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  This precious stone set in the silver sea,

  Which serves it in the office of a wall,

  Or as a moat defensive to a house,

  Against the envy of less happier lands.


  


  Richard II, Act 2, Scene 1


  [image: Pinstripe]


  PART I: THE STORM GOD’S SWORD
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  PROLOGUE


  Commodore Stirling gazed with wonder at the multitude of ships bobbing at anchor. From his headquarters — a Qin aristocrat’s villa at the top of a pine-covered dune — he had a clear view of the fleet gathered in Huating harbour: a dozen battleships, two dragon carriers and a swarm of escort units, all ready to set sail to the Qin’s northern regions, as soon as the final orders from Lundenburgh arrived.


  All except one of them: a battered mistfire, listing slightly to port, water almost up to its decks. An orange banner hung limp from its main mast.


  “Ardian Hywel,” he said, “would you care to explain what this Bataavian wreck is doing in my port?”


  The soldier in question rubbed his lime-white moustache nervously. “They say they’ve come from Yamato.”


  “The fabled Yamato, eh?” Stirling licked his lips and picked up a spyglass. There was nothing remarkable about the ship, except its rough state — and the fact its deck had been stripped from most modern devices that a vessel of this kind should have been equipped with — as well as all the guns. “Have they been attacked by pirates? Do they need our help? I’m afraid I can’t spare any of my warships on their quarrels with the natives.”


  “No, sir,” replied Hywel. “They want to trade, sir.”


  The Gwynedd boy was climbing fast in the ranks. He had been a Flight Leader until recently — but then, Stirling himself had only been an aide-de-camp until the sudden disappearances of both Commodores ab Ifor and mab Gwyn left a void at the top of the Qin Expeditionary Force — or the Ever-Victorious Army, as the locals still called it.


  “Trade? By Dragon’s Breath, this is a military base, not a merchant factory!”


  “Sir, apparently, their cargo holds are filled with gold bars and silver bullion. This is why they’re listing so heavily. They want to buy weapons and equipment — here’s the full list.” Hywel handed him a thick ledger. “And a letter that’s supposed to explain everything.”


  Stirling tore open the envelope. He knew the hand at once — a hand that had signed and countersigned countless orders in the short period when Stirling had served as a Reeve to its owner: Edern mab Gwyn, the Tylwyth Teg.


  The letter was short and to the point, but the news it brought was far from insignificant.


  Yamato … so that’s where they’ve all disappeared! And what kind of mess did the Commodore drag them into?


  A civil war, a revolution, overthrow of the ruling monarch — and they wanted Dracalish weapons for that …? Stirling’s mind swirled over the legalities of a Dracalish officer getting involved in this kind of thing of his own accord.


  But if anyone could get away with it, and to turn it around to Dracaland’s advantage, it was Dylan — and Edern. His signature at the end of the letter was enough for Stirling to make a snap decision. He handed the ledger back to Hywel.


  “Make sure they get everything they want,” he said. “And throw in a few things extra.”
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  CHAPTER I


  Gwen crawled out of the boat’s wreckage, soaked and exhausted, onto a beach of cold, grey sand.


  The natives found her when she was near death. Tall, bearded, solemn men, and laughing women with tattooed faces, wearing clothes of tree bark and boots of salmon skin. They were good-natured, but cautious. They put her in an abandoned straw-walled hut at the edge of the village, where they nursed her back to health. They taught her just enough language to get by, but did not allow her to take any part in the tribe’s life — she was thus barred from their rituals and festivals, from their cries and laughter, and their magic.


  They never showed any interest in where she had come from, or why she’d appeared on this remote island. They had no reason to suspect the truth — that she had crossed three oceans and half the globe to find this place.


  She had no skills to offer the villagers. She did not know how to hunt the black bears in the forest, how to mend the straw walls and roofs of their houses, how to sew clothes out of elm bark and shoes out of fish skin. She resorted to crude physical work to pay for her lodgings — though they insisted it was unnecessary, always considering her a guest.


  Months passed, then years. Each year, a muddy, rainy spring turned to a mild, blooming summer, then to a golden and crimson autumn, then to a bitter, face-biting winter. Each year, the summer marked the arrival of the Shamo — the short, squat, flat-faced merchants who landed at the beach to trade steel knives and tight-woven linen for furs and fish. To her great dismay the villagers hid her from the visitors. Forbidden, they said. Death, they said. The merchants sailed away when the winds came from the North, tearing the leaves from the trees.


  At the height of one leaf-blooming season, he arrived to the village. Noble in stature, elegant, with a great two-handed iron sword on his back and an eagle at his shoulder, surrounded by a retinue of warriors. The word they used to describe him was not from their language, but that of Shamo, for they had no noble titles of their own. It translated as “the Prince”. It took his one glance and one order to change her life forever. She was taken from the village and joined the Prince’s mobile retinue.


  He told her of a war his folk fought in the forests and villages of the South, of the Shamo warriors coming with swift swords and metal armour, with arrows, spears, and flame to steal their children and conquer their most fertile fields. He told her of how his people were once prosperous and advanced, living in towns not just on this island but further south, across the narrow sea, rather than having to skulk in the half-frozen woods, eking out a meagre existence on the outskirts of civilization.


  His plight caught her heart, and she confessed a desire to aid him as much as she could — not least because it would get her closer to the mysterious Shamo who, she believed, were the people she had crossed the world to find.


  When the marshes froze, he led her into the deepest heart of the island — past the Meadow of the Dancing Cranes, past the Bear Lairs, to the mountains where the Little People dwelled — a dark-skinned race even shorter than the Shamo, and more ancient than the bearded natives, hiding in thatch-covered burrows like rabbits.


  The Little People took her to a valley of shattered rocks, inhabited by grey-haired monkeys. At its bottom lay a lake of milky-white, steaming, bubbling waters. The valley was silent and filled with the smell of brimstone. The shores of the lake were strewn with sun-bleached skeletons. Wisps of white mist rose from the waters.


  “This is Shamo magic,” the Prince explained. “The bones are of those of us who tried to breach its secrets.”


  She balked. “How do you know it will work on me?”


  “We tried it before on ones like you,” he replied. “But they went South and never returned.”


  She entered the water and the water entered her and, in that instant, she sensed another mind in her head. The milky mists parted over the lake and, in the still surface, she saw a face of another: a pale, flat-nosed man. She crawled back to the shore, and fainted. The ritual had been successful.


  The Spirit which came to inhabit her mind was that of an onmyōji — a Shamo saint, a hermit so powerful in life that his very death in this magic pool created a fissure in the fabric of reality through which other Spirits had been coming, seeking bodies to bind. It had chosen her as his new vessel, for it had seen what was coming and knew the world would once again need his talents. The Spirit gave her more than just a new tongue and face — it gave her the knowledge and skill of the ancient priests: the ability to see the future and to heal wounds, and to commune with the Otherworld.


  Armed with these skills and with a new identity of one Maki Tadaemon, she entered a Shamo — Yamato — trading outpost on the southernmost tip of Ezo Island.


  Gwen opened her eyes and reeled back.


  The man claiming to be Ifor ap Meurig, Dylans’s father, took his hand from her forehead. The real world returned in waves and flashes of cold wind, sharp rock and grey sky.


  “I figured this was a faster way to tell my story to both of you at the same time,” he said. “I’m sorry if I’ve caused you any distress.”


  “How … how long have I been out?”


  She blinked and looked around — nothing seemed to have changed since she and Nagomi had crossed the slow-moving stream at the top of the grey mountain. The red-haired girl sat nearby, slowly coming to her senses.


  “A few seconds. Please, sit down.” He gestured to a flat, empty patch of rock. “I have little in the way of comforts here, I’m afraid.”


  She stared at his face as he talked to Nagomi.


  “Are you really Dylan’s father …?”


  The old man couldn’t possibly be Ifor. It must be a trick. Yet the resemblance was obvious now that she knew what to look for among the wrinkles, the white moustache and the sparse grey hair. He was even more similar to Bran, his supposed grandson. The way he spoke in Prydain was not how she expected an old sailor to sound — it was too formal, almost aristocratic, as if translated by a court interpreter.


  “Why are you here?”


  Ifor chuckled and rubbed the back of his head in a gesture she’d so often see in Yamato. “Eh, it’s an old story … a folly of youth. I came searching for solutions to the riddles that haunted my life — but found even more mysteries. I think I was brought here by some strange destiny. I certainly found myself thrust into matters I could never have expected. After all, I am just a simple Prydain navyman.”


  Just like Bran. She felt dizzy. Here, on the mountain of Spirits, the threads of fate linking them all were almost tangible.


  “What happened to the Prince? What’s the rest of this story?”


  He waved his hand. “In the end, not even the onmyōji that now lives inside me could have helped him. Poor lad. His little rebellion ended in tears and bloodshed, and he had to flee deep into the Yamato lands …” He frowned. “By then, we already had a much bigger problem on our hands.” He pointed to the Gate with a wide gesture.


  He says “we” … Is that other man also here? Can he hear us? How does any of this work?


  “You said you have a power to see into the future?” she said. “You didn’t seem surprised to see us.”


  “Only as much as Tadaemon lets me see. And he knows only what the Spirits tell him, so it’s all kind of … That said, your arrival was a surprise. We were only expecting the priestess …”


  “You won’t have to be surprised much longer. I did my job — now I have to go back.”


  “To my son, I presume? He’s here, too, isn’t he …? Just like Bran.”


  “He’s in the South with the rebels. And he needs this dragon back.” She nodded towards Nodwydd, coiled across the creek, watchful. “I’ll let him know you’re here. I’m sure he’ll be … amused.”


  She turned away. Ifor laid a hand on her shoulder. It sent a shiver down her spine


  “I was hoping you’d stay and help us.”


  “Help you?” She faced him again. “I shouldn’t even be here. I don’t have time for any of this.”


  She concluded the Imperial Army must have reached Kokura by now. They needed her, and the dragon. She did not wish to delay her return to Dylan any longer. She still didn’t believe the man was Ifor, but rather that he was playing tricks with her mind, and she didn’t know how to protect herself.


  There was something else, too. The idea of Spirits and the Otherworld filled her with dread she couldn’t explain. And yet … The silver-covered Gate pulled her in with its enigmatic glow. There seemed to be so few secrets left in the world ruled by science, and magic studies advanced every day, pushing the Unknown further and deeper into the shadows of myth and superstition. What she faced now, however, was a real mystery, a myth staring her right in the face. The Door to Annwn, a place only the Faer knew ... The secrets of the dead …


  She shook her head. What this place required were scholars — an army of scholars — not her.


  “If it’s time you’re worried about … Where we’re going, time flows differently,” Ifor explained. “Days will pass in minutes.”


  “I’m just a soldier,” she said. “Not even a wizard. You need somebody else to help you.”


  “But I don’t have anyone else,” he replied. “You are here. And nothing in Yamato happens by accident. I’ve learned that much.”


  He glanced at Nagomi. The priestess replied to his gaze with a tilt of the head and a raise of the eyebrow. She said something in Yamato. Ifor nodded.


  “We’re all connected — either through Bran, or through this girl,” he said. “She knows of the Shamo’s magic. My grandson went through a similar ordeal; he, too, is a man of two faces, as the Little People called me — she was there to witness it.”


  “What did I bring her here for?”


  “I don’t know much. She needs to find someone on the other side. Tadaemon wants me to assist her in this.” He pointed his jingling staff at the Gate.


  “Why does she need your assistance? Is it going to be dangerous?”


  “There’s an army waiting for us across the Gate. Creatures of Darkness, mindless but powerful. We did all we could to stop them from getting out.”


  As if in response, the silver sheet spread across the Gate reverberated with several loud bangs.


  The Shadows.


  “I know them,” she whispered.


  Ifor’s eyes went blank for a second. “Yes, you do,” he replied. “And you know how to fight them. Come with us, please.”


  She bit her lip and, against herself, nodded.


  The blue dragon before him shook its head and blinked, reeling from the blinding flash of Llambed Seal’s light.


  A jade bullet swooped through the opening in the cave’s ceiling, enveloped in flames and rage. Emrys landed with a heavy thud, shielding Bran from the blue dragons with its body, and let out the loudest roar Bran had ever heard him yell.


  It may have been a young beast, but Emrys was the oldest dragon in the cave — a grown-up among whelps. The Blue Wings pulled back, baring teeth and growling. Bran looked up to the gallery. The acolytes ran about in panicked chaos. He recognized the voice of the white-robed master of the ceremony rising above the cacophony.


  “Kill it! Destroy it!”


  “What of the Red Stone?”


  “Initiate, do your duty!”


  He would not wait to see if Satō managed to break through her conditioning. He slung himself over the dragon’s back and, with the remainder of his strength, grasped the reins. Emrys spat one last cone of flame to ward off the approaching dragons and launched into the air.


  Once they cleared the cave’s entrance, Bran dared to look back. The blue dragons spewed from the opening like lava from a volcano, a ceaseless stream of beasts. Most crawled over the island’s surface, still unsure of their wings, but others leapt up and charged after Emrys. Soon the fastest and strongest of the dragons were gaining on Bran’s mount.


  I’m too weak to fight them.


  A vast black shape materialized in the air in front of him. Bran sucked his breath.


  Not him, too!


  “Fly to Shimoda!” shouted the Gorllewin rider over the whoosh of the massive onyx wings. “I will hold them back!”


  What?


  Before Bran processed the rider’s words, the Black Wing dived towards Enoshima, bringing fiery wrath upon the Yamato whelps.


  The beasts, dwarfed by the new enemy, pulled back at first, just as they had before Emrys. But they were quickly growing in confidence and cunning. Already Bran sensed the leaders of the dragon pack; the same ones that had been the first to chase after him. They gathered the others around them and tried, clumsily, to lead their troops in a coordinated strike against the giant black mount.


  Bran turned away, clenched his grip on the reins and bade Emrys to head south, towards the Gorllewin base. The dragon bucked at first, and Bran’s mind was flooded with the memories of captivity before yielding to the order.


  Flying at the speed of a hurricane over the calm sea, Emrys reached the Grey Hoods’ anchorage a hurried hour later. Bran saw neither the blue dragons nor the Black Wing behind them — but he sensed raw, frenzied emotions in the distance, getting nearer. Too weak to exert any control over Emrys, Bran relied on the dragon’s instinct to land them safely at Shimoda. The Gorllewin warships trained their guns at the jade mount, and one of the Black Wings scrambled to intercept it.


  “They’re coming!” Bran shouted weakly. “They’ll be here soon.”


  The rider pointed to a field, and Emrys skidded to a halt in the half-dried mud. This was as far as Bran could go. As his battered and abused consciousness slipped away, he saw the first dark-blue dots appear over the ocean. Three Black Wings in battle formation launched to meet them from the decks of the Gorllewin warships. The cannons on the Komtur’s flagship rumbled a deafening warning salvo.


  The wooded, steep rock walls rising on both sides of the narrow, winding mountain path were making Dylan nervous. It was a perfect, and obvious, site for an ambush. He had to trust the forward scouts had cleared the way, as they had done the day before and every day since they’d marched north out of Kurume.


  “Is that Wulf, or one of theirs?” asked Edern, pointing to the clear blue sky. A tiny cross-shape hovered in place high above the canyon.


  “If you can’t tell, what chances do I have?” replied Dylan. “But I doubt the Grey Hoods would show themselves like that without making sure we know it’s them.”


  He watched the dot in the sky and scowled. If the Seaxe was still under his orders, he’d give the boy a thorough dressing-down. This was no way to scout from the air. The dragon was too high to notice any troops hidden among the trees and the stones, and too far to let them know in advance of any danger. What was Nariakira thinking?


  If only Gwen was here already … What is she even doing over there?


  The red dot marking her silver dragon moved about the map according to no plan they’d ever agreed to. Whatever Bran had told her when they met, it made her race to the far north on her own. What had the boy discovered that was so important?


  “How do they do that?” asked Edern. “The vanishing.”


  “Cross-breed with the Mountain Greys, no doubt,” replied Dylan. “I’m more curious how they managed to achieve a stable growth to that size. We’ll need to send agents to Gorllewin once this is all over.”


  He wiped sweat from his forehead. He’d hoped at least the mountain path, taken by the Nariakira Shimazu troops, would have been cooler than the flat coastal plain that the bulk of the rebel army, led by Lord Nabeshima, was marching through. But he hadn’t accounted for the dense, humid, almost tropical, forests lining the valleys and the passes, which turned the air as thick as molasses, and as hot as a blast furnace.


  The long, winding column of soldiers, samurai and servants, ground to a halt at the sound of orders shouted from the front. Dylan tensed, expecting an ambush, but the men around him remained relaxed, using the pause as an opportunity to pass water and pipe tobacco to each other, or simply sit down and rest.


  “Another squad splitting,” said Edern, looking forward through narrowed eyes. “Five — six hundred men, going east.”


  Ever since their departure from Kurume, the column had been haemorrhaging men in this way. The troops were being sent to daimyos requesting assistance in their fight against the Taikun’s loyalists, whose castles peppered the island’s coast. Dylan had long stopped asking where they were going — the names of the domains told him nothing: a thousand to Hiji, five hundred to Netsuki, two thousand to Hirado … They were in such a hurry they didn’t even bother checking whether the requests were genuine anymore. For all he knew, they could have been sending all those men to their deaths in ambush.


  He couldn’t help but grudgingly admire that first Taikun who came up with the idea of interspersing the loyal castles among the rebellious domains. Two hundred years later, the system worked as well as everyone had feared. Instead of providing the Imperial Army with urgently needed reinforcements, the rebel clans siphoned Satsuma’s soldiers away into the hinterland. It was an investment that had to prove profitable if they were to have any chance of not just capturing Kokura — the castle and harbour guarding the way out of Chinzei — but moving ahead towards Heian and Edo.


  Like an Atmospheric moving from the station, the troops heaved and started onwards. The ripple of movement reached Shimazu Nariakira’s personal bodyguard at the centre of the column. Dylan and Edern moved in front of the black-and-gold palanquins. They hadn’t seen the daimyo for a couple of days — stricken by another bout of illness brought on by the Fanged attack, Nariakira did not leave his palanquin during the march, or tent during the night. The command of the army was delegated to Captain Saigo Takamori, a square-jawed, bushy-browed giant, the most imposing looking man Dylan had seen so far in Yamato. He was no tactician — leaving that part of the planning to his staff, which included both Dylan and Edern — but he kept the troops tight in his mail-gloved hand. The Satsuma army, though lacking in experience and equipment, was miles ahead in terms of discipline and fervour, not only compared to what Dylan remembered from Qin, but even the rest of the rebel force.


  He could only hope that would be enough to secure the victory.
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  CHAPTER II


  The princess spotted the messenger from across the lotus garden, pacing along the open-walled corridor with a bundle of grey cloth, tied with tasselled red rope, in his hands.


  Atsuko was sitting on a flat, round pillow on the veranda, surrounded by servant girls busy painting her fingernails with carmine. She dismissed them with a wave.


  “You’ll finish this later.”


  “Yes, my lady.”


  The messenger reached her, slightly out of breath. He knelt on both knees, leaned forward, touching the floor with his forehead, and presented the bundle in outstretched arms. The lacquer seal tied to the red rope was that of Clan Date.


  “A gift from Lord Date,” the messenger announced. “A fine scroll by Master Tohaku.”


  Atsuko’s visit to Lord Date’s mansion may have been a secret, but she had made her love of the old master’s work known well enough for the gift to seem inconspicuous. She reached for the scroll — and almost dropped it.


  “It’s a bit heavy for a painting. Did the guards check what’s inside?”


  “The seal of Clan Date was a sufficient guarantee of safety, my lady,” the messenger said, with the faintest trace of offence in his voice. “It must be the brass rod around which the scroll is rolled.”


  “I see. You may leave us now. Tell the servant girls outside I’ll be in my chambers. They’re not to come until I call for them.”


  The messenger shuffled backwards on his knees. With him gone, Atsuko picked up the bundle — it was heavier than any brass rod, and vibrated gently in her hands — and retreated to her drawing room.


  She’d guessed what it was before untying the red rope, but she wanted to be wrong. There was indeed a scroll wrapped in the cloth — the wonderful, simple piece she’d seen on the wall in Lord Date’s mansion — but it was rolled, not around the usual decorative rod, but a sword, sheathed in a black scabbard.


  With bated breath and a trembling heart, she gently drew the weapon. It left the scabbard without a sound. The blade was raven-black, swallowing all light and colour from its vicinity and replacing it with a wave of cold. It hummed and vibrated in her hand. It was split in two, with the top half missing. The broken edge seeped a sticky darkness which vanished on contact with the air in a quiet hiss.


  It was the same weapon that had slain Councillor Hotta. Running her finger along the blade she felt the blood stains, invisible against the blackness; sheathed it and wrapped back in the grey cloth before allowing doubt and confusion to wash over her.


  Why me?


  She searched the bundle looking for a note explaining the “gift,” but, of course, she found none. A written note would have been too dangerous if intercepted. She had to figure this one out by herself. Was it somebody only she was able to reach? Someone in the Inner Palace, where nobody but their family and personal guests could access … Someone other than Hotta? How many more traitors were hiding in the Taikun’s innermost circle?


  All the concubines and ladies-in-waiting of the Ōku hall wished her ill, but their reasons were personal, having nothing to do with what went on outside the castle walls. The members of the Council all lived in the Outer and Middle Palaces — it would have been easier for an assassin to reach them from the outside than for her to seek them out. There were messengers and page boys, but she could not imagine them being a threat worthy of the black blade. The eunuchs? The servant girls? Her servant girl, Mineko?


  Not her! Anyone but her …


  It had always been so easy to submit to the paranoia. Treason, conspiracies, back-stabbings — both actual and metaphorical — were almost a part of the daily life in the Middle and Inner Palaces. The walls literally had ears of the many spies hiding in the concealed corridors and alcoves; the floors and roofs were booby-trapped and rigged against assassins; the Taikun’s secret police played a constant game of cat and mouse, both with the unruly daimyo, and various over-ambitious members of the Taikun’s own family seeking personal aggrandizement at the regime’s expense. Atsuko Shimazu herself was part of one such conspiracy, after all — her primary mission: to spy and plot on behalf of her adoptive father. In this place anyone could be an enemy, or work for one ... Even the old man who weeded the moss garden or the girls who painted her fingers. The servants of the Serpent were cunning and almost indistinguishable from humans.


  The anxiety was gnawing on her. She had little news from her father — or indeed, any news from the South. There was an official embargo on any rumours and messages coming from the rebel front line and vice versa. She had her own channels and one of them included the two Grey Hoods stationed in Edo, who retained some kind of contact not only with their compatriots in the Shimoda base, but also with the dragon riders in Kokura Castle. But that relied on employing the services of man called Einosuke, the only interpreter of Seaxe in Edo, and the young man was both swamped under the suddenly increased demand, and wary of engaging in behaviour that might be deemed too suspicious. Assisting the Taikun’s wife in secret communication with the foreign invaders may have been interpreted as akin to treason, she dully observed.


  Without instructions from Lord Shimazu, Atsuko was left on her own with her doubts and fears. Her husband’s well-being was one of them. Getting rid of Hotta did not stop the Taikun’s nightly escapades and, judging by the growing dark-blue stains under his eyes, the paper-white skin, the increasing emaciation and exhaustion, he was still working with the Orb hidden in the silk warehouse.


  But on whose orders was he acting now? Was it the Fanged spy she was supposed to find and kill? She was doing her best to stay by his side all day, and yet, every night, he’d disappear from their bedchambers, and head straight for the secret warehouse wing with the certainty of pace of a man knowing exactly what he needed to do.


  She touched the grey cloth. It seemed to her the blade within vibrated with an even greater intensity. Maybe it’s just my nerves, she thought. She opened one of the iron-bound chests with her personal belongings and put the cloth bundle inside, hiding the black blade among the perfumed silk undergarments.


  She returned to the veranda and rang a small brass bell.


  “You may finish my nails,” she called to the servant girls who waited, as ordered, outside in the lotus garden. “Though you may have to start again — the paint seems to have cracked.”


  “Oh, you won’t like that,” said Edern. He was looking at something in the distance.


  “What is it?” Dylan knew it would be minutes before he saw what the Faer’s cat-like eyes already perceived clearly.


  A faint, mysterious smile lingered on the Faer’s lips. “You’ll see.”


  Dylan spotted it soon after. The mountain path, already narrow and precarious, tapered to a shelf running along an almost vertical wall of granite over a deep, slick precipice. Across the gulch, on the other side of a foaming river, the slope rose smooth, covered with a dark wood dense enough to hide an entire regiment out of even Dylan’s True Sight.


  “You must be joking …”


  He summoned the winds to his feet, leapt over the heads of the soldiers and ran, sideways, along the vertical wall until he reached the head of the column. He landed in front of the guide, just as he was about to step onto the shelf.


  “Do you speak Qin?” he asked brusquely.


  “Yes. Small,” replied the guide. He had odd, angular, almost bird-like features. His nose was long for a Yamato, hooked like a beak. He seemed unfazed by Dylan’s sudden appearance.


  “What do you think you’re doing, leading us into this death trap? I don’t care how good your scouts are, there’s no way they could’ve checked this entire forest for ambush.”


  “Is only way. Fastest.”


  “Balderdash. I’ve seen your maps; there’s a dozen paths we could have taken.”


  “Is tono’s orders.”


  “You mean Saigo Takamori’s?”


  “Shimazu Nariakira.”


  Dylan looked at the wooded slope, then back at the guide. “Wait here.”


  “Must go now. Is late.”


  “I said wait here.” Dylan returned to the centre of the column in the more usual manner, pressing his way through the stunned soldiers with the help of copious ‘excuse mes’ and ‘summasens’.


  “I didn’t ask for your advice, barbarian,” was Saigo’s reply to Dylan’s complaint. The long tail of red fur on his helmet shook with indignation. “You will have to trust us with finding the way through our land.”


  “All it’d take would be a squad of archers …”


  “My men are willing to take the risk. Unless you can find a way to limit the danger ...”


  Dylan ran a finger along the scar on his face. Ah.


  “Get Wulfhere down here,” he said.


  “The dorako rider is no longer under your command.”


  “I don’t see you using him for anything useful.”


  Saigo mulled a few curse words. Dylan didn’t need to understand Yamato to know he was being insulted. The Captain stepped back and nodded at the archer standing beside him. The man raised the bow and shot an arrow with a hollowed-out gourd attached to it. The arrow made a booming, whistling sound as it flew into the sky. A minute later, the cross-shape of Wulf’s dragon descended towards them in a winding spiral.


  The boy leapt off the dragon and addressed the Captain in broken Yamato. Saigo pointed at Dylan.


  “I need you to torch this hill,” said Dylan. “The forest must be dry as a bone in this heat. It shouldn’t be a problem for your dragon.”


  Wulf referred back to Saigo, waiting for confirmation of the orders. The square-jawed Captain, in turn, looked to the black-and-gold palanquin, then nodded, with obvious reluctance.


  “The fire will be seen for miles,” said Saigo, his arms crossed over his barrel-like chest. “We might as well announce our arrival by courier.”


  “There must be forest fires all the time here, in this weather,” replied Dylan. “Besides, I’m sure they already know we’re here. Or are you forgetting they, too, have airborne scouts?”


  The small Viridian launched again and proceeded to draw a zig-zag pattern in flame along the wooded slope. Dylan arched an eyebrow.


  He’s using too much fire. The mount will tire fast.


  But the effect of Wulfhere’s action was just what Dylan had in mind. Soon the entire slope stood ablaze. If there was a troop waiting at ambush among the trees, there would be nothing but ashes left of them by now. The fire and smoke reached over the mountaintops, and the wind carried the heat and soot over the gulch towards the Satsuma troops, adding to the already torturous conditions of the high summer afternoon.


  Dylan thought he heard a soft chuckle coming from the black-and-gold palanquin.


  “So, what was all that about?” asked Edern when the column resumed its careful march along the precipice — now with the added entertainment in the form of a cloud of thick black smoke hanging low over the gulch.


  “A test of our loyalties,” replied Dylan. “And Wulf’s. Nariakira must’ve caught wind of our truce with the Gorllewin. He doesn’t trust us anymore.” He looked to the daimyo’s palanquin. “The feeling is very much mutual.”


  Sleep.


  There, in the pages of her research journal, was a word the meaning of which she’d almost forgotten.


  The context of the paper was very specific: Kanju, the White Tide Jewel, had originally been used by the ancient dragon masters to put their mounts to sleep. It was the answer to the question which had been nagging Satō for a while: to sustain the numbers of dragons mentioned in the old chronicles, would take more meat than there was in all of Yamato. In this induced hibernation, a near-death state, the beasts needed no food or maintenance between the battles, waiting to be awakened by the Manju, a Blue Tide Jewel.


  It had taken Ganryū’s corruption to turn the Sleep Stone into a Killing Stone, the White Jewel into a Blood Red one. This was a spell the Crimson Robe had either developed himself nor discovered somewhere in one of the countless libraries of wizards and onmyōji he’d plundered. Whatever it was, he hadn’t shared it with anyone. Barring a miracle, there was only one Red Tide Jewel in all of Yamato — and it had been shattered.


  It had taken her a week to discover all of this, and more. A week of poring over the books and ancient scrolls gathered by the Fanged. The volumes piled on and around her writing desk at the Serpent’s headquarters in Azuchi. Her first discovery had been the Binding Spell, enabling her to join the three pieces of the Blue Jewel, the final shard at last gathered by Sister Venus of the Green Robe. But Ganryū’s corruption ran too deep for the ancient spells to work on the Red Jewel. She still needed to know more.


  The acolytes in drab cloaks brought her jugs filled with sweet and nourishing blood. She needed no sleep, no rest, no food. Her mind rushed at a greatly increased capacity; her memory stored page after page of densely scribbled treatises without fault.


  I have been a fool to refuse this power for so long, she realized. Her father had wisely steered her in the right direction. He must have known, too, that with the energies of Blood Magic at their disposal, the Yamato wizards could easily trump those in the West. She’d only glimpsed what she was capable of when tapping into her veins before, in times of desperation, but back then she had no guidance, no knowledge how to use it effectively. If only Yoshida Shōin had known what she knew now, maybe he would have lived … and the Red Jewel would still be whole.


  Shōin …


  She paused with her hand on the page. Sometimes, she caught glimpses of her past: names, people, and events. She knew Yoshida Shōin was somebody important because of what he’d done to the Tide Jewel, and how he’d died. A powerful wizard — one that, as Father Saturn — Yui-dono — had explained, they tried to recruit along with Satō. But there was more to him than that, a nagging emotion hidden in the depths of her mind. Whenever she tried to access it, her head hurt and she needed to drink more blood.


  There were others, too, hidden behind an even thicker veil, and attempting to remember them hurt even more. A glimpse of fiery hair. Bright, green eyes. She didn’t like having parts of her mind rendered inaccessible, but she understood it was the price for the powers she’d gained.


  You may succeed in remembering everything one day, warned Yui-dono, but you might lose what you have now in the process. Is that really what you wish for?


  The Serpent’s Heads themselves remembered little of their past before they were turned. One name that would come back to her was that of the Renegade, a Fanged that was a great danger to their plans. Already he’d thwarted Chiyo’s assassination attempt in Satsuma, and neutralized Brother Sun of the Golden Robe long enough for Tosa navy to join the Rebels. Satō was only vaguely aware of the strategic implications of any of this, but she sensed clearly the irritation, growing into seething anger, of Brothers Saturn and Jupiter, the chief strategists of the Serpent.


  “When I meet him, I’ll wring the Curse out of his neck with my bare hands,” seethed Jupiter of the Bronze Robe. He and Saturn were the last to join the Serpent, recruited after it became clear that their skill in military strategy might be needed more than the talents of assassins and spies. His eyes fell on Satō. “Or maybe we should send her to do it. She was his ally once, after all.”


  She had faint recollection of her time at the Renegade’s side, and felt greatly ashamed of it. Having understood the Serpent’s true purpose, she recognized how his actions led directly to the subjugation of the country by foreign forces, inducing internal chaos, weakening the Taikun’s position, fostering rebellions … And to think she had assisted him in this foul endeavour! She was ready to do anything to atone for her mistakes.


  “He’d know,” Yui-dono said, shaking his head. “He’d smell her on us. Sooner or later we’ll get him.” He turned to Satō. “For now, you have to focus on the ryū.”


  The Blue Dragons, awakened on Enoshima, needed to be brought into control and, to achieve that, she needed both Tide Jewels at her disposal. If the debacle at the Black Wings base had taught her anything, it was that the hatchlings were little more than fodder to the adult beasts, mounted by skilled riders. She remembered the needles of pain she had felt in her mind after each dragon’s fall from the sky over Shimoda as she struggled to contain the beasts’ blind rage and turn them away towards Azuchi. The Blue Jewel burned her hands. Cracks had appeared in the crystal, and she had feared all her efforts would be undone, until at last, the monsters had yielded.


  Was the pain and anger she sensed the ‘Farlink’, mentioned in the Western handbook she’d read? What if that dragon was slain? How would it feel? Like losing a limb …? The handbook said that an army rider would go through several mounts in his lifetime. What a terrible burden that must be.


  There was still something lacking from all of her research; bits of knowledge the books and scrolls only skirted around. It was as if Ganryū had missed an important library, some remote temple or a mountain villa hidden from him, that contained all the information she needed. Without it, she was unable to refine her control of the newborn dragon army. Unable to progress any further, she confessed her troubles to Yui-dono. He nodded, stroking his chin.


  “I’m glad you’re being honest,” he said. “It’s important that we all work together — arrogance and selfishness were what brought doom to the Crimson Robe. Leave this to me. I’ll try to find out as much as I can.”


  He returned two days later with an odd look on his face which she interpreted as him not keen on telling her what he had to say. She knew what this usually meant: he needed to divulge another bit of her forgotten past, something that would cause her another headache, or worse.


  “You were right,” he started. “There was a shrine the Crimson Robe omitted in his search — even though it was at his doorstep.”


  “Mekari,” she guessed. She knew the name from the notes. “But he was there. He writes about it in his report. It’s where he found the Kanju.”


  “And yet, after he got the jewel, he chose to ignore the temple’s library.” Yui shook his head. “There’s that arrogance of his again.”


  “But we can still retrieve it, right?”


  “When our agents got there yesterday, they found nothing. The head priest was dead, and the secret scrolls taken.”


  “By whom?”


  He grimaced. “This will be painful, but I need to tell you about another one of your former allies. Listen closely, for you may need this knowledge when you meet her.”


  Her …?
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  CHAPTER III


  There was a double tap at the door.


  “Come in,” said Bran. “I’m decent.”


  He reached for the chair and raised himself from the bed with effort. He opened the book at the worn bookmark. It was one of the Old Faith books he’d been forced to read by Leif during his previous stay with the Gorllewin. He didn’t want them to think he was spending his days idly.


  The chaplain had not visited him in person yet. Bran wasn’t surprised. They hadn’t exactly parted in the friendliest of ways.


  Frigga entered the room and slammed a tray on the table. It contained his lunch — a bowl of gruel, two barley-bread toasts and a pot of thin black coffee. She stared at Bran. He turned his eyes away, unable to look at the ugly scars of his doing, running from her left cheek across the neck and disappearing under the uniform shirt.


  “How is everyone doing?” he asked. He was still too weak to leave his room in what looked like a village priest’s house. Frigga was the only Gorllewin soldier he’d talked to since waking up.


  “Gundur’s not going to make it,” she replied. “He got scorched hard.”


  Bran didn’t know the details of what happened when the blue dragons reached Shimoda, except that the Gorllewin riders fought them back with what sounded like heavy losses. Gundur was the name of the rider who’d guarded Bran’s rear during the flight from Enoshima.


  “I’m sorry.” He closed his mouth, not knowing what else to say.


  She scowled and reached for his head. He jerked back.


  “Your bandage needs changing,” she said. “Stop messing with it.”


  “Sorry.”


  He’d grown unaccustomed to having to worry about wounds and bandages in Nagomi’s company, and now kept forgetting about the still seeping grazes on his forehead. Frigga unravelled the bandages with brusque, rough gestures. She brushed his wound with her fingers. He hissed in pain.


  “Thank you,” he said when she finished dressing the wound.


  She cast him a narrow-eyed glance.


  “You think I want to do this?” She glowered.


  “No, I’m sure you don’t.”


  “This is the Komtur’s idea of punishing me for breaking the truce,” she said. “I don’t know why he keeps letting you live. I wouldn’t.”


  The sliding door almost fell out of the groove as she slammed it shut.


  She stepped through the opening into the darkness beyond. In the light coming from the tip of the monk’s staff she saw a staircase made of some slippery, slimy stone, widening towards a red glow at the bottom. Black, slithering shapes probed at the edges of the sphere of light.


  “Stay at the back, priestess, and pray,” whispered the monk. “Let us deal with the danger first.”


  She wasn’t sure how to refer to the man — to treat him as ‘Ihoru’, Bran’s estranged grandfather, or Tadaemon-sama, the powerful hermit she sensed inside his head. Their relationship was different to that of Bran and General Shigemasa. The onmyōji was the dominant personality, allowing the Westerner to come out to the surface only when talking to Gwen. She wondered if the same would have happened to Bran, had he stayed in Yamato for as many years as his grandfather with General Shigemasa still lingering in his mind.


  The Western woman brushed past her on the narrow stair and moved forward, swiping a wide arc with the summoned Lance. Ifor-Tadaemon waved his jingling staff and the light from its top burst out in a cascade. Nagomi did not see the effect of their attack, as it fell just beyond the illuminated area, but she guessed it worked: Gwen charged ahead into the darkness, followed a few steps behind by Ifor. Nagomi spoke a quick prayer and rushed to keep up on the slippery steps.


  When they reached the bottom, Ifor extinguished the light of his staff — there was no longer the need — the red glow of the Otherworld was sufficient to see the army of the black, squirming shapes spread all around them. The Shadows, wary of Gwen’s Lance, Ifor’s staff and Nagomi’s own white shimmer of prayer, slithered around them, readying for the next wave of attack.


  “Where to now?” the monk asked her. “You must lead the way.”


  “Me?” Nagomi pulled back. “But I don’t know how …”


  “Focus on what you’re searching for. Neither of us can do this but you.”


  She closed her eyes and thought of Satō. It wasn’t difficult — after all, she’d been thinking of her every single day since they parted. Last time they’d been together was the day the Kiheitai marched out to fight the peasants at Iwakuni. She looked strong and manly in her new black uniform, full of hope and trepidation. “I’ll be back soon,” she’d said — all those months ago …


  Nagomi felt a wisp of wind touch her ear. She opened her eyes and saw the strands of visions, ribbons of images, sounds and colours, flowing all around her, and through her, through Gwen and Ifor, long strands coming from all directions. She knew these wisps — the false prophecies Prince Shakushain had taught her to filter through to perfect her Scrying abilities.


  If I find the right one … will it guide me to Sacchan?


  She prayed to the Spirits for guidance, and peered through the visions. She moved her hand through them; observing the way her glowing fingers interacted with the flows, she blew at them to see how the strands folded and twisted in the wind. One by one, the false images dissipated under her touch, until, only one, faint and weak, but with a strong red thread throughout, remained.


  “This—”


  Before she finished, the monk grabbed her by the hand and pulled in the direction she was pointing. Gwen charged forward, slashing and thrusting her way through the swarming darkness.


  Nothing seemed to change around them as they ran, as if they didn’t move at all. She didn’t know for how long, the horizon remained as featureless, the plain as flat as it had ever been. It was just as the monk had said — time had no meaning here. Eventually, her calves began to ache. Her breath quickened into a wheeze.


  “Wait—” she pleaded. “I can’t—”


  “We’re getting closer!” Ifor replied.


  “How do you know?”


  “The Shadows are growing in numbers.”


  She looked around, and her heart sank. He was right — despite their efforts, the slithering army was at least double the size it had been before. The red sand was barely visible from under the black bodies.


  She looked to Gwen. No trace of weariness showed on the soldier’s face, but her Lance arm, mowing down the oncoming enemy, was weaving through the air slower and with more effort.


  Nagomi scanned the horizon, searching for something to renew her hope, sending out beacons of prayer. A red beam of light flashed in the distance. A black spire, rising from the dusty plain. Satō’s Tower. But it was too far away, and the Shadows had gathered in a uniform dark mass between them and the beacon.


  “We’ll never get through …”


  Gwen and Ifor halted. Again, the monsters circled around them, wary of the weapons of light, but creeping close; braver now as their numbers increased. Gwen said something to the monk. He nodded.


  “What did she say?”


  “Climb on her back,” Ifor translated. “She’ll carry you.”


  She did as she was told. The Lance vanished from the woman’s hand. The air around her shimmered — Nagomi recognized a shield similar to Bran’s. Ifor whirled his staff and stomped it into the ground and the earth around them trembled. A crack appeared in the red dust, zig-zagging towards the black spire on the horizon. The Shadows parted. With Nagomi holding her tightly, Gwen launched into a frantic run along the crack, her shield pushing the monsters apart. Ifor followed, his staff shooting beams of light at those of the Shadows that dared come closer.


  At long last, the spire with the red beacon was getting nearer. Nagomi whooped, cheering Gwen to a faster run. The soldier picked up the pace. A stray black tentacle reached below the shield — she jumped over it. Then another — and Gwen tumbled into dust with a cry of pain. Nagomi skidded on the dust, bruising her knees and hands. The trouser leg of Gwen’s uniform was torn, revealing a deep black scar running from ankle to knee, a jagged, quickly swelling wound Nagomi had never seen before: the touch of a Shadow.


  Ifor crouched down, bringing the light of his staff to guard them. Nagomi reached to Gwen’s leg to heal the wound, but the monk grabbed her hand.


  “No! You’ll only bring more of them.”


  Gwen made an attempt to stand, but the leg buckled under her. Ifor helped her up. She shook her head.


  “We can’t leave her here,” said Nagomi.


  “We may not have a choice. She can defend herself until we come back.”


  Nagomi moved to protest but then heard a stamping sound of a heavy, galloping animal, and squelching of the trampled Shadows. She stood up and searched for the source of the noises. A mountain of black fur was approaching them at breakneck speed. Her heart leapt with joy.


  “Torishi-sama!” she cried out.


  But it wasn’t the Kumaso shaman. The giant black bear arrived with a dumb growl. There was no wisdom glinting in its eyes, just instinct and bloodthirst. Nagomi stepped back, and bumped into Ifor.


  “It’s a Spirit guardian,” said the monk. “Do you know it, priestess?”


  “It’s … mine, I think,” she remembered. Had it been sent by Torishi — or did it arrive of its own will?


  The bear grunted, shaking its muzzle towards its back.


  “I think it wants you to ride it,” said Ifor.


  Slowly, hesitating, she climbed the animal’s wet, smelly back, and clutched its fur. The bear growled at the Shadows. The monsters retreated.


  “What about you?” she asked.


  “Don’t worry about us,” the monk replied. “It’s your quest, priestess. Your story. We’ll wait for you here.”


  He slapped the bear’s flank. The animal roared and made a huge leap over a tight group of Shadows.


  The spire’s original white stone was still visible from under a black, organic substance growing over it. The black goo glistened and pulsated like a living thing, reaching almost to the top of the tower.


  The bear’s jaws snapped on one last Shadow before the beast reached the tower’s door. It slammed its head on the thick timber. The door shuddered; the lock cracked open. Nagomi jumped down and pushed. The door creaked into darkness. She glanced back. The bear grumbled and swayed its head, urging her on.


  Satō’s Otherworld “abode” was nothing like the simple white shrine that represented Nagomi’s mind. This one resembled most closely the tower of the Bataavian wizards on Dejima — or Bran’s own tower. The inside was cool and white, the growth from outside not reaching here yet.


  She climbed the narrow, creaking, wooden stair, holding onto the slippery stone wall. Once in a while, the red light from the top swooped over the staircase, drawing strange shadows on the wall.


  She reached the round room at the top. The red beacon hovered under the conical ceiling. By a square window stood a black-haired girl in a flowing robe of silver silk. She faced Nagomi.


  “I didn’t think you’d come,” the girl said. “I was certain they’d stop you.”


  She looked like Satō — emaciated, sunken-faced and pale-skinned — but didn’t sound like her at all. Her voice was biting cold, devoid of emotion, as were her eyes, black and matte, drilling into Nagomi without the glint of recognition


  “Do you know where these creatures have come from?” Satō asked, looking down to the red dust plain, where the Shadows circled the tower and the black bear stood guard at the door below.


  “I don’t …”


  “Pity. Neither do I. But I know what they are.” A faint smile lingered on her lips. “They are darkness incarnate. They are emanations of fury. Little pods of hatred, seething with vengeance.”


  “Is that what they want? Vengeance?”


  Satō shrugged. “They don’t want anything. They are mindless, driven by blind anger. More like plants or insects than spirits. We attract them like magnets.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  The wizardess’s smile grew. A golden flash glimmered in her eye. “They whisper to me.”


  Nagomi took a step back. I’m not here for this. “Sacchan … Do you — do you know who I am?”


  “Of course.” Satō reached out to her. “You’re my best friend, Itō Nagomi.” She wrapped her arms around the priestess in a mechanical motion. “You’ve come to save me.”


  Nagomi closed her eyes and searched for the warmth in Satō’s embrace, but could find none. The cold of the wizardess’s hands made her shiver instead.


  “We have to be going,” she said quietly.


  The wizardess pulled away. “But I can’t,” she said with a grimace. She ran her fingers along the windowsill. “I didn’t go through the Gate like you. My body is still in the Serpent’s prison cell. Who knows what would happen if I tried to leave?”


  Nagomi didn’t know what to make of it. Without crossing the Gate, only one’s Spirit could have been present in the Otherworld. Torishi had known that as well as she did. So why, then, had he insisted on Nagomi coming here? She’s on both sides of the Gate, he’d said.


  She stared at her friend. Something was wrong. She remembered how everyone else’s spiritual form was showing in this place, including her own. Torishi always had a full beard and head of hair, and was dressed in the ceremonial robes of the Kumaso. She always wore her shrine maiden’s outfit, fresh and clean. Yet now, she wore travel clothes and her hair was dirty and unkempt, just like it had been before crossing the Gate.


  And here stood Satō, sickly pale and tired, in a silver robe of the Fanged.


  She grasped her cold, dry hand.


  “At least come with me back to the Gate. I want you to meet someone. I found Bran’s grandfather.”


  “Bran?” The wizardess winced and gasped. She swayed and put her hand to her forehead. “Yes …” She smiled again. “Please, tell me about Bran.” Her cool smile reminded Nagomi of the murderous High Priestess in Naniwa. “Where is he now?”


  “I … I don’t know. We split up at Mount Fuji. He was supposed to look for you at Enoshima.”


  Satō squinted. “What were you doing at Mount Fuji?”


  “We were chasing after you,” Nagomi said. “But if you’re not here, and not on Enoshima, then where are you, really?”


  “I’m … with the Serpent.” She rubbed her brows as if trying to remember. “Tell me everything that has happened since we parted.”


  “We don’t have the time. Come with me, please.”


  “Oh, I can help with that.” Satō grasped her hand. “I’ve learned a little trick.” She reached for Nagomi’s forehead. “If you just open your mind for me—”


  Nagomi hesitated.


  It’s just what Ifor was doing, she told herself, but she couldn’t bring herself to trust her friend. Satō’s eyes were still all-black, like a Fanged’s … She backed onto the wall, with nowhere else to turn.


  Satō’s grip remained tight. “Please,” the wizardess said, but there was no pleading in her voice, only demand. “Let me in. I want to know. I need to know.”


  She pressed her palm on the priestess’s head.


  Maybe if I let her do this, I’ll find out where she is.


  Nagomi closed her eyes. She felt her mind penetrated by a probing force. Images and sounds poured like water from a fountain from Nagomi’s memory. Mount Fuji, Naniwa, back to Heian, then the long dragon flight, meeting with Bran at Kokura, the battle — marching across Chinzei — finding Koro … The search halted there for a second, then moved on to where Nagomi talked with the dying priest and received the notes on the Tide Jewels.


  Is this what she was truly looking for?


  Satō was too focused on perusing Nagomi’s memories of her reading the papers, too frustrated with the way the priestess hastily perused the pages, skipping over what had been to her boring details of complex magic, too absorbed to notice that the conduit between their minds was now wide open both ways.


  Two can play that game.


  Nagomi sent her thoughts down to Satō’s mind and, in an instant, she was overwhelmed by visions, flashing images from Satō’s recent past. Most of it was of her studying: an excessive amount of reading, ancient texts, yellowed scrolls, even researching old paintings for clues. The wizardess was obsessed with finding answers to some burning questions. Nagomi waded through this sea of information in a directionless search. She couldn’t find her way in Satō’s mind as easily as the wizardess could in hers. There were caves, cells cut in rock, blood spluttering from the victims, and from Satō’s wounds … The battle in Heian flashed in a series of fiery explosions.


  Too far.


  She retreated. The silver-robed Fanged. The white-robed Fanged. Another cell — a bizarre vision of an empty village drowned in smoke — a dark tunnel leading to a vast cavern … egg-shaped boulders strewn on the floor. A swarm of dragons. A cage of bronze, a young man trapped inside, his green eyes filled with fear.


  Bran!


  Satō noticed her now. The eye of her mind turned inwards.


  “How did you — get out!”


  She struck at Nagomi with white rays of fury. The priestess didn’t yield. What she’d discovered was too precious to abandon. A memory of Bran. She had to defend it — and she only knew one way how.


  The light of her prayer, and the blasts from Satō’s rising anger, met in a thundering blaze. The feedback loop grew to a crescendo of light and noise. A needle of physical pain burst in Nagomi’s head. It was too much for either of them to handle. With one last blast, the conduit shattered. The wizardess dropped to her knees. Nagomi leaned against the wall, panting. Blood trickled from her nose.


  Satō looked up. Her eyes returned to their usual dark brown. For a moment, her face was full of pain and remorse. She touched Nagomi’s clothes — then pulled away.


  “You have to go,” she said quickly. “He’s coming to check what’s happened.”


  He?


  “I’m not leaving you.”


  “No, you must. I—” Satō winced. “This will not last long. I can feel the blood coming back.”


  She stood up, staggering, and, with surprising strength, grabbed Nagomi and pushed her towards the stair. The priestess turned her head and saw Satō’s eyes glint gold and black again. The wizardess grimaced in pain.


  “I remember,” she whispered. “Bran’s still alive. He’s escaped. Tell him not to look for me anymore. It’s too late.”


  The entire tower shook. Chalk dust spewed from between the white stones, tiles fell from the conical roof. The black matter seeped through the window. Satō’s fingers clutched like talons on Nagomi’s sleeve. Her face twisted and then flattened into the emotionless mask it had been before.


  “Go,” she said through clenched teeth. “Before I throw you to the Shadows.”


  The priestess jerked her arm, leaving a torn sleeve in Satō’s claw-like hand. With the tower walls crumbling around her, she fled down the stairs and ran outside. Above, the red beacon beamed in intermittent flashes. The black overgrowth reached to the roof of the tower and tightened around it like a clenching fist, shattering the timber beams.


  The bear let out an impatient growl. The Shadows crawled nearer. Nagomi leapt onto the animal’s back, pressed her face to the fur and whispered a fervent prayer for Satō’s forlorn soul.


  The wound on Gwen’s leg spread at a fast pace. What was first a narrow red line grew into a purple splodge with a stinking black centre. The pain was unbearable.


  Ifor put his hands to the wound. They glowed blue, like Nagomi’s fingers before. The wound stopped growing but did not recede. He cursed.


  “I can’t do it in this body,” he — or the monk in him — said. “We have to get you out of here and to a proper healer.”


  “What about the girl? And the creatures?”


  He gazed after the black dot on the horizon. Most of the Shadows had slithered after Nagomi. The remainder circled cautiously at the edge of the light sphere emanating from Ifor’s staff.


  “We did what we could. That animal is now of more use to her than either of us.” He helped her up. “Can you walk?”


  She put a foot gingerly on the ground and hissed, then nodded. “But not far,” she said. “We’ll never make it all the way back.”


  He smiled and waved the staff. The light flashed, blinding her for a moment, and when her sight returned, she saw the staircase looming not further than two hundred yards away. “I told you, time and distance are counted differently here.”


  The rules of Annwn defied rational logic — or so it seemed. I just don’t know these rules, she reminded herself. That doesn’t mean there aren’t any.


  “You’ll need to fly us when we get out,” said Ifor.


  “I’ve flown with worse. Where to?”


  “I’ll have to think. I know of only a few healers powerful enough to deal with such injury. And they’re all far away.”


  “Then we need to hurry.”


  Supporting herself on Ifor’s arm, she hobbled on towards the exit, ignoring the Shadows creeping warily behind them.


  The silver dragon heaved under her, falling out of a Ninth Wind breeze. They dropped a hundred feet in the few seconds it took Gwen to regain control of the mount. She cried out loud at the pain in her leg this caused her.


  “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” asked Ifor. The old man was clinging on to anything he could hold — reins, saddle, spikes on the dragon’s neck. His constant wriggling irritated her almost as much as the festering wound.


  “Have you even flown a dragon before?” she asked. Dylan had never been keen to talk about his family, but from what little she knew of Ifor, the old man had been just a common sailor before coming to Yamato.


  “Not like this,” he moaned as Nodwydd swerved again.


  She was struggling to keep the mount in line with the winds. They were both exhausted after a full day of flight — the dragon even more than her. She sensed its exasperation even without the Farlink.


  “I think we should be going this way,” Ifor pointed.


  She bit her lips. He was right — in the darkness and anguished confusion, she steered them too far from their original bearing. She could hardly see anything before and below her. They were flying over an uninhabited stretch of mountains, as tall and vast as the Roman Alps, baring their serrated teeth at her in desolate, undisturbed silence.


  The stars, the moon and a luminescent compass were their only guidance. When they’d started from the mountain in search of the healer, they were supposed to head straight south, at least until they reached the densely populated Kanto region. But between the havoc of the magic currents over the mountains, and the dragon growing unruly under her weakening guidance, she had to adjust the course so often she was now only faintly aware of their original position.


  All she could do now was continue flying southwards. Eventually, they’d reach the coast, which she already knew her way around.


  I just hope I won’t faint before we get there. It wasn’t just the pain from the wound that was getting to her. Whatever poison or disease was in the Shadow’s “bite”, it was spreading to her internal organs. Her intestines and stomach were in constant, throbbing motion. She’d hurled over the dragon’s neck a couple of times already, her lungs constricting, making it even harder to breathe than it already was in the thin air at such a high altitude. The world was spinning around her in slow, distracting circles.


  The dragon dropped again but this time for good reason. The mountains below them ended as abruptly as they’d started, some two hundred miles earlier. There were no rolling foothills in this ravaged, primeval land — the mountain ranges rose straight and tall from pancake-flat plains below, sudden and threatening, dividing the country in contained, easily controlled compartments. Kanto, Kinki, Chugoku, Chūbu — the names written in red ink on her map — each marking a small stretch of fertile, rice-bearing lowland, demarcated clearly by the surrounding walls of granite and basalt.


  Descending along the sheer slopes, Nodwydd accelerated despite Gwen’s frantic urging. The dragon sensed they were near their destination and wanted to reach it as soon as possible, and she couldn’t blame it for trying — but the sudden increase in speed was too much for her to bear. Blood rushed from her brain; her vision narrowed. She looked ahead, searching for navigation clues. In the distance, the sea shimmered with the reflection of stars. To her right the rising haze of dawn illuminated the watered rice paddies grey and pink. To her left appeared a faint orange glow: the lit braziers and lanterns of a great waking city — Edo.


  We’re too far east, a muddled thought broke through the mist of pain. She shook Ifor by the shoulder. “Hey — where now?” But the old man didn’t reply. His head dropped on his chest. The mad dash downhill had rendered him unconscious.


  She shut her eyes and recalled everything Ifor had told her about their destination, Mount Takao. It rose to the west of Edo, somewhere halfway between the city and Mount Fuji. It was too dark yet to spot the great volcano by the lazy light of the sunrise, but she had no difficulty finding it with True Sight — a nexus of such magnitude that it almost dwarfed the moon with its brightness, even at the distance of some fifty miles separating her from the peak. Locating a smaller mountain at its foot was a different matter, however. There was an entire range of conical summits of varying heights, a tapering spur stretching from Fuji almost to the walls of the Taikun’s capital. One of them must have been Takao, but without Ifor’s help, what chance did she have to find the right one?


  Nodwydd let out a half-roar-half whimper. She opened her eyes: she’d nodded off for a good minute. She looked down. Her feet were almost touching the tips of the trees. They’d fallen too low. She kicked the dragon’s sides, but it was too tired to climb — and the jet of the Ninth Wind they followed, rolling from the mountains to the coast, was pressing them ever closer to the ground. And they were still heading straight for Edo. A line of bright dots — braziers and lanterns — marked the top of the outer city wall. The white walls burned pink in the sunrise. Beyond it was a blur of lights and shapes. Gwen was too tired to tell them apart.


  I can’t even blink — not at this speed — not at this altitude … But I’ll go insane if I don’t … Just a blink …


  She shut her eyelids for what felt like a blissful second. The dragon’s distressed roar woke her again. The gleaming white tower of Edo Castle appeared out of nowhere right in front of her. It was too late to do anything. She leaned to the right, hanging on the reins with all her weight. Nodwydd smashed into the corner of the keep, bounced, hit the roof on the lower floor, rolled off it, tearing off fancy golden decorations from the edge, dropped twenty feet, shattered yet another rooftop and crashed onto a sandy courtyard in a cloud of dust and debris.
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  CHAPTER IV


  The entire flat, swampy plain, stretching from the bottom of the foothills to the coast, had been emptied of civilians. No farmer tilled the rice fields, no merchant wandered the roads. The province was in a lockdown in anticipation of the battle.


  Watching through the spyglass from an observation point atop a basalt outcrop, Dylan had to admit Saigo Takamori’s choice of path was correct. The defensive fortifications didn’t start until a mile to the west of their position. Before them were just a few barricades and checkpoints. Quarter of a mile down the slope, a makeshift rampart of straw bales and bamboo straddled the causeway between the muddy rice paddies, manned by no more than a few dozen men. The plain was bound from the east by a wide, slow-moving river. The only other road led east along the coast, towards one of the loyal daimyos’s castles, and the enemy didn’t expect an attack from this side as long as that castle stood. A small flotilla of warships guarded the narrow straits north of the city. Beyond lay the main island, Honda, and the domain of Chōfu, whose daimyo still refused to position himself at either side of the conflict.


  There was little for Dylan to do before the battle. Heishichi and his wizards were to provide the bulk of necessary magic and, after that, it was up to Shimazu cavalry to breach the defences and sweep through the battlefield. The aim of this first skirmish was to cover as much land and destroy as many of the Taikun’s forces as possible before the siege proper began.


  He turned his spyglass to the West again. Smoke and flashes appeared over the distant horizon. The main body of the Imperial Army reached the defensive positions on the coast and began what had to be a slow, slogging breakthrough.


  He crawled back from the hilltop and returned to the forward camp. He found Satsuma’s Archwizard crouching over a complex rune pattern with two of his students drawing the runes in mud with a stick, while a third wizard filled the grooves with quicklime.


  “How long will this take you?” Dylan asked.


  Heishichi glanced up. One of his eyes narrowed, the other — unable to close because of the mess of scars and burns that was his face — twitched.


  “It will be ready on time. If I’m not interrupted.”


  Dylan stepped back to analyse the pattern from a better vantage point. Though the runes, a combination of fire and earth, were Bataavian, the spell itself was one he hadn’t seen before. Heishichi, he’d noticed, had a knack for modifying the existing Western magic until the spell no longer resembled the original.


  Once again, the speed with which the Yamato developed their magic worried him. Heishichi’s runes lacked efficiency and sophistication, but the patterns were as good as anything a Llambed graduate would produce. The spell’s force coefficient was cranked up to compensate for the land’s low potential. In Dracaland, its destructive power would have been devastating at this short range, certainly too strong for a single wizard to sustain. Here, it was just right for the purpose, and Heishichi’s ability to calculate it with such precision was a mark of high talent.


  Dylan wondered what happened to the Prismatic detected by Curzius’s machine. The last report received from Dejima told of a spike of potentials, coinciding with the destruction of Heian. Was the conflagration caused by the Prismatic realising his full potential? He felt sorry for the mage, whoever they were — without proper training, without control; using so much power at once must have caused severe pain and injury, if not death.


  Still, where there was one Prismatic, there would be more.


  The pattern was finished. The wizard rose and wiped mud off his hands. He snapped his fingers at one of his students. “… Saigo-dono,” were the only words Dylan understood from his order.


  At Captain Saigo’s command, Heishichi put his hands to the pattern. Sparks struck from his fingers and lit up the quicklime. A bright, hot flame burned briefly, leaving black scorched lines in the mud. Another wizard — an Earth elementalist — funnelled his power into the spell. A third man stepped forward, completing the ritual triangle.


  Like the track of a giant mole, an undersoil ripple ran from the pattern towards the enemy positions. Saigo did not wait for the result — he turned from the wizards to his troops and raised the battle fan, spread open, over his head. The heralds blew into conches, a cacophony of booming sounds, each recognizable only to a particular squad or banner. The infantry moved slowly forward. They may have looked like an odd mash-up of units and uniforms, some wearing old lacquer armour and pleated skirts, others Western-style trousers and jackets — but they all walked as one, in well-ordered squares, a testament to Saigo’s skill as commander. The cavalry — a small detachment of mounted samurai wielding massive long swords, the only such unit Dylan had seen so far in Yamato — stirred in the saddles, anxiously waiting for their orders. The single battery of artillery which survived the mountain passage — four bronze cannons and one Congreve’s launcher from Soembing — rolled into position atop a grassy knoll.


  Dylan glanced up. The dark cross hovered, watchful, over the battlefield, far from the action. The Seaxe rider, no longer formally a Dracalish soldier, was a thorn in the side of the truce, and Dylan wasn’t sure how the Grey Hoods would react to his presence. It’d taken him half a night — and a promise of a lecture on the atmospheric railway — to convince Nariakira that Wulf was, for the time being, better used as a scout to deter the Gorllewin dragons than taking direct part in the battle. When it came to the siege itself, he’d have no more arguments.


  A loud crackle and a rumble announced Heishichi’s spell had reached the causeway barricade, shattering it into pieces. The infantry raised a war cry and stormed out of its hiding, charging the enemy positions. Saigo lowered his fan. The horsemen spurred their small, stout mounts and charged down the causeway, sweeping before them anyone trying to stand against their might.


  Dylan climbed his rocky outpost again to get a better view of the battlefield. Edern remained with Nariakira’s bodyguard, kept in reserve on the far side of the ridge. There was no need for the elite unit to join this early into the skirmish — not when everything was seemingly going Shimazu’s way.


  The mole-like trace of the spell continued along the causeway, breaking apart two more blockades. The mounted samurai followed closely behind, wreaking a devastating massacre upon the defenders with their long swift swords. There were no Aizu gunmen stationed here, just the local soldiers, armed with spears and bows. By the time the cavalry reached the third barricade, the men abandoned their posts and fled across the rice paddies towards the safety of Kokura’s stone ramparts.


  The horsemen turned westwards, sweeping the field in a vast crescent just beyond the range of arrows shot from the castle walls. While the infantry mopped up the defenders along the causeway, the cavalry emerged at the rear of a fortalice guarding the main east-west road. They cut their way through the enemy ranks before leaping away and charging at another defensive position in a series of quick hit-and-run attacks. They spared neither their horses nor themselves in the fight, knowing that, once the assault on the castle started, the cavalry would have no more chance at glory. Behind them, the infantry, bristling with spears, fanned out across the rice paddies, released at last from the rigid squares.


  By now, the defenders shook off the initial surprise and pockets of resistance rose around the barricades and watchtowers. It was easy to tell which parts of the field were defended by the local daimyo’s men, and which by the Taikun’s regulars, shipped in from the far north. The Aizu soldiers were as good as the Satsuma ones. The blasts of the thunder guns and gunpowder cannons cracked in the air. The first of the horsemen fell, even as those behind kept on coming, jumping over the straw bales and sandbags. In close quarters, they still had the advantage over the slow-charging guns and unwieldy Yamato bows, but as the first hour of the battle passed, the casualties began to mount.


  Saigo raised his fan and waved it from side to side. The whistling arrows cried an order. The cavalry squadron — what remained of it — broke off the fighting and turned south, back towards the camp. The advancing infantry lines either halted or retreated to the nearest secure points, establishing a perimeter around the captured territory.


  The new front line reached the edge of the castle archers’ range, and spread for two miles from east to west with only a short gap now dividing the Satsuma sector from that of the rest of the approaching Imperial Army. This seemed like an end to the battle, but Dylan knew it was just the beginning.


  He hurried back to the camp and joined the circle of wizards standing around another series of patterns.


  “Finally,” said Heishichi in irritated Bataavian. “Take your place.”


  The Rangaku raised their hands above their heads, weaving the ritual pattern. Dylan waited. His presence was not necessary for the spell to work, and he was only to add the final push of force to make the effect more spectacular. He imagined Heishichi only agreed to this at Nariakira’s insistence … or was it the other way around? He couldn’t tell which of the two disliked him more.


  The rite ending, he crouched down to touch the pattern. His hand lit up; a stream of red blaze flowed from his palm into the ground. The earth rumbled under his hand. He pulled back. A moment later, the pattern swelled and burst like a geyser, releasing several balls of crimson flame high into the air.


  Dylan turned back to the battlefield just in time to witness the first of the fireballs whistle down from the sky and strike their targets. Earth exploded in fiery showers around the enemy defences, scattering men and rocks alike. All that remained of the barricades and the soldiers that manned them were deep craters in the rice fields, quickly filling with mud. The destructive power of the missiles did not quite match that of a dragon’s spit, but far surpassed those of the antique cannons in Shimazu’s battery.


  The bombardment lasted for a good minute, wreaking chaos and ruin upon the Aizu-held sector. The blasts and craters drew a rough scar across the battlefield, cutting off the soldiers fleeing back to the castle. A sword-on-sword battle ensued as Shimazu’s samurai held their lines, but Dylan had no more strength to watch it. He felt his power draining at an alarming rate.


  At least he was still able to stand. The same could not be said for the other wizards. They lay or crouched around the pattern, bleeding from their noses or bitten lips. Heishichi knelt on one knee, supporting himself on the shoulder of a student to his left. Noticing Dylan was standing, he too tried to rise. His legs trembled and buckled. He cursed. Dylan reached out a hand to help, but Heishichi pushed it away in indignation.


  “You did well,” said Dylan. “You’ve earned the right to be tired.”


  “I don’t need your praise, Gaikokujin,” the wizard replied. He reached into a small sack at his waist and drew a small vial with a straw-yellow liquid inside. He took a sip from it, winced and blinked several times, before finally standing up.


  An unmistakable, double roar shattered the sky. Two black winged shapes rose from beyond the castle ramparts, slow and terrible. Their cry of wrath brought horror upon the rebels and Shimazu troops alike.


  “Edern! Here!” Dylan shouted. The Faer abandoned his watch-post under a myrtle tree and ran up to him. “We have to shield them.”


  “What of the truce?”


  “Can’t risk it.”


  With Edern’s help, he summoned a thick tarian around the wizards. “Tell your men to stay within the circle,” he told Heishichi. “I can’t hold this for long.”


  He looked back up — and saw Wulfhere charge at one of the black dragons.


  “Fool!” Edern muttered. “What’s he doing?”


  The Gorllewin beast spat a well-aimed arrow of red flame at the Viridian, sending the small dragon spiralling down to the ground with a long tail of fire and smoke behind it.


  “So much for the truce,” said Edern.


  “Not yet.”


  The Black Wing spewed another blazing line, this time aiming for the gun battery. Two bronze cannons burst apart at the seams; the stacks of cannonballs beside them erupted in a show of deadly fireworks. The Congreve launcher fired a brave rocket, which missed the dragon by a good hundred feet. In reply, the beast turned the launcher and the hilltop around it into a mass of molten steel and rock.


  The second dragon spotted the wizards and struck their position with two fireballs in quick succession. Dylan groaned under the strain the missiles put on his tarian. The earth around the shield became glass.


  “We won’t manage the third one,” he said.


  Edern nodded with a wry smile. “It was a pleasure serving with you, Commodore.”


  The two Black Wings roared again. Each spat a couple more fireballs randomly into the Shimazu ranks, then both turned back towards the castle. As they vanished beyond the ramparts, an utter silence descended upon the battlefield. No soldier dared speak or move a muscle — on either side.


  “They knew,” whispered Edern.


  “They’re being pressured by the Taikun,” replied Dylan. “Just as we are. They had to do something. Let’s hope that show was enough.”


  “There’s still a week left of the ceasefire.”


  Dylan wiped his face. He was truly spent. “Then we should make the best of it.”


  Why am I still here?


  Bran rubbed his shoulder. The Llambed Seal had worked, of that he was certain. He’d used the second of the three charges. But the White Eagle chose to keep him in the cave with the hatchlings. He had no idea how the Seal worked and how it selected its destination. Perhaps it was the closest the Western magic had to the Spirit power of the Yamato priests ... Did it know Emrys would rescue him from the hatchery — and bring him here to the Gorllewin base at Shimoda?


  Bran stood solemnly in front of a thirty-feet vertical wall, cut by the Gorllewin in one of the hills surrounding their base. Three horned circle markers had been engraved in the sandstone cliff, and a space made for a fourth one.


  “There you are.”


  Komtur Perai climbed up the hillside, red-faced, huffing and puffing.


  “Sir.” Bran stepped back. He was expecting to face the Komtur’s anger — not just for having brought the Blue Wings, but for everything he’d done before. But the only emotion in the Gorllewin commander’s face was weariness.


  “I see you’ve found our memorial,” he said, glancing solemnly at the markers on the wall.


  “I … I don’t know what to say.”


  “You can find a suitable prayer in one of Leif’s books.”


  “Which one of these is Thorfinn’s?”


  Perai narrowed his eyes and stared at the rock. “The middle one, I think. But it doesn’t matter. His body went back to the ground, his soul turned into a sunbeam. It is enough that we remember his sacrifice.”


  His sacrifice trying to stop me.


  Bran looked at his hands. Of all the deaths he’d caused or witnessed since his arrival, Thorfinn’s haunted him the most. The soldier’s wheezing face and twitching limbs still appeared in his nightmares. It was an unnecessary, unplanned death, a result of the most improbable series of circumstances.


  Otherwise known as “war”.


  “Who are the others for?” he asked. He felt uneasy talking to the commander whose soldier he’d slain in anger, but Perai remained unfazed and somewhat distracted.


  “This one is Angharad,” the Komtur pointed to the first one. “A gunner on the Star of the Sea. We lost her when passing through the Sea Maze. The third one is Rhodri, fallen at Heian.”


  Does he know I was there, too?


  “I suppose the fourth one is for Gundur.”


  Perai winced. “We’re trying our best. Our medics …”


  There was an odd glint in the Komtur’s eye as he spoke, more than just worry about a fallen soldier. He was angry about something, impatient.


  A strong gust of cold wind raised a whirlwind of sand around them.


  “What exactly happened here after I landed?” Bran asked, shielding his eyes.


  The Komtur nodded towards the beach below, indicating he wanted Bran to follow him down. “I’ll tell you along the way.”


  “Those blue dragons came like a swarm of hornets over the hump,” Perai said, gesturing towards the hilly cape shielding Shimoda from the waters of the bay to the north. “We scrambled all four remaining mounts … With no riders to guide them they fought like dumb beasts — with no tactics, logic, or cooperation. We downed dozens into the sea, still more came flying.”


  Perai ran his fingers through the inch-thick beard.


  “There were simply too many of them. I didn’t think we’d survive, if I’m honest.”


  “But you ... beat them?”


  They passed a squadron of soldiers, stripped to their waists, training with massive bowling-pin shaped dumb-bells. The Komtur accepted a salute from the men. The Gorllewin glanced at Bran with confusion and a scornful resentment.


  “They turned,” Perai continued, “as if on command. By the time I could spare a rider to pursue, they were gone.”


  “They didn’t go back across the bay, then?”


  Perai shook his head. “North-west, beyond the mountains. They’re not on the peninsula, that much is certain.”


  They reached the beach and walked along the waterline. The wind tore at the sea, forcing the billows up the shore, up to the ankles of Bran’s bare feet and Perai’s riding boots. Bran wasn’t sure where they were going — they’d already passed the house where he was staying.


  “Now …” The Komtur put his hands behind his back. “I’m guessing you know something about those beasts, seeing as you brought them here.”


  That’s why he keeps me alive.


  “I didn’t — I was supposed to be their prey,” he replied with a shudder. “The Fanged brought them to life.”


  Perai nodded. “I figured as much. But where did they suddenly find so many dragons? And they were all a new species, too.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Winged long. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”


  “They found the ancient eggs on Enoshima. They must have been almost a thousand years old. They …” He hesitated. It had to be Satō. “… figured out a spell to revive them. I saw the dragons hatch.”


  “Hatch?” The Komtur looked at him sharply. “You mean they were all newborns?”


  “An hour old, at most.”


  “Fascinating.”


  He stopped. They were standing on the southern edge of the beach, looking towards the horizon. Bran rubbed his eyes. The Divine Winds, no longer just a thin band of shadow, now loomed over the horizon, a barrier of black clouds.


  “If your wounds have healed, you’re free to go,” said the Komtur. “I am still honouring the truce with your father, though I’d gladly see you pay for what you did here.”


  “I’m deeply sorry, for everything,” Bran said. “I had to save my friends.”


  Perai responded with a grim silence. The sea lapped at his steel toecaps.


  “Where will you go from here?” he finally asked.


  “I was about to ask you the same, sir,” replied Bran.


  Perai forced a bitter chortle.


  “There’s nowhere we can go, as long as that thing is here.” He nodded towards the moving wall on the horizon.


  “So you’d leave if you could? End this mission and go back home?” Bran could hardly believe his ears. “Wouldn’t it mean you’d failed?”


  “It would,” Perai agreed. “I would have to hand in my resignation. Maybe even get court-martialled. I’d come back with nothing, having lost men and resources. But it might be the only sensible choice.”


  The Komtur fell silent and turned towards the ships in the harbour, the mighty Star and the smaller auxiliaries. Even without the dragons, they were a terrible force compared to Yamato defences. Their guns could reduce a town to rubble in minutes. And Bran had seen what just one Black Wing had done to a great city. It seemed to him ridiculous that, having all this power, Komtur Perai was considering a retreat.


  He strained his mind. Think! Why did he bring me here? The Komtur told him as much as he could — and it was up to Bran to work out what to do with that information. He knew his father would have guessed instantly.


  Was it the blue dragons that gave him such a fright?


  “I will keep trying to rescue my friend,” he said.


  “I’m sorry?” Perai turned.


  “You asked what I was planning to do. I need to find my friend and save her from the Fanged.”


  “This friend … was she on Enoshima?”


  Bran nodded, and then added, intercepting the next question: “I believe it was she that gave the blue dragons the order to turn back.”


  There was no surprise in Perai’s eyes — he was expecting the answer. Bran realized the Komtur couldn’t simply ask for his help. Bran was an enemy combatant, a heretic, an escaped prisoner of war.


  But if I were to help you, I have to know …


  “If you could force your side of the deal,” Bran asked, staring intently at the gun turrets of the Star, “what would you have gained?”


  “You mean to ask why we came here,” said Perai. “Why we’re dealing with the Abominations at all.”


  “I don’t think you wanted to learn Necromancy … Father would not have negotiated with you otherwise.”


  At least I hope he wouldn’t …


  The strange visions of his father still lingered in Bran’s mind, mixing with his own fears and doubts. What reason do I have to trust him … to trust either of them?


  Perai scoffed. “Leif taught you poorly if you think we’d be interested in the secrets of the demons. The dead belong to the Sun.”


  “He taught me enough to know your approach to all kinds of magic is more nuanced than that of the Romans.”


  Komtur nodded. “That much is true.”


  “He also told me he was worried about his country.” Bran was remembering more details from his conversations with the fair-haired chaplain, sensing they held the key to the Gorllewin mystery. “About tensions between factions, threats of violence …”


  Perai dug the steel cap of his boot in the wet sand, drawing a rough map of the western continent.


  “The country lacks … unity.” He said into the wind. Bran barely heard him. “Vinlanders and Prydain, mages and clerics, modernizers and traditionalists … It’s been three hundred years since The Dee’s coming to Tyr Gorllewin, and we have all but forgotten his message.”


  “You fear a civil war.”


  A rushing surf washed away the map in the sand, leaving no trace.


  “A war like no other before it. Imagine both sides fighting with weapons and magic of the new era, with dragons like ours … and with the unrelenting ferocity that a brotherly strife brings.”


  This is why he’s agreed to a truce! The war here reminded him of the threat at home.


  “So you were hoping to find here some weapon that would make the war last shorter.”


  “Not a weapon.” Perai shook his head. “That would only make things worse. But I heard … rumours, tales, of a healing magic. Of spells mending wounds, restoring limbs, bringing men back from the verge of death. I hoped to bring it back to heal the broken nation.”


  Bran looked at the Komtur with new respect. “That’s very noble of you.”


  Perai scoffed, then turned serious again. “Not even my riders know about this. They think we’re here to force trade and diplomatic deals with the Yamato.”


  Leif wasn’t lying, then.


  “I understand.”


  “So tell me, Dracalish, are the rumours true? Do they really have healing magic?”


  Bran paused. He knew how important it was to Yamato — including Nagomi — to keep the secret. If I lie, they’ll leave. If I say the truth — I may gain an ally.


  “They do, sir. Even the lowest acolytes can cure wounds. I myself have been subject to it many times. But …”


  “There’s always a ‘but’,” Perai murmured.


  “The priests that possess the healing magic and the Abominations are sworn enemies. They would never work together.”


  Also, how would that even work? Do they have Spirits in Gorllewin?


  The Komtur clenched his fists. “They claimed the Taikun was in their grasp, that his order would be enough to grant me all I wished for. But it’s been months and I haven’t seen a single healing spell. All they did was deceive me to get their hands on my dragons.”


  “And now they have dragons of their own. Will you fight them?”


  Perai shook his head. “I cannot risk a single rider against that swarm. Especially now that they’re being controlled. We’re trapped here, between the winds and the monsters.”


  He faced Bran. The wind tore at his short, scarce hair. Salt and sea foam gathered in hoary clumps on his unshaven cheeks and eyebrows.


  “I can spare one rider to accompany you,” he said. “If that will hasten your quest. If you could find your friend … if you could rid us of those blue dragons …” He took a deep breath and forced the rest of the sentence through his teeth. “I would consider joining your father and his rebels against the Taikun.”


  [image: Pinstripe]


  CHAPTER V


  Dylan watched as the Taikun’s envoy and his entourage crossed the narrow strip of land still belonging to the defenders. They had visited Lord Nabeshima’s main army first, before turning towards the trenches of Satsuma, even though Lord Shimazu’s troops got nearer to the castle walls and conquered more ground in the course of the initial assault. The scowl on Shimazu Nariakira’s face showed that he was aware of, and deeply unappreciative of, the perceived slight.


  “I will make them remember this insult,” he said, in Qin, when the envoy approached within hearing range.


  They all had a clear view of the field from atop a stone and bamboo watchtower, captured the day before from Aizu troops. Along the Satsuma’s northern perimeter the sporadic fighting continued as the archers and gunners from both sides exchanged irregular fire, more to each other’s annoyance than effect. The remainder of the plain remained silent, waiting.


  “There may be a different reason,” said Dylan. “Nabeshima’s troops may be more numerous, but they also suffered greater losses yesterday. They may be more accepting to calls of surrender than our men.”


  “No, Yamato, would ever think of surrendering,” scoffed Captain Saigo.


  Maybe not the noblemen, but what of the commoners? Dylan thought.


  “We’ll soon find out,” he said.


  The entourage halted at the foot of the camp hill. The herald blew a long, haunting dirge on the conch. The envoy unrolled a long scroll and began reading with a firm singing voice. The interpreter whispered a Qin translation in Dylan and Edern’s ears.


   


  His Excellency, Lord Ogasawara of Kokura and Karatsu,


  Their Excellencies Lords Matsudaira of Funai and Okudaira of Nakatsu,


  In the name of His Highness, Tokugawa Iesada, the Taikun and rightful ruler of Yamato, the vanquisher of barbarians, the Supreme General,


  We call upon you, brave warriors and soldiers of the Southern Provinces,


  Deceived by your overlord into following a false Mikado into battle.


  Surrender now, and you will be forgiven! Join the Taikun, and overthrow your fraudulent masters, and you will be spared from our wrath.


  You’ve seen what the black-winged monsters are capable of. If you continue fighting, your homes will burn like those in Kagoshima and Chōfu. There is no reason for this to happen, other than the stubbornness and lust for power of your daimyo.


  There is no honour in serving the traitors. There is no shame in abandoning them.


  We give you three days. After this, we will unleash the full might of the Black Wings. You have been warned.


  



  The envoy rolled up the scroll and bowed to nobody in particular. The herald played a second howling tune and the entire entourage swerved towards the castle gates.


  “You should speak to the men, tono,” said Saigo, as the dust settled after the envoy.


  “No,” Nariakira replied firmly. “I wouldn’t tell them anything they don’t already know. If there are fools among them who wish to desert, so be it.”


  “We could send spies among them,” said Edern.


  Saigo scoffed. “They will all be slain once they get to the castle,” he said. “There is nothing more dishonourable than betraying one’s master.”


  “Why three days?” Dylan wondered aloud. He surveyed the field and the castle ramparts. Yamato castles were not built for long sieges — and there were no siege engines or machines of war prepared by the assaulting army. Cutting Kokura from supplies and starving the defenders was impossible as long as the sea route remained open — and even the road east was still in the Taikun’s hands, while the fighting over Nakatsu Castle, at its other end, continued. “What are they waiting for?”


  “Another troop transport?” guessed Edern. “More weapons?”


  “Whatever it is, we can’t risk it,” said Nariakira. “We must prepare for an assault. Nabeshima will no doubt now want to attack sooner than planned. Maybe that’s the whole point of this.”


  “The soldiers are not yet rested, tono,” protested Saigo. “And the reinforcements—”


  “I’m aware of that, Captain. We’ll have to make do with what we have. Hand out Heishichi’s waking drink to the first line units. The rest will have to follow as best they can. Now go!” The daimyo waved his paddle. His face turned bright red. When the Captain descended from the watchtower, Nariakira burst out in a coughing fit he must have been holding in the whole time.


  “Commodore,” he said, after his throat cleared, “it’s time to tell me the truth. Why didn’t the Black Wings destroy us?”


  Dylan scratched his chin. “Maybe they were testing our response?”


  “I’ve seen what one of the beasts can do, Gaikokujin.” The daimyo’s left hand trembled on the bamboo walking stick. “They have two of them. If they so wished, neither of us would be standing alive today. What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Nariakira raised the walking stick and poked Dylan in the chest. “Oh, but I can guess. You’ve made some kind of a deal. You’ve already divided the spoils between yourselves. Why risk fighting when you can just watch us kill each other? Is this why you’ve sent your woman away — to keep her out of harm’s way until we’re done?”


  “Lord, I assure you, my loyalty—”


  “Pah. You’re loyal to your Empress, not to me. Wulf is the only barbarian I can trust, and that’s only because he’s too dim to betray me. None of this matters.” He waved his hand. “As long as your deal keeps the dorako away from my troops, I don’t mind. I’m sure the Aizu commanders have figured that out as well.”


  He stepped on the first wrung of the ladder and stopped. He looked again at Dylan. “My ship,” he asked. “You told me to send it to Qin. What have you really done with it?”


  “Nothing, lord.” Dylan was genuinely surprised by the question. “It should be on its way from Huating as we speak.”


  “For your sake, it better be.”


  Little was left of the small, nameless farming village in the middle of the Satsuma sector of the battlefield. The Aizu troops had staged one of their brave, but futile, stands in the final stage of the assault among the straw and mud huts. In the end, it took Heishichi’s magic bombardment to destroy their defensive positions — and with them, most of the houses in the village.


  One cottage remained among the ruins, still standing tall, a little off the central square, miraculously intact. Even the heavy cap of rice straw thatch, reaching almost to the ground, had somehow managed not to catch fire while the conflagration raged through the narrow mud lanes.


  It made for a good omen. Shimazu Nariakira did not care much for omens — for him, this was as good a place to meet as any, as long as it was dry and warm. But he knew his guests would appreciate the gesture.


  He reached with a poker and disturbed the charcoal in the square sunken hearth in the middle of the floor. The flames licked the cast iron kettle hanging above it.


  “The water is almost ready,” he announced.


  His three guests moved their cha bowls forward. Nariakira lifted the lid off the teapot and put in four measures of cha. It wasn’t his favourite set, but it was old and precious — each of the bowls was worth more than an entire village. Lined with Kanazawa gold leaf and enamel, they glimmered like jewels in the stuffy darkness of the peasant’s hut.


  “You flatter us, tono,” said the man sitting opposite the daimyo. He was an onmyōji, a mountain hermit, in full ceremonial garb, with three black pompons across his chest and a black square hat. He was the leader of a group of hermits who had descended from the sacred Hiko Mountain a few weeks earlier and offered their services to Nariakira. They claimed to have discovered an ancient spell somewhere on the slopes of Mount Aso that, if successful, would prove a great boon to Nariakira’s plans. He was the only one of the three to whom the daimyo felt any sympathy. “To have our cha prepared by your exalted hands is the greatest honour.”


  “For you, maybe,” said the guest on Nariakira’s right, snorting. It was the beak-nosed mountain guide, wearing a robe of black feathers. “But I drank cha prepared by Yoshihira-dono, when he fled back south after the disaster at Sekigahara.”


  Nariakira felt his face turn red. His fist tightened on the handle of the teapot. Men died for far lesser insults than reminding the lord of Satsuma of the shameful retreat of his ancestor. But he had to swallow this and many other slights thrown at him by the man in feathers.


  “I know you have served my family for generations, Buzenbo-dono,” he said through clenched teeth. “The Shimazu will always be grateful for the assistance you and your people have provided us.”


  “Ne’er mind the ‘grateful’,” said the third of the guests, a fat, squat, rosy-cheeked peasant in a conical bamboo hat. He took out a long straw from between his teeth to speak. “Wha’ about our deal?” He put the straw back, as if it was a pipe.


  “I gave you my word, Danzaburō-sama,” replied Nariakira. “I hope that’s enough.”


  “Yeeeah, ‘bout that,” The peasant scratched his forehead under the hat. “We’ve had our share of words and promises from you humans over the centuries. Didn’t do us much good counting on those.”


  “Danzaburō-sama!” the onmyōji scolded him. “Remember who you’re talking to!”


  Nariakira raised his hand. “That’s quite all right, Hijiri-sama. I understand. They are among the last of their respective kinds left on Chinzei; they have reasons to doubt the words of men.”


  The lid on the kettle jumped up as the water inside came to boil. The onmyōji helped Nariakira to bring the heavy vessel down and pour the water into the teapot.


  “That said,” the daimyo added, “I’m not sure what more you want from me. I have made the promise.”


  “What if you fail? What if you lose the war?” asked Buzenbo, the guide. “All our effort will be for naught, again.”


  “Do you think of betraying me? No other daimyo will give you what I have promised.”


  “Nah,” the peasant waved his chubby fingers. “We know that. But we can’t wait until the war’s over.”


  “We know you have agents in Edo,” said Buzenbo, leaning forward and reaching with his bowl while Nariakira poured him the straw-green cha. “In the castle itself.”


  “You are well informed.” There was no point denying. “It’s only natural to have spies.”


  “We want them to start working on what we’ve agreed,” said Buzenbo. “Now — not after you’ve become the Taikun.”


  “Who said anything about becoming the Taikun?” Nariakira feigned indignation. “We fight for the Mikado, not for my own aggrandizement.”


  “Yeah, yeah, whatever you say,” scoffed Danzaburō. He reached to the gourd at his waist, popped a cork and tapped a thimbleful of transparent liquid from it into his bowl. “Will you do it, or not, is the question.”


  “What if I don’t?”


  Buzenbo shrugged. His shoulders cast a wing-shaped shadow on the wall. “You still need us, don’t you?”


  Nariakira scowled. His fingerless hand started trembling, as it always did when he was anxious. He looked at the hermit opposite — the only other human in the hut — but the man had nothing to advise him. He was only here for two reasons — one of which was to protect the daimyo in case the other two proved a threat.


  “I can send the messengers to Edo, but there is no guarantee they will get through the Taikun’s lines,” he said, stalling. “There is a war on, you know.” It wasn’t that he didn’t want to do what the two guests asked, but he couldn’t allow them to force a decision out of him. It was a matter of principle.


  “Leave that to us,” said Buzenbo. “We’ll make sure your orders reach Edo Castle in record time.”


  Nariakira stared into the guide’s wide, raven-black eyes to try to tell if he was bluffing, but he knew he couldn’t succeed. The beak-nosed face was as impenetrable as that of any yōkai — or as that of Dōraku who had introduced the daimyo to the two creatures a long time ago. Surely they can’t have access to the Taikun’s lair, he pondered. His onmyōji would detect their presence in an instant — and failing that, the Serpent’s servants …


  “We have human allies other than yourself,” said Danzaburō, reading his thoughts. He belched and scratched his crotch. Hijiri, the mountain hermit, grimaced with disgust. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “Do not misunderstand me,” said Nariakira. “I want to get rid of the Divine Winds as much as you. The passage of goods and people must not be restrained in the new Yamato I want to build.”


  “Then what’s the problem?” asked Buzenbo. “Surely, the sooner you start the process the better.”


  “I’m telling yah, ‘e’s tryin’ to trick us,” said Danzaburō.


  “Trick you?” The onmyōji rose from his knees. “I don’t know what deal Shimazu-dono struck with you, but it seems to me it’s you who are forcing him to change its conditions!”


  Buzenbo screeched at the sudden outburst. Danzaburō burped and sipped from his gourd. Nariakira nodded at Hijiri with appreciation. It sounded better if somebody else made the daimyo’s case for him.


  “The mortal makes a good point,” said Buzenbo, after calming down. “It’s all about face and reputation with you humans, isn’t it? Even if nobody knows about our conversation, it’s still important for you not to give in.” He drank the cha in thought. “Very well. We’ll make another deal. The passage you’ve asked about. We’ll show it to you.”


  “After you send out the order,” added Danzaburō.


  Nariakira’s lips twitched as he hid a triumphant smile. “And what about the … other arrangements?”


  Danzaburō wiped his lips with his fat hand. “Not a problem. I’ll send my people in with the deserters, as promised.”


  “And my spies in Nabeshima-dono’s camp will continue providing you with all the information necessary,” added Buzenbo.


  “Splendid.” Nariakira poured another round of cha from the pot and raised his bowl to seal the deal. “I will have the letters prepared before dawn.”


  “Ah, there is one other thing,” said Buzenbo, halting his bowl halfway.


  What now!


  “There is somebody in your camp … He’s like us, but not like us,” said Danzaburō. “We sense his presence. It’s a threat.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to worry about him at all,” said Nariakira with a smile. “His interests, and that of his master, align with ours. And if they choose to stand against us …” He nodded at the onmyōji again. “I trust Hijiri-sama will be able to deal with any danger they may pose.”


  Hijiri bowed his head to the floor. “You can count on me, Shimazu-dono.”


  “Eeh, I knew there was a good reason this mortal was here,” Danzaburō said with a broad grin. “In that case, let us toast the deal!”


  He stood up, swaying from the drink, as did the other two. Buzenbo spread his arms and, in a flurry of black feathers, revealed his true form of a tengu: a mountain goblin. In a puff of smoke, Danzaburō turned into a rotund, grinning raccoon-dog standing on its hind legs. They raised their cha bowls to meet those of Nariakira and the onmyōji. The bowls met above the sunken hearth with an anticlimactic, dull clank.


