
The Emperor's Trail

“The Emperor's Trail” is a fictional story that takes place in the cities of Kurashiki and Takahashi, where a monster called Gashadokuro has started to kill people. Detective Yamabushi is the only one with the skills to track down the murderer and follow the trail of clues. The story is based on a fictional myth of the battle of Mizushima and follows Detective Yamabushi as he works to solve the mystery and bring the perpetrator to justice.
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It was 1183, on an eerie day lost in time. The music of the thousand troops approaching each other signalized the beginning of the battle of Mizushima.

The battle was primarily naval, and when the ships of the Taira clans and Minamoto clashed, a bloody feast started for the sea creatures.

Minamoto was successful and defeated the “kobayas” of the Taira clan. Kobayas were small ships, single-masted vessels equipped with oars and a few sails that could carry a small number of foot soldiers and skilled archers.

The kobayas were easy to manoeuvre, so they were perfect for entering rivers and fighting in almost every body of water.

They had been fighting for three years now, and two more would need to pass in order for them to cease. The thing that they desired was in the Seto Inland Sea, and with pure luck, someone will find it, covered by the ashes of the creationist’s time, buried in mud by the creatures that roamed before our ancestors, painted in the blood of the Minamoto and Taira clan during the Genpei War, and soon to be brought to light.

The war ended in 1183, and the Minamoto clan established the Kamakura shogunate, putting Minamoto no Yoritomo as the first shogun. Enriching the country for more than 200 years, giving power to the samurais, reducing the emperor’s power to just a figurehead, and still searching day by day the Seto Inland Sea for the thing that their ancestors heard being buried there.

The Minamoto clan traced their ancestry back to Emperor Seiwa, the 56th emperor of Japan. The legend of the object hidden somewhere on the bottom of this sea came through generations. 

Seiwa heard it from his father, Emperor Montoku (文徳天皇, Montoku-tennō), who heard it from his father, Emperor Ninmyō (仁明天皇, Ninmyō-tennō). In the son-father figure (sometimes through uncles and grandparents), we can trace the legend being told as such to have reached Ninmyō:

Emperor Saga (嵯峨天皇, Saga-tennō) - Emperor Kanmu (桓武天皇, Kanmu-tennō) - Emperor Kōnin (光仁天皇, Kōnin-tennō) - Emperor Tenji (天智天皇, Tenji-tennō) - Emperor Jomei (舒明天皇, Jomei-tennō) - Emperor Bidatsu (敏達天皇, Bidatsu-tennō) - Emperor Kinmei (欽明天皇, Kinmei-tennō) - Emperor Keitai (継体天皇, Keitai-tennō) - Emperor Ōjin (応神天皇, Ōjin-tennō) - Emperor Chūai (仲哀天皇, Chūai-tennō) - Yamato Takeru (ヤマトタケルノミコト, Yamato Takeru no Mikoto) - Emperor Keikō (景行天皇, Keikō-tennō) - Emperor Suinin (垂仁天皇, Suinin-tennō) - Emperor Sujin (崇神天皇, Sujin-tennō) - Emperor Kaika (開化天皇, Kaika-tennō) - Emperor Kōgen (孝元天皇, Kōgen-tennō) - Emperor Kōrei (孝霊天皇, Kōrei-tennō) - Emperor Kōan (孝安天皇, Kōan-tennō) - Emperor Kōshō (孝昭天皇, Kōshō-tennō) - Emperor Itoku (懿徳天皇, Itoku-tennō) - Emperor Annei (安寧天皇, Annei-tennō) - Emperor Suizei (綏靖天皇, Suizei-tennō) - Emperor Jimmu (神武天皇, Jinmu-tennō) - Ugayafukiaezu no Mikoto (鵜葺草葺不合命) - Hikohohodemi no Mikoto (彦火火出見尊) - Ninigi-no-Mikoto (瓊瓊杵尊) - Amenooshihomimi (天之忍穂耳命).

Amenooshihomimi was the first son of Amaterasu Ōmikami. The deity of the Sun.

One day as he looked towards the rice fields, a ray of the sun touched his cheek, making his face blossom and his smile turn as white as salt. His eyes turned towards the celestial body and saw his mother coming down on earth.

“You must take care of the grain of rice as it will feed your people.” said Amaterasu Ōmikami, gently caressing Amenooshihomimi’s face.

He looked perplexed and anxious. “How will I know to keep the rice safe?” asked him.

She grasped a part of the sky and turned the clouds into a small ball, pressing it, becoming shinier and shinier until turning into pure gold. Amaterasu Ōmikami threw the golden ball into the distance and shouted towards Amenooshihomimi.

“When you’ll find what I hid in the Seto Inland Sea, you’ll know!”

The story went forward with each generation until it became common knowledge, then myth, then urban legend.
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The sea was quiet that day; only a few waves were crashing on the shore of Kurashiki. The Seto Inland Sea was covering the port with foam and algae as the fish were emerging from the fishing poles of the fishermen.

Dolphins danced underwater, rupturing the water veil as they plunged for air on the surface, then returning deep into the sea, trying not to be spotted by the long harpoons prepared on the shore.

The Seto Inland Sea was majestic, a tinted dark blue that would take away the breath of a weary sleepy traveler. Even when the Japanese air was quiet and dim, death never slept.

