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      Sage shivered and pulled her coat tighter around her neck and jammed her beanie down over her ears. Way too cold today at the Shinto Shrine. The old-growth cedars had frost covering their drooping branches like powder coated Christmas trees. Underneath them, the swags of dark sword ferns had gone frilly with a coating of ice that made them look as fragile as hand-blown glass.

      Worse, the road was a solid sheet of ice. Not just Half-Mile Road but the gravel road down to the shrine, too. Sage's boots were warm enough but man, they had no tread at all. Tracy'd worn her ugly as sin snow boots that had the waffle tread and she was slipping as bad as Sage was. At least she had less distance to fall given she was barely five foot. And that down coat would cushion her when she landed.

      Fen and Loren crept along side by side, both of them tall and awkward and wrapped in about twenty layers of sweaters, sweatshirts and scarves. Fen somehow still managed to look like a willow nymph while Loren looked like an overgrown hobbit, right down to the mop of curls poking out of xyr Faire Isle knitted beret.

      Six little kids, all Japanese with bright coats, colorful mittens and rosy cheeks, ran past Sage as they charged up the icy road towards the Shinto shrine's parking lot. Their mom yelled at them in Japanese, saying something that made Fen start giggling but it made no sense to Sage. Loren's lips moved as xe tried to parse out whatever the mother had said.

      From the amused expressions on the other shrine visitor's faces, it was either threats of immanent death if they didn't stop running or washing her hands of the kids.

      Sage hadn't expected the shrine to be this busy. Or cold. Or far out of town. It'd taken an hour to get here, driving north and east from Seattle despite the icy roads and the New Year's traffic. Half the people on the road looked like they wanted to be anywhere else, too hungover for driving. That, at least, Sage didn't have to worry about since they'd all rung the New Year in by sleeping through the countdown.

      She still wasn't sure why she'd agreed to come with Fen to the shrine at the ungodly hour of nine in the morning. Sage usually went to bed around three in the morning. This whole getting by six, dressing nice and coming to the shrine thing was nuts.

      Pretty, but nuts.

      If it weren't so icy, Sage might like it better. The gravel road leading from Half Mile Road down to the Shinto Shrine was picturesque in the most literal way possible. If she hadn't been so worried about her footing, Sage would've been snapping a zillion pics for Instagram of the huge old-growth cedars, cottonwoods twice as big around as Sage could hug and sword ferns that stood as tall as she was. Frost-streaked moss covered everything, rocks, trees, the big stone lanterns that stood on their narrow pillars at the side of the road like sentinels between Sage and the cliff that tumbled down to the river below. Way, way down.

      Sage stumbled on the gravel, barely keeping herself from faceplanting by grabbing Tracy's arm. The road was just icy enough that Tracy gasped as she flailed and latched onto Fen. Who, predictably, was already hanging onto Loren.

      "No, no, no, no," Loren squawked as xe slid a few feet from their combined weight, heading straight for the next stone lantern that had to be worth a good three thousand dollars.

      Loren hunched and they all braced while a little Japanese granny grabbed at Sage's jacket, startling her but not really stopping them. It was Loren's bulk that did it. Xe stopped just before xyr hands impacted the lantern.

      All of them held their breath, melting ice dripping from the ferns, cedar and bamboo along the road to the Shinto Shrine.

      The cold New Year's night had transformed Granite Falls' usual rain into a lovely, deadly, horrifying coat of ice over everything. Not a thick one. But bad enough that Sage was shaking with reaction as Loren straightened up, Fen relaxed, and Tracy wheezed with relief. The granny said 'yata', patted Sage's back and then toddled right on past them like the road was dry as a bone. She waved and said something close to 'gambatte' as she passed.

      "I'm so glad we didn't fall down the cliff," Fen said.

      "Cliff!" Sage squeaked, pointing at her.

      Fen glared at Sage. "Hill. It's a hill. It's not a cliff."

      "You said cliff, it's a cliff," Sage said immediately because no way was Fen getting out of that one, not after the lecture Sage had gotten at the top of the road when she'd called it a cliff. Which is was even if the slope was covered with moss, shrubs, ferns and trees instead of bare rock. "Why'd they put this thing down at the base of a cliff, Fen?"

      "It's a hill and the Guji--"

      "That's the Japanese title for priest," Loren interrupted as xe always did when Fen didn't explain things properly.

      "Does this ceremonial bathing thing every single day," Fen continued as if Loren hadn't said a word, just as she always did. "He goes out in nothing but a loin cloth and bathes in the river every single morning. He's done that for something like thirteen years straight."

      Sage stared at her, clutching her hands to her chest as Tracy whined and clenched her knees together. All Fen did was nod solemnly as Loren shuddered xyr agreement. Bathing. In a snow-fed stream. In December. Worse, in January.

      "I had no idea Shinto priests were that hard-core," Tracy said.

      They all started picking their way down the road again. Thankfully, the slick spots were a lot fewer because the gravel was thicker and looser, giving them much more purchase. At least until they reached the bottom where a huge, moss-covered cottonwood tree had fallen against the back end of the shrine. Fen gasped, running to the end of the tree and peering in, up, at the roof but from what Sage could see it was pretty well perched, caught between two other, bigger, cedars that had kept it from actually hitting the shrine.

      Still terrifying to think how close that'd been. The north side of the shrine was hidden by thumb-thick bamboo with ice-coated leaves that tinkled when Sage dared to touch them. Not that she had time for much of that with Fen hurrying onwards along the road and waving for them all to follow.

      Right into a crowd much larger than Sage had expected, even with the crammed parking up above. How'd several hundred people squeeze into that few cars? The whole area was filled with people, young, old, lots of parents with kids. A bunch were Japanese, no surprise, but there were a surprising number of young people that were American.

      Off on the left where open-sided tents manned by people who looked like they were half frozen already. Burn barrels sat at either end of the tents so people could warm up. The shrine was on the right with a huge heavy roof right out of a Japanese postcard. Fen bypassed the line of people waiting to wash their hands at a covered well with little bamboo scoops to dip the water out.

      "Does she expect us to wash our hands, too?" Tracy asked Loren.

      "Um, maybe?" Loren said as xe craned xyr neck to track Fen through the crowd. "Huh. Well, she's talking to the attendants. Let's go find out what's going on."

      What was going on was Fen chattering in Japanese to an older Japanese woman with long straight hair and a faintly harried air to her. Seemed like there wasn't a big problem because Fen sighed, slumped and then smiled as the Japanese woman shooed her off.

      "Everything's okay," Fen said as she hurried back to them. "The shrine wasn't damaged and nobody got hurt. We should… hm. I think we'll skip the purification."

      "You mean washing our hands?" Sage asked. The line had grown by like ten people already.

      "Yeah," Fen said. "Come on. To participate in the actual ceremony is ten bucks per person, way out of our budget, but you can pray and ask for a wish to be fulfilled for any old donation. Then we can get some tea, buy some omamori."

      "They're good luck charms," Loren explained and then grinned when Fen swatted at xyr elbow.

      The line for making a donation was long enough that Sage had plenty of time to look and think and wonder. It was nice out here. They'd all shared a too-small apartment in Seattle for ages, struggling to pay the bills and go to school at the same time. Even with Loren's family helping out from time to time, it wasn't easy.

      Now that they'd
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