  The ship’s boards creaked again. Captain Fabius winced at the sound. One hadn’t plied these waters for twenty years without recognizing when a vessel was close to shattering.


  His first officer shared his concern. With his head tilted towards the creaking, he notched a quick note in his journal.


  “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Fabius asked, for the fourth time.


  “Either that, or our navigator’s lost her mind,” the first officer replied, for the fourth time.


  Another wave, crested with thick white foam, struck against the ship’s bow with an unearthly wail. Hemmed in between the walls of the grey and black clouds, surrounded by whirlpools, water devils and water spouts, the Soembing stood, reluctant, against the dark wall of the Sea Maze stretching before it. Its engines purred quietly, just enough to maintain the course — whatever the course was in this forsaken place. Fabius insisted on them running all the time, even if the ship hadn’t changed position for three days, as they waited either for the navigator to correct her mistake, or, by some miracle, the wall of black clouds to open and allow them inside, as it always had, for the past two decades.


  “With all due respect, Captain,” the First said, looking at his notes, “I think it’s fair to say they don’t want us back.”


  “If we turn to Huating, we won’t get any pay for our trouble.”


  “If we move forward, we won’t get any pay ever again,” replied the First, his face soured.


  “Let’s stay a while more. I have a good feeling about today.”


  “Really?” The First raised his eyebrow, then glanced at the Sea Maze. “I’m surprised you’re able to have any good feelings around this place.”


  Fabius nodded in agreement and forced a smile. He knew what the First meant. For twenty years he’d sailed the Ship — in its various incarnations — across the Divine Winds, as the locals called them, and he’d never got used to it. The magic of the East always unnerved him, with its alien ways, but this was something else altogether. On his first journey, he had been naturally wary of the random storms, the unpredictable currents, the insanity of the compass readings and star charts — all the things the more experienced sailors had warned him about before setting off. But he’d soon learned all of that was just a minor nuisance compared to the real terror of the Sea Maze: the Wailing.


  The clouds wailed and howled all through the night. Not the usual howl of a winter wind in the ropes — but a sound that could only be produced by a horde of tormented souls: a piercing cry of anguish, wordless, but full of meaning, coming from a thousand suffering throats hidden somewhere in the black clouds. There was no escape: it penetrated into the deepest cabin, into the cargo hold and engine room, through cotton wool and hands covering one’s ears, almost as if it wasn’t coming through the ear canals but entering straight through the brain.


  What nameless Spirits had been tortured to create this monstrosity, Fabius dared not imagine. But it suited what he’d suspected about the Yamato magic in general: abuse of souls, forbidding them from passing beyond the veil of the mortal world to do the bidding of the priests and the shamans. They thought they managed to keep this a secret from the Westerners, but Fabius had heard enough rumours and gossip over the years to piece together the truth.


  He stared at the cloud wall. What’s going on beyond it? The control of the Sea Maze belonged to the government at Edo. Every year, the Dejima Oppertovenaar received an envelope from Edo with coordinates of the secret path leading towards the Kiyō Bay, sealed with the Taikun’s crest. The path was different each year — but it should have stayed unchanged until the next summer. Of course, that was before the civil war erupted in Chinzei, before the Gorllewin landed in Shimoda, before the Soembing was sent out to buy Dracalish weapons for a Yamato warlord ... Had the rebels won without them, but didn’t know how to control the Divine Winds? Or was Edo in such chaos that nobody bothered to pay attention to keeping the path open?


  First was right to be concerned. But Fabius couldn’t help feeling the wind would soon change. Maybe it was something in the wailing coming from the wall of clouds — a quality he sensed, rather than heard. Or maybe he was just being stubbornly optimistic for no reason at all.


  “You’re right, it’s hopeless,” he said. “Tell Verle to plan a course for Temasek.”


  He heard his men cry out in distress. He turned just in time to see a giant black wave break over the deck.
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  CHAPTER VI


  The letter lay on the small table in Atsuko’s make-up room. She drew breath and paused at the door, scanning the room for hidden threats. She approached the table on tiptoe. The lacquer seal was stamped with the cross in a circle. She ran her fingers along the edge of the envelope and found the series of invisible bumps notifying her that this wasn’t just a standard letter from home, but a secret message from her father, written in the family code.


  None of the palace servants had seen or heard anyone enter her personal chambers. Mineko had been in the room next door all day, and even she could not guess how the envelope had found its way onto the table. Rather than suspicious, this made her feel more at ease as soon as she confirmed the letter was real. It meant that Lord Nariakira had discovered a way to communicate with her across the blockade.


  The letter was longer than usual, and it took her the better part of the evening to decipher the code. When she finished, she realized she was grinning with self-satisfaction. Not for the first time, she was a few steps ahead of her father’s wishes, though he had no way of knowing it when he’d written the message.


  What she’d learned was that, after a series of minor victories, the Rebel armies were closing in on Kokura Castle, the key to leaving Chinzei and entering the Taikun’s heartlands on Hondo, the main island. Lord Nariakira was certain of victory, but the next step was doubtful. The Rebels needed to cross the sea.


  Most generals think our main problem will be obtaining the ships, or ensuring the safety of the crossing, her father wrote. For this, they negotiate with Yamauchi-dono of Tosa, whose fleet all but matches that of the Taikun. What they don’t realize is that the real threat lies elsewhere altogether.


  She knew what he meant before she decoded the next string of sentences. The Taikun’s control of the Divine Winds. This had been on his mind ever since she’d written to him about the discovery of the Orb. Abolishing the protective wall of cloud and wind had long been his dream. Positioned between Kiyō and the Ryukyū Islands, Satsuma had unique understanding of the opportunities of free trade between Yamato and the lands beyond. But the revelation that the Winds could have been used as a weapon changed everything. Rather than desiring to be rid of them altogether, Lord Nariakira now wished to control them — and the only way he could do it without conquering Edo with force of arms was by using her arms, her hands on the cold crystal of the Orb.


  The grin slowly vanished from her face. She had been too complacent. She’d wasted days doing nothing, or little to nothing, after the incident at Asakusa. Instead of worrying about spies and traitors, she should have been exploring the Orb’s magic, learning to use it with precision and confidence. Hers was a unique gift. She’d already guessed that her marriage to Iesada was what tied her to the Orb: not for her sake, but for her future son, the heir to the throne. He would inherit this talent, able to control the winds and currents of the outer sea from birth. It was this spell, more than any army or daimyo loyalty, that ensured the Tokugawa rule over Yamato. As long as the Divine Winds existed, the Taikun could simply close down the seas, shutting off not just the entire country from the rest of the world, but the islands from each other, holding the entire sea-based economy and the wealth of the remote provinces an ultimate hostage.


  It was this danger that Lord Nariakira had wisely foreseen, and that no other warlord was even aware of. The Rebels may have controlled Chinzei, they may have had allies on Iyo and other, smaller islands, but they could never reach Hondo without her husband’s approval. She needed to find a way to control them against his will or, failing that, disperse them, opening Yamato to the outside forever. The foreign armies were no doubt waiting for the opportunity to pounce on the country engulfed in the chaos of a civil strife, but it was a risk her father was willing to take, “in the name of”, as he wrote, “the Yamato people.” Atsuko wasn’t sure what the people themselves would have to say to that.


  She glanced at the water clock. It was the Hour of the Monkey, and if her husband was not in his bedchamber yet, it meant he was with the Orb again. Knowing what she knew now, she wondered how many ships he had sent to the bottom of the sea, either Rebel or just suspected of carrying the Rebels? Though the rumours reaching Edo from outside were sparse, she knew the merchants complained of freak weather patterns affecting their transports. Mineko had told her that rice, beans, even fish, had grown expensive in the city — not that she, or anyone in the castle would ever be bothered by any such inconveniences. She remembered Lord Date and his ever-shortening ribbon. With each use, the Divine Winds drew closer to the land …


  Curiosity and unease grew in her heart and made her stand up from the table. She could not wait until morning. She needed to see the Orb, right now — even if it meant confronting her husband. No, more than that: she needed to see her husband use the Orb, to spy on him and learn from him as much as she could.


  She slipped on a warm cloak — the nights were already growing chilly. She paused at the door and returned to pick up the bundle of grey cloth from the bottom of the undergarment chest.


  She stood in front of the rough cypress door, listening to the roar of the ocean coming from the other side. A pale purple light shone through between the boards and under the door, flickering to the rhythm of the waves.


  She had searched the warehouse compound thoroughly, but there was no other way to enter the Orb’s chamber, or to spy on what was going on inside. Drawing on her own experience, she counted on Iesada himself not being aware of his surroundings as long as his hands rested on the Orb. If there was anyone else there …


  She tapped the handle of the black blade at her waist with her fingers. She wasn’t sure why she’d taken it with her. If, as she feared, her husband was not alone in the room, was she really expecting to fight and, if so, was she even able to? She’d been trained in the use of the short kodachi blade, but the focus of her training was to hold out against the assassin long enough either for the guards to come to the rescue, or for her to slash her own throat. She’d never been trained for killing.


  She breathed in and opened the door — then breathed out.


  There was nobody there but her husband. The Orb bathed the octagonal room in the ominous purple light, and filled it with wind, a miniature hurricane spiralling along the walls, tearing at her hair and clothes. Iesada’s hands, engulfed in a web of crackling electric arcs, rested firmly on the crystal, his eyes wide open and filled with the same pale light. His lips were open too, in a grimace of pain and horror, a thin thread of dribble trickling from one corner.


  Her heart reached out to him. Her husband was in obvious distress, forced to drain his life force against his will in service of monsters who cared little for his title and power. He was being forced to exert himself far beyond his limits. The dribble on his chin turned pink; his eyes bulged out of their sockets. The veins on his neck swelled to a tangle of thick blue ropes. He seemed on the verge of a stroke.


  She stepped closer and looked over his shoulder. The Orb zoomed in on the Divine Winds, somewhere south of Kiyō. Drifting towards the wall of clouds was a Bataavian ship — not the usual galleon, but a mistfire warship, clad in iron. But it was just a child’s toy compared to the forces raised against it by Iesada. The Divine Winds reached out towards it in tentacles of giant black waves. The billows threw it around like a twig. Though she could not see them, she imagined the sailors locked in a desperate battle for survival, clinging to the ropes, holding onto the rails; the men in the engine room doing whatever it was the men in the engine room of such a ship did to keep it afloat in the midst of a typhoon.


  Another giant wave struck the ship on the bow and swirled it in place, throwing what looked like a plume of black dust into the water. She let out a shocked gasp when she realized the dust was people; each dot a human life, extinguished forever. She covered her mouth, but it was too late.


  His head swivelled towards her. His mouth twisted in a parody of a smile. She stepped back, reaching for the black blade. The Taikun’s eyes turned black-in-black. The air in the room grew freezing cold.


  “No …” she whispered.


  “You shouldn’t have come here.”


  Iesada’s lips did not move as he spoke. His mouth was just a gateway through which the words came, echoing with a buzzing hum as if arriving from deep inside some great cavern. It was not the Taikun’s voice.


  “Who are you …?”


  “Did you forget me already, hime?” Iesada’s head tilted mockingly.


  She recognized the voice now.


  She drew the sword. The broken blade vibrated in her hand with such vigour she almost dropped it. The blackness radiating from it repelled the purple light emanating from the Orb, surrounding her with a shield of darkness.


  “Hotta!”


  She didn’t need to understand how the former Chief Councillor had possessed her husband. She might have guessed it wouldn’t have been that easy to kill an Abomination.


  The Taikun’s mouth opened wider. First, his shoulders shook rhythmically, a second later came the laughter, sounding more like a bark of a hundred dogs than any human expression of mirth.


  “Would you kill your husband, hime?” Hotta asked. “Your rightful lord?”


  “If that’s what it takes.”


  “I’m not sure that it would. You see, I am not like those low-level acolytes your friends kill in the streets. I am one of the Heads of the Serpent — not that you’d understand what this means … I will always return, one way or another. Meanwhile, your dear Iesada will die for nothing. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a job to finish.”


  He returned his attention to the Orb. His eyes rolled and his tongue flailed between his teeth as the web of lightning crackled with even greater power. The waves renewed their assault on the Bataavian ship. Atsuko dropped the sword, leapt to him and grabbed him by the forearm with both hands. He didn’t budge. The Orb and the Taikun were as one; the flesh of his hands and the crystal of the artefact fused together as if welded. The lightning burned her skin.


  Hotta laughed again, the laugh raising all hair on her body.


  “Go back to your chambers, woman. Your Taikun will deal with you later.”


  She stepped back and slowly picked up the black blade. Hotta was right: if his Spirit survived the death of his body once, he’d survive again and her husband would’ve died in vain. But she had to do something … She could not just let all those poor sailors die while she watched, even if they were mere barbarians.


  She raised the blade over her head and with a high-pitched cry she brought it down. The sword went through both Taikun’s wrists like a chef’s knife through fish. His palms dropped off the crystal. Blood burst in twin thick streams. Iesada howled and hobbled away, waving his severed stumps, splattering the walls, the Orb, and Atsuko’s clothes red.


  She dropped the blade and placed her hands on the Orb, the vision of the savage ocean filling her view. She focused on the black waves, stopping them with her mind. The Divine Winds receded from the warship. She reached out with phantom hands, scooping the clouds and spreading them apart. She did so until she formed a clear passage for the ship, leading across the Winds towards Kiyō.


  Once she made sure the ship was safe, she pulled away from the Orb with a gasp. The Taikun lay at her feet in a pool of blood. She crouched to check the pulse — he was still alive, though barely. She tore strips of silk from her undergarment and wrapped them around the ends of his stumps. She then grabbed his light body and dragged him out of the warehouse.


  The dawn was breaking over the castle. She carried Iesada a little more, to a less conspicuous location in the palace gardens, laid him in the bushes, then shrieked and called for help.


  Bran circled the island. The Gorllewin scouts were right. Enoshima had been abandoned. There was not a soul in sight, not even on the watchtowers by the causeway. Most of the buildings in the shrine compound had burned down, no doubt destroyed by the rampaging beasts. The roof of the main hall had collapsed. Among the rubble, the bronze statue of a dragon rose defiant over the cave entrance.


  It took him a while to locate the hole leading to the hatchery. It was well hidden in a deep fissure under a grove of dense, sprawling camphor and maple trees on the south-eastern edge of the island. The trees around the fissure were scorched white. At another fly-past, he discovered a second entrance to the cave system: a tunnel in the cliffs just above the line of the low tide. He guessed this was how the Fanged had been entering the caverns — and the island.


  He bade Emrys hover in place above the hatchery while he pondered his next move. A Black Wing materialized next to him.


  “Are we done here?” Frigga asked.


  If the Komtur had hoped for Frigga to overcome her antipathy to Bran, it wasn’t working. She was as gruff and brusque towards him as ever. Nonetheless, she was a good soldier, and she took her duties seriously.


  “Not even close,” he replied. “Keep watch up here, I’m going down into these caves.”


  Her eyes narrowed. She looked at the fissure. A shadow passed through her face. “Is it safe?”


  “It’s empty, if that’s what you mean.”


  She didn’t seem convinced. Neither did Emrys as they dived into the hatchery. If the dragon had hair, it would no doubt be standing on end now. Bran didn’t need the Farlink to sense the fierce, wild energies lingering after the rampaging beasts and the magic that spawned them. They landed on the floor, strewn with inch-thick shards of dragon eggs and splattered with blood.


  He searched among the shards. There was barely enough left of Yokoi-dono to send back to whatever family he had left in Kumamoto. Bran wondered if the samurai’s vengeful Spirit lingered still on the island, and shuddered. He picked up the pieces of chewed bone and torn cloth and brought them up to the surface, before returning to the cave.


  He climbed to the gallery. The rays and vortices of magic energy were even stronger here, focused on the five points of Satō’s pentangle and in the centre of the hatchery. Of the several exits around the gallery, two led outside, towards the roaring sea, the rest — deeper into the island’s volcanic core. It took Bran a few moments of True Sight to spot the one where Satō’s signature was the strongest.


  Following the faint trail, he found the familiar, brimstone-scented corridor. He crawled slowly down the winding tunnel until he reached the branching-away shaft. The ceiling was half fallen in. The passage tapered between the rubble and the wall until the space grew too narrow to push through. He breathed in and scraped past, tearing buttons off the shirt of his uniform.


  The room where he’d found Satō was as empty as the hatchery, cleaned up and devoid of any traces of the wizardess’s presence — except the black Eight-headed Serpent still looming in black paint on the wall, and the overturned desk, broken in two. He could tell at a glance there was no point searching for clues — the floor and the walls had been scraped clean. The remaining magical energy was too faint to trail. This investigation was getting him nowhere. He already knew Satō had been here… but where had she gone to?


  Wherever she is, the others are with her, too.


  He squeezed out of the tunnel and back to the hatchery gallery. There had to be rooms for the other Fanged, or their acolytes. He penetrated another corridor and found a row of circular cells cut in the rock. These, too, were cleaned up, though not as thoroughly as Satō’s room. He picked up pieces of notepaper scattered around the desks and straw beddings. Most of it was illegible scribbling, or notes on blood magic he had no interest in. But in the fourth cell he found something curious, at last. Whoever had inhabited this room, had a penchant for drawing. The style was similar to Dōraku’s.


  His former apprentice?


  The proper drawings had been taken and all that was left were sketches and outlines, in faint watercolour and crayon. Most of them were of people — menacing silhouettes in flowing robes, which Bran guessed were other Fanged. One drawing was an unfinished portrait, just a few lines and blotches, but even that was enough for him to recognize Satō. He put that paper in his pocket and continued browsing. The remainder of the sketchbook was filled with attempts at portraying a landscape: a massive castle, rising on a flat stone platform over a wooded hill spur, on the shore of a lute-shaped lake. A line of blue-hued mountains rose on the horizon.


  The more Bran stared at the drawings, the more he was certain he knew that hill, and that lake. Except, when he’d last seen it, there was no castle at the top …
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  CHAPTER VII


  Weeping and wailing spread from ship to ship as the fleet neared Chōfu. At last, Takasugi and his men saw the full extent of the destruction of their beloved city, a city they had so proudly departed from just a few months earlier.


  Only the castle and the surrounding aristocrat mansions had been spared from the blaze. Below spread a plain of charred remains. The Meirinkan school of magic was no more, a blank space, surrounded by the remnants of the earthen wall; a painful remembrance of the better days when Yoshida Shōin and his wife were still among them. Down at the harbour was one of the worst stricken areas — only blackened stumps marked the memory of the piers and wharves. A few burnt-out shells drifted on the waves.


  Yet there was still hope. Among the ruins, the industrious people of Chōfu had already built new shelters. Hammers banged and saws grinded along entire swathes of the town. The wood-and-paper homes burned easily, but they were also easily rebuilt. Within a couple of months, the homes and shops of the commoners would be back up. Within a year, the fire would be just a terrible memory.


  “Did you know about this?” asked Koyata.


  Takasugi nodded. “Bran-sama told me. I never imagined how bad it’d be.”


  “You should have warned your men.”


  “No, he was right not to,” Master Dōraku replied instead, but provided no more explanation.


  Was I?


  With the harbour gone, there was nowhere for the great Tosa warships to moor safely. The Captain of the six-strong flotilla shrugged, pointing at the scorched remains.


  Takasugi gathered his officers at the deck of his vessel.


  “I will take a dinghy and meet with Mori-dono,” he said. “We’ll figure out where to take you.”


  “Can’t we all just take the dinghies?” asked one of the officers.


  Takasugi glanced at Dōraku. “We … we don’t know what the situation is in the city. The townsfolk will be anxious after the disaster. They might think we’re an invading army if we land like this.”


  The officer nodded, satisfied with the answer. Takasugi turned to his two most trusted lieutenants, Katsura and Yamagata, the heroes who had led the troops in the battle of Sakai.


  “The Fanged will liaise between us,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “If you don’t hear from either of us by tomorrow — try to reach the rebels in the South, as we discussed.”


  They nodded.


  “How many fighting men do we have?” he asked.


  “The last count was at three hundred,” replied Katsura. “Thirty-two wizards. Some of the Tosa sailors look like they know how to wield a spear.”


  “We can’t ask them for help,” said Takasugi. “This is a Chōfu matter.”


  “Many of the wounded would join the battle despite the injuries,” added Yamagata. “If it comes to it.”


  “Let us pray that it doesn’t,” said Takasugi, but his voice lacked conviction. He gazed at the castle keep, rising proudly over the ruined city, its once white walls blackened with soot.


  What price have you paid to stay in power?


  He joined Koyata and Dōraku in the sloop and held onto the railing as the small boat rolled on the waves. It beached on a strong push of the tide. He leapt out into the foamy surf.


  He counted at least thirty samurai waiting for them at the shore. One of them — Takasugi recognised a courtier from the castle — approached warily.


  “His Excellency wishes to speak to you, Takasugi-sama,” he said. “Alone,” he added.


  


  Mori Takachika, the lord of the domain, had aged a decade in the few months since they had last seen each other. His eyes glazed wearily around the audience hall at his courtiers — far fewer in number than before.


  What happened to the others, wondered Takasugi, had they perished in the blaze, or in a purge?


  “You have returned, Hirobumi-dono,” the daimyo said, his voice hoarse and at the verge of breaking. His fingers squeezed the paddle of office. “Why? I didn’t give you the orders.”


  “We lost, tono. We had to flee.”


  “Lost?” Mori raised an eyebrow. “But — is Iwakuni not safe? Have the rebels not been destroyed?”


  “Iwakuni—?” For a second, Takasugi could not remember what the daimyo was talking about. “But, Heian — the battle—”


  “Ah, yes,” Mori nodded. “So the rumours were true. You really did go to Heian.”


  So, that’s what’s happening.


  Takasugi cleared his throat. “On your orders, tono,” he spoke, clear and loud enough for all in the room to hear.


  The courtiers flinched and looked at the daimyo. Mori pointed his paddle at Takasugi.


  “Your word against mine, wizard.”


  “My lord.” Takasugi rose to one knee. He heard the samurai behind him shuffle and draw their swords. “I have never disobeyed you. If Kunishi-dono was here …”


  “And where is Kunichi-dono? Where are my samurai?” Mori straightened his back. “Where are my warriors? Where were they when the city crumbled? You have brought the wrath of the barbarian demons upon my people! And for what?” He sat back and hid his face in his hands.


  “My lord,” Takasugi repeated, almost pleading now. “All is not yet lost. I hear an army is coming towards Kokura. We have allies—”


  “Oh, yes, an army.” The daimyo laughed bitterly. “An army led by the cursed Shimazu. What a choice we are left with — Edo or Satsuma! Either way, the Mori Clan is no more. We are finished.”


  “I’m sure if we could only — I have a plan that—”


  “Enough! I brought you here to give you one last chance, wizard. You have acted without my orders — silence! — but you have done so out of patriotic duty.” Lord Mori paused for a moment. “So I am willing to overlook it.” He wiped his face. “All you have to do is swear your and your men’s allegiance to the Mori Clan and our …” He hesitated. “… lord, the ruler of all Yamato, His Illustrious Highness, Taikun Tokugawa Iesada.”


  Takasugi bit his lips. He glanced around, looking for an escape route — and felt two heavy hands on his shoulders, bringing him to the ground.


  “I’m waiting.”


  “My lord, you must know I have always been your most obedient servant …” said Takasugi wondering if he would live long enough to finish the sentence.


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  “But the ruler of all Yamato is His Majesty Mutsuhito, the Divine Mikado. The Taikun is merely his subject.”


  A quiet, despondent sigh escaped Mori’s lips. “Take him away.”


  The patient’s neck artery pulsated under Samuel’s two fingers. He counted to ten, then noted the heart rate in his notepad alongside other vitals he’d taken earlier. He covered the unconscious man with the silk sheet embroidered with mallow leaf marks, and rested his hand on the patient’s forehead for a moment.


  Why am I here?


  The literal answer to the question was clear. Princess Atsuko, the Taikun’s wife, trusted only two men in the palace to take care of her maimed husband: himself, and a man called Itō Keisuke, an old physician brought in not long ago from Nagoya.


  The royal patient was in a well enough shape for somebody who’d had both his hands slashed at the wrists and had lost a couple of pints of blood before the Princess found him in the palace garden. With the help of Doctor Itō — who, it turned out, had a laboratory well stocked with Bataavian equipment which would have been state of the art a generation ago — they’d performed a rudimentary transfusion, using one of the Taikun’s close cousins as a donor. This seemed to have stabilized Iesada’s condition. He was now lying under the silk sheet in an induced coma, sustained by tablets of powdered Cursed Weed from Doctor Itō’s medicine cupboard. Whether he’d ever fully recover, and what his mental state would be when he woke up, however, was anyone’s guess.


  So, that was the plain explanation for why Samuel was crouching by the Taikun’s bed, deep in the bowels of the Inner Palace, holding a notepad in one hand, and a physician’s trumpet in the other. But his question had a deeper meaning; one that he’d pondered many times before. His life, as that of any man in these turbulent times, had always been a succession of coincidences and unlikely events … but it had become far more so in recent months. He’d been spared from the sinking of the Ladon; he was saved by the only underwater ship in existence; he’d travelled to fabled Yamato, and then to Edo, where he’d met Princess Atsuko — and realized they, in the most unexpected coincidence of all, had a mutual friend in the boy called Bran ap Dylan. And now he was here, tending to the ruler of an entire country, mutilated in what must have been a badly botched assassination attempt.


  If the nameless, silent God of his grandmother’s stories really existed, what was his plan for Samuel? Was this still a test? Or was he just being used as a convenient cog in the infinitely complex machine of fate? If so, the Divine must have been running out of cogs. Samuel felt like he was playing parts of several characters at once: a physician, a castaway, a spy, a confidant to the Princess of a mythical, faraway land …


  He turned to the other bed in the room. Here lay another cog, another coincidence, another twist of fate. In one bizarre night, he’d gained two patients, as different from each other as was humanly possible. This one was a woman, a Westerner, a soldier — and a friend. She, too, was no longer in critical condition. By some miracle, none of her limbs got broken in the catastrophic crash of the silver dragon against the castle keep. He’d recognized the dragon, too — Nodwydd, the Mountain King belonging to Edern. Did that mean Edern was in Yamato as well? Perhaps the coincidences were not as unlikely as he thought. Perhaps the sea currents had washed out more of the Ladon’s crew on Yamato shores than he suspected.


  That Gwenllian was still unconscious worried him. The fall had bruised and weakened her, but there was no obvious medical reason for her state — other than the seeping black wound on her leg, the likes of which neither he, nor Doctor Itō had seen before. It was not an infection, at least none that he could recognize. There was magic in the wound, deep and ancient, shimmering at the rotting edges, buzzing under his touch. It was beyond any Western physician’s jurisdiction. They needed a mage, or a priest to help them deal with what was happening to the Reeve, and the Princess had not yet agreed to grant them access to one.


  He reached for her wrist — at least she had a wrist, unlike the poor Taikun. She grasped his hand and opened her eyes.


  “Samuel?” She moaned. “Is that really you?”


  “It is me, Reeve.”


  “Then the Grey Hood priests were right. There is an afterlife.”


  “You’re in Edo now, not in the Otherworld. Safe and … I would say sound, but that would be an overstatement.”


  Her eyes closed, and her eyeballs flickered under the eyelids as she contacted her dragon through the Farlink. “Nodwydd is fine …”


  “Yes, the dragon flew off somewhere soon after the crash.”


  “It’s hiding in the mountains to the south-west of here … That’s where Ifor wanted us to—” Her grip tightened. “Ifor — where is he?”


  “There was nobody else. Wait — who is Ifor? As in …?”


  “As in Dylan ab Ifor, yes,” she said. “His father ... I know, it sounds crazy …” She winced and hissed in pain. Her leg jerked.


  “Not half as crazy as what’s been going on here,” Samuel said gently. “But, you shouldn’t be talking so much. You need to rest. Here, take this tablet.” He put the compressed Cursed Weed under her tongue. Reducing her agony was the only thing he could do.


  “My leg, doctor … Have you done something to it?”


  “I’ve cleaned the wound as much as I could, but it will take a while before we can figure out how to mend you.”


  “There was supposed to be a healer at Mount Takao …” Her words slurred under the effect of the Weed.


  “Is that why you were flying over Edo?”


  “I — yes. With Ifor — you must find Ifor. Maybe he’s fallen off somewhere.”


  “I assure you, a foreigner will soon be found in this city.”


  “He may not look like a foreigner … He may look—”


  She yawned and, mid-yawn, fell asleep again. Her hand slipped off from his wrist. He adjusted her pillow and sheet and stroked her black hair.


  He stepped out of the makeshift infirmary and nodded at the armed guard. The swordsman glanced at him and moved, without a word, down the corridor to the guestroom assigned to Samuel by the Princess and the few men close to her who helped her rule the castle in the Taikun’s absence.


  They called it the guestroom, but Samuel knew it as his cell. The swordsman in front of him was there not just to guide and protect him, but also to make sure he didn’t stray too far from his path. As long as the death of the Chief Councillor, and the Taikun’s fate, were kept secret from the Yamato public, both Itō and Samuel were forbidden from leaving the grid of corridors linking their rooms with the infirmary, the dining hall, and the Princess’s outer chambers — and forbidden to mention what they knew to anyone.


  The guard opened the “guestroom” and waited for Samuel to get inside before locking the door shut. A cell it may have been, but it wasn’t without its luxuries, not least of which was the veranda overlooking the palace gardens.


  At least I’m safe here, he thought. Outside the Inner Palace, chaos reigned supreme. Every night he stood on this veranda watching the flames rise in some part of the city. Every morning Doctor Itō brought him fresh rumours he’d overheard from the guards and servants: of the assassins clashing with the secret police; of food riots erupting in the harbour; of ghosts or wraiths seen skulking in the dark alleyways, feeding on blood of innocent victims.


  They communicated in a mixture of broken Qin and Bataavian. The Yamato doctor had learned a smattering of both in Kiyō, where he’d come from, and Samuel remembered enough of each to fill in the gaps. After exchanging the rumours and the updates on the condition of their two patients, their conversations usually moved to personal matters. The old doctor would mention his daughters: the younger, whom he had not seen in months, and the elder, who was running a busy practice somewhere in downtown Edo. Samuel, not having a family of his own, would tell of the Marines of the Second Dragoons, those he’d grown fond of over the years — Dylan, Edern and the young Bran … And then they’d ponder the strange vagaries of fate that had brought them together — Samuel’s journey with the Varyagan delegation, Itō’s summons to take care of the Taikun’s health …


  Sometimes at this point the Yamato doctor would start weeping. From his mumblings, Samuel surmised Itō was deeply ashamed of something he’d done in the past, something that had effects rippling far beyond the castle walls, but he’d never say exactly what it was — and Samuel didn’t prod. This wasn’t his land, his people. He didn’t need to know all of its secrets.


  Except for one. One secret he yearned to learn about: the healing power of the shrine priests. He’d hoped that, if not the Taikun’s, then at least Gwen’s condition would warrant a visit from one of these mysterious silk-robed figures he’d only glimpsed during the failed visit to the shrine; but the Princess was adamant in this matter. She didn’t trust anyone outside her closest circle, led by a man Samuel knew only as Lord Date. She had elevated Lord Date to a position equivalent to the Chief Councillor, albeit his real power only extended to the castle walls. Doctor Itō explained that the Council itself could not gather: the remaining Councillors were either slain by the roaming assassins, or had fled the city fearing for their lives. And so, no new titles and powers could have been officially bestowed upon Date or any of his followers.


  “That did not stop them from producing edicts and taking control of the castle guards,” his Yamato friend explained. Like the man standing outside Samuel’s room, they all obeyed the orders signed by the Princess, and countersigned by Lord Date. And like the man outside Samuel’s room, their main task seemed to be to keep everything in the castle a secret. Summoning a high-ranking priest from a shrine outside was, for now, an impossibility.


  He checked the shallow drawers in his medicine cabinet. He noticed he was running out of Weed — the only drug that was making any difference to either of his patients — and made a mental note to mention this to Itō in the morning.


  He looked towards the veranda. A dancing pillar of fire and smoke was rising from the direction of the harbour. This one was thin and weak: in this hot and dry weather, it may have been a result of an overturned lantern, or a clumsy cook, rather than arson. Nonetheless, Samuel whispered a quick kadish, a prayer for the souls of those perished in the blaze.


  Now look what you’ve made me do, he thought, catching himself in the act. Reciting a mourner’s kadish like a yeled tov, a good boy.


  He raised his arms to the sky in a gesture he’d so often seen his grandparents perform, and the meaning of which he had not understood until now.


  What do you want from me?


  But the nameless god, as always, had no answer.
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  CHAPTER VIII


  The black bear slid to a halt. When the red dust settled, Nagomi saw what had caused it to stop: two men were approaching from the opposite direction. The Shadows parted before them, forming a sort of honour guard. The man in front was shorter, wearing a steel armour and a ruff collar. His eyes burned red. His companion was a giant samurai with dark brown skin, wielding a massive halberd in his hands. She dug her fingers into the black fur in anticipation.


  The shorter man waved his hand in silence. A dark zig-zag of a spell pierced the air and struck the black bear’s head. The animal roared and swayed from side to side, its front legs giving out. Nagomi rolled to the ground, raising a cloud of red dust. Still not saying anything, the man gestured at his companion. The dark samurai raised the halberd over his head and charged at the priestess. She raised her arms in a futile attempt to shield herself from the blow.


  A two-handed sword materialized, first, in the air, clashing with the halberd in a shower of sparks. Then, holding the sword, a faint, pale silhouette of a tall man with long, braided hair, colourful clothes and jangling bracelets appeared.


  “Prince Shakushain!” she cried out in wonder.


  The Northerner’s body was a translucent wisp, but the sword was real — or as real as anything in this world — and a fine match to the enemy’s halberd. He turned his head to the priestess.


  “Flee!” he shouted. “Run away!”


  “But I have to go back—”


  Shakushain groaned when the dark-skinned samurai repeated the strike. His ghostly arms shuddered under the strain. He pointed a direction with a shake of his head. “That way. There’ll be more of us to help you.”


  The bear swayed back up, strength returning to its limbs. Nagomi climbed up onto it again. She glanced back — the Northerner exchanged another blow with the halberd-wielding samurai, but his misty form was beginning to vanish.


  The man in the ruff collar grunted and waved a paddle in his hand, marking another order. The Shadows rushed after Nagomi and the black bear and, among them, appeared other men in flowing silk robes of the Fanged, the drab grey colour of steel and ash. Looking closer, she noticed they were hovering a few feet in the air, with no bodies under the robes, just ghostly arms and burning eyes under the hoods.


  She focused forward. The bear needed no orders from her, running straight and fast in the direction indicated by Shakushain. A white line loomed on the horizon. The Mountains of Time: the range dividing the realms of the Dead and the Living.


  No — not there! I’m not dead yet …!


  The ashen-robed wraiths zoomed fast towards them. The bear was foaming at the mouth. She whispered another quick prayer, but her words no longer had any effect — her power to summon Spirits to her aid was spent.


  More of “us” — what did he mean?


  A small group of people materialized in her way in the distance. As she got closer, Nagomi counted three figures, all short and lithe, feminine in appearance. The bear let out a desperate roar — a plea for help. The threesome stood in a triangle, their arms spread in three directions towards the priestess. The bear galloped past them so fast Nagomi barely registered who the three figures were: the kambe sisters, Yokō, Kyokō and Ikō. As she passed them, a shield of blazing light appeared before their outstretched hands. Any Shadow or wraith that attempted to penetrate it vanished in a flash.


  Are they all dead now? Reunited here?


  Was it her prayers that brought all these Spirits in to help her, or had they come guided by some higher power? She cast a glance backwards — the shield of the three sisters held fast. The bear now slowed down to a trot, sensing a respite from the attacks, but kept on running towards the mountains of white crystals, now guided by its own unfathomable instinct. Nagomi could do nothing but cling to its fur and hope the animal knew what it was doing.


  The earth exploded in their path, showering her with red dust. The bear swerved to avoid another fireball. The missiles left deep craters in the soft dirt. She looked up. A blue dragon sped towards her with a silver-robed rider on its back. She didn’t see clearly through the red clouds raised by the attack, but she didn’t need to. She sensed Satō’s tormented soul hiding behind malice and hunger for blood — but it was faint.


  The ground beneath the bear’s paws began to rise, and change texture. They reached the foothills of the mountains — clusters of white crystals burst from the earth in swathes. The bear’s path between the clumps took a more winding, exhausting shape — but the crystals served also to absorb the impacts of the dragon’s strikes.


  As the land rose into a steep slope, the bear grew tired and slowed down. Dodging the fireballs and zipping between obstacles was proving too exhausting. The blue dragon closed in. Nagomi felt Satō’s black gaze upon her back. An explosion grazed the bear’s side, scorching the hair, but the animal still plodded on, heaving and grunting, barely alive.


  “I’m sorry,” Nagomi whispered. “I’m sorry …”


  A boy in a black uniform leapt out from among the crystals. A beam of flame shot from his hands towards the blue dragon. The beast swerved and spat fire. It missed the boy, instead striking the bear on the rump. The animal roared, its legs buckling. Satō repeated the attack. The boy responded with a barrage of ice missiles.


  Shōin!


  Did Satō know who was fighting her? Did she recognize her own husband? If so, she didn’t show it. The two exchanged blows of magic that made the air around Nagomi fizzle and crackle with energy. The bear crawled forward, but was too weak to stand up. Wisps of white mist poured from its wounds. It shimmered, slowly disappearing.


  Shōin wove a complex pattern and shot a powerful beam of many colours, a rainbow of energies, lightning, fire, frost and dust all combined into one spell. The beast shrieked and dived in a blind fall. The dragon smashed against the mountain slope and shattered the crystals around it. The wizardess rolled in the dust.


  Nagomi couldn’t see Shōin or the black bear anymore through the clouds of dust. The crystal shards rained down like needles of ice, dotting her skin with tiny but painful wounds. Her heart raced as she scrambled away from Satō.


  The wizardess crawled out from the haze, her limbs twisted, blood dripping down her face. Still she slithered towards Nagomi, hissing words that were no longer audible, herself now resembling one of the creeping Shadows.


  The priestess climbed ever upwards, running out of breath and out of strength. The crystal slope was slippery and hard, offering little purchase; the outcrops formed a maze of narrow passages and perilous crevices. White and yellow fumes rose from the fissures in the ground, scratching her throat. In places, the mist formed milky, yellowish pools, swirling with steam which formed images on the surface, palpable visions, human figures, landscapes, battles ...


  Each wisp is a moment in time, she remembered Shakushain’s teachings. But she couldn’t slow down to contemplate it. Satō was closing in behind her, growling and spluttering, rendered mindless by whatever evil force pushed her body onwards. Nagomi lost her balance.


  A small but firm hand grasped her wrist. Little Ancient, Koro, pulled Nagomi up without effort — his strength, once again, defying his meagre stature. With a silent gesture, he urged her to follow him into a narrow crevice, barely wide enough for the two of them to slip through. She followed, dizzy from the effort, her heart beating madly.


  He showed her the way past the crystal maze, avoiding the pitfalls and poor footholds. Now she climbed faster and with more ease. Satō’s seething remained in the distance, and then fell silent.


  They were almost at the top of the mountain when the wizardess appeared again — out of the mists, in front of them. She lunged at Nagomi with talon-like hands. Koro jumped in her way, but Satō tumbled over him and struck the priestess, undercutting her. Nagomi fell backwards, rolling down the slope, slashing her skin on the jagged rock edges. Suddenly, the slope ended. For a split second, she flew in the air before falling with a bruising splash into a milky pool.


  Where am I?


  Nowhere and nowhen.


  The voice was muffled and rippling, bubbling and gargling. But she’d heard it before. The voice of the woman from her dreams.


  The Goddess?


  There was no answer to that, only laughter. Nagomi splashed around and, for a moment, panicked. She was underwater — suspended in a gooey liquid, thick like arrowroot broth. She had no problem breathing, for now — but she was afraid to open her eyes, as if acknowledging her predicament would make it real, and somehow hasten her sticky death.


  You can open them.


  The milky soup around her flashed with colours, wisps of many hues, rainbow stains, blurry images, distorted by the liquid disturbed by her splashing. She waited for the waters to calm down. She didn’t know for how long. Time was a meaningless concept here.


  She tried to count down seconds, but the numbers in her head came out in a random order. The order of things still ran in the correct direction — when she moved her hand, the oily ripple moved forward until it vanished into the cloud of images. But then another ripple would appear from another side, and she could not be sure whether it was the one she’d sent just now, or some other current flowing past her. She had no other points of reference than herself. Everything else around her was just the milky-white, sticky soup.


  At length, the water cleared enough for her to discern some of the images. They were clouds, or bubbles, of moving, colourful shapes, strung on a luminescent ribbon. There were other ribbons and other clouds of images all around her, but she chose the one nearest to her. She floated closer, and discovered she could put her head inside the bubble. Once she did so, the vision enveloped her whole, putting her right in the middle of a scene.


  She was submerged in a stormy, muddy river, looking up at a half-flooded causeway. A red-haired girl in a shrine apprentice’s garb and a boy samurai stood on top, afraid to cross. She knew that red-haired girl. What was her name, again …? That’s right — Nagomi. She spoke it aloud — the word rolled and rippled like the waters of the river, bouncing off the pebbles and washing over seaweed. Nagominagominagomi, she played with the sound. Who is Nagomi?


  I am.


  Who said that?


  You did — you did — you did ...


  It was her own voice. Her own voices. The voice of the red-haired girl. And a red-haired woman. Multiplied through time, coming from her childhood and adulthood: the voice of a shrine apprentice, a priestess, a Head Priestess, a friend, wife and a mother.


  You are Nagomi, always have been, always will be.


  She pulled away from the image of the river and waited as the ribbon of time floated past. Her life. Her past. Studies at the Suwa Shrine. Playing with Satō. Caring for the poor and homeless sick. Am I dying? Or just remembering? No, if she was remembering, then what was this image — she, grown up, in the garb of a Head Priestess, accepting a new season’s offering at a shrine. Scrying. But where are the many threads of fate? Is this the only future that awaits me?


  A viscous current arrived from nowhere and weaved through the ribbon, messing up the order of the images, entangling it with other ribbons. A boat, wobbling across the narrow strait, in it — she and Torishi, crossing over to Mekari. Bran, standing next to Shōin in Lord Mori’s audience room. A thin blade glinting in the darkness. Fishermen attacking them out in the sea. Shōin, dying, his energy radiating from his body. A boy in the Mikado’s clothes, cowering before a black monster.


  There seemed to be no reason or order to this avalanche of visions. Some came from her past, some from her future, some showed her friends, her enemies, her family. Others had no connection to her at all: warships at sea; soldiers shooting arrows and rifles; swordsmen clashing; cities burned and rebuilt … She realized that, by floating and paddling in the milky liquid, she caused the currents to whirl around her. The whirlpool drew strands and ribbons of other people’s fates towards her; first, that of Satō, then Bran, then her family and then to those she’d met along the way from Kiyō; then, it went even further, expanding and growing like a tree of visions with branches into the future and roots in the past of all of Yamato.


  How far does it go?


  At one end, the branches vanished into darkness, the misty liquid too thick for her to penetrate. She was afraid to venture too far, afraid she’d get stuck in the sludge. As she paddled backwards, some of the ribbons stuck to her like seaweed. She pulled the threads with her, entangling them with visions of the present, and the past. It was easier to go backwards, along the radiant, white roots — white with the deaths of all who came before her.


  She saw Lady Kazuko at the Waters, and all the High Priests and Priestesses who preceded her, until, at last, she reached the first one, a witch woman in furs and leathers: a Shaman Queen, with a crown of feathers and flowers on her head, a single jade stone on a leather cord on her neck, and a broad bronze sword at her waist. She had climbed to the top of the hill, over a bay where no ships yet plied, and no villages stood, only camps and sheds of wandering fishermen. And there, she discovered the crack in the earth, through which she heard the buzzing of the Otherworld, and the splashing of the Waters of Scrying.


  Can you hear me? Nagomi asked.


  “I hear thee, Spirit”, the Shaman Queen replied, seeking the voice in the skies and the mist seeping from the fissure. She was a proud woman, standing tall, though trembling in the face of the supernatural forces beyond her understanding.


  Who are you?


  “I am Himiko.” Her name was enough — titles belonged to the future, perhaps, or maybe she had not yet earned hers — or maybe her name itself was the first ever title. “I seek a Prophecy.”


  I cannot give it to you.


  “Then Yamatai is forsaken.” Himiko lowered her eyes. “The warlords will fight each other until all is lost. The Great King Beyond the Sea will conquer us all.”


  Yamatai … An old name for Yamato…? Even back then, the warlords and the foreign threat … Nagomi’s eyes widened. She looked at her hands. The ribbons of fates clung to her fingers. A Prophecy — it’s just a story, told from the future to the past. She searched through the threads until she found the one with images from Himiko’s life on it. But they were blurry, yellowed, torn at the edges like an ancient scroll. She could not discern the details, and even if she could — was it her right to just tell this young woman her future? Nagomi had fallen into the milky-white pool by accident. She was no Scrying Spirit; she had no authority to dispense prophecies. She was a nobody.


  If not you, then who? asked the bright voice she now knew was that of her adult self. It had always been her, whispering in all those visions, a voice accompanying Nagomi since she’d first visited the Waters — a priestess, all grown up, but still as red-haired as ever, watching her younger form from somewhere, nudging her in the right direction in times of doubt, showing her just the right image to guide her …


  It’s me — now — here. Knotting up my own ribbon. The past and the future, like tangled seaweed, and me in the middle — like a trapped pearl oyster ... I am my own Scrying Spirit.


  And if she was a Scrying Spirit to herself … Then why not to Himiko? Their fates, so distant and yet so similar. She looked at the woman’s ribbon again, and saw her building a stone shed over the Waters — the same one that, uncounted centuries later, would be entered by the dumb foreigner washed out on the shores of the bay below. She saw her visit the Waters time and time again, summoning the Spirits and, with their help, conquering the petty warlords and bringing peace unto the land. She saw her, at last, riding a blue-winged dragon, controlling it with two orbs of crystal — one white, and one blue — and a third one — an orb of jade — embedded in her crown. An army of dragons following in her wake, pledging allegiance to the wearer of the Jade, the Bringer of Life …


  Ruby, the blood of the Dead,

  Sapphire, the jewel of Awakening,

  Jade, the Bringer of Life


  I have a Prophecy, she said. Himiko raised her eyes, glinting with renewed hope.


  “I am ready, Spirit.”


  Then listen well: Turning, turning, Jewels Three …


  She closed her eyes and recited the rest of the Prophecy — the verses she’d read on the ancient scroll, and the ones she’d heard in her sleep. As she spoke, the ribbons on her fingers moved of their own accord, intertwining with each other. The confused jumble of past and present made her dizzy. If she had been the source of the Prophecy all along — then where had she heard it first …? Where was the beginning of this centuries-long story — and where did it end?


  There is no end, and no beginning, adult Nagomi told the young Nagomi. All is one here.


  This sounds like the teachings of the Butsu monks.


  They know more than you give them credit for.


  She finished reciting. Himiko repeated the verses, and frowned. “I don’t understand any of this. How will it help me defeat the warlords?”


  I never said this Prophecy was for you. The woman grimaced in impatient anger and reached for the bronze sword at her waist.


  “What do I care for it?”


  Wait! I will trade your Fate for that of others. But you must promise me you’ll write it down for the generations to come.


  “Write?” the Shaman Queen laughed. “Only the King Beyond the Sea knows the magic of frozen words. But it’s a poem, and a poem I will remember, and so will my daughter, and my daughter’s daughter, until the time comes when we learn how to paint sounds on a tree bark. That, I promise, Spirit.”


  Very well then.


  Nagomi raised Himiko’s yellowed ribbon to her eyes. You will come here exactly a year from now, she said. You shall build a house of stone, strong enough to last until the end of times. And in this house, you will hear other Spirits. They will lead you to great victories, and your descendants to rule all of Yamato.


  As she scrolled past the images of Himiko’s future, she saw her daughters give birth to the princesses and queens of the Southern Kingdoms, and, after Yamato become one country, to wives and mothers of the lords of Chinzei for centuries to come — until, at the very end, they produced the southern-born mother of the young Mutsuhito. And she now knew that this young woman was a child of the Gods, one day a Goddess herself. That the blood of the Dragon Kings ran in her veins, and that the comma-shaped jade jewel she bore was the same jade stone that was hanging off the leather cord on the Mikado’s neck.


  All is one.


  Himiko dropped to her knees and praised the Spirit for the gift of the Prophecy. Nagomi retreated in embarrassment. She was no kami — just a lonely girl, lost in the Otherworld, drifting in the waters of time, aimless and forgotten.


  I have to get out of here. I can’t stay in this milky goo forever.


  There was only one way to discover how she was supposed to release herself from her predicament. It felt like cheating … but she had no choice. She found her own ribbon again. With some difficulty she located the latest image — her vision was growing blurry, her hands trembled, and she felt a sucking in her stomach as if of hunger pangs. What if these are hunger pangs …? How long have I been here? Does my body know the passage of time, even if my mind doesn’t …?


  If this was true, then she needed to find her way out all the more urgently. The last cloud of visions showed her and Satō in the mind tower. She rolled the ribbon in her fingers like the beads in a Butsu monk’s rosary. Kiyō harbour? The Bataavian ship … That’s in the past — no, I’ve gone too far in the future. I’ll come back to Kiyō, then … But how? No — I shouldn’t. She sensed knowing too much of her inevitable fate would cause nothing but trouble — but she couldn’t resist a peek. She pushed her head inside the bubble — it showed the forest on the top of the Suwa Shrine’s hill … The stone shed over the Waters of Scrying — destroyed, as if by an explosion, the Waters themselves gathering freely at the bottom of the crater …


  A great force pulled her forward, and the bubble of vision swallowed her whole. The sticky liquid followed her into the opening, flooding the image, washing it away from her sight. She had to shut her eyes to stop the water from getting in. When she opened them again, she was in dark, warm water, no longer the ooze through which she could breath, but real water, getting into her mouth and nose, drowning her. She swallowed a gulpful. She thrashed around in panic before noticing a ray of light coming from above — a hole leading to the surface some ten feet over her head. With the water closing in around her lungs, she kicked with her legs and thrashed with her hands, compensating with effort what she lacked in swimming skill. She kicked some more and swallowed still more water before finally grasping the edges of the hole and pulling herself upwards, gasping and coughing. She climbed out and lay down on wet, mud-splattered rock, heaving. Above her, the great cedar trees stood unswaying in the wind.


  The wrinkled wedge of a white fox’s muzzle appeared on the edge of the crater, looking down.
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  CHAPTER IX


  Nobody else seemed aware of what was happening.


  A drop of dark ooze dribbled from the wound, thick like sap, black like tar. It slithered along the straw matting on the floor, past Samuel’s legs, and disappeared in the slit between the sliding door and the frame, leaving a snail-like, foul-smelling trace behind it.


  Gwen stared at the doctor, but he was oblivious to what had just happened.


  I’m delirious.


  She waited until Samuel finished his examination and left before reaching to inspect her wound. Under the steady diet of compressed Weed tablets the pain had changed from piercing knives tearing at her flesh to a numb, almost pleasant sensation. The wound itself looked as awful as ever: a black, jagged-edged fissure. She couldn’t see any muscle and bone underneath it, just darkness. She put her fingers in, bracing for the pain and the disgusting touch of rotten flesh — but she felt nothing. The wound was an empty hole, a gateway to some other place, a place of eternal night. Something slimy touched her fingers. She pulled away in fright.


  Stricken with terror and grim fascination she watched as the dark liquid again seeped out onto the floor. The trickle was larger this time, almost a foot long, and obviously not coming from anywhere in her body. She slid out from under the sheets. The ooze moved slow enough for her to follow, crawling on her hands and knees across the straw mat.


  She may be delirious, but she’d seen her share of strange and mysterious occurrences in recent days and was now prepared to believe anything — including the fact that her wound decided to give birth to a wandering shadow.


  Once the ooze reached the door, she encountered a problem. In True Sight, she saw the guard outside. She didn’t want to hurt him, aware of what a diplomatic incident attacking a guard in the Taikun’s palace would be — but she had to know where the slithering darkness was headed. She believed it to be the key to her survival, now that she knew the mysterious hermit from Mount Takao would not be coming to help her.


  The guard would not come into the room to check up on her — she’d called for help before. He was either deaf or under strict orders not to react. She had to force her way out. She touched the door — it was a thin layer of wood stretched on a lattice frame. She needed no weapons to smash through it, even in her weakened state. She reached into the pocket of her uniform trousers and produced a handful of ground-up brown powder, glued into a sticky mass with moisture. Enduring the pain, she’d been squirrelling away some of the Cursed Weed tablets Samuel had given to her: a basic precaution for a captured soldier. She now hoped it was enough to sedate an adult man.


  She stood up, shifting her weight to the healthy leg. She gently tapped the door panels around the guard’s head, searching for weakness. She wrapped her fingers around the bundle of brown powder and smashed through the door. She clasped the guard’s face and pushed the powder into his wide-open mouth, then held him in a tight grip and waited while his thrashing subsided.


  He slid to the floor with a thud. Gwen tried the door — it was unlocked. She stepped over the guard’s body and scanned the wooden floor for traces of the ooze. The track of slime ran along the left-hand wall, down the corridor, and out onto the veranda, into the palace gardens — lush green once, now scorched yellow by the summer sun.


  There was something happening to her leg again. She halted and knelt on one knee, waiting for her wound to emit another drop of the living darkness. She realized she hadn’t felt the pain since she’d started following the trail — but the leg was still weak, buckling at each step. She didn’t know how long she would last.


  It can’t be far. Nothing like this has happened before. The Shadows must sense … something nearby.


  She heard cries coming from the corridor. Somebody must have discovered the guard. She limped forward through the thick undergrowth, past flower bushes, stone wells, and decorative streams. The parched grass rendered the trail difficult to follow, but it led ever deeper into the wilder, less frequented part of the gardens. Soon she had to brush her way through bramble and tangled branches of old cherry trees, left to grow wild for years.


  She heard men running around the garden, searching for her, their steps rustling noisily in the dried leaves. Lanterns glimpsed through the trees.


  I have to hurry.


  It wasn’t just that she didn’t want to be discovered. Something was urging her to reach the oozes’ destination.


  The slime was glowing now, a path of twinkling purple and blue light. So was the wound in her leg. A new, burning sensation replaced the previous pain. The gateway into the darkness had now become a door into the light.


  She tore off a thick branch and, using it as a crutch, she hopped on along the path. The cherry trees parted, revealing a wooden wall, fresh, built no more than a year earlier. The path turned along the wall, unable to penetrate it, until it reached a door leading into a dark corridor. The corridor wound past neat store rooms full of bales of cloth, sacks of rice and crates of tea — but, having seen many such warehouses before, Gwen knew these were fake. Whoever had constructed this complex wanted merely to present a semblance of a functioning warehouse, to hide whatever was at the end of the corridor.


  She reached another door, made of thick cypress. All the slime paths leading from her wound met here, in front of this last room. She let the makeshift crutch fall to the floor and slid the door open.


  A large crystal orb stood in the middle of the room, set on a brass tripod. It radiated an internal light, but the glow was subdued due to the dark slime slithering all over its surface like snails on a cabbage head.


  There was something else here, too. A body, lying in front of the orb in what looked like a pool of dried blood: one hand stretched out, trying to reach the tripod, the other still clutching a monk’s jingling staff.


  “Ifor!”


  His legs were swollen and mangled. He must have crawled here from the dragon crash site. She crouched beside him. He still had a pulse, if faint. The blood on the floor was not his own. She noticed more of it was splattered around the walls, as if something, or someone, had been slaughtered here.


  She heard steps in the corridor. She turned around, the Soul Lance shimmering in her hand. A single lantern swayed in the darkness, revealing the Yamato woman who carried it, dressed in a rich, flowing night robe. Gwen couldn’t see anyone else following her. The woman entered the room, noticed the monk and pursed her lips. She gestured at Gwen to pick him up, then nodded to follow her out of the warehouse.


  A thud announced a guard’s body falling to the ground. Takasugi stood up as tall as the bamboo cage allowed.


  “I’m here,” he spoke into darkness.


  “I know,” replied Dōraku. The golden gleam in his eyes slowly receded. He slashed through the bars and looked over Takasugi. “Are you hurt?”


  “No, they didn’t touch me. They’re afraid of wizards — even ones as bad as me.”


  “Good. We have three minutes to reach the castle gates before the guards notice you’re gone.”


  “That’s … very precise.”


  “Yes, well, I have done it before.” Dōraku grinned. “Come.”


  “You’re … enjoying … this,” Takasugi panted when they reached the castle gate. It was closed shut, with guards standing by the burning braziers along the battlements. He didn’t see any obvious way out, unless Dōraku possessed a hitherto concealed ability to fly.


  “Always,” the Fanged replied.


  “What now?”


  “Now we wait for the three minutes to pass.”


  “How are we getting out?”


  In response, the Fanged glanced at the gate tower. Takasugi followed. One by one, the braziers fizzled out in silence. The guard patrol was nowhere to be seen.


  “We’re not.”


  An alarm sounded in the castle keep. At the same time, Takasugi spotted dark-clothed silhouettes dropping from the ramparts. They moved to open the gate from the inside.


  “There are soldiers running our way,” Takasugi remarked. His hand wandered to his side to find it empty.


  “Good.” Dōraku handed him a sword. It lay well balanced in his hand, a noticeably finer weapon than his old one, with a Mori crest on the grip. “We want them all in one place.”


  “It’s not a rescue attempt,” the wizard said, swallowing. “It’s an assault on the castle!”


  A black-clad shadow ran up to them. Only his grin was visible in the light coming from the keep. Takasugi summoned a floating light, a spell he’d learned from Bran during their retreat at Naniwa.


  “Katsura-sama! Whose mad idea was this? Yours?”


  “Yamagata’s, mostly,” the young officer said.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “You always told us to use our initiative. Look out!”


  He ducked and pulled Takasugi down to the ground. A barrage of magic missiles flew through the opening in the creaking gate, felling the incoming soldiers. A dozen Kiheitai wizards stormed through the narrow gap. More men waited beyond, in the darkness. He glanced at the courtyard, assessing the lines of attack and defence in an instant.


  “Right.” He stood up, the sword in his hand, and readied a flare to summon the soldiers to his location. “I’ll take it from here.”


  A dozen armed and armoured Mori retainers stood in a line of iron across the castle’s main hallway. They stared down the approaching Kiheitai with steely eyes, spears forward, swords at the ready.


  Takasugi moved forward.


  “Stop,” he ordered his men. “We have shed enough Chōfu blood.”


  Outside, the fighting continued along the inner ramparts and in the remote nooks of the compound. Regardless, the battle was as good as over. Taken by surprise, Mori’s soldiers had soon succumbed to a complex pattern of attack devised by Takasugi’s officers. The outer gates had been taken in minutes, as were the stables and the armouries.


  Casualties among the defenders were heavy compared to the losses of the Kiheitai. But those had been common soldiers, paid to fight and die in the castle’s defence. Takasugi hesitated to strike at the retainers. The samurai before him were honour-bound to stand their ground. They believed they fought for what was right for Chōfu, just as much as Takasugi and his men did.


  “Let me speak to the daimyo once more,” he said. “That is all I ask.”


  “A traitor and a criminal has no right to speak to Mori-dono,” replied one of the samurai. Takasugi recognized a courtier from the audience hall. The lacquered armour and a spear transformed him from a meek aristocrat into a fierce warrior. “Lay down your arms, and you’ll be spared a peasant’s death.”


  “The castle is in our hands.”


  “Do you think Mori clansmen are afraid to die?” shouted another of Mori’s men.


  “No, I don’t. And I don’t want you to. Otherwise, I would have let my soldiers do as they pleased.”


  “They wouldn’t see the dawn.”


  There was some truth in his boasting. In the narrow corridors, the Kiheitai advantage of numbers and surprise would disappear. Even their magic could only help so much against the stalwart samurai in full armour.


  I could send the Fanged at them. It would be over in seconds.


  But that would only leave bad blood and put a mark of traitors upon the Kiheitai heads. This had to be solved between the Chōfu.


  “So be it.” He reached out. Somebody handed him a thunder pistol.


  “Let him through,” a weak voice spoke from behind the line of retainers. The courtiers turned in astonishment. Lord Mori Takachika had emerged from the audience hall, pushing the guards out of his way. “I will speak to him. Alone.”


  “Tomorrow, the castle will be under siege from my loyal generals,” said Lord Mori. “Your regiment of merchants and fishermen will not last a day.”


  “Then let’s come to an agreement before tomorrow comes,” replied Takasugi. “There’s no need for anymore bloodshed.”


  The audience hall was silent, empty — without courtiers, without guards, without servants. Only him, the daimyo, and a tray of cha which was going slowly cold as neither of them reached for a cup.


  “The only agreement is you bowing your head to me and the Taikun.”


  “No.”


  The daimyo winced. Takasugi spoke in the rude manner of a commoner he’d learned from his soldiers, masking his great unease. The time for pleasantries and etiquette was over.


  “If you still have loyal generals and armies, they can be put to a better use than besieging this castle.”


  “You’re living a dream, Hirobumi.” Mori shook his head. “The rebellion is over. It perished in the flames of Heian and Chōfu. We were lucky to be spared our lives. If the Black Wings return—”


  “They won’t.”


  A glint flickered in the daimyo’s eyes, of … hope? “How do you know?”


  “There is a truce between the dorako riders. The barbarians don’t want to fight each other for our sake anymore. They’d rather watch us bleed from a distance.”


  “Who told you this nonsense? I know for a fact the barbarian soldiers march in Shimazu’s army.”


  “The Fanged.”


  “Pah. The Abomination is in Nariakira’s employ himself.”


  “Our presence here proves him right. The Black Wings knew we were on the Tosa ships, and they let us pass.”


  Mori reached for the cha cup absentmindedly. He slurped and spat the cold drink.


  “Even if all this is true … It’s too late. We are too weak to matter. I have no ships; the treasury is empty …”


  “You still have the people of Chōfu, tono.”


  The daimyo’s face turned grey. He wiped his forehead. “I have no warriors left. I bluffed.”


  “I didn’t mean the samurai.” Takasugi pointed towards the hallway and the courtyard beyond. “Out there, I have three hundred men of common blood. They vanquished your elite guards in a matter of minutes.”


  “Rebellious peasants.” Mori grimaced in disgust. “They’d fight for whoever paid them the most.”


  “I have a way to make them fight for us.”


  The pier was crowded with porters and sailors, but otherwise, Dejima was eerily empty and quiet.


  More than half of the island’s Bataavian crew had departed with Oppertovenaar Curzius on what Fabius still considered a fool’s errand: accompanying the rebel army. The only building filled up to the gables was the infirmary, where the injured sailors from the Soembing sought solace from their pain in the ever-faithful embrace of Cursed Weed. Between them and those lost in the ocean forever, the Ship would sail away from Dejima with less than two thirds of its original crew.


  The staff at Dejima welcomed the news with shock and disbelief. They had been friends with many of those who had perished in the freak typhoon that struck the Ship at the edge of the Sea Maze. The mourning dampened the mood even further. The Bataavian outpost felt like a graveyard.


  The city, too, seemed quieter than usual. Many of the inhabitants, he guessed, had abandoned it in fear of the Black Wings, who had been burning one rebel city after another. With war raging in the north of the island, there was no trade to fill Kiyō’s many coffers and fill its many mouths. The children, certainly, had all been evacuated — he missed their laughter and excited shouts coming from the mackerel pier beach. Damn this stupid war. For twenty years this place has been the only respite from the chaos of the West — and now peace is gone even from here.


  “Load fresh water and rice — as much as the cargo can hold,” he ordered the Quartermaster. “Who knows how long we’ll have to spend with the Rebels.”


  “Sir.”


  The dozen Seaxe soldiers crowded by the bulwark. He had forbidden them to disembark until they reached their final destination — and so now they stretched their necks towards the city, watching it through a single spyglass they’d tear from each other’s hands, excited like children on a school trip. Lucky enough not to have lost any comrades in the typhoon, they appeared to have forgotten all about the nightmare of the ocean passage. They were supposed to be Dracaland’s best — or so Fabius had been promised. But they didn’t seem like much at the moment.


  The Captain’s fingers tensed on the rail. Dracaland. Another beauty of Kiyō’s safe haven lost. Bataavians and Qin were no longer the only foreigners around. He knew well how this would end. The other Westerners would come in droves to this wonderful place. Soldiers first, then merchants — then those aimless wanderers, sons of nobles and wealthy commoners, traipsing around the world in search of adventure and excitement. He’d seen them in Baratha, and in Temasek, and he knew they were waiting in their starting boxes for when Qin was announced safe to travel. Waiting to ruining it with their poor manners, odd customs, loud mouths and demands to be fed and accommodated as they pleased, and not in the ways of the locals, whose life had its own rhythm and wisdom. Would they care how life here had been shaped by the place and the climate, and why it worked the way it did, despite being so different to what they were accustomed?


  Fabius would not get to see the answer. The Captain planned to retire after the war in Yamato was over — or in a few years, whichever came sooner. But he had hoped to at least show its unspoiled wonders to his son when he’d become the Captain of the Ship, as was the custom, and as his father had shown him. Now, if the Dracalish, the Varyagans and the Gorllewin had their way, there might not even be a Ship anymore.


  And now he had offered his own vessel to further that goal. For a moment, he’d considered throwing both his cargo and the Seaxe soldiers overboard. He could always have said they’d been lost in the typhoon. The crew would vouch for him — they had grown even more fed up of the Dracalish than he had.


  But he was a Bataavian, and that meant he had to obey the two most important things in a Bataavian’s life: loyalty to the Stadtholder — and profit. The Stadtholder’s government demanded the alliance with Satsuma, bought at so dear a price, was maintained and reinforced. The Oppertovenaar believed the same. Bataavia had joined this war on the rebellion’s side, a gamble Fabius now had to see through. More importantly, though, there was a promise of cold, hard cash that ensured the cooperation of the Soembing’s crew and Captain: even more silver bullion than the cargo they’d carried to Huating — and Fabius knew Satsuma could deliver on the promise.


  A streak of bright crimson appeared in the corner of his vision, at the head of the pier. It was a girl — with hair a magnificent shade of red as stunning as those of the famous refined beauties of Noviomagus. She strode among the porters and servants, avoiding the hauled cargo with grace and poise belying her small stature. As she got nearer, he noticed how young she was — fifteen, maybe sixteen at most. She was wearing the travelling robes of a priestess, splattered with dirt and mud and dried blood. Not that long ago, those clothes must have been soaking wet, but had since quickly dried in the late August sun, now caked into that uncomfortable, chafing texture that all wet clothes did at certain latitudes in the summer.


  He remembered hearing about this girl. There was only one like her in all of Kiyō: Von Siebold’s youngest.


  Wasn’t she supposed to be dead …?


  He pulled away from the railing as he watched the girl march up the gangway, exuding such sense of purpose that none of the crewmen dared stop her. Once on deck, she looked around, found a clear space among the crates and ropes, and sat down in a meditative pose.


  Fabius approached her and cleared his throat. “What — what are you doing here, young lady?” he asked in his finest Yamato.


  She glanced up, but she was looking through him, not at him. “You are the captain of this ship.” It was a statement, not a question. “You will take me to Kokura.” This, also, was a statement.


  He guffawed. She repeated her demand.


  “We don’t have a free cabin for you.”


  “I’ll be fine here.”


  “It’s dangerous up there, young lady,” he said. “We could be going into a war zone.”


  In response, she just gazed forward in silence. There was something disconcerting in this gaze. It bore too many memories. She seemed to have seen far more than a girl her age should have seen — more than anyone should have seen. Her gaze was timeless. She was looking through the present, towards the past and onwards to the future, all at the same time. Fabius sensed entire centuries in that blank stare.


  He shook his head and scratched his forehead. Spirit magic. Who knows who, or what, lives inside this girl’s body … By letting her stay on deck, he may have been letting some demon sneak on board his ship. Besides, the Taikun’s rules of the passage were clear: no stowaways. But then, she wasn’t exactly stowing away. Most importantly, she was half-Bataavian …


  He shrugged.


  Damn the Taikun, and damn the demons, real or imagined. The weariness was playing with his mind. Here was a daughter of a respected Bataavian citizen, looking for his help in a country engulfed in chaos. And she wasn’t asking for much — they were already going to Kokura anyway, after all.


  “Fine. As long as you’re out of the way. The crew eats at six.”


  “Thank you, but I will manage on my own. I would only ask for some water.”


  “It’ll take at least three days to reach Kokura.”


  “I will manage,” she repeated.


  Maybe, he though walking away, she really is a demon.


  He decided to put an extra guard on the deck, just in case.
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  CHAPTER X


  It was a different boat than the usual vessel of the Edo’s envoy, a smaller, less decorated craft, marked only with the Taikun’s crest in black on the main sails. Curious, the Komtur decided to descend to the beach to welcome its arrival.


  “Keep the Varyagans in the forest,” he ordered the Seneschal. “We’ve had enough trouble.”


  There were only a few of the Admiral’s men left in the base — those too ill or wounded to have sailed with him to Edo — but Perai preferred not to risk showing them to whoever had arrived in the boat. He wasn’t sure how the negotiations between Yamato and Varyaga were going — he hadn’t heard any news from the capital in a long time.


  The man who descended from the vessel along with the interpreter and a single guard was even more unassuming than his predecessor. He looked like somebody’s angry aunt, all shrivelled and shrunken with age. He wore a courtier’s drab clothes rather than the monochrome silk robe preferred by the Chief Councillor Hotta.


  “Who in Annwn are you?” the Komtur exclaimed, forgetting his manners at the sight of the ancient visitor. “What happened to Hotta?”


  “The Chief Councillor is … indisposed,” the envoy replied. “I am fully authorized to act in his behalf.” He presented an envelope, but Perai dismissed it with a wave. The man looked around the base, only now noticing the ruin caused by the battle with the Blue Wings. “What … what happened here?”


  “You’ve got some nerve, asking that.”


  “I’m not sure I understand, Komtur-dono. Was it an earthquake? The Rebel saboteurs?”


  “They were your Chief Councillor’s friends! You’re saying you have been authorized on his behalf — how much did he tell you about our deal?”


  “I have been thoroughly briefed.”


  The Komtur studied the envoy’s face for a moment. He seemed human — more human than Hotta, at least. The whites of his eyes remained white, if slightly blood-shot and stained yellow in the corners, and he didn’t smell of blood and iron. How much does he know? Why did they even send him here?


  “Why don’t you refresh yourself, and then come to my office to continue this conversation,” he said. “It’s in the big building up the hill.”


  How much does he know?


  The Komtur asked himself the question again, looking at the envoy’s shrunken, withered face. He didn’t bother reading the letter of authorization. It wasn’t the Edo government that he needed to deal with.


  What happened to Hotta? He couldn’t imagine the Chief Councillor being “indisposed” in any way — he’d always struck the Komtur as a man who wouldn’t abandon his duties as long as he had at least one working hand to sign the papers with. It was more likely that he’d been removed from the post … or maybe delegated nearer to the front line in the South? Not that Perai minded. At a glance, this new envoy appeared easier to deal with, more a sturdy bureaucrat than a shrewd negotiator. As the conversation progressed, the Komtur began to wonder not just what had happened to the Chief Councillor, but to the entire Council. Was he really the best they had?


  “I was sent here because the Council is concerned with your continuing … inactivity, Komtur-dono,” the envoy said, his eyes darting from his notes to the Komtur’s face, to the window, and back to the paper.


  Perai waved towards the window. “As you can see, we have been busy.”


  “Yes, about that.” The envoy rifled through the notes. “You mentioned an attack by a squadron of dorako—”


  “An army of dragons,” Perai insisted. “We’d manage a mere squadron.”


  “An army …” The envoy scribbled down. “And if I understand from your insinuations, you seem to blame us for it rather than some other foreign force?”


  “That depends who you mean by ‘us’.” Perai pointed a finger at the envoy. “Were you sent by the Taikun’s government here … or by Hotta himself?”


  The envoy cleared his throat. He reached into his sleeve and produced another sealed sheet of paper, one the Komtur hadn’t seen before.


  “I was told to give this to you if you asked this question.”


  It was sealed with lacquer, but bore no mark. Perai broke the seal and unfolded the paper to reveal the mark of the Eight-headed Serpent drawn in black ink, the envoy’s name in Roman alphabet, and some symbols he didn’t understand.


  “Ah, that’s better.” Perai leaned back in the chair. “At least now I know who I’m talking to.” He glanced at the paper again. “Why is there a — a Roman number one next to your name?”


  “It’s — uhm …” The envoy coughed again. “My standing in the, uh, organization.”


  Perai moaned inwardly. They sent me a novice. He’s not going to know anything. He crumbled the paper and shoved it back across the table. “Well then, listen, ‘Number One’.” He leaned over and pointed outside with his thumb. “Your organization sent a hundred feral dragons against my men. I would chalk it up to a very odd and violent accident, if you had my goodwill — but seeing as we’ve been stuck here for months without so much as a glance at what we’ve been promised, my goodwill is pretty stretched at the moment.” He tapped the table with his palm and continued, not giving the envoy a chance to respond. “In fact, I got so fed up with this country and its government, I have ordered the fleet to be ready to set sail for home at my say-so. So tell me again, ‘Number One’, how disappointed you are with my inactivity.”


  The envoy wiped his forehead with a silk handkerchief. “We’ve heard rumours of your dealings with the Rebels and the foreigners.”


  “I’ve already discussed this with Hotta. I have nothing more to say.”


  “Then you are not in communication with the Dracalish officers?”


  “My men talked to them, I admit. But can you blame me? Maybe they, and the Rebels, will be more willing to provide me with what you haven’t been able to.” He nodded to the window again. “I lost good men here, more are dying in the infirmary, and for what?”


  “Infirmary?” The envoy twisted his fingers. “That is something I, uhm … I was authorized to assist with.”


  Is this it …? Perai tensed. Finally …?


  “What did you have in mind?”


  “We have a priest from the Asakusa Shrine in Edo on board.”


  “A healer, you mean?”


  “It is one of his duties, yes.”


  This is it!


  “What are you waiting for, then? Get him to the infirmary at once. Gundur can’t wait any longer.”


  “Ah — uhm—” The envoy scratched his ear. “But, see, we do not extend the services of our healers to anyone other than our closest allies.”


  “No more haggling, envoy. We’ve done more than enough to deserve this token of gratitude.”


  “Of course you have — but what about the future of our friendship?”


  Perai pushed the chair away from the table and walked over to the envoy. He leaned down and stared into his eyes. There was now a glimpse of steely resolved he hadn’t noticed before. The mask of a clumsy bureaucrat, out of his depth, had fallen, revealing another mask — the one Perai had become more familiar with in his dealings with the Edo courtiers.


  He almost got me with his act. Almost.


  He poked the envoy’s shoulder with his finger — he’d noticed before that physical contact unnerved even the most stoic Yamato.


  “This is no stalemate,” he said. “Quite the opposite. We are all soldiers here; we knew what risks we took. It would be better if Gudrun didn’t have to die, of course, but in the end, we’ll manage without your healers. And it seems to me you can manage without our dragons. One almost wonders what was the point of you coming all the way here.”


  While the envoy pondered his response in silence, the Komtur stepped to the window. He watched as his men put finishing touches to one of the rebuilt fishing huts in the village. The houses of the Yamato, built out of straw and wood, burned easily, but they were just as easy to replace — if one knew how to build them. The Gorllewin crewmen were no carpenters, though, and the houses they helped rebuild were a bit on the wonky side. If the villagers expelled to make room for the embassy were ever to return, they’d be forgiven for feeling disappointed with their new dwellings.


  What was the point of us coming all the way here? he wondered, not for the first time. He couldn’t see the gravestones carved in the sandstone cliff from where he was standing, but the names of the fallen soldiers were carved in his mind. Thorfinn. Angharad. Rhodri. If he could at least save Gundur …


  There was no point maintaining the truce with the Dracalish officer. The rebel cause was lost — they had no chance of standing against the Blue Wing army, according to Frigga’s report. They would all perish in dragon flame, their heretic Mikado with them. The Taikun would stay on the throne for at least a generation — long enough for somebody else to deal with the country’s problems once they erupted again.


  He turned around, ready to admit defeat, but it was the envoy who spoke first.


  “You are right, Komtur-dono,” he said. “You deserve our gratitude. I will send the priest to tend to your wounded, as a token of our goodwill.”


  “And …?” Perai raised his eyebrow, expecting more trickery.


  “And as soon as you reaffirm the treaties, we will send the teachers from Asakusa to train your physicians — if they prove willing and talented enough.”


  “Reaffirm the treaties? How do you mean?”


  The envoy returned to rifling through his notes. “Recall your dragons from the South. They won’t be needed there anymore.” He picked another sheet of paper. “Oh, and send back one of the beasts you’ve taken from Edo. Bring it under our full command.”


  “Full command? You mean —”


  “It won’t be coming back with you to Gorllewin.” Before Perai protested, he added: “I remind you, the Bataavians gave the Rebels a warship. A dorako is much like a warship, is it not?”


  “It is much more than that! Especially those dragons. And what about the rider?”


  “Can your dorako stay without a rider?”


  “No, it cannot.”


  The envoy shrugged with a false smile. Perai grimaced.


  “We’re wasting our time. Send for that priest. I’ll let you know the answer in the morning.”


  The envoy clapped twice. His guard peeked into the room. The envoy spoke a few words in Yamato, the guard nodded and disappeared.


  So finally, I’ve got all I wanted, thought Perai. It was his duty to protest, to continue the haggle, but, in truth, he knew one Black Wing and one rider were a small price to pay for what the Yamato had to offer his ill-fated country.


  Then why do I feel like I’m about to lose everything …?


  “Is he going to be all right?”


  There was now a third bedding in the makeshift infirmary in what used to be the Hall of Ball Play in the Inner Palace of Edo Castle. Lying in it under a flower-embroidered quilt — borrowed from the concubines’ bedchambers — was Ifor ap Meurig, his comatose face oscillating between that of the bald Yamato monk and an old, withered Prydain sailor.


  “I don’t see why not,” replied Samuel. “His injuries were purely physical. The priests took care of those as well as they could. Now he just needs to rest.”


  The Princess had at last agreed to a visit from the shrine healers — not just to cure the wounds on the infirmary patients, but to conduct some research on Gwen’s leg. Samuel was not allowed to see them in action. He’d heard enough from Gwen and Doctor Itō, however, to start piecing together a theory, or at least, a working hypothesis.


  “Good,” said Gwen. She crouched beside Ifor and stared at his fluctuating face. “I’d have hated to kill Dylan’s father — or even just a man who claims to be him. Can he stay here until he recovers?”


  “Yes — if he can keep that Yamato face on long enough. You, on the other hand …”


  He looked to the ceiling.


  “I know. I’ll try to get out of here tonight.”


  She knew what he meant. Somewhere in the sky above Edo Castle soared a Black Wing. It wasn’t hiding in its usual glamour, but circled the city in plain sight like a giant vulture, showing everyone there was a new power in the city.


  It seemed to have done the trick. The nightly fires stopped. Doctor Itō heard no more rumours of assassinations. There was, however, one problem. He didn’t know enough about Edo’s politics to hazard a guess who the Grey Hoods allied with now. As far as Samuel could tell, though, neither the Princess, nor her friends in the Council had anything to do with the dragon’s appearance.


  He wished he could talk to Admiral Otterson about what was happening in the city — but the crew of Diana was as isolated as he was, stuck in another part of the city, under guard. Varyagans, at least, were tolerated by whoever was now pulling the strings. Cut off, without their underwater ship and weapons, they had no power to threaten anyone.


  It was a different matter with Gwen. Her dragon was still hiding somewhere in the mountain forests. From what Gwen had explained, she, Dylan and Edern were, at best, in an uneasy truce with the Gorllewin. She didn’t know if the truce was still in place, or whether the black dragon rider would keep to it here in Edo, where nobody would witness the transgression.


  “How are you going to do it?” he asked.


  Gwen shrugged. “He’s got to sleep sometime. I’ll call Nodwydd to the lotus garden, it’s large enough.”


  She rubbed her leg. The wound had all but disappeared, leaving just a broad, pink scar — no thanks to the priests, but because of something that happened on the night of her attempted escape — something either she couldn’t remember, or didn’t want to tell him.


  “I could take you with me,” she offered. “There’s space for two in the saddle.”


  He shook his head. “I have work to do here. Patients, and—”


  “And your theories. I understand.” She pointed at the sleeping monk. “When Ifor wakes up, he — he should be able to help you. A lot.”


  “I’m looking forward to it. In the meantime …” He touched her wrist. “You should lie down. Take a rest. Do you want another tablet?”


  “No, I’m fine. I need a clear head for tonight.”


  She stood up and laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll come back for you, Samuel. The Second Marines need their physician.”


  The straw door of the fishermen’s wattle huts rustled shut as Bran approached.


  The fishing hamlet, clinging to the southern horn of Kamakura Bay’s tilted crescent, perched at the base of a rocky promontory, pockmarked with caves carved by the sea in the limestone, similar to those at Enoshima. The island itself loomed turtle-like in the haze on the horizon and, beyond it, rose the faint but distinct blue cone of Mount Fuji. In broad daylight the distances appeared infinitesimal.


  We could have walked there from here …


  He knocked, but his fingers made no sound on the packed straw. He reached into his satchel and took out the sealed lacquerware container, black, marked with the Hōjō Clan’s dragon scales in gold leaf.


  He’d had an easier time getting through to the Hōjō lords’ villa, over on the northern edge of the bay. They had accepted him, and Yokoi-dono’s remains which he’d carried with a solemn resignation of people whose world was falling apart around them and who couldn’t do anything about it.


  “I warned him,” said the master of the house, a wizened old samurai with more hair in his ears than on his head. “I told him he’s too old for this.”


  “He fought bravely,” replied Bran, swallowing a sudden pang of conscience.


  “Of course!” the samurai scoffed. “He was a Hōjō, after all. But what is bravery and a strong sword arm when barbarians like you fly around on scaled monsters, and undead demons hatch their evil plots in the open?”


  He didn’t hesitate calling Bran a “barbarian” to his face, and Bran respected him for this. On the wall above his door hung a heavy ancient spear, its long blade wrapped in leather. It looked older than the weapons he’d grown used to in Yamato — perhaps a last remnant of the might of the Hōjō Clan from the times when they had ruled the country. He realized a family as old as Hōjō had seen all this before: a foreign invasion; a civil war; the downfall of the Taikun …


  “Will you stay for the funeral?” the samurai asked. Despite his use of harsh, insulting words, he treated Bran as any other guest to his villa. Bran declined, but did ask for the remains of the young fisherman to be burned alongside those of Master Yokoi. The old samurai rubbed his wrinkled chin and nodded. “It is just.”


  It was the result of this cremation that Bran was now holding in his hands. He cleared his throat. “I … I don’t know what your name is, and what this boy’s name was …” he started, “but I know he was a hero. You should be proud of him.”


  A faint yelp in a female voice came from inside.


  “Lord Hōjō himself gifted you with this urn. He also offered, if you wish, to cover the cost of a funeral.”


  The door rustled open. In the slit of darkness appeared a frightened eye and a hand. The hand grabbed the urn and disappeared inside. Bran stepped back when he heard the wailing begin.


  Bran waded through shallow water to re-join Frigga, who was waiting to call her mount to land. He had summoned Emrys to the same place. A dark dot launched from a distant hilltop.


  “I didn’t think a wizard’s son would care so much for religion and ceremony,” she said. She stood knee-deep in the sea on what looked like the remains of an ancient harbour pier, with her back to the shore, staring — somewhat wistfully, Bran thought — towards the peak of Mount Fuji.


  “It’s different here in Yamato. It’s not a matter of religion if you’ve seen and spoken to real ghosts,” he replied. “I know what would happen to their Spirits if they weren’t properly buried.”


  “And what would that be?”


  “They would linger, vengeful and lonely, until they turned into wraiths.”


  She put a thumb to her narrowed lips. “Do you think this is what happens to all the dead, everywhere?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t think so. The Yamato dead have a closer connection to the physical plane. There are actual gates leading from the Otherworld — Nagomi said the main one is somewhere in the North.”


  “I wonder … What do you think happens to our dead?” she asked


  The question stumped him. He had never given much thought to the afterlife. She was right — wizards paid no heed to matters of faith. He had known of the Otherworld, or Annwn, as the Prydain called it, but only as another plane of existence, through which magical beings sometimes came to earth — like the Tylwyth Teg and the Corries. For all he knew, only the Yamato Spirits lingered in the red dust plain — everyone else’s souls vanished like a blown-out candle.


  “I don’t know. You’re supposed to be the religious one.”


  “The souls pass through the Chinwad Bridge, and those that are judged worthy may bask in the glory of the Radiant Sun,” she recited. “You should know this; you’ve studied our scriptures.”


  Bran coughed. “I — uh … maybe you’re right. Maybe the Spirits go somewhere beyond the Otherworld, eventually. Even the Yamato have two versions of what happens: one told by the monks and the other by the shrine priests.”


  The dot grew into a bird-shape, then a dragon-shape as Emrys flew fast on a southerly wind. Frigga’s Black Wing descended in heavy circles towards the shallows, but she delayed mounting the beast. Her gaze was drawn towards Fuji again.


  “What is it?” he asked. “You’ve seen it before.”


  “I never noticed — but it looks just like a mountain in my home town, across the ocean. The Chinuks called it Loowit, and believed it sacred, just like the Yamato here.”


  “The Chinuks?”


  “The natives with whom my family lived, on the western slopes of the Saxosi Mountains.”


  Bran strained to recall what little of Tyr Gorllewin’s history Leif had taught him. The Saxosi was a fierce mountain range, almost impassable by the dragon riders before the invention of the thermal shield, marking for a long time the western boundary of the Grey Hoods’ permanent settlement. Beyond its jagged shadow lived numerous native nations, similar to those that inhabited the northern forests of the Varyaga Khanate. He remembered wondering, when first reading this history, whether Black Raven, the mysterious traveller who’d taught Tokojiro the language of the Seaxe, was not one of those natives — perhaps even of the Chinuks? According to Leif, the natives had only recently agreed to lease or sell parts of their lands to make place for the Grey Hoods’ harbours and shipyards in which the mighty mistfire warships were being built. Most of the sailors in the Gorllewin flotilla came from the second generation born in these coastal towns.


  “You’re strange today,” he noted.


  The faintest blush ran to her pale cheeks. She turned away abruptly, but not before he spotted the longing in her eyes.


  She’s missing home, he realized. More than I do.


  She leapt on the dragon. “It’s Vulcan’s Feast Day,” she said, pretending to busy herself with checking the saddle straps. “The Sun comes down to feast with Mithras. There would be a procession to the mountain, with torches and bonfires, and cakes. I liked it as a kid.”


  “That sounds like a Yamato festival,” he said. “Maybe you’d like that, too.”


  She shrugged, murmured “Maybe,” and spurred the dragon to flight.
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  CHAPTER XI


  An unexpected drum roll interrupted the dawn chorus. Lord Nabeshima’s army prepared for the assault on Kokura Castle with a fierce bombardment of enemy positions. The cannons of the Rebels were primitive and short-range, but their fire was precise and well-coordinated — Dylan guessed one of Curzius’s men commanded the batteries.


  The Bataavians came out in force for the battle. Curzius was not a man to second guess himself: once he’d dedicated himself to a cause, he was all in. Dylan wished he was able to do the same, but at the side of the scheming Nariakira, things could never be that simple.


  Even now, the Satsuma daimyo’s actions were as enigmatic as ever. Two straight columns of smoke rose from Lord Nabeshima’s camp, signalling his readiness for a joint strike. The fires in the Shimazu camp remained silent. At length, the cannons ran out of ammunition. Dylan watched through the steamed-up lens of his spyglass as the Rebels stormed across the battlefield, capturing embankment after embankment, barricade after barricade. Still Nariakira would not give the signal to attack.


  “Why is he stalling?” asked Edern, exasperated. “Do you think he switched sides, after all?”


  “He’s doing the same thing as we are,” replied Dylan. “Biding his time while others bleed out. He doesn’t care about winning the first battle of the war — but about the last one.”


  The morose tone of a conch interrupted his next sentence. Finally, a signal was given to the Shimazu forces. The beacon was lit — a single pillar of dark smoke. But no infantry soldier moved from their entrenchments, and the riders remained still by their mounts. All that happened was that the archers and crossbowmen at the front line opened random, aimless fire at the castle ramparts.


  At last, at Captain Saigo’s second wave of the fan, half an hour later, some of the troops moved forward: the bannermen, carrying lofty standards on fifteen-foot tall poles, each surrounded by a dozen guards. They moved in a formation, as if leading divisions of the Satsuma army in an assault on the castle — but no soldiers followed.


  “He’s faking manoeuvres,” noted Edern. “Does he really think it’ll work?”


  “It might. They can’t see much from down there.” Dylan pointed to Nabeshima’s forces. The hilly stretch of the battlefield where Shimazu troops operated was raised slightly above the coastal plain where the fighting raged. Over the battlements and barricades, only the tops of the banners were visible from below. “Depends on how long he is planning to play this game.”


  By noon it was becoming obvious that without Nariakira’s support the initial frantic assault of the rebel army would peter out in the streets of Kokura. The town and the harbour sprawled to the west and south of the castle walls, right in front of Nabeshima’s main thrust. The Taikun’s commanders, having noticed the lack of activity in Satsuma’s sector, moved reinforcements onto its narrow alleyways. The rebel soldiers probed the city from several directions, but the attacks were repulsed by a rapidly solidifying defence.


  The westerly wind brought the booming whistle of the signal arrows. Nabeshima called for the advance to halt. The rebels pulled back to the town’s tollgates to rest and regroup.


  “This is ludicrous.” Dylan fumed. “We could have easily taken the outer wall on our side. It was hardly manned. Now they’re going to reinforce it.”


  “There’s a messenger from Nabeshima riding towards us,” said Edern, shielding his eyes from the sun. “He doesn’t look happy.”


  “I’m not surprised. I’ll very much enjoy hearing that conversation.” Dylan snapped at the Qin interpreter, assigned to them by Lord Shimazu. “You, with me.”


  The man who’d galloped across the battlefield braving the Aizu arrows and bullets was no mere messenger — it was one of the minor daimyo from the western provinces, who’d joined the rebel army during its march along the coast. As such, he was, at least in theory, equal in status to Nariakira.


  “What do you think you’re doing, Shimazu!” the stocky aristocrat bellowed, red in the face and steaming in breath. He pushed away a guard, barged into Nariakira’s tent, grabbed a pitcher of saké and poured it down his throat in a few quick gulps. He wiped his mouth with a sleeve and banged his fist on the table. “Where were your troops! We could have wrapped this up in a day!”


  Nariakira smiled and gestured to a pillow. “Do sit down, Kuroda-dono. And yes, help yourself to some of my best saké.”


  “Never mind that. Explain yourself first. And do not think to slight me — I speak for the entire alliance.”


  With a sigh, Nariakira rose from his bedding. He was feigning a weakness, but Dylan saw the trembling in his hand was real. “You may speak for the alliance, my friend, but don’t forget in whose custody is the Divine Mikado.”


  “Custody or prison?”


  “He is a guest under my protection.”


  “You’re not a regent yet, Nariakira. Or is that the deal you’ve made with the Aizu? We all know you want the Edo throne for yourself.”


  “Do not insult your intelligence, Kuroda-dono. If I’d made a deal with the Aizu, you would not be standing here now.”


  How sure of himself is he? Dylan glanced at Lord Shimazu with wonder.


