Me’ means ‘beautiful’ and ‘young’ is
her generational name and means ‘forever.’“

“Beautiful forever,” I
whispered. It fit her—fit her better than “Peg.” I felt like an idiot. “Nakamura
called her ‘Miko,’“ I said.

Takada nodded. “The ‘mi’
also means ‘beautiful’ and is the same Kanji.”

I shook my head. “I don’t
understand. What’s a Kanji?”

He let out a sigh of exasperation and stood
and walked to a desk. He came back with a blank piece of paper, an
ink bottle, and a small paintbrush like one would use to paint a
picture. He dipped the brush in the bottle and in fluid, practiced
motions drew:
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“That is ‘mi,’“ he
explained. “It is a Chinese character—or in Japanese,
Kanji—and it means the
same thing in Chinese, Korean, or Japanese: beautiful. There are
slight variations on pronunciation: ‘me’ in Korean, ‘mi’ or ‘bi’ in
Japanese depending on what other Kanji it’s paired with, and ‘mei’ in
Chinese.

“I see,” I said, not really
understanding.

Takada looked frustrated.
“Yes, I’m sure you do. Also, there are differences between
Kanji, Chinese
characters, and Korean Hanja. But there are enough
similarities that if you know one system, you can work with the
others.”

I looked at him. “Why do you know so much
about Korean and Chinese?”

“There are Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans
living in San Francisco, some of them adepts. I find it useful to
know as much as I can about other cultures and languages, including
yours.”

We were both quiet, me looking at the
picture, trying to figure out how one was supposed to get
“beautiful” out of that.

I pulled out Peg’s-Meyoung’s note and
pointed to the symbols at the bottom. “What are those?”

“Hangul, the Korean phonetic alphabet. It says ‘Pak
Meyoung.’“

I looked at the three marks, mystified as to
how one could get her name out of them.

Finally Takada spoke. “You still plan to
pursue Meyoung?”

“Yes,” I said firmly.

“Then you’ll have to kill Nakamura,” Takada
explained.

“I realize that.”

While we were talking, I let the power of
the talisman flow into my nerves. It was almost as powerful as my
arrowhead. I looked at it. It was a brass button with an eagle
perched on an anchor design. There was a red stain on it that I
knew immediately was blood. I’d have to be careful not to allow the
blood to be removed as then it would lose some, if not all, of its
power.

“One of Admiral Perry’s sailors gave up that
button,” Takada said with a smile.

“Thank you,” I said, again trying to
bow.

“Better,” Takada said, smiling.

“One thing,” I said, “it
seemed Nakamura could control Peg—Meyoung, as if he knew her name, her
real name.”

Takada looked at me seriously. “I don’t know
how that could be,” he said slowly. “She wouldn’t have given him
her name willingly.”

“I know, but I could swear he was
controlling her.”

“Perhaps emotionally, but not with his
powers,” Takada said.

“Perhaps,” I said, but I didn’t believe it.
I’d seen him control her as if she were a mere lesser on that
gangplank.

There was a long silence. Then I asked, “And
you want nothing in return?” This was unprecedented, one guild
member helping another, even though I had no guild.

“Kill Nakamura,” Takada said. “And if you
succeed, my guild’s talisman returned.”

I nodded. I noticed that he didn’t sound
very optimistic about getting his talisman back.

***

Money was not a large problem. I had learned
the parts of town where men could be counted upon to have fat
wallets. Takada tried to train me on manners, and to humor him I
learned some; never again did I fail to remove my shoes or receive
a gift with both hands. But, when he started talking about why the
Japanese acted the way they did, I didn’t really listen. I didn’t
see the use of knowing any more about Oriental culture than needed
to keep Takada happy. I was going to go to Japan, kill Nakamura,
and come back home where people didn’t bow or take off their shoes
when entering an apartment. Their barbarian culture did not
interest me in the least.

It was nearly two months after I’d last seen
Peg, or Meyoung as I had started calling her in my thoughts, when
Takada and I were on the Embarcadero not far from where Nakamura
had almost killed me. I was going to board a tramp steamer for
Tokyo because Takada said he’d heard rumors Nakamura was there with
his consort.

“Good luck,” he said with a bow.

I returned it clumsily, thinking what the
whites around us would think of seeing me bow to a Jap. “Goodbye,”
I said.

“Farewell.” He looked as if he never
expected to see me again.
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