As Kyushu and Shikoku were separated from the mainland Honshu in what is believed to be the Pleistocene era more than a few million years ago, the Seto Inland Sea deepened its roots in the newly formed crevasse in the young Earth. The trail of sediments created the base of this body of water in which millions would find a home, buried in the depths alongside their tales.

In Okayama Prefecture, on the island of Honshu, a city named Kurashiki (倉敷市, Kurashiki-shi) was formed in the 1670s at the order of a local lord. By the end of the century, the city was already filled to the brim.

There wasn’t a time in history when Kurashiki knew peace. Not even today. Filled by the blood of the Taira and Minamoto, continued by the World Wars, and now by its people, Kurashiki’s scent asks for a cease.

The name can be translated as “the city of the spread-out warehouses.”  倉敷市, Kurashiki-shi, “倉” (kura) stands for warehouse, “敷” (shiki) stands for to spread out, and “市” (shi) can be translated as city, market, or town, and is a common ending for city names in Japan.

In this city of warehouses, various people roam it daily. As of 2013, the number reaches almost half a million inhabitants, and the number of visitors grows each year. The spirits of the dead haunt the outskirts, as the villagers say, walking at night, preying on innocent travelers, and decapitating them; the curse of the Gashadokuro (がしゃどくろ).

When the land is thirsty, and the people that live on it die of hunger, starvation creates a Gashadokuro. A giant skeleton that can be heard at night as the bones clank and screech, as it moves slowly on the roads it once roamed in the past life. 

The giant skeleton Gashadokuro preys on the victims it finds on the trail he follows and decapitates them, leaving behind a husk of a once-living human.

The mass of bones that created the creature each has its own motifs. And when they all stand towards the same goal, the Gashadokuro strikes and won’t stop until the feat of cleansing is done.

As the modern mind started to reject myths and urban legends, turning them into old wives’ tales and pure madness to be believed, the accounts of mythical murders began to be forgotten, and people were blamed instead.

Until today.

What started as a pleasant day in November in the city of the warehouses turned out to be just another blood-feeding day for Kurashiki.

At the White Kingfisher Detective Station (白川蝉探偵署, Shirokawazu Tantei Sōshitsu), a Gashadokuro’s crime was reported right at dawn.

A lone fisherman named Tanji (丹司) came running toward the detective station, ignoring all the road signs, and pushing his car through all the red lights at each intersection. He was moving erratically, barely managing to get out of his car, an old Daihatsu Mira from the 80s that barely showed a tint of color beneath a sea of rust.

Tanji started to run, falling every few steps, as he was scared of what he had seen. He was moving at a rapid pace toward the White Kingfisher Detective Station, screaming for help and knocking on the door. It was still closed in the morning.

As the beats of his heart started to calm down, he fell asleep at the door until somebody came at the opening time.

A few hours passed, and finally, a policeman showed up, he was getting reports of speeding, and he traced down Tanji’s car.

“Hello, sir, are you alright?” says the policeman, shoving a long aluminum flashlight right into Tanji’s eyes.

He woke up suddenly, scared, with one hand toward his unknown assailant and one covering his eyes. The short nap he had made his head hurt.

The policeman was carefully inspecting the man, looking for signs of alcohol, as people who live on the ports tend to drink quite early. He pushes back his flashlight and offers a hand to the man on the ground in order to help him get up.

Tanji looked up; now he could clearly see the policeman, and his fear dissipated. He caught the man’s arm and got up, patting his clothes for dust.

“You were in such a rush, sir.” says the policeman, getting a notebook from his shirt’s front pocket. He starts to write a few notes with the pen that was located on the notebook’s edge. The policeman closes the pen and looks straight into Tanji’s eyes. No sign of inebriation. 

“A Gashadokuro!” shouts Tenji toward the man in the uniform. “A Gasha...dokuro!” tells him again, trembling as he remembers what he saw that morning.

The policeman groans, slowly exhaling as he hears the man shouting nonsense. 

“A what now?” asks the policeman nicely. As he starts to write some other notes in the notebook.

The fisherman was stunned, realizing now that he might look like a madman in front of the law. He keeps his cool down and exhales, looking at the policeman, tugging the sleeve of his arm.

“I saw a man decapitated in the port.” says Tanji quietly. “I ran as fast as I could to report it!” continues him.

The policeman shoves the notebook back into its pocket and stares into the fisherman’s eyes. He was telling the truth.

“Shit!” the policeman screams. “Were there any other witnesses to this?” asks him with an incriminatory tone.

“Yes!” fast replies Tanji. “There were five other fishermen with me; we were just about to dock on the shore; we were fishing all night on the Seto Inland Sea. This morning we debarked on the southern part, just about to hit the bar for some hot sake when we saw it. A decapitated man on the concrete part of the port, it looked just like something big bit of his head.” says Tanji.

The policeman sights again and pulls the notebook back alongside a radio transceiver.

“Homicide case in the port. Over. Six fishermen report a decapitated man in the southern part, right on the concrete, I have one of the fishermen with me at the White Kingfisher Detective Station, approach carefully and expect five other witnesses.” reports the policeman on the radio transceiver.

Various police sirens started to be heard from different places in the city. Each of them dimmed towards the port.

“We’ll wait for detective Yamabushi, this type of cases is his specialty.” says the policeman towards Tanji. “Now let’s speak about those speeding and red light issues.” continues him.

In a developing city like Kurashiki, the law is always needed. As blood fills the streets and the new tries to encompass the old, detective stations are erected by various politicians in order to do their PR work and to stop the effects of criminality. As the
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