  “Then what is the reason for your army’s behaviour?”


  Nariakira nodded at Captain Saigo. “Please explain our strategic situation to our guest, Captain.”


  Saigo cleared his throat and unrolled the edges of a map on the table. “In our first assault four days ago, the Satsuma army managed to move within arrow-range of the outer moat.” He pointed to a thick line. “Your troops were here this morning,” he continued, pointing to another line and a group of tokens, “and moved to this perimeter here. This wasn’t enough. As you can see, if we’d attacked now—” he moved the little flags and tokens around in quick succession, “our entire flank would have been revealed to the enemy. We might reach the outer wall, and even capture it at a great cost, but we’d have no strength left to follow through with the assault ...”


  He blabbered on. It was all balderdash, Dylan noted. Any strategist worth their salt would see the obvious flaws and lies in the Captain’s explanation. But Lord Kuroda was no military man. He was dazzled by the array of markings, arrows, false manoeuvres. Judging by his expression, it may even have been the first time he’d seen such a map, drawn in the Western army style. He furrowed his brow and the tip of his tongue appeared in the corner of his mouth as he struggled to comprehend Saigo’s words and gestures. At length, he lost patience and swiped the tokens from the table.


  “Enough!” he said. “You are blaming us for your own failures. I was not sent here to negotiate, but to order. You will join our next assault without objections, or we will have to assume you’re no longer our ally. We all remember the Shimazu betrayal at Sekigahara. Don’t presume we have no power to destroy you!” He raised a thick finger in the air.


  “Of course, if that is what the other daimyo wish.” Nariakira nodded. “When is this attack planned to happen?”


  “An hour before sunrise, on the third signal. And this time, your army will move first.”


  “My men will be ready. Do you want more saké?”


  Without a word, Lord Kuroda grabbed the pitcher and took it with him as he stormed out of the tent. Dylan heard him shout abuse at the attendants, followed by the desperate whinny of a horse forced to gallop for the second time in one day.


  Nariakira slumped at the table, his face buried in his hands.


  “Kakka!” Saigo rushed to his side, but the daimyo waved him away.


  “Leave us,” he said to the Captain — and Dylan’s interpreter. He raised his head when the two Yamato left.


  “I am surrounded by fools, Commodore,” he spoke in Bataavian.


  A shocking honesty dulled the glint of his eyes. His face was grey and green, weary-looking.


  “What did he mean, the Shimazu betrayal?” asked Dylan.


  “It’s an old story. My ancestor fought with the alliance against the first Taikun. But in the final battle, he abandoned his allies and returned to Chinzei.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the alliance was commanded by idiots!” He slammed the map with an open palm. “They lost against a smaller force through bickering and bargaining with each other and the enemy.”


  “For an old story, it does rile you up. You fear the same will happen here?”


  Nariakira waved his hand. “Not yet — not at Kokura. But it will, sooner or later, if there is no unity of purpose.”


  “Your purpose. Nabeshima’s forces seemed united to me.”


  “Pah. They attacked too soon. The soldiers were exhausted. The assault was doomed to failure.”


  “It would have gone smoother had you helped.”


  “Look around you, Commodore. I have only so many men. I will need them to fight my — our — way through to Edo.”


  Dylan tapped his fingers on the map. “What is it that you’re really worried about?” he asked.


  Nariakira smiled and coughed. He poured himself a little cold water. “We might be at war with Edo, but I’m still getting regular news from my son-in-law’s castle,” he replied and sipped from the cup. It took Dylan a moment to remember that he meant the Taikun.


  Of course, his daughter is still the man’s wife.


  “His father, Ieyoshi, was a ruthless tyrant, but he wasn’t dumb. A rebellion against him would have been an utter folly. But Ieyasu was supposed to be different. Sickly, weak-minded, easy to sway …”


  “This is why you’ve joined us.”


  “Ah, there was more, but it was one of the reasons.”


  “And yet.”


  “Mhmm. And yet, this weak, sickly boy managed to gather an army to defend Kokura in time. Signed up the Black Wings for help. Forced Mori to submit, and almost destroyed the Mikado’s household. Half the daimyo on this island are still on his side, fighting — even if we capture Kokura, we might end up trapped in it from outside. And now, rumours claim, he got rid of his Chief Councillor and organized a new government. These are not the actions of a weakling.”


  “Then what — you plan to surrender? Betray the rebellion, return to Satsuma?”


  “No.” Nariakira shook his head. “I gave Satsuma to my younger brother to rule, and he’s as shrewd and ruthless as me, if not as cunning. If I went back, he’d make sure I never reached the border. I can only move forward.”


  He did that on purpose — like burning the ships …


  “We will win this war,” Nariakira said firmly. “But only if I’m the commander.”


  “Then you do not plan to join tomorrow’s assault?”


  “I have no choice, Commodore. Nabeshima is serious — he would strike at me, and then the entire endeavour would perish.” He rolled the map. “I don’t do things by halves, Gaikokujin. If I decide to attack, I plan to be victorious. And I will need your help — you and your Yōkai-man.”


  “We’ll do what we can — but remember that we are here in the official capacity as observers of Her Majesty—”


  “I hear Curzius-sama and his men fought on the very front lines today,” Nariakira snapped. “I expect they might get a much better deal from Nabeshima.”


  “What exactly—”


  Dylan heard the distinctive heavy stomping of Saigo’s flat feet on the dirt outside. The Captain loomed into the tent.


  “Kakka! There is an urgent report from across the straits.”


  “We’ll get back to this, Commodore,” Nariakira said and reached for his walking cane.


  Edern entered Dylan’s tent, wiping the mud of the camouflage off his face with a damp cloth.


  “I just saw them again,” he said.


  “The magical creatures?” asked Dylan.


  “The bird-man. And a magic user of some sort — I couldn’t quite tell. Not an elementalist.”


  Dylan nodded. “Curzius mentioned there might be native mages here, pre-modern school. Shamans. What were they doing?”


  “Saigo Takamori sent out about thirty men with them into the woods.”


  Dylan raised an eyebrow. “You mean back south? What’s he playing at this time …?”


  Edern poured himself cold rice wine into a mug and gulped it down with a wince. He glanced at Dylan’s desk, covered with rune papers. “Are these Heishichi’s?” he asked.


  “Correct. I’ve been analysing the patterns prepared for the battle tomorrow.”


  “What’s wrong with them?”


  “What makes you think there’s anything wrong?”


  Edern laughed. “Your face. You know I can read you better than anyone.”


  Dylan picked up one of the papers. “They have ten of these … let’s call them ‘launchers’ — prepared. Four are aimed at the castle walls, three at the keep inside. These remaining ones—” He waved the paper. “I think they’re aimed at Nabeshima’s camp.”


  “He’s prepared for every eventuality,” Edern said. “Where does that put us?”


  “I gambled on Nariakira. We may not have a choice. He is the one with a dragon.”


  “How’s Wulfhere?”


  “He’ll recover by tomorrow. His mount won’t. The Grey Hoods knew what they were doing. More importantly …” Dylan swiped the papers from the desk, revealing a copy of his magic map. The red beacons lit up, marking the positions of the tracked dragons. “Gwen and Nodwydd should reach us soon.”


  “I thought I felt my mount coming.” Edern nodded. “This isn’t good news?”


  “They’ll come in the middle of the assault. Nariakira already prepared the beacons and a landing glade. He will want them to join the battle. I’ll have a hard time explaining why this is a bad idea.”


  “It’s all become quite a pickle, Commodore.”


  “Yes … I see now why the Gorllewin Komtur was so disenchanted by the whole idea of working with these people. Qin was child’s play in comparison. Oh well.” He stacked the papers together and put them to the side of the desk. “I think I’ll just go to sleep now. My mind works better in the morning. I don’t suppose you need any sleep tonight?”


  “Not for a few days yet,” replied Edern. His cat-like eyes glinted in the dark. “I’ll take a few of Saigo’s men and go scout the riverside, maybe intercept some supplies.”


  “Try not to die before the battle. Remember you’re needed tomorrow.”


  “I’ll do my best, Commodore.”


  The lazy-flowing water glittered silver in the light of the moon, just a few days past its fullest. It was almost too bright for Edern’s eyes, used to the darkness. The river snaked its way past the castle walls and discharged the volume of many mountain streams into the narrow sea beyond.


  The opposite shore, and the road leading east, still belonged to the enemy, but the ford — filled with rubble from a torn-down bridge — was in range of Shimazu bolts and arrows, and so most of the movement across the river occurred overnight.


  This was Edern’s hunting time. The three men who were with him belonged to Nariakira’s bodyguard — he had trained them himself these past few weeks, and they understood him without the need for words. Spare gestures were enough to keep the unit together.


  They were armed for stealth, and that meant no thunder guns and no magic. Just short swords and throwing knives. The men, Edern had learned, had been taught to fight against assassins, and so not only knew but used their techniques. He found these nightly escapades more exciting than any battle. They reminded him of hunting for wolves with his brothers, deep in the forests of Brycheinniog.


  A small flat boat launched, noiseless, from the opposite beach. Edern rose to a crouch. A group of men gathered on the castle shore. There were too few and carried too little to count as a supply train. Edern touched two horizontal fingers to his eyes. His men nodded. Spies or messengers. A worthy prey.


  They slid from the mudbank and ran along the shore in its shadow, inches away from the water’s edge — just enough to make no splash. The men, wearing soft, leather-soled boots, moved almost as quietly as Edern barefoot. A hundred feet from the boat, they stopped. One of the men unholstered a short, black half-bow and notched an arrow.


  In the faint moonlight, Edern was the only one who saw the targets clearly. Four people waited for the boat’s arrival; two of them taller and wearing Western clothes. This didn’t seem right.


  Why would Taikun’s spies dress like this?


  Edern pointed at the boat’s helmsman. The archer nodded and drew the bowstring. Edern gestured at the other two to follow him closer. Their little throwing weapons — pencil-shaped bits of sharpened metal — had only a few feet of effective range, after which the encounter would have to turn into a sword fight.


  The boat splashed against the sandy bank next to a fallen bridge support. The four men from the castle embarked precariously — the vessel barely fitted all of them. Edern now noticed more details of the remaining two: judging by the clothes, haircut and a sword hanging at the waist, one was what the Yamato called a samurai. The other carried several boxes on his back, and wore a commoner’s garb — a servant, porter for the other three. He pointed him out to his men and ordered to let him off free. The rest of the boat’s passengers he wanted dead.


  He put a hand to his mouth and imitated the shrill of a night owl. The men in the boat stirred up. A black arrow flew through the night straight into the helmsman’s chest. Edern sprang out of the shadows. Two pencil-shaped knives whirled past him, aimed at the two Western-clad men. He leapt onto the boat and sliced the oar off with the Soul Lance. The porter cried out and fell into the river with a loud splash, along with all his baggage. The samurai drew the long sword — and dropped it as another throwing knife struck him in the palm of his hand. Edern kicked him in the chest with enough force to knock the breath out of his lungs.


  He turned to the remaining two, and froze. They were unharmed — a faint shimmer of their shields explained what had happened to the missiles that hit them. Edern stared into the barrels of two gunpowder pistols aimed in his face. The men weren’t just wearing Western uniforms — they were Westerners.


  The Gorllewin.


  “Easy now,” the soldier on the left spoke in Prydain, his pistol still trained on Edern’s head. The other man’s gun wandered from one Satsuma assailant to another. “Nobody needs to get hurt.”


  Edern raised his hands and took a step back. The boat wobbled. “The truce still holds.” He was almost certain his shield would hold a bullet from a pistol, but he didn’t want to risk the noise attracting attention from the castle. “But — what are you doing here?”


  The two men glanced at each other. “We might as well tell you,” said the first one. “We’re leaving Kokura.”


  “What about your dragons?”


  “They’ll follow tomorrow when we’re hopefully far enough from here.”


  “We assault the castle at dawn,” said Edern. As long as we’re all being honest … “With you gone, the defenders stand little chance.”


  The Gorllewin shrugged. “Makes no difference. We have our orders. Something’s happened at Shimoda. An attack, or sabotage. Those Yamato …” He waved the gun in the direction of Edern’s men. “We don’t trust them anymore. And you shouldn’t, either.”


  “We don’t. But we’re not prepared to abandon our allies yet.”


  “Suit yourself, Dracalish. Now if you don’t mind — we must go, before somebody notices our absence.”


  Edern jumped ashore. One of the riders helped the porter up from the water; the other tried to calm down the samurai in Bataavian — Edern guessed he was the pair’s interpreter.


  “Your men,” asked one of the Gorllewin, training his pistol on one of Edern’s soldiers. “Will they keep this meeting a secret until tomorrow?”


  “I can’t vouch for that,” replied Edern. “They’re Nariakira’s vassals.”


  “Then you know what you need to do.”


  He hesitated, then nodded and turned away. The entire foursome waded into the river — the boat having been rendered useless — and splashed their way across the ford, waist-deep in the slow current.


  Edern and his men returned to where the archer waited. The three Yamato stared at him, waiting for orders, or any explanation of what’d just happened. He bid them go forward in the direction of the camp.


  He was loath to do what he had to do. They were good soldiers, young and virile. He’d even shared a bed with one of them — the nonchalant eagerness of the Yamato to please their teacher was one of the aspects of the country Edern had grown most fond of. But their loyalty belonged to Nariakira, and the secret of the departing Gorllewin had to remain Edern’s own.


  As soon as they turned their backs to him, he summoned the Soul Lance. Seconds later their bodies fell on the soft ground. He picked up one of their short swords and gave himself a couple of shallow wounds on the arms and chest before rolling the three corpses into the river.
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  CHAPTER XII


  Frigga grunted loud enough for Bran to hear over the whoosh of her dragon’s wings.


  “What is it?” he asked. He was growing impatient with her constant annoyance. They were supposed to work together.


  If she doesn’t want to be here, she’s free to go back to Shimoda.


  “There’s nothing here. We’re wasting our time.”


  “Not true. Listen.”


  Frigga bade her mount lock its wings and soared in silence over the treetops next to Bran. They drew a tight circle over the flat stone platform on the summit of the hill, and turned back towards the lake. She listened intently, then shook her head.


  “I can’t hear anything.”


  “Exactly,” said Bran. “No birds, no insects … and a cold wind in the middle of a summer day. The Fanged are here.”


  “It’s just an empty forest.”


  She had no reason to suspect otherwise. Even in True Sight, Bran could not penetrate the canopy deep enough to spot any traces of magical presence. The granite platform remained as opaque as it had ever been. But he remembered Nagomi’s fear of the place. He sensed the creeping darkness now, or at least he thought he did. Maybe I just want to sense it. After all, he’d only arrived here on a single, frail clue — the drawing he’d found in the acolyte’s room. It may have been nothing, a sketch of a place in a book or a story … A legend of the past. An illusion. Camouflage.


  “Strike at that platform,” he commanded.


  Frigga tilted her head. “That bare rock?”


  “Hit it with everything your dragon’s got. Melt it down, if you can.”


  “We’ll draw attention to ourselves.”


  Bran looked around. The untilled rice paddies underneath the hill looked like a swamp. The nearest dwellings sprawled along the highway by the lake shore, several miles away.


  “That’s the plan,” he replied.


  Frigga shrugged. She tutted at her mount. Bran picked up a quick signal. The Black Wing spread its wings to full width, blotting the sun from the sky above Bran’s head. He felt Emrys cower in fear before the mighty beast and bank away from the shadow, and his own skin covered in goose bumps.


  He watched in awe how the black dragon’s nostrils flared and lit up from inside with the fire slowly gathering in its throat. The beast opened its massive jaws and the fireball zipped through the air and struck the centre of the platform with a force that shook the entire hill. The rock exploded with a rain of white-hot shards.


  The dust settled, revealing a scorched crater, ten foot in diameter, its edges still smouldering and oozing molten rock. The surface of the platform around it was cracked in a spiderweb pattern.


  Bran gulped. No matter how often he’d seen it, the power of the black dragons still left him speechless. “Again,” he whispered.


  “What?”


  “Again!” he shouted.


  Frigga ordered two more fireballs, each explosion tearing a deep rift in the granite. From what Bran could tell, the platform was hewn out of the living rock of the hill, so there was little threat of breaking through to some underground chambers. But that wasn’t his intention.


  He spotted a movement among the trees. The canopy stirred, halfway down the western slope. Something was brushing against the trunks of the ancient cedars; something big enough to sway them aside. The movement rippled from tree to tree — more creatures were coming out onto the surface. He waited until he caught the first glimpse of blue among the greenery.


  He raised his hand. The flame barrage stopped. “Enough. Stay here in glamour. I’ll draw them out.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good—”


  He swooped down towards the forest. Emrys spat a few tongues of bluish flame — mere sparks compared to the onslaught of the Black Wing. But it worked well enough. The first of the blue dragons launched from the forest, followed by a few more. The flight of the beasts was erratic, uncertain, wobbly. They didn’t follow the currents of the Ninth Wind properly yet. They really were just newborn hatchlings. Looking at them now, Bran wasn’t sure if the Komtur’s fears were justified.


  Surely, even a hundred of these is no threat to an organized defence?


  But, in that moment, something changed. The dragons in pursuit straightened their wings and focused their purpose. He sensed it now: not a hundred separate Farlinks, but one, straining voice, commanding all the dragons. A voice distorted by power of blood and exhaustion, but still recognizable.


  It’s her …


  He clung to Emrys’s neck, closed his eyes and merged with the dragon’s mind. It’d been a while and he forgot how exhilarating and confusing it was to see the world through a dragon’s eyes. The colours burst brightly; the noises grew sharp. He felt the blue beasts clearly now, at least those that appeared on the surface — and through the tendrils of the power that commanded them, a far greater number still hiding in the bowels of the mountain. The entire hill was filled with them, crawling and seething in the darkness like worms.


  Like the Shadows.


  He felt the blue dragons locking on Emrys already, preparing to launch after it. He sent an urgent thought down one of those tendrils, searching for the source of the commanding power.


  Satō ... are you there? Please answer!


  The link of thought jolted like a plucked string. He felt as if his mind struck a wall of rock; but, as he prodded further, the wall softened, grew pliable and rubbery. The blue dragons stirred in confusion as the power that commanded them retreated to defend itself from Bran’s intrusion.


  It’s me, Bran!


  The voice faltered. The wall cracked and tore open. Beyond it was darkness, punctuated by points of faint light.


  Bran? One of the lights spoke. I … I remember …


  She reeled away from the table in pain. In the instant she let go of the Tide Jewels, her contact with the dragons was lost.


  Satō shook her head, rubbed her eyes and sipped a little blood from the pitcher. As she waited for her mind to clear again under the effects of blood magic, she took in her surroundings.


  The twin crystal orbs rested on top of a Vasconian desk, humming and vibrating in their brass settings. The Red Jewel was still scarred with the remains of magical sutures where the three parts had been joined. This was as much as she could do with the spells she had dug from the red-haired girl’s head. Each time the jewel’s vibrations grew stronger, she worried it would crack again.


  The orbs were the only source of light in the small room, twin red and blue flames, dancing in the hearts of the jewels and mingling into a sickly purple glow. An array of translucent, polished crystals hung in a corner, dead and dark — an experiment waiting to be finished when she had some free time. The walls of the room were painted with a deep, black light-swallowing lacquer which also absorbed all the sound. She had designed the room herself in the way that produced the least amount of distraction from her arduous task.


  All she could do with the blue stone was to goad the beasts to fly in one direction, and then rein them back with the red one. No more complex manoeuvres than these were possible, and even those required an immense strain on her part. A hundred primitive, newborn minds screamed in her head when she linked with them through the jewels; pushing and pulling in all directions like unruly children, heedless to her struggle for control. She saw the world through a hundred pairs of eyes, smelled it through a hundred pairs of nostrils. The earth, the sky, the winds all whirled around her, assaulting her senses. Without blood magic, she wouldn’t last a minute of this agony.


  It was enough of a nightmare trying to keep her focus and a hold onto the dragons like this, but then came this new distraction … a lonely jade dragon, a scout or a spy of the Westerners, appearing out of nowhere and, coming from it — a voice. Calling her name.


  It sounded so familiar. And that same headache as always — somebody from her past. But how could anyone intercept her thoughts? Who dared interfere between her and her dorako …?


  A whiff of cold air announced the unseen arrival of a Fanged. Satō turned to face her, adjusting her sight to the darkness of the corridor. Lady Yodo revealed herself from under the silver hood, squinting at the jewels, their magic light hurting her eyes.


  “What’s going on?” she asked, hissing her s’s and rolling her r’s. “The beasts are loose.”


  “I know. I’m sorry, Sister. I got distracted.”


  “Distracted? Here?” The Fanged eyed the room. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”


  “Yes!” Satō almost shouted to cover her shaking voice. “I’m fine. Don’t worry.” She reached for the orbs in haste.


  “Remember, there is an alternative,” said Lady Yodo. “You don’t have to exhaust yourself.”


  “I remember,” she replied. The thought of the “alternative” made her shudder.


  Only as a last resort …


  And maybe not even that.


  Almost instantly after reconnecting with the dragons’ minds, she heard the voice again. Pleading, nagging, annoying, inducing a headache the likes of which she had not experienced since meeting the red-haired girl. A male voice, a young voice, piercing like a ray of blinding light through a hole in the clouds. She put up a barrier. It broke through. She put up another. It shattered under the pressure.


  Who are you? What do you want? How did you find us?


  There had to be another beast hiding somewhere in the sky — the rumbling of the fiery blasts that shook the entire mountain, reaching even to her dark hermitage, could not have been coming from the tiny green fly, buzzing around, irritating her dragons.


  She reined in the beasts. There was no point pursuing the flea when a cat was on the loose. Search for it, she ordered, but complex commands were yet beyond her reach — especially with that infuriating voice still trying to break through. She sensed the dragons slipping from her grasp.


  Fight it, she ordered herself, through the headache and tension. Fight him.


  She heard a roar of a hundred throats as, one by one, the beasts broke away from under the jewels’ control. The dragon army was turning into a dragon rabble. Anger, hunger and pain tore at her mind like never before, flashes of light and pain spread like a web, projected onto her eyelids. The world was colours, smells and sounds, green and purple, roar and whistle, moisture and meat — and blood. In the chaos, the dragons began to turn at each other, biting and tearing at the scales. The incessant voice prodded.


  Satō! Satō, it’s me, Bran!


  “Enough!”


  Another voice drilled into her head, sharp, cold, powerful. Lady Yodo, her fingers piercing Satō’s arm like claws, drew blood from her shoulder and used this red trickle as a conduit for her thoughts. The Fanged’s command burst into the darkness with the force of a spear blade, thrusting forward and pushing the other voice back into the void, into the silence.


  With Lady Yodo’s help, Satō proceeded to bring a semblance of order to the dragon army. She had just enough energy left to summon them all back to the nest caves, hidden under the forest canopy along the western slope of the castle hill, before slumping away from the Tide Jewels.


  Lady Yodo gave her no time to rest.


  “You’re done here,” she snarled, grabbing her hand. “Come.”


  “No!” Satō protested, struggling to set herself free. “I can do it. I don’t need those … things.”


  “We can’t risk a failure. You’ve proved you’re too weak for this.”


  She knew this chamber well now, and had learned to fear it.


  Yui’s hall: its walls draped in mouldy tapestries, hiding the wall of quartz. The crystal rock face was unveiled this time, sporting a vertical scar, or a scratch, along the middle that she hadn’t seen before. Along the scar ran a series of blood runes, carved with an implement she’d noticed lying on the table — a diamond embedded in a brass wand. Next to it stood a thick brass bowl similar to those used by the Butsu monks in their meditations, but with its edge jagged and twisted rather than smooth, its sides covered in dried, rusty splatters.


  Three Heads of Serpent gathered in the room — Father Saturn and Brother Jupiter stood alongside Lady Yodo. The silver-robed Fanged clutched Satō’s shoulder in a vice-like grip as the other two approached the wall.


  “You don’t have to do it,” the wizardess whispered. “I can manage.”


  “You had your chance,” replied Yui. A sadness tinged his voice, regret at her failing the task. He reached for a mallet on the table and struck the brass bowl. It rang out with a cacophonous dissonance, an undulating, buzzing sound, resembling the humming of the Otherworld’s suffering Spirits.


  Flaming red eyes appeared in the quartz. The Fool’s voice boomed throughout the chamber, incensed and impatient.


  “Is she ready?”


  “I — I am, kakka,” she replied, stepping forward. It was obvious now she could no longer shirk from her duty, however unpleasant it seemed.


  The red eyes focused on her. She sensed their gaze penetrating her mind. “Your heart falters. It matters not. You will not be more ready than now, and we are short on time. You know what to do, Yui.”


  The eyes retreated into darkness. In their place, a slithering, slobbering dark mass moved forward, their hissing, slurping sounds muted by the black quartz. Yui rang the bowl again. The acolytes brought in the sacrifice — a peasant boy, abducted from a nearby field. As instructed, Satō did not avert her eyes when Brother Jupiter sliced the boy’s throat and let the blood spout onto the crystal wall. Bile rose in her throat; her hands grew cold and clammy; her stomach churned. But she persevered.


  “This is what you are now,” Lady Yodo whispered a litany in her ear. “For the good of Yamato, this is what we’ve all become.”


  The blood runes glowed blue and purple. The three Fanged raised their right arms and pointed at the wall. A crackling line of magic burst from their fingers. The mountain shuddered, the bedrock creaked and howled, and the fissure in the rock cracked open by half an inch.


  It was enough for the first of the Shadowy tentacles to squeeze through. Tentatively, Satō approached and reached out her hand. The angry buzzing filled her head, and then calmed. She sensed the Shadows beyond the wall merging into a single entity; a singular mind that she could communicate with.


  Why me? she asked.


  You brought usss here, came a slithering reply. You opened the door. We follow you into vengeance.


  Vengeance? She recoiled. On whom?


  Everybody.


  She let go of the tendril and shook her head. She stared at Yui in fright.


  “I — I can’t.”


  “Whatever they told you, you must do it,” the Fanged replied. He nodded at Lady Yodo, and she pushed her talons deeper into Satō’s shoulder. The wizardess shouted in pain. She reached out again towards the Shadow.


  You would … obey me?


  We follow you into vengeance, the Shadows replied. Into Darknessssss.
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  CHAPTER XIII


  Dylan buttoned up his uniform, straightened the creases on his jacket and polished the cuffs. He touched the round bronze mirror on the table and covered it with ice to create a better reflective surface. He soaped his face and started shaving with a Bataavian razor.


  I am a Dracalish officer. If I am to die today, I need to look presentable.


  He glanced at the Faer. The wounds from the night escapade had already healed, and he was keen to join the battle.


  “Does he suspect you?”


  “He’s too busy to worry about such trifling matters as losing three men in a smuggling raid. Saigo is suspicious, but he doesn’t trust us anyway, so nothing changed there.”


  Dylan nodded. “Bran’s at Shimoda,” he said, scraping the razor along his chin. “At least, his mount is.”


  “You don’t think—?”


  “No, they wouldn’t be so friendly if it was Bran’s fault. He might even be helping them with … whatever it is that scared them so.”


  “It must be huge if they need all their dragons back. Should we be concerned?”


  “I am concerned, Dancer. But for now, I’m more anxious about today’s battle.”


  “We’ve survived worse. Remember Malacca?”


  Dylan smiled at the memory. “We were younger then, Dancer. Well, I was, at least.” He splashed his face with cold water and wiped the soap. “How soon till sunrise?”


  Edern peeked out through the tent door. “Ten minutes at most.” He returned with a frown.


  “What is it?”


  “I see six warships out in the straits. Huge; bigger even than Nariakira’s. And some smaller ones around them.”


  “What are the markings on the sails?”


  “Three narrow leaves in a circle,” the Faer replied. “Sort of … pointing outwards in a triangle.”


  Dylan buckled the sword belt and tied his boots tight.


  “I don’t recognize these. Are they moving fast?”


  “Barely. The sea is still like a summer lake.”


  “Then we’ll worry about them later. Shall we?”


  He opened the tent door wide into the dawn.


  “Let’s.”


  A bright red comet whizzed over the soldiers’ heads and struck the outer wall, launching a shower of stone shards and clay tile fragments into the crisp dawn air.


  Edern raised the Soul Lance and jumped out of the entrenchment. The Shimazu warriors echoed his war cry and scrambled after him. The triangular formation he led was at the very thrust of the assault. Shielded by Edern and his tarian from the missiles and arrows, the soldiers tore through the few remaining defences and closed in towards the outer wall in a bloody sprint.


  The Faer charged forward unopposed. The Yamato defenders feared his Lance — but even more his silver hair and cat-like eyes. With cries of “Yōkai!” they retreated before him, preferring to face the onslaught of the enemy swords rather than the wrath of this strange creature.


  Edern grinned.


  “The Taikun’s soldiers come mostly from the urban North, densely populated and more ‘civilized’,” Captain Saigo had explained in a rare moment of honesty. “They think Chinzei is an island still shrouded in the mists of legend, full of monsters and ancient magic. You will fit well, barbarian.”


  The Shimazu soldiers knew well how to use this superstition against the Northerners — for the battle, the elite warriors wore long tails of red bear fur on their heads and backs, making themselves look like were-monsters, descending from the wild mountains to assist the mortals.


  By the time they reached the wall, Heishichi’s magic bombardment — enhanced by Dylan’s power — reduced a thirty feet length of granite to rubble. Edern landed at the top of the breach in one leap and cut down two enemy archers. The others, stunned by the barrage, their faces grey with stone dust, dropped their weapons and jumped from the ramparts, fleeing for safety.


  Edern’s men climbed the rubble and spread out to secure the breach from the incoming counter-attack. A bannerman planted the Satsuma standard at the top of the wall, marking the passage as safe for the rest of the army. The Faer raised his Lance over his head and waved it in a slow figure of eight. He waited for the squad to gather to his position before leading them down from the rampart towards the inner moat.


  He didn’t need to tell them what to do next. They had been training this assault for days. Based on Wulfhere’s reconnaissance drawings, the ramparts and moats of Kokura had been rendered faithfully in fascine and earthwork at the Satsuma camp. They knew the layout of the castle by heart, and followed Edern’s gestured orders without delay. The Earth and Frost wizards pushed forward, braving a shower of arrows from the second wall, and cast spells at the moat, forming a narrow causeway of dirt and sharp ice.


  As soon as the causeway reached the opposite shore, the Faer led an assault squad across. The inner wall was a concave slope of cyclopean blocks of granite, with nary a slit for purchase. He would have climbed it with ease, but knew none of his men could follow. The wall was out of effective range of Heishichi’s magic missiles — the few that had reached it left only soot-blackened scars. It had to be taken the old-fashioned way and, for that, Edern’s squad had to wait for the bulk of Shimazu’s army to reach them across the scarred battlefield.


  For the moment, there was little left to do for them other than shield themselves from the arrows shot from above, and shoot back at the defenders foolish enough to reach over the parapet. Edern handed out a packet of Bataavian cigarettes to the soldiers nearest to him and indicated they could rest briefly in the wall’s shadow.


  The dreaded double roar shook the castle’s foundation and sent ripples across the moat’s surface. The shadow of a black winged monster blotted out the sun from the sky above Edern’s head.


  At the second roar of the dragon, Wulfhere could no longer stand lying down idly in the infirmary tent. Pushing away the Yamato attendant, he picked up the bamboo crutch and stumbled towards the exit.


  The two black beasts soared over Lord Nabeshima’s sector of the battlefield. They moved slovenly, in straight lines and wide-angled turns, as if on parade. Their high-pitched roars pierced the air, but neither of the dragons spat fire at the troops below.


  They were too far away to be certain, but Wulfhere guessed what the dragons’ flight pattern meant. He recognized it from the exercises at the Academy.


  There are no riders.


  The beasts, directed through a strained Farlink from a distance, could accept only the simplest of commands. And even this would not last long: soon, the dragons would have to return to their masters, wherever they were.


  He searched for the Commodore and spotted him, Lord Nariakira and a group of men in strange white robes by a raised patch of grass, a bald rectangle measuring ten by thirty yards, on the northern edge of the camp. Its borders were marked with blackened wooden stakes. Piles of firewood and iron braziers burned in the four corners, sending columns of black smoke high in the air. As if to confirm its purpose, a small sculpture of a dragon made out of bamboo stood at the far edge of the glade.


  A landing strip.


  The two commanders argued about something in Qin, their booming, agitated voices rising even over the din of war. Wulf couldn’t spot where it was Dylan was pointing in anger. He limped over to the hill’s edge to get a proper view of the battlefield.


  The dragons had by now changed the direction of their flight. The lazy beats of wings propelled them north-east, over the castle, towards a hump of a mountain rising on a narrow strip of land beyond Kokura. This is where the Grey Hoods are, Wulf guessed.


  Still he did not spot any trace of a dragon strike. The beasts remained calm and harmless. But their presence alone was enough to spread panic among the troops. The ranks had been broken, and the Yamato soldiers fled, both from the dragons and the enemy detachments, sallying forth from the castle town. The Taikun’s forces did not pursue them for long. Instead, the thrust of the counter-attack turned towards the Satsuma lines.


  Following the Commodore’s wide gestures, Wulf spotted another danger. A column of fresh troops marched along the road from the mountains. They bore the Taikun’s colours.


  Reinforcements?


  This was what Dylan and Nariakira argued about: the bulk of Satsuma army remained in the camp rather than face this new threat. There was no relief coming for the assault troops, led by Edern and his elite commando. The wizards stood still, waiting for orders; the guns lay calm in their camouflaged lairs.


  Wulf had no doubt that his lord had a cunning plan to deal with the danger, but he struggled to imagine what it might be. With every minute lost on waiting and arguing, the two pincer blades came nearer to each other, swiping away the weak, unsupported field defences. Trapped between the inner castle walls and the coming enemy, the Faer and his men risked being cut off from all help.


  A faint double shriek came from the Black Wings — now distant shapes in the sky. Another dragon flew past them, a silver bullet speeding towards the Satsuma camp. Reeve Gwenllian was at last returning from her secret mission. The Commodore broke off the argument with Lord Nariakira and focused his attention on the landing strip. He cast a charm on the braziers. The smoke pillars grew thick and turned dark red and orange, visible for miles in the azure sky. The silver dragon banked over the battlefield and dived for the marked spot.


  The beast’s talons struck the ground, spewing fountains of grass and dirt. The moment it came to a halt, the men in white robes standing by Nariakira jumped forward, shaking their jingling staves. The braziers burst with green flame, and the bamboo sculpture exploded in a fury of colours and magical energies. Rays of purple ghostly mist shot from the stakes in the ground, forming a cage around the Reeve and her silver dragon. Nodwydd roared and shook its wings, but the prison of light held it firmly in place. The mount and the rider were trapped.


  Dylan lashed out at the purple mist, but the cage absorbed his magic with ease. His True Sight failed to spot any spell to unravel. It was just a haze of energy. This wasn’t Western magic. He looked over his shoulder. Those priests.


  “What’s the meaning of this, Nariakira?”


  He reached out to grab the daimyo by the folds of his robe — all diplomacy be damned — but his hand struck a transparent shield. Again, this wasn’t a Western tarian — the shield’s power seemed to emanate from a strip of paper that one of the strange white-robed priests stuck to Nariakira’s chest.


  Dylan glanced towards Heishichi and his wizards, but they didn’t move from their positions by the magic launchers. They were still too tired after the barrage, just as Dylan had expected. They were never the real danger …


  “How do you like our Yamato magic, Dylan-sama?” asked Nariakira, with a glint of triumph. “I didn’t think we’d manage to keep it a secret for so long.”


  In the corner of his eye, Dylan saw a flash of yellow light. Gwen jumped from the dragon and struck at the cage with her Soul Lance. The blade crackled when it struck the purple ray, and Gwen cried out in pain and surprise.


  “Dylan, what’s going on,” she asked, trying to stay calm. “What is this spell?”


  “I’ll sort it out,” he replied. He raised his hand, his fist ablaze, and aimed it at the nearest clump of tents. “Release her, before I burn this whole place to the ground.”


  “You’d threaten me in my own camp?” Nariakira waved his paddle. A dozen horsemen broke off from the cavalry ranks and galloped up to Dylan, spears lowered. “I have five thousand men here; not even your magic can defeat them all.”


  “What does he want?” asked Gwen.


  “I don’t care,” Dylan snarled. “I won’t negotiate under threat.”


  “We may not have a choice,” she said. “I can see no way out of here.”


  “Have you finished?” Nariakira stomped, now angry at not being able to understand their conversation. “We’re running out of time.” He nodded at the leader of the white-robed priests. The purple beams grew closer, shrinking the cage by a foot. Nodwydd shrieked as one of its wings touched the light.


  “Fine.” Dylan extinguished the flames in his hand. “I know what this is all about.”


  “I want nothing more than what we’ve agreed to,” said Nariakira. “We are allies, after all, aren’t we?”


  “My Reeve flew all day. She is too tired to fight. And so is the dragon.”


  “It won’t take much effort. Unless you have some other reason not to fulfil my request?”


  “What is it?” asked Gwen. “What is he saying?”


  Dylan studied her face. She had dark green bags under blood-shot eyes, a smudge of dirt across her cheek. She was leaning her weight on one leg, meaning the other one was injured. She remained calm, and he loved her for that. He wanted to hear what had happened to her — why she went all the way North and what she did there — but more than that, more than anything, he wanted just to hold her in his embrace. His fury at Nariakira grew.


  “He wants you to attack the Aizu,” he explained. “Open a passage for his army.”


  “Does he know about the truce?”


  “He must have guessed by now.”


  Nariakira tapped his paddle at his palm. “The longer you delay, the less chance we have to turn the tide.”


  “You don’t need us! Five thousand men is more than enough to destroy the Taikun’s army!” Dylan gestured at the cavalry.


  “Why would I risk their lives if one flight of your dorako could deal with them just as easily? There will be other battles for my men to fight.”


  Dylan stared at the field below, gritting his teeth. The outnumbered Satsuma sentinels were making a valiant stand along the ever-narrowing corridor between the camp and the castle, but it was clear they would soon get swamped. The enemy detachment marching from the East reached the river. They weren’t as well-armed and strong as the Aizu troops, but the rebel lines along the bank were weak and unprepared.


  But none of this mattered as much as the fate of the men huddled against the inner battlement of the castle beyond the moat: Edern and his elite assault group. They had done their duty, and were waiting to be relieved by the main thrust of Satsuma’s army. Without orders to the contrary, none of them would budge from their outpost — not even, Dylan knew, the Faer. The men he led into battle were always his own, and he would never abandon them, whether they were Dracalish Marines, Qin riflemen, or Yamato samurai. It was one of the virtues that made him such an effective commander — one that one day would lead him to his doom. And it was up to Dylan to make sure that day was not today.


  He turned back to Nariakira, ready to concede defeat, but before he could say a word a green arrow whizzed over their heads, followed by a trail of smoke. All men raised their heads and saw a green dragon swaying from side to side, and bobbing up and down, staggering in the winds, as the weary rider struggled to control the mount. Wulfhere of Warwick rode into battle on his Viridian, Cenhinen. ‘Rode’ was an overstatement. The injured dragon toiled forward and, looking at the little green beast speeding over the enemy, Dylan was reminded of an old Prydain proverb: in a land of no dragons, a wyvern is king.


  Nariakira, gruff and slack-jawed, spat a Yamato curse word. The priests stared after the green dragon, their attention diverted from their master. Dylan slammed his fist into the ground, sending a rippling thud through the earth. Nariakira stumbled and fell into the arms of his acolytes. His shield buzzed, and the paper strip on his armour flashed in a blaze shot from Dylan’s fingers. The Soul Lance’s blade whirled in the air and stopped half an inch from the daimyo’s neck.


  “Release her,” hissed Dylan.


  Nariakira’s eyes narrowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed, almost touching the tip of the lighting blade. “Is this really how you want to end this, Commodore?” he asked.


  “I won’t say it again.”


  The daimyo turned his head to the priests and nodded, carefully. “Fine. It doesn’t matter anymore.”


  The purple mist vanished at the Head Priest’s beckoning. Dylan dropped the Lance and reached out to Gwen. She fell into his arms with a tired groan.
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  CHAPTER XIV


  Twin strands of pain tore through Wulf. Physical: of his aching body; a fractured leg bone and a burn wound along his side; and mental: of straining to control the unruly, injured and panicking dragon through an air filled with powerful magic energies.


  Cenhinen bucked and heaved like a stung horse. Its left wing, scorched by the Gorllewin flame, moved slower than the right one. It took a lot of work just to stop the dragon from flying in circles. With each beat, the agony piercing the beast’s shoulder penetrated Wulf’s mind through the Farlink. He knew he had little time before his mount gave in to the pain and dropped from the sky in the middle of the battlefield.


  He’d overheard little of Dylan and Lord Nariakira’s argument, and understood even less, but it was clear that the tide of battle had turned against the Imperial Army. He couldn’t guess why the Commodore refused to let the Reeve and the silver dragon assist Satsuma’s troops. It didn’t matter. The Commodore’s schemes were his own. There was still, after all, another dragon rider in Nariakira’s employ.


  The black steel helmets gleamed in the sun below him. He bade Cenhinen let out its rage and pain in a stream of sticky, boiling steam. Viridian’s breath was not as spectacular nor as effective as the flame and lightning of its greater brethren, but it did its job just as well. The scalded Aizu soldiers fell, writhing in agony, tearing off their armour and uniforms. Wulf moved on to another column.


  A thunder bolt missed him by a hundred feet.


  I need to get higher … but then the steam won’t reach the ground.


  At his orders, the dragon spat a long current of liquid heat, searing a deep line across the enemy rank, then leapt back up to a higher stream. The left wing almost gave out when he repeated the manoeuvre. With great effort, Wulf steadied the flight. His head pounded.


  He glanced over his shoulder. The Satsuma cavalry was pouring down the slope, exploiting the gap left in the enemy ranks by his attack. He looked forward — the castle walls loomed near. Three, maybe four more raids, and the path to the moat would be cleared.


  He struck again. A salvo of bullets bounced off the dragon’s belly. Gunpowder weapons were too weak to penetrate the scales — but it reminded Wulf to rise higher still.


  From the greater altitude, he surveyed the entirety of the battlefield. The fate of the Satsuma sector, stabilized now by his intervention and by the cavalry charge, was still hanging in a precarious balance. But on the western flank Taikun’s forces were triumphant, pushing Lord Nabeshima back to the tidal marshes along the coast. A single pocket of resistance remained in the centre, under an orange flag — the Bataavian contingent from Dejima, swamped from all directions.


  Wulfhere was no tactician. He knew he should return to the camp for further orders from Captain Saigo, who would direct his attacks where they would be most effective. But Cenhinen couldn’t take going back and forth again. The beast only had a few more strikes left in its belly. If he wanted to make further impact on the course of the battle, Wulf had to act now. It didn’t take a strategic genius to see where his support was most needed — if the western flank fell, Lord Shimazu’s army would be swept away by a counter-attack from the side.


  He banked hard left. The dragon welcomed the brief respite to its damaged wing with a renewed vigour. Wulf steered it speeding along the outer rampart, looking out for thunder gunners. This stretch of the plain was almost devoid of troops — the castle had all but emptied of soldiers in pursuit of the rebels.


  It’d be easy to capture now, he realized, if only the Commodore sent the other dragon to fight.


  He reached the western gatehouse and vanquished the few guards and archers who hadn’t fled at his wobbly approach. He nudged Cenhinen to veer left again, towards the rear of the Aizu’s flank. In the corner of his eye he spotted a dash of bright blue darting up the ramparts. He turned his head just in time to see a man in an azure robe taking a giant, super-human leap from the top of the gatehouse towards Wulf and the dragon.


  Up!


  Cenhinen flapped its wings but was too slow. The enemy reached the dragon’s belly and grabbed at the saddle straps. The impact turned Cenhinen upside down. For a moment, Wulf hovered in the air, hanging desperately onto the reins. Then the dragon’s wings finally gave out. The beast, Wulf, and the man in the azure robe all tumbled to the ground.


  Wulf’s tarian cushioned his fall but it still hurt. He rolled on the ground, groaning and rubbing a crushed shoulder. His dragon lay ten feet away in a cloud of falling dust, still alive, panting and whimpering. Underneath the beast lay the man in the azure robe.


  Also still alive.


  The enemy crawled out from under the dragon, dragging a shattered leg. He picked up his weapon from the ground, a long, bronze knife, and stood up, stooping. The ribbon tying his ponytail snapped from the impact. Long black hair fell around a pale, vicious face. The man’s eyes glinted black. Wulf recognized the dark presence, and the stench of blood.


  Another Black Lotus! Here? Why?


  He staggered to his feet and blinked, trying to block from his mind the waves of pain flowing through Farlink. Muddy water and blood trickled down his face. He couldn’t help Cenhinen — he couldn’t even help himself. His shield was smashed upon impact. He tried a Lance but it flickered faintly and vanished. He drew a sword and his shoulder exploded with pain. The blade splashed in the mud.


  Magic was all he was left with.


  I haven’t fought with magic since … that Gornestau in Llambed.


  The memory of the humiliation roused fire in his soul. Even now, after all he’d gone through, Wulfhere hated the memory of that failed exam and all that followed. Damn that Taffy …


  “Draca Hiw!” His fist stood ablaze. “For the Dragon Throne!” he cried and shot twin streams of dragon flame from his hands.


  The enemy shielded his face with the azure robe. It absorbed the flames. The Black Lotus lowered his arm and smiled, revealing long, black fangs. Ignoring Wulf’s continued magic attacks, he stood up straight and tried out his leg. It was no longer broken.


  I’m dead.


  Against his will, Wulf’s eyes closed.


  He heard a snap, a piercing cry, and a sickening crunch of bone. He opened his eyes and stared as Cenhinen’s jaws clenched tight around the enemy’s midriff. The dragon growled through pain, not strong enough to bite through the enemy’s spine. Wulf stood mesmerized as the enemy wriggled, struggling to release himself from the vice. The dragon’s teeth tore through his body and internal organs. Not a drop of blood flowed from the wounds.


  What’s that whistling sound?


  Gathering all his remaining strength, Wulf summoned the Lance for a few brief seconds and thrust it through the demon’s heart. The enemy stared at the light blade in his chest, then at the boy, in surprise rather than pain. He raised the bronze sword and struck the boy’s head.


  A cannonball exploded in Wulf’s eyes.


  The waterline along the ship’s side was a good foot higher than Takasugi was comfortable with. The peaks of the waves almost reached the flat deck. It wasn’t the ship that’d changed — it was the cargo.


  He stood on the prow and peered through the morning haze, trying to make out the shape of Kokura Castle in the distance. The ships moved slow, overburdened and undermanned, a soft breeze struggling to push them against a northerly tide.


  “Are you sure they will fight?” asked Koyata. The doshin joined him at the prow, but he sat with his back to the looming Chinzei island. He played with his policeman’s jutte, a two-pronged club that was a quaint reminder of his past.


  “Shōin believed they would,” Takasugi answered, tapping the thick bundle of notes at his chest. He turned back to face the crowd of dour, stern faces.


  Fishermen, peasants, porters, low-life thugs … They filled the decks of each of six Tosa warships from side to side. Six hundred of them — a thousand, together with the Kiheitai, Mori retainers and some priests from the Akama Shrine. They could only recruit so many in the few days before the faint rolling thunders announced the approach of the rebel armies at Kokura. It had to do.


  Less than half of what we’ve started with. No training, no discipline ...


  The remnant of the Kiheitai was still the only force he counted on in the actual fight. But for now, at least, he needed to pad out the numbers — and to prove that Shōin’s hastily scribbled theories were right.


  He leaned against the bronze barrel of an old cannon. There was one on each ship, brought in from the castle’s ramparts. Like the recruits, he wasn’t even sure if they’d work. He looked to the sky.


  “The battle will be over before we join it at this pace.”


  He waved at one of the Tosa sailors.


  “Ask the Captain if he needs more men at the oars, or weathermen at sail. And lower the sloop; we’ll send out a scouting party.”


  “I thought that’s what the Fanged was doing,” remarked Koyata.


  Takasugi shrugged. “Who knows what Master Dōraku’s planning? I haven’t seen him since yesterday.”


  The waters of Kokura harbour were strewn with debris and flotsam as if with packed ice. And as if through packed ice, the armoured prows of the Tosa warships rammed through, shattering the oars and decks of the remnants of the Aizu fleet.


  Takasugi raised his sword.


  “Fire!”


  The bronze cannons spewed sparks and smoke. Cannonballs whistled through the air, aimed at nothing in particular. One grazed a castle tower, the others vanished in the dust and smoke of the battle.


  Takasugi could spot neither the enemy — except the guards on the castle walls, still in the Taikun’s hands — nor the rebel armies. The harbour town was empty of civilians and soldiers alike. The fighting had moved south. This was unexpected. The scouts had reported that the main rebel force, under Lord Nabeshima, was approaching the outskirts of the city.


  Are we too late? Is the battle over?


  He leapt onto the pier and shot a flare. Along the wharves, the Chōfu soldiers were disembarking, some in a more orderly manner than the others. It was easy to tell the Kiheitai from the rest, not by their uniforms, but by the way they organized themselves around their commanders. A similar group gathered near Takasugi, fifty men in black, waiting for the remaining hundreds of new recruits to stumble and pour out of the deck.


  “All right, folks, keep up!” he shouted at the commoners as he led his men into the empty city streets. “No looting, no loitering — remember what you were promised!”


  They had been running for half a mile across the plain. He could already make out the backs of the enemy soldiers pushing the rebels back towards the western coast. Takasugi’s men hadn’t been spotted yet in the confusion. But they were growing weary, especially the recruits.


  A single purple shadow emerged from the haze. It approached swiftly, carrying something in its arms. Takasugi ordered his men to stop.


  “Dōraku-sama!” He frowned. “Who’s this? Another Gaikokujin?”


  The bundle in the Fanged’s hands was a Western boy in Yamato armour, with a deep gash across the forehead. Blood and dirt crumpled the hair the colour of fresh straw.


  “Your healers,” said Master Dōraku. “Quickly.”


  “You can’t heal a Westerner!”


  “This boy saved us as much blood and effort as any of your wizards. He deserves to live.”


  “They’re at the back.” Takasugi pointed. “Join us at the front of the charge as soon as you can.”


  “Charge?” Master Dōraku glanced towards the fighting armies. “Forget about them,” he said. “Lead your men to the castle.”


  “But the battle—”


  “The castle is all but emptied of troops, and without a commander. Nariakira’s at the inner walls. Whoever takes it first—”


  “Say no more.” Takasugi nodded. He raised his sword and circled it over his head clockwise. “Men! Move to the eastern flank! We’re taking Kokura!”


  The Fanged stormed away, and Takasugi shot three flares — one white, two blue ones — to show the others the new direction of the attack. The Kiheitai drew a tight turn, an arc of black against the dull grey of the floodplain — but the new recruits stumbled and balked at the sudden manoeuvre. Their ranks broken and in disarray, hundreds of commoners dispersed all over the battlefield.


  This is hopeless.


  “Katsura!”


  The commander rushed to his side.


  “I’ll lead the Kiheitai alone. The recruits won’t be any good in a castle assault. Gather them round and strike at the enemy rear, as planned.”


  “They’ll be slaughtered without our support.”


  “Try to hold the line. The battle won’t last long once we capture the gates.”


  “I understand.” Katsura bowed. “I’ll do my best.”


  Gasping for breath, Takasugi raced to the front of the storming Kiheitai.


  The gates were almost in his grasp. The Fanged had been right. There were barely any men on the outer wall. The archers shot a few uncertain arrows. None of them reached a target.


  “Go for the towers,” he cried. Air escaped his dry throat in a piercing whistle. “Left and right. I’ll draw fire from the gatehouse.”


  He ordered the air wizards forward to pick off any other stray arrows. Groups of four-five men broke off from the main assault to scale the wall. Another headed for one of the wicket gates to secure it from a counter-attack. Takasugi swiped his sword downwards.


  Careful, they may still try a sally.


  He was a hundred feet away from the walls. On his left flank, a plume of dust as if from a galloping horse announced the arrival of Master Dōraku. Eighty. Sixty. He could almost smell the heavy old timber of the gate.An arrow whizzed past his ear. He wished for the shield like the one Bran used. He might teach it to me one day. He sheathed the sword and drew the thunder gun. Kneeling on one knee he raised the gun to his eye, and searched for a target.


  There weren’t any. Not a single enemy soldier stood on the rampart. He lowered the gun in astonishment.


  Three silken banners rolled out from the gatehouse, gleaming in the rising sun. Two of them showed the golden chrysanthemum of the Mikado over the red orb of the rebellion. The middle one — a cross and a circle of the Shimazu Clan.


  “Too damn slow, boy.” Master Dōraku cursed beside him. “Now we’re in a real mess.”


  Dust settled under Nodwydd’s silver wings. The dragon welcomed the soft landing with relief. As soon as Dylan jumped down, it curled like a tired cat, hiding its head under the wing — and fell asleep. This dragon was not going anywhere else that day.


  Dylan watched Edern and his men climb over the inner wall of the castle and cross the courtyard. Beyond the wall the arms still clashed, and the missiles still whizzed and exploded, marking an ongoing battle — but this was of no concern to Edern’s vanguard. They were to capture the walls, and that task had been accomplished. The castle was theirs. But there was no triumph on the faces of the Faer and Satsuma’s warriors, just confusion.


  “Where is everyone?” Edern asked, looking around. The courtyard was empty, except for a handful of bodies strewn under the gates. The castle keep was quiet. The banners of Satsuma and the Mikado’s chrysanthemum fluttered in the wind.


  “I was about to ask you the same question,” replied Dylan. “If you didn’t conquer this castle, then who did? Who’s flying those flags?”


  Edern mimed orders to the men — “spread out and establish a perimeter”. He sniffed the air and frowned.


  “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s Nariakira’s night visitors,” he said. “I smell fur.”


  “Shape-shifters, of course!” Dylan punched his palm with his fist. “Careful, they can still be around. Come with me.”


  Satsuma soldiers — more of them pouring through the walls — ran past Dylan and Edern, climbed the ramparts of the gatehouse and manned the gates. There were more bodies here, and at the top of the wall. Whoever killed the guards was thorough, leaving nobody alive. Most were slain with single stabs from back and below — a clear sign of betrayal.


  “They must have mingled with the captured prisoners,” said Dylan, after examining another body. He gritted his teeth. The presence of shape-shifting assassins made him anxious. He didn’t like fighting illusions and treachery. They were the things the Western magic and technology had a hard time dealing with.


  “You’re thinking of Xhosa,” said Edern, remembering the war they had fought the year before on the southern tip of Africa. Shamans, Spirits, and illusions … yes, the similarities were hard to ignore. So were the differences. “But this time, they’re on our side, remember?”


  “Who knows for how long,” said Dylan, wiping his hands on his trousers. He looked over the parapet. Below the walls, waiting at the gates, was an army clad in black, their bannermen carrying the three circles of the Mori Clan. Leading them was a boy, roughly Bran’s age — and an older man in garish clothes, with a purple cloak flapping in the breeze. Of all the soldiers in the field he alone showed no sign of fatigue. The man stared up — his eyes met Dylan’s, piercing black all over. He spoke in near perfect Qin.


  “I don’t suppose you could let us inside, Commodore?”


  “Why don’t you bring all this to Curzius? He’d understand more of this than I do.”


  Dylan pushed the bundled, wrinkled papers to the side and stared at the boy in the black uniform, and the man in the silly, purple cloak. Not a man, he reminded himself. A dead corpse brought to life by Necromancy, the foulest magic known to man. An enemy of all wizards. And here I am, chatting to one. What a mess …


  “We’re not fools, Commodore,” the Fanged answered. His breath smelled of iron. The air around him was dark and cold. In True Sight, he was a tangle of energies, black, purple, and blue, with a thick red ribbon of the Blood Magic Curse woven throughout. A good thaumaturgist might try to unravel this, given enough time, Dylan assessed, but no other magic would do him any harm.


  “Bataavia doesn’t mean anything anymore in the outside world. Besides, Curzius will do nothing to change the status quo.”


  “He’s fighting for your rebellion.”


  “He’s fighting for his profits,” the Fanged scoffed. “We know them well.”


  “What makes you think I don’t? This is not a charity mission.”


  I feel like I’ve had this conversation before.


  The boy, who’d introduced himself as Takasugi Hirobumi, said something in Yamato. Remarkably, he claimed to be the commander of the black-clad army that arrived at the gates of Kokura Castle, an army he called the Kiheitai, the Commoners’ Militia. True Sight revealed he also dabbled in magic, though his potentials were minimal.


  “We believe the Dracaland shares our ideals,” the Fanged translated. “A young man called Yoshida Shōin, whose notes you see, used your country’s freedom as an example throughout his writings. Takasugi here wants to use these ideas to transform Yamato.”


  “And where is this Yoshida now?”


  A shadow marred Takasugi’s face. “He … died in Heian, fighting the Fanged and the Black Wings.”


  “He was a great visionary and a Rangaku,” added Dōraku, “one you Westerners would call a Prismatic.”


  The Prismatic wrote this?


  Dylan smiled the studied smile of a diplomat. “This is all very flattering, but — we’ve won our freedom ourselves the hard way, not through being sentimental and changing our minds because of some …” he tapped the notes, “lofty ideas.”


  “What do you want, then?” Takasugi asked.


  “Straight to the point.” Dylan’s smile was genuine this time. “But, I don’t understand. I thought we were all friends and allies here. You, me, Shimazu-dono …”


  “If this was true, why didn’t he let us into the castle?” Takasugi winced. “Shimazu-dono treats this rebellion as his personal war, a vendetta against the Taikun. All he cares about is defeating the Tokugawas and putting his own family in their place. That’s all the daimyos ever cared about. This is not what we want at all!”


  Dylan picked up the notes and browsed them again. They were written in a hasty classical Qin translation — by the Fanged himself, he guessed. He wondered what the Renegade’s role was in all of this. He’d arrived to the battlefield with the Kiheitai, but didn’t wear their uniform. He couldn’t have been just Takasugi’s translator, or a bodyguard. A creature so powerful had to have its own agenda. But what was it? Was he really on board with all of this?


  I suppose a few hundred years brings some perspective to politics. He looked at the Fanged as if trying to read his face. But is it enough to support this puny revolution?


  He had difficulty reading the entire treatise, but it was more than enough to get the gist. Abolishing the rule of the daimyos and the samurai. Land distributed among all classes. An elected parliament and a government, with the Mikado as the mere ceremonial head of state and chief of the military.


  All very noble and modern, and certain to make Yamato a strong and prosperous country, but Dylan didn’t believe it possible. Not for a long time yet. Not while the war was still going on; not while the warlords still had their wealth and armies. Even Nariakira, by far the most forward-thinking of the daimyos he’d met, would no doubt have been shocked by the scale of the planned changes. Other lords would either laugh or take great offence. He couldn’t risk the rebel factions starting to fight among each other. He’d seen it many times before, and it never ended well.


  He said as much to Takasugi.


  “This is why we need your help, Commodore,” the young man replied. “With Dracaland’s backing—”


  “No. I can’t support a rebellion within a rebellion,” Dylan interrupted. “This is getting too messy, and you’re too late to the game. Everyone’s chosen a side already. Just stand at the back of the queue and wait your turn.”


  “And you’ve decided to stay with Nariakira,” said the Fanged.


  Dylan noted the omission of the honorific. These two are not friends, he remembered. “Until something forces me to change my mind, yes. But for now, as you can see —” he waved in the direction of the castle walls, still adorned with the Satsuma banners. The rest of the Imperial Army was forced to camp outside. Only the guests vouched for by the high-ranking officers, like Dylan, were allowed in. “ I seem to have made a right choice.”


  “I see.” Takasugi stood up. “We appear to be wasting each other’s time.”


  He reached for the notes, but Dylan held them tight in his hand.


  “Wait.” I’m going to regret this. I just know it. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to read these through once again.”
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  CHAPTER XV


  She ran her fingers through the flower heads, scattering browned petals in the breeze. She didn’t know the names of most of these plants — they were native to the eastern lands, and long past their bloom. A white lacecap hydrangea still struggled, stubbornly, to hold onto its branches, the last of its kind. On the southward side of the path, young rose buds anticipated an explosion of scents that was to come in a couple of weeks. Other than that, the garden remained a flower-less palette of lush greens and burnt yellows.


  The garden, and the mansion to which it was attached, had belonged, Gwen was told, to some retainer of the Ogasawara Clan, the former rulers of Kokura. He had been running a martial school in the buildings to the south of the mansion, but for some reason abandoned this small island in the middle of the Dan-no-Ura straits a few months earlier — perhaps anticipating his master’s downfall. The school buildings burned down, the manor quickly fell into disrepair — the humid climate rotted through the beams and planks, and the strong winds that plagued the straits in the summer did the rest.


  She wandered the abandoned garden pathways. Vines and long grass crept over the white gravel, stemmed only temporarily in their onslaught by the scorching August sun. Out in the mansion’s yard crews of workmen were clearing out the rubble of the burned-out school buildings, others prepared tents and set up canvas windbreakers where the lords and their advisors were to gather for discussions. The great Conference of Ganryūjima was soon to start. The southern daimyo, the leaders of the rebellion, both old — Lord Nabeshima of Saga, Lord Shimazu of Satsuma — and the newly acquired allies, Lord Mori of Chōfu and Lord Yamauchi of Tosa, had to iron out their differences and prepare for the future of their campaign, now that Kokura Castle had fallen so quickly.


  But none of this concerned her. Her thoughts whirled only around what had happened the night before: her row with Dylan.


  She’d never seen him like this. Though his diplomatic instincts had stopped him just short of actual fury, she had to bear the full brunt of his recent frustrations and anxieties. This was not what she had expected upon her return from the North.


  “You fell for a trick,” he rumbled, his fingers clenched on the table’s edge. “Shape-shifters. Mind readers. Ghosts? Spirit animals? Pah!”


  He slammed the table then rubbed his eyes with a tired gesture. For once, she did not feel sorry for him; too exhausted herself.


  “I’m sure I could tell an illusion from reality,” she said. “I fought with the Xhosa too.”


  “What would my bloody father be doing in Yamato? Don’t be preposterous!”


  At that, she left the room. She knew what ‘preposterous’ meant in Dylan’s flowery language. Stupid, or a liar, or both. If there was one thing she hated it was Dylan doubting her words. He was the more knowledgeable and experienced one, true — but that didn’t grant him the right to be an arrogant know-it-all. She couldn’t stand him like this.


  She’d spent the night in Edern’s tent in the castle courtyard. The Faer had proven a much more sympathetic listener to her tale, familiar as he already was with the mysteries of Annwn. In the morning, Dylan had made an attempt at apologizing, but she wasn’t interested. What good were his apologies if he still didn’t believe her? She knew what she had seen. It was no illusion, no lie, no trick. Why couldn’t he admit she had discovered some new magic without his help?


  Still fuming at the memory, she reached the centre of the garden. Another ruin stood here — remains of a small, square-based building. It was difficult to tell what it once had been, before flames rendered it a pile of charred beams. But it wasn’t difficult to ascertain the cause of the fire. All around it the earth was pockmarked with shallow, blackened craters, and scorch lines where no weed dared to grow. She recognized the marks in an instant.


  Dragon flame.


  It had been the most bitter-sweet day in Wulfhere’s life.


  First came the good news. He was still alive. And healthy. There were no wounds anywhere to be found on his body — no new ones, at least. It was as if the Battle of Kokura had not happened to him at all. Even his leg was cured.


  Has any of this really happened?


  More news came, confirming he hadn’t made it all up in a fever dream. By the time he’d returned to Satsuma’s base, the soldiers there hailed him as a hero. Again. He had fought back the Black Lotus. Again. He’d turned the tide of the battle. Again.


  He couldn’t remember what he’d done to defeat the demon. Perhaps it was the dragon form? Or maybe he managed to summon the Lance one last time ... Whatever it was, it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d acted on impulse and succeeded. The blood of Warwick the Kingmaker ran hot in his veins. He had no qualms about accepting the role of a hero, despite being fuzzy on the details.


  Captain Saigo had welcomed him into the inner compound of the camp — Lord Nariakira, along with most of the army, was absent, dealing with the occupation of Kokura Castle. The Captain presented him with a sealed scroll, marked with the daimyo’s crest, and a cap of red bear fur of the sort worn by the elite Satsuma soldiers. Wulf had at last earned his place among them. He was a true retainer — a lord in his own right, as it should be from the beginning.


  And then came the blow. The Captain led him to a small shrine on the forest border. It was surrounded by a freshly dug graveyard. There, among the many wooden tablets carved with names of the warriors fallen in the battle, was one marked with the first word Wulf had learned in Yamato:


  Yokō.


  At long last, she had succumbed to whatever illness ravaged her mind. She had never woken up, not even stirred before she died. No priest or physician ever found out what really happened to her. And now she was gone.


  He knew this was bound to happen; in truth, he had long put the girl out of his mind. He wasn’t sure how to react to the news. The Yamato stared at him, perhaps expecting a reaction of some sort. He let out a deep, long sigh, then pressed his hands together at chest level and bowed. The Captain grunted and patted him on the back, satisfied with the display of grief. They turned back towards the camp. Looking over the plain towards the sea, Wulf spotted a golden glint of a long darting in the sky.


  Li!


  The hill — which Bran was now certain used to be a castle hill in a distant past — was scarcely recognizable compared to what it had been two days earlier. The dense forest on the western slope was all but gone, the tree trunks scorched into smouldering matchsticks. Every inch of the hill was covered with the slithering blue beasts. From the back of Frigga’s dragon — Emrys was hiding on a small, nameless island out on the lake, for safety — Bran tried to count the beasts, but got lost at fifty, and there was at least double that number on the eastern side.


  The blue dragons remained as dumb and purposeless as when they’d first hatched. They snarled and bit at each other, turning the hill into a battlefield. Bran no longer sensed Satō’s stream of thoughts. He hoped that she was still all right, that the Fanged did not punish her too harshly for her failure … For now, though, it appeared, at least, that he was successful in the second part of his endeavour. The blue dragons no longer seemed to pose a threat to anyone but themselves.


  “Whatever you did, looks like it worked,” said Frigga. “I’ll have to report this to Shimoda. Our riders will make short work of them in this state.”


  “No, wait.” It couldn’t have been as easy as this. The Serpent had to have a backup plan in case something happened to Satō. “Let’s stay and observe one more day.”


  Reluctantly, she agreed.


  They retreated to the camp on the small island for the night. They had set up their tents on a narrow beach facing west, hemmed in between two rockfalls. In the evening, fishing boats and ferries passed the island in the distance, heading for Heian and other towns around the great lake, far enough out not to notice the insignificant encampment. The dragons were hiding uphill, behind the trees.


  After overcoming the initial apprehension, Emrys was getting along with the Black Wing better than the two riders were. Frigga spoke to Bran only when absolutely necessary, and when they weren’t out on patrol, she remained silent, tight-lipped and cold.


  I killed a man she cared for.


  He never learned whether Thorfinn was her friend, lover or relative but it didn’t matter. Each glance of her steely eyes reminded him of his crime. He wondered how he would feel if he had to spend days with somebody who murdered Satō or Nagomi.


  Who am I kidding? I would never agree to this. Obeying orders is just not my style.


  There was no point even trying to apologize. All he could do was to try not to get in her way as she bustled around the camp. He took out a ration bread from his knapsack and chewed it in silence. The Gorllewin baker at Shimoda did what he could with the ingredients at his disposal, but the grain gathered from the villagers was poor, and salt was scarce — the bread was tasteless and undercooked. He longed for some steaming hot rice.


  “How long have you been here?”


  He almost choked on the bread. It was the first time Frigga had expressed any interest in him besides their mission.


  “I …” For a moment he struggled to remember. “I got here in early April, when the flower trees bloomed. It’s late August now, so … almost five months.”


  “Are you going back home when this is all finished? To Gwynedd?”


  “I — I think so.” Even he was surprised at how little conviction there was in his voice. Am I?


  She pondered something, looking into the campfire.


  “You know things about this place that you can’t tell anyone, don’t you?”


  “I suppose.” What is she getting at?


  “Is it true that …” She tangled her fingers. “That they have Necromancers here? People who can raise the dead?”


  Thorfinn …?


  He put the half-eaten bread away, wiped the crumbs from his hands. “Isn’t it against your religion to consider such things?”


  “I can still ask questions. We’re not fanatics.”


  What should I say? The truth …? How much did Perai tell her?


  His left leg itched. He raised the trouser leg to scratch it, revealing the bandages — and covered them back in haste. The runes were glowing again. Something’s happening. He glanced at Frigga, but she didn’t seem to have noticed.


  “It’s not what you think …” He rubbed the base of his nose. “The Necromancers can summon Spirits to do their bidding and animate corpses, but … it’s pretty vile, and lasts only a short while.”


  “Do not presume to know what I think,” she scoffed. “I was just curious.”


  She stood up, gathered the remains of her meal, and disappeared into the tent.


  A tremor woke Bran up — a loud rumble coming from inside the earth and from the heart of the island. It was intense, but brief, lasting less than thirty seconds. Bran made sure that Emrys was fine, all the tent pegs remained firmly in the dirt, then turned to the other side and, in the silence that followed the earthquake, fell asleep.


  In the morning he found Frigga sitting by the campfire, clutching a pistol and staring at one of the rockfalls bounding the beach. A couple of the large boulders had rolled down from the rubble and got buried in the sand mere inches from her tent. Her red, sunken eyes told him she hadn’t slept all night.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  She grunted in reply and, embarrassed, pretended to busy herself with cleaning the pistol. Several minutes passed before she spoke.


  “I’ll never get used to it,” she said.


  “Do you get many tremors in Shimoda? I expect this close to Mount Fuji …”


  “All the time,” she replied. “Nothing serious so far.”


  “It can be unnerving. If it wasn’t for Shigemasa …” He paused. That wasn’t the story he wanted her to know.


  A distant shriek tore the air. A flock of sparrows flew from the treetops. They both jumped up. Bran winced, sensing a needle of pain in Emrys’s mind.


  “That was a dragon,” said Frigga. “In pain.”


  He nodded. She kicked sand on the campfire. By the time she threw on her grey cloak and goggles, the Black Wing had zoomed down from the hilltop with the speed and power of an atmospheric locomotive. Emrys came second, puffing steam in a hurry, but Bran ordered it to stay. I’ll call for you when you’re needed.


  The dragon whimpered and stretched its neck on the sand.


  They launched on Frigga’s onyx mount and shifted into glamour. The distant shriek repeated, now coming from several throats. Bran’s head ached. The itching in his leg turned to burning. Even Frigga winced as she steered them over the lake and the rice paddies. Something powerful was happening to the blue dragons, a magic that reverberated around them in waves of painful energy. Did the peasants and fishermen in the area feel it too? They certainly heard it now, a thunderous cacophony of howls and roars.


  The hillside was a sea of blue and black, pulsating and undulating. He wasn’t sure at first what he was looking at. Frigga spotted it first.


  “What are these … black things?” she asked with disgust.


  Things? Bran put a spyglass to his eyes. It was the Gorllewin Porro glass, a mechanical, rather than magical device, with two eyepieces. Struggling with the aching in his head, he twisted the brass rings to adjust the vision.


  Shadows!


  The creatures of darkness, the monsters from the Otherworld, slithered among the blue dragons in the physical world. He scanned the hillside searching for a gateway which allowed them outside, but it must have been somewhere deep within the mountain’s bowels. Was the earthquake caused by them?


  “We have to warn the Komtur,” he said. “These creatures can be more dangerous than dragons.”


  “Where are they coming from? Our reports mentioned nothing like them.”


  “It’s … It’ll sound weird, but — they came from the Otherworld.”


  He expected to have to explain it in detail, but Frigga asked no more questions. She drew her lips tight and turned a closer circle around the castle hill. Bran chose one of the Shadows and focused the spyglass on it, trying to figure out what it was they were doing among the blue dragons. The creature halted and reached out its tendrils towards him. He sensed a penetrating, slippery gaze enter his mind.


  “Higher,” he urged Frigga.


  “Nobody can see us.”


  “They can. Go higher.”


  With the Black Wing out of range, the Shadow turned its attention to the nearest blue dragon. The tentacles extended to the beast’s head and neck. Bran expected a flash of light, a shower of sparks or a plume of smoke to appear when the Shadow touched the beasts, but no such thing happened. Instead, the oozing tendrils attached to the blue scales, like an octopus’s suckers. The Shadow crept closer and, as it did, it began to disappear. It melted into the dragons.


  “They’re merging,” he whispered.


  “What?”


  “Look for yourself.” He handed her the spyglass.


  “What are they doing? Is this — is this Necromancy?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this.”


  She put down the spyglass and bit her lower lip. “It’s happening to all of them.”


  The dragons shrieked, howled and roared as the undulating mass of black tentacles enveloped them in a landslide of dark mud. Bran and Frigga observed this spectacle with horrified fascination for several long minutes. When it finished, all the Shadows disappeared. The blue dragons moved sluggishly at first, but soon, one by one, began to launch into the air. Frigga pulled up, but there was no need to fear the attack. They were all gathering around the scorched stone platform at the top of the hill in a rough wedge-shaped formation — a swarm of hornets, a spear tip, ready to strike together as one. The tip of the spear aimed west.


  Bran scanned for Satō’s controlling mind, but he could not find it. Whatever power commanded the dragons now, it was beyond even his enhanced senses. He struggled to grasp what he had witnessed. Frigga was right to suspect Necromancy.


  If I could only contact Nagomi …


  Nagomi! The priestess was supposed to venture beyond the Gates of the Otherworld. Had she met the Shadows there? Was she safe? All this time he assumed it was his mission that was the more dangerous one and the Otherworld, in its silent stillness, seemed like a place where little harm would befall anyone. Apart from the Shadows.


  “There’s somebody there,” said Frigga.


  He followed her pointing arm with the spyglass. One beast hovered at the tip of the dragon swarm some distance in front of the others. It was the largest of all the Blue Wings, a Firstborn of the brood, and the only one with a rider on its back. Bran adjusted the Porro prism to zoom in on the small silhouette in a silver robe. He swallowed.


  “It’s your friend,” guessed Frigga.


  “Yes.”


  Frigga pulled on the reins. The Black Wing swooped down towards Satō. The speed of descent made the edges of its wings appear out of glamour. A stir rippled through the dragon swarm.


  “What are you doing?” Bran protested.


  “If we take her out, those dragons will be out of control again.”


  “No, you’re wrong! She’s not commanding them anymore!”


  “She’s at the front, riding the Firstborn. She’s the leader.”


  The black dragon’s maw began to heat up from the flames gathering inside. Bran had only seconds to stop it. He leaned back in the saddle, closing his eyes, and placed his hands on the dragon’s scales. He sensed Frigga’s Farlink — up close, it was a powerful force, a field of light pulsating all around them. But now that he was able to feel it, it was magic like any other — and there were cracks in it that he could exploit. Frigga was too focused on her target to notice his meddling.


  “Chwalu.”


  In one swift spell, he pulled her Farlink apart and pushed his own in its place. The Black Wing’s mind was a vast cavern compared to Emrys — but the beast was still young and inexperienced. It took Bran another couple of seconds to gain control of it — just for a brief moment — but it was enough. By the time Frigga wrestled back the command of her mount, it was back high in the air, confused, and out of range of Satō’s blue dragons.


  He opened his eyes and saw a barrel of the gunpowder pistol aimed at his face.


  She seethed. “Don’t ever do that again.”


  “You should have listened to me.”


  “You said you didn’t know what’s going on.”


  “I know there’s another power at play. If you’d only let me—”


  “It’s too late now anyway.” She pointed down with her pistol.


  The swarm shifted. With Satō still in front, the wedge moved like a single organism, a dart speeding forward. There was no trace of the sluggishness or chaos anymore. The dragon army — and it was an army, the formation as tight and disciplined as any Bran had seen from the Royal Marines — headed at a steady pace over the lake in the direction of Heian and the West.


  “Where are they going?”


  There’s nothing left to destroy in Heian … or Chōfu … So what’s the next good target?


  “Chinzei,” he answered. “They’re going to strike at the rebel army.”


  “I need to report this.”


  “And I need to get to Chinzei before them.”


  They looked at each other. Frigga holstered the pistol. “I’ll drop you off at the camp. And no more tricks.”
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  CHAPTER XVI


  What am I doing here?


  Koyata’s scalp itched. He knew it was the nerves — but he didn’t dare scratch himself in the esteemed company gathered to listen to his story. Even as the former chief of Heian’s secret police, he was the lowest ranking person sitting in the circle of wind breakers. No doubt the lowest-born. Two daimyos waited for him to open his, rapidly drying, mouth.


  Young Takasugi Hirobumi, now the commander-in-chief of Chōfu’s armies, was speaking for Lord Mori, who was officially too “unwell” to come to the island on his doorstep. The fourth of the rebel daimyos, Lord Yamauchi of Tosa, was represented by two people — their number making up for their relatively lower rank. One was Nakaoka Shintaro, the Captain — and proprietor — of the six warships that had brought the Kiheitai back home.


  The other was a more curious fellow: a grim Qin man in a yellow jacket and blue cap, Li Hung-Chang. The Qinese had just returned from a mission to Tosa with orders from Lord Yamauchi. Koyata knew nothing about him other than he rode a magnificent golden Qin dragon. Li’s face bore fresh scars and burn marks from some recent battle. Before him lay two flat, white envelopes, sealed with Tosa crests. He sat in silence. As far as Koyata could tell, the Qin didn’t speak any Yamato, and his presence at the meeting was an enigma. Apart from him, there were no other foreigners present. A dozen other courtiers, advisors and Councillors in rich aristocratic robes were sitting in an outer circle behind their respective lords.


  But the most imposing guest was one that remained unseen. At the far end of the enclosure stood a podium, surrounded by an impenetrable maze of silk curtains and veils. Somewhere beyond it all, little more than a hazy silhouette, sat the Mikado himself: His Divine Majesty Mutsuhito. It was under his auspices that the meeting was organized. Never in his wildest dreams did Koyata imagine to ever find himself in the same room as the Living God.


  The world had truly gone mad.


  He cleared his throat, for the third time. He glanced at Takasugi. The Kiheitai commander nodded, encouragingly.


  “Please, Koyata-sama. As we’ve discussed.”


  He still wasn’t sure why Takasugi himself could not tell of the battle and destruction of Heian. The boy had explained this was because his testimony, not representing any of the daimyos involved in the rebellion, was the only unbiased one, but Koyata remained unconvinced. Still, he’d accepted the invitation to the conference as a witness, and it was too late to withdraw now.


  He started the tale from his encounter with Gensai Kawakami and his samurai at the Heian hot spring. He noticed Lord Nariakira tense at the mention of the Kumamoto fugitives — to him, they were still wanted men. The daimyo stirred again when Koyata proceeded to recount his conversation with Lords Miyabe and Izumi. He wasn’t sure how much of what he was saying was new to the gathered warlords, and he dared not guess at what knowledge of the events the Mikado possessed. Judging by the attention paid to his story, Lord Nabeshima was the most intrigued. Lord Nariakira knew some, and he guessed at more. But the others seemed to have heard the tale of the Fall of Heian for the first time, at least from a reliable eyewitness.


  The curtains around the Mikado’s dais stirred and the nobles shifted uneasily when the doshin began to describe the destruction of the city. He struggled to find the proper words to express the chaos of the raging flames. He was not a poet or a playwright. But even his simple words had a noticeable effect on his listeners. He knew some of them had witnessed the raze of Kagoshima, and the scorched ruins of Chōfu harbour bore witness to the terrible power of the Black Wings just across the straits — but Heian was a sacred city, perceived as out of bounds for armed troops for centuries. An attack on it was more than treason — it was blasphemy.


  Lord Nariakira’s face changed again when Koyata spoke of the dragon’s defeat at the hands of Yoshida Shōin. This Koyata had not seen himself — he’d assembled the account from the witnesses he’d spoken to after the battle. But it wasn’t the fate of the monster that drew the daimyo’s attention — it was the mention of Takashima Satō.


  “What happened to Takashima?” he asked with an odd glint in his eyes.


  “She was … taken. To Naniwa Castle,” answered Koyata.


  “We tried to release her, but we didn’t have enough manpower,” added Takasugi.


  “Then she is presumed alive,” said Nariakira.


  “Yes — although knowing what happens to those held in the Serpent’s hands, we can’t be sure of her fate.”


  “I see. Proceed.”


  Koyata nodded and began describing the flight of the Kiheitai from the capital ... when Takasugi raised his hand. “Thank you, Koyata-sama. I have already recounted this part of the story to the esteemed lords.”


  The doshin bowed in various directions and reached for the cup of cold water. It almost steamed up in his parched throat. He looked around, unsure if he should leave the enclosure, but nobody paid him anymore attention. A rush of conversation rose among the courtiers, and then subsumed as soon as Lord Nariakira straightened his back and held the paddle of office in a shaky hand.


  “It is obvious that we have much to discuss here — and we have more reports to hear out today. Unless anyone has any questions to Koyata-sama, I believe we can —”


  “I have a question,” said Lord Nabeshima.


  Koyata sensed irritation in his voice, annoyance at the haughty way with which Nariakira assumed to preside over the proceedings. Neither of them was officially the leader of the rebellion — the conflict between the two was almost palpable.


  “These Abominations you all speak of … have you met any of them?”


  “I … I did not, kakka,” admitted Koyata. “Except Dōraku-sama, the so-called Renegade. I have seen the effects of their magic in the city—”


  “Are you sure they’re not just some powerful onmyōji, then? What proof do you have that any of what you’ve heard of their true nature is true?”


  “I’m sure if Dōraku-sama was here, he’d be ready to show his abilities … They are beyond any magic I know — and I have worked in the wizard district in Kiyō.”


  “But the Renegade is not here — where is he, by the way? Shouldn’t he be taking part in our meeting?”


  Takasugi leaned forward. “Dōraku-sama is scouting the approaches of the Taikun’s army in the North,” he said. “He should return promptly with more news.”


  Lord Nabeshima grunted. “Regardless, his seems to be the only word we can count on. I’m not comfortable with this. Everyone else who claimed to know the truth is — rather conveniently — dead or missing.”


  “With all due respect, kakka,” said Takasugi, “but what does it matter? Whatever they are, they’re our enemies — I hope we’ve convinced you of that, at least.”


  “If they are human, they can be reasoned with,” replied Nabeshima. “Negotiated. Perhaps convinced to our side. But if they are, as you say, some … undead demons … they must be destroyed. All of them.”


  Koyata understood the nobleman’s reservations. He himself had mixed feelings towards the Renegade. Dōraku had saved them from the assassin and continued to help the Kiheitai all the way until the siege of Kokura, but Koyata couldn’t shake the feeling that he was acting on some personal agenda. He was, after all, an undead demon — a blood-drinker. How could anyone like him be fully trusted?


  “Negotiated? Reasoned with?” burst Nariakira. His jowls shook with indignation, more at Nabeshima’s effort to undermine him than at the idea.


  “Humans can change allegiances,” replied Nabeshima. “You of all people should know this, Shimazu-dono.”


  Takasugi coughed, breaking the tension. “Perhaps we can relieve Koyata-sama and continue this discussion in his absence.”


  Nabeshima waved his hand, not breaking eye contact with Lord Nariakira. “You’re free to go, doshin. We’ll call for you if we have anymore questions.”


  Koyata let out air in an almost-whistle. He realized he had been holding his breath ever since he’d stopped talking.


  He’d analysed everything that was there to analyse. The ground had been scorched by the methane-based flame of a swamp dragon. The soil of the garden was permeated with blood magic — and traces of actual blood. Dylan now had a clear idea of what had happened here. Bran and his dragon fought a Fanged in this garden.


  But he’d set up the measuring apparatus once again. He didn’t want to return to the castle and face Gwen. He didn’t want to admit she was right this time — right to bring the garden ruins to his attention — that she hadn’t fallen prey to another illusion, as he’d at first accused her.


  Neither did he want to face that empty room. For four nights now he’d been sleeping alone. Gwen had moved out of Edern’s tent into her own, even further from the castle keep, and — other than mentioning the strange traces in the Ganryūjima’s garden — only spoke to Dylan when it was necessary.


  It’s getting ridiculous. This lovers’ quarrel was disruptive and unseemly. If this had happened on Ladon, he’d have had to sternly assert his authority. But they were alone here, apart from Edern, and his mind was too preoccupied with the war effort. He’d hoped she’d come to see reason on her own, but as the nights grew long, and the August turned to September, his hope was beginning to wane.


  He picked up a bronzed head of a wilted hydrangea from the ground and squashed it between his fingers. He tried to come up with the best way of saying sorry that didn’t compromise his beliefs, but all his imagined sentences ended in meaningless truisms. He didn’t believe she’d met Ifor — though something had happened in the far North to make her mind susceptible to illusion. Injury and whatever drugs the Yamato doctors administered in Edo had only exacerbated the problem to the point of her having believed she’d “seen” Samuel, too. It wasn’t her fault — she’d gone through hell in both senses of the word. What was her fault was not being sensible enough to realize that’s all it had ever been — a fever dream, a phantasm of an exhausted mind.


  Yes. That was it.


  The conclusion satisfied him. It was, at least, something to build a conversation around. He was prepared to meet Gwen halfway, to admit that at least some of what she was saying may be true, except the most obviously preposterous events. He nodded to himself, and even dared a smile as he strode across the small island, back towards the boat anchorage.


  She will have to see sense now.


  He spotted the girl from a hundred yards away, standing at the end of the pier, waiting, her priestly robes fluttering in the salty breeze.


  At first Dylan wasn’t sure what he was looking at. She seemed to be wearing one of those bear-fur wigs donned by the elite warriors of Satsuma; except, hers appeared to be made from fox hair, bright red and glistening in the sun. The closer the boat got, the more it was obvious this was her own hair, as long and smooth as that of any Bataavian or Pictish beauty.


  He knew who she was, of course. Both Bran and Gwen had described the girl in enough detail for him to recognize her from afar. But — what was she doing here? Gwen was supposed to have left her in the northernmost reaches of Yamato. Only a dragon could bring her this far south in such a short time. Did the Gorllewin assist her — or was Bran back in the camp?


  He disembarked. The girl faced him with wordless determination.


  “You’re … Nagomi, aren’t you?” he asked.


  Her eyes flashed recognition at her name, but not of any other words.


  “Is Bran here?”


  She shook her head, but he couldn’t tell whether this meant his son was not in the camp, or that she didn’t understand him. He looked helplessly around the pier. “Hey! You!” he shouted in Qin at a nearby group of Satsuma sailors and soldiers preparing to board a vessel heading towards Ganryūjima. “Any of you speak Qin?”


  The men glanced from one to the other. One of the samurai scratched the back of his head, then approached with painful reluctance painted on his battle-scarred face.


  “What?”


  The rudeness of the question took Dylan aback before he remembered this wasn’t the samurai’s native tongue — and that he’d likely used it only to speak to Kiyō merchants, if that.


  “Ask the girl why she’s here.”


  The samurai and the priestess exchanged a few sentences. The girl raised her hand and pointed at Dylan, then at the castle.


  “You take to castle,” the samurai translated.


  “The castle?” Dylan looked at the walls of Kokura. How did she know? She was right — Dylan was one of the handful of people who could invite her inside freely. But, why choose him and not one of Nariakira’s Yamato officers?


  I need to learn more.


  “Please, ask Tokojiro to come to the castle gates as soon as he can,” he told the samurai. “Tell him to call for me.”


  “Tokojiro?”


  “The interpreter. One eye? I saw him at Ganryūjima with the Chōfu delegates.”


  The samurai spat at the mention of Chōfu, but nodded and grunted in agreement before returning to his companions. Dylan gestured at Nagomi to follow him and headed for the castle walls.


  Dylan’s fingers played a mad jig on the surface of his desk. The girl sat on his bed, in silence, staring at him intently.


  Where is that damn interpreter?


  He was supposed to meet with Gwen today, but instead, he was forced to babysit this red-headed girl. He assumed she had something to tell him about Bran — but he was curious to ask her about what had happened in the North. She was his only chance to confirm how much of what Gwen had told him was true.


  “Cha?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  He poured her a cup. She held it in two hands as she drank, childlike.


  How old is she — fifteen, sixteen? He could never tell with the Eastern women. But with the cha cup covering the lower half of her face, she looked like an adult. There was a disconcerting maturity in her eyes.


  He still didn’t know how she’d reached the camp. Nobody had seen any dragons in the vicinity — though that still may have meant she’d been brought here by a glamoured Black Wing.


  But if so, why?


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Come in!”


  The interpreter entered, started a greeting and stopped halfway as he noticed the girl. He exclaimed her name, followed by a string of joyful-sounding words, among which Dylan heard the names of Bran and Takasugi. The girl replied with restrained enthusiasm.


  “You know each other?” Dylan asked, interrupting the reunion.


  “We do, sir,” Tokojiro answered in his eerie Seaxe. “We are both from Kiyō. We were there when your son appeared in the city.”


  Dylan gestured to him to sit down and offered a cup of cha. Now that the interpreter was here, he mulled the first question. What had happened to her and Gwen in the North was less important than the question of what was she doing here in the first place.


  “Ask her: why did she find me?”


  The interpreter waited for the girl to finish drinking her cha before continuing the conversation. There was a hint of reverence in how he treated Nagomi.


  Is it just because she’s a priestess?


  When she answered, Tokojiro asked again, with a tone of disbelief. She repeated her answer, staring Dylan straight in the eyes.


  “Nagomi-sama said … she wants you to take her to meet the Divine Mikado.”


  Who blabbed?


  The Mikado’s location remained a secret when he wasn’t overseeing the negotiations at Ganryūjima, though he suspected the daimyos had figured out by now he was under Nariakira’s care, either in the castle or on one of the Satsuma ships. He was hiding, in disguise, in one of the fishing villages on the outskirts of Kokura.


  “How does she know he’s here?” How does she know I have access to him?


  “Then it’s true?” Tokojiro’s legs twitched, as he instinctively tried to knee and bow at the mention of the sacred name. “His Majesty is in the castle?”


  “Ask her.”


  The girl shrugged. “She’s a Scryer — a soothsayer,” said Tokojiro. “It is her job to know things.”


  “What does she want from His Majesty?”


  Tokojiro blushed at the girl’s answer. “It is not for the Gaikokujin to know.”


  In other words, none of your damn business. He grinned. The girl didn’t just seem mature for her age.


  “I can’t let just anyone see the Mikado. He’s under Satsuma guard. They know I’m allowed to visit him, but they won’t let anyone else in. Not even a priestess.”


  “You’ll figure it out.”


  “Why would I?”


  She put the cup away. “Because His Majesty is the only person who can win this war, and I need to tell him how.”


  Dylan leaned back against the wall. He looked at Tokojiro. “Interpreter, how much time do you have?”


  “I — I don’t have to go anywhere today.”


  “Good.” He raised his chin at Nagomi. “It seems to me you have quite a story to tell.”


  “If I tell you everything, will you take me to see His Majesty?”


  He reversed the question. “If you don’t, I definitely won’t.”


  She nodded. “Very well then; though, I don’t think you’ll understand much of it, Dylan ab Ifor.”


  The black rubberized duct connected the air elementals chamber to the valve in the stock. A thick red cable ran from a copper plate capacitor, screwed in with two lugs, to the trigger assembly.


  So far, so familiar. There were a couple of mahogany-bound switches on the grip, the function of which Gwen wasn’t certain of, and a new potential dial with two arrows — one for each barrel, she guessed. She unscrewed the valve and blew the rubberized duct clean. She tapped at the chamber, waking up the elementals. The crystal glass grew cloudy in an instant. The chamber buzzed. The indicator tube lit up with the orange sodium glow. The twin arrows on the dial twitched, indicating both barrels ready to fire — the spike-ended thunder caster at the bottom, and the air-powered slug thrower at the top.


  She finished re-assembling the rifle and held it on an outstretched palm in the middle of its length and adjusted the balance weights so that it lay perfectly still and level, then checked the sights and the energy dial until all was satisfactory.


  She sighed and put the gun away. A routine chore like this — even performed on a new, untested airgun — should have calmed her down, but she still felt the anger shimmering beneath like a culverted stream.


  She wasn’t just angry with Dylan. She was angry with herself. Maybe he was right — maybe some of what she’d seen was just an illusion or hallucination. The more time passed, and the more distant the events of her journey to the North grew, the less certain she was of what was true. This doubt, too, annoyed her. She should have believed in the testimony of her own senses more — they hadn’t failed her before, not even in the midst of a Xhosa Illusion Storm. She needed something calming to soothe her nerves. She picked up a towel and headed for the exit.


  Dylan was sitting on a tree stump outside the tent. He was wearing a full dress uniform, and holding a box wrapped in dyed cloth.


  “I see you’re going for a swim,” he said, noting the towel.


  Her eyes twitched. “What are you doing here?”


  “I wanted to give you this.” He handed her the box.


  She unwrapped the cloth and opened the red-and-black lacquer lid. Inside were six white peaches, overripe and bursting with juice. Her mouth watered at the sight, but she gave Dylan a furious look.


  “Is this a joke?”


  “They don’t give flowers here. I asked what would be the best gift for a … one’s beloved. They said it should be fruit.”


  She closed the lid. “If you think this is enough …”


  “No. I’ve also come to say sorry.”


  She studied his face. Odd. His intentions seemed genuine. He had a faint, apologetic, boyish smile of someone caught in an innocent lie. He scratched the scar on his cheek.


  “What happened?”


  “I had a visitor. Do have one of those peaches, please — they don’t last long.”


  With the peach juice dribbling down her chin — it was a good thing she had her towel with her — she listened as he recounted his conversation with Nagomi.


  “And you believed her rather than me?” she asked, slurping in the juice.


  “She added details … Explained the inconsistencies … Look—” He scratched his cheek again. “I was already going to apologize before she arrived. I was too hasty in my judgement. There is magic in Yamato that goes beyond my understanding.”


  “Have you seen her healing power?”


  “She demonstrated it to me, yes.”


  “I see.” She nodded and wiped her mouth. She put the box and the towel carefully on the ground — and then threw herself around Dylan.


  “Oh, by Dragon’s Breath, what an idiot you are, Dylan ab Ifor!”


  He reciprocated her embrace, and then they kissed — and for a moment, in the midst of war and chaos, all was good again.


  “Where is she now?” she asked, when they disentangled one from the other. “What else did she say?”


  “She’s in my quarters — you’ll see her when we return. She doesn’t say anything now that Tokojiro’s gone. I have to find a way to get her to His Majesty.”


  “You are going to fulfil her request, then.”


  “There can’t be any harm in it, can there? Besides, the boy could do with the company of someone his own age. He’s been stuck with that old bastard Nariakira for too long.”


  “And what about your need for a company, eh?” She ran a finger down his neck. He closed his eyes.


  “I’ve missed you,” he whispered. “And I’ve missed the peace you bring. I think I’ve had more visitors since we’ve captured the castle than Nariakira.”


  “The Abomination,” she said. She turned serious and stood up from his lap. “I’ve seen him enter your lodging with that young officer in black uniform. What did they want?”


  “They wanted me to support Chōfu against Nariakira in the Imperial Council. And they did make a good case for themselves.”


  “What did they offer?”


  “Nothing to us. But that young officer — he’s the commander of Chōfu’s entire army — had some interesting ideas. His proposal is to change Yamato to a democracy, abolish feudal lords, open trade … I was almost tempted to accept their deal.”


  “But you didn’t.”


  He scoffed. “Of course not. I can’t keep changing alliances willy-nilly, it would reflect badly on Dracaland.”


  “Dylan!”


  He looked at her angry face in surprise. “What did I say now?”


  “This is exactly why Bran was so angry with you! You’re being the cold-hearted diplomat again.”


  “Reasonable, not cold-hearted, my love. Nariakira has by far the most powerful army, and has long supported the cause of free trade. His domain is rich and stable, while Chōfu is … in the throes of civil unrest. Their strength a fraction of Satsuma — and they’ll be the first exposed to the Taikun’s army.”


  “All the more reason to assist them.”


  “We are assisting them. They’ve joined the alliance. We’re sending troops to reinforce their northern border. Edern is training their recruits. But I can’t risk everything I’ve achieved here to pursue some—”


  “The way Bran is risking his life now in the North?”


  “Are we going to quarrel over this now?” He wiped his face. The eyes that showed from under his hand were tired and filled with worry. She felt sorry for him.


  “I just think you could’ve thought of a clever way to help them rather than dismiss them outright. Why make enemies out of people who want to be friends?”


  He rose from the stump and embraced her again.


  “I understand.”


  “You’ve thought of something.”


  “I may have.”


  [image: Pinstripe]


  CHAPTER XVII


  The hulking mass of blue dragons moved far slower than Emrys. Even though neither the beasts nor Satō seemed to need any rest or sleep, Bran not only had little problem keeping up, but was even able to draw circles around the army. High in the thin clouds, he stayed safely out of sight of any of the beasts — not that any of them paid attention to anything other than Satō’s leading mount. This gave Bran plenty of time to plan his next move.


  Having passed the cow-shaped island, where he and Nagomi had camped the night before reaching the burning capital, the dragon host was now more than halfway from their destination — if, as Bran suspected, they were heading for Chōfu or northern Chinzei. Flying over the narrow sea between the Hondo mainland and Iyo, the smallest of the Yamato islands, Bran spotted another danger — warships, also heading west, small and large flotillas, all under the banners of the Taikun and his allies. The Serpent — and the government they controlled — wasn’t leaving anything to chance.


  I should warn father.


  But what was the point in warning of a threat so massive, so undefeatable? He couldn’t imagine even the combined armies of all the southern daimyos being of any use against a hundred or more dragons. Besides, they had to deal with a regular land army and navy at the same time. There was not enough time to prepare. The least he could do was buy them some more time, slow the flying army down.


  He could not break through to Satō’s mind anymore. The wizardess’s link with the dragons had become an impenetrable fortress, boosted by blood magic, and embedded in a mass of alien thoughts, hungry, slobbering, vengeful. As long as she was with her dragons, the Shadows were her shield; one he dared not assault. The piercing cold abyss of the Otherworld held him at bay. If he was to get anywhere, he had to separate the Queen from her swarm.


  The night before he put his plan to action, Bran had investigated the myriad tiny islands forming a bridge of wooded dots across the narrow, shallow sea. Once upon a time, before the rising waters inundated the valleys between them, these had been part of a stretch of hills pockmarking a low-lying plain, stretching from the foothills of the Hondo mainland to the North, to the wild crags of Iyo in the South. The sea passage was a labyrinth of reefs, sunken wrecks and other hidden dangers. All well visible from dragonback on a clear day, but a nightmare to navigate in the haze which shrouded the shallow sea for most of the summer. The shallow-bottomed, narrow-hulled boats of the Sakai merchants whizzed through without any problems. The Taikun’s war fleet, however, gathering in the harbours to the east of the archipelago, appeared to be waiting for a combination of winds and tides that would allow it to pass in bulk.


  On the islet nearest to the mainland stood a grand shrine with a massive, four-legged torii gate rising from the tidal waters. The shrine sprawled over most of the island and splashed several nearby islets with vermillion outposts. These Bran decided to avoid, not certain how far Satō’s transformation had progressed, and how the blood magic running in her veins would react to holy ground. There were plenty more to choose from; although, most of the islets were either too tiny and featureless for his needs, or, if large enough, already settled by fishermen and woodcutters.


  He found one at last, a suitable splotch of sand and rock some distance from the rest, with shattered remains of a volcanic cone on one end, a cave-speckled tall shore on the other, and a maze of lava canyons between. Ruins of a straw and bamboo boathouse rotted on a narrow strip of sand. He set up a camp there, but couldn’t — and wouldn’t — sleep in the few hours left before the dawn and the expected arrival of the blue dragon army.


  He gazed at the half-moon’s reflection in the still waters of the Inland Sea. A few bright stars hung low over the horizon, some of them obscured by the shadows of the nearby islets. Between them bobbed a single dot of a squid boat’s lantern, the only mark of humanity in sight.


  It was almost as if he was back in Gwynedd, out in the wilderness — just him and Emrys, alone in the night. But something was different. He didn’t remember feeling this lonely in Gwynedd. Back then, he hadn’t needed the company of others. Soaring over the green hills and mountains was enough — he’d never have thought “It would have been nice if somebody else was here” — not even Eithne, a girl he once fancied so much. But now, it almost hurt to be without his friends, without Nagomi and Satō by his side, chatting about the events of the day or just sitting in silence, staring at the sky.


  He felt the scale-covered muzzle nudging him in the shoulder. He stroked Emrys on the nose.


  “It’s all right,” Bran said. “You’re still my best friend.”


  And one day we’ll be back in Gwynedd again, soaring over the hills.


  He sent the image through the Farlink. The dragon purred at the memory.


  The dragons arrived right on time with the first rays of dawn, like a silent plague of locusts, a cloud of blue hovering over the sea, blotting out the sun with its shadow. Even in Dracaland it was rare to see a flying army of this magnitude. Not for the first time Bran wondered what the common farmers and fishermen over whom the beasts passed must have thought. To them, it had to be nothing short of a harbinger of the apocalypse — a divine or demonic host, descended from the Heavens, or risen from the Otherworld, to bring the end of the world.


  He and Emrys rose high over the puffy clouds into the cold, thin layers, where his thermal shield struggled to keep the freezing winds from penetrating his uniform. I could’ve gone further if I’d had a hauberk. The Gorllewin uniforms were thinner than those of the Dracalish Marines. Perhaps the blood of the Northerners running in their veins compensated for the cold, but for Bran this meant he could only fly so high before his teeth started to chatter.


  He patted Emrys on the neck. It was time. The dragon aimed down and spat out a ball of roaring, bright red flame. It dissipated halfway towards the Blue Wings. It spat again, and again the flames vanished, but this time a little lower. Bran was guiding his mount in a slowly descending spiral towards Satō’s dragon army, marking the descent with blazing red spheres. There was a certain violent beauty to this display, like shooting fireworks, but admiring the effect of his actions was the last thing on Bran’s mind.


  By the third ring, something happened — at last. One of the blue dragons broke the ranks, flying higher and slower than the others. By the fourth cycle of the spiralling blasts, a dozen more joined it, intrigued by the curious show in the sky. Bran’s plan was working.


  The Shadows possessing the dragons were not the same as human riders, and Satō’s control over them was nowhere near as strong as a proper Farlink. The newborns were almost feral, and no feral fire dragon could resist the lure of the dragon flame ritual. The ancient instincts were kicking in as more beasts dropped out of the main host. Emrys’s actions, no matter how small and insignificant, posed a clear threat: a challenge. This was, after all, how dragons in the wild prepared to fight over territory or prey. The beasts that were first drawn to the flames were all males, poised to defend their herd, but in the world of dragons, females were just as feisty and curious, and the sphere soon began to tear apart in two, with the beasts in the front, around Satō, still holding a cohesive formation, while the rear spread towards the scarlet fireworks as if scattered in the wind.


  The bulk of the dragon army was still heading westward, but by now most of the beasts noticed Emrys’s manoeuvring. Bran felt the gaze of the hundred Shadows upon him, but not yet that of Satō. She must have known something was amiss, but was too focused on guiding her flock to look up. She probably wouldn’t recognize the ritual in the sky above her — it was not described in her Llambed handbook. It didn’t matter. He had enough of the dragons’ attention for the next phase of his plan.


  By the next circle, the flares shooting by Emrys exploded right over the heads of the dragons nearest the wizardess. The Blue Wings darted towards Bran on their own and in clusters of five. He bade his mount climb high again, then leaned forward.


  It’s all up to you now, he sent a thought, embracing the dragon by the neck. You know what to do. I trust you.


  He looked down. The nearest of the Blue Wings was less than a hundred yards away. For a moment, Bran’s heart jumped. What if I fail …?


  Until now, he’d been full of confidence. Suddenly he realized how absurdly dangerous his plan was. It was too late to have doubts. He leaned back, let go of the reins, then slid sideways from the saddle.


  It had been a dangerous exercise back at the Academy, but one Bran had enjoyed the most.


  It required a complete trust in one’s mount, a strong Farlink, and a good grasp of enhanced acrobatics. Wulf had been particularly bad at it and, more often than not, had had to count on the safety nets.


  He whooshed through the air at breakneck speed, whizzing past the confused Blue Wings — who, still intent on fighting off Emrys, paid him as little attention as they would to a passing bird. As he was falling, his mind was performing two complex operations at the same time: one was guiding his mount and leading it away from the charging Blue Wings on a trajectory that wouldn’t easily reveal the final destination. The other, more important, was calculating his own path through the air.


  It wasn’t just that he had to hit a tiny target from over a mile up. He had to control his freefall, prevent himself from tumbling and slow down at just the right moment. Halfway through he cut the Farlink and focused on his own predicament. The wind sheared at his tarian, its noise deafening all thoughts except the one Bran was most focused on — lining up the air elementals he’d summoned to his aid into an invisible corridor: a slide made out of the air itself.


  He began counting down in his head. Ten. Nine. Eight.


  At last Satō looked up, sensing the human missile approaching; but it was too late, as he was coming too fast for her to even try doing anything about it. The elementals began to cushion his long descent. The sudden deceleration made him nauseous — he’d left himself too little time to slow down. He started blacking out, his vision narrowed. Speckles of red dotted the inside of his steamed-up goggles.


  He could now only see Satō, in her silver robe, astride a bright blue dragon, with no saddle or stirrups, a spark of light in the ever-lessening black vignette. Instead of reins, she held on to a pair of crystal orbs, red and blue, attached to her mount’s neck by a contraption of leather and brass.


  Five.


  He reached out his arms. Am I too fast? If he failed to slow down, the impact would crush his hands — and kill her. At the last moment, he had to switch off the tarian, otherwise he’d bounce off his target. A second later, he had to turn it back on again to shield himself from the winds of the further descent. Precision and agility: the only two things he’d ever excelled in at the Academy. If only Dean Magnusdottir could see him now …


  Three.


  Shield off. The blue dragon swerved to avoid him. Bran adjusted his fall by a fraction of a degree.


  Two. He shot a line of bluish flame across Satō’s hands, forcing her to let go of the crystals.


  One!


  He grabbed her by the waist a little bit too forcefully. He heard the air leave her lungs in a surprised wheeze, sensed a rib crack under his embrace. The blue dragon disappeared from under them, leaving only the expanse of the sky above and the sea below.


  Zero.


  Shield on. Elementals dismissed. He continued in freefall — he had to get away from the dragon swarm as fast as he could. Where was Emrys? He focused on Farlink and scanned the sky with his mind. His mount was on the sharp descent too, diving at an intercept angle. But something had gone wrong. He was a fraction of a second too slow, a fraction of a mile too far. The two trajectories would miss each other — maybe by just a few feet — but no more was needed to turn Bran and Satō into red splatters on the surface of the sea.


  Bran made one more attempt to summon the air elementals again but his focus was gone, the calculations too complex to manage under rising panic, with Satō squirming and struggling in his arms. At first he thought she was remarkably quiet, before noticing her mouth moving in silence while the wind carried her words away before they could reach his ears. He put his head to hers and shouted over the gust and over the string of expletives he now heard clearly.


  “Break our fall!”


  “What?” At least that made her stop cursing.


  “Use your magic! Slow us down, or we’ll both die!”


  She blinked. Her eyes were almost the black-in-black of the Fanged, but from up close Bran saw the whites were just a bit lighter shade of grey than the pupils. She’s not all gone yet. She looked down.


  “I will let go of your hands,” he said. “We only have a few seconds, so don’t try anything stupid.”


  She nodded. He allowed her to wriggle out her arms from his grasp. She spread her fingers apart and recited the spell. There were Bataavian words in it — he recognized Bevries and Ijslaag — the rest were in a mixture of ancient Yamato and some other, more primeval, language, the language of Blood Magic, rising the hair on Bran’s neck and darkening the light around them.


  A web of ice shards spread from her fingers, crystallizing into a flat surface. The first layer was too thin to make a difference, but she shot again and again, and now the layers began to break their fall, one painful crash after another, the shards tearing at Bran’s skin and clothes like brambles.


  “Enough! Enough!” he cried.


  They broke through one more layer and then Satō stopped. He grabbed her arms again as she tried to wriggle out of his hold. He scanned the sky and found the jade-green bullet heading their way. He tensed his muscles, curled forward and flipped in the air until his legs were aimed at the ground. With a rising whistle, his dragon arrived. It stretched out its hind legs and grabbed him by the shoulders, dropped him, ripping deep scars in his arms, then caught him again.


  Down there, Bran pointed and sent a Farlink direction through pain and blood loss. Take us into those lava flows, fast. I don’t know how long I can …


  He struck the rocks at the bottom of the cave. The impact and pain woke him up. Instinctively, he gripped Satō tighter, but she elbowed him in the stomach and wrestled out of his embrace. He reached out, but was too weak to stop her. She rushed towards the light, scrambling over the boulders. Just as she was about to reach it, a rumbling green darkness covered the exit. It was Emrys, blocking her way out.


  “Call off your beast before I blow it away, barbarian,” she spat. Ice covered her fists.


  “Satō ... It’s me … Bran. I know you remember me …”


  He crawled towards her. She halted.


  “I don’t know any barbarian, and even if I did—”


  “Look at me.” He lit up a flamespark.


  She raised her hand to her head. “I — I do. I do remember!” She pointed an accusing finger. “You’re the soldier boy who destroyed that village with his father … and then killed Saturn and Jupiter.”


  “What? I did no such thing ...”


  She put a hand to her forehead.


  “No — they’re still alive — that was just a vision …” She swayed. “But then — who are you …?”


  He held her up as she staggered to the floor. “I’m your friend.”


  “I’m no friends with traitors. Now let me go. My dragons are coming, and you’ll—”


  “No, they’re not.” Looking through Emrys’s mind, he saw the Blue Wings soar over the archipelago in confusion. Emrys had played his part in the plan to perfection, having lost the pursuers in the lava labyrinths. Riderless and guide-less, some of them still searched for their mistress in vain — others were reverting to their feral nature, or struggling to overcome the Shadows that controlled them. The sky was a primordial chaos of swarming monsters — it was like nothing Bran had seen before. This is what it must have been in the Age of Unbridled Flame, he thought.


  Sooner or later, he knew, one of the dragons would find them, either by chance or design. This would alarm the others, and bring them close enough for Satō to regain control over at least a few of them — especially the one with the crystals on its neck, the Firstborn. He didn’t have much time to bring her back to sanity.


  “What do you want?” she asked. He could see in her eyes she was scanning the outside of the cave with her mind, seeking her dragons, and growing concerned at not finding them. “How do you know me?”


  “You, me and Nagomi,” he said. “You remember Nagomi, at least?”


  “The red-haired priestess.” She squinted with anguish. “Yes — you were in her memories. I remember now. How do you know me?”


  “You two found me and helped me. We spent months together. We were looking for my dragon. We fought the Crimson Robe — with a man who called himself Dōraku?”


  “The Renegade!” She backed away. “You were with the Renegade!” In the glow of the flamespark her eyes grew even darker, turning a shade of black that swallowed all light.


  “He’s not the enemy. The creatures you’re with — the Abominations — they are the enemy. They’ve brainwashed you.”


  She scoffed. “Is that the best you’ve got? They warned me you people would try something like this.”


  “They killed your father. Or do you not—?”


  “I know! It was all Crimson Robe’s fault. The Serpent had nothing to do with it.”


  So she remembers Ganryū ... Perhaps there is more?


  In a hurry, speaking in a low voice, he went through their adventures. Instead of recalling the good times they shared, he focused on the deaths and disasters the Fanged had caused along the way. But she had answers to explain all of it. Bran’s exasperation grew with each excuse. At last, his story reached Heian, and Shōin’s death, and she stopped him with a pained look on her face.


  “My … husband?” she asked, through agony.


  “Yoshida Shōin was your husband. He died defending you from the Fanged.”


  He made up that detail. Nobody knew what had really happened to Shōin in the battle after he’d defeated the Black Wing — no eyewitnesses had survived, whatever occurred between the dragon’s fall and Bran finding his body. But it was clear the boy had been present when Satō was kidnapped by the Fanged who wore the silver robe — the same silver robe she was wearing now.


  “It—” She waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. War means sacrifices. We were on the wrong side.”


  He knew her well enough to tell she was pretending. Her voice and her hands were shaking, though that may have been down to tiredness and injury. But her eyes betrayed her. He was breaking through.


  “He gave his life to keep you from the Serpent.”


  “He — he didn’t know. He was young, and inexperienced.”


  “He died fighting for what he cared for: his country and his Mikado.”


  “The Mikado …”


  “And for you, Satō.” He took her hand in his. “He fought for you. And so did we — me and Nagomi. We risked our lives to get to you before the Serpent. I’m sorry we failed. I am sorry you suffered so much. But there’s still a chance—”


  Her grip went soft. The whites of her eyes brightened. Blood began to return to her paper-white face. Then, finally, he heard her whisper.


  “I … I thought you abandoned me.”


  He pressed her head to his chest and stroked her hair. “We tried. We chased you all over Yamato. Nagomi even went to the Gates of the Otherworld for you!”


  “I know. This is where I met her”


  “How is she?”


  “I — I couldn’t control the Curse. She ran away. I think … I hope.”


  “I’m sure she’s fine. It will all be fine.”


  He sensed a warning from Emrys, like a lightning bolt in his mind. Linking with the mount he looked at the sky above the cave. Two Blue Wings were closing in on them, but that was not what worried the dragon. A small, single-mast boat was swiftly approaching on a westerly wind. It had no business being there. It wasn’t a fishing boat or a merchant sloop. They had been found.


  “We should get out of here,” he said. He staggered up along the wall and reached out his hand to help Satō stand. She pushed him away.


  “No, I can’t. They’ll know. They’ll hunt me down.”


  “They won’t catch Emrys.”


  Bran’s mount was sending him signals of urgency. He grabbed her hand. At that moment the two Blue Wings swooped down straight towards Emrys. The dragon spat a defensive stream of flame. It did little to keep them at bay. Bran pulled. Satō resisted. She grasped his wrist instead.


  “Don’t leave me.” Her voice grew gritty.


  “I’m not leaving you. You’re coming with me.”


  In the light of the flamespark he saw her eyes go dark again. He knew who was coming on the boat. He sensed the cold and darkness approaching through Emrys’s tingling skin. And he knew she sensed it too.


  I can’t give up on her now. Not when I’m so close.


  His wrist felt cold. He looked down. She was encasing his arm in ice, sealing it to the walls of the cave in a web. A trap! He burned off the ice web with ease and gave her a strong tug. She tripped and fell, almost pulling him down with her. He dragged her across the rocks. She writhed and screamed. Outside, the dragons struck at Emrys, forcing it away from the cave’s entrance.


  Bran amplified the Farlink to guide his mount in combat. The Blue Wings were just a few in number and had only raw strength against a rider’s tactics. Together, he and Emrys fought off one beast and turned against another, but then Bran felt another attack. In the few seconds his mind was linked with the dragon, Satō renewed her icy assault, pinning his legs to the floor. Satō spat and hissed.


  “We’ve got you now!”


  That terrified him more than anything. She terrified him. In the faint light seeping in from outside she resembled a sunken-eyed wraith. He burned through the ice once more, but the flames coming from his fingers grew weaker as his energy oozed out of his wounds. She moved to attack and, in desperation, he pushed her away. She struck her head on a rock, leaving a bloody mark, but still kept on coming.


  For a few dreadful seconds he considered the unthinkable.


  Without her, the Blue Wings won’t be a threat. I should leave her here to die … No — I should kill her, end it now.


  “Nagomi would understand …” He whispered the last sentence. He braced himself for a blow, but Satō didn’t move. Her fingers, clenched into claws, hovered a few inches in front of his face. Her features grew soft. “Nagomi …” she croaked through parched lips. “Nagomi …”


  The cave shuddered. Emrys smashed against the cliff-side with a groan, thrown by one of the enemy dragons.


  I can’t do it! I can’t do both things!


  He made one final attempt at dragging Satō by the wrist, but she just stood there, as if she’d frozen herself to the cave floor.


  “Nagomi …Nagomi …Nagomi …”


  Emrys sent a desperate plea for help. Three more Blue Wings joined the assault, and the tiny jade dragon had nowhere to run. The single-mast boat was less than a minute’s sailing away from the island — the Fanged on board glowing in Bran’s mind like a dark beacon.


  He grabbed Satō’s shoulders, pulled her closer and kissed her on the lips. She didn’t resist. She didn’t react at all. Her face was twisted in spasms; her eyes flickering between light and darkness. But she wouldn’t budge. He felt tears freeze on his cheeks. “This isn’t over yet,” he said. “Remember Nagomi. Remember Shōin. Remember me.”


  He rushed outside, wiped his eyes and called for his mount. Emrys dodged a fire spit and leapt heavily into the air, grasping Bran’s arm with its talons. Biting his lips in pain, Bran climbed up its leg and leapt into the saddle. A well-aimed flame cone scorched the side of the nearest Blue Wing. He slashed the tail of another with the Soul Lance. But the rest of the swarm was closing in, drawn by fresh blood. Flying away was the only thing on Emrys’s panicked mind.


  One last thing.


  He turned the dragon back towards the cave and bade it spit a fierce fireball about a foot over the entrance, where the rocks were the thinnest. The fireball exploded in a cloud of stone dust. The ceiling caved in with a rumble, blocking the entrance. Emrys swerved, and sent another missile in the opposite direction — towards the approaching boat. Its port side shattered into splinters, the sea rushed into the smouldering hole, dragging the tiny vessel and all its crew down in an instant.


  Emrys ducked, barely avoiding a long line of flame shot from the rear. Bran clung to its neck. The dragon swerved again, rolled a barrel, then dived until his feet touched the crests of the waves. A pursuing Blue Wing failed to come out of a dive and hit the water with a deafening splash. Bran’s confidence returned. He was Bran ap Dylan, the best rider in his year. The half-feral dragons were no match for him. He looked over his shoulder: only five or six still chased them over the sea — the others flocked to the island, throwing themselves against the rocks in a vain attempt to break through to their mistress.


  Somewhere in the cave, Satō must have been panicking. He imagined her scratching at the boulders in the darkness and felt sick with himself. But he had no choice. As long as she was under the influence of Blood Magic, she was an enemy.


  It was the only sensible decision. Anyone else would’ve simply destroyed her. At least he had bought the Rebels some time — a couple of days, maybe more, before the dragon army could be reassembled from the chaos. Satō still lived, and as long as she did, there was hope. They would meet again, of that he was certain. Next time, he wouldn’t be alone.


  I had no choice, he repeated to himself, as he guided Emrys away from the island on a ferocious gust of the Ninth Wind. I had no choice.
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  CHAPTER XVIII


  Jade, the Bringer of Life.


  Nagomi unclasped her necklace and laid it out on the floor beside the lamp. In this windowless room in the middle of the castle, the bronze lantern was the only source of light. It was shaped like a crane, standing on one long leg, with light from a burning oil wick coming through its open beak. It was the only item of luxury left in the room — everything else had either been plundered by the victorious Satsuma army, or evacuated before the battle had even begun.


  Through everything that had happened to her, the necklace she’d received from Lady Kazuko emerged almost unscathed. The gold chain was scuffed and bruised in places and one of the small emeralds had disappeared somewhere, but the jade within shone with the same hopeful light as ever.


  She didn’t have much time to think of her journey through the Otherworld. Although, according to Gwen, over two weeks had passed since they got separated by the attacking Shadows, to Nagomi it felt like just a few days. Ifor was right — time did not have the same meaning there as it did here.


  There was a certain advantage to it. Since so little time had passed for her, she still remembered the Otherworld with great clarity. She remembered the black bear carrying her on its back, the three sisters shielding her from attack, and Shōin’s Spirit protecting her from Satō’s dragon … But best of all, she remembered Satō: her kind, bright face appearing for a moment from under the twisted, tired mask — and she remembered everything she saw in the open book of her mind.


  She now had, at last, time to put all those memories into some kind of order, to line up the events in Satō’s life, to figure out what the Fanged had done to her and where they were keeping her. She wasn’t surprised to discover that the wizardess’s workshop and library that she’d been so proud of were hidden deep in the bowels of that strange hill she and Bran had stopped on the way to Fuji.


  She remembered the Heads of the Serpent and their names: Yui, the White Robe, Lady Yodo, the Silver Robe … and sometimes the third one, wearing a robe of copper, whose name eluded her. She remembered the dark shape hidden in the crystal wall — their leader, all red eyes burning atop a suit of armour. She shuddered and put that particular memory away into the darkness whence it came.


  Of the spells glimpsed in Satō’s frantic mind she recalled none — never having any interest in magic — except the one that mattered most. It was a spell she’d seen in her other vision, that of Himiko, the valiant Shaman Queen. Whether she’d stolen its secret from the Ancients she’d conquered, or whether the Little People had given it to her in exchange for protection, Nagomi didn’t know. But she knew Himiko had used it well, creating numerous Tide Jewels and distributing them among her warriors until Yamato’s first dragon army was born. As centuries passed, the spell, kept a secret among a chosen few, had become lost and now, centuries later, found its way to the Serpent’s library, where nobody but Takashima Satō bothered to look for it. Now it was in the Serpent’s hands. And in Nagomi’s head.


  She stroke the comma-shaped green stone.


  The third Tide Jewel …


  The spell was deceptively simple and required no ingredients other than three pieces of the same kind of crystal, each imbued with enough magic potential — Mogelijkheid, as Satō called it — to form a powerful artefact.


  Could she ask the Commodore to test the jade in her necklace with one of the Bataavian apparatuses she’d seen in his study? There had to be a reason why, of all the Suwa artefacts she could have given her, Lady Kazuko had chosen this one.


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Yes?”


  It was the Commodore. He looked at her, then at the necklace, then back at her, puzzled. She took the chain and put it on. He nodded at her to follow him outside.


  The messenger from the Goto Islands finished his report and bowed.


  The last enemy castle in the South had fallen to the rebel forces. After the conquest of Kokura, the loyalist daimyos, one by one, surrendered their fortresses and fled North to join with the Taikun’s main force. Chinzei was now firmly in the hands of the Imperial Army — the “Southern” moniker had been dropped after the Chōfu forces declared their allegiance to the cause. But this was where the good news ended.


  According to the spies, a large fleet was gathering in Aki Province in support of an even greater army composed of all of the Taikun’s supporters in the North. The Aizu and Tokugawa soldiers still formed the bulk of the force, but dozens more daimyos responded to the government’s call for assistance — far more than anyone had expected.


  It seemed that the young Taikun and his new Councillor Hotta had been more effective in amassing support than old Iesada. Meanwhile, the Imperial Army had suffered great losses during the siege of Kokura — especially on the western flank, where Lord Nabeshima bore the brunt of the counter-attack. And there appeared to be little in the way of reinforcements coming their way, apart from the Kiheitai and the promise of some ships from Tosa — if Lord Yamauchi decided to throw his lot in with the rebels.


  The lords looked grimly at the map and clay tokens showing the distribution of the forces. A faint smile lingered only on Lord Nariakira’s lips: his forces were not only the most numerous, but now also occupied the most strategic position, holding on to Kokura Castle and the peninsula beyond it with the vantage point of the Mekari Shrine at the tip. It was enough to hold out even against the might of Taikun’s new army, though not, on its own, to challenge it. For that, he still needed the cooperation of the others.


  Lord Nariakira reached with a bamboo cane and prodded a black token, marking the Kiheitai base at Chōfu, and glanced at Takasugi.


  “I hear you want to explain to us your miracle, Takasugi-dono,” he said.


  “A miracle, kakka?”


  “I paid careful attention to your and Koyata-sama’s words,” said Nariakira, tapping the bamboo cane at the map. “Your unit was decimated in Heian. Most of Mori’s retainers perished either there or in the razing of Chōfu. And yet, by the time you got to the battlefield here, you had a substantial regiment under your command once again — and by all accounts, it’s grown even greater since. Have you resurrected the warriors from the dead? What magic is this?”


  Takasugi smiled. “Not magic at all, kakka. Just an idea. A clever one — and I can say this because it wasn’t mine.”


  “Ah?”


  Takasugi patted the bundle of papers on his chest. He knew them by heart, now, but he still carried them around with him as a talisman. So far, they’d brought him luck.


  “It came from Yoshida Shōin, kakka — the headmaster at the Chōfu school of magic. Fallen, as you have heard, in Heian.”


  “A wizard?” Nariakira raised an eyebrow. “And you said it wasn’t magic.”


  “Indeed.” Takasugi nodded. “But the idea came from his study of Rangaku, and of the Western ways.”


  “Spit it out, boy,” snapped Nabeshima. “We haven’t got the time for games. Where did you get the soldiers?”


  “Conscription.”


  He had used a word which had not been in use in over two hundred years. He watched as the faces of the daimyo changed from bafflement, through understanding, to repulsion.


  “You mean to say they are … commoners?” said Nariakira. He grimaced in disgust. It was common knowledge that the peasants were not supposed to fight in the wars between lords. They were untrustworthy and unreliable, only good for arrow fodder … Reading in the faces of the daimyos, Takasugi sensed they were wondering if their victory was even worth it if achieved by such dishonourable means.


  “Townsfolk of Chōfu, mostly, at first,” explained Takasugi. “And as many peasants as we could muster at short notice. But they keep on coming — from coastal farmlands and mountains.”


  For now, he chose to omit the fact that many of his conscripts were eta — the untouchables, the bandits, the ruffians … He knew this would have been an impassable threshold for most of the noblemen.


  Nabeshima shook his head. “We all thought Mori’s treasury was empty.”


  “It was,” said Takasugi. “We are not paying them with gold. We’re paying with land.”


  If a lightning bolt had struck the centre of the enclosure, it would have had less of an effect on the gathered than Takasugi’s words. The daimyos sat up, almost stood up, their fists clenched, their hands hovering over the hilts of their short swords. It was almost as if Takasugi had spat in their faces. The curtains around the Mikado’s dais swayed in the breeze of voices.


  The land — and that always meant agricultural land — was everything to a nobleman. Their wealth was measured not in how much gold they had in their treasury, or how much silver their tradesmen produced — but in how much rice their fields produced. Only the great merchant domains, Satsuma among them, were free from this total dependence on land — which explained why Nariakira alone reacted with calm surprise. But even to them, giving land away was akin to giving away members of the family, or parts of their body. Only the Taikun could force a daimyo to part with his rice fields, and only as the most dire of punishments, short of ordering a clan’s suicide.


  “Now I know why Mori isn’t here …” murmured Nariakira among shouts of “preposterous” and “absurd”. “I wonder, is he even still alive?”


  The enclosure fell silent at those words. Everyone stared at Takasugi, now with suspicion.


  “I assure you, Mori-dono is alive and well — you can visit him any time you want in his retirement villa.”


  This was too much even for Lord Nariakira. He stood up. His courtiers followed.


  “It’s a coup!”


  “Calm down, Nariakira,” said Lord Nabeshima, now smirking. “The daimyos retire from time to time, don’t they? Remember old Hosokawa?”


  The lord of Satsuma turned red. His three-fingered hand was now firmly on the hilt of his sword, the blade out by an inch. “What are you insinuating?”


  “Me? Insinuating?” Lord Nabeshima feigned innocence. “I’m just stating a fact. We all know how surprising Hosokawa’s retirement was. We thought there may have been something untoward going on, especially after the new master of Kumamoto banished all the most loyal courtiers and granted you command of his troops … But I’m sure those were just rumours, and, like in Chōfu, everything was in order. So calm down.”


  Nariakira stepped forward. “I’m warning you. I can still hold a sword in my hand. If you don’t—”


  “Enough!”


  A high-pitched voice resounded throughout the enclosure; it was coming from the veiled dais. At an order from inside, the curtains parted. Everyone dropped to their knees at once, pushing their faces to the ground, not daring a glance.


  “You are forgetting yourselves, lords,” said Mutsuhito.


  Takasugi thought there was a certain emotionless void in his voice, almost mechanical. But then, he had never heard the Mikado speak before — any Mikado. He could only imagine burdens of protocol and strains of ritual forced upon the boy.


  “You are in my presence.”


  “We beg your apology, heika,” pleaded Lord Nabeshima. “We succumbed to our emotions. A shameful display.”


  “Commander,” said Mutsuhito, ignoring the grovelling courtiers.


  It took Takasugi a moment to realize the Mikado was talking directly to him.


  “Continue your explanation.”


  A rustling of cloth announced the veils closing. Takasugi sat up and took a deep breath.


  “The domain is now ruled by a regency council in the name of Mori-dono, heika,” he said. “Of which I am a representative. We have introduced … or are in the process of introducing — a number of reforms. We are modernizing the domain, and the army, according to the Kiheitai principles.” He started counting on trembling fingers. “The principles are as follows: all recruits are equal within ranks. All have the same chance at career progression. All will receive the same salary and reward after the war — a plot of land for their own use, yielding two koku of rice, three if they receive a decoration.”


  “A decoration?” whispered Nabeshima.


  “It’s another Western idea. An award for a valiant or honourable deed.”


  “Honour! Pah!” spat Nariakira. “What does a commoner know about honour?”


  “I have seen them fight,” spoke Nakaoka, the Tosa Captain, silent until now. His calm, low voice cut through the friction. “They were as valiant as any soldiers I’ve seen — if a little undisciplined.”


  “All the soldiers in the Western armies are of common stock,” Takasugi reminded. “Commodore Di Lan, Banneret Edern …” His tongue twisted on the foreign names and titles, which he barely had time to learn. “Would you refuse them valour?”


  “Not all,” remarked Nariakira. “My retainer, Wulfhere, is a nobleman, and he’s the bravest of them all.”


  “And yet he was subordinate to a common-born officer, no doubt, when he was in the Dracalish army, kakka,” replied Takasugi. “Say what you will about the Western armies, it is they who conquered Qin and are threatening Yamato, not the other way around.”


  “They conquered Qin because of their superior science and magic.”


  “They developed this science and magic because they allowed commoners to study!”


  Takasugi inadvertently reached under his kimono and grasped at the bundle of notes. The conversation was making him anxious. Until recently, he had not been convinced of the value of Shōin’s theories — and he wasn’t prepared to defend them against a prolonged interrogation.


  “We used to have peasant spearmen back in the old days,” said the square-jawed warrior sitting beside Nariakira: Saigo Takamori, the Captain of the daimyo’s personal guard. He had a commanding countenance, and muscles that demanded respect. “But it takes months, if not years, to teach them to wield a spear with a skill worthy of a battle. We don’t have that time.”


  Takasugi nodded. “Spears, yes. But not teppo.”


  “You have thunder guns?” Both of Nabeshima’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “Enough for an army?”


  “I don’t.” Takasugi stared at Nariakira. The daimyo returned his stare without flinching. Takasugi looked away. I’m not good enough for this ... I’m just a kid among adults.


  “I — I was hoping to gain access to Shimazu-dono’s armouries …”


  “Ah! That’s right, Nariakira, haven’t you found some Aizu guns in the castle?” Nabeshima asked with a bite in his voice. Since the battle, Lord Nariakira controlled access to the captured castle — ostensibly, in the name of the Mikado. The other members of the alliance could only guess at what his soldiers had discovered inside. The tension rose again between the two lords. I can use that, thought Takasugi, if only I knew how …


  “And what makes you think I have enough weapons to spare for peasants?” scoffed Nariakira. “If I did find any, I already distributed them among my best men.”


  “The Ship,” said Takasugi. Nariakira looked at him sharply. He cleared his throat. “I know about the Ship,” he repeated, louder.


  The daimyo grunted. “So, the Commodore tattled.”


  “A ship?” Captain Nakaoka perked up. This piqued his interest. “What ship?”


  Takasugi gestured to Lord Nariakira. Should I tell them, or will you? his eyes asked.


  The daimyo shrugged and sat down heavily. “Fine. You’d find out soon enough,” he said. “A few days ago a Bataavian ship arrived from Kiyō …”


  The boat ground on the white sand of the narrow beach. Tokojiro climbed out and waited for the churning in his stomach to subside. He rubbed his one healthy eye and spat. The journey across the strait was short, but uncomfortable. After weeks of calm, the seas had begun rolling again, forcing the tiny shell of the ferry to make a bumpy detour, avoiding freak currents and sudden squalls.


  He watched the foreigner step out of the boat with the elegance and poise of a seasoned sailor and, not for the first time, felt a twinge of disgust towards himself. This was Yamato land, and Yamato sea, and yet this foreigner, this “Commodore”, trampled over it like the master, while he, a native once proud of his blood and heritage, skulked about like a peasant, a slave.


  They’re all like this, he thought bitterly, tall, bright and confident, as if the whole world belonged to them by right.


  Over the past few days, Tokojiro had seen more of the Gaikokujin than he’d ever cared for. He should have been satisfied with his new position — as the only Seaxe interpreter in the rebel army, his services were inimitable. At long last, the years of studying the language under Black Raven were bearing fruit. But he was exhausted and anxious from effort. The needs of the foreigners proved too much.


  It would have been enough of a handful with the three Dracalish officers in Lord Nariakira’s entourage. His main duty was to liaise, on a daily basis, between Commodore Dylan and the Yamato noblemen. His silver-haired adjutant with the unnerving eyes of a Yōkai — a “Banere-to” — required constant assistance in training the elite Satsuma guards in use of the captured Rangaku weapons. The third officer, a woman called Gwen, was easier to deal with — she was performing long-distance recon missions on her silver dragon and, as such, didn’t spend much time in the camp.


  And then the Ship had arrived. The Bataavian gareon from Kiyō, packed to the brim with weapons and munitions. But there was another, unexpected cargo: twelve Dracalish soldiers, sent to maintain the guns and train Satsuma’s army in their use. Suddenly, Tokojiro’s duties increased threefold. He barely had time to sleep or eat.


  On top of all that, his wounds still ached. The healers had done what they could, but the assassin’s blade had struck deep. The aching tore at him from his stomach down to his thighs. Sometimes it made the scar on his face — the cut by Bran’s sword — radiate with phantom pain. It was happening again now. He winced — as the Commodore strode past him — with both hurt and shame.


  He followed Dylan across the small island, past the tents and sheds where the servants and the guards lived. The Ganryūjima Conference — as the meeting of the daimyo was called — required an army of support staff to ensure the warlords enjoyed the level of comfort they were used to without having to leave the island. In the wide courtyard a group of new Kiheitai recruits dressed in peasant clothes, identifiable only by black armbands, exercised with mock rifles made of bamboo, showing their skills off to a couple of aristocrats. The wizards imbued the bamboo guns with weak magic charges — enough to mark a paper target, but not penetrate it. Takasugi still hoped for his troops to gain access to the Rangaku weapons, and insisted on training, regardless of missing equipment.


  Tokojiro paused to watch their hopeless efforts and felt another pang of shame. The Dracalish army could spare an entire shipload of weapons at Commodore Dylan’s whim. Each of the twelve soldiers from the Bataavian ship carried a personal, state of the art, thunder gun, so powerful and accurate they made the captured Aizu rifles look like bows and arrows in comparison — and they wielded them with nonchalant ease.


  He patted the pistol at his belt: one of the perks of the job; he’d received the gun from the Dracalish soldiers as thanks for his services. It made him feel safer, and almost part of the foreign army. With a straight back, he approached the central enclosure. It took the burly Satsuma guards two glances — one at the weapon, the other at the foreigner behind Tokojiro — to lower their spears and step aside.


  He found the central enclosure in much the same state as he’d last seen it a couple of days earlier. The two daimyos present — Lords Nariakira and Nabeshima — continued to argue, shouting at each other until their cheeks swelled and their faces turned red like pickled plums. The representatives of Tosa observed the spectacle with some bemusement, still not throwing their lot one way or another. Takasugi sat quietly in the corner, out of his depth, waiting for the arrival of the Commodore.


  His request for Dylan-sama’s presence at the conference was a last-ditch attempt to salvage the alliance. Since receiving the Western weapons Nariakira had grown ever more stubborn and belligerent, his demands increased, his attempts to sideline Takasugi and his commoners’ army grew more frequent. When Tokojiro entered, the issue was once again on the agenda.


  “Give peasants guns?” roared Nariakira, his jowls shaking. He seemed weaker and paler than before — the days of negotiation were taking their toll. He held his fingerless hand in a sling and supported himself on a bamboo cane, with a watchful attendant at his side. “Have you forgotten what happened the last time it happened? Do you want another Shimabara?”


  “Believe me, I have not forgotten Shimabara,” spoke another, new voice. Tokojiro scowled. Sitting at the far end of the enclosure, under a parasol, was the Renegade: Master Dōraku, recently returned from a scouting mission. “And it wasn’t the guns that made the peasants rebel. It was the arrogance of the nobles, and the ages of oppression.”


  “I thought it was the barbarians, stirring trouble,” remarked one of Nariakira’s courtiers. “And here comes another one.”


  Tokojiro felt a nudge on his shoulder. “Ah, yes, of course.” He gulped and quickly translated the conversation for the Commodore. The others noticed their presence. Brief introductions followed. Most of the nobles were surprised at the foreigner’s appearance, but they had no choice other than to accept it: if Lord Yamauchi of Tosa was allowed to choose the Qin to represent him, so the de facto regent of Chōfu could request the assistance of the Dracalish Commodore.


  Dylan bowed and looked around for a place to sit. He ignored the empty space beside Takasugi, and chose a slight bump of sand near Dōraku with a good view of everyone gathered. Tokojiro crouched beside him. The Commodore indicated he was not going to speak yet — rather, he’d continue to listen to the debate.


  The daimyos renewed their argument, subdued at first in the presence of the foreigner, but soon their voices rose to an even greater volume — and speed. Tokojiro struggled to keep up, his mind entering that special zone in which whatever flowed into his ears flowed out of his mouth transformed, without a pause in between. Focused on accurate translation, he was only catching the gist of the debate.


  “You’re not going to stand alone against the Serpent,” remarked Dōraku. “Not even with your new friends,” he added, glancing towards Dylan.


  “Of course not,” replied Nariakira. “I trust in the might of my allies.”


  “My men don’t want to be the fodder before your guns,” said Nabeshima. “We’re here to destroy our enemies, not further your mad ambitions.”


  “My only ambition is to restore the Mikado to power,” Nariakira said innocently, nodding towards the veiled dais. The curtains swayed.


  “With you as his regent and Chief Councillor, no doubt!” said Nabeshima. “I’d sooner give the government to Mori’s peasants.”


  “Actually—” Takasugi attempted to interject, but nobody paid him attention. The clash continued. The two daimyo rambled, leaping from issue to issue, now airing ancient grievances between the domains. Tokojiro could only imagine how much worse the situation would have been if Lord Mori was sitting in Takasugi’s place — from everything he’d heard, the daimyo of Chōfu despised both of the arguing warlords. It seemed that the alliance, constructed with such difficulty, was falling apart even as it celebrated its first major victory.


  Tokojiro heard himself speak the name of the Commodore, and paused. Lord Nabeshima was addressing the foreigner directly.


  “Perhaps the Commodore could explain why he offered his weapons only to Shimazu-dono and his army?”


  A corner of Dylan’s lips curled for a brief moment before his reply. “Shimazu-dono was the only one with a ship capable of reaching Qin in time. It was a trade transaction, nothing more.”


  Tokojiro caught a murderous glance from Nariakira. Something’s up.


  “Is that all?” prodded Nabeshima. “It wasn’t your intention to support him, in this way, as the leader of the Imperial Army?”


  “Her Majesty’s government — and I as her representative — has no stake in your argument. Having sided with your cause against the Taikun, I would naturally wish to see your forces — all your forces — prevail in this war.”


  “Then wouldn’t it be better if the weapons were distributed equally among the Imperial soldiers?”


  Before Dylan could respond — and Tokojiro translate — Nariakira snarled.


  “Be wary of the traitor’s words.”


  “Traitor?” Nabeshima questioned. “Isn’t he your greatest ally?”


  “His only allies are his kindred.” Nariakira pointed an accusing hand. “He signed peace with the Black Wings over our heads! To watch us bleed while they count the spoils.”


  “Is this true, Commodore?” Nabeshima’s eyes focused on the foreigner.


  “Not peace,” replied Dylan. “A truce. A truce that, you will find, saved your forces from total annihilation. Or did you forget the two dragons stationed in the castle until the day of the battle?”


  “You were supposed to fight them for us,” said Nariakira. “You and your beast. Instead you just stood there. At least the Yōkai proved some worth.”


  The foreigner raised his hands. The meaning of the gesture escaped Tokojiro, but it silenced the nobles.


  “Gentlemen,” he started. Tokojiro paused to think up the Yamato equivalent of the word: “Noble lords! I believe we’re straying from the subject here. The facts are clear — the Black Wings are no longer a threat as long as the truce holds. We need to focus on the enemies at hand — the Taikun’s army and the Serpent. They are approaching rapidly — you have to put your differences aside.”


  The noblemen nodded in agreement. Only Nariakira and his entourage remained indignant.


  “I have seen all this in Qin before,” Dylan continued. “Rebellions, feuding nobles … A country in disarray.”


  “And you made sure to take advantage of it,” said a new voice: the Qin interpreter sitting beside Li. The Qinese shifted uneasily in his seat when his country was mentioned. He fingered the two sealed envelopes in his hand and stared at the daimyos.


  “Takasugi-dono is more right than he imagines,” Li said. “You should give the peasants the weapons — or somebody else will.” He gazed back at Dylan.


  “We are a nation of shopkeepers,” the Commodore added. “Our power comes from our wealth, and our wealth comes from our merchants. Civil strife is bad for trade.”


  The Tosa Captain scoffed. “I’d think it best — you can provide goods for both sides.”


  “Not when all the money’s gone,” said Dylan, admitting the truth of the Captain’s words with a slight bow. He turned to Nariakira. “I did some asking around, with the help of my interpreter.” He patted Tokojiro on the shoulder. “I know how much the weapons trade cost you — and all the modern equipment you bought from the Bataavians. I know how empty your treasury runs. Satsuma may be a rich province, but it’s just one province.”


  Tokojiro licked his lips. It was true that he’d assisted the Commodore in his conversations with Satsuma nobles. They seemed innocent enough, but looking back, he noticed they were more akin to interrogations. He guessed the foreigner had filled out the gaps in his information with experience. The look on Lord Nariakira’s face signified the Commodore had struck a nerve.


  “Help us win, and you’ll have all of Yamato’s wealth at your disposal,” croaked the daimyo. “This is why you joined with us after all, isn’t it?”


  “Wait — we haven’t agreed to this!” said Nabeshima, rising from his seat. “What about the Bataavians? They helped us too!”


  “And the Varyaga will want their share, too,” remarked one of his courtiers.


  “Look at you! You’re falling over yourselves to sell the Yamato throne for barbarian trinkets,” said Li, with a wry smile. “You’re no better than the rebel warlords of Qin.”


  The accusation — even softened through the interpreter’s voice — silenced all gathered. Dylan used the pause as an opportunity to speak again, changing the subject slightly.


  “Let’s be practical for a moment,” he said. “You have three thousand thunder guns, and ten cannons. I signed off on the cargo myself. My men say they can train maybe a thousand of your solders in their use by the time the enemy army arrives.”


  “I will order my warriors to work day and night, until all are ready.”


  “The thing is …” Dylan leaned forward, and doodled something in the sand — a straight line and a square. “Nobles don’t make good gunners. I’m sure Master Takasugi can already confirm this.”


  “It’s true,” Takasugi said with a nod. “They bring too many bad habits from their training with sword and spear.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Nabeshima.


  “You have to fight in formation. You have to follow the lead, and pay attention to what others are doing. As much as it pains me to say, being of noble blood myself, the Kiheitai fought much better once we got rid of all the samurai.”


  “My warriors are not some Chōfu rabble,” murmured Nariakira. “They’re disciplined, and competent.”


  “And it would be a crime to waste all that training!” said Dylan, and Tokojiro changed his voice to adapt to the Commodore’s conciliatory tone. “They are all excellent swordsmen, spearmen and archers — but they’d be, at best, average riflemen. Especially in the short time we have.”


  “Meanwhile, my commoners have been trained in nothing else but gun use,” added Takasugi, his face brightened with understanding of what Dylan was going for. “And are itching to use their skill.”


  Nariakira, sensing, no doubt, he was beginning to lose his ground, slammed the sand with his fist, raising a plume of dust. “These are my guns. I paid for them. I brought them here on my ship.” He pointed to the sea. “Go get your own, if you’re so keen.”


  “Perhaps you could come to some sort of lease arrangement,” suggested Dylan. “Just until the war is over.”


  “Oh? And who would give me a guarantee I’d ever see the guns back?”


  Lord Nabeshima glanced at the Tosa delegates. Li and Captain Nakaoka both nodded in unison. “We all would,” said Nabeshima. “Neither of us would want to see all this arsenal remain in Chōfu hands.”


  “And neither would I wish for it to become a bone of contention between us,” said Takasugi. “I am ready to swear before the Mikado on any deal we agree to, as the Imperial Army.”


  Nariakira mulled the response. The solution presented by the Commodore was a reasonable one, and he was now presenting himself as just a stubborn old fool. The stubs of his fingers danced along the hilt of his sword.


  An explosion rumbled from the direction of the beach pier, then another, followed by gunshots and a clash of swords. Everyone in the enclosure jumped up. The daimyos looked at each other, then turned to Takasugi. The Kiheitai commander shook his head vigorously.


  “I don’t—”


  A guard barged into the enclosure. “Lords, we’re under attack!”


  “The Taikun’s army?” asked Nariakira. “Already?”


  “I don’t think so, tono,” the guard replied. “It’s probably nothing — just a few boats — but stay here, just in case.”


  The guard disappeared. Another, much closer blast, shook the ground beneath Tokojiro’s feet. The courtiers and guards formed small circles around their masters.


  “That didn’t sound like nothing,” said Commodore. He turned to Dōraku. “We’ll go and check what’s going on. But somebody needs to defend the Mikado. They might be your … kindred.”


  The Fanged nodded in silence.


  “Come, Tokojiro,” Dylan pushed the interpreter forward. “Let’s test that pistol of yours!”
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  CHAPTER XIX


  The waves lapped at her feet, warm and salty. The beach was made up of a mixture of white sand and tiny broken seashells. Nagomi dug at the sand with her big toe. A trickle of water filled out the dip.


  The same sea as in Kiyō, she thought. Everything about this place reminded her of home. The smell of rotting seaweed. The shrieks of the kites in the sky. The cries of the fishermen. A wave of nostalgia washed over her before she remembered she’d been in Kiyō just a few days ago.


  But that was different.


  She had still been in the prophetic trance when she marched through the half-empty streets towards the harbour. She remembered little from the time between her emerging from the pool on Suwa Hill to landing at Kokura pier. She wished she could have stayed a while longer, visit … but there was nobody to visit.


  Everyone had gone.


  The Takashima Mansion stood empty on its walled hilltop. The Itō clinic welcomed no patients. The Suwa Shrine was ruled by a High Priest she’d never even met. She’d felt alien in her own home town.


  She still wanted to return to Kiyō. She believed her place was at Suwa, among the shrine Scryers. This was what she’d been trained for all her life. One day, all the war and chaos would end, and her bizarre adventures would become nothing but stories she’d tell to the incredulous young apprentices.


  She sensed the two men approaching before she heard their steps rustling on the crushed seashells. She adjusted the hood of her cloak and hid the wisps of hair peeking out.


  “Hey, you, kid!” the larger of the men shouted. “Get out of here! Didn’t they tell you this beach is forbidden?”


  The other man had a smaller, slender frame, wrapped in an oversized coat, too hot for the weather. His face was hidden under a wide-brimmed straw hat. The larger one was a burly, square-jawed samurai with bushy eyebrows. He was shooing Nagomi away with a hand the size of a snow shovel.


  There was also a third man, but he was hiding high in the sky on his dorako. Most people wouldn’t have noticed him, but Nagomi had spent too much time around Bran and Emrys not to recognize the dark cross circling in and out of the thin clouds.


  She ignored the burly samurai and turned towards the smaller man. She stepped forward. The samurai was about to draw his sword, but the smaller man held his hand.


  She dropped her hood, letting her hair float in the wind. The smaller man gasped.


  “Nagomi-sama! What are you doing here?”


  “Heika.”


  She knelt and bowed deeply. A far-reaching wave soaked the hem of her kimono.


  “I bring a message from the Otherworld, My Lord,” she whispered.


  “How much did you know about your Honourable Mother’s lineage, heika?” Nagomi asked.


  The young Mikado’s fingers played with the green jewel at his neck. He looked out the open door towards the billowing sea. On both sides of the hut, the fake fishermen pretended to tend to their nets. The entire fishing village was populated by Satsuma retainers disguised as peasants; the real inhabitants expelled — she hoped — on Lord Nariakira’s orders. The huts were made to appear even more shabby from the outside than they originally were, but their interiors had been decorated with the finest furniture and art brought in from the captured castle, its white keep looming to the west of the village.


  “I knew she was from this island,” Mutsuhito replied. “Though she was born in Heian, her family came from around Kiyō. Her grandfather was the daimyo of Hirado, if I remember correctly. I never thought about it until she gave me this …” He raised the pendant to the light. “I was hoping to do some more research when I got here, but the conditions are not exactly ideal for scientific pursuit.” He smiled a sad smile.


  “It’s through your mother, and her mother, and the mothers before her, that you have been gifted with your—” Nagomi stopped herself short of saying affliction, “power, heika.”


  “A power, or a curse?” He scoffed. “I can’t control it without the necklace. If I lose it, I will turn into a mindless beast. Why didn’t mother tell me? Why didn’t she ever turn into a dragon? I’ve never seen her wear this jade.”


  “I can only guess she wanted to teach you how to control it when the time came,” said Nagomi. “When your Hanryū blood awakened.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” Mutsuhito picked up a paper fan from the floor with a sigh. “My life didn’t exactly go according to my parents’ plan.”


  “None of our lives did, heika. We’re all doing things we weren’t ever expected to.” She smiled. “And yet, here we are, I — a shrine maiden of Suwa, you — the Divine Mikado. In a thousand years, the likes of us would never have met.”


  “I’m glad we did.”


  They fell silent. He turned towards the sea again. She studied his noble profile, searching for traces of divinity. In his commoner’s disguise, not surrounded by courtiers and servants, he was no different to any other boy his age she knew. He had been gifted with sophisticated education, which showed through his vocabulary and poise. The innate intelligence glinted in his eyes, as did shyness, similar to her own, a shyness of somebody who’d spent their entire childhood among adults, with only a few friends their age. But the more she looked, the less of a Living God she was able to find.


  The blood of Amaterasu flowing in the veins of his Divine Father had become too diluted over the millennia to make a difference, she concluded with sadness. It was the other legacy — that of Himiko, the Shaman Queen, inherited through the female line, that made him special.


  The dying priest from Mekari, the same whose blood had tainted the Tide Jewel, was wrong. He had not been the last of the Sea Dragons. But the Mikado was something more than just half dragon and half man. Mutsuhito, the way she’d seen him in her visions, was all beast, and all man: two creatures vying for control of one body, and one mind. He was a lord of the Sea Dragon’s people. A dragon king.


  “You said you had a message from the Otherworld,” he spoke at last.


  “I am the message, heika” she replied. “I’ve been to the Otherworld and back. I have seen your past and your future.”


  She hoped he didn’t notice her bluff. The visions had only been leading her to this place and time: to meet the Mikado in Kokura. Beyond it, she was relying on her wits.


  “Only mine?” His lips curled.


  “Is it not enough?”


  “I was hoping to know the future of Yamato.”


  “You are Yamato, heika. Not the daimyo, not the Taikuns. They all come and go. Only the Mikado’s throne remains — and you are the only one who can occupy it.”


  She shifted from side to side to get rid of the pins and needles in her feet.


  “The Taikun and the Abominations he’s allied with didn’t seem to think so.” His eyes turned misty — he was remembering something that made him wince. “I have cousins ... They threatened me with Antoku’s fate.”


  Antoku …


  A vision of the past floated before her eyes: twin strands of past — one very recent; one ancient. The dying priest from the Mekari Shrine. Letters of the Scryer from Dan-no-Ura — letters which could have saved the young Mikado, if only there had been someone who could have interpreted them correctly: letters describing the Third Jewel and the green dragon.


  The parallel strand showed her Dan-no-Ura itself, the last battle of Antoku and his Taira allies. As the Minamoto fleet approached, they waited in the narrow straits, despite the disadvantage of their position, certain that their dragon army would arrive and vanquish the enemy. But the dragons did not come, and the Mikado’s ship was trapped in the stormy waters, and sunk, along with Antoku, his court, and the one treasure he’d managed to carry with him from Heian — the Storm God’s Sword.


  She had seen these visions before, but never with such clarity, and never before did she understand what they indicated. Even though it was she herself who had recited the first Prophecy to the Shaman Queen, its full meaning eluded her. Until now.


  “Are you all right?”


  She felt a warm hand on hers. The Divine Mikado touched her flesh. She retreated, blushing.


  “Forgive me, heika. I had another vision. I know what we must do.”


  Without regard for His Majesty, she grabbed his hand and jumped off the veranda.


  “It’s here!” she cried, pulling him with her towards the seashore. “It’s always been here!”


  The wind tugged at the hood of Azumi’s black cloak. She drew it tighter to make sure no piece of her body extended beyond the feathered fringe.


  She had been as surprised to encounter that tengu as he was to find her in his way. She was certain there were no more crow-like goblins left alive in this part of Yamato, that she’d slain the last one in Chinzei. But, it seemed, the raging war had forced some out of their hiding, even persuading them to offer their services to the humans. This one worked for Nariakira, carrying coded missives to Satsuma from Edo. Azumi handed them over to her mistress after discarding the body. All she cared about was the feathered cloak. She needed all the advantage she could find for what would have been the most dangerous mission she’d ever endeavoured.


  She heard her mistress hiss in anger when the Renegade was stopped from leaving the enclosure. Lady Chiyo didn’t need a tengu’s cloak — her magic was enough to keep her invisible. Together they observed the conference from about the only tree left standing in this part of the island, an old gingko, half-blackened with an ancient lightning strike.


  Azumi remembered the tree well, and the memory pained her. Like everything on the island, it reminded her of the days she’d spent here with Ozun when they were both in Ganryū’s service. The tree stood here when she’d first arrived in the “school” and witnessed her first secretive meetings with the mysterious, brooding, handsome hermit that would become the love of her life.


  Not long now. Chiyo had promised this one was the last. Azumi had been granted more power than ever. She felt it surging in her blood, making her muscles ripe.


  “You take care of the Renegade,” whispered Chiyo. “I’ll go straight for the target.”


  “No problem,” replied Azumi through her teeth. She had a score to settle with the Fanged.


  He almost convinced me that Chiyo was lying. He almost took away the hope. For this, he must know pain.


  She ran her fingers along the smooth iron handle of her sickle. A burning tingle went through her hand, a mark of the powerful magic imbued in the blade: a thin, sharpened piece of the Bataavian Living Iron she stole from the shackles Dōraku had bound her with.


  The green-eyed foreigner and the Chōfu commander ran past the tree, underneath her feet, not noticing either of them. In the speeded-up trance induced by the power of blood, she had plenty of time to aim her sickle and throwing knives.


  I could kill them both in one strike.


  She glanced at Chiyo. The green-robed Fanged shook her head and pointed at the wall of windbreakers. Our real target is there.


  Chiyo snapped her fingers. Spreading her cloak like wings, Azumi leapt from the tree and glided the short distance separating her from the enclosure. The sickle in her right hand, short sword in the other, she landed with a roll, and sprang up right in front of the Renegade. The chain whizzed over her head and whipped around one of Dōraku’s blades.


  His other sword clashed with her kodachi. The force of impact almost broke her arm. She jumped away, but he yanked on the chain and the links snapped. There was cold, grim fierceness in his eyes she’d never seen before.


  Azumi rolled aside, hiding behind two standing nobles. In the world of blood magic, the mortals were almost like statues, moving like ants trapped in resin. She thought Dōraku wouldn’t risk hurting them but he threw both aside as if they were straw dolls.


  He struck from either side. She caught the left sword in the notch of the sickle, and deflected the right one with her kodachi, careful not to bear the full impact of the blow. She spun around, but her sickle slashed the air and it was just the tip of the weapon that scratched his arm. He pulled back. His eyes flashed with recognition.


  “That’s right,” she said. “Not plain steel.”


  A gust of wind blew past her: Chiyo moved forward, lightning fast even compared to Dōraku. For a moment, the Renegade lost his focus, unsure whom to follow. In the corner of her eye Azumi spotted an old man; his left hand reaching for a short sword; his right hand missing several fingers. She recognized him from the pre-mission briefing: Shimazu Nariakira, the secondary target. She lunged towards him, aiming for the throat. The Renegade’s blades whistled inches behind her back. She whirled around Nariakira, grabbed him by the shoulder, pressed the sickle blade to his neck — and felt a strong elbow blow to her plexus. In a blink of an eye Nariakira snaked out of her grasp with agility defying his old, bulky frame. She blinked, surprised.


  Only now she noticed a glass vial and a needle sticking out of his arm. His skin was bluish red, with blood pulsing at an accelerated rate through his vein. Whatever substance was in the vial, it enabled him to move, at least, in the same plane of time as Azumi and Dōraku. The short blade in his hand vibrated and shimmered with the deep black of the Otherworld.


  Bataavian Living Iron.


  In the corner of her eye she saw Dōraku rush after Chiyo towards the veiled dais. It was just her and the daimyo now. She no longer cared for feints and distractions. Blocking his weapon with the shaft of the sickle, she thrust the kodachi into his chest. The blade slid on the armour he wore under his robes and pierced a deep gash in his stomach. Blood spurted in a violent fountain.


  She drew back and raised the sword to finish him off with a blow to the neck when the world around them exploded.


  They’re already here?


  Bran sensed the two dragons clearly. Their Farlink signatures matched those of Edern’s mount, Nodwydd — which meant that Gwen had returned South — and Cenhinen, the green youngling ridden by Wulfhere. But they were much nearer than he’d expected. The last information he’d had from Gwen indicated the Imperial Army should have been fighting its way down the mountain valleys north of Kurume. Instead, the dragon signs flashed much further north, around Kokura and Chōfu.


  Did Mori join the Rebels? Are they already on Hondo?


  This was bad. They were moving too fast. He thought he’d have had more time to prepare them for the incoming onslaught. He didn’t know how far behind him the Blue Wings were — he no longer sensed Satō, or the tangled mass of the Shadows’ hive mind — but it couldn’t be more than a few days.


  It reminded him of the math task he hated at the Academy. Two Atmospheric locomotives: one starts from Brigstow, the other from Lundenburgh … When they hit, how loud will the crash be? How many people would die? He could never get past the image of the disaster to focus on the calculations. It was the same now. He had never seen a real battle before, but he could imagine it: the clash of armies and fleets; the roaring dragons; swords hacking; shots firing; explosions throwing limbs and dirt in the air; the smell of burned flesh. And in the middle of all this, he and Satō. Dylan, Gwen, Edern — even Wulf …


  At least Nagomi is safe, he thought.


  He reached the mountainous cape which formed the eastern shore of the Dan-no-Ura Strait. Beyond it lay Kokura and Chōfu, twin castle towns, like rooks on the chessboard, eyeing each other across the straits. He focused on the Farlinks one last time to get a more precise location. He didn’t need the map anymore — he knew this part of the world all too well.


  They can’t be … What are they doing there?


  Emrys climbed over the ridge, giving him a full view of the straits spread out before him like a painting. The Kokura side arched to his left; to the east and south, the castle too far yet to be seen through the haze. Chōfu was nearer — no longer smouldering, but still a black ruin; its coast now hidden from sight by a forest of masts and sails of what he assumed was the Rebel fleet. And between the two shores, the elongated diamond, like an arrowhead aimed at Chinzei, still reeking of blood and evil: Ganryūjima.


  There was something strange going on at the boat anchorage off to its western shore. He raised a spyglass to the eye and saw a group of warriors pushing their way further into the island; past a wall of desperate defenders; through exploding fireballs and gun blasts. In the middle of the defensive line roared a whirlwind of dust, black smoke, flame and lightning. He put the spyglass away and bade Emrys dive down towards the beach.


  The middle of the island heaved and burst open with a roar of a hundred thunderbolts.
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  CHAPTER XX


  As soon as they climbed to the top of the low-rising sand dune, Tokojiro realized they were against a formidable opponent. Smoke and dust concealed the full extent of the fighting on the beach but, even so, he saw at least half a dozen bloodied bodies strewn on the sand among the smouldering craters and shattered remains of the moored boats.


  It wasn’t obvious at first how the assailants were able to prevail against the onslaught thrown at them by the island’s defences. Satsuma’s wizards and the Kiheitai soldiers raised a wall of magic barrage between themselves and the beach, casting missiles of fire, ice, and lightning over the heads of guardsmen fighting in the melee.


  Compared to this small army, there seemed to be only a handful of the attackers: three boatloads of swordsmen, at most, and no mages, as far as Tokojiro could tell. They were all wearing long, flowing robes, some of green, some azure silk, cut in a way that somehow did not hinder their movements. They moved lightning fast, skipping from one side of the beach to another in a blink of an eye, their swords a whirlwind of steel. Their speed and agility accounted for some of their success, but there had to be something else … Before he guessed at what it was, another dark cloud of soot and burned sand covered the beach from his view.


  A lone figure split from the melee and ran up to them: Koyata. He wiped his bloodied kodachi on the tall grass and crouched, panting, clutching a bruised side.


  “You have to evacuate the nobles,” he said, between deep breaths. “We can’t hold them for long.”


  “Who are they?” asked Tokojiro.


  Koyata grinned. “Remember our friend with the broken nose? He’s wearing a new cloak now — a blue one — but I’d know him anywhere. It seems he and his men are harder to get rid of than we thought.”


  “Eeeh, but they’re only a handful!” Tokojiro said, failing to hide his fear. “Why haven’t you dealt with them yet?”


  “They can’t be killed,” replied Koyata.


  Tokojiro glanced to the beach again; now, with clearer understanding of what he was looking at. He realized his eyes had been deceiving him. A blue-robed swordsman was felled by a red-glowing missile shot from a Kiheitai’s bamboo lance. Seconds later, he rose again; the smouldering hole in his chest sealing rapidly.


  “Blood magic,” said Takasugi with a snarl.


  “Yeah.” Koyata stood up, wincing, and glanced back to the beach. “I’d better go back. Kuso. We’re running short on manpower — if you have any idea how to stop them, it’d be much appreciated.”


  “Necromancy?” Commodore Dylan spoke in Seaxe, having come to the similar conclusion on his own. Tokojiro nodded.


  The foreigner tutted, rolled up his sleeves and weaved a pattern with his fingers. Both his hands caught ablaze. He started off down the dune slope, striding purposefully, like a fiery spirit of wrath. Tokojiro stared, transfixed, at the sheer power emanating from the man, before Captain Takasugi snapped him back to reality.


  “You two: help hold the left flank.” Koyata and Tokojiro nodded. “I need to bring a semblance of order to this mess.”


  With numb fingers Tokojiro drew his gun and followed after Koyata. The cold touch of the inlaid steel grip was reassuring in the heat of the magic battle. The weapon’s elemental chamber held enough energy to fire six precise bolts of lightning before having to recharge. Without it, he’d never charge into a fight with blood-enhanced swordsmen. With it, he felt almost equal to the magic users … He gripped it tighter.


  Either way, it’s madness.


  He only needed a few moments to realize Koyata was right — they needed to evacuate the Mikado and the daimyos before their ranks were overwhelmed. He recognized a few enemy faces from the fighting in Heian and Naniwa. Others, most of them wearing green robes, were unfamiliar. He guessed the colour of the robes signified allegiance to a particular Head of the Serpent — the green was the same as worn by the assassin girl who’d attacked them on the sea. That was all he had time to ponder. Two of the blue-clad warriors broke through the ranks of the Satsuma spearmen and, shrugging off a powerful fireball shot from somewhere at the rear, charged at the group of fighters which included Koyata and himself. Tokojiro raised the pistol and squeezed the trigger twice. He didn’t need to aim — the enemies were running straight at him. A double thunderclap announced the lightning bolts had found their targets. The swordsmen hit the ground — the weapon had an astonishing stopping power. The Satsuma spearmen recovered and rushed in to fill the gap.


  “Always recharge if you have time, even after a single shot.” Tokojiro remembered the advice of the Dracalish soldier who had gifted him with the pistol, and pulled on the lever which set the elementals churning within the crystal glass chamber.


  Now he felt more confident. He scanned around, searching for another target. Somewhere in the centre of the battlefield rose a column of bright red flame and golden lightning, intertwined in a tornado of whirling magic. He’d never seen such magic. He guessed it marked the spot where Commodore Dylan was taking a stand against the undead. The foreigner’s energy must have been fuelled by the particular hatred which the Western wizards felt — or so he’d heard — towards Necromancy. He wondered how anyone, even the undying swordsmen, could survive this cloud of power.


  We may yet win this.


  The pistol let out an electric buzz, letting him know the chamber was full again. He raised it to his only eye, supporting the barrel on an extended forearm, and took a careful aim at the nearest enemy. A pull on the trigger — and half of the swordsman’s face got shorn off by a super-heated bolt. The enemy retreated behind his comrades to recover. Tokojiro nudged the recharging lever.


  How are there even wars in the West if they have this kind of power at their disposal?


  He had to agree with Lord Nariakira on one account. Giving these weapons to the commoners was a mistake, unless what Takasugi had in mind was a complete and utter downfall of Yamato’s system of power. The moment the civil war was over, the peasants would turn their guns on their masters and massacre them without hesitation.


  A rumble of an explosion broke his musings. It came, not from the beach, but from the rear — the middle of the island. A cloud of black smoke in the shape of an upturned bowl rose above the dunes and dissipated quickly in the breeze.


  The enclosure! Was the beach attack a ruse?


  There was no time to contemplate this new development. A panicked shout rippled through the ranks.


  “The centre fell! They’ve broken through!”


  Tokojiro didn’t believe it at first, thinking it just another trick. The centre was where Dylan was fighting — and, true enough, the column of flame and lightning still stood fast in the same place as before. But the enemy decided to outflank the lone wizard rather than take him head-on.


  Hemmed in between Takasugi’s Kiheitai on the right, and Satsuma’s wizards on the left, the blue- and green-robed swordsmen used the confusion caused by the explosion to charge through the middle, finally managing a solid breakthrough. Both wings of the defence line now found themselves in danger of an attack from the rear.


  The Satsuma wizards threw a careless barrage of fireballs between them and the enemy. The effect was quite the opposite to what was intended — in the chaos, most of the missiles struck the ranks of their own infantry, casting the men aside like straw dolls.


  The swordsmen turned left to exploit the new breach. Suddenly, Tokojiro was in the middle of a fierce melee. He shifted the pistol to his left hand and drew a sword. The wounds, still sore, rendered him unable to move with enough agility for hand-to-hand combat. He focused on seeking a way to the rear, from where he could again snipe at the enemy.


  Soon Koyata appeared beside him, his face flushed red with excitement. He began to pick up the spearmen felled by the magic missiles.


  “Stand up, you bastards!” he shouted. “Is this how Satsuma fights? You’re no better than Kiyō town guards!”


  As it occurred, most of them were merely stunned. Embarrassed and encouraged by Koyata’s efforts, they formed the nucleus of a counter-attack around him, a wedge spiked with spears. Staring at the chaos around, Tokojiro decided the wedge was the safest place on the battlefield, and joined it at the rear. The spearmen stepped forward, their formation resembling an angry wild boar. Koyata moved to the front, his short sword now more a paddle of command than a weapon. A thunder gun in his other hand — an older, single-shot design — glinted golden with the sun reflecting in its brass trimmings.


  It all happened in a blink of an eye, but Tokojiro saw it as if in crisp, slow motion. The enemy’s blade, leaping like a silver viper, kissed Koyata’s chest, then withdrew, seeking another target. A stain of red bloomed on the doshin’s jacket. He made one more step forward before his legs buckled and blood poured from the corner of his mouth.


  Tokojiro leapt forward to stop Koyata’s body from hitting the ground. The doshin gasped for air, blood bursting from the hole in his chest with each slowing heartbeat.


  “He … got me … good …” he wheezed then chuckled. His eyes turned blank, staring into the cloudless sky. Though the heart still pumped blood out of the wound in frantic bursts, his mind was already gone. Tokojiro laid him carefully on the sand.


  Something odd happened to his sight — it was focused on a central spot, with the edges blurred and tinged red, as if he was looking through a piece of stained glass. His mind, too, was focused to the point that he no longer even heard the noises of the battle around him. His muscles tensed to steel and the blood in his veins slowed down. He heard his own steady heartbeat.


  All of that occurred in a second between his two breaths. In one breath, he was a grieving clerk, out of his depth, with a dead friend in his arms. In the next, he became an automaton, led by a single, clear purpose. All his thoughts vanished, replaced by a single desire to avenge Koyata’s death. He’d managed to catch a glimpse of the man who had slain the doshin, and recognized the hideous broken nose in an instant. There he was, a whirling dancer of death; his sword a hurricane; each thrust ending with a burst of red; each slash scarring the air with a line of deep crimson.


  Tokojiro let out an animal roar, gathering strength and courage. Holding his gun in one hand, he grabbed Koyata’s gun in the other and leapt forward, the pain and wounds forgotten.


  Pistols akimbo, he blazed his way past the spearmen and swordsmen, over the bodies and craters. One. An enemy swordsman fell back, throwing his arms apart. Two. Another bent in two, clutching a hole in his stomach. Three. A graze struck a warrior in the face. The fourth shot missed its target. Five, six — two more opponents enveloped in the web of lightning. He squeezed the trigger again, but the spent elementals crackled uselessly in the chamber. He knew it would be a miracle if he’d reached the Broken Nose at all but, somehow, the miracle happened. With his last leap, he raised Koyata’s gun to the surprised face. As he felt the cold blade penetrate his side, he pushed the barrel into the open mouth below the broken nose, and squeezed the trigger.


  The charge blew the head open. It burst like a ripe watermelon. Tokojiro clubbed what remained of the enemy’s upper body with his guns, rendering it into a bloody pulp, until he felt light and dizzy. The world swirled around in white fog, and pistols dropped to the scorched ground. He fell onto the mangled corpse, gasping and choking.


  As his world darkened, he thought he heard a whoosh of wings and a roar of streaming flame.


  A dorako, he thought. We could have used a dorako …


  All the guards had gathered in a tight crescent around the sliver of beach. Though still in their disguises, they’d dropped any pretence of looking and acting like commoners; their hands on the grips of their swords, and their limbs positioned in a watchful stance, ready to spring to the Mikado’s defence at any moment.


  But Mutsuhito had ordered them to wait, and so they waited; watching, as he and Nagomi waded into the lapping waves of a rising tide.


  “Nothing’s happening,” he said. The sea went back and forth at their feet, just as it always had. “What was it that you wanted to show me?”


  She sensed them — the wights of Dan-no-Ura, waiting, bubbling, simmering under the surface. Angry. Seething. The straits had looked different when they’d crossed it that night when Ganryū fell, when the storm threw raging billows against their horses, and the wights rose from the sea to push them back on land or drown them in the foam.


  The storm was not coming now — the sea was calm, even though on the horizon loomed the black ribbon of the Divine Winds, closer than ever. She recited all the prayers she knew. The holy glow illuminated her hands and body from within; an occurrence she no longer found startling. Still nothing happened. The Spirits waited, as if sleeping, on the bottom of the sea, reminiscing their past victories and mourning their past defeats.


  “They don’t know you, heika” she said.


  “Who doesn’t?”


  She turned to him. “You must introduce yourself. Tell them you’re the heir of Antoku. Then they’ll know.”


  “What does — ooh.” He put a hand to his mouth. “Dan-no-Ura.”


  She nodded. “The wights of the Taira army.”


  “Yes. I understand.”


  He waded deeper into the waves. The tide reached almost to his waist. The samurai guards moved closer, tightening their ranks. He cleared his throat.


  “Spirits of Dan-no-Ura!” he announced. His high-pitched voice was clear, but too weak to carry over the sound of wind and waves. He took a deep breath, put a hand to his diaphragm and resonated louder. “I am your sovereign, Mutsuhito, one hundred and twenty second Mikado in the line of Amaterasu. I have come to claim what’s mine!”


  The sea calmed for a moment and then began to boil and bubble. Dark shadows and wisps of light danced under the surface. Nagomi sensed the wights stir from their slumber. She added her prayer to Mutsuhito’s plea.


  “Again,” she whispered.


  “I am your Mikado! As you have fought for my ancestor, Antoku, so you shall fight for me!”


  No. She shook her head, but said nothing. This isn’t about that. They’re not going to fight your enemies for you.


  The wisps reached the surface of the sea and burst through. On contact with air, the mist froze, coagulating into the shapes she’d seen before: squat, burly warriors, armed to the teeth with spears, swords and halberds. She glanced at Mutsuhito. He was pale, but stood firm. The samurai on the beach raised their swords forward.


  The Spirit army parted, forming a corridor of ghosts leading towards the Mikado. One of the wights, a tall man in ceremonial armour and ornamented helmet, hovered forward, accompanied by a smaller Spirit of a young child in a flowing robe.


  “Art thou verily the Mikado?” the tall wight asked. His voice came as if from a great distance, distorted by the all too familiar humming of the Otherworld.


  “I … I am,” Mutsuhito stuttered. “Forty-one generations have passed since you died defending your lord, but the throne in Heian still stands.”


  “Then wherefore art thou not sat at that throne?”


  “A rebellious general forced me out of the capital. His army is marching towards us as we speak. Will you assist me against him?”


  The wight threw back his head and laughed.


  “We do not fight the battles of mortals anymore. We belong to the Spirit world.”


  Mutsuhito looked helplessly at Nagomi.


  The priestess stepped forward. “They cannot leave Dan-no-Ura. You must ask them for something else, heika.”


  “Something else …”


  “The Storm God’s Sword,” she spoke directly to the wight. “Is it here?”


  “Oh-ho! Why does the whelp speak of the Sword when the dragon is silent?”


  “Answer her,” barked Mutsuhito, his voice strained with an attempt at asserting his authority.


  “Oh, it is here.”


  With a dubious smile, the wight nodded at the child at his side. The boy reached into the sea. The water turned emerald green and lit up with the hue of patinaed copper. A sword point breached the surface, and the ghostly blade revealed itself in the boy’s hand — an ancient weapon. She knew it from her visions. It was the same sword that Himiko, the Shaman Queen, had wielded when she embarked on her conquest of Yamato.


  The blade was translucent, emanating a light the colour and brightness of the rising sun. The child held the sword hilt-forward. Nagomi shielded her eyes. Mutsuhito reached for the sword, but his hand touched nothing but air.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” he asked. “It’s just an illusion.”


  The wight did not answer. Mutsuhito repeated his demand more forcefully.


  “It appears the Sword does not deem thee worthy of wielding it.”


  Nagomi grew desperate. This was taking too long, and didn’t seem to lead anywhere. Mutsuhito had to obtain the Sword. Leaving with nothing, after going through so much effort, would destroy his morale, and that of the rebellion.


  “But I am your Mikado!”


  The wight leaned forward. His phantom hand landed on the phantom shoulder of the child at his side, and Nagomi realized that the boy was Antoku, the drowned Mikado.


  “This youth was my Mikado,” said the wight. “And he perished childless. Thou art not his direct spawn. Dost thou think none of thine ancestors ever came here, trying to gain possession of the Sword before thee? Thou come from a line of usurpers. The blood of the Gods runs thinly in thy veins.”


  “You’re wrong!” cried Nagomi. She leapt forward, grasped the cord on Mutsuhito’s neck and snapped it.


  “Nagomi!” Mutsuhito recoiled in horror. “What have you—”


  This was not in her visions. She acted on an impulse, unable to stand the wight’s mockery. Mutsuhito may have been just a young boy, but he was the Divine Ruler of Yamato — and the scion of the Sea Dragons, and he deserved respect.


  Mutsuhito cried and stared at his hands as they covered with scales; the fingers and nails turning into sharp claws. His arms and legs bulked up; his torso twisted in pain; his face contorted in agony.


  “The … stone …” He reached a clawed hand towards Nagomi, but she pulled back.


  “Get the Sword now, heika!” she urged.


  He shook his head. His eyes glinted gold, and the pupils narrowed into vertical slits.


  “Please …” he begged.


  Some of the samurai waded into the water and were closing in. Others paced on the shore, their swords drawn, unsure what to do. Above, the guarding dragon began its descent, the rider finally noticing the commotion below.


  Great webbed wings sprouted from Mutsuhito’s back. He was now more dragon than human; his head sprouting a many-toothed jaw; his neck and back covered with spikes. He swiped blindly. His claws reached the hilt of the sword and he tore it from the ghostly child’s hands. The blade flashed white and then solidified into a heavy chunk of bronze in the Mikado’s grasp.


  He raised it above his head with a triumphant, air-shattering roar. A ripple went through the crowd of the wights as they dropped to their knees with their heads bowed — the last one, reluctantly, the tall warrior. Only the child, Antoku, remained standing.


  Nagomi threw the stone back. Mutsuhito seized it in the air. In a whirlwind of lights and swirling mists, he returned to his human self: diminished, a fragile form of a young boy in a fisherman’s garb. But the sword in his hand remained real and solid, and the aura of new-found inner strength and authority beamed from his face. Nagomi knew that aura — she’d seen it before in the likes of Lady Kazuko and Lord Nariakira. She dropped to her knees in the water. The samurai at the back followed her lead.


  “Heika!” said the chief of the wights. “Thou art truly of the Gods. May the Storm God’s Sword vanquish all who stand before thee.”


  A cold wind blew from nowhere, dispersing the wight army, one by one, into mist and then a wet nothingness. The tall warrior and the child Mikado were the last to go, their ethereal figures scattered in the breeze like ashes.


  A rumble of a distant explosion reached them from across the sea. A silver shadow of Gwen’s dragon whooshed over the beach, heading somewhere north in a great hurry.


  She smelled burning hair.


  Azumi’s clothes — what was left of them — were on fire, the tightly woven silk producing the acrid odour of scorched hair. There was nothing she could do about it. The blast had shattered her limbs, and covered her body with a million slashes.


  She lay in the dirt, blood seeping from her wounds onto the sand. She didn’t panic — she knew silk burned briefly, and under the power of Blood Magic the scars would heal soon.


  She looked around. The enclosure was no more — the power of the explosion had swept the windbreakers away. A dozen nobles lay around her, Lord of Satsuma, Shimazu Nariakira among them. All that was left of the Mikado’s curtained dais was a smouldering ruin, with remnants of some complex mechanism sitting in the middle.


  Shadow Warrior! A booby-trapped automaton …


  Nariakira was still alive, and conscious, despite the horrible injuries he’d sustained. He was creeping slowly towards her, clutching the Living Iron short sword in a bloodied hand. She felt the magic course in her veins, rebuilding her body, and she knew she’d be strong enough to overpower him by the time he got to her.


  She glanced the other way. Something else was moving among the bodies next to the Mikado’s shattered platform. A mass of burned flesh, red and black, recognizable only by tatters of green silk robe. A long, slender arm emerged from the mass and, digging fingers in the dirt, pulled the rest along, towards Azumi. She sensed it beckon her from a distance. Chiyo-dono … She needs me!


  Pushing and pulling the dead bodies before her, Azumi crawled until her hand touched that of her mistress. Chiyo’s claw-like fingers dug into her palm. The Fanged’s head appeared above Azumi, only its jaws and throat fully regenerated. The black fangs tore at the forearm, and Azumi sensed her blood being sucked out from the vein and, with it, the energy flowing out of her body and into Chiyo’s. The initial stream was so strong it gave her a shock. She grew weaker by the second. Her freshly rebuilt skin shrivelled; her muscles contorted; her veins shrunk as bodily fluids struggled to maintain the fading body.


  Too much, mistress! she pleaded. I will perish at this rate!


  As if I care, the Fanged snarled. I need your energy to survive this. Give me all!


  Strengthening, Chiyo rose on elbows and moved along Azumi’s arm towards her neck. Through the pain of tearing fangs, Azumi sensed her life energy expire with every slurp. She struggled. Chiyo held her down with her half-rebuilt hand.


  What’s that? Chiyo asked, mockingly. You would not sacrifice yourself willingly for your mistress?


  Not until I see Ozun again, Azumi replied in defiance.


  Pah! Dark blood dripped from Chiyo’s mouth. You still going on about that rotten head? I threw it out ages ago!


  For a moment, Azumi didn’t understand. Rotten head …? She fell for this trick once, didn’t she? The Renegade’d lied about it too, and even conjured some terrible illusions. But why would Chiyo now say the same thing?


  Slowly, through the agony, the truth dawned on her and took away her strength.


  You lie …


  No, dear, was the muddled reply. Finally, I’m telling the truth. You are no longer of use to me. Surrender to your crushed hopes and give me my power back!


  The blood connection gave Azumi an insight into the Fanged’s thoughts. And through it, she finally understood that Ozun was gone. Dōraku had been right, too. Chiyo had deceived her. Azumi had suffered so much and all was for nothing.


  Despair crept over her, covering her in a dark mist. The world was shrouded in a bloody haze. There was nothing but darkness, and the blood spurting from her neck in a steady stream into Chiyo’s throat. With Ozun dead, there was truly nothing left to keep her alive in this world. She might as well have died and become one with the Fanged …


  A flash, a swish of a blade, and a cry woke her up. Chiyo pulled away, shrieking, clutching onto a stump of an arm. In the haze, Azumi spotted the culprit — the black blade of Living Iron. Nariakira at last caught up to them in his relentless crawl. He had just enough strength left for one well-aimed cut — but it was enough to throw Chiyo into a frenzied panic.


  In this pause of relief, Azumi discovered she too had one last sliver of energy left. A scene flashed in her mind: the dark, damp cargo hold of a ship, and the voices in the darkness. “Another Spirit took the curse upon itself and went with it to the Otherworld … it’s an eternal torture.”


  It took her only a split second to decide.


  Life without Ozun is an eternal torture, she thought, bleakly. I might at least get my revenge.


  She wrestled the short sword out of Nariakira’s hand and, using up that last flake of power, thrust the black, shimmering blade into Chiyo’s chest. She closed her eyes, but did not let go of the hilt. The wind whirled around her, raising a spiral of dust, full of distant howls. In that moment, her mind was calm and open. With complete awareness of what she was about to do, she willed Chiyo’s Curse of Blood upon herself. With a bright flash, the Gates of the Otherworld opened before her and sucked her in, along with Chiyo’s tortured soul, straight towards the immeasurable crowd of vengeful Spirits.
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  PART 2 — THE BRINGER OF LIFE
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  CHAPTER I


  “My grandfather …?”


  Bran threw the straw brush into the bucket and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He didn’t trust anyone in the castle to take good enough care of Emrys, and besides, he felt the dragon had earned his attention. After the long flight, the scales were caked in mud and dirt — and dried-up blood. Having removed most of the grime already, he picked up a rough cloth to polish the neck horns and the thin, smooth skin on the wings.


  “You look just like him,” Nagomi said.


  She was sitting on an upturned bucket, telling the story of what had happened to her since they’d split over Enoshima. It was she who’d found him in the stables. When he tried to meet her earlier, the guards would not let him near her. She was now spending most of her time with the young Mikado — a company a random barbarian was not allowed to share. Not that the rules stopped his father from visiting His Majesty’s tent on a regular basis — or, he noticed, Wulfhere Warwick, who’d inexplicably become one of the Mikado’s personal guards.


  Wulf’s meteoric rise wasn’t the most mysterious of things that had happened since Bran’s flight from Kiyō, but easily one that bothered him the most. It was as if fate decided to play some bizarre, mirror version of Bran’s own misadventures, one where the hero conquers the odds and receives his reward at the end.


  He wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place…


  A failed Llambed student, a mere ensign in a third-rate squadron of the dragoons, Wulfhere’s life was to be nothing but a slow climb up the military ranks, until his name, rather than merit, granted him a senior officer’s post somewhere in the colonies. And now, in half the time it had taken Bran to travel from Kiyō to Enoshima and back to Kokura, with nothing to show for it but gashes and bruises, the Seaxe reached a post in the Mikado’s personal bodyguard; arguably, one of the highest positions in Yamato’s court. Was life always easy for the rich and powerful?


  For a few frustrating moments, unwanted memories came back to him. Of being mocked and bullied; of futile anger; of loneliness. His jaws clenched. It was as if nothing he’d done had made any impact. Warwick was once again his superior in every way. Once again he was the one more powerful, more famous, overshadowing Bran with effortless ease. Was it all just down to the unabashed self-confidence of his class, or was he, Bran shuddered to think, just a finer specimen of manhood than the Prydain?


  That initial bout of despair had soon subsided. This was not the Academy anymore, and they were no longer competing. But a shadow of doubt persisted and continued to mar his joy at meeting Nagomi and seeing she was safe. He had to force himself, at first, to forget about Wulf and focus on her story but, as it was growing more bizarre, he found it capturing his attention entirely.


  “So it was grandfather who gave Koro the other shard of the Blue Jewel,” he said. “Ihoru. ‘The man with two faces.’”


  Nagomi paused, with her mouth still open. “I haven’t thought about that! Poor Koro …”


  “Just the tiniest of mysteries solved.” He half-smiled.


  Nagomi’s story finished with her guiding Mutsuhito to recover the Storm God’s Sword. Bran stopped his work, leaving the rag hanging off one of Emrys’s spines, and turned to face her. Despite the excitement in her voice and the light gleaming in her eyes, she seemed tired, and somehow diminished. He knew what her problem was — he was struggling with the same thing. Among all the talk of politics, destiny and war, this one issue was the most important for them both.


  He reached out and patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure out a way to save her.”


  She lowered her gaze. “I don’t know, Bran. We both had our chance, and we both failed. Now you’re saying she’s coming here to destroy us … I just don’t know what else we can do.”


  “We can hope. As long as she’s alive, and as long as we’re both alive, there is hope. Think of Dōraku! He is a Fanged, yet he controls the Curse. He returned to his former self.”


  “We don’t know that,” she replied quietly. “We only know what he’s been telling us.”


  “That’s all we have to go on.” He squatted beside her. “Look, I did feel … For a moment, she was on the verge. I saw it in her eyes. She remembered. She repeated your name as if trying to hold onto something.”


  She nodded, her eyes glinting. “I felt the same when we spoke. But it was so brief ... Mere seconds before the Curse took over.”


  “We’ll try again.”


  She smiled back and stood up. “Thank you, Bran. I’m glad you’re here. I was worried I’d be alone among all these strangers.” A mournful wail of the conch sounded throughout the courtyard. “I have to go,” she said. “The Mikado asked me to assist him with the funeral preparations.”


  Bran nodded. “I’ll better go too. I can’t show up to the ceremony like this.”


  He pointed to his bare chest, splattered with grime and suds. Nagomi blushed, bowed and quickly walked away.


  The cabin door opened from inside, just as Takasugi reached for it from the outside. The mighty square bulk of Captain Saigo Takamori filled out the entire frame. For a few agonizing seconds the two men remained stuck in a loop of repeating bows and feet shuffles, each unwilling to yield superiority to the other, until Shimazu Nariakira bellowed at both of them.


  “Kuso! Enough with this foolishness! Saigo, yield!”


  The Captain bowed one last time and pulled back to let Takasugi in. The Kiheitai commander passed him with an acknowledging nod and bowed deeply before the daimyo.


  “I just made him the commander of Satsuma’s entire expeditionary corpse,” said Nariakira by way of explanation. “I suppose that makes you his equal on the Chōfu side.”


  “Ah.” Takasugi nodded. “I heard you’ve been busy all day, handing out nominations and orders, kakka.”


  The daimyo’s state was enough to make even his worst enemy sorry for him. The healers did what they could to ease the suffering of such an old and powerful man. His strong Spirit rejected all other help. The wounds seeped ooze and blood through bandages wrapped all over his body and, with every stir, a jolt of pain produced a grimace Nariakira did not even try to hide. Takasugi now understood the reason for the daimyo’s unseemly annoyance.


  He spotted a scroll lying on the side of the daimyo’s table, sealed with a Tosa crest, its ends singed.


  “The Qin man has made his decision?” he asked.


  “It would seem so. I haven’t read it yet — but I’m certain it’s good news for us.”


  “I saw young Wurufu-dono on the way here. He seemed … glad, if I read his face correctly.”


  “He better be. I assigned him to the Mikado’s bodyguard. Now that the Shadow Warrior is gone, he’ll need as much protection as we can provide.”


  “It was the cleverest feint, kakka,” Takasugi said with a nod. “According to Dōraku-sama we cut down one of the Heads for good.”


  “I didn’t think that was possible.”


  “We’re not sure what happened, but it seems both the Master and the Apprentice perished in the blaze. We destroyed all the assassins as well. This is a great victory, kakka.”


  And a costly one. Four high-ranking nobles perished in the explosion; though, luckily, none of the daimyos. Thirty men — commoners, samurai and wizards alike — fell at the beach. Many more nurtured their wounds in the infirmaries. If this was what the full extent of the Serpent ‘s power looked like …


  “One down, seven to go,” rasped Nariakira. “It’s not exactly the decisive blow I had hoped for.” He reached for a tall copper saké cup, but dropped it onto the tray. A coughing fit bent him in two. Takasugi waited, certain a servant would appear at the door to assist the daimyo, but none were coming. Not wanting to embarrass him further, he turned his attention to admiring the small cabin’s walls, lined with boards of finely chiselled cypress. Outside, the sound of splashing waves signified the cabin was about a foot under the waterline.


  “So this is the famous Iroha Maru,” he said, when at last the coughing stopped.


  “It’s the only ship that can get me to Kagoshima fast enough,” the daimyo replied. “Do me a favour and pour me some shōchu from that other flask. I can’t stand this weak northern stuff.”


  Takasugi obliged. “Fast enough — for what?”


  Nariakira snorted. “My funeral. I don’t trust my brother with making all the arrangements.”


  Takasugi fell silent, slightly bowing his head. This revelation shocked him less than it should have. At first he’d suspected the daimyo was leaving to recuperate in the lush gardens of his domain, but now it was obvious his wounds were far beyond any hope. Takasugi felt a great amount of grudging respect towards Lord Shimazu. He never forgot Satsuma always supported Western studies.


  “I’m sorry to hear that, kakka” he said.


  “Don’t be. I survived more attempts at my life than any man. People were beginning to whisper I was a kitsune fox,” he said with a quiet chuckle.


  “I assume you’ve left Captain Saigo with precise orders.”


  “I have.” Nariakira pushed away the cup. “And I think you’ll like them. He is to obey to everything the joint command decides. The soldiers will no longer wear the Satsuma insignia, but instead the Red Sun banner of the Imperial Army. I expect you and Nabeshima to follow my example.”


  Takasugi nodded. “Thank you, my lord. We need a unity of purpose now more than ever. I’ll have the Kiheitai prepare the new armbands. What about the weapons?”


  Nariakira waved his crippled hand. “You can have whatever you want from the Ship after Saigo arms his men. Just make it a formal request. I need everything on paper.”


  “This is all very generous and unexpected.” Takasugi bowed to hide his frown as he analysed the new development. “Have you changed your mind, then? Do you believe I’m right?”


  “Not at all, boy. Letting the commoners do as they please may be good for the Westerners, but you won’t find many who’d agree to this here. If you try to introduce what you did in Chōfu to other domains, the samurai will rebel against you stronger than they ever did against the Taikun.”


  “Then this is all about your esteemed brother, again.”


  The daimyo wheezed another brief chuckle. “I can’t have him order my troops around. At least, not yet.” He rubbed the top of his head. “He’s not an evil man … But his ambitions got the better of him. He is working with the Serpent — for the Serpent, rather — right now, but as soon as he sees them losing, he’ll switch sides. He just needs some prodding.”


  Still plotting, even on his deathbed, Takasugi thought, wonder mixed with admiration. But the revelation was disturbing. Shimazu Hisamitsu is the servant of the Serpent? Our backs are exposed!


  Nariakira nodded, as if reading his thoughts. “He won’t dare try anything as long as all the best warriors and wizards are here. Just keep on winning,” he added with a wry smile. “Even if it may sound impossible.”


  “So you’ve heard the rumours.”


  “I am the rumours, boy! I don’t know what you’re planning to do about this new threat — and I won’t be around long enough to find out — but I don’t envy you having to deal with it.”


  “We will prevail, kakka.”


  Nariakira nodded again. “I’d like to think so. Now leave me. I still have a few visitors on my list tonight.”


  Takasugi stood up and drew a deep bow. “I hope the Gods will welcome you among their ranks, Shimazu-dono.”


  The daimyo laughed — it sounded more like a sneeze. “I just hope the flames of the Otherworld don’t burn too hot!”


  The undulating whine of the cicadas rose above the monotonous drone of the chanting monks.


  The procession, carrying the urns with the ashes of the fallen, schlepped along the timber plank walkway. All the slain at Ganryūjima — the common soldiers joining the nobles in death, at Takasugi’s insistence — were to be interred in the makeshift cemetery on the wooded hills south of Kokura, along with those perished in the siege of the castle.


  Bran scratched his neck under the collar of his shirt. He was still wearing the grey Gorllewin uniform, which made him stand out from the Gaikokujin delegation. His father stood to his right, along with Gwen, Edern, and then what little was left of Curzius’s Bataavians. The Overwizard had sent most of his surviving men back to Dejima. To them, the siege of Kokura had been a disaster. Bran didn’t know the details, but had heard tales of their valiant stand against a Fanged in the Azure Robe leading a detachment of his acolytes and elite Aizu troops. The Dejima regiment had withstood the assault, but was now a spent force. At the far end of the line stood Li Hung-Chang, studying the proceedings with a faint curiosity.


  Bran felt out of place standing next to all those foreigners. At least he had Takasugi and his Kiheitai to his left. They all wore white armbands on the sleeves of their black uniforms to signify their deep mourning. The beach battle was the true baptism of fire for most of the new recruits, and they had lost so many. Next to Takasugi and his two generals remained an empty space in memory of Koyata.


  Bran had only got to know the doshin briefly but, for some reason, his death struck him more than he’d expected. Perhaps because it was the first death in this war that Bran could put a clear memory to. Koyata’s ever-jovial attitude and deep sense of moral duty had made an impact on anyone who’d met him, but it was the connection he had to Bran’s first days in Yamato that made it so depressing. It felt like the beginning of the end of this adventure. Frigga’s questions rang in his mind.


  What will I do when this is all over? What will I do when everyone I know here dies?


  He focused back on the funeral. The acolytes blew their conches, and another brief procession entered the cemetery courtyard. A man shielded from view by silk curtains carried around by his retainers, with a strong bodyguard in front and behind. Only a chosen few had access to this retinue, and Bran’s blood boiled when he saw who these few included.


  Does she have to be so close to him?


  Wulfhere walked with a pronounced limp, but with his head held high and proud, presenting a scarred face to the crowd. A few steps behind walked Nagomi, in full priestess regalia, a wreath of flowers in her hair. As the column approached a raised dais, Wulfhere stepped forward and extended a hand to the priestess. Nagomi accepted it with a gracious smile.


  Bran bit his lower lip. His own feelings confused him. It was natural the two of them, the Mikado’s newly appointed chief of guard on one side, and his spiritual companion on the other, marched together in the Imperial Procession. There was nothing untoward going on. Indeed, Wulf was a paragon of chivalry, taking his new role more seriously than anything he’d ever done at the Academy. And yet …


  Anyone else, just not him.


  “He is a war hero now,” whispered Takasugi, noticing Bran’s pained stare. “And a high-ranking noble after everything Nariakira-dono had bestowed on him. Of course she’s impressed.”


  Takasugi’s voice was so bitter there was no mistaking his feelings. His dark eyes burned with the cold passion of a man who had just realized what he’d always wanted, only to see it snatched from his grasp.


  “Is she? I didn’t notice,” replied Bran, nonchalantly. “Nagomi is just being polite. I doubt Wulf is the kind of man she’d be impressed with.”


  “You know him, then?”


  “More than I’d care to.”


  “Is it true that the blood of kings runs in his veins?”


  Bran winced and scratched his cheek. “Blood of a king. One of his ancestors took the throne during one of our civil wars. But he didn’t start a dynasty.”


  “Ah, a usurper daimyo, then.” Takasugi’s face darkened. “You’ll have to tell me more of your land’s history after this is over.”


  “I don’t—”


  Bran’s words were cut short by another blast of the conches, followed by a rustle of the silk curtains and an explosion of frantic whispers among the Mikado’s courtiers. As their conversation lengthened, an impatient hand emerged from among the silks and pulled them apart. The crowd gasped. Everyone on the Yamato side dropped to their knees, face-down. Not so, Bran noticed, the foreigners. He hesitated. His knees buckled, but then his father laid a hand on his shoulder.


  “Not now, son,” Dylan whispered. “It’s important that we stand.”


  The face that appeared between the curtains was that of a boy not much older than Bran, with first traces of a beard trimmed into a neat point on his chin. He wore a thick brown robe without any markings and a tall black headgear: a combination which, in the noon heat, made trickles of sweat appear on his oval face.


  “Rise, my loyal subjects!” he commanded.


  One by one, the nobles and samurai slowly stood up, looking at each other in amazement. None dared utter a word; none, still, dared to gaze upon the Mikado.


  The rumours of the Mikado’s transformation — into some sort of dragonform, judging by the vague descriptions — had been spreading fast, and though many still disregarded them as illusion or hallucination, the young monarch’s clout had risen dramatically over the past few days.


  “For centuries, my forefathers hid beyond the veils of the Imperial Palace,” the Mikado spoke. His voice was shrill, shaky, somewhat feminine, but it carried the authority of untold ages. “As they retreated further into the chambers, they relinquished more of their power to usurpers — until my Divine Father was reduced to a powerless, helpless puppet, throwing his wrath at the four walls of an empty room. To this I say, no more!”


  He pointed towards the urns with the ashes of the fallen. “Those who died in the cause of our struggle are already on the way to meet my ancestors. For the rest of you — the least you deserve is to see the face of the man in whose name you chose to fight. The Kings and Queens of the West don’t hide themselves from their subjects — and are all the more powerful for it. Such is the example I choose to follow from now on.”


  He reached to his waist. Hidden in the folds of the robe was an unsheathed bronze sword: the rumoured sacred weapon of the Storm God. The Mikado fumbled a bit with untying the handle before rising it above his head. Sun glinted green off the patinaed blade.


  “From the depths of Dan-no-Ura, the Spirit of Antoku gifted me with this sword to finish what he’d started eight hundred years ago: to rid this land of the rule of the usurpers. All who join me are fulfilling the will of the Gods. All who oppose me, stand against the Heavens themselves. Where do you stand?”


  “With you, heika!” came a shout of several dozen throats. It was followed by a triple cry of Banzai! The nobles’ eyes filled up with tears; the lower ranks cheered aloud. The foreigners applauded in silence.


  In terms of sheer propaganda, both the reveal of Mutsuhito’s face, and his call to arms, was a master stroke. Until a few weeks ago, nobody except the family members and a close circle of courtiers — not even the Taikun — was able to gaze at the Sacred Countenance. Now, as long as he fought in Mikado’s name, even a peasant would gain this honour. Once again Bran felt like something was ending, for better or worse.


  There were commoners in the crowd: chosen members of the Kiheitai. They would make sure the message got across to the towns and villages of Yamato. The Gods are on our side, they would say. The Taikun is a usurper, supported by demons and barbarians. If you die, the Mikado himself will mourn your passing.


  To those who wouldn’t be swayed by Takasugi’s land reforms, this would have been the convincing argument. The commoners were far less cynical about the Mikado’s divinity than the nobles, and the news was worth more than a purseful of gold coins. The rebel cause was no longer just a matter of a few disgruntled aristocrats — it was the beginning of a nation.


  Bran looked up to his father. There was not a trace of surprise in Dylan’s face when the interpreter translated the Mikado’s words into Bataavian. The mention of Western rulers in the speech pointed to a foreign influence, and Bran knew his father had been seen entering and leaving the Mikado’s tent several times over the course of the past few days, often in Takasugi’s company. Dylan’s experience and knowledge must have played some role.


  None of this will be enough, Bran thought. In the back of his head he felt the itching, tingling of hundreds of angry dragons, heading their way. They will be here in a few days.


  He was the only one who had seen the full extent of the Serpent’s flying army. Arriving at the rebel camp hadn’t made him feel any safer. Instead, he was disappointed with their numbers: a handful of wizards, a couple thousand riflemen, and three tired dragons, including Emrys. The bulk of the Imperial Army — the swordsmen, archers and spearmen — counted for nothing against the flying beasts.


  If we can’t think of something fast, this battle and this war is going to be over in a matter of minutes.
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  CHAPTER II


  Here she comes.


  It was a machine of war — a vehicle of the end of times. A harvester of death and destruction. No longer flying in a sphere or a swarm, the Blue Wings moved in a single slow line, over a mile long, stretching from the sea to Chōfu’s mountainous spine, spewing fire in unison, leaving behind a scorched plain. Where they passed, there was nothing left but blackened, smouldering villages and forests, dried-up canals, fertile fields turned into ash. Where they passed, Chōfu was no more.


  And she was there, astride the Firstborn of the brood, in the centre of the line. Whatever had happened in the days since they’d last met, she’d made an immense progress with her army. She was exhibiting a far greater control and dominance over the swarm, keeping the beasts in a perfect straight line, unflinching. The mind he sensed emanating from her was rigid and focused, as one with all the dragons under her power.


  “Ingenious tactics,” remarked Dylan.


  Nodwydd snarled under him. It may have been a proud Mountain King, the finest mount of the Second Regiment, but even it felt anxious in the vicinity of so many hostile dragons. Emrys, on the other hand, did not bother hiding its fear. Bran had never seen a dragon behave like this — its neck bent low, its ears and horns flat; the fire almost extinguished in its belly. His mount was affected by Dragon Fear.


  From a position seventy miles into the no man’s land between Chōfu’s defensive lines and the approaching Taikun’s army, Bran and Dylan watched the dragons halt before a small town striding the coast highway, spewing only enough flame to set its northern outskirts on fire.


  “What are they doing?” asked Bran. “There are no soldiers there.”


  “Look.”


  Bran aimed the spyglass at where Dylan was pointing, at the roads and paths leading south of the town. They were filled with people, a numberless crowd, fleeing for their lives, abandoning their possessions to the flames. He scanned the narrow highway up and down. All along the corridor poured a mass of refugees, peasants and samurai alike, united in terror. Like a summer flood smashing through dams, they tore down the barricades and fortifications set up to block the approaching Taikun’s army, as they fought their way towards their ultimate destination: the city harbour.


  “At this rate, by the time their infantry gets here, we’ll have no defences left to speak of.”


  “It’s not something Satō would have come up with,” Bran said. “She’s a scholar, not a general.”


  “One of the Serpent’s, no doubt.” Dylan nodded in agreement. “Only the Abominations would have such disregard for human life and possessions.”


  Bran begged to differ, but he kept silent. He gazed at his father. His face was ash-grey, weary, with red and purple blotches under the eyes and on his cheeks. There was a look in his eyes, one he had not seen before. It took him a moment to recognize it, and when he did his stomach churned. Resignation.


  “You don’t think we can make it,” he said.


  “Does it show?” Dylan smiled a wry half-smile. “I’m sure I’ll think of something in the end but, for now, I’m out of ideas.” He pointed beyond the line of the dragons, where the Taikun’s foot columns marched across the smouldering landscape. “I don’t know why they even bother with this. They don’t need any ships or soldiers to finish us off.”


  “I don’t think they trust Satō enough to let her do this alone,” Bran guessed. “Or her dragons.”


  He realized this must also have been the reason for the dragons stopping short of mass slaughter. The Fanged didn’t want to risk pressing her too far. Meeting Bran and Nagomi must have shaken her resolve, instilled the faintest of doubts in her mind. Fighting the Rebels was one thing — burning down crowds of innocents was something else entirely.


  Dylan scratched his cheek. “If only we had enough time to learn more about those shadow beings. To discover how they can control the dragons … How she can control them.”


  He shook his head and pulled on the reins. “Let’s go back to Ganryūjima. We still have some time to figure out how to get out of this mess.”


  Those of the fleeing crowds who reached the Chōfu harbour found no ships there. By Takasugi’s orders all remaining vessels had put to sea to join the Tosa’s navy guarding the Dan-no-Ura narrows from the approaching northern fleet. There was only one way to get on board: by taking up arms and joining the Kiheitai. The result was an unprecedented swelling in the ranks — even with the supplies from Lord Nariakira’s stash, the weapons stock soon depleted — and an equally unprecedented rise in bad blood between the civilians and soldiers.


  “It’s cruel, but we have no choice,” Takasugi explained to his protesting officers. Gathered in the harbour inn, they were loudly expressing their concerns: unrest was simmering among the refugees, threatening to erupt at any moment, aimed at those wearing the black armbands. Some blamed them for the impending disaster, others resented their luck, and that of their families, safe on the other side of the straits.


  “It’s for their own good. Soon all the Kiheitai will be gone from the city anyway.”


  “But if the dragons get here, all these people will die,” complained Yamagata.


  “If the dragons get here, we all die,” Takasugi replied. “This is a problem we can’t deal with — we have to leave it to those on Ganryūjima. Our task is to fight that which we can fight.”


  “We have wizards too,” said Yamagata. “We can’t leave it all to the Satsuma and the Barbarians.”


  “Our expertise is in combat at sea and on land. And the enemy will bring in mages of their own. Somebody has to stop them. Enough.” He raised his hand. The officers hushed. “You have your orders. This is the last we see each other before heading off to the front line. Let’s not spend it on bickering.”


  He picked up the saké flask to the cheer of the officers. “The first round’s on me.”


  He didn’t drink the second round. While his men erupted into song and dance, he slipped out of the inn, and wandered into the empty harbour.


  There were several families huddling on the pier, sitting on the meagre bundles of what they’d managed to salvage from their homes. Takasugi wrapped a cloak around himself, hoping they did not see his uniform in the darkness. He stepped over an abandoned bag, spilling its contents onto the pier boards — incense holder, a narrow flower vase and several bamboo scroll cases. The bag must have belonged to an aristocrat or a looter. He picked up one of the scrolls and quickly put it away. It was an anthology of erotic poems.


  Across the sea, the flat shadow of Ganryūjima exploded from time to time with lightning and balls of fire. Heishichi’s wizards were testing their dragon-slaying spells under the supervision of Dylan and Curzius. This was to be their last stand, chosen because of the nexus of energies the island’s previous master had created — evil, blood-soaked energies that nonetheless may have been used against the enemy, or so everyone hoped.


  To the north-west, the horizon glowed a faint yellow aurora, as if dawn was rising from a new direction. It was the towns of Ube and Onoda, ablaze in the dragon flame — the last large settlements before the outer defences of Chōfu.


  They will be here at sunrise.


  He heard a rhythmic splashing and turned towards the sound. In the moonlight, a lone fishing boat was coming to the pier. He hid in the shadow of a pile of crates and watched the craft moor in silence. The three refugee families rushed to meet the helmsman. They conversed in frantic whispers, of which Takasugi heard only parts of sentences, borne to him on the night breeze.


  “…last one… can’t take all… tomorrow…” the helmsman explained.


  Takasugi understood the helmsman was only willing to carry two of the families across the strait. The members of the third one begged and pleaded, but to no avail. They had nothing left to offer him for the passage, except their own clothes and some rice balls wrapped in bamboo leaf which they must’ve been carrying all the way from their home town.


  Takasugi stood up, took off his cloak to reveal the uniform, and marched towards them, stomping on the boards. The refugees cowered before him. The helmsman looked to flee, and seeing that was not possible, started babbling, protesting his innocence.


  “Silence,” Takasugi ordered. He took a small gold coin from his purse and handed it to the helmsman. It was worth a hundred times what the man demanded from the families.


  “You will take all of them, and you will keep sailing between here and Chinzei, taking as many people as you can until I tell you to stop. You two, call the others,” he ordered a couple of boys.


  “Yes, kakka!” The helmsman struck the pier boards with his head repeatedly.


  What am I doing? Takasugi leaned against the bollard. This won’t change anything — only give others futile hope. Instead, I should have killed the helmsman for breaking the blockade.


  He looked north, towards the yellow glow. It grew nearer. The dragons were on the move.


  The slender little sail boat — a fast sloop leased from the Soembing — bobbed by the pier. Dylan stepped onto the gangway with a satchel on his shoulder, then turned back to Gwen and Bran. He reached to embrace them both.


  “Don’t get yourself killed,” he said to Gwen. “Remember, this isn’t our war.”


  She smiled. “It never is.”


  He turned to Bran. “Son.” He put a hand on Bran’s shoulder. “I’m not going to tell you what to do anymore. I know you have personal stakes in this battle. That said,” he added, “try not to get in the way of harm unnecessarily.”


  “I’ll do what needs to be done.”


  “Yes, I’m afraid you will.” He glanced north. A black line of smoke shrouded the dawning sun. He shook his head with a wry smile. “I’m getting too old for this, you know.”


  “You always say that,” replied Gwen.


  “I’m serious. We’ve been fighting all summer. I may have to retire after this.”


  Bran looked at Gwen’s face. The Reeve’s smile had vanished. “This is not a good time to be mentioning this, Dylan ab Ifor.”


  Dylan guffawed a forced laughter. “Hounds of Annwn! I’m only joking. Cheer up, we might die tomorrow.”


  “Just go.” She pushed him away. “Edern is waiting. We’ll finish this discussion when you’re back.”


  “If I’m back.”


  “Oh, shut up.”


  “What would happen to the two of you if Father really retired?” Bran asked when they returned to Kokura.


  They stood on the viewing platform of the castle, overlooking the preparations in the courtyard. The Satsuma reserves were busy repairing and strengthening the walls, mounting artillery on the ramparts and digging fire wells and barrier trenches all over the castle grounds. In the corner of the outer yard stood the camp of the newest arrivals: the small contingent from the Qin District in Kiyō.


  The Qinese merchants had no warriors to spare — but they did bring one of their walking machines: a metal spider armed with a broad-barrelled mortar. The Qin still refused to officially back either side of the conflict: the machine, and Li’s golden long, coiled between the tents, were both hired out by Lord Nabeshima as part of the mercenary contract.


  Wulf and Bran’s dragons added necessary firepower to the castle garrison, but it was generally agreed that if the Taikun’s army — and the Blue Wings swarm — reached Kokura, there would be little point in making anything more than a valiant last stand, in which neither of the riders were required to take part. Bran wasn’t yet sure what he would do if it came to this. He’d joined this war to save Satō and Nagomi. Now Satō was charging at them at the head of an army of blood-thirsty dragons, and Nagomi appeared to have joined her fate to that of the young Mikado and his Imperial Army. Dying in battle would not accomplish either of his goals — but could he alone do anything to change its course? It seemed unlikely.


  Gwen scoffed. “We never talked about this. He would have to return to Gwynedd. To Rhian.”


  Hearing his mother’s name spoken by Gwen made him queasy. He still couldn’t wrap his head around their parents’ relationship. If his mother knew of, or suspected, Dylan’s romance, why was she still letting him sail with the Marines? Why hadn’t she ever said anything?


  “Do you think he loves my mother?”


  “Of course he does.”


  “Then I don’t understand.”


  “Love is not something to be understood. It’s to be felt,” she replied. Her fingers played with the green stone at her neck. It reflected the dawning sun, and mingled it with an internal radiance.


  “It was the same with your tadcu,” she added. “He loved your grandmother, but he also loved that Yamato woman. When I heard old Ifor tell his story, I knew ...” She turned to Bran. “And you should know what it’s like, Bran. It looks like wanting two women at the same time runs in the family.”


  Bran felt blood rush to his cheeks. “It’s not like that. Nagomi’s just a friend.”


  “Oh,” she chuckled. “So it’s just the wizardess that owns your heart. Now I get why you don’t mind the redhead hanging out with Wulf all the time.”


  “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Since she arrived here, she’s been spending most of her time with that Seaxe boy. I was surprised; I thought you two were close.”


  “It’s not—” he stuttered. “She’s planning something with the Mikado. Wulfhere is just there as the bodyguard.”


  “Ah, that must be it.” She turned away with a mysterious smile. “Anyway, if she’s just a friend then there’s nothing to worry about, right?”


  He clenched his fingers on the railing, but then relaxed and breathed out.


  “You’re riling me up so that I forget about the fear of the battle.”


  She nodded. “It’s helping me, too. But if that’s too uncomfortable, we can change the topic.”


  “Shouldn’t we be making ready?”


  “There’s still time. If Dylan was here, he’d insist we talked about anything but the fighting.”


  “Did you often get separated like this?”


  “All the time,” she said. “I’m just a Reeve. A glorified quartermaster. It’s Edern that’s at his side in battle.”


  “You must be worried, then.”


  “It’s a wife’s job to worry about her husband,” she scoffed. Her fingers tightened around the stone.


  “What is that thing?” he asked, pointing at the pendant. “I don’t think you wore it on Ladon.”


  “Eh, just some old trinket.” She shrugged. “Dylan found it in the clay fields in Qin. He thought it was a piece of celadon, but it turned out to be jade. There’s a spell carved into it that makes it warm and glowing …” Her voice broke. “It was the first gift I ever got from him.”


  “Father’s not keen on sentimental gestures.” Bran strained to remember the last time he’d received a gift — other than the dragon figurine he got on his sixteenth birthday.


  “No, he’s really not.” Gwen pursed her lips. “They’re coming.” A thin black line appeared on the northern horizon. She stepped away from the railing and whistled at Nodwydd. The silver dragon circled down to the platform. “I’m off to Ganryūjima. Thank you, Bran. It was good to talk.”


  “Take care of yourself, Reeve.”


  “And you too, Bran. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
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  CHAPTER III


  He had to find Wulfhere. As the only other dragon rider left in Kokura, they had to coordinate their efforts in defending the castle and the Mikado. But more importantly, he had to know what the Seaxe was up to this time.


  He had remained wary of Wulf despite hearing the stories of his heroic feats. If anything, it made him even more suspicious. It was a Warwick everyone was talking about. Bran was ready to believe Wulf had somehow feigned defeating the two Abominations — the Black Lotus in Qin and the Azure Robe in Kokura — rather than that the boy had found some untapped reserves of bravery and gallantry in himself.


  He tapped a passing Satsuma guard on the shoulder.


  “Do you know where I can find Wulf …”, he swallowed, “dono?”


  “Who’s asking?”


  “Well, I am.”


  The samurai let out a mocking guffaw. “He’s with the Mikado — and that’s all you need to know.”


  It made sense, of course, since the Mikado’s whereabouts were the most guarded secret of the Rebellion. But it irked Bran no end that it was knowledge he was not supposed to possess — whereas nobody seemed to have a problem with Wulfhere obtaining it.


  Luckily for Bran, there were other ways of finding out things. Cenhinen, Wulf’s Forest Viridian, may be small for a dragon, but it wasn’t as easy to hide as the Mikado. He found it sleeping on a narrow beach in the shadow of the castle wall. The tide was out, and the wet sand provided well-needed chill to the dragon’s dark green scales. Emrys landed beside it quietly.


  Cenhinen’s hide was battered and bruised, scales fallen off in broad patches, revealing deep scorch marks and a few claw grooves. Touching its head, Bran let the pain and weariness fill his mind. The dragon was still reeling from the injuries it’d sustained in the battle; its hind legs were in particular bad shape, joints sprained and inflamed, talons cracked and swollen. It had healed enough to fly, maybe even fight, but was a long way from full recovery.


  Maybe Wulf was telling the truth after all. This is a mount that’s seen some combat.


  It was difficult to filter out all the various signals of pain coming from the dragon’s mind before Bran could pinpoint the Farlink connecting the dragon to its rider. There wasn’t much communication going on between Wulf and Cenhinen. Not surprising, considering this wasn’t the Seaxe’s regular mount. At last, he sensed it — a faint, bored afterthought of a link, but strong enough for Bran to latch onto. Riding the Farlink’s wave back to its source, he reached into the outer layers of Wulfhere’s mind and perceived his location: a many-pillared veranda overlooking a rectangle of sand, somewhere in the inner castle’s gardens.


  He dismounted Emrys on a nearby rooftop. Landing too near to where Wulf was would reveal his — and so the Mikado’s — location to spies. He jumped from roof to roof until he reached the sandy courtyard he’d seen in his vision. He summoned a tarian: an unknown visitor jumping off a roof could easily be mistaken for an assassin.


  His assumption was correct. The moment his feet touched the sand, an airgun bullet bounced off his shield. Wulf dropped the pistol and leapt towards him with a lit Soul Lance. He stopped in his tracks and stared at Bran in angry disbelief.


  “What in Hél are you doing here, Taffy?”


  The tip of his Lance hovered inches from Bran’s tarian.


  “We need to prepare the castle’s defence.”


  “You could’ve let the guards call for me instead of creeping here like a thief!”


  “Stop it!” someone shouted in Yamato.


  Wulf’s Lance shimmered and vanished. He turned and bowed. Only now Bran took in his surroundings. Nagomi was standing beside the Mikado on the veranda, surrounded by loose pieces of paper, scribbled densely in thin handwriting. In the middle of the sand field somebody had drawn a pentacle in black powder.


  Bran bowed deeply.


  “We were, in fact, about to summon you to our presence, Bran ap Dylan,” the Mikado said. He spoke in a difficult, formal manner, reminding Bran of General Shigemasa. Bran glanced at Wulf. How much of it does he understand?


  “It seems we may have the need of your expertise after all.”


  “My expertise, heika?”


  “Your knowledge of magic,” explained Nagomi. She reached to grab his hand, but she touched the tarian and recoiled as the shield buzzed. Bran dropped it in an instant.


  “Come,” she said, rubbing her hand. She led him to the veranda. One glance at the papers told Bran all he needed to know.


  “You’re writing down a spell,” he said.


  “Not just any spell,” remarked Wulfhere. He was speaking to Bran in Seaxe, but it was clear now he understood at least some of the Yamato spoken around him. He picked up one of the sheets. “These are Llambed Weaves, but I can’t remember enough of them to finish the pattern.”


  Bran couldn’t help himself. “You were always bad at Old Prydain spell-weaving.”


  To his shock, Wulf just nodded. “True. But now that you’re here, maybe you can help us.”


  For a moment, Bran didn’t know how to react. It was Nagomi who poked him out of the stupor.


  “You should recognize some of it,” she said. “You were there.”


  “There …?” He browsed through the writing. It was a mixture of Western runes — in Wulf’s hand, he guessed — and Qin characters. As he read it, he began to recognize the weaves.


  “It’s Satō’s spell …”


  “The Tide Jewel Binding,” said Nagomi with a nod. “I stole this from her mind in the Otherworld, but I couldn’t fill the gaps.” Both boys frowned. Her explanation generated more questions than it answered, yet Bran smiled with evident relief.


  “So this is what you’ve been doing all this time, huh.”


  He read the runes again with more attention. He picked up a brush. “Well, for starters, this one should say hwy, not wy …”


  It took them half an hour to finish writing down the complete spell, and another couple of minutes to produce two copies in Western runes. Bran added what he could remember to the ritual: the positions of the Fanged on the pentacle, the speed with which Satō had read the spell, and the hand gestures Satō had performed.


  “Who’s got the shards?”


  Nagomi and Mutsuhito looked at each other.


  “We only have two pieces …” said Nagomi.


  Bran glanced at the scroll in his hand. “The spell calls for three.”


  “I know.”


  “What’s happened?”


  “I — I was hoping we’d find the third one by the time we’d finished the weaving.”


  “What do the other two look like? Maybe we can figure something out.”


  Nagomi nodded at the Mikado. She loosened her robe, revealing a necklace of thin gold chain set with green gems. He remembered she’d been gifted it by Lady Kazuko. A large round jade was its centrepiece. Mutsuhito showed his own necklace — a much more modest piece of jewellery: a silver chain with a single, comma-shaped piece of jade.


  “Green stone?” Bran frowned. “I thought …” He scratched his chin. “What does this one do?”


  “We don’t know.”


  He touched Nagomi’s necklace. It vibrated in his fingers. “Maybe we could split it in half.”


  “No!” she said, stepping back. “It’s way too precious. Besides … we don’t have any proper tools.”


  “It would take a thaumaturgist to cut it with magic.” Bran weighed the stone in his hand. “What kind of stone do you think is needed for this? Maybe there’s something in the castle treasury.”


  “We’ve searched for it,” replied Mikado. “Nothing matched.”


  “It has to be imbued with strong magic,” added Nagomi. “We’ve been using one of your father’s devices to measure the stones we found. And it’s best if there’s a personal connection ...”


  Father knew about this, too? Was I the only one kept out of the loop?


  “And it has to be a piece of jade …?”


  “It would seem so.”


  “Right.” He snapped his fingers. The solution appeared in his head the moment Nagomi mentioned Dylan. It was far-fetched, but no more far-fetched than anything that’d happened to him in the past weeks.


  We’re being toyed with by the Fates, or the Gods, as it is. Might as well play their game.


  “Wait here. I think I’ve got it. I’ll be right back.”


  “Brace yourselves.”


  Gwen tightened her grip on the reins, but did not yet spur to flight. Around her, a hundred Rangaku wizards, gathered from Satsuma, Kiyō and Saga stood firm, their hands clasped on their chests, their vermillion and black robes still in the stuffy silence smothering the sea before the oncoming storm.


  The thin dark line rushed across the sea towards them like the tidal bore on the Qian River — except this one hovered three hundred feet above water. The Blue Wings abandoned at last their journey along the Chōfu coast, and cut short across Dan-no-Ura, speeding straight for Ganryūjima on a stream of the Ninth Wind generated by their presence alone.


  Daisen Heishichi raised a black bamboo rod in the air. At this signal, his men drew glass vials from their sleeves and opened them. The bitter scent of concentrated herbal extract filled the air. The amount of yellow liquid in each of the vials was enough to kill a grown man — not that any of them cared. They knew this was the Rebellion’s last stand. If they failed to stop the dragons, the war was over.


  “Wait,” she said. Tokojiro translated. The interpreter presented an incongruous image among all the battle-ready wizards and warriors, reclining on pillows on a small wheeled platform, his torso wrapped in bloodied bandages. A thunder pistol rested on his lap. He, too, expected to die here, and was resigned to this fate. Losing a close friend was a blow he was unable to recover from. Against the advice of healers, he’d insisted on leaving the infirmary to help with the war effort. With Dylan and the rest of the marines gone to face the Taikun’s army, Gwen was now the only one left on the island who needed his services.


  “Why?” the Daisen asked.


  “Don’t waste it. Let them get through the ships first.”


  Heishichi nodded and lowered the rod, but the vial remained open in his other hand. He turned towards the sea. His left eye twitched open: a pool of cold hate among the lava flows of burn scars that marked half of his face.


  The flotilla of warships clustered off the north entrance to the straits — the remnants of the Chōfu navy, reinforced with vessels captured in Kokura and elsewhere in Chinzei — was the first, most desperate line of defence. They were stocked with a random assortment of weapons that were, like the ships themselves, too old or too weak to make much of a difference: antique bronze cannons and air rifles from the armouries of local daimyos; thunder guns from Dejima; rockets from the Qin District in Kiyō; bamboo spears imbued with elementals. When the dragons reached them, their decks erupted like a firework cart. Smoke, steam, sea foam and flames hid both the ships and the dragons in a wall of black, red and white mist. For several long seconds, she couldn’t make out anything coming out of the clouds. Her heart dared to skip a beat of hope.


  Have we stopped them?


  But then the dragons emerged from the smoke: first, their blue heads and necks, then the wings — by the time their tails cleared the dark cloud it was obvious the sacrifice of those on the ships had been in vain. There was not a single gap in the line of monsters; not one dragon fell to the sea.


  They’re just like our dragons. Unstoppable.


  Until now, despite Bran’s report, Gwen had hoped the Yamato mounts were a weaker, easier prey than their Western or Qin counterparts, and the only thing that made them a threat were their numbers. It proved a futile hope.


  She summoned the Soul Lance and her eyes met Heishichi’s. They both nodded. The Daisen put the vial to his mouth and drank its contents in two gulps. He winced, even as his eyes shone with bright light. He offered the last sip to Gwen.


  “Ah, what the hell.”


  She sucked the liquid. The taste was foul, but the invigorating effect was welcome. Her senses sharpened; her muscles and tendons tensed.


  “Good luck, everyone.”


  She put on the goggles and kicked her heels into Nodwydd’s sides. The dragon snarled, spread its wings and leapt into the air.


  “I’ll pick the targets, you cover me, as we’ve practiced,” she cried to Heishichi.


  The wizards raised their arms in star-like patterns. The pentacles drawn on the ground in chalk lit up with red flame. The island trembled from the swirling magical energies. The air around it darkened.


  The Blue Wings lowered their flight. Water rose in plumes in their wake. They shifted their pattern from line to wedge, aimed at the island’s narrow diamond. Five hulking males moved to the front of the wedge in an arrowhead formation. Behind them flew the Firstborn with the wizardess on its back.


  They’re poor flyers, she remembered Bran’s report. “One on one, you can outrun any of them. They’ll have problems with complex, three-dimensional manoeuvres — I think that’s why they fly in lines or spheres, simple formations.”


  She headed for the approaching tip of the wedge. If she could break through to the wizardess, perhaps she could disrupt her control of the swarm … At that moment, she sensed it: the presence she’d felt during the scouting mission to Kokura. Grey Hoods! She looked around. A dark shadow blotted out the sun. The Black Wing materialized out of its glamour right above her head, and sped forward, leaving Gwen and Nodwydd in the dust. Gwen had just enough time to spot the unmistakable cropped flaxen hair of the rider.


  Frigga! What is she doing here — alone?


  The Black Wing dived towards the five dragon arrowhead. Its roar silenced the sea. The blue dragons responded to the challenge. The wedge faltered. Ten beasts broke rank and faced the incoming threat. The diamond in front, however, remained stable. The wizardess must have had these five under greater control.


  Breaking through these won’t be easy.


  The Black Wing reached the arrowhead first — faster than Gwen had calculated — and engaged the five males in battle. Streams of flame criss-crossed the sky. The sea steamed up, concealing most of the fight from Gwen’s view. An agonizing roar of pain reached her, but she couldn’t tell which beast it had come from. She had her own problems to deal with.


  She looked over her shoulder. The magical launchers on Ganryūjima pulsated with concentrated energies, beaming the excess into the sky in red pillars. They were ready to shoot — the wizards strained their potentials to hold the missiles in place. She had to show them some good targets, as promised. She swerved to the right. With the arrowhead slowed down by the fight with Frigga, the sides of the wedge moved forward: the formation turned into a crescent. If it continued, it would outflank Gwen — and the wizards. She climbed higher and shot three tongues of dragon flame at the nearest cluster of beasts.


  The island erupted. The magic meteors shot into the sky, and then dropped, whistling, towards their targets. The Blue Wings dispersed before the attack, but not fast enough. The missiles struck two of them directly. One hurled into the sea in a ball of flame, the other swayed, its right wing smouldering. Gwen moved to another cluster and repeated the attack. The barrage of meteors turned the sea around the dragons into a whirlpool of boiling hot steam. One more beast failed to make it past the bombardment, but the others soared on.


  Five of the dragons spotted Nodwydd and charged towards it. She rolled and banked. The reaction of the Blue Wings was not fast enough. She flanked the nearest one and spat a fireball at its side. The dragon shrieked and turned. The other four maintained an equal distance at its sides. She performed a couple of swift turns and rolls before confirming her suspicions.


  They move in cells — five each, led by a dominant male. There must be some twenty such cells here … that means we’d have to only slay twenty males to disrupt their patterns for good.


  The pack moved in to surround her from all sides, the lead male snarling and baring its teeth. It was half feral, and she sensed its wild, instinctive aggression from a distance. But she sensed something else, too — a sentient darkness: the Shadow that clutched to its mind and forced the dragon to heed its command. The same Shadow she’d sensed on Suwa Hill. Bran was right — the dragons were controlled by creatures from the Otherworld. She ducked to dodge a flame stream and readied for a shot at the lead male’s exposed abdomen when a fireball grazed Nodwydd’s wing. She glanced back: another pack approached from behind.


  Too many.


  She dived, gaining speed, then pulled up and zoomed in an almost vertical climb. Nodwydd growled at the strain she put its wings under. Behind her, one of the Blue Wings crashed into the sea, but the others continued their pursuit. She pulled the reins again. This time, Nodwydd had nowhere further to climb; instead, it fell on its back, dropping altitude at great speed. The chasing dragons passed Gwen by, and stalled in confusion. She struggled to bring her mount right side up. Nodwydd growled again and shook its head in protest. She ignored the dragon’s complaints and bade it shoot at the nearest enemy. She didn’t wait to check the result — she banked hard, away from the main cluster.


  All around her, the fiery meteors and magic missiles fell from the sky. Heishichi and his wizards were shooting blind into the swarm of enemy dragons as the Blue Wings closed in on the island from east and west.


  In the centre of the crescent formation, the Gorllewin rider had succeeded to down two of the males guarding the wizardess, but was losing her battle with three other “cells” attacking her swiftly from all sides at once. Gwen was too far to help her — too far to help anyone. After fleeing the pursuit, she found herself on the far side of the crescent arm. At least thirty wild, angry dragons separated her from Ganryūjima. She took a deep breath and winced at the piercing in her chest — one of the manoeuvres must have strained her ribs. She readied herself to charge through the swarm.


  “Gwen!”


  She didn’t hear him at first. The call was repeated. She looked back.


  “Bran! What are you doing here? You should be in Kokura with the reserves!”


  He waved towards her. “You have to come with me, now.”


  “Get out of here, it’s too dangerous! I have to help Heishichi and the others.”


  A cell split from the swarm and was approaching them at speed. She spat a long-distance flame ball to slow them down.


  “You can’t win this on your own,” said Bran. “There’s too many of them. Look — the island is overrun!”


  He was right: the swarm centred all its efforts on Ganryūjima. The wizards turned the island into one giant magic cannon, shooting in all directions at once, but it was not enough. Like bees smothering a hornet, the Blue Wings formed a whirling sphere around the wizards. Once in a while, one of them dropped from the sky, but two more were ready to take its place.


  “We still have a chance, but you have to come with me,” Bran pleaded. “We may have found a way. But we need you with us.”


  “We? Who’s we?”


  “Me, Nagomi and Wulf — and the Mikado. He’s the key! Hurry, they’re waiting at the castle. We may only have minutes left.”


  The ‘key’?


  She stared at Ganryūjima. The island was dying, sinking into the sea; torn apart by the energies unleashed by the wizards — and with it, the Daisen Heishichi, and interpreter Tokojiro. The Tosa fleet was the next line of defence, but she knew there was no way for it to even slow down the dragons on their way to Kokura.


  Her goggles steamed up. She threw them away and wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her uniform. Bran was right — there was nothing she could do to save the battle anymore. Not even her heroic death would turn the tide.


  “Fine.” She turned Nodwydd towards Kokura castle. “Try to keep up.”


  [image: Pinstripe]


  CHAPTER IV


  He raised a fist. The men behind him halted. He parted the ferns. The six enemy soldiers glowed like beacons in Dylan’s True Sight. He drew the spell pattern in the air and spoke the Binding Words. The magic buzzed through the humid forest air, and the patrol froze in silence.


  Dylan waved forward. Four Kiheitai soldiers rushed past him. Moments later, six bodies fell to the earth with moist thuds. The rest of the men moved into the clearing.


  It had been the fourth such patrol of the day. Whoever commanded the Taikun’s army had anticipated the direction of their sneak attack. What he had not counted on was Dylan’s magic — and the secret paths leading through the mountain range, uncovered to them by their new allies.


  The air shimmered beside him. The head of the bird-like creature appeared six feet above the ground. A claw pointed north to a narrow ravine; the sort Dylan would never dream of entering at night, in hostile territory. But over the past six hours he’d learned to trust their strange guides. He didn’t know what kind of creatures they were, or what deal they’d made with Shimazu Nariakira, but they turned out to know every nook and cranny of these mountains better than any lumberjack or quarryman.


  The narrow ravine led to a hidden valley, opening onto a cliff: half of a massive fault line, with the other half eroded somewhere into the sea. The other squadrons were already waiting. Dylan spotted Edern among the troops and gestured to get his attention.


  “Is everyone here?”


  “You’re the last group,” the Faer replied. “Yamagata arrived just before you.”


  “Did you get into any trouble?”


  “Nothing we couldn’t handle.” Edern grinned. “But they know we’re here.”


  Dylan nodded. “They’re cleverer than before. How’s the situation?”


  “See for yourself.”


  Edern led him to the edge of the cliff. Their guides had chosen well: the view below was clear and stunning. Dylan saw the entire flood plain, and the straits beyond it, all the way to the opposite coast. The battle was already raging, both on land and at sea. In the distance, he noticed the Blue Wings forming a wedge formation aimed at Ganryūjima. But his attention was focused directly below, where the Taikun’s army was storming the ramparts raised across the coastal highway.


  This sector was defended by the mixed troops of Saga and other daimyos of western Chinzei under Nabeshima’s command. The Bataavians under Curzius were also there, what little was left of them, holding the rear; filling the gaps in the defence with their spells and well-aimed sniper shots.


  “Their intelligence is as good as ours,” remarked Dylan. “They knew which sector was stronger.”


  The second line of fortifications, a little further south-east, was manned by hardy Satsuma warriors. As Edern explained, they’d only had to deal with a weak diversion so far: a landing party of some badly trained spearmen, sent as cannon fodder to test the defenders.


  “I’m not happy with the fact they even managed a landing,” said Dylan. “If those were the swordsmen we’d destroyed on Ganryūjima, that barricade would’ve been already lost.”


  “We can’t spare any ships to protect the flanks. Not against that—” Edern pointed at the Blue Wings. “If only I had my dragon with me …”


  “You couldn’t do more against them than Gwen. And you’re needed here.”


  Just don’t do anything stupid, he sent a thought towards Ganryūjima — a thought he’d shared with her on the night before the battle. All three of them knew the real reason he’d given the dragon to Gwen. Help as much as you can, then run away. Don’t die here.


  “Speaking of which—”


  He turned to face the army gathered in the valley. Most of them wore the black uniforms of the Kiheitai. These men had been with the unit since the beginning — not the fresh, green recruits of recent days, but war-tempered veterans, already grizzled and roughened by the battles they’d fought — and mostly lost. A squadron of Satsuma elites accompanied them, standing to the side: noblemen, samurai, cherishing their swords and bows; though now each also carried a pair of thunder pistols. Edern had trained them, but their commander was Saigo Takamori, once Captain of Nariakira’s bodyguards. He was supposed to lead all of Satsuma’s army, but he’d delegated that task to his subordinates.


  “I want to see the real battle,” he’d said, “and I know that’s going to be wherever you’re going.”


  The twelve Dracalish Marines were also there, but they hadn’t come to fight — rather, to advise in the use of their advanced weaponry in case something went wrong, and operate the heavy guns. Two thunder cannons were rolled up to the cliff’s edge camouflaged with cedar boughs and fern leaves. The Marines primed and aimed them at the Taikun’s rear echelon.


  “Where’s Takasugi?” Dylan asked.


  “At the far side of the valley with the recruits. Waiting for our signal.”


  A hundred of the best recruits had been chosen out of the thousands of volunteers for this operation. The rest, given whatever was left of the rebel arsenal, manned the castle walls. Neither Dylan, nor Takasugi, expected them to hold out more than a few hours. Not that it mattered: if the Taikun’s army broke through the field defences, the battle would be over long before they reached the castle.


  At the Saga barricade the situation was grim. The assailants had already breached through in several places. Three small bridgeheads remained on the other side, brimming with weapons like armoured hedgehogs, two of them pushing forward. Dylan knew enough of strategy to understand that once the bridgeheads joined together the barricade was as good as lost.


  “Saigo!” Dylan called. “Why aren’t your men helping the other barricade? What’re you playing at?”


  The square-jawed Captain huffed. “And risk exposing their flank? Look at that irrigation canal — half of my men would drown before reaching the enemy.”


  Dylan scanned the plain where Saigo pointed. The Captain was right: there was a network of canals Dylan hadn’t noticed before, separating the ramparts. He nodded.


  “All right, we’ve waited enough. Get your men together; I want you with me at the spearhead.”


  Saigo grinned. His eyes gleamed. He slammed Dylan on the shoulder. “Now that’s warrior talk!”


  “On three.”


  Dylan raised three fingers, then two, then one.


  “Charge!”


  The thunder cannons roared from the cliff top. The long-distance packets of electricity whistled through the air and burst open on the ground, throwing the scorched corpses of the enemy soldiers into the air. Dylan’s shock troops stormed in their wake. Edern on his right, whirling his Soul Lance; Saigo on his right, with a katana in one hand and a thunder gun in the other, and behind them, the Satsuma elites.


  Just before they smashed into the enemy’s rear with the force of a charging elephant, a handful of fat, furry creatures split from the Taikun army: Nariakira’s shape-shifters, fleeing into the woods after having done their best to wreak chaos in the ranks prior to the charge. Dylan passed them with a scowl, then shot a barrage of fireballs from his fingers before putting his Lance to work, slicing and slashing through the hapless soldiers. Without shields, the enemy warriors were easy prey to his and Edern’s Lances. Hacked off body parts flew around them, tracing bloody arches in the air. Battle cries and shrieks of panic turned to gurgling and wheezing. Arrows and sword blows glanced off Dylan’s tarian.


  The Satsuma swordsmen had no Lances or shields, but they fared no worse. Their charge struck a deep gash in the enemy line. The rear of the Taikun’s army was soft and pliable, composed of weak and cowardly soldiers recruited from minor domains. There was not an Aizu or Tokugawa flag in sight — the vests of the slain were marked with crests Dylan didn’t recognize. Their commanders were up in front in the main thrust of the attack. Leaderless, their ranks melted before the surprise assault like warm butter.


  “Edern!” Dylan shouted. The silver head of hair turned towards him. The Faer towered over everyone on the battlefield, a clear target — his tarian buzzed and crackled with a constant barrage of missiles.


  “Tell them to hold position! We’re in too far.”


  He assumed the Faer had heard him, for he shouted a few words in broken Yamato, which were then repeated in a more elaborate manner by Saigo Takamori. The order rippled through the Satsuma ranks, and the samurai duly slowed down their remorseless onslaught.


  Good discipline. Dylan hadn’t expected much of the samurai — he knew they were all haughty, arrogant, and prone to explosions of random violence: bad traits for a soldier. But this group was a true elite, their pride directed towards troop cohesion rather than individual martial prowess. This wasn’t just something Edern had imbued them with — there’d been no time for that. It must be Saigo’s influence.


  He shot a line of missiles to his left and right to clear his view towards the flanks. The spearhead had descended from the mountain ridge perpendicular to the coastal highway, striking the rear echelons at a straight angle. On their right flank, Yamagata’s Kiheitai troops did the same; their aim — to draw a wide arch, enveloping as much of the enemy army in a pincer before meeting with the spearhead’s thrust. The black uniforms moved as one through the mass of the Taikun’s troops, like a bear’s paw searching its way through a beehive. They performed their manoeuvres as well as any Western army Dylan had seen, coordinating individual thrusts and pull-backs with coloured flares and flags. Ahead of them, the long-distance thunderbolts cleared the way. The cliff gunners made no mistakes — friendly fire was not an option here. The Kiheitai charged into gaps resembling black ooze filling the explosion craters.


  Their progress was slower — the enemy ranks here were tighter than at the rear, and there were experienced, skilled soldiers scattered among the fresh recruits. It was crucial they did not grind to a halt, did not give the enemy any respite — and not let them realize how few they were. After all, there were only a thousand of them against the tens of thousands storming the barricade.


  The left wing of the Rebel attack was the weakest: the hundred commoners led by Takasugi. The Kiheitai commander had given himself the unwelcome task of leading these men into battle — and to their inevitable deaths. In his mind, their sacrifice would form a nucleus of a legend, another addition to the growing mythology of the Kiheitai. The story of the unit was already being distributed among the towns and villages of Yamato by secret agents in the form of songs, leaflets, or rumours: the first battle at Iwakuni; the betrayal at Heian; the flight from Sakai; the victory of Kokura. And now this, the Battle of Dan-no-Ura, the second of that name.


  Dylan recognized Takasugi’s talent for propaganda — and the ability to look into the future. Even if they lost the battle here, even if they lost the war against the dragons and the Fanged, the seeds of rebellion, the memory of their valiant stand would remain planted in the minds of the commoners. This genie would not be put back in a bottle — the feudal lords would have a hard time subduing the peasants and townspeople encouraged by the stories of their peers’ glorious struggle.


  The hundred recruits knew full well what their task was. Dylan had acquainted them with the Bataavian term — “verloren hoop”, Forlorn Hope — and they accepted it as the troop’s name with pride. Apart from the black armbands of the Kiheitai Auxiliaries, they wore white headbands of death, marked with the Mikado’s golden chrysanthemum, and runes “V” and “H” on its sides. They had been trained how to salvage and cannibalize the equipment of their fallen comrades in the field, how to ignore pain and injury — including making use of some of the herbal mixtures obtained from Heishichi’s wizards — and how to cause as much damage to the enemy as possible. Unlike the samurai, who tended to aim for the heads of their opponents to ensure death — and trophy — the Auxiliaries were taught to strike at any exposed limb, preferably legs. Takasugi wanted each of them to incapacitate at least ten enemy men before their death — a tall order if Dylan had ever heard one.


  But for now, they seemed to be doing as well as the other two arms of the pincer. Dylan spotted more than a few of them carrying two thunder guns each — a sign that they’d picked up a comrade’s weapon. The muzzles flashed in regular intervals, one-two, one-two, without jamming or overheating, proving the men remembered their training well. Their bodies were covered in bloody splotches, most of it their own but, like the Varyaga berserkers, they fought on for as long as their legs carried them and their hands held the weapons.


  A halberd struck Dylan’s tarian. Its bamboo shaft snapped, and the flying blade wounded its wielder. Dylan shot a magic missile to finish the job. He cleared a wider path before him with a cone of flame, then ordered Saigo to guide his men into the gap. The Satsuma squadron was beginning to thin out, not just due to casualties: a double line of swordsmen marked the spearhead’s path, concealing their numbers from the enemy. It was only a temporary measure. Soon their own rear would be overrun by the counter-attack.


  They still had time — the spearhead was moving as fast as planned. It was the pace of the other two groups that worried him. The Kiheitai’s advance was growing sluggish in the face of some unexpected resistance. Did we calculate it wrong? Has the counter-strike already started?


  “Edern, see if Yamagata needs help!”


  The silver-haired head nodded and vanished as the Faer dived under the enemy spears. Dylan trusted Edern was up to the task. He was the best soldier in the Second Marines, worth a hundred men. In this world of war without shields and magic, Edern’s presence alone could turn the tide of a battle. His Lance flashed among the enemies, carving a bloody path towards the Kiheitai.


  Dylan turned forward just in time to see the muzzle of the thunder gun. He focused the tarian to the front. The web of lightning burst in bright patterns and vanished, absorbed by the shield. Dylan grabbed the gun’s barrel and thrust its stock into the soldier’s face. He whirled the weapon around and squeezed the trigger into the nearby enemies. When the chamber was spent, he threw it away, parried a spear thrust, dodged a sword slash, grabbed an Aizu samurai by the neck and burned a hole through his throat.


  Aizu?


  He took another glance at the samurai’s scorched robes — there it was, the Aizu crest. He looked around. More of them were appearing among the enemy soldiers in groups of three or six, disciplined, silent and deadly. It was easy to miss, but they were moving in a loose formation, approaching from the front and left. A Satsuma swordsman fell beside Dylan, clutching his stomach, the gun in his hand still shooting into the air.


  “Saigo — on me!” Dylan shouted. “It’s the counter-attack!”


  The square-jawed Captain frowned under bushy eyebrows and barked orders at his men. They pulled back towards Dylan’s position. Another samurai hit the dirt, his back scorched with a lightning bolt. Dylan blasted a barrage of fire bolts, each missile seeking out a heart of one enemy warrior. His shield rebounded another thunder gun shot, then another. It flickered with bluish light, indicating the magic potential of its air elementals was more than half spent. There was only so much a lone wizard could do against hundreds of opponents. The others needed to hurry up.


  He searched his left flank for Takasugi’s recruits — and found none.


  All slain! This didn’t make sense; half of them were still fighting a few moments ago. He spotted Takasugi, alone, pinned to a charred pillar left over from some burned-down house, fighting for his life against several Aizu swordsmen. A crimson stain grew on the left sleeve of his uniform shirt.


  “Hold this position,” he told Saigo. Summoning the power of the air, he leapt over the enemy. Bouncing off their heads and somersaulting over their spear tips, he reached Takasugi in several long leaps. Landing, he shot a tongue of flame at the legs of the Aizu, then finished them off with the Lance.


  The show of acrobatics expired the air elementals in his vicinity, and his tarian was now too weak to deflect blows. He focused its energies in a bwcler on his forearm, wrapped around Takasugi’s waist. He fought his way back to the Captain.


  “Ask him what happened back there,” he said in Qin, parrying a sword blade.


  Takasugi gasped as another of his wounds opened. He spat blood and wiped his mouth before answering.


  “There’s a Fanged in the field,” Saigo translated, his face turning pale.


  “Are you sure?”


  Both Saigo and Takasugi nodded.


  “Why didn’t he finish him off?”


  “One of the recruits blasted him point blank with both guns before dying. He’s regenerating somewhere — won’t be long before he’s back.”


  “Did he see what he looked like?”


  “Bronze robe, wielding a massive spear. It grazed him here.” He pointed at the wound on Takasugi’s left shoulder. “I don’t think he’ll ever use this arm again.”


  “Head of the Serpent,” said Dylan. “One of the three Bran saw at Enoshima.”


  “That means Dōraku-sama has failed,” said Saigo. “Or betrayed us.”


  “Or he’s just busy fighting the other two, and let that one slip.”


  It was the Renegade’s task to keep attention of the Serpent on himself throughout the battle. They’d counted three Heads still active in the war. Of the others, the new Crimson Robe was, according to the rumours and unconfirmed reports, away in Edo, disguised as one of the courtiers. The Golden and the Azure Robes were recovering from their injuries, and the Emerald Robe had been slain by her own apprentice on Ganryūjima. But each one of the remaining three could put a halt to any assault. Dylan had heard — and seen, as demonstrated by Dōraku — enough of their capabilities to realize what formidable opponents they truly were.


  Takasugi spoke again, his voice growing weak with each passing minute.


  “He’s right, we have to alert the others,” said Saigo.


  Dylan nodded and shot a sequence of purple flares into the air — three, and three again. It was the one signal everyone dreaded to see: the Serpents were back.


  They’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but they weren’t unprepared. At Saigo’s signal, the Satsuma warriors reached into their sleeves and drew syringes of glass and bronze filled with murky liquid. Saigo handed two of them to Takasugi and Dylan.


  “I will manage without it,” said Dylan. “Just stand back. It might get hot around here.”


  The air grew cold and darker — a barely noticeable change, but an unmistakable one.


  “He’s here.”


  Dylan summoned the Lance. The Satsuma samurai and Takasugi plunged the syringes into their forearms. Seconds later, the potion began its work: their limbs became blurry whirlwinds, their bodies jerked with accelerated movement. For a moment they were busy clearing the area around them from any enemy foolish enough to get in range of their near invisible swords. Then the bronze wisp appeared; a robe flashed in the crowd.


  He didn’t move as fast as Dōraku. With some difficulty, Dylan was able to make out his thrusts, slashes and parries, whizzing through the air around the Satsuma samurai. But he appeared stronger, and his weapon of choice — a seven-foot long spear with a heavy bronze blade — was more deadly than the Renegade’s twin blades. Saigo’s men fought like demons — which was the only way to fight an actual demon. The stretch of the battlefield turned into a storm of blood, metal and lightning that no mortal could’ve survived without the aid of magic enhancements. Yet, one by one, they were falling to the Abomination’s spear blade.


  Dylan observed the way they positioned themselves around the battlefield. He hoped they remembered their training. They were supposed to guide the Bronze Robe towards the trap he’d started spinning from the moment the Fanged showed himself. Even as the spiral of death neared to him, Dylan wove the spell pattern: a complex composition of Binding Words, lightning lattices and flame whirlwinds. He hadn’t had the chance to test the spell yet — but if that didn’t stop the Fanged, nothing would.


  Saigo slowed down beside him. His face was covered with sweat as he strained to calm his breathing enough for Dylan to understand him.


  “Now … Gaikokujin … Kirino and Kunimoto have him pinned.”


  The two samurai — blurs in the mist — were engaged in a deathly combat with the Bronze Blade. He slammed his fists together, then struck the ground.


  “Melltgryn!“


  The spell burst from his knuckles and rippled forward in a line of flame and lightning. The air crackled above it with the released power. When the ripple reached its target, Dylan tugged on the spell frame, tightening the trap. The earth exploded with magical energies. The fiery maelstrom enveloped the Abomination whole, binding him to the spot.


  The Fanged roared and weaved his own counter-pattern. Dylan felt his spell diminish, and fed it with more power. They were now in a tug-of-war, the energies flowing this way and that as the whirlwind pulsated, growing and receding with each cycle. Dylan focused his entire attention on the trap. Around him, the Satsuma samurai were coming out of their drug-induced trance. Weakened by the enhancement process, they were easy prey to the returning Aizu, but he didn’t see them fall to their swords.


  As his power faltered, so did his resolve. Perhaps he had been too arrogant to think he could fight the Abominations … They had hundreds of years to hone their skills and to grow their potentials. In their veins coursed raw blood magic; the bane of all wizards. Was he, a mere mortal, capable of stopping such a creature?


  Just then, the tension between the two enemies reached its climax. The fiery maelstrom tightened around the Fanged. Dylan sensed an incoming surge of resonating energies; a tidal wave of magic washing over them both. He wanted to unravel the pattern before it engulfed him, too, but it was too late. The burst of conflicting potentials blinded and deafened him, throwing him through the air. A pillar of fire, lightning, smoke and dust rose into the sky. The light and heat rippled, radiating from where the Abomination had stood a second ago. The warriors near to it fell like trees cut down by a hurricane.


  A torn swathe of bronze silk cloth, charred at the edges, dropped gently onto Dylan’s burning face.
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  CHAPTER V


  “By Dragon’s Breath, Commodore, you look a mess!”


  Edern laughed as he helped Dylan up. The Faer’s face was covered in quickly fading cuts and bruises. Around them swarmed the black uniforms of the Kiheitai, clearing their way through the enemy. The Aizu markings were less numerous than before, replaced again by the random crests of the lesser clans.


  “Do I look as bad as I feel?” Dylan asked, touching his face gingerly.


  “Worse,” replied Edern. “But nothing permanent, I don’t think. A few more scars, maybe.”


  “Brief me, Banneret.”


  The Faer picked up Takasugi — the Chōfu commander leaned against his shoulder for a moment and then limped away towards his officers with a bewildered look, leaving a bloody trail.


  “We’re pulling back,” said Edern. “We’ve done all we could here.”


  “Where’s Saigo?”


  “He broke through to his men at the second barricade — shouting something about a final charge.” The Faer’s face turned grave for a moment. “I’m afraid this one’s lost, Commodore. The first barricade fell. The Rebels are retreating to the castle.”


  “Fleeing, you mean.”


  The secret forest paths where the Kiheitai hoped to find respite from the fighting and regroup were about a mile away, with nobody but the lesser clan soldiers in the way. Now that the main force of the Taikun’s army was charging ahead, pursuing the fleeing Rebels, the rearguard was more interested in ensuring their share of loot than chasing after the distraction.


  Dylan was tired, but his energy levels were not yet spent. He summoned the Lance — it shone bright and strong, without a flicker. He wouldn’t stand a chance against a proper mage — but he could still fight his way through a crowd of footmen.


  “We’re not needed here,” he said. He nodded towards the enemy horde. “Is there a way to bypass this muddle?”


  “There is if you can run.”


  “I can try.”


  Edern was right. The first blockade had been overrun — all that remained of it were the shattered ramparts, overturned oxcarts, torn-down tents, and a Bataavian flag: a rectangle of sad, dirty orange still flapping in the wind where Curzius’s men had made their redoubt. The Taikun’s soldiers gave it a wide berth, fearing Western magic and its traps, but the redoubt was empty, except the bodies of those of the Bataavians who hadn’t made their escape. From inside its palisade Dylan and Edern were free to observe the final throes of the battle that unfolded before them.


  Despite their overwhelming defeat, the defenders of the barricade were retreating, for the most part, in good order. The long column of soldiers stretched all the way to the castle walls: the panic had not yet set in. From the ramparts, the field guns spewed a rain of fire, covering their flight and slowing the pursuers down; though the missiles were not as well-aimed as those shot by the Marines on the cliff. And apart from the Aizu and Tokugawa troops, the government soldiers’ discipline left a lot to be desired: the lesser clans’ footmen scattered throughout the Rebel camps in search of loot and heads of prominent enemy warriors.


  To the sound of the conches resounding in the air, the Satsuma troops arrived onto the battlefield from the East. The crossed circle banners — despite Nariakira’s orders, not all yet replaced with the Imperial Red Sun — waved over the three columns of infantry that emerged from beyond the levee which lined the irrigation canal. In front rode a squadron of cavalry, the horses steaming wet after crossing the water. Their spears lowered, the horsemen struck at the marauders in the camp, slaughtering dozens before turning towards the main echelon. Each of the infantry columns punched a powerful blow, biting deep into the Tokugawa flank. The Satsuma and the Tokugawa samurai fought with the ferocity of sworn enemies meeting at long last: centuries of subdued tension and simmering hatred erupted in the clash of swords, halberds and thunder guns.


  “It’s not going to be enough,” Dylan remarked.


  Edern nodded. “It will buy the others time to get back into the castle. It’s not over yet.”


  “No, but it will be once the Blue Wings return.”


  He pointed to the south-east, where the flat hulk of Ganryūjima should have been looming in the midst of the stormy waters of Dan-no-Ura. The island was no more: a shattered husk shrouded in smoke and dust; a fiery tomb for Heishichi and his wizards. There was no hope that any of them could have survived. The Blue Wings had moved on, now a faint cloud swarming over Kokura Castle.


  Gwen … I trust you haven’t done something foolish …


  “Something’s going on over there,” said Edern. “But even I can’t tell …”


  “Something’s going on over here as well,” said Dylan. “Look.”


  Climbing over the canal embankment was a new, fresh group of troops — the Taikun’s rearguard reserves. Less than half of their original number remained after the earlier Kiheitai assault, but they were in the most enviable position. Just as Captain Saigo had feared, the Satsuma flank was wide open to any attack — and the attack was coming. Even more worrying was who was leading the attack: a tall, long-haired man in a bright white silk robe.


  “That’s our cue,” said Dylan. “How’s your Lance arm, Dancer?”


  “Better than your bwcler arm, Commodore,” replied Edern; he beamed and leapt over the palisade.


  There was something odd about the silhouette of the White Robe. Dylan couldn’t it at first, until he realized the Fanged was missing his entire right arm, along with a good part of the shoulder. The sleeve was hanging loosely off the collar bone. The holes and tears in the silk robe pointed to other, now healed, injuries from the fight with Dōraku. Most of the Fanged’s energy must have been spent on this regeneration. Dylan was certain he wouldn’t have been able to stand for the second time against another Abomination at full strength. How much was left of the Renegade after the duel — and where was the third Head of the Serpent, the Silver Robe? Had Dōraku managed to at least dispose of that one?


  All these thoughts rushed through Dylan’s head as he was being pushed backwards by the Fanged’s crackling ray of concentrated blood magic. His feet dug deep grooves in the blood-soaked dirt. His shield, focused in front, glowed blue and purple with absorbed energies. The heat of the magic beam penetrated the shield. It felt as if he was defending from dragon flame. The nerves in his shoulder sent desperate pleas to his brain — the pain, the burning and the strain combined to reach an unbearable threshold.


  Now would be a good time, Edern …


  As in the duel with the Bronze Robe, the exchange of magical energies formed a circle of electric storms which no mortal dared to enter. The reserve troops waited for the resolution of the clash — the White Robe was their commander, and they seemed to lack initiative to continue the attack on their own.


  If nothing else, at least I’m buying Saigo some respite. And the Kiheitai should be ready to strike again soon. Just a little more … Where’s that damn Tylwyth?


  He came from the sun — a shadow bathed in light, a silver comet; the Soul Lance its glowing golden tail. Edern had leapt a good twenty feet into the air over the heads and spear tips of the stunned enemy. He fell in silence, and landed without a noise, precise and graceful like a leopard; his Lance slicing through the Fanged’s back from shoulder to thigh. The crackling beam of blood magic disappeared.


  “Ffwyrdro!” Dylan whispered. The energy of his shield turned into a shock wave; it smashed the Fanged in the face and pushed him back, straight onto Edern’s glowing blade. The Faer cut back up. The White Robe stood still for a second, his left hand raised accusingly at Dylan, before the two halves of his body fell apart, each to one side. Edern finished the job by severing the Fanged’s head from his body and kicking it into a nearby ditch.


  Dylan dropped to one knee, breathing heavily. Edern ran up to him.


  “Now I’m really spent, Dancer,” Dylan panted. “I couldn’t even light a flamespark. Get us out of here.”


  “With pleasure.”


  The Faer held Dylan by the arm. A few stray arrows and lightning strikes bounced off his bwcler, but the soldiers were too shocked by the sudden loss of their supposedly invincible commander to mount an organized attack. Dylan stumbled up, took a few deep breaths and readied himself for one last painful run.


  A furious roar shattered the sky. He looked up just in time to see a blue-winged dragon — ridden by a small figure dressed in a flowing silver robe — dive towards them.


  Emrys skidded to a halt, tearing up the soil and grass of Kokura Castle’s inner garden. Nodwydd landed with more dignity next to it, its wings raising waves in the water of the koi pond. Gwen jumped down onto the gravel.


  “Will you tell me what’s going on?” she asked.


  “Over here!”


  Bran led her down a gravel path to a rectangle of beaten sand, twenty feet across, surrounded by a many-pillared veranda. A pentacle was drawn in its centre with powdered charcoal.


  “What is this place?”


  “Huh?” Bran blinked. “Oh, I don’t know, some kind of ball game field. It doesn’t matter.”


  Three people stepped down from the veranda towards them: Nagomi, Wulfhere and the young Mikado dressed in a ceremonial brown robe, with the tall black hat of office on his head. They stood in the corners of the pentacle — the Mikado at the top point. It was obvious they were about to take part in a spell ritual.


  She held Bran by the sleeve. “Tell me, now.”


  “You wondered what the three of them were doing together,” he replied. “Well, this is it. We’re going to create a Tide Jewel.”


  “Tide Jewel? What in Annwn is that?”


  “It’s what Satō’s using to control the dragons — and what they used to imprison Emrys when we first arrived here. An old Yamato artefact.”


  “And you hope you can wrestle this control from her with this … jewel?”


  Bran hesitated. “Eh … I’m not sure.” He scratched the back of his head. “We’re going to create one that’s never been tried before. But it’s bound to have something to do with the dragons.”


  “Now that’s reassuring.”


  “Nagomi’s a soothsayer. I trust her on this. Besides, we’re out of options, aren’t we?”


  The red-haired priestess shouted at Bran. He replied in a reassuring manner.


  “We have to hurry.”


  “Wait.” Gwen still held him back. “What do you need me for?”


  He laid his hand on the pendant on her neck. “We need this.”


  “Dylan’s gift?” She pulled back. “Whatever for?”


  “I’m sorry, I know it’s really important to you,” he said. “But it’s necessary for the spell to work. I think. And it may get damaged in the process, but …”


  “I told you, it’s just a trinket. I don’t mind.” She reached to untie the cord, but he stopped her.


  “I think it’s best if you keep it while the spell is weaved.”


  He led her to the pentacle. She and Nagomi stood on the bottom ends of the main triangle, with Bran and Wulfhere at the remaining two points, facing each other.


  “Ready?” Bran asked. Gwen nodded. He repeated the question in Yamato. Nagomi and the Mikado opened the collars of their robes wider, each revealing a triangle of bare skin. Gwen now understood why she was needed: both Nagomi and Mutsuhito wore necklaces set with jade stones, just like hers.


  Bran drew a long scroll from his sleeve and recited the words of the spell — though it sounded to her like a fervent prayer. Across the courtyard, Wulfhere did the same.


  As the two boyish voices echoed throughout the courtyard, awakening the magic potentials around them, Gwen surmised calmly that this was the most bizarre moment in her life. She was taking part in a spell ritual with the nominal ruler of a country, a man who’d claimed descent from the Gods — only because of some random trinket she’d brought from Qin. The spell was of an unknown origin, with unknown consequences: an ancient, powerful magic that did not obey the rules of the West.


  Dylan would’ve hated it, she thought.


  The stone on her neck heated up and vibrated. Its inner light grew stronger until it was as bright as a flamespark. It began to burn her skin. Nagomi stirred in place, holding back a grimace of pain. Only the Mikado stood still and stone-faced.


  Bran reached halfway through his scroll. He paused, raised his right hand towards the centre of the pentacle, waited for Wulf to repeat the gesture, and continued reading. A zig-zagging ray of green light shot from his palm. It met a similar ray beaming from Wulf’s outstretched hand — and then three others, each coming from one of the jade pieces.


  Her pendant levitated from her neck towards where the rays of light met. The leather cord stretched out. The other two stones did the same. Mutsuhito reached back and unlocked his necklace. A moment later Nagomi followed his lead and nodded at Gwen. She snapped the cord and let the jewel drift.


  The three stones travelled along the green rays. When they met in the centre they burst with a blinding light. The cascade of dazzling fire burning her retinas was the last thing Gwen saw before her entire world turned jade green.


  The green light vanished. Bran blinked and rubbed his eyes until his sight returned.


  Only he and Wulf remained in the courtyard. The other three had disappeared in the flash, leaving only footsteps in the packed sand.


  “Was — was that supposed to happen?” asked Wulf.


  “I have no idea.”


  Bran closed his eyes to seek out Nagomi through Emrys and the Otherworld, but he received only unclear, scrambled signals. Nodwydd was still where they left it, by the koi pond. It, too, was confused. It reached out to Gwen with its Farlink connection, but the response was a chaotic, enigmatic jumble.


  “They’re still alive, somewhere,” he said. “But I can’t tell anything beyond that.”


  “What now?”


  A sound as if of a massive wave crashing against a rocky cliff silenced Bran’s reply. A second later came another noise: a barrage of explosions amidst a raging thunderstorm.


  “The Blue Wings have reached the Tosa fleet,” said Bran. “They’ll be here any minute.”


  “What about … them?” Wulf pointed at the footprints.


  Bran shrugged. “Let’s hope they’re doing something … All we can do is buy them more time — defend the castle.”


  “That I can do. I’ll get Cenhinen — meet you at the northern turret.”


  The proud and mighty Tosa fleet was no more.


  All that was left of it were a few smouldering hulks bobbing on the waves, and a couple of fast boats, fleeing out of the straits into the open ocean with half their masts broken. The sea was dense with debris and bodies; pink with diluted blood of the fallen.


  The Blue Wings drew one last circle over the ruin before turning towards Kokura. Their formation was loose now, no longer a sphere or a line but a true swarm, each dragon given only one order by Satō: destroy.


  Bran made a rough count in his head — more than twenty beasts fell in the battle with Heishichi’s wizards and the Tosa fleet: an otherwise impressive feat, but meaningless in the face of the sheer numbers of the dragon army. There was no chance the Kokura defences would make more of an impact. He wasn’t even sure if slowing the beasts down was still an option. Unless Nagomi’s idea worked — whatever it was supposed to do — they were all as good as dead.


  “We have to get to Satō and try to stop her,” he shouted at Wulf. “That’s all I can think of.”


  “Got it.”


  The sky over the castle darkened from exploding cannonballs and missiles, with an occasional massive, deafening blast from the Qin walking mortar. Above it all glinted the golden spark of Li’s mount. The slender long had no chance to make an impact in battle, and so the only possible function Li could have performed was as an artillery observer marking targets for the guns.


  None of this was making any difference — the Blue Wings scattered around the castle, each seeking its own target. The cannons and thunder guns were being silenced one by one by the dragon flame. The keep and the turrets stood in flames. The Qin spider made an attempt to flee the castle walls before a fireball struck one of its legs and rendered it immobile: an easy prey for a group of five dragons diving towards it in quick succession.


  Bran forced himself to ignore the ongoing slaughter as he searched for Satō. He found the wizardess in the rear, keeping a distance from the swarm. She was surrounded by about ten Blue Wings — the only ones she seemed to still have complete control over — flying in a sphere around the centre point that was the Firstborn.


  There was something else there, too: blinking in and out of glamour, a great Black Wing, striking at the shield of dragons at random. Bran sensed exhaustion and pain radiating from the beast. It barely produced any flame; resorting, instead, to physical attacks — weak enough for the enemy dragons to repulse without much trouble.


  He reached out to the beast and the rider through Farlink. He recognized them in an instant, but both were too focused — and tired — to notice his attempts.


  “Keep them busy,” he shouted to Wulf. “I have to deal with something.”


  The Seaxe frowned, but nodded and dived towards the Blue Wings’ sphere. His Viridian was a tiny green spark compared to the enemy dragons, but it was rested, fast and agile, and Wulf proved a better rider than Bran had given him credit. Shooting its fiery sting and flying away like an annoying mosquito against a herd of angry bulls, Cenhinen disrupted the formation, stretching the sphere into something more resembling a squashed egg. Holes showed in the defensive shield: openings which the Gorllewin rider decided to explore — but not before Bran reached her.


  “Frigga!” he shouted. “That’s enough! Your mount can’t take it anymore!”


  She stared at him in silence, then dived into a gap between two Blue Wings. A third one appeared at the last moment from nowhere and struck her mount’s flank. The Black Wing snorted and rolled over. Frigga wrestled it back up and split away from the pack for another try. Bran raced after her.


  “It’s pointless. Leave her to us!”


  “What can you do that I can’t?” she scoffed. “You’re just a flea. I downed four of the beasts already.”


  “And now you’re both too exhausted to fight. We just need to distract them until the reinforcements arrive.”


  “Reinforcements?”


  “Trust me, they’re coming.” He tried to hide the uncertainty in his voice. Luckily, she was too tired to notice. “Go into glamour and take a break — we might need you to finish this.”


  She looked at the Blue Wings swarming below, and at the blazing, ruined castle. She bit her lip. “It looks like it’s over anyway. You’d need a miracle, not reinforcements, to turn this around.”


  That’s what I’m hoping for.


  She banked hard and vanished in the clear sky, though he still sensed the clear trace of her Farlink moving north towards the Chōfu shore.


  He turned his attention back to Satō. Wulf, too, was flying away; forced to retreat by the concentrated attacks of her guard of dragons. Cenhinen’s right wing flapped in a limping rhythm, a clear sign of renewed injury. Bran and Emrys were left alone against the entirety of the Blue Wing army — again.


  Hurrying to exploit the gaps torn by Wulf’s attacks before the sphere sealed back up, he dived in — straight towards Satō and the Firstborn. Spinning like a rifle bullet, Emrys stretched out into a jade missile, with its wings flat along its sides, propelling itself with snake-like twists of the tail. It was the fastest Bran had ever flown; the acceleration pressing at his cheeks and pushing consciousness and oxygen out of his brain.


  A couple of Blue Wings whizzed past him, missing Emrys by no more than a couple of feet, but they were too bulky and slow. His plan was a simple repeat of their last encounter — but this time she was waiting for him. She turned her mount up. The Firstborn opened its maw; a fireball rolled up in its throat. Bran strengthened his tarian up front and inadvertently closed his eyes, bracing for the impact.


  He whistled through empty air. He looked over his shoulder. It took him a moment to locate the Firstborn: it was speeding north, towards Chōfu, followed by four of the guard dragons, away from the swarm, away from the battle. He felt a sense of panic and urgency beaming from Satō and her mount. Certain of her victory over Kokura, the wizardess abandoned her flying army — and a chance at downing Bran — to respond to some distress call coming from the northern shore.


  That’s where the Kiheitai are — and Father, with Edern!


  He pulled tight on the reins and came out of the fierce dive seconds from hitting the surface. His right shoulder burst with pain; sprained out of the socket by the strain of deceleration. There was no chance for him to catch up to the Firstborn flying at full speed — but he had to know what had caused Satō’s sudden change of mind. Was it the Kiheitai assault forcing the Taikun’s army to retreat — or was it something more personal …?


  He pulled off his shirt and tied it around his neck and right hand, fashioning it into a makeshift sling. With only one hand left to hold the reins, he spurred Emrys to keep as straight, level a flight as the dragon could sustain.
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  CHAPTER VI


  “We are one.”


  


   


  “What’s going on? Heika? Gwen-sama?”


  “Whose voice was that?”


  “Who are you? Why are you in my head?”


  “Why are you in mine, Dracalish?”


  “It must be the Tide Stone. I can see through your eyes.”


  “And I through yours. The castle roof, the straits ... Wait, are we—?”


  “Flying.”


  “Are those … wings? Why do we have wings?”


  “And claws. And a tail. Is this dragonform?”


  “We are the Dragon King. We are of the Gods. This is our true shape.”


  “If we are a king, where are our subjects?”


  “Can you not sense them?”


  “I feel their wrath — I feel their loss.”


  “Dragons …! It’s a Farlink, but very faint. Almost as if they’re …”


  “Betrayed. Lured. Trapped. Forgotten. Lost. Dead.”


  “No, not dead. Asleep. Waiting. Frozen in time.”


  “Where? Can’t sense the location.”


  “That’s because this is not your land, Foreigner. We are one with the roots of this island. Look.”


  “Yes, we can see it now! A cave system — huge — over a mile long. And it’s not far!”


  “Of course — they must have been trapped just before the battle. That’s why they never came to Antoku’s help!”


  “The cave entrance has collapsed. We must clear the boulders and release our subjects.”


  “The Blue Wings have reached Kokura. We must hurry—”


  “Up!”


  She had seen this before somewhere.


  The Gaikokujin soldier holding a Soul Lance, standing over the defeated Father Saturn. How was this even possible? The Heads of the Serpent were supposed to be all-powerful, nigh indestructible. And yet here was Yui, slashed in two, while the barbarians gloated over his headless body. It wasn’t enough to kill him, of course, but it was as close to being destroyed as a Fanged got.


  She should’ve come to their help earlier. Lady Yodo had been the first one: calling her for help as she fought against the Renegade. But Satō was too busy fighting the wizards on Ganryūjima to attend to this new threat … or so she planned to explain her absence when questioned. Her death would mean Satō’s ascension to the Head herself. And if Lady Yodo survived and decided to punish her for the insubordination — with her army of dragons Satō felt the odds may be a bit more even next time around.


  But she couldn’t ignore the summons from Yui. There was more at stake here than just the fate of one Fanged — the success of the entire operation depended on his strategic skills. The distress call surprised her. She didn’t expect both of them to fall to the Renegade in such short time — who else would dare to threaten the Heads?


  Fury — the only emotion she still allowed herself to feel — stirred up the dark blood oozing in her veins. Not because Yui was attacked, but because she had to leave her dragon children and to postpone destruction of that boy. The barbarian drove her to distraction. Why did he continue to pester her?


  She thought he’d realize by now that whatever relationship they used to have, it was all in the past now, beyond the curtain of headache and darkness that she had no desire to unveil. He was her enemy now, just like the rebels, like that annoying Black Wing who slew four of her precious dragons … If he insisted on bothering her, she had no choice but to shoot him down from the skies. If only that frantic call for help had come a few seconds later …


  She fuelled her rage through the Tide Jewels. The orbs glowed brighter as she dived. The Firstborn thundered and released the flame it’d been holding in since their encounter with Bran. The fountain of fire flooded the spot where the Gaikokujin stood. His silver-haired companion leapt to his defence, shielding him from the attack with his own body. The flames also reached the headless body of Father Saturn — but that collateral damage was easy to overlook.


  She didn’t slow down to check the result of her attack. Nobody could’ve survived a direct dragon flame strike of this magnitude. Only when she had safely climbed away did she glance back and survey the battlefield.


  In the distance, a number of Satsuma troops were digging their way into the Taikun’s army’s flank. Still more to the west, a desperate sally struck forth from the Chōfu castle, halting the Aizu advance less than half a ri from the wall. And on the other side of the field, a stream of soldiers in black uniforms poured from the mountainside to charge at the rear of the Tokugawa reserves rendered leaderless and confused by Yui’s defeat.


  What idiots! Do I have to do everything myself?


  She called on the four dragons which had followed her from Kokura, and showed them the new target: the Satsuma and Chōfu armies making their stand at the approach to the castle.


  Destroy them.


  Edern’s back and shoulders were a seeping, smouldering mass of black and red: a hellish landscape of rivers of blood flowing through the molten lava plains. In places, the burns reached to the bone, to the vertebrae ridges and ribs, blackened with heat. Only his silver hair remained untouched by the fire. It seemed impossible that anyone could live through that much pain and injury — and yet, as Bran approached, the Faer slid aside with a quiet groan, revealing the man he’d sacrificed himself to save.


  Bran picked his father up from the scorched ground. Dylan, too, was wounded, with deep crimson streaks of burns on his hands and legs. Leaning over Bran, he stooped over Edern and reached out to check his pulse.


  “He had enough sense to keep his tarian on,” he explained. “That’s what saved him — and me.”


  Edern moaned again. His eyes opened. His face, still as bright and handsome as ever, presented a shocking contrast to the rest of his body. His lips moved in a whisper, silenced by the noise of the battle around them.


  “Shh …” said Dylan. “Don’t move, don’t make a sound. We have to get you out of here. Bran—”


  “I don’t know where to take him,” replied Bran, his voice shaking. “Kokura Castle is taken; everything is in ruins!”


  “The Soembing. It’s still at anchor a mile off the west coast. Captain Fabius agreed to rescue the four of us if the battle was lost. Gwen should be heading there too.”


  That’s not very likely ...


  He dared not explain to Dylan what had happened at the castle — not that he knew how to explain it.


  “Why … didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”


  “You know why,” Dylan said and coughed. “You’d try to save your friends and endanger the entire operation … We’ll argue about it later, son — every second is precious for Edern.”


  Bran nodded. With the Faer’s life hanging on a thread, their personal quarrels had to be postponed. With great care, they carried Edern onto Emrys and tied him down with straps padded with rolled-up cloth. Bran leapt into the saddle.


  “What about you?”


  “I’m in no shape to fight anymore,” Dylan admitted. “I’ll try to reach the ship and hide there.”


  “I’ll be back as soon as I drop Edern off,” Bran said, “and then I will go get Nagomi.”


  If I can find her …


  Dylan shrugged with resignation. His scarred cheek twitched. “It doesn’t seem to matter anymore. If you think you can still save your friend from all this — so be it.”


  The cave was deep, dark and damp. They sensed their way inside by smell and touch. Their body was so wide and long it barely fit in the corners and crannies of the underground tunnel as it slithered, ever deeper, into the bowels of the earth. The Tide Jewel — a large green orb embedded in their chest — scratched the cave floor.


  She had retained enough of her thoughts and individuality to remember who she had been in some other life — Gwenllian ferch Harri, born in the year two thousand five hundred and seventy-seven of Roman reckoning; Reeve of the Second Dragoons Regiment of the Royal Marines of the Dracalish Empire. But, though she was still able to recite these words in her — their — mind, they meant nothing now: a mark of a distant past, gone forever, a long, long time ago.


  She could also recite the full lineage of Nagomi, daughter of Itō Keisuke, a physician from Nagoya, later of Kiyō, priestess of the Suwa Shrine … And that of Mutsuhito, son of Kōmei, one hundred and twenty second Mikado of Yamato. All their memories, all of their knowledge, was hers.


  “I’ve seen your father in Edo,” she thought. “He helped to cure me.”


  “I know,” came a thought she recognized as coming from the priestess. There was no need for translation here — the words were pure impulses, not belonging to any language other than that common to all humans. “I see him with your mind’s eyes. Why is he so sad?”


  “I never asked.”


  “It’s because he killed my father,” came a third, dominant voice, booming in Gwen’s head. The priestess’s response was a wave of wordless shock.


  “It’s obvious to me now,” the voice continued. “I see from your memories that he was an expert in smallpox. Soon after he was recalled to Edo, we received the poisoned handkerchiefs.”


  “It’s just conjecture,” Gwen protested. Nagomi was silent. “You have no proof.”


  “It does not matter,” the Mikado replied. “I assume he was forced to do it — no doubt they threatened his family; maybe even told him you were in their hands. In a way, he did them a disservice — my father would never have been able to do what we do now.”


  He paused at the fork in the cave system, before choosing the left hallway. Though there were three of them joined in one mind, the control of the body belonged to Mutsuhito. Gwen and Nagomi were just along for the ride.


  “How long is this cavern?” somebody thought. Or maybe it was herself?


  As if in response, the tunnel wound one last time to the right, and opened onto an enormous chamber. They fired a narrow stream of illuminating flame. In its light, they saw there were many other entrances leading into the chamber from various directions.


  “Down there!”


  They looked at the bottom of the cavern. It was strewn with a mass of tangled objects, fragments and pieces of some pale yellow and brown material.


  “Bones,” said Gwen, first to realize what they were looking at. “Dragon bones. Tons of it.”


  “This is where they were lured by Yoshitsune,” said Mutsuhito. “With the Tide Jewels he stole from the Mekari Shrine.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Do you not hear their weeping? Their lament?”


  She did hear something — a humming, a buzzing of the Otherworld — but she could not make out words.


  “They’re all dead, then,” she said. “We’ve wasted our time.”


  “No.” That was the priestess. “Their Spirits are still here.”


  “What good are the Spirits against the flesh and blood of dragons?”


  “Look,” boomed Mutsuhito.


  A beam of green light shot from their chests towards the bones, swooping all over the cavern floor like a searchlight. For a while nothing happened, but then the bones stirred. The Spirits condensed and gathered at the bottom of the chamber. Gwen gained a sudden understanding of the real power of the green jewel.


  Jade, the giver of Life.


  “Necromancy.”


  “The magic of Abominations?”


  “It is older than Abominations — and more terrible. No wonder the third stone was forgotten…”


  Gwen tried to convey to the other two the real evil of this power, which stemmed from the ancient blood magic rituals of the wizard-kings. She’d been raised in fear of the Necromancers. In all the fairy stories told by her grandmother in Gwynedd, the villains were always evil Sun Priests, raising the rotting dead and skeletons against naughty children. Later, when she studied history at the Academy, she learned that the truth was even more terrifying. She shared those stories now: the Wizardry Wars and armies of the undead roaming the land; good men turned into monsters; the anguish of families betrayed by their loved ones; stray spells awakening entire graveyards and sending the dead to destroy the living.


  “Enough,” said Mutsuhito. “We understand, Gwenllian ferch Harri. The stone must be destroyed, and the spell forgotten forever. But first, we have to win this battle or Yamato will be no more.”


  The ancient dragon bones below slithered, clunked and crackled. The joints fell into place; the smaller bones linked with the larger ones with invisible tendons, until, one by one, piece by piece, the skeletons were fully formed. The wings stretched with a clatter; the maws opened, roaring without throats. Gwen counted forty of the monstrosities able to fly up from the cavern floor — though with what wings, and on what wind, she dared not guess.


  One by one, the bone dragons launched from the floor and soared towards the openings in the ceiling. When all had gone — leaving only the writhing, clattering mass of bones too old or too damaged to be animated by the spell — Mutsuhito turned their body around and climbed towards the exit.


  What was this undercurrent of sadness running through their amalgamated thoughts? Where was it coming from? It wasn’t Nagomi’s own loss, for she still believed Satō could be saved. The Mikado was missing his father, but this emotion was pure and clear: a majestic strain, bright and unashamed. No, this one was hidden deep, and it wasn’t so much a feeling of loss, as fear of loss. It must have been coming from the Western woman. Nagomi did not wish to prod further, afraid to stumble onto something too private to share even in their merged state.


  Even then, she glimpsed much of Gwen’s thoughts and memories. She knew the exchange was mutual — or three-way, including the Mikado— but the trade-off was not balanced. Apart from the past few months of her life, Nagomi had little to offer in the way of knowledge: the streets of Kiyō; her family’s clinic; the rituals of Suwa … Mutsuhito, surprisingly, remembered even less: almost nothing beyond the walls of his father’s palace and the shrines of Heian; some history of Yamato he’d learned in his studies, and more rituals, meaningless to anyone not in tune with the Gods and the Spirits.


  Meanwhile, what flowed from Gwen’s mind was the world. Visions of strange lands, great cities, monsters and machines, peoples and languages as diverse as flowers in a nobleman’s garden. Reading about the world in books and scrolls was nothing compared to seeing it through Gwen’s eyes. Nagomi became acutely aware of how much Mutsuhito absorbed this knowledge, conscious of his future role as a ruler of but one country in this vast, increasingly interconnected world. Whatever else happened, just taking in the information was enough to plant a seed of change in Yamato.


  But first, they had to make sure there was a country to rule. As soon as they emerged from the caves back onto the surface, their thoughts focused on the task at hand. Nagomi retreated, sensing that her usefulness in the collective mind had expired. Fighting dragons was the task for Gwen and Mutsuhito — he controlled the massive dragon body, while she guided him in combat.


  The army of undead dragons assembled above the cave exits, waiting for command. The sight took her breath away. It was stunning, and terrifying at the same time. The light of the setting sun penetrated huge skeletal wings, casting intricate, sinister shadows on the rocky plain below; the wind whistled through the spines and ribcages. Each beat of the wings and tails tore the air with the rattle of death.


  Mutsuhito, now in full control of the green dragon’s body, opened the massive wings and zoomed towards Kokura while the dragons followed them in a chaotic swarm. The Spirits of the skeletons were beastly, feral, barely sentient. Were they even able to listen to any orders or commands? Or were they simply following their master through sheer instinct?


  Soon they reached what was left of the castle. Only the stone walls remained standing to mark the castle’s position — everything else was reduced to a pile of rubble and debris, shrouded in thick clouds of black smoke. The blue dragons soared above all of this like vultures, striking at anything that still moved. Some beasts split away from the main pack to attack the defenceless city outside the walls. Others searched the sea for any vessels still afloat. But for the most part, they seemed directionless and purposeless, having destroyed everything and everyone on their way.


  “Where’s the wizardess?” asked Gwen.


  “I can’t see her,” replied Nagomi. “She’s not here.”


  “Maybe she’s been destroyed.”


  “No. I’d know if she was dead. But she’s abandoned the dragons …”


  The Mikado’s sorrow drowned all other emotion they shared.


  My people. My subjects. All dead in my name. Then his resolve strengthened. This ends here.


  They dived towards the castle. The skeletal dragons followed, with all the clutter and clunking of the bones that accompanied their flight. The Blue Wings noticed their approach; but, without Satō’s voice to guide them, they were confused and slow to react. It wasn’t until the first of the skeletons struck them with their ivory claws and talons that the enemy dragons realized they were under a new attack.


  “Go for the big males first,” Gwen advised. “There’re about twenty of them. Once they’re gone, the rest will fall back.”


  The only way to lead the undead beasts was for Mutsuhito to fly in the direction he wanted them to go. Gwen indicated the nearest target. Mutsuhito charged towards it with forty flying skeletons in tow, like an alpha wolf guiding his pack. And like the wolves, the skeletons all struck at the great blue male at once, from all sides; tearing it to pieces in seconds before its companions even noticed what was happening. The piercing shrieks of the killed dragons, the blood that poured from the skies in gushes would have made Nagomi nauseous — if it was her own body she’d inhabited.


  “Speed and coordination is our main advantage,” said Gwen as they attacked another dragon. Her thoughts were calm and precise, as befitting a trained soldier in the heat of the battle. “There’s more of them, and they can breathe dragon flame, while we only have teeth and claws — soon they’ll realize that.”


  Mutsuhito zoomed from target to target, dodging an occasional stream of flame. The green dragon was larger than any of the enemy beasts: long and slender, serpent-like, almost like the Qin long in the image she’d gained from Gwen’s memories. She feared this would make them an easy target, but the Blue Wings were too startled and angered by the flying skeletons to pay them any notice. There was more going on here than the instinctive fear of undead. Nagomi calmed her mind and listened. It was as if Blue Wings were familiar with the Spirits that animated the bones - and saw them as rivals.


  Of course — it’s not the dragons, it’s the Shadows that control them.


  She almost forgot what Bran had reported about Satō’s army. Curious, she tuned to the signals coming from the dragons. The Shadows emanated fear and hatred, concentrated on the stench of Necromancy following the skeletons. Something about that magic made them tremble with terror and seethe with fury. They were unable to mount any defence, either fleeing before the approaching enemy or lashing out blindly towards their doom.


  “What are they doing?” Gwen asked. “I’ve never seen dragons behave like this.”


  “The magic riles them,” Nagomi said. “There must be a strong connection between the Shadows and the Necromancy.”


  “Whatever is happening, it’s working,” remarked Mutsuhito as he charged at another hulking male that Gwen had pointed out. This time the beast noticed them in time and spat a cone of white-hot fire. Nagomi felt its searing heat on the dragon’s body, penetrating through the green scales. Mutsuhito swerved to the right with a howl of pain. The skeletons passed them by and devoured the blue male in moments.


  “Careful!” shouted Gwen. “We don’t know how much this body can withstand.”


  The Mikado moved with more caution towards the next couple of targets, but before long, the Blue Wing army melted before their assault; vanishing into dust like dry summer grass on fire. It didn’t matter if the beasts attacked alone or in groups, without coordination of their leading males the dragons were doomed to fail. Within minutes, the numbers were reduced by half. Their torn carcasses littered the sea by the dozens; their blood fell like rain, turning the waters crimson.


  The remainder scattered in the wind over the Dan-no-Ura straits, seeking refuge from the soaring death. Mutsuhito swooped after them, picking off the survivors one by one, until all that was left were a few beasts fleeing for their lives northwards, too fast and too far to reach. It was a total annihilation of the Blue Wings — and it all lasted less than half an hour.


  “What now?” asked Nagomi.


  The remaining skeletal dragons surrounded them in a cloud of bones, waiting for their next move. From their position, they had a clear view of the shores of Dan-no-Ura, lit with a dim orange cast of the setting sun. To the North, along the Chōfu coast, the infantry still waged the battle, reduced now to scattered individual duels between swordsmen and spearmen, punctuated by an occasional gunshot.


  The main hosts of both sides stood at a distance in relative calm; the rebels with their backs to the castle walls; the Taikun’s force spread between the sea and the mountains in a loose formation. The castle keep and turrets were ablaze. Four blue dragons had been attacking it while their brethren fought over Kokura, but fled north as soon as the skeleton army appeared in range.


  A fleet of war vessels was crossing the Dan-no-Ura, heading for the ruins of Kokura, the sails marked with the Taikun’s crests. As the sun set, the waters of the straits rose in furious billows, as they had the night Nagomi and the others stormed Ganryūjima — but the anger of the Spirits was no match to the sheer number and power of the ships and the onmyōji gathered on their decks.


  “We should destroy that fleet,” suggested Gwen, “before it reaches Chinzei.”


  “No!” Mutsuhito’s protest reverberated through their conjoined minds. “I will not send the Abominations against my subjects, even when they stand against me. The battle with dragons is over. We have no more need for Necromancy. Nagomi-sama, how we can get rid of these monsters?”


  She was startled by the question. She hadn’t thought of that at all. Were they even able to reverse the Jewel’s magic? She panicked. What if they stayed like this forever, the three of them, inhabiting the body of one dragon?


  “Calm down, girl.” It was Gwen’s voice. It was warm and soothing, almost like Lady Kazuko’s. “You’re the sole reason why we’re here, why we’ve won this fight. You’ve accomplished so much already.”


  All I did was read some old scrolls, and be in the right place at the right time …


  “You know very well there was much more to it than that. You’re brave and clever; you’ll figure something out. If Bran was here, he’d say the same.”


  Bran … If only Bran was here … Bran!


  They’d left him and Wulfhere at Kokura Castle — and now the castle was a smouldering ruin. What happened to them? Were they even still alive …? She wanted to go searching for them, but Mutsuhito held the control over their body firmly.


  “Of course they are,” replied Gwen. “They had their dragons; they escaped to safety. Nodwydd is somewhere safe, too; I can still sense its Farlink.”


  Only Bran and Wulf knew about the jewel, and only they could help destroy it. And while she had no clue how to find the other boy, she was certain she’d always be able to locate Bran.


  “Yes, I feel it too,” said Gwen. “You two are connected in a way few humans are. I wish me and …”


  There was this streak of sadness again, which Gwen hid instantly deep under the surface.


  “Let’s go find Bran-sama, then,” announced the Mikado. “And bury this ancient magic once for all.”
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  CHAPTER VII


  For a long time, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. A cloud of lace; a swarm of semi-translucent creatures, illuminated into dancing arabesques by the full moon, approached against the currents of all Nine Winds, as if propelled by its own magic force. At first he tried to keep a distance and hide in the shadows, wondering what new monstrosities the Fanged had spawned this time, but the swarm was following his trail, well aware of his position.


  He had been heading for Kokura in a desperate attempt to find Nagomi — and, if possible, Gwen. The engines of the Soembing were already warming up as the ship readied to depart for the gap in the Sea Maze. The Captain had been eyeing the horizon with increasing anxiety. The black clouds grew nearer with every hour. The only reason they hadn’t departed yet was the fact that Gwen was still unaccounted for, but with Dylan too weak to make a stand, he realized even this may not be enough.


  The Captain’d given Bran two hours. After that, the Soembing was to set off south at full engine. The only clue Bran had to begin his search was Nodwydd. The silver dragon was hiding somewhere in the forests around Kokura, beaming anxious pleas for assistance to any riders in range — and Bran happened to be the only one able to respond to its call.


  But before he could reach the silver mount, he had to go past this new threat, and there seemed to be no obvious way to do that. As the swarm, still on his tail, got nearer, he saw at last what they were. Skeletons. Dozens of dragon skeletons, clacking and rattling. From the mists of his mind came a memory of an encounter in the Gwynedd marshes.


  Necromancy. So it wasn’t enough to hatch the dragons, now they found a way to raise them from the dead … But why are they all chasing after me? Am I the only one left alive ...?


  There was another dragon at the head of the pack, this one of flesh and blood. In the colourless dusk he couldn’t tell its breed at first, and took it for one of the Blue Wings — it had the same basic, serpentine form: a long with wings. But then the moon rays reflected off its scales with a jade-green glint, and a realization began to form in Bran’s head.


  He let the skeletons pass one more time over his hideout, before reaching out to the green dragon through Emrys. In feedback, he received a jumble of thoughts; thoughts he did not understand but recognized: it was the same chaotic mess he’d registered from Nodwydd after the Tide Jewel’s creation.


  He launched to the sky and announced his presence with his mount’s roar. The green dragon turned, and so did the skeleton army. Bran’s hands sweated on the reins. If I’m wrong … It was too late for doubts. The dragons zoomed towards him. The green-scaled leader circled Bran once, then dived to the ground and landed on a patch of a muddy field, waiting for Bran to join him.


  The skeletons clacked in the sky above providing eerie music to the scene. As he landed and carefully approached to the strange beast, he sensed a muddled stream of emotions emanating from it that he’d never felt from any dragon other than Emrys: excitement, anticipation — and joy.


  He reached out to it, when the dragon rose on its hind legs. Bran leapt away in fright, but the beast did not move. It wants to show me something …? He lit up a flamespark and let it hover up and down the dragon’s elongated body. When it neared the chest, something sparkled. A jewel — a round piece of jade the size of a large apple.


  A Tide Jewel!


  “So it is you,” he spoke out loud. “But … what does it mean? Are all three of you inside — or …?”


  The dragon roared and dropped back on its feet. It scratched at its chest with its claws, but could not reach the stone.


  Are they … trapped?


  He reached out to touch the stone. His hand struck a tarian-like shield. He saw its weaves in True Sight. It wasn’t strong, but it surrounded the jewel from all sides, and the spell was a complex one. Unravelling it would take time, and Bran wasn’t sure they had enough of it anymore. Soembing was about to leave.


  He laid his hand on the dragon’s head and closed his eyes. I can try to take it out carefully and slowly, he sent a thought, or shatter it with magic.


  The response came roaring back, flooding his mind, blinding and deafening him for a second. He reeled away, waiting for the ringing in his head to cease. There was no doubt in the dragon’s conjoined mind as to what needed to be done.


  He summoned the Soul Lance in his left hand — his right hand still hanging in the makeshift sling. The weapon flickered a few times before stabilizing. The dragon leaned heavily on its rear, exposing the chest as a clear target.


  “It may hurt,” he said.


  He thrust the Lance at the jewel. Its tip bored through its protective shield, sending sparks and electric arcs around, then struck at the stone itself.


  For a moment, nothing happened, then a hair-thin triple crack ran through the jewel’s surface. The stone lit up with inner flame. Bran shielded his eyes just before the jewel flashed a blinding light and exploded with a resounding thunderclap.


  Carefully, through fingers, he dared a glance and saw three bodies lying in the mud, still shrouded in the green glow. He heard a strange plopping sound all around him, as if of very slow, very large raindrops. He looked up.


  The sky was raining bones.


  The ruined network of roads and canals gave way to the narrow, mountainous cape, then to the reef-scattered shallow waters of the Inland Sea, as Satō zoomed east, away from the battlefield.


  Curse them, curse them all.


  At first, she planned to retreat to a safe distance from which, along with her four remaining dragons, she could observe the new enemy attacking her children and come up with a way to counter the assault. But it all had happened too fast, and the destruction was too thorough. By the time she decided it was time to save herself, there were less than a dozen hatchlings left alive — like her, fleeing north or east from the undead monsters. She’d gathered as many of them as she could along the way, but some were too far gone, and the Shadows that controlled them preferring to return to the Otherworld rather than face the undead onslaught.


  She’d guessed, of course, what had happened. She’d seen the third Tide Jewel in Nagomi’s mind when they linked in the Otherworld. She’d read the pages from Mekari, knew the vision in the Prophecy … But she never believed it would be possible to create it — or that the rebels would dare to try. The giver of life indeed … The stench of the Necromancy that brought the skeletons back to life was even fouler than that of the Blood Magic that coursed in her veins.


  It must’ve been the barbarians. They wouldn’t hesitate to send the living dead against the Yamato — and they call us Abominations!


  The Serpent had made a mistake, and paid for it dearly — but so had Satō’s hatchlings. They should’ve allowed her to rush her dragons at Kokura before the rebels managed to prepare their defences and finish their Binding Spell. They had no clear understanding of what her flying army was capable of. They were too cautious, too afraid to trust her with the conclusion of the war.


  And now it’s too late.


  She didn’t need infantry or a fleet to destroy the rebel army. She didn’t need anyone. Not even the other Heads. Ganryū had been the only one who truly understood the power of dragon magic. If only he was still alive, perhaps together they’d come up with a way to stop the skeletal monsters from tearing her dragons apart. She knew the answer lay somewhere in his notes.


  They all failed. Only I succeeded.


  It had taken her longer than it should have to realize what it meant. She was now one of the highest ranking surviving member of the Serpent. Six of the Heads were destroyed or incapacitated. Brother Mercury of the Azure Robe was the only one who may have restored himself to full strength, having retreated to Azuchi. There had been no news coming from Brother Mars in Edo since the rumours of the attack on the Taikun’s entourage. If there was ever a time for a coup, this was it.


  If she could make it to Azuchi before the others … even with just her dozen surviving dragons, she would easily take over the underground base and replace the hapless, useless Heads with her own puppets. All she’d need was the Fool’s blessing, and she was certain she’d get it. The Serpent’s failure was inexcusable.


  She pressed harder on the Tide Jewels. The twin stones’ glow grew brighter. The Firstborn grunted, licked its teeth and sped up.


  The storm-battered ships moored at the remains of Kokura harbour emptied their decks of the Taikun’s soldiers. The contingent was a small one compared to the army that fought across the straits, but it was more than enough: there was no one left to stop them in the ruined city and burned-out castle.


  Bran circled the port, letting the Mikado, sitting behind him in the saddle, witness the full extent of the destruction — and note the positions of the enemy troops. The soldiers made no attempt to conceal their movements. He wondered how much they had seen of the aerial battle. Did they understand that their side had, in the end, lost?


  We could still push them back to the sea, just the four of us.


  Four dragons soared over the sea of scorched rubble. Nodwydd, carrying Gwen and Nagomi, followed closely behind Emrys. A little further up flew Wulf’s Cenhinen, picked up along the way, slowing down and swaying. The Viridian was in no shape to fight another dragon, but it could still spit fire, and that was all they needed to bring doom to the Taikun’s all-wooden fleet.


  The last mount, closing the rear of this parody of a wing, was Li’s long, spinning golden weaves in the dawn sky. The Qin had had enough sense to flee when it’d become clear the Blue Wings attack was unstoppable. He still retained the pretence of neutrality: hanging about the other dragons simply because it seemed the safest place in the sky for the moment. But his mercenary contract was still valid, as Mutsuhito had reminded him when they found him, hiding — with little success — in a bamboo grove south of the castle.


  They had fought a long and bloody battle. For everyone except Gwen this had likely been the worst day in their careers as dragon riders. They were all — riders and mounts alike — exhausted, injured and downhearted. But with the Blue Wings gone, none of that mattered: as long as they could fly and spit dragon flame they still posed a threat. All they needed was a word from the Mikado — but the word did not come. Mutsuhito remained stubbornly silent as he gazed at the devastation below.


  “When the night storms end, they will send the ships back to the northern shore,” Bran said. “They will bypass the Chōfu defences and bring their entire army to Chinzei. We need to act now, heika.”


  “There’s been enough death,” Mutsuhito replied. “If I cannot end this without using foreign soldiers, or undead monsters, I’d rather not win at all. No offence,” he added after a pause.


  None taken, I’m sure. Bran let the comparison slide.


  “The Fanged had no such scruples.”


  “Do you see any of them, or their monsters, here? All I see are my misguided subjects.” He pointed at an empty space left by the enemy troops at the head of the main pier. “Land us there.”


  “Are you sure? We’ll be an easy target on the ground. We’re safer in the air.”


  “They will not dare harm their Mikado,” Mutsuhito said with enough confidence to convince Bran against his common sense.


  At worst, they’ll take us hostage …


  As Bran expected, the moment they landed, the Taikun’s troops surrounded them in a tight circle of blades and gun barrels.


  Mutsuhito jumped off Emrys and faced them, unflinching. They didn’t — couldn’t — recognize him, of course, but they had better sense than to attack somebody accompanied by three dragons. Li in the meantime, remained in the sky, far from the bullet range.


  Seeing the glowing bronze blade in the boy’s hand and the bright shard of jade embedded in his chest made the soldiers even less eager to step forward, as if they were unsure whether he was human or not.


  Mutsuhito swung the sword in front of him in a wide arc. The ancient blade commanded respect. The soldiers may not have understood its power but, judging from their faces, they felt the weight of ages and maybe even the divine spark hiding within it.


  “Who is your commander?” said the Mikado. His youthful voice was still shaky when speaking to the crowd, but with an undercurrent of authority bubbling in the noble accent.


  The man who stepped forth was a Yamato, but he wore a Gorllewin uniform, complete with the grey hooded cloak, though it was marked with Tokugawa crest rather than the horned circle. A well-groomed Western-style moustache was the only feature out of place on his otherwise plain, rectangular face. With his hand on the long hilt of a katana showing from under the cloak, he bowed.


  “I am Enomoto Takeaki, Vice-Admiral. This fleet is mine. And who might you be — other than rebels against the government of His Highness Tokugawa Iesada?”


  Vice-admiral? The word was a corrupted version of the Seaxe title. It seemed the Edo government had been borrowing more than just weapons from the Gorllewin.


  Mutsuhito smiled. “I am no rebel, Enomoto-dono. It is you who stands accused of mutiny against his rightful ruler. Is the light of the rising sun not bright enough for you? Do you not recognize the seal on my cloak, or the sword in my hand?”


  He raised the weapon high. The sun flashed along its blade far brighter than was physically possible. The sword burned with a holy flame. Some of the more superstitious soldiers dropped to their knees, their legs bending in the pious awe. The Vice-Admiral shielded his eyes from the glow, but remained standing.


  “Ah. You must be that boy who calls himself the Mikado,” he said. “The rebel puppet.”


  “I am not a puppet. I am a Living God!” boomed Mutsuhito. “I am the scion of Amaterasu, the Goddess of the Sun.”


  “So is Prince Yamashina, your uncle,” Enomoto replied with a shrug. “I hear they got him out of the monastery to take your place. There is a new Mikado in Heian — didn’t you know that?” The Vice-Admiral moved his weary eyes from the blade to the boy. “Now, what is it that you want? You’ve interrupted my men in capturing this sad remnant of a city.”


  This isn’t going well, thought Bran. He admired the sheer bluster of the enemy officer. Enomoto was unfazed by the presence of the dragons, foreigners or the Mikado.


  “I wanted to give you the chance to surrender yourself and your soldiers,” said Mutsuhito. He lowered the sword. “Before I am forced to destroy your ships and strand you here without hope for reinforcements.”


  Enomoto glanced at Emrys and the other two beasts. He licked his lower lip. “What would your Divine Father have said if he’d known you were using barbarians to deal with your problems?”


  This struck deep. Mutsuhito pointed the sword at the Vice-Admiral. His arm trembled, as did his voice, even more high-pitched than before. “You have no right to mention my father’s name. I’m only doing what you forced me to do. It was your Taikun who first allied himself with the barbarians and Abominations!”


  The guards behind Enomoto stepped forward with raised spears. Bran felt himself pulled even further back by Gwen. Instead of him, Nagomi came forth into the light. The shard of jade in the middle of her chest danced and flickered like the Spirit Flame she used to carry in the clay beaker. She stood between the Mikado and the Vice-Admiral, facing the latter.


  “Please,” she said. “No more bloodshed. Can’t you see this land has suffered enough?”


  “And who might you be?” Enomoto eyed her suspiciously, but dismissed the guards with a wave.


  “I’m just a priestess from Suwa Shrine,” replied Nagomi. “I — I shouldn’t really be here. I was supposed to serve as an acolyte for several years before becoming a Scryer, and then live my life out in peace reading ancient scrolls and telling the future for bored nobles.”


  She walked over to one of the soldiers. “You were training to be an accountant for your lord. A life as peaceful as it is boring. Instead, you were forced to abandon your village and march for days to a city you’ve never seen before, where you had to embark a warship.”


  The man blinked and stepped back. “How … how did you …?”


  “You,” Nagomi moved to another samurai. “You’re a chef’s apprentice. Your fiancée’s awaiting your return. You told her it would only take a couple of days, so each night she goes out into the woods to pick up herbs for your favourite soup — and each day they wither. You—” The next swordsman grew pale as she approached. “… are a guard at your daimyo’s palace. You’ve proudly trained with wooden swords and bamboo spears, but never expected to have to use them in battle — not when your wife and son—”


  “Enough,” said the Vice-Admiral. “You’re a good Scryer, girl, I’ll give you that — but you’ve chosen the wrong side. None of these men would need to be here today if your friends hadn’t revolted against the rightful government. This war is your doing!” He raised an accusing finger at the Mikado and the others. The blasphemy was flabbergasting — even some of his own men gasped. “If you don’t want anymore bloodshed, then give up!”


  I didn’t know there were such fanatics on the Taikun’s side, thought Bran. Enomoto seemed unaffected by Blood Magic, his devotion to Edo was pure, stemming from the faith of a vassal towards his lord.


  Mutsuhito took a few deep breaths, calming himself down. “You are a loyal servant,” he said. “But your position is a disadvantaged one. I have a new offer for you. A compromise, if you will.”


  “I doubt I’ll be interested, but go on.”


  “Go back to your ships. Return to your army in Chōfu. Wait there while I travel to Edo to speak with the Taikun.”


  “A truce?” Enomoto laughed. “I could kill you where you stand, boy. I don’t need your peace offerings.”


  Now was Bran’s time to step into the light. He shrugged Gwen’s hand off his shoulder and stood next to Nagomi. Wulf joined him on the priestess’s other side. Bran had to admit that, in his samurai armour and fur-lined helmet marked with Satsuma crests, with a brand new sword at his side, Wulf presented a much finer image than Bran, dressed only in oversized, and somewhat singed, Gorllewin fatigues.


  “You’d have to go through us and our dragons first,” Bran said. “We swore an oath to protect His Majesty — as should you.”


  “I’m not afraid of barbarian monsters,” Enomoto scoffed. He wanted to add something when an officer stepped up and whispered in his ear. Bran overheard only a few words — “Chōfu …”, “… dead …” and “… cut off.” The Vice-Admiral frowned and rubbed his chin. “I see.”


  “Here’s my counter-offer, boy,” he said. “I will stay with half of my men here. I will send the other half back across the strait with half of the ships. And I will send for new orders from Edo. Do you understand?” His eyes drilled into Mutsuhito.


  The young Mikado sheathed his sword and nodded. “I understand. Do I have your word?”


  Enomoto’s nostrils flared. “No man of the Takeaki Clan has ever been dishonest!”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” said Mutsuhito. “The Taikun truly has an enviable servant in you.”


  


  “Why did you agree, heika?” Bran asked when they were safely back in the air. “He knew he had no choice but to comply. Without those ships, his army would have been stranded in hostile territory.”


  Mutsuhito laid his fingers on the jewel in his chest. It no longer responded to his touch with a brightened glow like it used to — its magic was slowly dissipating. Was the sensation of having a stone embedded in one’s flesh a painful one? Bran decided to leave these questions for later — and to ask them of Nagomi, rather than the Mikado.


  “I do not remember much of the books of war craft my teachers made me read in the palace,” he replied. “I was not raised to be a military leader, after all. But I remember one quote from Master Sun of Qin — and I believe Enomoto-dono remembered it too: to a surrounded enemy, always leave a route of escape. Do not press a desperate foe too hard.”


  “I see,” said Bran. “It was all about saving Enomoto’s face.”


  “Why should he have retreated? His men did not suffer a defeat — on the contrary, they won a great prize in capturing Kokura. They reached the furthest of all of Taikun’s forces. There are still loyalists hiding on the island that they could reach out to for help. They would fight to the bitter end. Besides, I told you already, I did not want anymore bloodshed.”


  “This way we can all wait for news from Edo without senseless fighting,” agreed Bran. “It’s a truce in all but a name.”


  “Except I’m not planning to wait for anything.” Mutsuhito smiled a mysterious smile. “Take us to Chōfu.”


  “Shouldn’t we wait and see if the Vice-Admiral keeps his promise?”


  “He gave his word. That’s good enough for me.”


  Bran glanced at the Mikado with admiration, then looked back to Gwen and Nagomi. He found the priestess; their eyes met. He nodded at Mutsuhito with raised eyebrows. She smiled back and nodded.


  When did he learn all of this?


  The castle gates closed after the last convoy carrying the dead and wounded. The flags of truce were lowered. A minute later the cannons on the wall renewed the attack of spewing missiles into the hazy darkness of the dawn.


  Takasugi skipped from the ramparts down to the courtyard where the injured were laid out on the sand for the healers. Under the guidance of the Dracalish soldiers, they were divided in three sections according to their needs — those with the lightest wounds at the back; those with heavy injuries out front where the priests could reach them with ease.


  He searched out Yamagata in a small group of black uniformed soldiers by the gate.


  “Is that all of them?”


  “All we could find.”


  “What’s the tally?”


  “We’ve lost about a quarter. I don’t know about Satsuma — they’re counting their own at the southern camp. The sea is still washing up the bodies from Ganryūjima … I hear they just found Heishichi-dono.”


  “Heishichi-dono is dead?” Takasugi sucked air through his teeth. “This is terrible news. What of Saga?”


  “Nabeshima-dono was hit the hardest. I don’t think the Saga army counts as a fighting force anymore.”


  “That bad, huh.”


  “They were there when those Blue Wings struck — most didn’t make it in time behind the walls.” Yamagata noticed the wound on Takasugi’s shoulder. “You’re still bleeding, Commander! Why didn’t you let the healers take care of it?”


  Takasugi shook his head. “They tried. That Fanged’s weapon …” He rubbed the sore arm and winced. “Still, I got off lightly.”


  He swept his eyes over the courtyard and counted both the casualties and the survivors. He compared it to what he’d seen at the southern camp, where Saigo had gathered his men after the battle, and the result satisfied him.


  “The balance of power has shifted,” he said.


  “Do you think so?”


  “We’re now the most powerful army in the alliance. And the only one with a surviving contingent of wizards. We can dictate our terms to the others.”


  Yamagata’s eyes glinted. “We can impose Shōin’s vision, you mean.”


  Takasugi chuckled. “And we’ve got the Taikun and the Fanged to thank for this.”


  “But …” Yamagata hesitated. “What about the Mikado? We’ll still need him on our side.”


  Takasugi glanced towards the southern shore of the straits. The glow of the fires raging over Kokura rivalled that of the rising sun. Four sparks — one silver, one golden, and two green ones — glinted in this glow above the devastation, like four morning stars.


  “I’ve got a good feeling about that.”
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  CHAPTER VIII


  “What do you mean they sailed off?” Gwen slammed her hand on the table. She felt Bran’s hand on her shoulder and brushed it off.


  The Overwizard reeled back with a wince.


  “I’m sorry, Reeve, but the Soembing could not have waited any longer,” Curzius said, wiping his forehead in a tired gesture. “The path through the Sea Maze was becoming unstable and—”


  “Dylan would never have allowed this.”


  He pulled a piece of paper from a shallow drawer. “According to the last report I got from Captain Fabius, the Commodore collapsed from his injuries. That was when they decided to leave.”


  “Collapsed — then he might not even be—?”


  She slumped to the floor. Bran held her up. “It’s fine,” he said. “He’s fine. Father is strong. I saw him! I’m sure he’s already recovered and thinking of how to get back to us.”


  She rustled his hair. “Thanks, Bran.” She turned back to the Overwizard. Curzius was a wreck of his old self; his chubby face a maze of scars and bruises on a green-grey background. Almost all his men perished in battle, and the rest left on board the Soembing. Even if the Rebels won, Dejima was a spent force; the sacrifice of its men of little profit to the coffers and glory of Bataavia.


  “Where are they now?”


  “If they were going at full speed, they should already be beyond the Maze. We won’t be able to contact them until they reach Huating, I’m afraid.”


  “Contact?” she asked Bran.


  “There’s a device for sending messages in the Qin District,” the boy explained. “With Li’s help we may be able to use it — but we’d have to go back to Kiyō.”


  “Then this is what we will do,” she said. “Prepare Nodwydd.”


  Bran shook his head in protest.


  “We have to wait for what the Mikado decides. We promised — you promised — to lend him whatever assistance he needed.”


  “The Mikado …” Her fingers wandered to the jewel in her chest. It was warm, as always, and she could still trace the thin Qin writing, but she knew it’d been changed forever. She was now bound, in thoughts and emotions, with that foreign boy, and with the red-haired priestess. She sensed them inside her, and knew they sensed her too. She was connected with this strange land against her will and judgement.


  What does this stone mean? Will I ever be able to take this damn thing out? What will happen to it if I try to leave Yamato?


  She nodded. “Fine, we’ll wait. It will take them a few days to get to Huating anyway.”


  Wulfhere slid the door open and peered outside.


  “Takasugi-dono,” he announced to the room.


  Mutsuhito nodded. “Let him in.”


  The room had once been an audience chamber of Lord Mori, the daimyo of Chōfu. It was still an audience chamber now, but of the Mikado — and as such, could be perceived as a temporary capital of Yamato.


  Not that it looked as such. All of Lord Mori’s lavish decorations had been stripped, at Mutsuhito’s orders, to be sold: the money given to the families of the fallen soldiers. All that was left was an embroidered pillow the Mikado sat on, and a scroll and a vase in a shallow alcove in the corner. The scroll showed a heron fighting with an eel.


  “It is as much treasure as we were allowed in Heian,” he’d explained to Nagomi. “My father had no more need for luxury, and neither do I.”


  The Kiheitai Commander entered, bent in a bow. His left shoulder sleeve was padded thick with bandages; his arm hung loosely. When he raised his head, his eyes fell on Nagomi, and lingered there for a long time, before Mutsuhito encouraged him to speak with a cough.


  Takasugi reached out, presenting the Mikado with a scroll and a bundle of papers tied with a string.


  “Is this what we think it is?” said Mutsuhito.


  “Yoshida Shōin’s treatise on government,” replied Takasugi. “As much as I managed to compile into one work. I wanted to show it before tonight’s Council, heika.”


  “And we are grateful for it, Hirobumi-sama. We’ve heard a lot of good things about this work.”


  Takasugi hesitated. Again, he glanced at Nagomi. His cheeks turned a shade of pink.


  “Was there anything else?” the Mikado asked.


  “I — I was wondering when I could hear your opinion.”


  “At the Council, of course.”


  “Of course.”


  He retreated from the room, once again bent in a bow. Wulfhere slid the door after him. Mutsuhito laid the papers beside his pillow and sighed.


  “What am I going to do about this?” he posed a question to nobody in particular.


  “Aren’t you going to read it, heika?” asked Nagomi.


  “I already read it — a copy he gave to Commodore Dylan. And I talked to the Commodore about it at length. There are some good points in the work, but I feel it’s going too far in places …” He touched his forehead. “I should be able to discuss it with my courtiers, maybe even the Councillors in Edo: people who know the fundamentals of government. Shōin-sama was writing from his heart, not experience.”


  Nagomi felt a pang of guilt for not being able to help. She could assist him with matters spiritual; she could raise his morale in times of doubt — but she could not replace an entire court of classically educated nobles that Mutsuhito would have at his disposal had he stayed at the palace.


  He’d be dead if he’d stayed there.


  “What about the advisors of Nabeshima-dono, or Nariakira-dono?”


  Mutsuhito scoffed. “They wouldn’t listen to Takasugi back on Ganryūjima, they won’t listen now. It’s the daimyos that I’m most worried about. These reforms—” he patted the bundle, “would rid them of most of their power and money.”


  “Would it help if Bran was here? He’s not his father, but he knows how these things work in the West—”


  He shook his head. “I can’t be seen surrounding myself with foreigners all the time. You may ask him for advice, but I needn’t have anything to do with it. And I can’t ask the Chōfu clansmen for help either — they’ll be obviously biased to support Takasugi. If only there was somebody with as much knowledge and experience as my courtiers, but yet neutral enough to trust.”


  He stared at the door as if expecting somebody to open it in answer to his plea, but it remained as still and indifferent as only an inanimate object could.


  The serving girl brought two flasks of saké, a pot of tea, and a large plate of broiled vegetables and fish skewered on bamboo sticks. She put it on the table, gave them a frightened, puzzled look and departed as fast as she’d appeared.


  Bran waited for Nagomi to pour saké into the cups. “You two, try this,” he said. “It’s called nasu. I don’t know what it’s called in the West, if it even has a name.”


  Wulfhere put the steaming, pale yellow chunk into his mouth. “Hot!”


  “Fresh off the furnace,” said Bran with a grin. “That’s how they like it here.”


  “It tastes like something they call melitsana in Roma,” said Gwen. “Looks like it, too. Not bad.”


  Nagomi looked from Bran to the others with an uncertain smile.


  “I’m sorry,” he said in Yamato, “we’re just talking about food. You’re probably not interested in that.”


  “That’s fine. Enjoy it. I’m always happy when you appreciate our food. It’s just—”


  “We don’t have much time. I understand. We’ll get on with it.”


  But their conversation wasn’t going anywhere. Wulfhere’s family were the only landowners — and as such, involved in the politics — but as the youngest son, destined to be a soldier rather than a manor lord, the Seaxe had little knowledge of the inner mechanics of the workings of an estate, or issues as boring and irrelevant to his career as land reforms or state treasury. After one cupful too many, he started complaining about unfair taxation on his family estates and about free farmers trespassing onto his fields.


  Gwen had nothing to add except insisting on the rights of women to own land in their own name and serve in the military, both of which even Shōin had believed was going too far. She hadn’t even been to Dracaland in the past ten years other than on shore leave.


  Bran himself wasn’t even sure exactly how the government of Dracaland worked. He knew there was a parliament, and a Prime Minister who was somehow subordinate to the Dragon Throne and yet independent in most of his decisions, but that was the limit of Bran’s interest. At least Yoshida Shōin had studied the politics of Dracaland, Bataavia and a couple other Western nations in some depth. But it was clear that, without Dylan’s expertise, they couldn’t provide the solution Nagomi hoped to hear.


  What does she want us to say? That Shōin was right?


  Bran stared grimly into the swirling mist at the bottom of his miso soup bowl. The bustle of the inn became an annoying buzz in the background, as did the voices of Gwen and Wulf.


  But what good will us saying so do? Wulf and I are just some kids. Gwen is a woman. And we’re all foreigners. Even if the Mikado would listen to any of us, all those Councillors and advisors would run circles around us and our logic.


  He caught words in the ambient buzzing — Wulf was whining about taxes again. He put the bowl down, stared at Nagomi and spoke in Yamato:


  “We need to find Master Dōraku.”


  “They tried,” she replied. “They couldn’t go into the enemy territory to look for his body.”


  “They couldn’t. I can.”


  He stood up and pulled Nagomi to her feet.


  “Where are you going?” asked Gwen.


  “To do something more meaningful than sitting here, drinking and whining,” he said. “I’ll be back before the Council ends.”


  Finding the place where Dōraku was kept prisoner was the easy part. In True Sight, even from dragonback, it was a dazzling bright beacon, a continuous explosion of swirling magical energies. In reality, it was just a camouflaged hut on the edge of the Tokugawa camp on the bank of a shallow meandering river, barely visible in the darkness. He wasn’t surprised nobody could find it without magic.


  Hundreds of enemy troops slept in their tents around the hut, and a platoon of riflemen guarded it more closely, their weapons sparks of golden light. Bran counted several Rangaku wizards outside, bright as candles, and at least three more inside. The power beaming from the hut was not coming from Dōraku, as far as he could tell — rather, it was the result of dozens of random spells cast by the wizards, or emanating from their devices.


  “Are you sure he’s here?” asked Nagomi.


  “What else? They must be performing some experiments on him. Either way, it won’t harm to disrupt whatever it is they’re doing here.”


  Emrys hid behind a cloud and spat several small fireballs towards distant corners of the camp before diving down to the hut. The diversion attempt failed: the riflemen guards must have had strict orders not to investigate any commotion beyond their perimeter. While the rest of the camp woke up to a chaotic panic, the platoon circled the hut, raising their guns, ready to fight any incoming threat.


  It’s going to be like that, eh?


  Bran had no patience for complicated plans. He was tired and irritable, and running out of time. His arm still hurt, patched up only roughly by the Chōfu priests. Brute force would have to suffice where cunning failed.


  “Take the reins,” he told Nagomi.


  “What?”


  “Just hold onto them. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”


  He swapped places with the priestess in the saddle. He bade Emrys swoop low over the hut, spitting missiles of flame in all directions. As the thunder guns roared behind the dragon, Bran jumped off. His feet broke through the hut’s thatched roof, and he landed in the middle of what looked like a cross between a Rangaku laboratory and a torture chamber.


  A magic missile rebounded off his tarian with a flash and a buzz. A Soul Lance glinted in his hand and went through the stomach of the Rangaku wizard. The other man threw something at him — a glass vial, which exploded on touch with Bran’s shield, blinding him for a second.


  “Rhew!”


  Flames shot from his fingers. The enemy parried it with a blast of ice — a crude, basic spell, but effective enough. The deflected flame struck the wall and set it on fire. The wizard retaliated with a barrage of ice missiles. The ice shattered into snow on Bran’s tarian. The brief exchange was enough for Bran to notice the magic pattern: same school as Satō.


  His shield buzzed again — a strike from behind. He whirled, slashing at the third wizard. The Lance penetrated a primitive air shield with some difficulty — the blade merely wounded the man instead of cutting him through. He shot dragon flame again. This time, the enemy’s shield gave way; the released air elementals fanned the fire and the wizard turned into a human torch in a second. He flailed out of the hut with agonizing screams. Bran turned back to the last man standing but, instead of fighting, the wizard dashed out, calling for help. Bran pushed a heavy cabinet to block the door behind him, and turned to Dōraku.


  The Fanged was strapped to a stone platform in the middle of the room. His body was half-regenerated — or half-destroyed — depending on which way the process was going. Bile rose in Bran’s throat and he spat to get rid of the bitter taste. Needles, pipes and tubes were sticking in and out of the Fanged’s flesh, pumping and sucking some mysterious substances from the brass and glass apparatuses standing around the platform. Dials and tubular meters connected to the devices danced like crazy between values and marks on the glass.


  Where did they get all this stuff?


  He had no time to solve the riddle. The hut’s timber walls and straw roof were engulfed in flames, and the riflemen were barging their way in through his primitive barricade. He slashed through the straps, tore off the pipes and tubes, and picked up what remained of Dōraku’s body. He called for Emrys.


  The dragon made another steep approach towards the hut. Bullets whistled on the scales on its belly. Bran leapt onto a lab table, bounced and, summoning the air elementals to his aid, leapt through the roof with the Fanged in hold. Emrys caught them in its talons and climbed straight up into the clouds.


  There were no happy faces in the audience hall.


  The unhappiest of all was that of Mori-dono, invited from his “retirement” out of courtesy to the master of the domain that had withstood the assault of the entire land army of the Tokugawa regime. The daimyo sat a few inches ahead of Takasugi, wafting himself with an oval fan and, having announced at the beginning of the Council he would leave all discussion to the commander of his armies, set his eyes upon the empty wall before him.


  The Mikado finished recounting his unbelievable story of the green Tide Jewel and the dragon skeletons and allowed the uncomfortable pause to sound out. In another time, such a tale would warrant isolating the Mikado in some remote part of the palace as an obvious madman — but it wasn’t even the strangest one told tonight.


  Everyone present had seen the Blue Wings come and destroy the Tosa fleet and Kokura Castle and, although few eyewitnesses survived to confirm the existence of the undead monsters — and fewer still managed to cross the straits from the southern shore, still occupied by the Taikun’s forces — something had caused the destruction of the dragons and the ultimate victory in what was already known as the Second Battle of Dan-no-Ura.


  For those lords who would still choose to disbelieve, there was the ultimate proof: the glowing shards of jade embedded in the chests of the Mikado and Gwenllian ferch Harri, who, in the absence of Dylan ab Ifor, represented Dracaland. The foreigner was not the only missing face among those gathered to discuss the battle’s aftermath — as the Mikado himself noticed when he spoke again.


  “There are so few of us left compared to the conference on Ganryūjima, just a few days ago,” he said, his voice tinged with sincere sadness. “Our heart aches at the thought of so much blood spilled in a fight between our subjects.”


  The lords murmured and nodded in approval. Already, Takasugi had made a mental calculation the moment he’d entered the audience chamber. Of the high-ranking nobles who had taken part in the Ganryūjima conference, only Lord Nabeshima was alive and present. Saigo Takamori, sitting across from him, had the unenviable position as the sole surviving representative of Satsuma’s extant military might. A few courtiers and advisors from lesser domains completed the half-circle of those gathered.


  At the far side of the room, Overwizard Curzius accompanied Gwen — and translated the proceedings for her in Bataavian — in the otherwise empty section for the foreign delegates. The third foreigner, blue-eyed Wulfhere, was standing behind the Mikado, sweating under his armour, with his hand on the hilt of his sword. He was the only one in the room allowed to bear arms.


  That empty space in the foreigners’ corner was the most painful to look at for Takasugi. It marked the absence of Tokojiro and Koyata, both perished on Ganryūjima in the interval of just a couple of days. Shattering into pieces and submerging into the stormy waters of the strait was the most fitting end for the island soaked in so much blood. A buoy now indicated all that was left of it — a few scattered reefs — not just as a warning for vessels, but as a grave marker.


  The Mikado’s opening words struck a deep chord in his heart. No more bloodshed. The eruption of war that had ended more than two centuries of peace in Yamato was too sudden, too violent. The Fanged, through their meddling and alliance with the Grey Hoods, had turned it from what could have been a series of skirmishes into a disaster of unprecedented proportions, comparable only with the great earthquakes mentioned in the chronicles. Entire cities lay in ruin; thousands perished; thousands more had lost their limbs and livelihoods. Even the Taikun’s soldiers must have been shocked by what they’d seen in Kokura — which explained why they’d agreed so easily to the Mikado’s truce.


  But ending the war — even winning the war — was not enough. Things had to change beyond deciding who was sitting on the Taikun’s raised pillow. He knew that — the Mikado knew that. The foreigners knew that. But the daimyos and the nobles still could not be convinced. Their weapons, borrowed from the Westerners, may have been modern, but their world was an old one. A world of swords and spears; of honour, art, and philosophy; of palaces and gardens; of rice gathered into bales by hand by half-starved peasants to support their lavish lifestyles. They would sooner join the Taikun than agree to give up even one koku of their wealth.


  “… and therefore I’m leaving tomorrow for Edo.”


  The Mikado’s words threw Takasugi off. What? He looked to the dais, and then around the room. The daimyos and nobles were as stunned as he was — only the two foreigners in the corner showed no surprise.


  “Edo, heika?” said Lord Nabeshima. “Even if the enemy agrees — it’s going to take weeks to prepare the entourage …”


  The Mikado smiled and nodded towards the foreigners. “I can get there in three days — isn’t it right, Gwen-sama?”


  The woman nodded in response to Curzius’s translation. The daimyos gasped again.


  “A — a dorako, heika?”


  “Of course — why not? I’ve flown a dragon before — I’ve been a dragon. I will present myself to the Taikun and the people of Edo, and negotiate an end to this needless slaughter.”


  “They will not listen,” scoffed Saigo. “Edo is ruled by the Fanged, not by the Taikun. You would go into a wolf’s den and put your head into its jaws, my lord.”


  “Without you, this rebellion will be over, heika,” pleaded Nabeshima. “We will have nothing. Please reconsider.”


  “The Fanged are in disarray,” the Mikado replied. “Their leaders are in hiding, licking their wounds. I will be safe. The Gods will protect me as they have always protected me. Look at this.” He patted the jewel in his chest. “It is the sign of the Gods. The priestess that accompanies me, Itō Nagomi-sama, is a great Scryer. She has seen the future, and the future is good for me — and bad for the Taikun.”


  His words seemed to make an impression on the superstitious nobles, but Takasugi knew they were lies.


  Nagomi-sama had not seen anything other than an incoming Darkness. For all of us.


  “What about the Black Wings?” asked Saigo. “They’re allied with the Fanged, not with the Taikun. They don’t care about our squabbles — they just want to conquer us.”


  The Mikado looked at the Overwizard. Curzius bowed back. Wulfhere clapped his hands and the guards opened the door, letting in a short Western woman wearing a flight hauberk under a grey cloak. Her flaxen hair parted on the forehead to reveal the tattoo of a horned cross.


  The nobles let out the loudest gasp of the meeting.


  “What is she doing here?” shouted Nabeshima, almost rising to his feet.


  Who is that Grey Hood? Why does everyone seem to know her?


  The guards pushed the woman to kneel between Curzius and Gwen. She looked up in defiance and shook their hands off her shoulders, saying something in a language Takasugi hadn’t heard before.


  “Heika!” Saigo fumed. “What’s the meaning of this?”


  “Patience, Captain. All will be explained. Please translate, Oppertovenaar.”


  “It’s true. We have aligned ourselves with those you call the Fanged,” said the woman. Her name was Frigga Rhyd, and she was a shieldmaiden which, Takasugi assumed, was some kind of rank in the Gorllewin army. “But not because we want to conquer you. We needed something from you — something you were not willing to share with other foreigners.”


  Does she mean the Blood Magic?


  “Our land, like yours, is about to be torn apart by a civil war. But it’d be a war like none other — a war of dragons, magic and machines, on both sides: imagine what happened here in Kokura, but happening to cities the size of Edo, dozens of them, throughout an entire continent.”


  The nobles murmured in impressed unison.


  “What did the Serpent promise you?” asked Saigo, leaning forward on one elbow.


  “Healing magic.”


  “Absurd!”


  “Yes, it is absurd,” said Curzius — not translating the shieldmaiden now, but speaking his own words. “We’ve known about your healers for years — but we’ve also known their magic can’t be replicated anywhere outside Yamato.”


  “Naturally,” replied the Mikado. “You don’t have the kami.”


  “Kami?” Frigga perked up.


  “Most things in Yamato — trees, rivers, even mountains — as well as all living beings, are inhabited by Spirits we call kami. Our priests cultivate those Spirits and, in exchange, they share with us their power. Without them, neither our healers nor our Scryers could do their magic. But it took generations of shamans and priests to develop that bond. It’s not just a skill you could learn and transfer to your country.”


  The shieldmaiden looked downcast. “We were not aware of the truth when I left. The Serpent was toying with us. The Komtur — my commander — was growing impatient. Last month they finally sent us the priests who were supposed to teach us the healing magic. In exchange …”


  She paused. She knows where she is — she has to be careful.


  “Yes?”


  “… in exchange, they demanded that we help them restore order in Edo.”


  “When I was fleeing the city, there was a Black Wing in the sky,” said Gwen.


  “That would be Sigmund’s mount. We were told to keep out of the war in the South, and focus our attention to the North … But the Komtur grew suspicious. We saw what the Blue Wings are capable of — and we didn’t want to leave the Fanged with such power at their disposal. Perai sent me here to investigate. And, if possible, to explore an alternative solution to our problem.”


  “I’m afraid there are no alternatives,” the Mikado said. “At least none that could help you in the short term.”


  Frigga nodded. “I understand that now. When I report this to Shimoda, I doubt the Komtur will want to stay in Yamato any longer.”


  The Mikado gazed at the nobles triumphantly. The Gods, indeed, seemed to favour his endeavours.


  “Then it is decided,” he said. “We will fly in three dragons to Edo — me with Wulf-sama, Gwen-sama and her silver mount for protection, and Frigga-sama on her Black Wing — to present her findings to her commander. Any questions?”


  There weren’t any — the nobles were silenced by the speed with which the events had unfolded. But Takasugi stirred on his knees. The meeting was almost at an end, and one matter had still not been raised.


  “Heika …” he spoke. “Before the Council — you promised to address a certain issue I have raised …”


  “Not another of your preposterous ideas, Takasugi-sama,” scoffed Saigo. The other nobles raised soft chuckles. “The Divine Mikado has better things to do with his time than to address those fancies.”


  “I will speak for myself, Captain, if you will,” the Mikado said.


  Saigo bowed in a show of respect.


  “The matter has proven too complex to decide upon in such a short time,” the Mikado continued. Takasugi’s heart sank. “I will get back to it on my return from Edo when I have spoken to my advisors.”


  There was a sudden commotion outside: cries of the guards and a brief clash of arms. Wulfhere drew his sword and stood in front of the Mikado. The door was flung open.


  “Your advisors are here, heika!”


  An unpleasant metallic taste filled Takasugi’s mouth. He licked his lips, staring into the entrance. Master Dōraku entered the room, flanked by Bran and Nagomi and, seeing the Fanged’s face Takasugi sharply drew a breath. A broad strip of skin was peeled off it, running diagonally from top-left to bottom-right, revealing all the muscles and tendons underneath, as well as the entire left eye socket, gaping from a bloody hole in his skull. The skinless strip continued along the neck and under the bloodied kimono. The tears in the garment revealed more of such vile scars, criss-crossing his torso. One of the nobles retched on the floor.


  The Fanged bowed to one knee. “I bring urgent news from the enemy camp, heika.”
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  CHAPTER IX


  As Dōraku spoke, a spectacle as captivating as it was horrific played out on his face, as the folds of skin healed, the edges of the wound linking over the gap. Everyone avoided looking at him; only Saigo Takamori and the Mikado stared at the regeneration with morbid fascination.


  “As some of you may be aware, my senses are tuned more finely than those of any mortal,” he said, after briefly explaining what had happened to him in the enemy custody. “Even as I was being tortured, I was able to overhear a lot of the conversations happening in the Taikun’s camp. In normal circumstances, I would share what I know first with the commanders of our troops — but since the battle is paused, I thought it best to bring my information to the attention of this Council.”


  “We haven’t got all night, Renegade,” barked Saigo. “Get on with it.”


  “Very well. I have two things to report. One — the Serpent is toothless, but not yet dead. With your permission, heika, I’d like to fly with Your Majesty to Edo, to find a way to finish them off for good.”


  “What makes you think you’ll discover anything there?”


  “The Fanged in the camp spoke of the Edo assassins with a rare dread. I wouldn’t be surprised if it had something to do with Kawakami Gensai-dono and the secrets he carried from Kumamoto Castle.”


  Saigo flinched at the mention of the name. The Mikado looked at Gwen. The Western woman nodded.


  “Very well. You will join Gwen-sama on her dorako. What was the other matter you wished to state?”


  “The Taikun’s government has begun introducing reforms very similar to those proposed by Takasugi-sama.”


  Takasugi shuffled forward in front of his daimyo. “What?”


  “At a guess, I’d say that the treatises and edicts the Kiheitai have been spreading in the villages of Chōfu have reached Edo’s ears. It looks like the government saw their merit — at least in as much as denying us anymore recruits from the disillusioned populace.”


  “What do the daimyos have to say about that?” demanded Nabeshima, his voice rising almost to a shout.


  Dōraku shrugged. “The Tokugawa, Aizu and Maeda have enough gold in their treasuries to weather the initial impact of the reforms. Everyone else is forced to toe the government line — if you have Black Wings enforcing your policies, people are unlikely to revolt against them. Besides, some of them begin to see there’s no other way for Yamato to progress and stand against the foreign powers.”


  “Interesting,” remarked the Mikado. “It looks like our hand is forced. What do you have to say to that, noble lords?”


  There was a long pause. Everyone stared at Takasugi — and he stared back, bold, vindicated at last. But his was not the turn to speak — not yet.


  Lord Nabeshima scratched the back of his head. “Eh … I’m sure — in these circumstances — we may consider some … measures.”


  Saigo Takamori exchanged whispers with his advisors before speaking. “It is not up to me to decide the fate of the nation,” he said at last. “But I’m sure Nariakira-sama, if he was here, would have appreciated the impact this new information had on our future decisions.”


  The Mikado’s eyes met with Takasugi.


  “Listen to yourselves!” said the Mikado. “Brave samurai! Noble lords!” He stood up. The jewel in his chest glinted. “Cowards,” he spat. The nobles’ faces turned purple. “Afraid of change! Afraid of new ideas! What did you rebel against? When you set forth from Kiyō, what was your purpose? What did you want to do differently? Nothing — except seeing your bottoms on the Taikun’s pillow!”


  “Heika, I must protest—” Lord Nabeshima raised himself from his knees, but the Mikado didn’t listen. He stepped from the dais and crossed the room to stand next to Takasugi. “You’re all too old, that’s your problem. Too set in your ways. This man is the only one here who understands the needs of our time.”


  He prodded Takasugi to stand up. The Mikado was slightly shorter, and so Takasugi’s head towered over him, but this did not seem to diminish his authority in the least.


  “I have decided. Yoshida Shōin’s treatise will be the basis of my policy in ruling Yamato. Takasugi-dono, I leave you here in Chōfu but, as soon as it’s safe, I want you to join me in Edo to form a new government. In the meantime, prepare as many new policies as you can.”


  “This — this upstart!” Saigo jumped to his feet. “This — boy! Preposterous!”


  He reached to his waist, but found no weapon — instead, he discovered Wulfhere’s blade at his neck. The Seaxe’s stare was grim and cold under the black helmet.


  “You — dare!” Saigo burst out again. “You — you’re nothing! Shimazu-dono made you a pretend samurai on a whim!”


  “Shimazu-dono — ordered — protect Mikado,” replied Wulf.


  Saigo pushed the blade away. “Let me go, barbarian.”


  He moved to the door, but the Mikado stood in his way. “Do you stand against me, Captain?”


  Saigo huffed. His thick eyebrows narrowed in a frown. He looked around the room — no other noble, not even from his own entourage, wanted to follow him outside.


  “No, heika. I am not. I am a loyal subject. But I must raise my objections to these proceedings.”


  “Your objections are noted, Captain. I have an idea — why don’t you join Takasugi-dono in forming a new government? That way you may continue raising your objections, and perhaps temper his revolutionary zeal a little. What do you say, Takasugi-dono?”


  Takasugi murmured a half-hearted agreement. Two steps forward, one step back with this lot. But at least we’re moving ahead.


  “Splendid!” The Mikado rubbed his hands. “I expect a first draft of the new policies when you join me in Edo. Now, let us prepare for tomorrow’s journey. Bran-sama, Nagomi-sama, you are, of course, welcome to come with us.”


  The priestess and the Westerner bowed. Takasugi’s heart fluttered.


  She’s leaving again?


  Takasugi caught up to Dōraku when they left the castle. The Fanged’s face had almost entirely healed by now — all that was missing were the whiskers.


  “Is it true?” he asked. “What you said about the Taikun and his reforms?”


  “Not quite,” Dōraku answered from under a mischievous smile. “What I did hear, though, were some officials discussing the threat of the commoner uprisings incited by your agents. They said they would try to convince the Taikun to implement the reforms — if the rebels did the same first.”


  “I see.” Takasugi rubbed his chin. “But then, why did you lie? I don’t believe you truly care whether or not Shōin’s policies are introduced.”


  “Whether I do or not is beside the point. The sword of leadership is forged in the fire of opposition.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “The young Mikado needs to learn how to keep the daimyos in line. It won’t do him much good to agree with them whenever they protest — or to surround himself with yes-men, like the Taikun did. He was faltering in his resolve. I gave him a means of support. That is all.”


  Takasugi nodded. They reached a stables courtyard where the dragons waited for their riders. One of them was the golden long. It raised its head from the ground.


  “Master Li!” Takasugi ran up to the Qinese who was busy packing his saddle bags. “Why didn’t you come to the Council?”


  “I’m afraid these matters no longer concern me, Commander,” replied Li. “I’m being called off to Qin. My mission here is over. I have what I wanted.” He nodded at Dōraku — there was some understanding between the two that Takasugi had not been aware of. “I’ve been promoted to a viceroy. I now have an entire province to rule — and clean of the Emperor’s enemies.”


  “I’m glad for you — but sad that we have to lose your company.”


  “Likewise, Commander. It was quite an adventure.”


  “The sacrifice of your compatriots in battle will not be forgotten. I’ll make sure of that.”


  The Qinese smiled. “The best way to commemorate them would be to sign a fair trade agreement between our nations.”


  Takasugi beamed. “I will keep that in mind.” He patted the long’s neck and turned back towards the courtyard. On the opposite side, Bran and Nagomi prepared Emrys for the long flight to Edo. Takasugi sighed.


  “I know I’m needed here in case the enemy renews their attacks — but I wish I could fly with you,” he told Dōraku.


  “You mean with her,” the Fanged replied and smoothed his freshly regrown whiskers. Takasugi looked up, feigning shock. “Come now, boy. Enhanced senses, remember? I can hear your heartbeat; smell your sweat.” He pushed Takasugi forward. “Go on. It might be your last chance.”


  Last chance for — what …?


  “I’ll, uh, I’ll go fetch some more blankets,” said Bran, and wandered off towards the stable before Nagomi realized what was going on. She was left alone with Emrys; the dragon as confused as she was. The confusion didn’t last long — she heard steps on the gravel and turned to face the approaching Takasugi. She nodded in greeting.


  “Commander.”


  “Priestess.”


  His fingers tapped the hilt of his sword.


  “How do you feel?” he asked.


  “Tired,” she replied, honestly. “I’ve only slept a few hours since the battle ended. I’m sore all over, and this …” She touched the stone in her chest. “It hurts, just a little.”


  “And yet you’re willing to fly to Edo with the others.”


  “I need to find a way to save Satō. Dōraku-sama says Edo is our best bet.”


  There was another long pause. Nagomi felt her cheeks burn — she wasn’t sure why.


  Where is Bran? How long does it take to bring some blankets?


  “Nagomi … Itō-sama,” Takasugi started, and paused again. “I just wanted to say how much I appreciate — how much I would …” He drew a deep breath. “When this is all over — would you do me an honour of considering …”


  “Yes?”


  What is he …


  “I may be presuming too much — if I do, forgive me …”


  She grew impatient — and anxious. This wasn’t like Takasugi, she knew. She’d never seen him this shy and nervous before.


  “Yes?”


  “Since this may be … I was hoping …”


  “You were hoping?”


  “Oh by the Dragon’s Breath,” Bran spoke from the shadows. “Nagomi, he’s trying to propose to you.”


  “Propose …?”


  She leaned against the dragon, suddenly weak. I haven’t seen that in any of the futures. What’s going on? Is this a joke?


  “I understand you need time to answer.” Takasugi spoke quickly with increasing sheepishness. It didn’t suit at all his demeanour — his battle-worn, scarred face; his handsomely-cut black uniform. She felt dizzy.


  “I — it’s an honour, of course,” she replied. “But I’m not sure this is the right time to—”


  “No, no, of course!” He said quickly. “You’re right.” He stepped back. “I’m sorry I bothered you. Perhaps some other time …”


  “Y-yes, perhaps …”


  He walked away with his head lowered, shuffling his feet on the gravel. She heard Bran sigh. He was shaking his head.


  “I did nothing wrong,” she said.


  “I’m saying nothing.”


  “But you … Well, he surprised me, that’s all. I didn’t expect it.”


  “Then you’re the last person in Yamato who didn’t know. So much for your Scrying.” He chuckled. “Though I notice you didn’t say no.”


  “How could I say anything either way? I hardly know him. He might make a decent husband, but I’m just not ready for that sort of decision. Besides, I really have other things on my mind right now.”


  Not to mention I …


  A memory of the clumsy kiss she gave Bran flashed though her mind. She blushed.


  “You could’ve at least given him some hope,” he said, not noticing her look. “Boost up his morale a bit.”


  This made her blood boil. She clenched her fists. What right does he have to give me such advice? Who does he think I am? A camp wench?


  “This isn’t Shōin and Satō. This isn’t politics, Bran. This is real: something I’d have to live with for the rest of my life. If you think he’s so great, why don’t you marry him!”


  He reeled back, raising his hands in defence, but a small smile still played on his lips. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! You’re right, it’s your life; you’ll decide to spend it however and with whomever you please.”


  She returned to packing the saddle bags in silence, but her hands were still trembling. Not with anger, she realized, but with fear. Fear of adulthood; fear of having to make decisions that affected her entire life. It crept up on her unawares. Not even her quest — not even war could postpone it for long.


  Marriage?


  This was the last thing she’d expected to have to worry about. No boy in Kiyō had ever paid attention to the red-headed, half-barbarian freak. The best she could’ve counted on was a priest in Suwa inviting her into his household out of pity.


  That was then — this is now. Now I’m in the middle of everything. Now I’m a friend to the heroes. Almost a hero myself. What if Takasugi’s not the only one? I’ve been blind to his affections — I might be just as blind to everyone else’s …


  She shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself. Besides, none of this mattered. There was just one man she wanted to spend her life with — even if he still only treated her as a friend.


  She felt tears welling up in her eyes and rubbed them out faking the yawn. It didn’t take much to feign weariness.


  “I think I’ll go to my room,” she said. “Try to catch some sleep before dawn.”


  “Good idea.” Bran nodded. “I’m almost finished, too. See you in the morning.”


  She smiled, hoping it looked sincere. “Yes. See you in the morning, Bran. Sleep well.”


  The sea below them was almost black with the dark volcanic sludge churned from its bottom by the raging storm. Further to the east it was black: reflecting the wall of clouds the colour of coal. It encroached on the narrowing fishing grounds and shipping routes, reaching forward in thrusts of hurricanes and whirlpools like tentacles of wind and darkness. Wherever they touched the land — any of the myriad of small islands dotting the south coast between Naniwa and Edo — the winds left nothing but upturned soil.


  Frigga’s Black Wing flew nearer to Bran. The shieldmaiden shouted something, but her words were muffled by wind and Bran’s thermal shield. He slowed down and reduced the shield’s strength to hear her.


  “It’s gotten worse!” she shouted. “It was never that near the coast!”


  “I know,” he replied. “It’s dangerously close.”


  “We have to raise this with the Mikado.”


  Bran nodded and pointed downwards. “We’ll land soon for the night. We’ll talk.”


  “Was this about the Divine Winds?” asked Nagomi. She stared with terror at the approaching storm.


  “It’s another thing we’ll have to figure out once we get to Edo,” said Bran. “The Taikun must know what’s going on — if he’s not behind it altogether.”


  Frigga put away the rice bowl. “And that ties in with another problem, Your Majesty,” she said. “We can’t leave Yamato without the Taikun’s approval.”


  The landlord picked up the dirty bowls and plates. In a hurry to serve the strange guests the after-meal tea, he tripped and almost dropped the trays. He recovered with grace belying his squat stature and disappeared out the back.


  If only they knew whom they were serving …


  It was the best inn in the town — which was to say, the only inn in the town. They’d chosen the place because of a large bald hillock on its northern outskirts which could accommodate their dragons. A ruin of an ancient castle adorned the hill’s top — most of it dismantled for building material after the first Tokugawa Taikun forbade anyone except the daimyos from owning any fortifications. After the castle’s demise, the town at the foot of the hill had fallen into similar ruin until it resembled nothing more than a sprawling village, with one derelict shrine and one guesthouse, empty for most of the year except when the shrine had its festival.


  The town’s paucity and distance from any trading routes also helped ensure it was out of the way of any of the Taikun’s spies — although, travelling as they were on the backs of four giant flying beasts, there wasn’t much they could do to maintain the secrecy of their journey.


  “I will, of course, discuss this with the Taikun,” the Mikado agreed when Bran translated the shieldmaiden’s words. “Although I still can’t believe one man is able to control such enormous power. I’m sure that, despite the propaganda, there’s an entire council of mages somewhere in the castle dealing with maintaining the Divine Winds.”


  “Not so, heika,” said Dōraku. “This is one thing about which the Tokugawas are telling the truth. It only takes one man to control the Winds — a man from the Taikun’s family. Somewhere in Edo Castle there’s a powerful artefact …”


  Gwen raised her eyes from her cup. “What — what does that artefact look like?”


  “I’m not sure. It was already ancient when the castle itself was built around it — the first Tokugawa only discovered it rather than create it. But I imagine it would have a large surface of crystal or polished bronze through which the Taikun could see all of Yamato in detail, and guide the winds where he wanted.” He paused and stared at Gwen. “You’ve seen it.”


  She nodded. “I think so. But there was something … something else I’ve seen, too.” She turned to Nagomi — and so did Bran, translating her words as fast as he could. “Remember those creatures of shadow that attacked us in the Otherworld?”


  “Of course,” the priestess replied.


  Gwen told the story of how the Shadows had wounded her and how she found herself in Edo Castle. Bran had heard most of it already — but not the final part: the tale of the Shadows oozing from her wound and leading her to the crystal orb.


  “All this time, I wasn’t sure whether it was real or an hallucination. I only told it to Dylan before.”


  In the silence that followed, Dōraku tapped his lips with his thumb. “Ever since Takashima-sama … Ever since I heard of those Shadows, I have been searching for clues about them — where they came from; what do they want … Yours is the first concrete new piece of information I’ve heard in months.”


  “But what does it mean?” Gwen asked.


  “Frankly, I’m afraid this is beyond even my expertise. The secret of the Divine Winds is one the Tokugawas guard most jealously.”


  “But you do remember when there were no Winds, don’t you?” asked Nagomi.


  “Oh, yes.” He leaned back. “Kan’ei seventeenth, in spring. The last Vasconian ship arrived in Kiyō. Everyone on board was captured and executed. We all knew something was brewing then.”


  “Seventeenth …” Mutsuhito counted on his fingers. “That’s a year after Shimabara.”


  “The dirt at Shimabara was still warm with soaked blood,” said Dōraku. “The mountains and forests were silent and empty.”


  His voice gained the sing-song quality of an actor narrating a play, and Bran remembered the Fanged’s penchant for amateur theatrics.


  “For weeks, storms raged all around Yamato, just like they do now,” Dōraku continued. “No ship could sail. Merchants went bankrupt. Fishermen starved, or perished, trying to reach their fishing grounds. Tsunami waves and hurricanes tore deep inland, ravaging the cities … and then, one day, it all stopped.”


  “And the Winds were there,” said Bran.


  “We didn’t know for a while yet. It was too far to be seen from land. The Bataavians and the Qin in Kiyō knew before us — they were given the routes for their ships in secret. It took a while before the rumours spread — the deep-sea fishermen noticed it first, then the smugglers who plied the Chosun and Qin routes … Only then did Edo proclaim the official announcement. I was as shocked as everyone else — and I thought I was close to the government then …”


  “The Yōkai War,” whispered Nagomi. “That, too, ended that year.”


  Bran remembered flying and sailing through the Sea Maze: the wailing of the enslaved Spirits; the rumble of the Otherworld; the cold breath of death …


  “What if not all the Yōkai destroyed in the war were trapped in the Winds?” he asked. They stared at him in stunned silence.


  “What are you talking about, Bran?” asked Nagomi.


  “Wait — you … you didn’t know? About the Spirits in the Winds? The wraiths of the Yōkai?”


  There was another long pause as everyone digested the revelation, broken by Dōraku. “I suspected the connection,” the Fanged said. “The timing was too convenient. But I had no proof.”


  “None of us ever passed through the Winds,” said the Mikado. “Only you, Westerners, know what they’re really like.”


  “You remember the Spirits in the Sea Maze, right?” Bran asked the shieldmaiden. “The creatures, haunting and moaning in the hurricane.”


  “Of course. The Wailing — that’s what our Bataavian informers called it.”


  “That’s it,” Dōraku slapped his knee. In the kitchen, somebody dropped a stack of bowls. “I should’ve guessed. If only I’d known about it sooner!”


  “What is it?” the Mikado asked.


  “Two centuries …” The Fanged shook his hand. “Two centuries I’ve been bashing my head against this mystery. Priestess, do you remember how Spirits of the Yōkai differed from those of any other living beings?”


  Nagomi sipped her tea. “They don’t stay here to become kami after death. They return through the Otherworld to whatever land they’d come from.”


  Gwen took Bran aside.


  “These Yōkai … are they anything like our magical creatures? Like Edern?”


  “I think so,” he replied, unsure.


  Her eyes glinted. “I wonder if this is what was supposed to happen to the Tylwyth Teg when they died — if their Gate was still open.”


  Dōraku spoke again. “Except this isn’t what happened, of course. Somehow, the artefact in Edo Castle trapped the Yōkai Spirits on earth — and used their energies to create the Divine Winds.”


  “What does that have to do with the Shadows?” asked Gwen.


  “I’m guessing it is their brethren coming from other worlds, hoping to free them and wreak revenge on whoever imprisoned them. They’re angry with us. The Winds must have sensed their arrival — this, other than the Taikun’s meddling, is what’s causing the storms to appear so close to the land.”


  Bran stopped listening. The Shadows … He remembered, through mist, the blood runes on the wall. He unravelled his kimono, revealing the strange tattoos running along his thigh.


  “None of this would’ve happened if Satō hadn’t tried try to save my legs,” he said.


  Dōraku looked up at him sharply.


  “They would’ve found another way,” he said. “With the amount of magic this war has released, the Gates would’ve opened with or without Takashima-sama’s help.” He pointed at the tattoos. “I showed her how to write these runes. She is not the only one responsible.”


  Bran shook his head. “It’s just …”


  The Fanged twirled his moustache. “You are just a tool of fate, boy. What’s happened, happened. Now we have to figure out what we can do about it.”


  “And what can we do?” asked the Mikado. “How can we stop both the Shadows and the Divine Winds from destroying Yamato between them?”


  “I don’t know yet,” replied Dōraku. “Until now I was focused on trying to find a way to destroy the Serpent. This is a new threat.”


  “Perhaps they’re connected,” said Bran, quietly. “After all, Satō’s involved with both of them.”


  “Perhaps.” The Fanged said and reached for the saké cup.


  The black dot disappeared in the darkening eastern sky. Bran wasn’t sure if it was because his eyes failed him in the rapidly setting twilight, or if Frigga’s mount cast its glamour for the final stage of its journey to Shimoda.


  The village where they waited her return was settled in a narrow cleft, cutting through the black mountains and lava flows spreading south from Mount Fuji to form a broad-based peninsula. The great volcano itself loomed in the distance: a silent, dark grey cone. They were less than half a day’s flight from Edo — but the Mikado had decided to await news from the Grey Hoods’ camp before entering the capital. They had no way of knowing what waited for them in Edo. The shieldmaiden had been disallowed from using the path through the Otherworld — it was now overrun with Shadows, and there was danger of the surviving Blue Wings being able to detect her efforts. She needed to bring her report to the Komtur — and bring back his response — the old-fashioned way.


  “I didn’t think we’d be here again so soon,” Bran said.


  He picked up a flat pebble and skipped it across the fish pond, frightening a fat, golden-white carp. It was a small, rectangular pool cut out in rock and lined with moss and reed: a commercial enterprise at the outskirts of the village rather than a decoration in the garden of a noble.


  “How far are we from Hakone?” asked Nagomi.


  “We could be there in an hour. It’s somewhere that way,” he pointed vaguely north.


  “So this is where we split in search of Sacchan.”


  “More or less.”


  She sat down on the edge of the pond and tapped her toes in the water. The curious carps gathered around her feet but, seeing she had no feed to offer, quickly lost interest.


  “Do you still see nothing but darkness ahead of us?” he asked.


  “I haven’t had a proper vision since Kiyō,” she replied. “Perhaps there is nothing to see,” she added after a pause. Her words chilled him.


  “Don’t say that.”


  “I don’t mean it like this. I’ve been thinking about it — and I talked to some priests back in Chōfu … What if the Darkness affects only us Scryers? What if there’s an event in the near future that renders our talents useless?”


  “What could do such a thing?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Our power comes from the kami — it’s virtually inexhaustible. And yet—”


  “And yet you’re afraid something could happen to the kami of Yamato.”


  “Or affect our ability to communicate with them.”


  “The Shadows,” he guessed.


  She rolled her head from side to side. “I’m not sure. They’re involved in this, yes, but I don’t think they would be the catalyst.”


  “What else is there?”


  “Sacchan?”


  They fell silent. A carp jumped high to catch a passing fly and landed back in the pond with a loud splash.


  “That woman, Frigga,” she asked, “you’ve met her before, haven’t you?”


  He nodded. “First, when I was a prisoner at the Gorllewin ships. We then bumped into each other several times.”


  She stared into his eyes. “Bumped? That’s all?”


  All …? He felt himself blush, though he didn’t know why. He stooped to pick up another stone to mask his emotions. “We searched for Satō together.”


  “With her? Why?” Nagomi’s eyes widened.


  “Long story.” He shrugged. “We parted after we found the Blue Wings at that flattened hill near Heian. Satō is probably headed there now — with what dragons she’d salvaged.” He felt the sudden need to change the subject. “I wonder how can she control those Shadows. Is she the only one?”


  “When I met her in the Otherworld, she said … The Shadows spoke to her. She also mentioned somebody — somebody she dared not name.”


  “One of the Serpent’s Heads?”


  Nagomi shook her head. “I don’t think so. I got the impression she didn’t care much for any of them. That somebody was in the Otherworld. I’ve seen him briefly, chasing after me: a man in steel armour with red burning eyes ... He terrified her.”


  “We should tell Dōraku about this. It might be another clue.”


  “Yes, we should, but …” she hesitated.


  “You still don’t trust him?”


  “Do you?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. After all that we came through together, could he really be playing all of us?”


  “Bran,” Nagomi said quietly, “what if he is the First Head?”


  He paused to think of an answer when he heard a slobbering growl where the ferns grew into a thick spruce grove.


  “Wolves?” whispered Nagomi.


  The air around them grew cold. Dread crept into Bran’s veins.


  “Something else. I think—”


  He leapt up and stood between Nagomi and the ferns with the Lance in his hand. The bushes rustled and he heard the stomping of heavy paws running away deep into the grove. Seconds later, a single howl resounded from a wooded ridge above them — wolf-like, but deeper, more intense and filled with a pained hunger.


  “I think we should go back to the others,” said Bran. His voice was shaky.
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  CHAPTER X


  There was nobody to greet her when she landed at Azuchi’s flat top.


  The corridors inside the mountain were quiet and empty. The rock-carved labyrinth never exactly buzzed with activity, but the complete silence was something new — as were several bundles of torn flesh and bone covered with scraps of silk robes.


  What happened here? Where are all the acolytes? Were they sent out on a mission somewhere?


  She had no time to ponder the new mystery. She guided the remaining Blue Wings to their pens and rushed through the tunnels to her cell. There, she picked up the array of crystals and a bundle of Rangaku gear she’d collected — pipes, tubes, dials, and valves. She called for help, but nobody replied, so she had to drag it all on a straw mat down the main tunnel until she reached the central hall.


  A strange, damp odour of fear and sweat permeated the air. She followed the scent and found its source: several acolytes, huddling in the far corner of the hall. They were wearing grey robes of the novices, and held clubs and knives in their shaking hands. Their faces smoothed with relief when they saw her.


  “What’s going on here?” she asked. “Where’s everyone else?”


  “We’re all that’s left, Sister,” one of the acolytes replied.


  “What do you mean? Were you attacked?”


  She tensed. Was the assailant still in the tunnels? She hadn’t sensed anyone — or anything — out of place as she was making her way through the mountain.


  “We don’t know … We heard — cries, and sounds of fighting. We ran here and didn’t dare come out.”


  Pity mixed with disgust in Satō’s heart. The novices — three boys and two girls, all distant scions of some samurai families — had been lured to Azuchi with promises of wealth and power. In truth, their fate was to serve as reservoirs of fresh blood for the Fanged. As such, they weren’t granted any blood abilities.


  She looked around. The quartz wall loomed dark over the room; the rune-bound fissure in its centre glowed red. No Shadows slithered through it anymore, but she sensed the presence of their countless numbers still hiding beyond the gateway — and, beyond them, the even darker essence of the Fool, brooding, biding his time.


  Was it the Shadows that attacked us?


  She remembered something. “Where’s Brother Mercury? He was supposed to retreat here.”


  The novices glanced at each other. “We haven’t seen him,” said one of the girls. “Most of the Azure Robes left a few days ago,” added the other. “Maybe he’s with them …?”


  The bundles of flesh — the torn bodies … The scraps of silk covering them were mostly blue and green in colour. A fight between the acolytes of Mercury and Venus? Either of them trying to gain control over the mountain?


  Whatever had happened, whoever had won the strife, it was done. There were no Fanged in the corridors, of that she was certain — she would smell them. She had Azuchi all to herself, and she needed to make sure it stayed that way. She pointed at the bundle of equipment.


  “Help me with that,” she ordered the novices. “We don’t have much time.”


  The piers of Edo harbour were lit up as if for a festival. Guards marched up and down with small lanterns in their hands, peering once in a while into whatever spot was left in shadow by the burning lamps. It was into one of those shadowy nooks that Dōraku led their flat-bottomed boat, which he had been manoeuvring in silence from one patch of darkness to another for the past hour.


  “Quickly,” he whispered. “We only have a minute before the guard comes back.”


  One after another, the five passengers stepped out onto the narrow strip of wet sand. Dōraku was the last — after hacking at the boat’s bottom several times with his swords to ensure it sank before anyone spotted it.


  He moved ahead and gestured at them to follow up an embankment and into a narrow alleyway at the back of two run-down teahouses. There was a party still ongoing in one of them; the noises of which helped muffle any sound they made.


  “I take it none of you have ever been to Edo,” the Fanged asked.


  “I’ve only seen it from dragon’s back at night,” said Gwen. “And parts of the castle.”


  “I’ve seen maps.” added the Mikado.


  “Maps won’t help you. This city is like no other you’ve seen in Yamato,” Dōraku said. “If you get separated from the group — stay put. We’ll come back for you. If you try to find your way, here, at night, you’ll get lost without hope. I haven’t been here in decades, and Edo changes fast. This teahouse on the left wasn’t here before. I think.”


  Bran — and, he hoped, anyone else who saw them — could only distinguish who was speaking by the sound of their voice. They were all dressed the same: disguised as night-soil peddlers, wrapped in long dirty cloaks and hiding their faces under straw hats. The smell of their clothes was the most effective part of their disguise; its authenticity ensured by Dōraku having them stolen the night before from an actual group of eta workers.


  It was a necessary sacrifice, and Bran had learned to cope with worse in his adventures, but he could scarcely imagine what it felt like for the Mikado, raised in a palace, surrounded by courtiers and servants and destined to rule all of Yamato — or, for that matter, Wulfhere. The Seaxe seemed to be suffering the indignity the worst. He had to get rid of his splendid samurai armour and helmet — he’d buried them under a tree on the outskirts of Edo, leaving himself only the sword. His hair, like Nagomi’s, had to be daubed with muck to conceal its foreign shine. He’d covered his mouth with a damp cloth, both to conceal his face, and to reduce the odour hitting his nostrils. Only his round, blue eyes revealed his identity — and the disgust he felt at his predicament.


  This was not how they’d hoped to march into Edo. They expected some difficulty in getting an audience with the Taikun — perhaps even having to fight their way into the castle — but not this sneaking around in the dark. And they weren’t even on their way to the castle: they were heading to a compound atop a hill to the north of Edo called Surugadai. So much had changed in the city over the past couple of weeks even the Taikun’s court was no longer seated at the castle.


  The information was scarce, even such as gained through Frigga from the Black Wings. There was a yet new Taikun in Edo — an unknown noble from a side offshoot of the Tokugawa clan. The previous Taikun and his wife, Atsuko, had retreated to the Surugadai hill under protection of the Varyagan legation. The Gorllewin refused to attack the Varyagans, even at the new Taikun’s explicit orders — and so the city was gripped in a tense stalemate, with the streets for a time clear of any rebellious element, at least by day.


  Bran translated the gist of his speech. “What if we’re discovered?” asked Gwen.


  “We kill everyone,” said Dōraku. “Nobody must learn we’re here. You are in good shape to fight?”


  “I’ve been better, but I can deal with a couple of swordsmen.”


  Dōraku nodded. “Let’s pray that’s all we’ll have to deal with.” He looked up at the windows of the teahouse. The sounds of koto and shamisen struggled to rival the drunken singing of the guests. “The song is reaching its crescendo. We move out then.”


  Night concealed the true size and bustle of the capital city, but Bran had no difficulty imagining what it must have looked like by day. They wandered for hours through a maze of narrow dark streets; running across broader thoroughfares from gable shadow to gable shadow; circumnavigating the temples and the mansions of the daimyos; skirting the edges of market places; traversing the canals. Even in the middle of the night, they had to avoid entertainment and merchant districts for fear of being discovered by crowds of revellers or traders negotiating deals in the street until dawn. Edo made Kiyō look like a poor suburb, and Naniwa like a declining provincial port town.


  “I never imagined this was what the Taikun’s capital looked like,” whispered Mutsuhito when they paused to rest in a wild garden of some abandoned mansion. Bran guessed the lord of this estate had been a victim of one of the purges aimed at ridding the city of the rebel influence. “I thought it’d be like Heian, only larger.”


  “Heian is no small town in its own right,” said Dōraku, “but it’s a town of courtiers and parades, with big, bright roads and vast, empty squares. All those temples and palaces take too much space — and there’s not enough of it left for the people.”


  “I can never rule Yamato from there,” said Mutsuhito. “Not truly rule, like the Taikun does. This is where the heart of my people beats. I think I shall move my palace here from Heian.”


  The Fanged chuckled into his palm. “Bold plans, heika, for a group of dung-mongers.”


  “How far are we from Surugadai?” asked Bran.


  Dōraku looked at the half-ruined garden wall. “Not far. We’re in the inner ring of residences now, a mile or so from the castle gates. I reckon we can reach it in half an hour.”


  They reached a crossroad — a narrow dirt street they followed joined a wider avenue of white gravel. Dōraku raised his hand. They stopped. Gwen moved to the rear, while Wulfhere stood by the Mikado with his hand on his sword.


  “Something’s wrong,” Dōraku said.


  Bran scouted the night with True Sight. “There are five men approaching from the east,” he whispered.


  “Just a guard patrol,” the Fanged replied. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”


  A shadow leapt down from a roof between Bran and Nagomi. Another jumped at the back. A throwing knife flew through the air aimed at Nagomi’s heart — and struck Dōraku’s hand. The Fanged tore the blade out and cast it away with a clang.


  More men appeared in the narrow alleyway, leaping from the rooftops and running out from behind the corners. All were clad in grey, tight-fitting uniforms, with capes glinting blue in the moonlight. Gwen’s tarian shimmered, reflecting a blade thrust. Bran pulled Nagomi behind him. Wulf did the same with the Mikado. Dōraku rushed forward to where most of the enemies were coming from, his twin blades whirling in a blurry spiral. Bran slashed his Lance through one of the assassins, then moved to the next one — but the man he slew stood up, the gash in his side quickly sealing. He raised his sword — and his head rolled, sliced clean by Dōraku’s blade.


  “Asano’s acolytes.” He scowled. “Should’ve known. Go for the heads!”


  He parried an attack and slashed another opponent in the same smooth move. Bran shot a magic missile into another assassin’s face, then pierced his throat with the Lance. He had no time to check on how the others were doing. Nagomi was pinned to the wall of a house behind his back, and protecting her was all that mattered for the moment. His shield buzzed again, but at a different, higher frequency than from a sword blow.


  Some of them are using magic. He scanned the alleyway. One of the assassins wore a thick rope with six pompoms around his neck. He put two fingers to his lips and whispered a spell. Five points of light shot from his fingers in the shape of a pentacle, striking Gwen’s tarian from behind. The shield vanished.


  “Look out!” Bran cried and spewed a tongue of dragon flame from his fingers towards the mage. The fire bounced off his robe, but it distracted him enough for Gwen to slash him through with her Lance.


  The ranks of the enemies thinned out. Bran glanced to the main alleyway — the five guardsmen, attracted by the commotion, all lay dead around Dōraku. He felt a momentary pang of remorse. They likely hadn’t even seen what killed them.


  He felt a sharp pain in his shoulder when an assassin’s blade penetrated his tarian. He slashed at the enemy’s neck, making sure the head became separated from the body. He was growing tired; the pain in his wounded arm returned. He hadn’t prepared for an intensive fight and was still stiff from the long flight. Glancing to his right he saw Wulfhere wasn’t faring too good either, and Gwen — unused to hand-to-hand combat without her tarian — got pushed away, deeper into the dark valley, and was forced to defend alone against three enemies armed with long halberds which almost matched her Lance. Out on the crossroads, the Fanged was surrounded by at least half a dozen of the blue capes, their movements as blurry as Dōraku’s.


  He parried a series of strikes and shot a blast of dragon flame at the enemy to his left. A halberd blade fell to his right. He parried it at the last moment. The blade crackled against the light shaft of Bran’s Lance. His arms gave way, and the blade hovered an inch from his forehead. Even desperation no longer granted him the strength to fight.


  Suddenly the pressure on his hands slackened. The halberd dropped — and the enemy’s head rolled. A man clad all in black leapt to another enemy. Whatever the weapon in his hand was it was remarkably effective. A single thrust was all he needed to bring down each of the assassins for good. His fateful arrival brought renewed strength to the group. Between them, they made short work of the remaining attackers.


  Bran turned back to Dōraku, hoping for their mysterious saviour to lead a charge to the Fanged’s rescue — but instead, the swordsman vanished into the shadows from which he had come. At the same moment, Dōraku thrust both of his swords into the throat of the last of his opponents, finishing the skirmish.


  The Fanged wiped the dark blood off his blades and sheathed them. He had turned to Bran when the man in black leapt back into the light. His strange sword — a half-broken two-handed blade of vibrating black metal — was aimed straight at the Fanged’s heart.


  “What’s this?” the stranger said, speaking with a strong Tosa accent. “You’ve started fighting among yourselves?”


  Mutsuhito, having remained inactive throughout the fighting, felt the need to assert his authority. He moved forward, positioning himself between the sword and the Fanged’s chest. He took off the straw hat. “Are you from Surugadai?”


  The swordsman’s eyes narrowed. “And who are you?” He studied the hidden faces of the rest of the party. “Gaikokujin?” he asked, looking at Wulfhere. “What’s going on here?”


  “Please,” Nagomi spoke, revealing her red hair — despite the daubed muck, it glistened copper in the light of the overturned lantern. “There will be more guards coming. We have to get out of this street.”


  “A red-haired girl,” said the swordsman. “Gensai-sama talked about you.”


  “So you are from Surugadai,” replied Mutsuhito. “But she’s right, we need to find a quiet place to talk if you’re not going to take us straight to the legation.”


  “You five can follow me,” the swordsman said. He pushed Nagomi in front of himself, with the blade touching her back. “You go in front. You — stay here,” he told Dōraku. “If you try to follow — and I’ll know if you follow — the girl dies.”


  The Fanged raised his hands. “I’ll be waiting over there, if you don’t mind.” He pointed to a nearby rooftop. “It’s a bit too conspicuous here.”


  The swordsman frowned. “You’re not an acolyte.”


  “He is not,” the Mikado said. “Lead the way.”


  The swordsman, who’d eventually introduced himself as Takechi Hanpeita of Tosa, led them to a small shrine at the foot of the Surugadai Hill. Tense and cautious all the way, he’d relaxed only once he’d passed under the torii marking the sacred ground. As soon as the shrine gates closed, several armed men appeared out of the shadows and surrounded them in a tight circle.


  “We can talk here,” said Hanpeita.


  “I was hoping we could sit down somewhere,” said Mutsuhito.


  The swordsman pointed to the ground with a shrug. “You may sit if you wish. Now tell me: who are you and why should I let you inside the compound.”


  “We come from the South with urgent news. I can’t reveal my name yet. I can only do that before the Taikun and Atsuko-hime herself.”


  Hanpeita rolled his eyes. “Then you might as well go back where you came from.”


  He heard Gwen and Bran whisper behind his back in their tongue.


  “Wait,” said Bran, unveiling his face. “Is there a Gaikokujin physician called Samuel among you?”


  Hanpeita eyed the boy from head to toe. “What if there is?”


  “Just tell him Bran and Gwen are here. He’ll vouch for us.”


  “We don’t take much stock in the words of barbarians.”


  “Yet you have welcomed their protection.”


  The swordsman grimaced. “That’s true. Very well. Buran and Guen — and the red-haired priestess — all dressed as dung-mongers.” He chuckled. “What about the other one?” he asked, nodding at Wulfhere.


  “He’s my personal guard,” replied Mutsuhito.


  “You have a Gaikokujin warrior for a guard?” the swordsman raised an eyebrow. “I’ll let them know this, too.”


  The entrance to the Surugadai compound was a labyrinth of barricades, hidden passages, and makeshift watch-points winding among abandoned houses until it reached the top of the hill. Several times Bran and the others passed underneath the torii gates — making clear that a sneak attack by the Fanged was what the defenders feared the most.


  The hill itself was in a strong defensive position. On the northern side it was bound by a deep river valley marking the border of the city proper — with the Akiba bridge gate, through which any reinforcements from the North would march into Edo, in clear view. Other than at the two shrines guarding the entryways in the eastern and western corners, the sides of the hill rose steep and inaccessible. What made the Taikun settle the Varyagans in this particular part of the city?


  “It’s a dump,” Hanpeita replied to his inquiry as they passed one last torii gate. “The cheapest land in inner Edo. It belongs to some forgotten offshoot of the Tokugawa clan, all executed long ago for one minor infraction or other. Nobody but the hermit monks and eta wants to climb all the way up here to live when the rest of the city is flat as a pancake. The Taikun wanted to insult the Varyagans. He never imagined he’d have to fight them.”


  “The untouchables live here? In the inner city?”


  The swordsman nodded at a campfire flickering among the ruins. “They were allowed to move in with the Varyagans. Now they live in the barricades. At least they help us keep this place clean. It’s gotten a bit overcrowded lately.”


  They reached the final gate: an entrance to what was once a small Butsu monastery, but was now marked with a crudely drawn two-headed bear, and a Thor’s hammer carved in cypress wood. Hanpeita tapped the door with the hilt of his broken sword.


  The gate was flung open, and out came Samuel, rushing towards Bran and Gwen with welcoming arms. Bran had little time to appreciate how much the doctor had changed since they’d last seen each other. He wore a grey and blue kimono marked with the Tokugawa crests that concealed the thinness of his frame. His head was shaven, monk-style. A half-inch long curly beard adorned his sunken cheeks.


  “I told you I’d come back for you,” said Gwen in between the embraces.


  “So good to see you — and you, Bran! You are alive and well! But where’s the Captain? Where’s Edern?”


  Gwen’s smile vanished. “On their way back to Qin. The battle took a heavy toll.”


  “I see, I see.” Samuel cast a glance around the party. “And you must be the samurai dragon rider Gwen mentioned,” he said, addressing Wulfhere. “How strange is fate.”


  “Is Ifor with you?” asked Gwen. “How is he?”


  “He’s weak still, but conscious. He’s waiting for you, Bran.” He sniffed. “But you must all be in need of a bath and a change of clothes. Come, come.”


  “We have to meet with the Taikun and the Princess,” protested Bran.


  “Of course you do. But you can’t meet them dressed like that! Itō-sensei is heating up a bath.”


  Behind Bran, Nagomi gasped at the mention of the name.


  “Doctor Itō is here, too?” Bran asked.


  “Yes, you know him? We all fled the castle when — but you’ll hear all about it once you meet the Princess, I suppose …”


  “And the Taikun,” pressed Gwen.


  A strange grimace flickered on Samuel’s face. “Uh … yes, that too.”
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  CHAPTER XI


  It was like looking into a mirror showing the future.


  The man waiting for him in the bath was ancient, emaciated, veiny and pale. His torso and arms were covered in scars and old stitch marks. His face was unmistakably that of a Prydain, down to the thick white moustache running down both sides of his chin.


  “Gwen was right,” Bran said. “You do look like me.”


  Tadcu. Grandfather.


  He was a stranger, gone long before he was even born. His visage known only through True Images — and thoughts only through diaries. Here was a man who wrote those pages found in the attic. A man who was responsible for Bran being in Yamato in the first place — and for everything else that had happened since.


  “Have you found what you came here for?” Bran asked.


  Ifor was silent for so long Bran thought he hadn’t heard the question — he was an old man, after all. Just as he was about to repeat it, Ifor spoke.


  “Yes and no,” he said. “I discovered bringing the dead back to life doesn’t bring back the memories. It was all a lie — the shamans, the Necromancers ... Death is permanent and needs to stay that way.”


  He said nothing more, leaving Bran to reconstruct the full answer by himself. Beloved Ōmon. So he did find a way to reach her beyond the veil of death.


  “I heard you too had a Yamato Spirit fused with yours,” Bran said after a pause. The conversation made him uneasy, but he felt obliged to keep it up.


  Ifor smiled. “I still do.” He tapped his head. His eyes glinted with a different flame. “Tadaemon is here, listening, advising. I can still look like, think — and be a Yamato.”


  “Sometimes I wish I still could, too.”


  Ifor shook his head.


  “You don’t know how lucky you are, boy. You can discover this land through your own eyes; roam it with your own feet. For twenty years I had to hide. I almost forgot my own name. The only reason I still remember Prydain is because I taught it to Tadaemon — this presence in my head my only link to the past. I thought I was going insane.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Ifor shrugged. “You needn’t be.”


  “You could go home now.”


  “To Prydain?” Ifor scoffed. “I could’ve boarded the Ship a long time ago. But that’s not my home.” He waved his arms around. “It wasn’t just Ōmon that brought me back here. It was her memories of Yamato. She told me so much — and she was right about everything.”


  He moved his lean frame forward. The steaming water rippled towards Bran.


  “Do you want to go home, Bran?”


  “I — I don’t know,” he said thinking about Satō.


  I don’t know.


  “Yes. It’s a pity you lost my ring, wyr. But I suppose it had served its purpose. It brought you here. And Dylan. I wish I had a chance to meet him.”


  “I am sure Father would love to meet you,” Bran said. “He’ll be back as soon as he’s recovered.”


  Ifor nodded slowly, but if he had a reply to that he chose not to say it. He supported himself on the edge of the bath and rose up to sit on the cypress board. Bran handed him the towel and saw his lower legs had been mangled beyond use — twisted stumps, healed out of joints, fixed in a haste with too little power to cure the injury in time. His grandfather was a cripple.


  He gave Bran the other towel. “It’s time,” he said, not acknowledging the boy’s stare. “The Princess is waiting.”


  There was no audience hall in the monastery — the compound was too poor and crowded to spare a whole separate room for ceremonies, and besides, there were rarely any visitors reaching the top of the hill. Instead the Princess welcomed them in the common dining room; emptied for the occasion of the monks and acolytes. Even the largest available table made for an intimate setting, especially considering who was sitting at it.


  The Princess had one side to herself, flanked by two noblemen sitting at the back. One of them Bran recognized as Gensai Kawakami — the imposing swordsman had the right leg of his hakama bulked up with bandages, and supported himself with an elbow-length crutch when shifting positions. He scratched his chest, revealing the tiger tattoo underneath his kimono.


  The Mikado sat opposite Atsuko, similarly alone. Bran and Gwen occupied the side to his left, while Nagomi and Wulfhere sat to his right. This meant that Bran sat the closest to the Princess, almost touching her knees with his. The scent of her sandalwood perfume made him blush whenever Atsuko cast him a polite, friendly glance.


  At first, he wasn’t sure if she’d even recognized him: she greeted them all formally at the table, sparing each of the guests the equal amount of attention. It was only while the acolytes brought in the cha pots and cups that she reached for his hand under the table, gave it a squeeze and whispered, “I’m glad you’re here, Bran-sama.” It was enough to send his heart soaring above the clouds.


  “Where’s the Taikun?” asked Mutsuhito, once the greetings ended.


  “That is not an information I would divulge to anyone,” she replied. “Who is it that wishes to know?”


  “I am Mutsuhito, the Divine Mikado of Yamato.”


  Atsuko choked on a laugh. Mutsuhito looked as unassuming as he ever had. He was wearing the same drab brown clothes as Bran and everyone else at the table, hastily brought by Samuel from the monastery stores while they bathed. His bronze sword, like all of their weapons, was in the custody of the guards outside the dining hall. Other than that, he possessed nothing that would confirm his words — except the conviction in his voice, and the authority beaming from his eyes.


  “You’re serious,” the Princess noted. She turned to Bran. “Is this true?”


  “It is, hime,” Bran said eagerly. “Wulfhere here saved him from the ruin of Heian — on your father’s orders. He was with the rebel army all this time.”


  Her eyes widened. She stared at the Mikado once more, then gestured at the two noblemen behind her, and all three shifted from sitting to kneeling, their heads bowed deep, foreheads touching the floor of straw.


  “Please,” said Mutsuhito. “I’ve long dispensed with such formalities. Rise up; it’s difficult to talk otherwise.”


  “Heika, you mustn’t be here,” said the other of the two noblemen, Lord Date, who played the role of a Chief Councillor in this mock exile administration. “It’s far too dangerous — if word got out …”


  “I sincerely hope the word gets out — I plan to announce my presence to the city as soon as possible.”


  “But — why?” asked Atsuko. “Why are you here?”


  “To meet with the Taikun. Now, will you tell me where he is? When can I meet with him?”


  Atsuko fell silent for a moment. Then she stood up. “I’m afraid it’s impossible, heika. Please, follow me, and I’ll show you why.”


  The man she showed them was lying on a silk mattress, gagged and bound with a thick rope. When they entered the guarded room, he writhed in his binds, spitting through the gag; his eyes — black-in-black — gawping wildly out of their sockets. It took Bran a moment to register that both of his hands were cut off at the wrists.


  They all stared in shock at the spectacle. Nagomi pulled back. She grasped Bran’s hand. “That’s not him,” she whispered. “That’s not the Taikun.”


  “You’re right, priestess,” said Atsuko. “Although the body is that of my husband, the Spirit inside is of an Abomination known previously as Councillor Hotta Naosuke.”


  “Or Brother Mars of the Crimson Robe,” added Gensai. He’d replaced the elbow-crutch with a full-length one. The broken sword they’d seen with Hanpeita earlier now hung off his back in a flat sheath.


  “Crimson Robe!” cried Nagomi and retreated still further away pulling Bran with her. “Why are you keeping that thing here? Destroy it!”


  “We figured it’s better to keep it like this rather than let Hotta’s Spirit roam free,” replied Gensai. “He’s already transmigrated from one body to another … The risk is too great.”


  “It’s a risk to have one of the Heads inside your compound,” said Bran. “What if somebody breaks him free?”


  “This is the strongest defended room in Edo,” said Gensai. “It would take killing us all for somebody to reach this place, by which time, it wouldn’t much matter.”


  Bran swept the room with True Sight. At least a dozen guards were hidden around it in the walls and on the ceiling. He still didn’t think they’d stand a chance against an actual attack of a Fanged.


  He admitted the idea of keeping the Taikun alive had its merits. Having one of the Heads kept prisoner rather than outright destroyed was something the Serpent hadn’t accounted for.


  “What happened to make him like this?” he asked.


  “We’ll exchange our stories at breakfast,” said Atsuko. “I imagine you have even more to tell than we do. But for now, as you can see, you’ll have to rethink your reason for being here. Unless you wish to go to the castle and meet with the puppet Taikun.”


  “Who is he, then?” asked Mutsuhito.


  “You might’ve heard of that one, heika,” replied Atsuko. “He calls himself Yoshinobu now, but he used to be known as Lord Matsudaira, back in Heian — where he commanded the Aizu army.”


  “The man who burned my city,” Mutsuhito said through his teeth. “So this is how he was rewarded.”


  The breakfast was not one fit for the official meeting of the Mikado and the Taikun’s wife. In fact, Bran remembered eating better in the guesthouses they stayed at during their flight from Chōfu. There was barely a bowl of rice for each of them, sprinkled with dried fish and mushrooms.


  “I’m sorry,” the Princess said. “We’re cut off from supplies here — we have to rely on what we can smuggle in from the city by night. The servants catch fish in the river, and gather plants in the forest on the northern slope.” She paused as an acolyte poured the straw-green liquid from a clay pot. “Cha is pretty much the only thing we have enough of.”


  Breakfast was the first time Bran had a chance to see the mysterious Varyagans. The bushy-bearded sailors sat at their own table across the dining hall, chewing their food in grim silence. Their meal consisted of hard-boiled eggs and flat barley breads, brown as dirt, which they must’ve baked themselves — the Yamato grew a little barley in the North but only for unappetizing gruel. Doctor Samuel dined with them, sitting next to the only Varyagan without a great black beard — an older, white-haired gentleman who had the air of a scientist.


  Tadcu’s not here — he must be dining alone in his room …


  The Varyagans cast curious looks towards the Princess’s table between bites of their breads, and smiled and nodded whenever their eyes met Bran’s.


  “Why isn’t the Taikun letting them out of here?” he asked Atsuko during the pause in the Mikado’s telling of the story of the Battle of Dan-no-Ura.


  “Oh, they can leave whenever they want. But they understand that that would be the end of us — and a victory for the Abominations.”


  “They know about the Serpent?”


  “They knew before they even came here,” replied Atsuko. “They were even bringing some weapons to deal with the Fanged, but lost it all when their ship sank.”


  Mutsuhito laid his chopsticks across his bowl and picked up the tale from the creation of the Jade Tide Jewel — illustrating it by showing the glowing shard in his chest to the astonishment of the Princess and her two courtiers. By the time his story was over, the others, too, finished their meagre portions. The Princess ordered a small, ornate treasure box brought in. It contained six tiny sweets: cha ceremony cakes, each hand-moulded into a beautiful edible sculpture. She picked each personally with metal pincers and put it on a small square plate in front of each guest, while the acolytes lit cone-shaped incenses in the corners of the room.


  “I kept these for a special occasion — and I can’t think of a more special occasion than this most unusual meeting.”


  They all bowed in gratitude. Bran picked up a sliver of bamboo on his plate and cut a piece. It was overwhelmingly sweet, complimenting perfectly the harsh bitterness of the cha.


  As they ate and drank, Atsuko recounted the events of the past few weeks. The Princess’s tale started with the assassination of the Chief Councillor at the gates of the Asakusa Shrine, and ended with the desperate flight of the entire court from the castle: first, to the fortified mansion of Lord Date and, when this proved indefensible against the Gorllewin-backed usurper’s forces, to the Varyaga legation.


  “It was your friend the doctor who negotiated our presence here,” she said, nodding towards the Varyagan table. “We are most grateful for his help.”


  “So is the entire city now in control of this Yoshinobu?” asked Mutsuhito.


  “Only by day. The new regime is not as strong as they would hope, and we still have many allies. Most of the priests of Asakusa and Toshogu Shrines are still on our side. The people of the city know the new Taikun is a usurper, and that we here are still the legitimate government. Nothing about my husband’s fate has been officially announced. The purges only added to our support. The tension is boiling over. The Black Wings were the only lid able to contain it.”


  Gensai leaned forward. “For a moment we had three sides struggling for control of the city, heika,” he explained. “The new Taikun, the old Taikun and us, the Rebels who fought in Your Majesty’s name. But now, as you can see, we had to join our forces against the Abominations.”


  “It looks like it’s going to be the same all over Yamato,” said Mutsuhito. He cut a petal from his flower-shaped cake and chewed it in thought. “I was hoping to negotiate a peaceful end to this war, but that seems further and further from the realms of possibility.”


  “We can still produce edicts and give orders to the armies,” said Atsuko, “if that’s what worries you, heika. I carry the Taikun’s seal.”


  The Mikado looked up from his plate with renewed hope. “You would rescind your power to me?”


  Atsuko laughed bitterly. “What power? Power over this hill? Yes, I would grant it to you, heika. But as long as Yoshinobu usurps the government, my husband can’t abdicate — you understand that, don’t you? All I can offer, for now, is cessation of hostilities — if there’s a way to deliver the orders to the commanders in the South.”


  “Won’t the usurper overrule these orders?” asked Bran. “Isn’t it possible to forge the seal?”


  “Undoubtedly,” admitted Atsuko. “It would be up to the commanders to decide whom they believed.”


  “Our agreement would also have my seal on it,” said Mutsuhito. “At worst it would buy us a few more days while they deliberated their next move. It’s good enough to take the chance. Wulfhere-dono — would you be able to go back to Chōfu on your own?”


  The Seaxe stirred at the mention of his name, and looked to Bran for translation.


  “I … I believe so,” he replied. “If Reeve Gwen can assist me with the navigation hints.”


  “Splendid.” Mutsuhito rubbed his hands. “We will write up a draft document by tomorrow.”


  “If I may, heika,” interjected Gensai. “We can’t forget about the Abominations that support him. As long as they exist, there won’t be peace in Yamato.”


  “This is something you should be discussing with Dōraku-sama,” said Bran. “Too bad you wouldn’t let him come here with us.”


  “Oh, but we have been discussing it with him,” replied Gensai with a sly smile. “We captured him last night when he tried to sneak into the compound. We did warn him.”


  “You — you captured him?” Bran’s jaw dropped.


  “I told you this place was well guarded. We wouldn’t last that long if we couldn’t defend from the Abomination spies.”


  “We will see him now,” announced the Mikado. “This is much more important than dealing with the usurper.” He slurped the last of his cha, finished the sweet and pushed the cup away.


  “Please, wait,” said Atsuko with barely masked irritation. She looked from Gensai to Bran and Mikado. “I’m still in command here, Gensai-sama. You can’t conceal such information from me. Who is this man?”


  “I’m sorry, Princess,” Gensai said bowing his head. “I should’ve told you sooner. He’s the Renegade I told you about — the one who worked for your father.”


  “Is he to be trusted?” she asked Bran.


  “I … I’m still not sure, hime. But he has helped us a lot, so far. If not for him, the Battle of Dan-no-Ura would have been lost.”


  “It’s safe to assume he wants to destroy the Serpent as much as we do,” said Mutsuhito. “It wouldn’t be the first odd alliance in this war.”


  “That’s a good point,” admitted Lord Date. “We could use somebody with his expertise.”


  “He’s been saying the same thing about you,” said Bran. He put his empty cup away. “I can’t wait to see what trap can keep hold of Dōraku.”


  There wasn’t anything obvious preventing Dōraku from leaving his confinement. A simple fence of bamboo poles was there to delineate the borders of his prison for others to see rather than keep the Fanged inside.


  Dōraku himself sat calm in the middle of the rectangle, eyeing his visitors with detached curiosity. He was sharpening his twin swords, scraping blade against blade, when Bran and the others entered the courtyard.


  Gensai limped forward. He handed his sword to Hanpeita. The other swordsman drew the black blade. In four corners of the courtyard stood guardsmen armed with thunder guns — judging by their design, stolen from the Aizu armouries. But even that didn’t seem enough of a precaution.


  “It’s sacred ground on three sides, blessed by the priests of Asakusa,” explained Gensai, beaming with pride. “Along the fourth runs a spell devised by our onmyōji.”


  He’s playing with them.


  “Can I go inside?” he asked.


  “Of course. The fence is just a marker.” Gensai gestured at the guards, who opened a wicket gate.


  Bran entered and sat down beside the Fanged. “I know what you’re doing,” he mouthed, knowing only Dōraku heard him.


  The Fanged nodded and put away his swords.


  “Have you learned anything new?” Bran asked aloud.


  “They may have devised ways to stop us, but not destroy,” Dōraku replied. Us, he says. “Though even that could be good enough, if we hurry.”


  “Hurry?”


  “There is something I haven’t told you yet. When I was being tortured my Spirit left my body for a while and ventured into the vastness of the Otherworld. It happens when the Curse can’t regenerate the flesh quickly enough, or if the body is completely destroyed.”


  “What of it?”


  Dōraku put down the sharpening stone. “They’re all there. All the remaining Heads — Yui, Yodo, Chosokabe … Waiting, gathering strength, biding their time. When they return, they will be more powerful than they ever were been before. But for now, this is our chance.”


  He nodded at Gensai.


  “If we launched a focused attack on the Serpent’s headquarters with everything Gensai-dono’s men have at their disposal, maybe we could prevent them from regenerating. We could trap them into some frail mortal bodies the same way they keep poor Mars here.”


  “You know about that, huh.”


  Of course he knows. He must have been spying here all night before he allowed himself to be “captured”.


  “This headquarters … It wouldn’t by any chance be underneath a flattened hill on the eastern shore of Lake Biwa?”


  Dōraku’s eyes narrowed. For perhaps the first time he was genuinely surprised. “You found it?”


  “You mean you didn’t know?” It was Bran’s turn to be surprised.


  “A hill at Lake Biwa …” Dōraku tapped the side of his head. “Azuchi Castle?”


  “I don’t know. There was no castle there when we found it.”


  “No, there wouldn’t be. It burned down when Oda—” He clapped his hands. “Of course. Oda was the one who invited the Sun Priests to Yamato and created the Fanged to serve him. It would make sense for them to make his house into their dwelling.”


  “Oda …?” The name sounded familiar — not from his own memories, but those of General Shigemasa. A major figure in Yamato’s history he couldn’t pinpoint …


  “The Unifier,” said Dōraku. “One who won the civil war, and who was the lord and master of Ieyasu, the first Tokugawa.”


  “He created the Fanged?” There’s somebody else, he remembered Nagomi’s words. Somebody in the Otherworld …


  “Most of those who later became the Heads of the Serpent.”


  He grasped his swords and stood up. The guards raised their guns at him.


  “We’re wasting our time. We must go to Azuchi at once.” He turned to Gensai. “I will need your men, Kawakami-dono.”


  “Hold on,” the swordsman opposed. “My men are needed here, protecting the Princess. I’ll need more than the say-so of an Abomination to spare them.”


  The Fanged bowed before the Mikado and Atsuko. “Your Majesty, Your Highness,” he said, “It is imperative that we strike Azuchi Castle at once, before the Heads return to their full strength. It might be our only chance to save Yamato.”


  “Are you sure we’ll find them there?” asked Mutsuhito.


  “I’m sure that’s where Satō is with the remaining Blue Wings,” said Bran. “And it sounds to reason the other Fanged would gather there to regenerate.”


  “It’s risky,” said Lord Date. “We’d have to expose ourselves and at the same time lose most of our fighting force. We’d be overrun by Yoshinobu.”


  “It’d be worth it if we were certain this would mean the end of the Serpent, though,” said Atsuko.


  “You won’t be safe here forever,” said Dōraku. “Even the Varyagan protection won’t last long once the usurper realizes he’s been abandoned by the Black Wings.”


  “We can handle them,” said Hanpeita. The tip of his blade bobbed up and down in a threatening manner.


  Dōraku scoffed — and then moved. In one second, he was standing in the middle of the bamboo-fenced yard. In the next, he vanished. The guards shot their thunder guns into the empty air before Bran. He reeled back, blinded and deafened for a moment. When his senses returned, he saw Dōraku outside, behind Hanpeita, with one of his swords at his throat.


  The Fanged was trembling and wincing; his clothes were smouldering; his eyes, turned gold, twitched in spasms. But he remained in the sacred ground until the skin on his face and hands began to sizzle and peel off in blisters. He then leapt away again, reappearing on a nearby roof, before returning into the fenced rectangle: all in the blink of an eye. He was panting heavily, and kneeling, supporting himself on a sword scabbard.


  “You think you can handle us?” he hollered at Gensai and Hanpeita. “You’ve learned a few tricks over the past months, I’ll grant you that — but we’ve been around for centuries. I could have killed you all before the vengeful kami tore my soul apart. Don’t think the likes of Jupiter or Mercury would hesitate to do the same in the name of victory.”


  “He’s right,” said Atsuko, visibly shaken by this show of strength. “We can’t protect ourselves against the Abominations. Gensai-dono, I want you to give any support you can to Bran-sama and the others.”


  “We still have no way of reaching Azuchi in time,” remarked Lord Date. “If I understand it right, your dorako can only take a couple of men at once.”


  The lights lit up inside the dining hall where the Mikado and Dōraku negotiated the conditions of the ceasefire with the Princess and her Councillors. Twilight approached with the clouds from the East. Bran, Gwen, and Samuel sat down on a long straw mat-covered bench in front of a small wooden hut on the edge of the northern slope. A wolf’s head carved in cypress hung over the door, signifying the Varyagans had transformed this unimposing building into a temple to their Northern Gods. They were inside now — the black smoke from their sacrificial fire permeating through the straw roof and into the darkening skies.


  Bran would otherwise be intrigued in the strange new rituals — especially since he’d always imagined the Varyagans as an equally rational and down-to-earth people as the Prydain and Seaxe — but this time he had something else on his mind. He was racking his brain for answers. The time was almost up, and they still had no clue how to transport Dōraku and Gensai’s little “army” of Fanged-killers to Azuchi fast enough.


  “How far away is this hill?” asked Gwen. She spread the map of Yamato on the sand, and they both crouched over it. Doctor Samuel leaned over their shoulders.


  “Almost as far as Heian,” said Bran, pointing to Lake Biwa. “A whole day’s flight without a passenger.”


  “And we have at least twenty warriors to carry over.” Gwen’s fingers danced as she counted in her head. “No way we can do it just with our two dragons — and Wulf needs to fly back to Chōfu.”


  “Even if we got the Black Wings to help, it would take too long. And that’s assuming they’d agree to assist.” Bran ran his finger in a line along Yamato’s southern coast. “If we could get to the coast and embark on a ship …”


  “Did somebody mention a skip?” a voice boomed behind Bran’s back so loud and sudden it made him jump. The Varyagan Admiral marched out of the hut. He smelled of smoke. Bran preferred not to ask.


  “A skip — you mean a ship? Do you have one?”


  “I don’t — but the Vinlander do.”


  “Vinlander …?” Bran looked to Samuel for help.


  “The Gorllewin,” the Doctor translated.


  “Yes, I know they have ships,” Bran said, impatiently. He was too irritated with himself to be intimidated by the Admiral’s giant stature and unkempt black beard. “But a mistfire ironclad couldn’t possibly sail up this river and pick us up.”


  “A torpedbaat would.”


  Bran looked over the treetops, down to the river valley. “Would it?” A torpedo boat sounded small and fast, but he wasn’t familiar enough with the types of warships to tell for sure.


  “Me and Doktor Nobelius had plenty of time to study their kriegskipps in Shimoda. They have a couple torpedbaats in the eskort that can easily sail up rivers like this one — and they go up to thirty knop in good water — twenty in open sea.”


  Bran glanced at the map. “Twenty knots … That would mean they could get here in less than five hours — and then to Azuchi in twelve … We could be there by tomorrow’s evening!”


  “How would we convince them to lend us one of their ships?” asked Samuel. “We have no leverage over them now that they know they can’t get what they want from us.”


  The doctor spoke through his teeth. He had been bitter ever since he’d learned that the healing power of Yamato priests could not be transferred to the lands outside.


  “But we do!” said Bran. “We still have something they need. Wait here.”


  The guards hesitated for a moment before letting him inside the dining hall. Once past the door, Bran charged towards the negotiations table.


  “Apologies, heika, hime.” He bowed quickly. “But this is most urgent.”


  “What is it?” the Mikado asked.


  Atsuko gestured at a servant, who poured Bran a mug of cold water.


  “I think I figured out how to leave this place,” Bran said. “But there is something you must help us with — The Divine Winds.”


  Atsuko put her cha cup slowly onto the table. “What about them?”


  “Gwen mentioned the artefact that controls the storm in the Edo Castle …”


  The Princess’s expression was inscrutable. Bran’s words stuck in his throat.


  Why is she looking at me like that?


  “The Gorllewin need a passage through the Divine Winds to get back home. If we could grant them an opening, they would have to agree to help us.”


  “The artefact, as you said, is in the castle,” Atsuko said quietly. “Do you propose to strike at the usurper?”


  “With Gwen’s dorako it should be possible to land near the artefact, use it, and fly away before the enemy forces gathered.”


  “But we can’t use it,” Mutsuhito said. “Only the Taikun could, and he’s in no shape—”


  “I’ll do it,” said Atsuko, stunning everyone into momentary silence. “If you mean the Orb of the Winds, I know where it is and how to use it. I’m of the Taikun’s family — unlike that Matsudaira usurper.”


  “Yoshinobu can’t control the Winds then.” Dōraku leaned forward, intrigued.


  “Oh, he tries.” The Princess shrugged. “He’s got a little Tokugawa blood in his veins. But he’s making a mess of things. You’ve noticed the recent storms …”


  “There is another explanation for these storms,” said Dōraku, “but that’s neither here nor there for the moment.” He rubbed his chin. “You are full of surprises, hime. Yes, this might work — a fast job, in and out of the castle ... But it would require a lot of coordination with the Grey Hoods — they’d need to set sail at full steam at just the right moment to make it outside before the path closes.”


  “Ah,” said Bran.


  “A snag?”


  “We’d need one of their ships to stay here. And maybe a couple of dragons.”


  The Mikado tapped his paddle at the rim of his cup. “Once all this is over, we could open the path as we pleased,” he said. “Maybe even get rid of the Winds altogether, provided we can dispose of the Spirits safely. When that happens, however many Grey Hoods stayed on this side of the barrier would have no problem in joining their comrades.”


  “I imagine you want to leave for Shimoda as soon as possible,” Dōraku said.


  “If I get there tonight, we could have transport available in the morning.”


  Dōraku nodded at the Mikado, and they both, in turn, looked at Atsuko. “What do you think, hime? Worth a try?”


  “It must be if Bran-sama came up with it.” The warmth of her smile heated up the blood in Bran’s heart. She reached for a piece of paper and a brush and scribbled down a quick letter. She stamped it with the Taikun’s seal and pushed it across the table.


  The Mikado took one glance, then signed and counter-stamped it before handing it to Bran. “In case your words alone won’t convince them.”


  Bran rolled the letter up and shoved it into the sleeve of his robe. He bowed. “I’ll be back in a few hours. With good news, I’m sure.”
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  CHAPTER XII


  A narrow strip of sand ran at the bottom of the steep northern slope — by day it was used by the fishermen. This night there was nobody there but Wulfhere. The Seaxe was kneeling on one knee, with his eyes closed and one fist pressed to the sand. Bran picked up the call of the Farlink.


  “I see you’ve come up with the same idea as me.”


  Wulf looked up with a start. “Oh, it’s you.” He glanced at the river. “This valley should be deep enough to conceal Cenhinen from view. There are some advantages to having such a small dragon.”


  “Tell that to my father,” Bran said with a chuckle. “Emrys should fit here, too.”


  “You’re flying somewhere?”


  “Only to Shimoda and back.” Bran waved the letter from the Princess and the Mikado. “We’re little more than couriers these days.”


  “I still don’t have my orders yet,” said Wulf. “But I don’t expect I’ll still be here when you return.”


  “No, I don’t suppose you will.”


  In the silence that ensued, Bran sent a call to his mount. Emrys stirred awake and launched from the forest clearing on the city’s edge where they’d left all their dragons.


  Half an hour later, both mounts arrived, first Cenhinen, then Emrys. They landed with a double splash which must have woken up the entire neighbourhood. The small Viridian was in poor shape, still bearing the scars of both battles it’d taken part in, with great patches of scales scraped off, revealing scorched, blistered skin, and a deep bloody blemish running through the base and membrane of the right wing. It was leaking steam from the corner of its maw.


  “Are you sure you’ll make it back to Chōfu in one piece?” asked Bran.


  “Orders are orders,” replied Wulf with an unhappy shrug. “I made it here, didn’t I?”


  They waded over to their mounts. Even in the shallows by the beach, the water reached up to the base of Emrys’s wings. The dragon expressed its misery with a steamy snort.


  “There, there.” Bran patted it on the snout. “You’ve been complaining that it’s too hot all summer. Now you’re too cold?”


  Wulf paused halfway into adjusting the saddle on his dragon. “See, this is what I never got. You treat that Jade as if you could understand it — and it could understand you.”


  “Because we can.” Bran said. “I thought that’s how it always worked.”


  “They’re just dumb animals,” the Seaxe replied. “Like dogs or horses.”


  “Dogs and horses are pretty smart,” countered Bran. “You should try talking to them, too.”


  He expected a riposte from Wulf, but instead the Seaxe patted the neck of his own mount, awkwardly. Bran raised his eyebrow.


  “It’s pretty impressive what you’ve managed to do with that dragon,” said Wulf. “And not have it go feral through all those years … I guess you’ve been doing something right, after all.”


  Bran grinned. “Hey, I’m good but I’m not the Hero of Kokura.”


  “And Shanglin,” said Wulf. “Don’t forget that.” His eyes gleamed “Do you think if Eithne saw us now she’d still have chosen Madoc?”


  “Well, he was taller and more handsome than either of us.”


  “Oh yeah, I forgot.” Wulf laughed, then turned serious in a flash. He reached out his hand. “Hey. We did well here, Bran.”


  “We did,” said Bran, shaking his hand.


  The river frothed under the speeding jade dragon. Gwen watched from the top of the cliff as Emrys rushed along the steep valley, beating the water with the tips of its wings until it vanished beyond a turn.


  She heard the tock-tocking of crutches on gravel and turned, expecting to see Kawakami Gensai — but it was Ifor, supporting himself on two bamboo canes, dragging his useless feet along the courtyard floor. He, too, had been observing his grandson’s flight.


  “You must be proud to see him like this,” she said.


  “I would, if it had anything to do with me.” He grimaced, bitterly. “It was all Dylan and Rhian that made him who he is.” He studied her face, looking for a wince, but Gwen knew better than to reveal her feelings to a stranger.


  “You don’t mind me mentioning her name?” he asked.


  “You think I forgot about her?”


  “Hmm.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You’re dealing with it better than Branwen.”


  “Your wife?”


  “Bran’s grandmother, yes.”


  Ifor hung his head in shame. “It’s a curse. Even my father revealed having a mistress at his death-bed, and he was just a fisherman. I wonder if Bran …”


  Gwen scoffed. “A curse? You speak as if the men in your family were under some spell.” She poked him in the arm, not caring about his injuries. “It’s not a curse. There’s always a choice.”


  He looked up. His eyes were welling up. “He chose well,” he said. “You are a fine woman, Gwenllian ferch Harri.”


  “He chose nothing, old man. I chose him,” she said. “All he got from it was convenience. Not having responsibilities. Just like you! One day, sooner rather than later, he’s going to retire and go back to Cantre’r, to Rhian, leaving me with an empty bed and an empty heart. Ten years, wasted.”


  “Is that how you feel about it?”


  “No, damn you.” She wiped her eyes with the flat of her hand. “You know I don’t. I wouldn’t give it back for nothing. But what am I supposed to do with the rest of my life?”


  “I wish I knew what to tell you.” Ifor sighed. “I’ve lived without Ōmon for more than forty years, and I still haven’t forgotten her. All I know is that it gets easier with time — but never easy.” He smiled, ruefully. “Don’t chase lost dreams, Reeve.” He tock-tocked over to a bench and sat down. “If it’s any consolation, I’m sure it will be just as hard for Dylan.”


  I doubt it.


  The dining hall doors opened, flushing the courtyard with light from the inside. A messenger hurried out, carrying a sealed envelope, and climbed down to where Wulfhere waited with his mount. Gwen sensed an opportunity to change the subject before the conversation brought her to actual tears.


  “Why were you trying to reach that orb back in the castle?”

  Ifor blinked. His eyes misted over, and she guessed he was consulting with the entity in his head for the answer.


  “I don’t remember clearly,” he replied at last. “I sensed its power, and it drew me in … It was like that emanating from the Gates of the Otherworld. I guess he — Tadaemon — got confused. I’m more intrigued with how you found me there.”


  The whoosh of a starting dragon interrupted them and she waited until Wulf vanished beyond the river bend before telling him of the vision of Shadows — and what she’d learned about the Orb.


  Ifor nodded. “Curious. The Shadows and the Yōkai Spirits …” He tapped the side of his head with his fingers. “Tadaemon got excited back here. He says it all makes sense now. Though I don’t know what it all means … Ah, yes, I see —” the last words were not aimed at Gwen.


  If she didn’t know better, she would regard Ifor as a madman, constantly talking to himself. Bran had assured her the magic Ifor talked about was real, and she had to accept this strange reality.


  “It’s a very dangerous thing,” he said. “It would be best if the Orb was destroyed or lost somewhere.”


  “They’re planning to use it again,” she said. “The Princess and the Mikado.”


  “I thought it was still in the castle?”


  “It is. I will drop Atsuko in, let her do what she needs to do, and fly away.”


  He drew a five-pointed star in the sand with the tip of his crutch, then scratched it out. “Would you be able to take me with you as well?”


  She looked south, to where the white walls of the Taikun’s Castle gleamed in the moonlight. It was less than a mile away. “At this distance, sure. But — picking you back up would be risky, with your legs …”


  “Don’t worry about my legs. I need to be there when the Princess uses the Orb.”


  “Why?”


  “Tadaemon has a theory he needs to confirm … And if he’s right, we could end this entire war with a single stroke.”


  She frowned. “That doesn’t sound safe.”


  “No part of your plan sounds safe. I’m an old man, Gwen. Indulge me.”


  “I’d have to confirm that with the others.”


  “Good idea,” said Ifor. “Help me up and take me to see them.”


  “Hand me that green vial, dear.”


  Nagomi reached to the cupboard and gave Itō Keisuke the requested item. The doctor loaded a syringe with the green liquid and pushed the needle into the Taikun’s shoulder. Iesada snarled and writhed, but Keisuke held his arm in a tight grip until the syringe was empty.


  “You still believe he can be cured with medicine, father?” she asked.


  “I’m dealing with the problems concerning his body,” her father replied, “not his soul. We don’t want him to die — so I must keep him alive.”


  He stepped away from the furious Iesada, put his instruments back in the cupboard and sat down, heavily, against the wall. He wiped the sweat from his forehead.


  “I’m glad I got your mother and sister out of the city when all this started. I knew there’d be trouble as soon as those assassins started roaming the streets.”


  “I thought the Serpent was using them to get you to work for them.”


  A shadow marred Keisuke’s gentle face. “They did … And they claimed they had you, too. But when the Councillor died and all this —” He pointed to the Taikun. “ — happened, they lost interest in me. There was a moment of chaos … Ine and Taki got out just in time.”


  “Have you heard anything from them since?”


  “I know they got back to Nagoya safe and sound. Which is more than can be said for us.” He smiled weakly.


  “Has His Majesty spoken to you yet?”


  “Yes.” He nodded and wiped a tear. “It was a touching moment. He forgave me for everything. I heard that he and you got very close during recent months. I am very humbled.”


  “Father!” she rushed to protest. “It was just magic — ancient magic — and that Western woman was there, too.”


  “So you two, well, you are not …?”


  The disappointment on his face was clear.


  “You still want to marry me off to some noble,” she said, struggling to contain her irritation. “And you think that my friendship with the Mikado will make it easy.”


  “I just don’t want you to waste your youth pining for a barbarian, dear.”


  That startled her. She believed she kept her feelings well concealed. But instead of shame, that only fuelled her anger.


  “Why not? Mother did the same.”


  “And it brought her nothing but misery. Oh, no—” He waved his hands to stop her from protesting. “She loves having you two. But … she was from a good family. She had a future. And after her dalliance with Von Siebold she lost all of that.” He wiped his forehead. “Her family dispossessed her, denounced her. Haven’t you ever wondered why we never visited your grandparents?”


  “They’re alive?”


  “Of course. Alive and well, last I heard — they have a mansion at the foothill of Mount Inasa. But they never wanted to have anything to do with Taki or you. When I took her in, she was considering selling her body for food.”


  This, more than anything, shocked her. Itō Taki was a proud, noble woman. To think of her in such distress was almost too much for Nagomi to bear.


  “Kazuko-hime was the only one who took pity on you,” her father continued. “And now even she’s gone. Even if Yamato opens, it won’t be easy for somebody like you on your own. I just want you to live a happy life.”


  “Why do you think I’d be on my own?”


  He wiped his forehead again. “That boy? He’s not going to stay. Not for you, anyway. I’ve seen it so many times in Kiyō — the Gaikokujin are easily infatuated with our women, but never for long. Even your father … I’m sorry, dear, but if I’m not honest with you, who will?”


  She turned away not to see his tears. She knew he was right. She remembered the flaxen-haired shieldmaiden — what had really been going on between her and Bran? Why wouldn’t he talk about her? And there were so many others like her outside Yamato … Was it ever possible to bridge the chasm between a Yamato girl and a Western boy? What was that about her father …?


  “You are my father,” she replied. “You know, I might have some good news for you. I do have a suitor. A good Yamato family.”


  “Oh? Who is it?” The eagerness in his voice made her even more annoyed.


  “Takasugi Hirobumi. Regent and chief commander of the Mori Clan of Chōfu.” It sounded absurd coming from her own mouth. The realization of Takasugi’s position was slowly coming. That boy — that student of magic she’d first met on some remote coast she couldn’t even remember — was now as powerful as a daimyo. If he had his way, he could even become one of the government Councillors ….


  I’d be insane to refuse him.


  “You’re not mocking me, child?” Keisuke asked, weakly.


  “A minute ago you thought I was close with the Mikado, now you disbelieve I could marry a general?”


  “No, of course not. I’m happy for you, Nagomi. Your mother will be so proud!”


  “I didn’t say yes,” she replied. “Not yet.”


  “But Nagomi, dear—”


  A strange rushing sound came from outside: a rhythmic thudding and a roar of what was unmistakably a powerful mistfire engine. The fact she recognized what it was gave her an immense satisfaction — how many people in Yamato could do the same? — as did the opportunity to end this increasingly unpleasant exchange with her father.


  “The torpedo boat is here,” she said. “I have to pack my things.”


  On the congested Surugadai hilltop, there was only one tiny spot of a garden left for the Princess and her courtiers to contemplate the tranquillity of a moonlit night. A weeping willow tree dipped its boughs in a tiny pool — barely big enough to accommodate the single golden carp dozing off at the bottom. A couple of flat stones, hidden in a camellia bush, served for benches.


  Bran found the Princess sitting on one of these stones, in a cream-coloured kimono, with a pale paper lantern in her hand: she looked just like that time when he’d first seen her in the gardens of Kirishima. With a thumping heart, he sat beside her.


  “You’re leaving again, secret Prince,” she said and giggled — her laughter was tinged with regret. “So soon.”


  “It’s just this one last mission, hime. After it, I will be back.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “Once my husband … once we let his body die, I will be the Taikun’s widow. There’s only one place for me to go.”


  “Not—” He gulped. “Not die?”


  “Of course not!” She guffawed. “We’re not barbarians. I will become a Butsu nun. It’s fine — I knew how this would end when I agreed to the marriage — though I did not expect it so soon.”


  She reached out and held his hand. Her fingers were soft and warm from holding the lantern. “It was a wonderful dream, secret prince,” she said. “But now it has to end.”


  “I … I understand.”


  He didn’t. He wanted to shout at her. Her world was changing; Yamato was transforming — old rules didn’t matter anymore. She could’ve been anyone, done anything she wanted. She seemed to guess his thoughts.


  “Even in a world without the Taikuns and daimyos I can’t be free. I know too many secrets, have been involved in too many decisions, plots. I am childless and would inherit rich lands — both after my father and my husband. These things will not change no matter how many mistfire ships ply the waters of Edo Bay, or how fast an Atmospheric can travel from here to Naniwa.”


  She was right, of course. Her maturity embarrassed him. She was barely a year older than him — same age as Satō, in fact — but she was regal, settled and serious: a grown woman, while he was still just a boy. This, more than anything else, set their worlds apart.


  “I am grateful for this moment. I was so alone here. I have no friends — only advisors and councillors … My favourite servant girl perished when we fled the castle. I …”


  She slipped her hand from his and blew the lantern off. “Sing to me, Bran,” she said in the darkness. “One of your Prydain melodies.”


  He scoured his memory in search of an appropriate song.


  Mab wyf i sy’n byw dan benyd

  Am f’anwylyd fawr ei bri

  Gwaith fwy’n ei charu’n fwy na digon

  Curio wnaeth fy nghalon i.


  A lad I am, who lives in pain

  For noble lady’s charms —

  And every day I pine in vain

  To hold her in my arms …


  He stopped and searched for her hand again. She was gone — only the paper lantern stood on the stone; the smoke from its extinguished wick sending out a heady scent of sandalwood.


  Gwen waited for him at the narrow beach. The hulk of the torpedo boat filled out the entire river valley, leaving barely a foot of space on either side. It reminded him, in miniature, of how the Ladon had filled the breadth of the largest dock at Brigstow.


  At ninety feet of length and ten feet at beam, the boat may have been tiny compared to most mistfirers — but it was still larger than almost any Yamato vessel; larger than any boat that ever entered this valley. There was no concealing such a monster — and the opposite shore was full of gawping townsfolk coming out in droves to watch the unfolding spectacle.


  “Well, now everyone knows we’re up to something,” said Gwen.


  “Did the Mikado announce his presence already?”


  “Not yet. They’ve sent out a rumour the Gorllewin are here to negotiate the Princess’s surrender. Whether anyone believes it …” She shrugged. “We’ll soon find out.”


  “I’ll better get ready too—”


  Only now he noticed her mocking stare.


  “What?”


  She burst out laughing. “The Lady of Sker? Really? How many broken hearts do you plan to leave in this place, Bran?”


  His cheeks burned. “You’ve heard?”


  “You have a fine voice, Bran, but you need to work on volume control. You’re lucky only I and Ifor understood the words.” She patted him on the back. “Otherwise things could get awkward …” She nudged him towards the boat. Bran saw Nagomi step up to the narrow gangway. She was the last to climb onto the boat after Gensai and his swordsmen, and Dōraku.


  “Hey,” he called on her. She stopped and turned.


  “We’ll be seeing each other by the end of the day, won’t we?” Nagomi asked, searching for encouragement in his eyes.


  “We will, but … take care of yourself out there.” He patted her shoulder — and she held him tight for a brief moment.
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  CHAPTER XIII


  As the dragons passed over the final ridge, the lake shimmered into view, a vast expanse of blue and white; a mirror image of the cloudy sky above. Frigga took the watch out of her breast pocket. It was the Komtur’s own watch, the latest model: a silver Wealdhame, accurate and reliable. Timing was crucial for this mission.


  Four in the afternoon. Good pace.


  She waved at the other two dragons. The mounts vanished out of the sky. She could tell their position thanks to her training, but it hurt her eyes and head if she tried too hard to spot them. Instead, she focused on identifying the flattened hill spur from among several similar outcrops of petrified lava fringing the lake’s southern shore.


  The plan of the mission, like all the best plans, was simple and precise. They were to scout the mountain in search of the surviving Blue Wings; see how much damage they could inflict on them before their time was up, and return to base via a detour to the coast, from where they would pick up the crew of the torpedo boat — the ship itself, hopefully, scuttled by then. They needed to do all of that and fly back to Shimoda by midnight, when the path was supposed to open in the Sea Maze.


  Frigga’s hands were moist and clammy inside the leather gloves. This was her first time commanding a flight of dragons — a mark as much of the experience she’d gained fighting in — and exploring — Yamato, as the casualties they’d sustained during the expedition. Gudrun was an older, better trained rider, but his injuries — even if eventually healed — meant he had to stay at Shimoda. The only significant experience Sigmund, flying to her left, had, was in chasing the rebel cells out of Edo — and that rarely required anything more than zooming over the rooftops in all the terrible glory of a Black Wing dragon. Kilakota, on Frigga’s right wing, was even younger than the others. The tiny, black-haired native girl from the West Coast mountains, that could pass off as a Yamato at a stretch, was more a squadron’s mascot than a proper soldier. She had until now been delegated to patrolling the Shimoda coast, and only saw her first combat in the Blue Wings attack on the base.


  We have been deemed expendable, thought Frigga. The four dragons that remained at the base were the Firstborn of the brood, its mate, and a couple of second-born beasts that would, if needed, be sufficient to regenerate the entire clan.


  That didn’t bother her as much as it should have. Every mission she’d been sent on meant a chance of death. This one was no different. If anything, it was supposed to be a relatively safe journey. According to Bran, there weren’t more than a dozen Blue Wings left — and she knew the Gorllewin mounts could easily deal with this number of enemies. If Bran was right, of course — and the Abominations hadn’t set up another trap at their underground base …


  There it was, the spur of rock rising out of a flat plain. It was now impossible to mistake it for anything else: the entire hill had been rendered bald and barren by the writhing dragons. There was nowhere for them to hide. She could even see the fissures in the hillside through which the beasts had emerged from the underground tunnels.


  It seemed Bran’s assessment had been correct. She only counted nine of the gleaming blue shapes lounging at the southern slope, their scaled backs steaming moisture in the afternoon heat. If there were more, they were hiding inside — including the Firstborn of the Blue brood. She’d learned to recognize the alpha male by a mane of sharp, curved thorns growing out of the back of its skull. It was nowhere to be seen — yet.


  She drew one more circle around the mountain, and checked the watch one last time. When the minute hand hit twelve, she came out of glamour and gestured a silent order to the other two riders: strike low and flat, from the sun, on my mark. The movement of the shimmering air told her they understood, and they had proceeded to secure their attack positions.


  Down on the slope, the Blue Wings noticed her. Like flies scared off a pile of dung, they leapt, agleam, into the sky, rushing towards her in an uncoordinated, chaotic swarm. They reached halfway up to Frigga’s altitude when some power jerked them back, and forced them to align into a rough formation.


  She’s noticed.


  Frigga drew a half-spiral around the dragons, closing in. The Blue Wings spread out in a fan, but would not take the bait. The girl who controlled them — if it was indeed still Bran’s friend — was wary of a single mount. She must’ve suspected a trap. The dragons split: four moved south, cutting Frigga’s route of escape. The remaining five flew lower, hugging the hillside near the tunnel exits.


  Come on, where are you? Where’s that Firstborn?


  She dived, spitting flame in quick bursts at the group of five Blue Wings; each cone in the fan aimed at one of the beasts. The dragons dodged her attacks, but the flames struck the mountainside, shaking the hillside and letting loose miniature avalanches. She knew from her last visit to the hill what damage her mount’s attacks inflicted on the porous basalt rock. She spat again; this time aiming straight for the tunnel entrances. She managed to demolish two of them before the Blue Wings noticed what was going on. All five beasts charged towards her in a tight diamond.


  Arrowhead formation! Just like before!


  “Now!” She shot a thunder pistol into the air. The two Black Wings decloaked on the tails of the five attacking beasts, enveloping them whole in the cones of fierce, bright white dragon flame. If there were men riding the dragons, none would survive the blast — but these were rider-less creatures, and while one of them fell from the sky in a swirling cloud of smoke, the other four dispersed to regroup against the new threat. Frigga looked over her shoulder — the remaining Blue Wings had now joined the attack, threatening to surround her in a tight sphere.


  She spotted the male leading the arrowhead and indicated it as the main target to the other two riders. She faced the other group. This one had no clear leader, and their coordination suffered for it. The outermost dragon made an easy target. With her mount spewing a wall of flame between her and the other three, she rammed into the hapless Blue Wing, tearing at its flank with her mount’s talons. The Blue Wing let out a cry of agony — and then something unexpected happened: a cloud of dark matter poured out of its maw, eyes and ears and tried to coalesce into the familiar form of the tentacled Shadow. Frigga ordered her mount to blaze it into oblivion. The remainder of the dark cloud dissipated in the wind — and the Blue Wing it inhabited fled towards the lake like a frightened puppy.


  She heard a gunshot and turned to see Kilakota pointing down towards the hillside. She and Sigmund had already dispatched the leading male, and the remainder of its arrowhead was scattered above the rice paddies, searching for an opening in the Gorllewin defence. But that was not what the ensign wanted to show her. It was the hillside itself. The fighting dragons had reduced the slope to a mass of rubble and slag. Most of the tunnel exits had fallen in — except one: a deep fissure which either wasn’t there before or Frigga had not spotted it through camouflage. Now a great dark-blue mass was lumbering out of the entrance: a Blue Wing with the mane of curved horns — the Firstborn.


  At last!


  She dived towards it, throwing a focused plume of flame before her. The Firstborn raised its maw and responded in kind. The two streams of fire met mid-air; for a moment, evenly matched, but not even the Firstborn’s power was a match for Frigga’s mighty Black Wing. The dragon pulled back inside the tunnel, abandoning its launch for the moment.


  But at the same time, two more dragons burst forth from hidden exits, striking at Frigga from the sides. She banked and climbed out of their way, spitting a chain of fireballs in her wake to slow them down. The remaining Blue Wings renewed their attack. It was now eight against three — seven, Frigga corrected herself, noticing Sigmund notching another downed enemy beast on his belt.


  Three dragons chased after Kilakota, correctly identifying her as the weakest of the riders. In a straight line, they could never dream of catching up to her mount, but the ensign tried to fight back; her confused manoeuvring slowing her down. The Blue Wings reached her from the rear and sides, gripping her in a pincer. Kilakota, focused on the dragon chasing her tail, failed to notice the other two in time. As she turned around once more and managed, at last, to score a direct hit on her pursuant, she was struck by twin streams of dragon flame.


  Or rather, she would have been — if not for Sigmund, who dived to her help at the last second. His mount pushed hers out of the way of the attack and took the brunt of it straight on. It emerged from the fireball in a staggering, downward zig-zag: a clear sign of a rider in trouble.


  Frigga finished off the two Blue Wings that had decided to fly after her — her mount turned one into a flying crisp, and then, in a release of brutal fury she’d been feeding it through the Farlink, tore a wing right off the other’s side — and rushed to her wingmen’s help.


  Kilakota, now outnumbered four to one, was still trying to fight the remaining dragons, eager to prove her worth. To her credit, she scored yet another hit, sending the fourth Blue Wing reeling towards the rice paddies, but that was the limit to her prowess. The remaining three beasts caught her in the same pincers as before, and there was no way for her to get out — other than down.


  The ensign’s dragon folded its wings and dropped like a stone. It was a good choice — and, for a moment, it worked. The Blue Wings searched for her in confusion before figuring out where she’d disappeared to. The girl controlling them had only limited perception of their surroundings. Frigga used the opportunity to strike at the two nearest dragons. In the chaos, one of them fell after Kilakota — the other charged at Frigga in a blind attack. She swerved, but not fast enough — its talons tore her mount’s underbelly. She replied with a fireball to the head. With its eyes boiling, the blinded dragon pulled away, roaring in desperate panic.


  This isn’t going well.


  She swooped after Kilakota. The ensign tore a muddy field with her landing. Even when grounded and injured, her mount was managing to fight back against the three attacking Blue Wings — but the patterns, or rather lack of them, of its defences indicated the rider was no longer in control. The enemies circled it like flame-spitting vultures would a wounded antelope.


  Frigga searched for Sigmund. The third Black Wing had by now levelled its flight and was drawing a wide arc around the flattened hill, returning to the battle. It was going to be too late. Frigga sped up. She smashed into one of the Blue Wings, then another — not hard enough to hurt them, but disturbing their attack enough to buy Kilakota the time she needed to launch back into the air.


  The third dragon caught her in its sights. Frigga pulled on the reins. Her mount’s chest shielded her from most of the flame cone. The fire burned into the cuts left by the talon strike. Frigga cried out as her mount’s pain reached her through the Farlink.


  But the fight was over. Kilakota was flying again. With two quick bursts she downed the dragon attacking Frigga. There were now only two Blue Wings left against two Black Wings — a foregone conclusion.


  Chasing after the last beast, Frigga opened her pocket watch. She put it back and shot her pistol three times before pulling on the reins. It was time to go. Somebody else would have to deal with the Firstborn and the last of its brood.


  A dumb, heavy rumble rolled through the earth below. The flattened mountain trembled; its sides tore open. A wave of a tremor swept away from it, heaving the trees and houses aside. She knew what it meant — she remembered it from last time. The mountain was about to give birth to some new monstrosity.


  This time, however, she didn’t plan on finding out what it was. She glanced back to make sure Sigmund and Kilakota were following her, then sent an order to her mount and headed straight south.


  They’re slaughtering my children …


  Satō rushed from one crystal orb to another. She had the whole array of them set up in a hexagonal cluster in what had once been Yui’s chamber, but was now transformed into her laboratory. In each of the orbs, she saw a vision of the world as seen by one of her dragons.


  One by one, the orbs dimmed forever. She put her hands to the Tide Jewels, desperate to find a way to turn the way the aerial battle was going, but the Black Wings were just too strong; their riders too cunning … Even as she believed she’d managed to at least down one of the beasts, it flew again, destroying another of her precious hatchlings.


  The wall of black crystal behind her shimmered and lit up, casting her shadow on the wall opposite. She turned. The red eyes burned above the steel plate armour, staring straight into her soul.


  “You’re losing, Takashima …” the Fool sneered. “Shall I call the others for help?”


  “No — I’m in control! I will manage. I just didn’t think they’d send three Black Wings … I’ll think of something.”


  “I think it’s time you let me out of here.”


  “You said — you said the world is not ready yet.”


  “It is now.” The Fool chuckled. “There’s been enough damage done to my poor country. Open this gate, and I will defeat all our enemies.”


  “Even …” She shuddered as another of her dragons fell to a flaming death. Only three of the hatchlings remained. “ …even the Black Wings?”


  “Especially them. They were the first to violate our sacred islands — and so they deserve to be the first to go.”


  Satō’s hands clenched on the Tide Jewels. She wanted to believe him. After all, he was the founder and leader of the Serpent; the First Head, the most powerful of all Fanged — and he’d agreed to her plan. He’d conceded the other Heads had failed and that Satō was worthy to take their place by his side. She would’ve been his Queen and together they’d rule Yamato and lead it to glory and prosperity. This had been his promise, and she had no reason not to trust him. Except …


  He was too strong. She sensed how his magic potential dwarfed that of anyone she’d ever met. The Curse had transformed him beyond the realm of mortals and other Fanged into the domain of demons and demigods. And in this strength he was too frightening. He was the only one of the Heads who truly terrified her. Could she have trusted somebody who wielded this much power? What good was she to him once the Gates were open?


  “Girl,” he spoke. He tried a gentle voice, but even that sounded disturbing in his ethereal lips. He had abandoned his Fool’s persona as soon as she’d shared her plan with him. Now he was just this stern, serious giant of a demon, with the red eyes flaming so bright they concealed his face. “Your time’s running out.”


  “You never told me your name.”


  “What?”


  “How can I trust you, if I don’t even know your name?”


  His laughter shook the walls. “Very well. When I lived, I was known as Nobunaga Oda. In my life, I overthrew the old Taikuns, vanquished the rebel warlords and conquered all of Yamato — from Satsuma’s orange orchards to the snow peaks of Aizu. But I bet you can’t remember any of that.”


  “I …” Satō’s headache returned. She raised a hand to her forehead. “It’s strange. I remember I used to know a lot of old stories …”


  “The Tokugawas erased me from their history. They wanted it to seem like they were the ones who unified Yamato, rather than stealing it after my death.”


  “How did you die …?” she asked, sensing a sinister truth.


  “A botched Curse ritual. It was supposed to make me immortal — and it did; only, I got stuck forever here in this damned Otherworld. And my beautiful castle got burned down to the ground in the process … But enough of this prattling. I see another of your dragons has fallen.”


  Satō turned back to her crystals. Only two were still alight. The slaughter was all but over.


  “It’s time, Takashima,” he goaded. “If you don’t hurry, they will come here and destroy everything.”


  “Yes. It’s time,” she agreed, resigned. She approached the black crystal wall. There was already a narrow fissure there — the rune-lined opening through which the Shadows had crossed from the Otherworld to possess her once mighty dragon army.


  She called on one of the remaining acolytes. The withered woman emerged from the shadows and knelt down before Satō. The wizardess grabbed the ceremonial knife and slashed the acolyte’s heart, then smeared her blood on the wall. As the red liquid filled the carved grooves, she recited the words of the spell which the Fool — Oda, she corrected herself — had taught her just a few days before.


  The runes lit up. The fissure burst with blue and purple lightning. The mountain shook in a violent paroxysm. The wall exploded, sending chunks of black crystal in all directions. One of the chunks struck Satō on the head, plunging her into darkness.
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  CHAPTER XIV


  The air was filled with moaning, the smell of vomit and the sound of retching.


  Nagomi lay on the aft deck, too sick and weak to move. Master Dōraku was sitting beside her holding her hand and, for once, his ice-cold grip was bringing her respite.


  “We’re almost there,” he said.


  She barely heard him through the rush of the wind and waves. The Gorllewin ship cut through the storm head-on, its prow jumping up and down on the billows; the heaving and tumbling; the rocking and the rolling only adding to everyone’s misery. This was the worst day in Nagomi’s life, she was certain of it. A blacksmith’s hammer pounded against her head, and her insides churned with the boat’s every rise and fall.


  No Yamato ship would even try to sail in the kind of weather that surrounded them. This was no natural storm — it was a far-reaching arm of the Divine Winds, pursuing them with the fury of vengeful Spirits. Whether it was the usurper trying to bar their way south, or whether the Winds had already reached so close to the land was a moot point. All that mattered was whether the boat would reach its destination before the typhoon overcame its engines and threw it against the reefs.


  She now heard the wailing that Bran and the others had mentioned: the howling in the wind; the despairing lament of the enslaved Yōkai. She dared not open her eyes while the storm lasted, but she knew what she would see: the white and grey lights, the wisps, the maddened souls. She sensed their anguish and pain but, for the moment, her own anguish was greater.


  The boat rocked from side to side, having grazed an underwater rock. The vibration of the deck increased as the elementals in the engine were forced to make one last titanic effort. The crew of the vessel had their own reason to reach their destination on time — they had to make it for the rendezvous with their fellow dragon riders, else they’d stay trapped on this side of the Winds. The ship itself was expendable, so they spared no effort in making her run faster than the pursuing hurricane until the bulwarks and bulkheads creaked.


  There was one more graze, which sent everyone flying to the other side of the deck, and one more push of the tired engine, launching the boat’s prow high into the air before it crashed back into the sea with the great moan of a weary hull. And then all fell quiet.


  “We’ve made it,” said Dōraku. “Look.”


  He helped her up over the gunwale. She opened her eyes. The wind still howled around them, but the water was calm, flat — and narrow. They had entered the mouth of a river, shielded from the worst of the storm by a spur of sand and rock. The engines slowed down to a purr as the boat pushed upwards the meandering current.


  The ship’s bottom scraped sand. The engine churned, pulling it back a few feet into deeper water. Some distance in front, before the slow-moving river turned into roaring rapids, a sturdy bridge of the Imperial Highway spanned its shores. This was as far as they could go.


  Dōraku said something to Gensai and his men, and then leapt overboard with a splash. Nagomi peeked over the gunwale to see him rushing off in the direction of the highway outpost which blocked the northern access to the bridge.


  The Gorllewin sailors dropped the gangway, and the samurai limped and shambled off the ship, supporting one another, exhausted by the ordeal. Only Gensai refused any assistance; climbing down on his crutches, the great sword sheath on his back flapping like a general’s banner.


  By the time everyone disembarked — including most of the ship’s crew — Dōraku was back, leading a pack of splendid horses, bay and chestnut stallions. Smoke and flames rose from the roof of the highway outpost, leaving no doubt as to how the Fanged had obtained the mounts.


  “It’s two riders per mount,” he said.


  “That will slow us down,” replied Gensai.


  “You’re free to go find some more,” said Dōraku with an impatient snarl.


  Before Gensai could reply, the earth trembled and heaved under their feet.


  “It’s an earthquake! Hold the horses!”


  The ground cracked into fissures. The earth rose and fell in shockwaves, spreading from the epicentre somewhere in the North. Nagomi dropped to her knees, then fell down flat. She was expecting it to subdue, but instead, the force of the earthquake shattered bridge supports like matchsticks and the whole construction tumbled into the river; the water foaming up into boiling billows. The horses whinnied as if they were led to slaughter, but the soldiers held them tight, finding new strength in the face of the sudden threat.


  The earthquake stopped — but it was too early to breathe out in relief yet. A rushing sound approached from upriver.


  “Higher ground!” shouted Dōraku. He grabbed Nagomi and pulled her up. “Quickly!”


  A handful of men and horses managed to clamber out of the muddy valley before the wave struck. It was hard to believe this half-dried summer stream mustered such a torrent. The rolling billow filled out the valley from shore to shore, heaving even the ironclad boat up from its mooring. A tongue of water reached the higher ground, and would have swept Nagomi away if Dōraku hadn’t held her in his firm grasp. The ship screeched and scratched, turning on its axis. Stuck between the riverbanks, and struck by the debris of the fallen bridge, it overturned on its side. A moment later, it exploded, the blast tearing its hull in two. The rushing water filled out its burning engine chamber, shrouding the valley in a thick mist of hot steam.


  


  “That’s one problem solved,” Dōraku murmured grimly.


  The survivors gathered on the mud-swept knoll on the northern bank, soaked, their clothes torn to shreds. The river was again a lazy, shallow stream, but the valley around it was strewn with flotsam, debris, trees torn with their roots — and bodies, both human and animal. Only six of Gensai’s samurai survived the disaster in fighting shape. Seven men — including their commander — and seven horses.


  “I’d rather you weren’t so flippant about the deaths of my men,” said Gensai. Ironically, he himself had come out of the ordeal unscathed, making him one of the fittest of the survivors, even though he now had to use his sword’s sheath for a cane.


  “You’ve come here to fight the Serpent,” said Dōraku. “You’ll be lucky if even one of you lives through this.”


  “You never mentioned they could control the Earth itself.”


  “That wasn’t the Serpent’s doing. That was …” Dōraku glanced north, “… something else. Let’s hope that was the worst of it.”


  “And if it’s not?”


  Dōraku shrugged. “Then there’s nothing we can do about it, and so, nothing for us to worry about. Now, are you sure you can ride, Gensai-dono? It’s at least six ri; some of it through hills and forest.”


  “A little injury like that wouldn’t stop me from severing the Serpent’s head.” He paused. “Priestess, please, don’t waste your power. We’ll have need of it at Azuchi.”


  Nagomi looked up at him. She’d been trying to use her healing powers but she was barely able to do more than seal the cuts and stem the bleeding. “They need healers,” she said. “Most of these people can be saved if we could get them to a shrine.”


  “There’s no time, priestess. We have to go.”


  The man she was tending to held her hand and pushed it away from the open wound she’d been trying to seal. “He’s right. We’ll manage here.”


  “Come, Nagomi-sama,” said Dōraku. “The sooner this is over, the sooner we can return here and help them.”


  “What about the Gaikokujin?” she asked, nodding at a group of water-soaked Gorllewin huddling together by a fire they’d lit from the remnants of their own ship’s elemental chamber.


  “The Black Wings are coming to pick them up,” said Gensai. “For them, this story is already over.”


  With Dōraku’s help, she climbed onto the pale-grey horse he’d salvaged from the flood. Its underbelly was caked with mud, and it had a mad, terrified look in its eye, until the Fanged stared it down into submission.


  “It’s not exactly an Ikezuki, but it’s a good Kiso pony. It will have to do,” he said, leaping behind her. The horse had no saddle, and only the remnants of a tack left: barely enough for her to have something to hold on to, and for Dōraku to steer. “Let me know if you need to rest. We can always catch up to the others.”


  “I’ll be all right,” she said, though she wasn’t at all certain. She’d ridden a dragon probably as many times as she’d ridden a horse; yet, every time, the experience filled her with dread.


  “What do you think that was?” she asked, as Dōraku started the horse into a slow, warming-up trot. “The earthquake, the flash flood …”


  “A drum roll announcing the final act,” he replied. “Now all the actors are on stage.”


  


  At first, Bran thought something was wrong with his eyes. The entire surface of the earth below became blurry, misty, shrouded with fine dust. A cobweb of hair-thin fissures spread throughout the plain. It took him a while to realize what he was looking at: a powerful earthquake ravaging the land in a violent, horrific paroxysm.


  He was no expert in earthquakes, but even so, this one seemed unusual. It lasted for a good minute. From dragonback he clearly saw its ripples spreading in several waves from its source, flattening villages and throwing down entire forests. When he traced the ripples to their origin, all became obvious.


  Bran slowed down and scanned the horizon. In the distance, he saw the three black crosses, rushing south. Frigga’s squadron no longer bothered with glamour — he hoped this meant they’d dealt with all the enemies they’d encountered. But it may also mean they had no strength left to sustain the spell, and were now only fleeing for their life. They were in a great hurry.


  He was in no rush himself. It would take Gensai’s men several hours to reach Azuchi from where the torpedo boat had dropped them off — assuming all went according to plan, and that the roads from the coast were still passable after the tremor’s devastation. Furthermore, they had to coordinate their attack with what was happening in Edo — and Atsuko and the Mikado would not make their move until twilight.


  Bran could’ve stayed away from Azuchi and waited, but curiosity got the better of him. He surveyed the mountain’s surroundings, counting the carcasses of the downed Blue Wings. He discovered six dead dragons before his attention turned to the flattened hill itself. Despite it being the centre of the tremors, most of the damage seemed to have been induced by the fighting dragons rather than earth’s tortured movements. Its slopes were scorched, reduced to fine rubble and half-melted in places. Several tunnel entrances were still open among the ruin. He sensed the faint presence of living dragons within, but couldn’t tell whether there were only a few left, or they were hidden deep under the thick rock.


  He landed on the crater-pocked and cracked platform at the summit. In True Sight, the hill was a conflagration of energies, including the jagged purple and blue pattern he recognized as Satō’s magic signature. Every time a current of magic passed through his body the runes on his leg burned up.


  But there was something else; something new. A fiery darkness so powerful it almost blinded him, radiating deep from within the mountain’s bowels. Emrys snorted.


  The mountain shook again, but this time it was no earthquake — it was the Blue Firstborn barging its way out of a narrow tunnel. With its wings tight to its serpentine body squeezing through the rocks, it resembled more the wyrms of the Veneds, rather than the Western dragons. It still had its harness of Tide Jewels on its back. Bran was so focused on watching it slither out onto the surface he almost missed the tiny silver bullet leaping out of another fissure and jumping onto the beast’s neck.


  “Satō!”


  He launched into the air. She was waiting for him, smarter, and better prepared this time. She didn’t fly after him — instead, she kept to the slope, bidding her dragon to spew a protective cone of flame around her. Emrys swerved and rolled, dodging the flames, but could not get close enough to strike the Firstborn without harming the wizardess. Bran surveyed the slope, calculating his path and points of rebound — but not even enhanced acrobatics could get him to a clear target.


  He swooped down, shielding himself and Emrys with the tarian. The Firstborn’s flames formed a shell of fire around them, their heat filtering through the packed air. The tarian shrunk tight around Bran. He breathed in the last gasp of searing hot air. Just when it seemed the shield would break and the dragon flame turned him into a charred corpse, Bran tugged on the reins and pulled up — in a tight half-loop, just like at the Aerobatics exam all those months ago.


  For a blink of an eye, he was suspended in the air, upside-down, right over Satō and the Firstborn. Then he let go of the reins. As he fell, he saw, as if in slow motion, the Blue Wing’s flame tracing Emrys, away from the path of his fall. Bran summoned the Soul Lance, grasped the shaft of light in both hands and, with the full force of gravity behind him, thrust it into the Blue Wing’s armoured side, tearing through its flame sac.


  The dragon roared and bucked, throwing him ten feet away. Bran’s remnant of a tarian cushioned his fall before dissipating. The Firstborn writhed and shrieked; raw dragon flame pouring from its open flank. The wizardess tumbled down and rolled away, unable to do anything to stop the dragon’s agony.


  If she was a true rider, she’d know.


  The wound was not a fatal one if treated properly — but he wasn’t going to help her heal the mount and, without his assistance, it was a matter of seconds before all the life-giving elemental mass poured out, leaving the creature a lifeless husk. He felt sorry for the beast and suddenly angry at Satō. Her ambition killed so many creatures she claimed she loved.


  A black steam, a dark mist, rose from the Firstborn’s dying body. It coalesced into the abhorrent form of the Shadow. It tried to slither away, but another burst of dragon flame reached it and vaporised it in an instant.


  “It’s over, Satō!” Bran cried over the roar of the flames. “All your dragons are dead. The Serpent is destroyed. Give up, and come back! We’ll help you to get rid of your Curse.”


  The wizardess turned around. Dried-up blood caked her hair on one side. “Curse?” she replied. “It’s a gift! Unlimited power! Look at how much I would’ve achieved if you hadn’t shown up! And I could share it with you, if you wanted. Join me, Bran — together we could rule Yamato!”


  For a brief, unbelievable moment, he hesitated. Join her? What if there was a chance for this to work …? He wasn’t interested in ruling Yamato … just being with her. For eternity.


  But then he listened closer, and heard no emotion in her voice. His name still meant nothing to her. He remembered her blank stare when they’d last met. She didn’t know who he was — only pretended to remember him.


  He did not expect anything else; yet, still it hurt.


  “Do you mean it?” he asked. Learning the secrets hidden within her underground lair was worth the risk.


  “Of course, Bran,” she replied. Again this blank, cold voice — it barely sounded like his name when she spoke it; rather, a clump of noises she’d learned by heart. “We could be the King and Queen of this land, together, forever.”


  “What about your friends? Won’t the Serpent mind you taking over?”


  “They’re all gone.” That was the first time she genuinely smiled — or rather, grinned: a grimace of triumph which sent shivers down his spine. “There’s nobody here but us — and all of Azuchi’s power at our disposal.”


  This, at least, sounded like the truth. He could not tell. His senses were unable to penetrate the hill. Apart from the disturbing dark presence pulsating underground, he sensed nothing beyond the layer of rock. But Satō seemed genuinely proud of herself, and confident in her words — and it matched what Bran and Dōraku had figured out already. The Heads of the Serpent were in disarray after the Battle of Dan-no-Ura. Perhaps none of them had yet made their way back to Azuchi — perhaps Satō really thought she could take the fortress over for herself.


  The Queen.


  The Firstborn writhed and rolled one last time before spitting a globule of bloody magma which marked its last breath. Emrys landed beside Bran, wary of the smouldering corpse.


  She scoffed. “What is it? You would rather order your dragon to destroy me with one breath?”


  He pretended she wounded him with her accusation — though the hurt was real. He licked his lips.


  “Come on, Satō — it’s me, Bran. We are friends. You know I’d never hurt you. If I wanted to, I would have killed you back in that cave.”


  She winced and rubbed her forehead. “Prove it. Send away your beast,” she demanded.


  “I’m at a disadvantage here — this is your domain. For all I know, the mountain could be swarming with more of your Blue Wings.”


  She still hesitated — and winced again. Something was causing her significant discomfort as she contemplated his proposition. Could it be that she really believed her own words? That she believed him?


  “In the West,” he pressed, “it is the host that welcomes the guest with open arms — to show there are no hidden weapons.”


  Slowly, she rolled up her sleeves and raised her arms in the air.


  “Your turn,” she said.


  This surprised him. Not expecting her to agree to his demand, he had no plan for what to do next. Did she call his bluff — or did she believe him …?


  She was right — he could destroy her now with Emrys’s one fire breath. If she had not yet been fully turned, as he wanted to believe, that would be the end. If she was right about the Serpent’s fate, that would mean that with her death the war would be as good as over. The door to Azuchi would stand open to Dōraku and Gensai.


  Emrys, sensing his hesitation, hissed out a narrow stream of steam and cold, blue flame. She leapt away, tense and wary. Her fingers crooked into a spell.


  But it’s still Satō inside. I can’t harm her — not really ...


  There were ways of stopping her without using force, but would Binding Words even work? They hadn’t worked on the onmyōji he’d fought on the road from Hitoyoshi, and Satō was easily as powerful now. Trying to cast the spell, and failing, would have been a fatal mistake.


  He bade Emrys leap away and land on a molten slagheap about twenty yards uphill.


  “What now?”


  “Come with me,” she said, lowering her hands. “I will show you all the wonders and secrets of blood magic.”


  He looked over her shoulder. A plume of dust rose in the distance on the dried-up plain to the south. He had no way of knowing whether it was Dōraku and Gensai or some random horsemen; perhaps government officials coming to ascertain the earthquake damage?


  If it’s them, how long before they get here? Twenty minutes, half an hour? How much time do I have?


  He took two steps forward. Just then, a blue shape zoomed past him and smashed into Emrys. The Farlink flared in Bran’s mind, almost blinding him for a few seconds. When he came to, both dragons rolled downhill, clutched in a deadly wrestle, snarling, biting and scratching. Bran ran towards the beasts, already casting the Binding Word, but the chaos in Emrys’s mind tore the spell apart. The Blue Wing was larger and stronger, it had the benefit of a surprise attack — how did I miss it? — and pinned Emrys to the ground in a matter of seconds. Its maw tightened on the jade dragon’s neck. Bran shot a magic missile, but it rebounded off the beast’s scales, leaving only a black graze mark. He summoned a Soul Lance and took a running jump, bouncing off a large boulder. Dodging the dragon’s flame shots, he flipped mid-air and landed onto the beast’s neck. He whirled the Lance for momentum and aimed it at the soft spot behind the neck thorns where a dragon’s armour was the weakest.


  A crackling line of purple light struck him in the chest the moment his Lance penetrated the scales. He was thrown into the air and smashed into the hard rocks with a thud. With blurry eyes, he saw Emrys shake off the wounded Blue Wing and stagger up to his feet.


  Emrys swayed and fell down. His own consciousness fading, Bran turned his head and saw Satō holding something shining into the air. With dreadful familiarity, he recognized Tide Jewel’s power.


  So she made her own too …


  The small white orb, glinting in the wizardess’s hand, was the last thing he saw before slipping into the darkness.


   


  [image: Pinstripe]


  CHAPTER XV


  Every inch of Nagomi’s body, from the waist down, was a throbbing firework of agony.


  She slid down, numb, and lay in the parched grass in the mountain’s shadow, recovering her strength. The other riders tumbled down from their mounts, groaning and rubbing their chafed limbs. The horses, foaming at the mouths and lathering at the sides, were set loose, but were too exhausted to wander off. One of the animals let out a distressed whinny, fell on its side, kicked its legs and stopped moving.


  One rider did not budge from his horse, despite the animal shaking its head and stepping from side to side: too well trained to throw the human off, but desperate to get rid of the burden. That man was Gensai, and he only dismounted when Hanpeita pulled him off. The swordsman was unconscious. The pony had carried him for at least a ri in this state.


  Hanpeita poured water from a gourd on Gensai’s face, then pressed it to his lips. The swordsman coughed and spluttered. Helped by Hanpeita, he staggered to his feet.


  Nagomi heard an odd, unexpected sound: the crowing of a thousand rooks, mixed with the shrieks of dozens of black kites. She raised on one elbow to look around. A short distance from where she lay, a massive carcass glistened blue in the setting sun. Birds flocked to it from all over in a great black cloud, like flies on a dead cat. She spotted several more such dark clouds scattered around the plain.


  “Are you all right?” Dōraku asked her and handed her a water gourd. “Do you need more time to rest?”


  She gulped the cold water eagerly, then nodded. “I’m fine. I’m ready.”


  He glanced over his shoulder. “Looks like Gensai-sama’s ready, too. Or so he claims.” He rubbed his neck. “We’re not exactly the fighting force I was hoping we’d be.”


  Nagomi followed his gaze. The swordsmen looked wretched. After the storm, the flood, and two hours on horseback, they didn’t seem a threat to any fortress, much less one manned by undead demons. They picked up their swords and the thunder guns gifted to them by the Gorllewin crew, and huddled around their commander, listening to his speech. Nagomi couldn’t hear it over the din of the birds. It appeared to have raised their spirits somewhat, but there was no denying how exhausted they all were.


  She stood up, refusing Dōraku’s assistance. The first step was an explosion in her chafed muscles, but she forced herself to make another step, then another and, after a while, she was almost able to bear it.


  Then she remembered, and gazed up the flattened mountain. Bodies of two more Blue Wings were thrown against the slope, but there was no trace of the little jade dragon.


  “Where’s Bran?”


  “Must be already inside,” said Dōraku. “Nobody came out to attack us yet — perhaps they’re all busy fighting him.”


  She forgot all about pain. “Then what are we waiting here for?”


  They almost missed it. After climbing the half-ruined stairway, searching for long minutes for the actual entrance to the compound and then waiting for Dōraku to etch into the rock the blood runes that would open the gateway, they were all too eager to get inside and fight the Abomination. The battle rush — and training — kicked in, and Gensai’s swordsmen resembled nothing of the exhausted, pained riders from the foot of the mountain.


  Even Dōraku would have passed it by, if Nagomi hadn’t pulled on his cloak.


  “What’s that?”


  In the light of the torch, they saw the remains of a body, torn into bloody pieces. Scraps of a light-blue silk robe glistened among the bits of flesh and bone, some of it still pulsating. Whatever force or beast caused the destruction it had been very thorough — it was difficult to tell for sure whether the body even belonged to a human being.


  Dōraku frowned. He crouched and picked up the largest remaining scrap of the blue robe. He rubbed it between his fingers, then smelled it.


  “Asano …” he said.


  “Who or what is Asano?” she asked.


  He stood up. His face was grim and stern. “Asano of the Azure Robe — the one Wulf defeated at Kokura. The one Head we couldn’t account for.”


  “That was one of the Heads?” asked Gensai. “What did this to him?”


  “I don’t know. A dragon, maybe, or a spell …” His whiskers twitched. He touched the tunnel wall — there were deep grooves cut in the rock like claw marks. “But even that won’t hold him forever. Gather these remains outside and burn them — that will ensure he won’t bother us today, at least.”


  Two of Gensai’s men did as ordered, while the rest moved slowly into the underground maze, led by Dōraku. The deeper they went, the colder and more oppressive grew the air. They continued to find torn-up bodies of the Fanged acolytes — at some point they decided on ignoring these bundles of silk and flesh, scattered and spread all over the floors and walls of the tunnels.


  “Could Satō have done all this?” Nagomi asked.


  “Doubtful. But I have no explanation right now. Perhaps I was wrong about that tremor earlier.”


  He was no longer joking or laughing. The tunnels affected him worse than the others. Nagomi sensed a little of what he must’ve been experiencing: the stifling, palpable darkness; the thick metallic odour of blood magic and actual blood. But she was protected by the Spirits, while the Fanged’s soul was raw and exposed to this condensed evil.


  “There is something I should have told you earlier,” she said. She decided it didn’t matter anymore whether she trusted Dōraku or not. They were in the dragon’s den — literally so. Their fate was sealed, one way or another.


  “What is it, priestess?”


  “When I looked into Satō’s mind … I saw someone — some thing — that terrified her, over there, in the Otherworld. Bran believes it was the Head of the Serpent.”


  Dōraku nodded. “If I’m right, he’s no longer in the Otherworld. He’s crossed over to this side.”


  “Is that who we’re here to fight?”


  “It may come to this, although …” He looked back at the samurai: a tiny group compared to the one they’d departed Edo with. “I sincerely hope not.”


  “How deep is this place?” whined one of the swordsmen. “I feel like we’ve been going in circles.”


  Dōraku stopped. “This is it,” he said. They were at a fork in the tunnels. A light flashed in the left branch followed by, a moment later, a desperate cry of pain.


  “Bran!” Nagomi launched into the tunnel, but Dōraku pulled her back.


  “Wait.”


  The flash and the cry sounded again. The Fanged listened intently.


  “That’s no trick. This is really Bran.”


  He rushed forward, and Gensai’s samurai ran after him, but Nagomi was slow to follow. Between the cries, she’d heard something else — something only she could hear. A distant voice, speaking directly in her head.


  “Go right!”


  Something was stuck in his arm. Two needles: one in the wrist, pumping his blood out; one on the inside of his elbow, pumping some other substance in. The needles had been inserted haphazardly by somebody only vaguely familiar with the procedure. His veins were sore, throbbing with pain with every heartbeat.


  He did not move or open his eyes, not wanting his captor — or captors — to know he was conscious. Instead, he tried to ascertain his whereabouts as well as possible with his other senses. He was hanging vertically in some sort of harness made of leather straps and rope, with his back to a cold stone wall. His wrists and ankles were bound in bracelets on an odd metal which burned his skin — and drained his magic power. He couldn’t even cast the simplest of spells.


  The air was humid, smelling of mould, lichen — and blood. An icy stream of wind bit on his cheeks and bared chest. The whistling of the wind was just one of the sounds in the background. There was another, louder and more sinister: the incessant, buzzing hum of the Otherworld. It was coming from the same direction as the cold air current — somewhere in front of him.


  There was only one other sound: that of somebody bustling about with some equipment — clinking of glass and tinkling of brass. As he listened, the person he could hear moved about the room from one side to the other, and Bran was able to tell that the room — or at least the nearest part of it — was about the size of the common hall at an average guesthouse.


  With his eyes still closed, he now focused on the most crucial matter, that of his mount. The Farlink worked, if faintly. Emrys was alive. The dragon no longer seemed to be under the overwhelming influence of the Tide Jewel; instead, it was just asleep.


  Bran closed his eyes and sent a delicate waking signal. The beast stirred and opened its eyes. It was locked in total darkness. By the sound and touch of them he identified the steel chains holding the dragon up. They were identical to those that had bound Emrys at Ganryūjima.


  No, Bran corrected himself, exactly the same chains. Once again, his dragon was captured and kept under the Tide Jewel’s power, while he lay powerless, his magic and life slowly draining away. Except, last time, Satō was there to help. This time …


  Back in the room, the other person stopped their tinkering. For a moment he heard nothing — and then received a strong punch in the stomach. He gasped and opened his eyes.


  Satō stood underneath him with an inscrutable expression. Her eyes glinted black. Behind her, spread what could only be described as a laboratory of Western magic, full of vials, pipes, tubes, dials, and other instruments. It looked almost exactly like the torture chamber in which they’d found Dōraku — at last explaining the mysterious provenance of those devices. Two acolytes in drab grey robes stood silent at the ends of the table, observing the dials and adjusting brass spigots. A couple more of the wretched creatures waited for orders at the dark entrance to the chamber.


  The rubberized ducts led from the needles in Bran’s arm to two large metal containers with small glass windows resembling elemental cauldrons. His blood dripped into the one on the left. The one on the right contained an oozing, black substance.


  “I know when you’re awake, Bran,” she said, tapping into one of the dials. “No point pretending.”


  He ignored her and raised his head in search of the humming sound. It was coming from the wall opposite — or what was left of it. A vast fissure split the wall in the middle. The rubble strewn underneath showed the rock — of black, sharp-edged crystal — had been burst from inside. Deep inside the fissure he saw, in the faint rusty glow, the red dust plain: the Otherworld.


  The Shadows wouldn’t need an opening this big …


  The gloop in the metal container stirred with a dense plop. It was not just black — it consumed the light of the torches and lamps hung about the laboratory, replacing it with its own substance: that of a Shadow.


  “What are you doing to me?” he whispered, his voice coarse.


  She said nothing and adjusted a spigot on the container, noted a number from a dial and adjusted it again. The tube in his elbow pumped faster, tearing through the tissue. He cried out in pain.


  “Too fast?” she asked. She tapped the dial. “No, that should be just fine.” She turned to him. “You should’ve figured it out by now. I know you’re smart.”


  “You’re trying to imbue me with a Shadow,” he said.


  “It worked on dragons just fine, but on men it’s never been tried before … Of course, none of this has ever been tried before. Oh—” She glanced at a mechanical clock. “It’s time.”


  She reached to a lever in the wall and pulled it down. For a moment nothing was happening, and then Bran felt another pulse of excruciating pain — but this time not inside his own body. It was coming through the Farlink. It wasn’t just a physical pain, either. Emrys was fighting back against some entity forcing its way into its mind and body.


  “Not Emrys!” Bran cried.


  “Why not?” She shrugged. “You killed the last of my dragons. I need a replacement.”


  “You don’t understand — the Farlink …!”


  “I know about the Farlink. It’s going to hurt. Hopefully, you won’t feel anything anymore when this is over,” she said, tapping the container.


  The cold, clinical disinterest in her voice was a new quality. He hadn’t heard it in any other Fanged before. She sounded and acted like a dispassionate scientist at work, perfecting spells, and dissecting specimens — except, this time, her specimens were Bran and his dragon. Desperate to search for any silver lining in his predicament, he found faint solace in the fact that she didn’t seem to be acting out of anger or some other cruel, sinister purpose — but out of a sort of corrupted curiosity. Deep inside her, there was still Satō Takashima, the Rangaku wizardess and scholar he knew.


  A bell rang out over one of the tables. Satō frowned. “We have visitors,” she murmured. “Don’t go anywhere,” she said to Bran with a forced smile. She ordered the acolytes to follow her outside, then turned the main spigot all the way before leaving the room.


  The pain was driving him crazy. He cried out again and again. Unable to escape with his body, he retreated deep within his mind and, through the Farlink, into the dragon’s mind, where he found a little solace.


  The little jade dragon was managing to repel the Shadow, and other than still being groggy from the Tide Jewel’s effect, was in good physical form. For the moment, its head was a calmer, safer place than Bran’s; the dragon’s senses clearer and more acute than his. With their help, Bran penetrated deep into the dungeons until he heard steps in one of the tunnels. At least half a dozen people moving carefully forward deeper into the mountain.


  Nagomi …


  He braced himself for the pain and slowly retreated to his own mind. For a few brief moments he was able to ignore the pulsations of the Shadow pushing its way into his veins. With the Otherworld’s glare right in front of him, he needed no spells or components to re-establish the glowing red line of what Nagomi called the Eagle’s Path. He saw through her eyes into the dark tunnels — and heard himself scream from one of the corridors. The pain was getting through to him. He had little time.


  If you want to save us all … Go right!


  


  The tunnel wound upwards this time, with many smaller outlets branching left and right. Some of those outlets led all the way to the surface; judging by the fresh breeze and star-studded circles of bluish grey at the ends — it was already night outside.


  Other than the faint moonlight glare coming from these breaches, the only light she had was the green glow of the Tide Jewel’s shard. She loosened her kimono to let more of the glimmer out, but it was no stronger than a jarful of fireflies. It was enough to spot the glint of blue dragon scales scratched off on the stone walls and floors. The stench of brimstone filled the tunnels as if she was venturing into an active volcano. But if there were any dragons here, they were keeping perfectly still.


  In the silence and darkness of the corridors, she heard the sounds of fighting deep below, where she’d left Dōraku and Gensai. Bran’s screams, muffled by tons of rock; the loud crowing of birds feasting on the carcasses outside. But she heard no dragons. Indeed, no living thing moved in these empty caverns.


  What happened to everyone?


  She had no time to wonder. The impulses sent by Bran had stopped coming a long time ago, and she could only hope sticking to the main corridor, rather than exploring the numerous branches, had been the right choice. She didn’t know what she was looking for, or why Bran didn’t want her to go in the direction of his screams. That it was him calling her, she had no doubt — the mental connection they’d established through the Eagle’s Path was inimitable. But it had only lasted a few seconds before he’d succumbed to whatever terrible ordeal he’d been going through, and the communication ended.


  I must be almost near the summit. This hill wasn’t that big.


  The tunnel floor ended abruptly. She stumbled, scratching her palms on the rock. The change in air quality told her she was in a larger room, a cavern of some sort, but in the darkness she couldn’t tell its size. There were a few openings in the ceiling here, too, leading to the surface, and the faint moonlight seeping through was the only illumination. Wishing she still had her Spirit Light, she explored the cave by this silvery glow and the jade shard’s shimmer.


  There were hollows in the walls: small, narrow chambers, rows of them on each side. Stepping up on her toes, she could tell there was at least one more row above the bottom one. Bones and chunks of rotting meat were strewn on the floor of most of them. The smell of brimstone, blood and faeces was overpowering. These were pens — dragon pens.


  Her head erupted in a flash of light and pain. Bran was trying to reach her again, but was no longer able to do it in a comprehensible manner; instead, sending through his raw emotions. As much as she wanted to share his suffering, these impulses were meaningless and diverting her from her pursuit. She closed her eyes and blocked her mind from the outside influences.


  In the silence that followed, she heard the clinking of metal.


  Emrys was bound in the same power-sapping steel chain as on Ganryūjima. It even smelled of the Crimson Robe’s foul magic. Somewhere near, a Tide Jewel must have been keeping the dragon dazed and woozy, but the beast was not fully asleep — its half-closed eyes followed Nagomi’s every move as she explored the way the metal links twisted and turned around its body.


  If Satō had been responsible for the dragon’s capture and binding, she’d improved Ganryū’s methods significantly. There were at least three lengths of chain keeping Emrys subdued — one binding its wings and torso, one looping around its front legs and neck, and one tying the hind legs and tail together, with one end hammered into the rear wall of the pen. It was methodical and calculated with precision, so unlike the Crimson Robe’s flashy tricks. An odd moment of pride at Satō’s achievement was quickly replaced with dread.


  She is too smart.


  Nagomi could not dream of pulling the chains off, and she couldn’t even guess at where Satō may have hidden the Tide Jewel. Out of ideas, she climbed on the dragon and slumped into the saddle that was still attached to the dragon’s back. She resorted to studying the walls of the pen in search of clues.


  In the faint glow of the jade shard, she spotted something metallic hanging from the ceiling. She reached up: it was a brass container with a narrow opening at the bottom, through which something black and foul-smelling dripped onto the dragon’s head. At first she thought it was tar, but when she reached to touch it the skin on her fingers flashed blue and tingled as if in warning. The gloop hummed and vibrated in response to the light, and then she realized what it was.


  With the hem of her hakama she rubbed the pool of darkness off Emrys. The cloth melted away, and her skin was covered in flaming blisters, but not before she’d managed to remove most of it. The dragon growled at first, then purred in satisfaction. Its eyes opened wider and grew clearer.


  An angry hiss came from within the container. The hole in the bottom opened broader, and now the Shadow’s substance was pouring down from it in a thick stream. Emrys let out an agonizing roar.


  “Shhh,” she said, patting the dragon’s head. She then jumped up and hung herself from the container. She swung from side to side, trying to loosen its mounting. Something snapped and the vessel, with Nagomi still holding onto it, flew off from the ceiling, bounced off the dragon’s flank, off the pen’s wall, and out into the cavern.


  The Shadow oozed out and began to amalgamate. Nagomi scrambled from the floor. A white glint caught her eye: a jewel, embedded into a broken casing at the top of the vessel. She rushed to it. When she touched the white crystal, her own green shard lit up bright and hot for a second. She threw the stone away into the dark corridor.


  Emrys struggled to be set loose from the steel chains. The Shadow slithered towards it, its tentacles reaching towards the dragon’s mouth and nostrils.


  “Burn it!” she cried.


  To her surprise, the dragon listened. It spewed a wide arc of bluish flame, almost hitting Nagomi. The priestess leapt away, stumbled and rolled across the floor, down towards the tunnel entrance. Her hands and legs were covered in bloody scratches, and her clothes and hair were singed from the dragon’s fire. The Shadow, too, tried to run from the flames, but it was a futile effort — the fire consumed it whole.


  The soot and smoke tore at Nagomi’s throat. She bent in a violent cough. With teary eyes, she saw Emrys emerge from its pen, still sluggish, and with most of the chains still attached to it. The beast didn’t manage to tear the metal bindings off — but it did break away a chunk of porous rock to which they were attached. Now the dragon crawled towards her, dragging its bound feet. It couldn’t fly, but it could snake through the tunnels — and the tunnels of Azuchi, as it happened, were just the right size to fit a small jade dragon.


  “Hurry,” she prodded the beast down the corridor. “We must save Bran!”
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  CHAPTER XVI


  First, he heard several shots from a thunder gun, the blasts echoing through the tunnels and the cave. Then came the sound of clashing blades. It grew nearer initially, but soon it retreated, deeper into the mountain and further away from the place of his captivity.


  After that he heard, and saw, nothing, blinded and deafened by the pain. His mind was slowly going; replaced, drop by drop, by the Shadow’s essence. As more and more of the creature penetrated his body, he saw faint, blurry images of a distant, surreal world: a world beyond the Mountains of Time; a world built out of magic energies the way Earth was built from physical matter. Fields as bright and colourful as rainbows; pulsating hills of eternal fire; forests of wind; lakes of sound … and the creatures that inhabited this world: wisps of light and shadow; civilizations of mist; cities built in clouds, powered by the stars themselves …


  There were fissures in the fabric of this world, openings into another, darker plane: the Otherworld. The wisps grew curious and entered those rifts, only to emerge into a different land, one built of hard grey rock, liquid blue water, and green trees. They entered the bodies of this world’s inhabitants, imbuing them with their own energy, and changing their host’s appearance in the process: the regular red foxes grew snow white and many-tailed; the raccoon-dogs gained the power of shape-shifting; the turtles became kappas; the birds turned into the tengu, and the humans … the humans refused to accept them. They died in agony, their Spirits too strong to surrender to the visitors. This perplexed the wisps, and annoyed them.


  The bodies proved frail and short-lived, and when they died, many of the wisps, who didn’t know the concept of death, chose to return to their own world. But then, one day, the Gates closed, and the Spirits became enslaved in the service of a human, or such was the rumour that reached those who remained behind.


  Their anger grew. For the first time in their memory, the wisps prepared for a war. A vengeful army of Spirits crossed the dark, empty expanse of the Otherworld, but the Gate was closed from outside, and so they waited. Their ethereal bodies, twisted by the fury and urge for vengeance, turned black, dense and disgusting, their minds taken over by just one thought: destroy the human. At first, all they wanted was to punish the one responsible for their brethren’s slavery. In time, even that thought degenerated. It became a call to genocide. Destroy all humans.


  And then, she opened the Gate. Blinded by the light of her magic, and by the flame of her Spirit, they took her for one of their own: a wisp in the body of a woman. She would lead them to their vengeance. She would take them to meet their lost brothers and sisters. She even gave them new bodies: powerful forms of flying, fire-spewing beasts. With these, surely, their victory was certain.


  The memories of the Shadow did not go further than that. The creature was one of those left behind, for whom there were not enough dragons. It, and many others like it, waited for news of the war in the cold, red glow of the Otherworld. Their only company were the two strange men trapped alongside them on the other side of the Gate. One whose skin was as dark as the Shadows’ flesh — and one whose thoughts were darker still.


  Another flash of pain brought Bran back to reality. Somebody yanked both needles from his arm, then tied leather bands tight around his bicep and forearm to stem the bleeding. “Don’t move that hand,” said a voice, coming as if from a great distance.


  The ropes and straps holding him to the wall snapped, and he dropped into somebody’s arms. He was carried a few feet and laid on the floor. Slowly, he recovered enough strength to be able to open his eyes.


  “Bran.”


  A hand tapped him on the cheeks. Water poured from a gourd on his face. He moaned. His eyelids were heavy, and separating them felt like the most difficult chore he’d ever done, but he had to see what was going on around him.


  He saw nothing except Dōraku’s pale, whiskered face, staring into his.


  “Good. We must get you out of here, before—”


  “Before what, Renegade?”


  It was a new voice; one Bran hadn’t heard before. It took Bran a moment to realize he wasn’t looking at some painted demon, but — inexplicably — a dark-skinned samurai: a seven-foot-tall giant, resembling, if it weren’t for his ancient Yamato armour, the mighty warriors of Zangibar and the Swahili Coast.


  Am I going mad?


  It was a riddle he had no hope of solving. The warrior was thousands of miles away from his homeland. Was he yet another castaway embroiled in Yamato’s convoluted destiny? It would’ve been fascinating to talk but, for now, there were more pressing matters — like the massive Qin halberd in his hands, its blade dripping with fresh blood.


  “I don’t know you,” said Dōraku. “Are you one of the Serpent’s playthings?”


  Whose blood is it …?


  “Oh, that’s right. We were never formally introduced. I am Yasu, the last remaining retainer of Nobunaga Oda, lord of all Yamato.”


  “Oda! I knew—”


  The mahogany samurai charged mid-word. Dōraku dodged the first strike of the massive halberd — and from then on, their duel became a blur lightened by sparks; impossible to trace other than through shattered glass and copper and wood that followed in its wake. Both the stranger’s halberd and the Fanged’s swords jumped for splits of seconds out of the shimmering air to strike a random piece of equipment — when one of the combatants missed the other. Sometimes the melee froze for a blink of an eye, with either Dōraku or the samurai pinned to the wall or a table by his opponent, before returning to the fray.


  As the fight continued, Bran gathered enough strength to start crawling away from the chaos towards the exit. He wondered what had happened to Satō. Since the alarm bell had rung, neither the wizardess nor the acolytes had returned to the laboratory. Had she been harmed in the fighting in the corridor; was she hiding somewhere or …?


  As his senses slowly returned, so did the Farlink’s impulse. Emrys was free from its chains and heading his way with Nagomi in tow. But the corridors were dark, narrow and winding. The dragon felt anxious, claustrophobic. It was no wyrm — underground caves were not its domain.


  A body flew past him and smashed into the wall. To Bran’s shock, it was Dōraku, battered and broken. The Fanged stood up — with only one arm still attached to his shoulder.


  “Where did he find you?” he said, with grudging respect.


  “I can’t remember,” replied the dark-skinned samurai. He threw Dōraku’s other arm away. His teeth flashed white in a broad grin. “But I’m glad we met — you fight well, for a traitor. Better than those six useless mortals I slew. What were you thinking, bringing them here? They were half-dead already!”


  Gensai and his men … But why six …? Twenty left Surugadai …


  Dōraku waved his remaining sword in silence, goading the mahogany samurai to attack and finish him off. The enemy grinned again, lowered the halberd and rushed forward, crossing the room in three lightning steps. Then gracefully, like a ballet dancer, Dōraku swooned to the side. The samurai stopped and looked at his stomach in surprise.


  From his perspective, Bran saw only the end of the black broken blade sticking out of the samurai’s back. The sword moved forward, then up in a zig-zag, mangling whatever was left of the samurai’s interior organs until it reached his neck.


  Slowly, the samurai slid off the blade and fell on his back, curious surprise frozen on his fierce face. Gensai limped up and thrust the blade again, severing the head at the neck.


  “Seven,” he said coarsely. “There were seven of us.”


  He collapsed in a bloody heap onto the samurai’s lifeless body.


  Just then, a gust of cold wind blew in from the tunnel. It was too powerful for an underground current of air but, for the moment, Bran was too stunned and exhausted to pay it any attention.


  The castle reacted to the news with painful slowness. From dragonback, circling a hundred yards over the keep, Gwen observed the troops muster on the main courtyard in lazy rectangles. The torches carried by the couriers criss-crossed the compound from one set of tile-roofed buildings to the other, without hurry. It was obvious that nobody was yet taking the announcement from Surugadai seriously.


  The message that all this lethargic commotion was in response to had come signed by the Mikado and Princess Atsuko, and sealed with the Tokugawa seal. Its copies had been sent out to all the noble houses and chief shrines of Edo. It renounced Yoshinobu as a usurper, his government as unlawful, his soldiers as traitors, and called all loyal men to gather at the foot of Surugadai to defend the rightful rulers of Yamato. The Mikado himself was to arrive into the castle in the morning, and expected the gates to be opened, and the throne vacated by then.


  If there were still any old regime loyalists left in Edo, their response was even slower than that of Yoshinobu’s forces. There were no samurai heading for Surugadai. If anything, the streets were emptier than usual as the civilians locked their shops and houses expecting an armed confrontation to erupt in the middle of the night.


  They weren’t wrong. The threat of the Mikado’s morning visit mobilized the usurper to deal with the loyalists once and for all — hence the lazy rectangles of troops gathering at the courtyard. Most of them were Aizu, their loyalty to Lord Matsudaira unwavering regardless of whether he commanded them as the Taikun or just the leader of their clan. The old regime castle guards had been disbanded as untrustworthy — many of them fled to Surugadai, and were now preparing to defend their previous master.


  Judging by the number of torches alone, Gwen counted two full regiments of soldiers ready to march out — at least three times as many as were gathered around the Mikado. If they were all Aizu, then they were all trained and armed to modern standard. The Mikado’s forces, on the other hand, lacked in both equipment — a small number of firearms brought on the torpedo boat had been given out to Princess Atsuko’s personal guard as a last resort — and skill to fight a Western-style shooting battle. Their only chance was the high morale of the samurai, and the easily defensible position atop a fortified hill.


  Not that the usurper had even expected to have to fight. According to Atsuko’s spies, the new government had not yet received news from Shimoda. They still assumed that the Black Wings would arrive on Yoshinobu’s request to deal with the rebels in their own brutal way. The two infantry regiments were just there to mop up the survivors and overwhelm any remaining resistance.


  Another thing they hadn’t accounted for was Gwen and her silver dragon.


  At long last, the movement of torches inside the castle hastened. The troops formed into tighter squares; the couriers rushed. A group of lantern-bearers approached from the main keep, illuminating a horseman in their midst: the Taikun was on the move. Judging by the nervous chaos that engulfed the castle, the messenger from Shimoda had finally arrived with news that the Gorllewin were suspending their alliance and waiting to decide which side to join in the morning.


  That it was just a ruse, and the Komtur’s fleet was ready to depart Yamato at first opportunity, the usurper couldn’t know. This left his regime with no options. Soon, the castle gates opened, and the first column marched out into the broad avenue of the Imperial Highway. Gwen tugged on the reins and turned back to Surugadai.


  “They’re coming,” she announced upon landing. “Let’s go.”


  The Princess leapt onto the saddle behind Gwen. Two servants helped Ifor to climb in front of her and tied him into a special harness of bamboo and hemp rope. She felt Atsuko tremble with excitement. That’s right, she remembered, she’s never flown a dragon before.


  “Tell her to hold tight,” she asked Ifor. The Princess’s arms tightened around Gwen’s midriff. “It’s just a short hop.”


  A firework rocket shot up from the bottom of the hill and lit up the neighbourhood: the usurper’s regiments reached the eastern shrine outpost. A cannonade of thunder guns shuddered throughout the narrow streets. Gwen launched into the air, careful not to drop her passengers, and headed back to the castle.


  “You know there’s no way we can be subtle about this,” Gwen warned. The warehouse wing was just below them, though it was only visible in the darkness as a solid black space in the middle of the dimly lit gardens. “I will be crashing right through the roof. There’s no time for us to look for the proper entrance.”


  “It’s fine,” replied Ifor. “As soon as we start messing with the Orb, they will know, anyway.”


  “In that case, brace yourself.”


  She swooped down to the castle grounds. She depended on True Sight to guide her rather than her eyes. The room with the Orb was a bright whirlwind of energies, impossible to miss. On the final approach, Nodwydd stretched out its front legs and shattered through the slate roof, tearing down the thin bamboo walls of the corridor leading to the hexagonal room. The last to fall was the thick cypress door. When the dragon’s talons reached the dust-caked floor, the building was no more, fallen down like a house of cards: the Orb and the golden tripod were all that remained standing.


  She dismounted and helped Ifor down from his harness. She handed him his jingling staff and he leant on it as if on a crutch. The Princess was already on the ground. Atsuko was wearing the comfortable outfit of a samurai rather than her usual ceremonial robes. Her hair was tied in a neat ponytail, and a short sword hung at her waist. Her cheeks were red, her eyes gleamed, and she was grinning from ear to ear.


  Her enthusiasm was contagious. Gwen drew her own pistol and handed it to the Princess. She showed her quickly how to aim and fire the weapon. “Two charges,” she showed on her fingers. The Princess nodded eagerly.


  “I’ll be back soon,” she told Ifor. “But I hope you know I might not be back in time.”


  “I understand,” he replied. “So does the Princess. We’re here to do our duty — and die if necessary.” He limped past her towards the Orb, then turned back. “Go back to Dylan after this,” he said. “Don’t give up on him yet.”


  Not sure how to answer, she mounted Nodwydd in silence.


  The usurper’s forces were halfway up the slope already. Charging from both east and west, the Aizu pincers climbed at a steady pace, barely stopped by the barricades and fortifications. The defenders retreated in leaps from one blockade to another.


  While she watched, a small squad of samurai jumped out of a hideout and massacred a dozen Aizu soldiers with their swords and spears, before repeated thunder gun salvos turned their bodies into scorched, bloody pulp. This was symptomatic of how the battle turned everywhere else: the samurai fought bravely, and gained some short-lived successes, but in the end, they could do little against the guns and rifles of the Aizu army.


  The houses at the foothills and along the approaches were ablaze. Gwen felt sorry for the families which had settled on the slopes — the Untouchables, as Ifor called them — forced by the fighting to move once again. She’d seen it so many times before. But the fire made her task easier as she didn’t need to worry about her dragon causing even more damage.


  She made a low sweep over the column of the Aizu soldiers, welcomed by woops and cheers. In the darkness, despite its silver scales clearly underlit by the flames, the usurper’s forces took her for a friendly Black Wing coming to their succour. There weren’t as many riflemen in the front of the regiment as she had first feared. Of more concern were the white-robed onmyōji, and the Fanged acolytes — the latter recognizable by the monochrome silk robes of their masters, mostly crimson and azure, scattered here and there among the troops. They alone posed any sort of threat to Gwen and her dragon. She memorized their positions.


  She reached the top of the hill, and surveyed its defences. She spotted the tall Varyagans bustling among the Yamato — which meant the concerted efforts of the Mikado and Samuel had convinced them to join the fight. They were sailors and diplomats rather than soldiers, and had no weapons or spells to add to Surugadai’s minute arsenal, but their technical knowledge and Doctor Nobelius’s ingenuity may be just enough to give the defenders an edge — if they had enough time.


  She looped over the hill and dived towards the eastern slope where the main attack approached. This time there were no cheers: the Aizu realized an allied dragon would not be coming from that direction.


  The barrels of the thunder rifles were raised towards her. She strengthened the tarian in front, put the goggles on and let loose the full destructive strength of a Highland Silver’s flame breath.
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  CHAPTER XVII


  Focus, Princess.


  It was easy for the old monk to say. She had just flown a dorako! It had only lasted a minute, but it had been the most exciting minute in her life. Her mind was still buzzing with the rush; her cheeks were still red from the wind. It was an all too brief glimpse into another life: an impossible life — a life where the pistol and the short kodachi sword at her waist, rather than flowery robes and ceremonial trinkets, were the tools of her trade.


  Focus, Princess. The Orb’s surface swirled with lights and colours, mirroring the night sky above — perhaps for the first time in centuries? — and their own faces, making concentration so difficult. She pressed her hands to the crystal and cleared her mind as best she could.


  The swirls vanished slowly, replaced by the familiar image of the Yamato archipelago floating on a wine-dark sea. For a moment she worried she wouldn’t be able to tell any details in the darkness — only the big cities showed a faint red glow from the lanterns of their entertainment districts. But as soon as she’d thought of it, the image lit up helpfully from inside; though, in the eerie light all colours turned into shades of grey.


  She sensed another presence in the Orb and looked up to see Ifor touching the crystal with one hand. He nodded for her to return her attention to the artefact.


  “Can you hear me, hime?” a voice spoke in her mind.


  “Yes.”


  “I can’t see clearly — the Orb won’t let me … but I can still guide you through what you need to do.”


  “Then tell me already. We haven’t got much time.”


  The plan had changed several times through the past days, and was a far cry from the original, simple proposal of opening the ocean passage for the Gorllewin ships. She wasn’t at all sure if she would manage what was requested from her. It was an order of magnitude more difficult than what her husband had been forced to perform each night — and the image of his weary face and tired eyes was still fresh in her mind.


  This is bigger than me, she told herself. But I must do it even if it kills me.


  “I am giving you my strength, hime,” said Ifor — or rather, Tadaemon. “We will not need it anymore. Use it well.”


  She felt the power of the ancient Spirit fill her up. Blood almost burst from her veins. Her body grew hot; her senses attuned. She saw the vision in the Orb more clearly. The Divine Winds vibrated under her phantom touch like the strings of a shamisen.


  “Gather the Winds in two clusters on each side of the main island,” Ifor commanded. “To the north and south of Lake Biwa.”


  Trying to push the Winds together reminded her of picking up jellyfish on the beach in Kagoshima. It was exactly the same feeling: the Winds slipping through her fingers at first, then growing firmer the harder she squeezed them. And it hurt just as much as the jellyfish stings; except, instead of just her fingers, the pain spread through her entire being.


  The resistance to her actions grew. The Winds were now like dough, or wet clay, whirling between her hands as if on a potter’s wheel. The metaphors continued to rush through her mind — whitebait writhing in a fisherman’s net; cicadas in a trap; noodles in thick kuzu broth … She tried her best to collect as many of the stray Yōkai Spirits as she could, until Ifor admonished her.


  “Focus on the main clusters. We can’t worry about every gust of storm.”


  Fortunately, the Orb’s own power supported her efforts. As soon as she gathered enough of the Spirits in one place they began to whirl, gravitating towards each other, and she no longer had to take precise care of them — allowing her to shift her attention to the opposite coast. Soon there were two massive, black cyclones smashing against Yamato’s shore: one in the Wakasa Bay, north of Heian; the other in the narrow gulf near Nagoya. Between them, Yamato’s main island was squeezed in a tight vice of clouds and hurricane winds. She could scarcely imagine the devastation the twin cyclones were causing to the harbours and fishing villages on both shores. The sea waters raised by the typhoon rushed inland, pushing avalanches of mud and foam before them. It was all she could do just to hold the winds from reaching and destroying Nagoya, where the loss of life would’ve been too great to comprehend.


  “I can’t … hold it much longer …”


  “Find Azuchi, quick!”


  “How do I find it?”


  “Look on the south shore of Lake Biwa. There must be something that tells it apart.”


  She zoomed the vision towards the fertile, but featureless plain on the lake’s edge, pockmarked with hills and low, lonely mountains, all similar to one another. It had been ravaged by some recent cataclysm — the earth was churned; the forests felled; the rivers swollen. The scars and rifts on the surface of the earth grouped into ripples and waves, spreading from one source. She followed the trace of these ripples to a group of three mountains, one of which spurred westwards towards the lake. As she zoomed closer, she spotted tiny blue dots, dashes strewn in the rice fields around the spur, each concealed by what looked like a swarm of black flies.


  “Dragons,” said Ifor. “The Blue Wings. This is the place — this mountain spur.”


  She pulled back to see the whole of Yamato again. The whirlwinds, abandoned for too long, were beginning to scatter. She gathered them back in with difficulty.


  “Now comes the hard part,” warned Ifor. She scoffed. What does he think this was so far, a child’s play? “You have to pinch those whirlwinds and send them towards Azuchi in as narrow stream as possible.”


  “I’m not sure I can be that precise …”


  “If my guess is correct, you won’t have to be. They will find their way to the gateway.”


  “And if you’re wrong …?”


  He didn’t answer — he didn’t need to. The entire plan was based on guesses and conjectures. That the Shadows had to come through some gateway at Azuchi; that the Yōkai Spirits would sense the gateway and, once set free, rush to it of their own will; that the gateway was not just a one-way passage, and would allow them to cross back into the Otherworld … And that Ifor-Tadaemon had enough power to shut the gateway after them.


  Against Atsuko’s liking, too much depended on Tadaemon being right in his guesses. But try as they might, neither Lord Date, nor the Mikado — nor even she — could come up with a better, more reliable strategy.


  Once again she grabbed the dark whirlpools, one in each hand. Slippery like eels, they struggled in her grasp. Her strength was slipping. She sensed Ifor flood her with the last of his energy, and she managed to tighten the hold. Slowly she turned the whirlwinds upright. Her phantom hands now formed two fists. Imagining herself squeezing a lemon, she tightened her grip, letting the Spirits stream forth through a narrow opening in the bend between her index finger and thumb. Quickly, she swooped all that remained of the whirlwinds to follow and, with mind-numbing effort, shepherded the Winds in as thin a band as she could towards the centre of the island, towards Lake Biwa — towards Azuchi.


  The plan seemed to be working. Spread all over the plain at first, the Spirits proceeded to gather into funnel-like shapes of their own will. The tips of the twin funnels pointed directly at the mountain spur. She no longer needed to guide those that came nearest to Azuchi; all she had to do now was to make sure as many stray currents as she could collect found their way after their brethren.


  The Orb lit up and hummed as the first of the Spirits reached the mountain. Its surface grew hot to touch. A vortex of light and fire formed inside it. She guessed the Spirits entered the gateway, and as they did, they released immense amounts of energy. A power Atsuko was now struggling to contain.


  What will happen if I can’t hold it …? Will it engulf Yamato, or just us and the Orb …?


  There was a sudden snap and emptiness in her mind. Ifor was gone. He was no longer in communion with her, no longer touching the crystal.


  What happened?


  From outside the Orb came a faint echo of his voice, shouting for somebody, or something, to stop. Does he mean me? But no — there was another voice, concealing fear with burly aggression, demanding, ordering. She felt a shove, then another. Ifor cried in protest again. Metal clashed on metal. The energy inside the Orb became a burning ball of flame. It was taking her entire concentration to keep it from bursting — concentration which was now increasingly disturbed by the commotion.


  She heard him shout something incomprehensible, but desperate. His voice was silenced mid-shout. Two strong hands grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled away. The moment she let go of the Orb, the outside world returned. Two castle guards and the third holding her from behind stared dumb at the Orb and at the Princess with clearly no clue what to think of, or how to react to, what they were seeing. Ifor was lying in the corner; the staff several feet away. Blood trickled from his forehead, but he was still conscious. One of the guards was nursing a severe bump on his head. His sword was speckled with blood.


  “Let me go, you idiots!” she shouted with her most regal voice.


  “Hime … We have orders …”


  She recognized the guard. “You’d listen to the usurper’s orders, Takeshi?”


  “Silence, bitch.” The other guard slapped her in the face.


  She gathered her strength and elbowed the guard behind her in the stomach. Not expecting resistance from the frail Princess, the guard let her go in surprise. She whirled, drawing the short sword and slashed him across the chest. Before the other two guards could react, she whipped out Gwen’s thunder gun and squeezed the trigger twice. At this distance, she didn’t need to aim. The lightning bolts struck the guards, sending them flying with great black scorch marks on their torsos.


  The Orb was now a sphere of burning light: too hot even to approach, much less to touch. She rushed to Ifor instead. “You must help me! Something’s happening …”


  “It’s too late,” he said weakly. “Get down, hime.”


  He pulled her to the floor and covered her with his body. The Orb exploded, sending great chunks of jagged crystal around. The guard she’d cut was pierced with a massive shard through the heart. The fragments struck Ifor’s back, grazing and tearing his skin, and showered the ground around Atsuko.


  With a groan, Ifor slid off her. The night was dark again, but bathed in an eerie red and purple glow. She sat up. The Orb and the golden stand were no longer there. In their place hovered a flat oval of darkness, bound with purple and blue lightning. Peering through it, she saw a featureless plain of red dust — and, in the distance, a similar oval, looking out onto a dimly lit underground chamber.


  More guards were running towards them: this time the Aizu ones, armed with guns and halberds. She checked the pistol the way Gwen had shown her — the chamber was only half full, meaning she only had one shot before having to resort to her kodachi. She was sure she wouldn’t even manage a scratch against prepared soldiers, and gnashed her teeth in helpless anger.


  She heard the flapping of wings above as the silver dragon swooped down, landing between her and the guards. A gunpowder bullet struck the scales and bounced off into the night. The beast snarled steam and smoke. The soldiers stood transfixed for a second before dashing to the door in panic.


  Gwen stared at the glowing portal in puzzled wonder. Ifor shouted something in his language. She urged them to climb the dragon.


  “My staff,” Ifor demanded.


  Atsuko handed him the jingling shaft and helped him up. The back of his shirt was soaked in blood. As she led him past the portal, he stopped. “You go, hime. I have to deal with this thing.”


  “Deal? What do you mean?”


  “Tell the Mikado and the priests at Surugadai what happened here. I may need some help,” he said and pushed her forward, then turned and, before she could stop him, entered the swirling oval.


  Gwen grabbed her by the hand and the dragon launched into the air to the sound of thunder guns blasting after it.


  The tunnel grew colder and Nagomi rubbed her arms to stay warm. The ceiling was already too low for her to sit straight in the saddle — now she clung flat on the dragon’s back, feeling its warmth. The rocks grew slippery with ice. She saw frost form tiny crystals on the back of her hand, and began to shiver.


  A ring of ice exploded around Emrys, freezing it in place for a moment. The dragon snarled and broke free in a shower of crystals. Soon after, the tunnel began freezing up from the walls to the centre. As the cold prison tightened around it, the dragon pushed through with increasing difficulty.


  “Fire,” she called on the dragon, “use your fire!;”


  The beast stopped, roared and spat a stream of flame. The ice walls were sublimated in an instant. Nagomi covered her head. The tunnel, filled with scalding vapour, felt like a steam room at a hot spring. Emrys snaked onwards, clearing its way with the fire, but the ice continued to build up, slowing their progress down.


  The flames and the steam made it impossible to see — not that the dragon needed much guidance to move down a straight tunnel. She guessed it was Satō who was crafting all that ice out of the thin air. She was far more powerful now than Nagomi had ever remembered. The walls of frost grew faster than Emrys’s breath melted them. It was a race with time — Nagomi knew soon they would reach the fork where she’d abandoned Gensai.


  The last frost barrier vanished. The tunnel cleared. They did reach the fork: Emrys moved forward at first, before Nagomi pleaded for it to turn back — not an easy task in the narrow passage — and enter the left corridor, as fast as it could, to make up for the time lost battling Satō’s traps.


  The moment the dragon passed through the entrance, a sheet of ice dropped from the ceiling. Like a razor blade, it scraped Nagomi from the dragon’s back. She smashed to the floor and scrambled up just in time to see Emrys disappear beyond a curve, oblivious to having lost the priestess.


  Satō stepped out from a nook in the wall.


  “Get out of here, Nagomi,” she said, with a weary voice. “This place isn’t for you.”


  “You remember me now?”


  “I know that I don’t need to hurt you, priestess, if you don’t stand in my way.”


  “But I have to stop you — you’re hurting Bran.”


  The wizardess scoffed. “He came here to fight me. They all did. What do you expect me to do, lay down and give up?”


  “He came here to save you, just like I did. We just want our friend back …”


  “Your friend was weak,” Satō said. “A puppet of the fates with no purpose; no power even to choose her own path in life. Look at me now — I have the power to rule all of Yamato.”


  “Sacchan did not care about ruling Yamato — she cared about what happened to people she loved.”


  “Another sign of weakness. I have no need for—” She frowned. “What’s that sound?”


  A distant roar rumbled through the tunnels, coming from the outside. A gust of wind arrived so powerful it almost threw Nagomi to the floor. Satō pressed her back to the wall and waited for it to pass.


  “Have you learned to control the wind as well?” Nagomi asked, shaken.


  “I thought that was you.”


  “Me? You know I can’t do any magic.”


  “It’s not magic. Haven’t you felt it? The Spirits are here.”


  The gust picked up again; slow, at first, then rising to a whistling storm. Satō saw something behind Nagomi and shielded her face with the sleeve of her silver robe. Nagomi turned just in time to see a mass of white mist blown towards her by the wind. She had nowhere to escape. The mist struck her with the force of a hurricane. Inside it was wet, blinding bright, filled with tortured wails and screams.


  Spirits … Yōkai Spirits!


  The wave of despairing souls ended as abruptly as it started. Nagomi blinked and wiped the moisture from her face. She licked her lips — they were salty. Seawater.


  The second gust seemed to have affected Satō worse. She was on all fours and coughing like somebody just saved from drowning. Some of the glowing mist stuck to her clothes giving her the appearance of a wraith. Nagomi rushed to help her up, but the wizardess pushed her away.


  “Don’t touch me!” she hissed. “I can feel the kami around you. They want my death.”


  “You’re not a Fanged yet — they won’t hurt you.”


  “I said leave me!” She sent a pulse of energy — throwing Nagomi further away. “There are more of them coming, I can feel it … What have you done?”


  “It’s not me, I swear — I don’t …”


  This time the wind came without warning: a tremendous howling gale, tearing at Nagomi’s hair and clothes with a deafening roar. She could not stand straight — only crawl on her hands and knees, holding on to the tunnel’s wall. Satō screamed as the Yōkai Spirits flew past her, as if the touch of the white wisps burned her — though they were leaving no traces on her skin. She tried to build a wall of ice to shield herself, but the wisps paid no attention to her magic, breaking through the frost as if through paper.


  The wind showed no signs of abating. Nagomi crawled up to Satō and held her close, ignoring her squirms. At length, the wizardess stopped protesting — and started sobbing into Nagomi’s chest. The priestess prayed. The glowing shield of her prayer fared better against the Yōkai than Satō’s magic, and for a while they were in a bubble of silence. Then Nagomi heard something sizzle, and smelled smoke. She looked down: Satō’s silver robe was smouldering where it touched the shield of light.


  There was a lull in the wind, though gusts still blew down the corridor, and a distant roar warned of more Spirits approaching. The wizardess moved away.


  “I told you, the kami hate me.”


  “It’s just that robe,” Nagomi protested. “It’s not you.”


  “You can’t help me.” Satō wiped her tears with a scorched sleeve. “I don’t need your help. Leave now.”


  A dragon’s roar and a flash of flame reached them from the bottom of the tunnel. A moment later, the entire mountain shook from a powerful explosion. The shockwave rolled through the corridors, throwing the girls to the ground again. After it passed, the Divine Winds picked up again, stronger, as if the blast had blown up a greater passage for them to come through.


  “My gateway …” whispered the wizardess. She scrambled to her feet but the Yōkai Spirits brought her down again. She reached out a pleading hand to Nagomi.


  “If you really want to help me …” she said, “go and see what happened down there.”


  The priestess studied Satō’s emaciated face. Her sunken eyes were still black all over. Her expression was that of sincere distress — understandable, if her plans were being threatened by the mysterious cataclysm unravelling inside Azuchi.


  Why should I help her? I just want to get her out of here.


  Satō grasped her wrist. Her hand was cold and clammy; her skin a thin parchment, clinging to the bones. “You have no idea what he’s capable of …” she said in an ominous tone. “If he gets desperate … He will bury us all under this mountain.”


  “He? Who’s he?”


  “The Fool — the Fool of Owari. Oda.”


  Nagomi blinked, not understanding.


  “He’s the First Head,” explained Satō. “The leader. The oldest and the strongest. You must hurry.”


  “The Serpent’s leader?”


  Now she remembered. The name Dōraku had mentioned before matched the memory of the man in the steel armour. Oda, the Unifier.


  “Was that earthquake before …?”


  “That was just him passing through the Gate,” Satō said, impatiently. “Imagine what more he’ll do if he’s threatened.” She pushed Nagomi deeper into the tunnel. “I will follow as soon as this damn wind lets me.”


  The mountain was still shaking, though with less force than before. Between the tremors and the hurricane, it was nearly impossible for Nagomi to follow the wizardess’s request. Half-running, half-pushed forth by the wind tearing at her robe, she hurried down the tunnel towards the smoke, the flames, and the incessant hum of the Otherworld, which was now growing louder even than the roar of the Divine Winds.


  It was hard to tell what the chamber had looked like before, or what its original purpose had been. The magic blasts had shattered through its walls and ceiling, carving great holes in the rock, turning whole cubic yards of stone into piles of fine rubble. The cave resembled an old, disused quarry. Bits of metal and shards of crystal and glass were strewn all over the floor among ruins of tables and hardwood cabinets. Even the entrance to the room from the tunnels outside had been deformed, widened at the bottom and corrugated, as if some immense force had squashed the rock itself like cardboard.


  A pile of crushed flesh, bones and scraps of clothing lay at the entrance, recognizable only by the broken black blade lying beside it. Nagomi’d passed the other slaughtered men earlier in the tunnel, surrounded by the remains of the slayed acolytes. Here lay the only samurai that reached the room, and she guessed it must be what was left of the Kawakami Gensai himself.


  She bowed her head before him but had no time to pray for his Spirit. A purple ray of dark magic missed her by a couple of inches. She jumped back into the corridor and clung to the wall. A bizarre, violent spectacle unfolded in the entrance. A jade green serpentine shape zoomed before her, engulfed in flames and smoke. A one-handed silhouette of a swordsman — Dōraku — appeared for a moment in the door, absorbed a lightning bolt and disappeared somewhere again. A giant humanoid creature, wearing steel plate armour and a ruff collar — this, she guessed, must have been the true form of Oda, the First Head — flung chunks of rock, scraps of brass, lightning and magic missiles all around the room. Once in a while a dark Shadow slithered past, flat against the floor, avoiding the flying debris, searching for something with a great sense of purpose.


  All of this was bathed in the whirling, howling white mist of the Divine Winds — and a dim red glow of the Otherworld. Shielding her eyes, she sought out the source of the glow: a vast chasm in the fabric of space in place of what used to be one of the room’s walls, with irregular edges illuminated by blue and purple lightning. Through the rift she glimpsed the red dust plain pulsating in and out of existence. The Yōkai Spirits, unable to penetrate some invisible shield, smashed against the rift and spread throughout the room in an ever denser flow. As more of them blew inside with the hurricane, the air pressure in the chamber grew, only adding to the oppressive, magic-infused atmosphere.


  She felt something bump into her legs. She leapt in fright before looking down.


  “Bran!”


  His face and hands were covered in blood and bruises, but she didn’t spot any major injuries as she helped him up. His eyes were blank, staring at something into the distance. His fingers twitched, clenching and unclenching. He didn’t seem to notice her, though he did lean on her for support. He winced and jerked to the right. A blink of an eye later, a fireball struck Emrys in the left side of the head.


  He’s fighting! He’s commanding his dragon!


  She dared not disturb him. The fight was taking all his attention and strength. As soon as she let him go, he slumped again to the floor. She dragged him deeper into the tunnel, into a nook, out of the way of the flying missiles and the raging wind.


  She was crouched beside him, looking for any wounds serious enough to warrant her using her limited healing power, when she thought she heard somebody calling her name. She looked around — but it was immediately clear that she wouldn’t have been able to hear anyone over the noise of the battle and the hurricane. The call was a spiritual one — and a faint one at that, coming from far away — just a few words of a repeated plea.


  The Gate … help … come … the Gate … come … help …


  She left Bran’s side and returned to the entrance — picking up the broken black sword on the way. The gateway to the Otherworld was right across the room, beyond all the chaos and destruction. The call for help was emanating from within. There was no way she could reach it: if even one of the missiles hurled by the creature in the centre of the room, a fireball from Emrys, or Dōraku’s shimmering blade, touched her, she would die in an instant.


  The dragon glanced at her as it made another pass around the chamber. By the next circle it slowed down, then stopped. A ball of magic energies grazed its back, but Emrys ignored it and approached Nagomi cautiously.


  “Bran … can you hear me?” she called. “I need to get to that portal.” She pointed.


  She sensed him but didn’t know how much of Bran was in the dragon’s mind — its eyes were more those of a beast, full of wrath and instinctive cunning, than the intelligence of man. But she had to trust them both, and it was the only way to cross the room she could think of.


  The dragon roared when another bolt of lightning struck its flank, and spewed a whirl of flame towards the enemy. It returned its attention to Nagomi. For a long second it considered its next move — then its head snapped forward. The dragon’s jaws closed around Nagomi’s midriff, tight, just enough not to lose her, and the beast launched, rebounding from a wall, straight through the whirlpool of winds, flame, and lightning.


  Emrys dropped her right next to the swirling rift and swerved its flank just in time to shield her from a barrage of missiles, before returning to the battle. As the dragon’s body rushed before her eyes, she glimpsed just how badly it was already injured: vast patches of scale were burned off or torn by the chains, the skin beneath covered in scorch marks and blisters, smeared with fresh blood.


  She rose and turned towards the portal. As the vision of the Otherworld inside it materialized again, she saw at last the man who had been calling her: Ifor-Tadaemon. He was down on one knee, supporting himself on the jingling staff, his forehead bloodied. He was surrounded by an army of Shadows which didn’t pay him any attention; instead, crawling over each other trying to break through the invisible barrier separating the Otherworld from the Earth.


  Ifor reached out — his palm touched the shield. The barrier shimmered and rippled like water. He said something, but she couldn’t hear him over the din in the room. She touched the barrier in the same place. Everything froze.
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  CHAPTER XVIII


  Time has no meaning here.


  “What are you doing here? Weren’t you supposed to just open the passage for the Gorllewin?”


  Ifor smiled, though she saw it was costing him a lot of strength to keep the pain from showing.


  “Change of plans. We need to shut this whole thing down.”


  “What thing?”


  “This thing.” He nodded his head around him. “The Otherworld. It’s the only way.”


  “What … what are you talking about?”


  “Close it! Not just this gateway here … all the gates, everywhere. The connection between the world of Spirits and ours must be severed or all is lost.”


  She gasped, immediately realizing the consequences of his words. “But that would mean … we would all lose our powers! Why would you do something so terrible?”


  “Do you remember what Dōraku said? The Spirits of all the Fanged we helped destroy,” he said, between winces, “are here, on the other side, waiting for their bodies to regenerate. If we trap them here, they will never return. The Serpent would be no more.”


  “The Leader of the Serpent is already here, and he’s more of a threat than all the others combined,” she said.


  He shook his head.


  “Without access to the Otherworld, he’ll be nothing more than a powerful mortal. Once his body is destroyed, he’ll be like all the others: trapped in the afterlife at the mercy of vengeful Spirits — aargh!” The pain bent him in two. For a moment, his hand slipped, and the chaos in the room returned. A wave of energy shot by Oda crushed the ceiling above her. The shattered rocks fell towards her — and stopped mid-air, when Ifor raised his hand again.


  “I can’t hold this much longer,” he groaned. “The priests at Surugadai … have worked out a pattern… It’s rough, but it should work — but I need you to help me lock this from your side.”


  “I — I can’t,” she said, stepping back. “I’m sorry. It’s too much responsibility. I can’t just destroy all of …”


  “We have no choice.”


  “You don’t understand what it means, you’re not Yamato!”


  “I’ve lived here for longer than you have lived at all, girl!” Ifor bellowed. “I’m as Yamato as anyone could ever be!” He calmed down, panting. “But I suspected you wouldn’t do this on just my say-so …” He nodded at her chest. “Use that stone one last time, priestess. I’ll wait — but not too long.”


  The stone …?


  She touched the shard in her chest and closed her eyes. The shard flared up, and her mind was transported in an instant to a dark, silent place.


  I’ve been here before.


  “Yes, we’ve all been here.”


  “I thought Bran destroyed the magic.”


  “But the connection must have remained.”


  “I don’t have time for this — I’m in the middle of a battle here.”


  “So are we, Gwen-sama. A battle for the world’s survival, no less. Indulge us for the moment.”


  “Your Majesty … I don’t understand …”


  “Did Ifor-dono not explain to you the gravity of the situation?”


  “But, heika! The Spirits! Our Healers, our Scryers …”


  And the moment she said that word, she realized the truth.


  “The Darkness ...”


  This wasn’t about the Black Wings, or the Serpent, or some other apocalyptic cataclysm that threatened Yamato. The Darkness marked the moment when all the Scryers were to lose their power of seeing the future, because of what she was about to do.


  “I can’t, heika. It’s too much to ask.”


  “Upon my authority, priestess.”


  “No!”


  “You would defy me?”


  “I would! This is madness! We can destroy the Fanged but not like this.”


  “This isn’t just about the Fanged, priestess … The Shadows, the Yōkai Spirits trapped in Divine Winds … As long as the passage to the Otherworld remains open, those dangerous powers will threaten Yamato. I have considered all the options and this is the only one left.”


  “But what would become of Yamato?”


  She sensed Gwen’s thoughts pause. “You would have to deal with the reality like everyone else,” she said. “With magic and science. We would help you.”


  “Help! Like you’ve helped at Qin? At what price?”


  “Leave diplomacy to me, priestess. Please — if you don’t want everything we’ve done so far to go to waste … The deaths, the destruction — all was leading to this one moment. You must see it.”


  She still hesitated. She thought about Lady Kazuko, Torishi and Koro … What would they say? This was too much, too fast. For thousands of years the priests cultivated their communion with the Spirits, and now they were to wipe it out in one spell? What if they failed? What if they destroyed the Gates, and the Fanged still found the way back to the Earth …?


  



  At the Gates of Otherworld


  Bear is fearful, Girl is bold.


  



  “Who said that?”


  “I heard nothing.”


  The voice was coming from even deeper inside her — from her piece of the stone … the stone that had once been a part of Lady Kazuko’s necklace.


  “Lady Kazuko …What do I do?”


  She was once again just a little girl at Suwa Shrine, lost and confused, running to the High Priestess for help: to save her from the boys slinging mud at her hair, shouting “Red to black, blood to mud! Red to black, blood to mud!” and calling her a barbarian half-demon …


  “Snap out of it,” the High Priestess scolded her. “I can’t tell you what to do anymore. You yourself must decide this one.”


  “But — is this true? Is there no other way?”


  “There’s always another way. But sometimes it’s not worth looking for.”


  She knew what that meant. The High Priestess herself chose to die rather than search for a way to survive, because clinging to life at all cost would have far worse consequences than death. But what could have been worse than a Yamato without Spirits …?


  Without healers and Scryers they would all become like the Sun Priests, who believed in silent Gods, cultivating an illusion of faith, taking the voices in their heads for reality. By the time people got used to the idea that their bones stayed broken and wounds remained open how many would die or become crippled? The nobles would have to make decisions based only on their instinct and experience, instead of visions … The famines, the earthquakes, the typhoons would all come unexpected, with no time to prepare.


  Everyone would have to learn to live like they were poor, she realized. So many could never afford the services of Scryers and Healers anyway. I had to bring them to my father’s clinic because the shrine would turn them away. Is that how Shōin imagined it would come to pass?


  Gwen was right — this was how the rest of the world had been dealing with its problems. And somehow, they seemed to be doing a better job of it than the Yamato …


  Perhaps this is what’s holding us back.


  “I understand now. Your Majesty,” she directed her thoughts to the Mikado: “I understand. I will do what is necessary.”


  He didn’t respond in words, but she felt an overwhelming wave of relief flowing towards her.


  The dark world retreated, and she was back in the underground chamber. The falling stones were almost touching her head — Ifor must have slipped again, for the briefest of instants.


  I think I’m going to die here …


  “What do you need me to do?” she asked quickly.


  “Those shards of jade — that link between you and the Mikado — is what connects both sides of this portal. Focus on that connection, and maintain it, that’s all. I and the priests at Surugadai will do the rest.”


  She wondered if she should warn him about the rocks suspended over her head, and decided this would only distract him from the task.


  So many have died already. Does it even matter if I survive this or not?


  “Are you focused, Nagomi?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Good. Remember, hold the link no matter what — otherwise … Otherwise even we don’t know how this will end.”


  The battle had been going on forever. Bran could no longer remember how it had started. He had been dropping in and out of consciousness when the ruffle-collared demon appeared out of nowhere.


  From the beginning, it was obvious that Dōraku alone was no match for its power; even less so after the beating he’d received from the bronze-skinned samurai just moments earlier. And Bran — Bran was in no shape to help anyone: tortured halfway into a coma, with the Shadow’s whisperings still in his head, and with the slobbering, growling something hiding — by chance — in the same nook Dōraku had put him out of harm’s way. It sounded like that creature from the mountains, and smelled of wet fur and blood.


  He may have made that last one up or dreamt it, he wasn’t sure anymore. The first thing he remembered with some clarity was the dragon arriving in the nick of time in a whoosh of bluish flame and smoke. It had taken Bran a moment to even remember its name. Emrys shielded him from the demon’s initial attacks, and then opened its mind for him, letting him use its own body as a weapon.


  But even with Emrys’s help, he knew they wouldn’t have lasted a minute against Oda’s power. Enraged by the dragon’s resistance, the demon only grew stronger — and taller, as if its physical form reflected the amount of power it emanated. The entire mountain shook from its wrath, its magic missiles and bolts of fell lightning. The ceiling started collapsing; the walls trembled into ruin. Dōraku slowed down so that his movements became visible as he struggled to penetrate Oda’s impeccable defences.


  Emrys, filled with battle rush, ignored the pain, but could not ignore the wounds to its limbs and wings — and the remnants of the chain it still couldn’t shake off. It was becoming increasingly difficult to dodge the incoming missiles and strike at the demon from effective angles. Getting nearer to use the dragon’s talons and teeth was out of the question as the whirling barrier of fire and lightning surrounded Oda on all sides. None of their attacks seemed to be making the slightest impact on the demon, except keeping him pinned in place in the middle of the chamber.


  The wind was their saviour. It had come from the main tunnel, filling the room with bright white light and ear-splitting howling. The white mist was harmless to Bran — but the demon reacted to it with furious frenzy.


  The Spirits. He guessed it was Nagomi’s doing. The mist, upon closer look, was formed of wights and wisps, resembling those in the Divine Winds. They tore at Oda from all sides, like piranha, leaving deep black marks on whatever part of his pale skin was not covered in steel armour — hands, neck and face, studded with flaming red eyes.


  Not even this was enough to defeat the Fool — but it slowed the battle down to a violent stalemate. Eventually, Bran knew, both Emrys and Dōraku were going to exhaust themselves with constant attacks, feints, parries and dodges — but there was nothing, no single spell or trick he could think of. They were the last line of defence against the Serpent’s leader. And they were failing.


  His chest ached, and his breath shortened from the growing pressure as the Winds blew more and more cold air and white mist into the room. He assumed Nagomi, if she was still alive, was fighting Satō somewhere in the corridors above, unable to help …


  And then he spotted a glimpse of red hair, a small figure standing radiant in what was left of the room’s devastated main entrance.


  It all happened so quickly. In a testament to how fast the world turned for the Fanged, both Oda and Dōraku managed to react to each other’s actions before Bran even turned his — the dragon’s — head towards the swirling rift where he’d left Nagomi moments earlier.


  He had to reconstruct the events from the after-image on the dragon’s eyelids: a magic bolt, deflected by Dōraku, striking the rocks above Nagomi’s head. Bright light beaming from inside the portal. The invisible barrier, rippling from the centre to the edges. Oda charging towards it, trampling over Dōraku and then shoving Nagomi aside — away from the falling boulders’ path.


  A blink of an eye later, the demon stood with its feet firmly in the ground, and hands against the closing walls of the rift, struggling to hold them apart. His claws had pierced the invisible barrier — and the wights in the wind poured through the gap, whistling like mistfire escaping from a punctured cauldron. Such was the force of this streaming gale that Bran retreated his dragon from its path, not certain if even Emrys’s body could withstand the released energies.


  “Takashima!” roared Oda. It was the first that Bran heard him say anything other than spell words. “To me!”


  “Master, I’m here,” said Satō, stumbling and limping into the room. She was shielding her eyes from the glow of the mist, trying to get her bearings. “What — what is going on?”


  Oda bellowed at her. “Hold this thing while I deal with the others.”


  The wizardess tried to run towards him. The whistling current picked her up and carried her forward as if she was a mere leaf in the wind. She smashed against the wall, but recovered in an instant.


  She wove a web of ice and purple light between the portal’s closing walls. This seemed to have slowed down the rate at which the rift shut down — enough for Oda to return his attention to Dōraku and the dragon.


  His fists crackled, and he’d grown even taller. Dōraku stood up, covered in rock dust. Bran commanded Emrys to position itself across the streaming Spirits from the demon, hoping to use the wind as a barrier, but Oda jumped over in one heavy leap. The demon raised his flaming hands over his head, ready for a final blow — when Satō cried out behind him, in pain and terror. His concentration perished; the energy from his clenched fist erupted in a blast of light and heat, punching yet another massive hole in the already devastated ceiling. A cascade of rubble once again showered the room.


  Bran wasn’t sure if what he saw was real anymore. The wizardess was kneeling, clutching a bleeding shoulder. Beside her stood Nagomi, with the broken black sword in her hands, an expression of utter desperation and remorse on her face.


  “I’m sorry, Sacchan,” she kept repeating. She stooped to hold Satō in her arms. The wizardess pushed her away and raised her hand to strike her. Dōraku leapt into the path of the energy bolt and absorbed the full brunt of the purple lightning.


  With enormous effort Bran bade his dragon leap high into the air, over the barrier of whirling flames, and strike the distracted demon. Emrys’s head smashed at Oda’s chest, throwing him backwards into the stream of Spirits. The current ripped the demon from its feet, and carried it into the closing gate. Oda had just enough time to grab Satō and pull her into the Otherworld. Terror slowed down Bran’s perception as he watched Nagomi clutch the wizardess by the waist. A second later they all got pulled inside.


  Bran launched to follow, but the dragon’s body was already too big to fit into the portal, and bounced off the crackling barrier. He released Emrys from his control, and returned to his own mind. It took him a second to gather his bearings as he was in a different part of the corridor and his vision was still blurred. He shook his head and ran back into the room, keeping one hand on the sharp rocks of the wall, as fast as his injured body could muster.


  It was now Dōraku’s turn to keep the gateway’s borders open, just long enough for Bran to reach them. “Jump in, boy!” he shouted. “I will follow!”


  After a moment’s hesitation, Bran took a running leap into the portal. He landed on the red plain, and when the dust settled, he turned around to help Dōraku in.


  A snarling, growling, wolf-like creature shot from the darkness, smashed into the Fanged and tore him away from the gateway. It sunk its massive teeth into Dōraku’s neck and ripped his chest apart with its claws. Bran reached back into the physical world — but the portal swirled one last time and snapped shut in front of him with a loud pop.


  He stared in stunned silence at the vibrating scar marking the remnant of the closed portal, not sure if what he saw was real — when Nagomi’s desperate cries brought him back to reality.


  There was so much going on around Bran, he didn’t know where to focus his immediate attention. All over the red dust plain, a bizarre, magnificent spectacle was taking place, as the white wisps of the Yōkai wights, scattered in the wind, merged with the dark Shadows, transforming in flashes of light into beautiful creatures of pure, pale energy, so bright Bran had to avert his eyes.


  In the middle of all this stood his grandfather, his eyes closed, clutching his monk’s staff tightly in his hands. From the tip of the shaft burst rays of white light, reaching into the red-glowing sky. Each ray ended at a sizzling, crackling rift in space — portals, dozens of them, large and small, closing up all around Bran with the same popping sounds as the one leading to Azuchi.


  Towering over the bright, hunched figure of Ifor, was Oda — now twice the size of a human being. The flaming red eyes were the only recognizable feature in the face scorched black by dragon flame and wights attacks. His armour and helmet were a mess of scratches, punctures and knocks; his ruffled collar was all torn and singed — but none of that subtracted from the terror his full form evoked.


  Satō stood beside him with her back to Bran, still clutching a bleeding shoulder. At her feet lay Nagomi, her hair and clothes smudged with the red dirt. The priestess was conscious, crawling in the dust. From the faint glow surrounding her, Bran guessed she was still protected by the Spirits.


  Oda let out an incomprehensible roar. He grabbed Ifor’s head in his massive hand and slowly squeezed. The skull crushed, oozing brain and blood through the demon’s fingers. Bran dropped to his knees onto the red sand. Ifor’s body slumped to the ground.


  The staff wobbled, still shooting the white rays towards the portals but, before it fell down, another hand grasped it and held it straight.
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  CHAPTER XIX


  She wasn’t quite sure what was going on. Why were all the gateways closing? What insane plan was this? Doesn’t this monk realize what it means?


  She watched without emotion as his headless body fell to the ground — she didn’t know who he was, other than just another enemy in their way, now gone. But the brass, jangling staff stood straight, held aloft by Nagomi, kneeling at its base. Oda tore the staff from her hands and threw it away, then reached down to grab the priestess from the ground.


  Satō heard a battle cry coming from behind. Bran charged at Oda with a spear-like weapon made of solid golden light in his hands. The light spear struck Oda in the back. The demon turned and swatted Bran aside like a mosquito. The wound sealed in an instant. The boy flew through the air and tumbled senseless in the red dust. Oda raised Nagomi in both hands over his head, ready to tear her apart.


  “No!” Satō heard herself cry.


  Oda’s head turned slowly towards her. “What was that?”


  “You don’t have to kill them,” she said. “They can’t hurt you anymore.”


  “Is that mercy …? Mercy to an enemy?” He threw Nagomi down and reached for Satō instead. “Is this why I let you live — so you would show mercy?”


  She jumped away, forming a shield of ice between her and the demon. He punched through it. “What? Are you trying to fight me now, girl?” He laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not angry with you — just disappointed.”


  “Please, let them go!” she cried. She looked at Nagomi, unconscious and battered in the red sand. Her eyes welled up, though she still did not know why. Headaches flared more powerful than ever before. “You gain nothing by killing them,” she said through clenched teeth. “Look, all the portals are closing. We’re trapped here anyway. Let them live, at least the girl!”


  Oda grunted sadly. “You have failed me, Takashima,” he said, his voice filled with sadness. “Failed me like all of them. I was hoping you could’ve ruled Yamato by my side. Alas …”


  “I can — I will!” she assured him. It was hard to concentrate with the hammers striking at the inside of her head. “It’s just one small favour; one last thing. Then I will ask for nothing else. Just the girl! She’s no harm to anyone. It’s the boy that’s been bothering us all this time.”


  Oda shook his head. He looked down at the unconscious priestess, and then pressed his foot on the girl’s motionless chest. “You can’t fool me, Takashima,” he said. “I can see into your heart. The priestess is far more dangerous than the boy. She would always stand between you and your destiny.”


  As he spoke, strange images flashed before Satō’s eyes: a harbour city; a great shrine at the top of a hill; a physician in his clinic; an old man working on some inventions in a laboratory; shelves filled with books on Rangaku magic; a sword marked with a butterfly crest; the taste of a castella cake; the sakura petals blown in the wind over the city; the touch of Arimatsu cloth on her skin; the smell of wet cypress wood in the hot bath …


  Do you see now? A voice — Nagomi’s voice — spoke in her head.


  Nagomi! Are you dead?


  I’m not dead yet — not here. I’m in your past — speaking to you in my future.


  I — I don’t understand.


  It doesn’t matter. Time has no meaning here. But do you see now?


  See what?


  What you once were. This is what blood magic took away from you. The Fanged are just flesh brought back to life by a foul spell. All they want is to kill and control, not to rule and improve.


  That’s not true! All we wanted was to make Yamato stronger, protect it from the barbarians! If only the Rebels hadn’t thwarted us …


  Don’t say “we,” Sacchan. You’re not one of them — yet. You’ve shown mercy. You could’ve killed me, and you could’ve killed Bran, but you haven’t. This is the real you. Don’t let the Curse consume your soul.


  It’s too late, anyway. We’ve lost. We’re trapped in the Otherworld forever.


  Oda is not going to be stopped so easily. As long as this demon exists, it will find a way back. He must be destroyed, once and for all — and you’re the only one left who can do it.


  Don’t you see? He’s too strong! I’m alone here …


  You’re not alone. Look around.


  The Otherworld returned. Oda was still crushing Nagomi under his foot. The priestess’ body was surrounded by a bright aura, resisting his assault, but slowly yielding under the demon’s unrelenting power.


  Look around?


  There was nothing around her but the red dust plain; the buzzing remnants of the closing rifts in the sky — and an army of silent, luminous creatures born out of communion of the Shadows and the white wisps. They all hovered about a foot over the ground, still, waiting.


  “Can you still hear me?” she asked them without words.


  “Yes, our Queen,” came the reply from a thousand minds. They sounded nothing like the Shadows before them — their voices were calm, satisfied, even joyful. “We bid you farewell. We must now return to our lands.”


  “Wait—!” she said. “Fight for me, one last time.”


  In the end, he couldn’t save anyone.


  Once, he had reckoned himself a hero. A brave and powerful Westerner who, armed with his magic, his dragon, and knowledge of modern technology, could change a country’s fate and maybe even take part in conquering it.


  But then he’d discovered there were other dragons already in Yamato, stronger than Emrys, and wizards more powerful than himself. His knowledge was not as irreplaceable as he’d thought. Still, he believed he could make an impact or, failing that, at least help those who’d placed their trust in him.


  Eventually, all that he had left was to protect Satō and Nagomi: shield his friends from the chaos that swallowed their world. And even in this task he failed. In the end, he could only hope to save Nagomi — Nagomi, who was now being crushed under a demon’s black boot.


  He scraped at the red sand in futile fury. He had no more strength left to do anything — and there was nothing he could do. His magic, his Lance, his dragon, his bare fists — nothing he had to offer would save the priestess from her fate.


  I failed everyone.


  Red dust scattered from his hand. Something was happening around him. The creatures of energy, which until now stood in brooding silence, were darting towards Oda like pale missiles of light. Dozens at first, then hundreds, then a thousand of them, striking, punching, piercing and thrusting into the demon’s chest, stomach and face. He waved his hands around, swatting them like flies, but still more attacked.


  Despite their number and relentlessness, they didn’t seem to do Oda any visible harm. They distracted him from crushing the priestess, but the demon was too strong even for them. He shot bolts of energy, wiping entire swathes of the creatures with a single blast. A surreal question passed through Bran’s mind: what happens to them if they die in the Otherworld …?


  A dash of silver moved in the periphery of Bran’s vision. Satō bridged the distance between her and Oda in three long strides. She picked up Ifor’s jingling staff and thrust it deep into Oda’s stomach.


  Futile, all futile … She can’t …


  The demon howled. For the first time, not in anger — but in pain. The staff lit up with blue, purple and red lightning running all over its shaft. Oda grabbed it and tried to pull it out, without success. Where have I seen this before …? He dropped to his knees, threw his head back and let out a tremendous yell. There were no words in it, but the meaning was unmistakable: it was a call for help.


  A distant shriek came in reply. Bran rose to one knee and looked around. Far on the horizon he spotted six shapes in the air, rushing towards them faster than sound itself. In seconds, they grew in his eyes from faraway dots to distinct, comet-like forms: screeching wraiths trailing long, wavy cloaks of cold light behind them, in six distinct colours: white, silver, bronze, azure, crimson and golden. All that was missing was the emerald.


  The Serpent was coming to its Master’s rescue.


  Bran didn’t know what it was that Satō did to bring the demon down. But whatever it was, he was certain she couldn’t stand against Oda and all the other Heads at once.


  I must save her.


  Nagomi stirred awake.


  I must save her.


  Satō thrust the staff deeper until her knuckles struck Oda’s chest. The demon howled and thrashed, pinned in place both by the shaft and the wisps.


  I must save her.


  Another comet-like shape was rushing from the opposite direction to the Heads — a purple one. But it was too far and too late to make a difference.


  I must save her.


  Only a few portals remained open, shining pillars of sunlight into the Otherworld. It was already day outside — time really did pass differently here ... At the other end of one of them he saw the Mikado and Atsuko gazing inside with grave concern on their faces. The ancient bronze sword shone in Mutsuhito’s hand.


  They can’t help her. Only I can.


  He jumped to his feet. He had one last bout of strength left in him. Not enough to fight — but enough to run the short distance separating him from Satō. That was all he needed. He reached the wizardess, threw his arms around her and held her in a tight embrace — and then he invoked the final, third charge of the Llambed Seal.


  The grip of the pistol grew too hot to handle. The Princess dropped the weapon from her tired hand and pulled back from the barricade. One of Lord Date’s retainers tapped her on the shoulder.


  “Please, hime,” he said, “you are being asked for.”


  She nodded and retreated to the rear. Above her, the silver dragon whooshed again, sluggish and weary in its flight. It shot a single ball of flame at some target at the foot of the hill.


  The defences of Surugadai had been reduced to the final ring of fortifications, manned by a quickly depleting number of samurai and Varyagans. Without Gwen’s assistance, they’d have been overrun hours earlier. She had reduced the entire eastern slope to smouldering rubble, and burned countless enemy troops, but now her dragon was at its last wings, its flames too weak and cool to cause significant damage to the enemy.


  The ranks of the usurper’s regiments had been thinned throughout the night of the fighting, but still they kept on coming. The worst were the acolytes of the Serpent in their monochrome robes. They were unbeatable, rising again and again after being shot or cut down, even when reduced to scorched skeletons by the dragon flame. Without Gensai or Hanpeita and the black sword, there was nobody left on the hill able to kill them. The sacred ground around the compound was the only thing keeping them at bay. If it weren’t for their presence, Atsuko believed, the battle may well have been going the other way.


  Of course, whether any of them survived the encounter or not, it did not matter in the grand scheme of things. Atsuko, Lord Date, and everyone else on the hill were just distractions. The real fight for Yamato’s survival was happening at Azuchi — and all she, or anyone else, could do about it was pray for its success.


  The handful of surviving priests worked tirelessly among the casualties in the monastery’s courtyard, struggling to keep them alive, but their powers were waning with each passing minute. The two physicians assisted them where they could. She passed by, unacknowledged, and entered the dining hall, where the Mikado, Lord Date and the Head Priest from Asakusa sat at one of the tables, peering into a bowl filled with misty water.


  The Mikado welcomed her to sit down beside him. Peering into the bowl, she saw the red dust plain, empty now and silent. There were none of the fighting demons or creatures of mist. She saw neither Bran nor Nagomi.


  “Is it over …?” she whispered.


  With a silent pop, the water in the bowl turned clear. The Head Priest wiped sweat from his brow and looked up.


  “It is now,” he said.


  The hall’s door flung open. One of the priests from the courtyard barged in. “Heika! Lords! Our healing powers —”


  “ —are gone,” said the Mikado. He stood up and marched to the door with the bronze sword bright in his hand. “Tell the soldiers to aim at the Fanged. They are no longer immortal. Come,” he motioned at the others, “we can turn this around yet — or die trying.”


  She felt a wet muzzle nudge her on the cheek. Her chest was bursting with the pain of cracked ribs. With great effort, she sat up and opened her eyes.


  The first thing she saw was the black bear watching her with attention. The animal grunted when she reached to touch its fur to see if it was really there and not just a hallucination of a dying mind.


  They were on a crystal slope of one of the Mountains of Time overlooking the red dust plain below. The pond of misty water bubbled nearby, its surface frazzled with the hidden energies emanating from within. Dōraku was standing beside the bear. His form wraith-like, semi-translucent, vanishing into nothing near the ground. He had both of his arms again, though, and both of his swords hanging from the sheaths at his waist. His colourful clothes were clean and neat.


  “What happened to you?” she asked. “Why are you like … this?”


  “I was attacked by some vicious creature,” Dōraku said. “The same one that must have destroyed Asano and the acolytes. I’ve never seen one like it before.” He looked around. “At least it got me here in time to see where the bear took you.”


  She was slowly remembering what had happened to her. She couldn’t recall how she got to the mountain — her memories ended briefly before the black bear’s arrival.


  “Sacchan!” she cried. “Bran! Where are they?”


  She tried to stand, but legs buckled under her, and the pain in her chest rendered her breathless. The Fanged supported her — despite his ghostly form, his hands were tangible and as strong as they ever were.


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “Bran used some magic which carried them away — they’re no longer in the Otherworld, that much I’m certain.”


  “Oh, thank the Gods.” She breathed a sigh of relief, but the weary concern in Dōraku’s face told her something was still wrong. The memory of Satō’s last moments flashed in her head. Somehow, Nagomi had still been clinging to consciousness when the wizardess struck at the demon. She’d heard Satō’s desperate cry as the energy surged down the shaft of the jingling staff …


  “No. She didn’t … she couldn’t …!”


  “She saved us all,” said Dōraku. “She did that which I’d never have dared — she took Oda’s Curse and destroyed him forever.”


  Nagomi’s head spun. She leaned against the bear’s flank. The animal purred impatiently. “No …” the priestess whispered. “Bran must have saved her … His magic saved her.”


  “No magic could stop what she started, priestess,” he said. “She sacrificed herself so that you and Bran would live, and now we have to make sure her sacrifice doesn’t go to waste.”


  “What — what do you mean?”


  He looked down. Six shapes, like six falling stars, were rushing towards the mountain across the red dust plain. He drew the twin swords. The deadly blades glistened with the gleam of real steel.


  “The first of the gates ever opened,” he said, pointing to the bubbling pool with one of his blades. “It is fitting that it closes last — but you’ll still fit through it.”


  “What about you?” she asked, wiping her tears. “I don’t want to lose another friend …”


  He smiled and nodded towards the approaching Heads. “Somebody needs to stop them from getting through. It looks like it must be me.”


  “But you will be trapped here—”


  “Hurry up, priestess. Time’s running out.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “What for?”


  “I never fully trusted you. I always suspected you of having some hidden agenda …”


  He laughed. “Hah! Don’t be so harsh on yourself, priestess. You were closer to the truth than you imagine.” He glanced down, aimed one of his swords and shot a missile from the end of the blade. The energy bolt burst a hole in the mountain slope and rushed an avalanche of crystals in the Heads’ path. “I was just as arrogant as any immortal. I too hoped I could shape Yamato to my will … I thought that you mortals needed my guidance.”


  “Perhaps we do ...”


  “You’ll do just fine without demons … or Gods, for that matter. Yamato have a potential for greatness now that they’ve released themselves from under the Taikun’s rule. The Divine Winds are gone. If anything, I worry you might do too well one day …”


  “Too well?”


  “Doesn’t matter.” He smiled again. He nodded at the pool. “Please. You don’t want to get stuck here. Farewell, Nagomi-sama. Have a good life.”


  “Farewell, Master Dōraku.”


  The six Heads were already halfway up the crystal slope. Nagomi raised herself to her feet and, supporting herself on the bear’s back, reached the edge of the bubbling pool. She cast one last glance towards Dōraku and bowed deeply. The Fanged saluted her with one of the swords, and rushed down to meet the approaching demons. She took a deep breath and jumped into the milky waters.


  The rushing, foaming current caught her and threw her out the other side into the ruined crater on the summit of Suwa Hill. Panting, she scrambled to the surface, then up the slope, out of the basin. The water behind her swirled, disappearing back into the underground source from which it had first spewed, thousands of years before. Behind her, an avalanche of rock rubble slid down the slope, sealing the ancient fissure forever.


  Doctor Itō entered the room. His coat was more red than white. He sat against the wall and wiped his forehead, leaving a bloody smudge.


  “That’s the last one,” he said.


  Samuel handed him a saké flask. “We did what we could.”


  Itō gulped and nodded. “I’m lucky to have practised mending wounds on all those strays Nagomi used to bring … Most Rangaku physicians only know how to deal with diseases and infections.” He pointed at the body lying at Samuel’s feet. “Is he—”


  “Dead, at last. The Spirit departed when the Gates started closing.”


  The Taikun’s corpse was shrivelled and shrunken as if some of its weight had disappeared along with its soul. Samuel covered its face, contorted in the final throe of panicked agony, with the blanket.


  “How are the priests?” he asked.


  “Shaken,” replied the Yamato physician, “and bewildered. But they, at least, will understand. It will be hard work explaining that to everyone else.”


  Samuel breathed out and slumped on the floor next to Itō. “I can’t believe it’s all over — and before I even had a chance to do my research.”


  “It’s for the best,” replied Itō. “I can’t imagine learning our secrets would do the world much good in the long run.”


  “Are the Gates closed for good, then? There’s no going back?”


  Itō shrugged. “I don’t know. The Otherworld is still there … Somebody crazy enough might want to try something. But for now, this—” he raised his bloodied hands, “is all we have left.”


  “What are they going to do now? Without their powers — without their Gods responding to their prayers … How are they going to deal with it?”


  The Yamato stared at Samuel. “Your God doesn’t respond to your prayers. How do you deal with that?”


  “The God of my people is a silent one,” Samuel replied quietly. Silent, but not idle …


  He doubted before but now he knew. The threads of fate had brought him here so that he could do what the silent God had planned for him. These people, now forsaken by their own Gods, needed guidance. They needed new science, new medicine, and new powers to replace all that was lost.


  “Tell me, friend,” he said, “is there a school of medicine in this city?”


  The white light perished with the sound of the mighty eagle flying off into nothingness.


  Bran opened his eyes and let Satō slide from his arms to the floor. A hardwood floor. In a room with whitewash stone walls.


  A simple wooden table. Tall chairs. A hearth. A cast iron stove. A porcelain sink. Shelves of jars, pots and pans. A pantry door.


  He knew it all so well. A kitchen in a Prydain country house. His house, in Cantre’r Gwaelod.


  But something was different. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. The hearth was cold. There were no pots bubbling on the stove. The glass jars on the shelf were empty. His mother would never have let the kitchen get into such a state.


  “Mother?” he cried. “Mam?”


  Silence. The glass in the windows vibrated with the echo of his sound. He laid Satō down — having checked first that she was still breathing — and ran out into the living room. It was as quiet and empty as the kitchen. So was the herb garden. He ran up to his parents’ bedroom and the attic. Judging by the state of things, the house had been abandoned in good order. One of the travel coffers was missing, as were most of the clothes in his mother’s wardrobe.


  He heard his name called with a faint voice and ran back. Satō was awake, sitting up, leaning against the table leg.


  “Bran …”


  “I’m here, Satō. Hold on, I’ll get help …”


  “Where are we?”


  “My home in Gwynedd.”


  “Gwynedd …” Her face lit up in a weak smile. “That’s where you’re from. I remember now. The house by the sea.”


  “Yes. We’re just by the beach — can you hear the waves?”


  “Let me see it.” She tried to stand. He helped her to the chair.


  “Yes, of course. But you must rest first. I’ll go to find somebody …”


  “No, Bran.” She grabbed his sleeve. “You don’t understand. It’s too late.” She grimaced.


  “It’s going to be fine, Satō. You’re just exhausted.” He opened the kitchen tap, daubed cloth in water and wiped blood from her face. “There. You don’t even have any severe injuries. We’re safe here.”


  “Bran …” The look on her face made him stop in his track. She wasn’t sad, exactly — more resigned. Slow tears ran down her pale cheeks. Her emaciated hands trembled. She winced again. “The Curse. I took Oda’s Curse.”


  “No.”


  “It was the only way. Otherwise he’d kill everyone. I can sense it — tearing me apart from the inside.”


  “No, no, no—”


  “Bran, listen to me. I only have minutes. Maybe less. I’m sorry.”


  “You must fight it! Get rid of it from your veins. I know you can do it—”


  She put an ice-cold finger to his lips. “Please — let’s not waste my last moments arguing. Take me to the sea. I want to see it one last time.”


  She stood up and tugged on the collar of her silver robe. “But first, help me get rid of this filthy rag. It burns my skin.”


  They sat down on the top of a sand dune overlooking a broad beach: a crescent of gold between two spurs of grey limestone. The sun was rising behind their backs, casting a pale pink hue over the quiet summer waters. The moon’s reflection danced over the horizon. Satō lay her head on Bran’s shoulder. The night was warm, but she was shivering, despite being wrapped in a thick woollen blanket from Bran’s bedroom. Her silver robe lay in the fireplace.


  “I’m sorry it all ends this way,” she said.


  He couldn’t reply. Every word of his would turn to a sob.


  Damn the Seal …


  It didn’t save her at all. All it did was bring her here to die — far away from her home and everything that was close to her.


  She held his hand in hers. “I’m glad I got to see the world outside Yamato, after all.”


  “It’s … not much of a world,” he said, his throat painfully tight. “Just some random beach.”


  “It’s beautiful,” she replied. “What’s it called?”


  “This is Ceredigion Bay. Beyond it lies the Eriu Sea, and the Island of Eriu, where the Cruthin live …”


  “And those mountains on the horizon?” She pointed north.


  “That’s Eryri, the highest peaks in Gwynedd … I loved to fly there with Emrys.”


  “Where’s Emrys?”


  “In the tunnels of Azuchi, last time I saw it.”


  She chuckled weakly. “I’m sure you’ll get to rescue it … once again. Too bad I won’t get a chance to take part in that adventure …”


  In the silent pause that ensued, he’d gathered courage to ask the last question he needed answered.


  “Do you think … If things were different … and if we had enough time … that you’d love me back?”


  “I don’t know, Bran,” she said, her voice soft and tired. “I don’t know that it was in my heart to ever love any man.” She squeezed his hand. “But of everyone I’ve met, you came the closest.”


  Her grip tightened as another spasm of pain twisted her body.


  “It’s almost over,” she whispered.


  “Is there nothing I can do to help …”


  “Shh … Listen to the waves. The sea sounds the same as in Kiyō ...”


  They sat in silence. The sun’s rays rose over the dune’s peak, painting their long shadows on the bronze sand. A seagull cried in the sky — a sound he hadn’t heard in months.


  Satō’s head slipped from his shoulder.
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  EPILOGUE


  Two days after Satō’s death, Bran’s aunt arrived from out of town, following the rumours of a bright white light in the sky over the Gwyddno household. She found him sitting in silence over the shallow grave he’d dug in the back garden, marked with a flat stone. The sign carved in the stone said simply “T. S. — 2589-2607”. Below it was a strange mark of four interlocking diamond shapes.


  She took him with her back to her village, and nurtured him back to health as well as she could. He spoke little, ate little, and didn’t seem to care even about the letter from Taurica she handed to him one day.


  “A war has started between Dracaland, the Shahr and the Varyagans,” she added, when he read the letter. “A few months ago.”


  “I see.”


  This was all the reaction he had to the news — any news. He had no interest in talking about anything, or doing anything. He wouldn’t tell her how or why he’d returned to Gwynedd, where was Dylan, or whose grave it was in the garden. He was spending most of his days sitting on the ledge of the attic window looking out to sea in silence.


  Not knowing what else to do, she wrote to her brother-in-law’s unit headquarters in Brigstow.


  Four months later, right after Winter Solstice, two dragons landed in the yard, a silver and an azure, carrying Dylan and Gwen, both dressed in gallant uniforms of the Second Dragoons.


  Even supporting himself with an elegant cane, Dylan needed Gwen’s help to walk. A metal contraption on his back held his spine straight. Reluctantly, Bran came down from his attic window to greet them. Dylan embraced him with difficulty, and Bran returned the gesture, not finding much comfort in it.


  “I saw the grave in the garden,” said Dylan. “I’m sorry, son.”


  Bran nodded. “How’s Edern?”


  “Recovering in Brycheinniog … And will likely stay there for a long time.”


  “How come you’re in uniform?” Bran pointed at the shoulder straps still indicating Dylan’s rank as Commodore. “I thought they would try you for desertion.”


  Dylan shook his head. “With everything that’s going on in Qin and Taurica … They were just glad we fixed things in Yamato without having to fight another war.”


  “And have you?”


  “We brought something for you,” said Gwen, in lieu of explanation. She handed him a scroll sealed with the mark of a chrysanthemum.


  Bran put it away.


  “When you’re ready, come back home, son,” said Dylan. “We’ll be waiting. The position at the Academy is still open and Madam Magnusdottir said—”


  “Academy …?” Bran raised his head and blinked as if staring into the sun. It took him a few seconds to remember what his father was talking about.


  “Baccalaureate,” Dylan reminded. “Your mother wanted—”


  “Mother …” Bran reached to his pocket and took out a letter. “Mam’s sailed to Taurica, father.”


  “I know. She went there to care for Dracalish soldiers.”


  “That’s … not all.”


  Dylan took the letter from him and scanned it briefly. Once he reached the news of Rhian resolving to stay in Taurica with an officer she’d met there, he turned grim and sullen. He scratched his old scar — one of many now criss-crossing his ravaged, tired face.


  “It all worked out for you, then, hasn’t it,” Bran said.


  “You know that’s unfair. I always—” Dylan wanted to add something, but Gwen laid a calming hand on his shoulder.


  “You can argue about it all you want when you come home,” she said to Bran. “Let’s go back, Dylan, before you ruin everything.”


  The couple mounted the dragons and flew off, leaving Bran alone with the scroll in his hand.


  He broke the seal. The letter was written in Nagomi’s dense handwriting.


  Dear Bran,


  I’ve heard from your father that you’re safe and sound back in Gwynedd. He’s setting off from Huating soon — he’s agreed to give you this letter when he arrives. I only have a short time to write down everything that has happened since you and Sacchan disappeared.


  I know what happened to her … I heard her call on Oda’s Curse and I knew that was her end. I pray for her soul every day, and I hope the Spirits took mercy on her. Hope and prayer, and remembering her in our hearts is all we can do for her now.


  I was saved by Master Dōraku. He was killed by a strange wolf-like creature brought here in the underwater ship by the Varyagans. His Spirit remains in the Otherworld, trapped there now with all the other Fanged. The Asakusa priests say that we have to be watchful, that as long as the Heads of the Serpent exist out there in the Otherworld, they will be looking for a way back. I pray that they’re wrong.


  I’m marrying Takasugi Hirobumi next month. Or rather, Itō Hirobumi — he’s taking my surname, though he didn’t want to tell me why. I wish you could come to the wedding … He’s moved to Edo, which is to become the new capital as soon as we deal with the threats in the North. He’s going to be someone high in the new government.


  Once I’m married, they’re going to appoint me the High Priestess here in Suwa. The youngest there ever was. Not that it means anything anymore … Without our powers, we are just like the Butsu monks or the Sun Priests … But it’s still a great honour. The ceremony is planned for early next year. Perhaps you could come then?


  There are no Taikuns anymore — only the Mikado and his ministers. All the reforms seem to be going through at an express rate, although some of the daimyos still grumble — and the Shimazu, as always, grumble the loudest … One of the first edicts was giving the untouchables the same rights as the commoners in gratitude for the help they’ve given us at Naniwa and elsewhere.


  There’s still a war going on — in the North. The Aizu and Admiral Enomoto refused to surrender even after Edo fell to the new government’s forces. Some of the surviving Fanged and their acolytes are with them, though they are no longer as much of a threat. There are rumours they want to make Ezo, the northern island, their stronghold. Wulfhere is up at the front line, assisting the troops, and training Yamato’s first dragon corps. He’s riding Emrys these days, as his own dorako died of the injuries … He told me to write that he hopes you don’t mind, but that otherwise Emrys would’ve gone feral. He also said it’s the best mount he’s ever ridden.


  What else …? Without the Divine Winds, Yamato is open to all. I just hope nothing bad comes of this. There’s a Varyagan flotilla at anchor in Kiyō Bay, and Dracalish ships moored in Edo. The Gorllewin, meanwhile, have left and never returned — and there are very few Bataavians at Dejima. The Overwizard has sent word to my father — my real father. I pray he might visit us soon. My family stayed in Edo to open a school of medicine under Lord Date’s patronage, with your friend, Doctor Samuel ben Hagin, as the headmaster. Without the shrine healers, there’s going to be plenty of work for skilled physicians! My sister and father are busier than ever.


  I hope you can visit us soon, too, Bran. When you do, you’ll be welcomed in Yamato as a hero. Your name is written in the stories, sung in the songs of this bizarre year. They call it the Year of the Dragon. When I think of all that could’ve happened if you hadn’t appeared that fateful day on the beach by the mackerel pier …


  Please come back. We all miss you. I miss you.


  Nagomi


  She folded the letter, dripped the red lacquer onto the fold and stamped it with the chrysanthemum crest — the new government’s official seal, which replaced the Taikun’s mallow. She put it in the sleeve of her priestly garment.


  She descended the long stairs of Suwa and headed for the harbour, taking the long route. A winter chill was in the air, though the trees still had most of their red and golden leaves on.


  There was building work at the foot of the hill: a cave was being dug out to create a mithraeum. With the power of the shrine priests diminished, and the mitorashita allowed to practice in the open, the Western religion was quickly catching on in the city. There were even preparations for some winter festival going on in the neighbourhood. She bowed to Pater Kukai, who had arrived from Amakusa to supervise the construction, funded by the Gorllewin. He bowed back with a scowl. To him, she was still, and would always be, just a worshipper of demons.


  Further down, workers were knocking down the Tokugawa crests from the tiles of the magistrate’s walls. The regime, never particularly liked in Kiyō, had become hated after the revelation of its deals with the Abominations. The new government was also putting the entire blame for loss of the priests’ power on the Taikun and the Aizu, though it didn’t wholly quell the persistent, disturbing rumours among of foreign agents involved in the recent disasters.


  Only Nagomi’s authority — and the Mikado’s specific orders — had prevented an angry mob from storming the Suwa Shrine: a place always associated with the Tokugawas. Any mark of the Taikuns was now being erased throughout the city, replaced either with the Mikado’s Chrysanthemum, or the new symbol: the Red Sun of the Imperial Army.


  She walked down an avenue lined with the statues commemorating those fallen in the recent war, and reached the mackerel pier. Here, too, the transformation was progressing apace. A new, deeper harbour was needed to accommodate the mistfire ships, and the neighbourhood of the mackerel pier had been chosen to make a place for it. She could no longer locate the place where she and Satō had found Bran, and that made her melancholy.


  One day, all of this will be forgotten.


  A Varyagan submersible was unloading a large metal crate covered with frost and marked with the insignia of the two-headed bear. She knew what was inside, and shuddered. The magistrate had ordered one of the were-creatures to protect the city from the Fanged spies — the fear of the acolytes of the Serpent hiding among the populace was still strong. The ‘were-wolves’ had proven their worth in the battle for Azuchi, and the Khanate was more than happy to export the creatures to everyone who’d requested them.


  She reached Dejima — there were no gates or guards on the island anymore — and left the letter in the hands of a postal clerk. She could’ve sent it through the carrier wisps from the newly installed device at the Dracalish embassy Dylan ab Ifor had ordered built on a nearby hill — but she wanted Bran to see her handwriting, and maybe, through it, to feel all the emotions she’d put into the letter. As she was leaving, she touched the jewel in her chest — it vibrated under her fingers, confirming the strange, unique connection she still had with the Mikado and Gwen — reaching the Western woman even in the far-off shores.


  She didn’t want to go back to Suwa yet. She wandered south, beyond the Qin District and the Sofukuji Temple. She stopped at her old family house. Some other family now lived there: strangers, relocated from one of the war-ravaged cities in the North. A child was sitting on the bench outside, just as Nagomi used to sit for years. She smiled at the child, and it smiled back. A mother ran out in a deep bow, apologising, and took it into the house.


  Nagomi mindlessly walked the narrow streets of the city. She reached the castella bakery, and bought a piece of the cake in memory of Satō. With her mouth stuffed full of the sweet sponge, she decided to climb up the hill road leading to the Takashima Mansion.


  With each step an uneasy feeling grew in her heart. As she reached the hilltop, she gasped. Instead of the whitewash mansion surrounded by the lush gardens, the hilltop was an empty ruin. Only a couple of walls and a fallen-down roof remained. The rest of the mansion had turned to rubble, the gardens and courtyards overgrown by camellia bushes and vines. A tall cherry tree rose in the corner where there never had been one.


  A vision of the future? But … how?


  Scrying was no longer possible, but she realized it was a vision she had seen before. She was remembering wandering Kiyō in a prophetic trance after climbing out of the Waters of Scrying, before she’d boarded the Bataavian ship. Somehow, still soaked in the waters of time, she’d pierced the veil of the Darkness, able to catch one last glimpse of the world beyond what other Scryers saw. This vision had lingered in her mind, forgotten, until reaching the hilltop again triggered the memory.


  She turned back towards the city, and saw it a sprawling, chaotic mass, many times greater than it was in present times. The immediate neighbourhood still resembled the old, wooden Kiyō, but further towards the centre rose thick-walled buildings of red brick and stone, tall crystal spires of Western magic, factory chimneys belching black smoke and mistfire. A sprawling compound of flat-roofed buildings spread in place of Nagomi’s old house. A bullet-shaped atmospheric locomotive whistled through the suburbs. Out in the harbour, a fleet of sleek, ironclad warships stood at anchor under the Imperial Red Sun banners. Flying machines — not the flimsy Qin whirligigs, but giant airships, spiked with guns — guarded the city’s skies. A squadron of dragons flew past them in a tight formation: the colour of their scales that of a clear sky, proving that the breeding program based on the few surviving Blue Wings had been successful.


  It was a vision of a strong city in a powerful nation, just as Master Dōraku had predicted — a power equal to the likes of Roma and Dracaland. This power intimidated her, but made her heart beam with pride, too.


  She looked towards Suwa Hill. The shrine was still there; the vermillion torii and the patinaed tiles gleaming in the sun. It was even larger than before, with new, modern buildings added beyond the old gates to accommodate the growing numbers of pilgrims. The mithraeum at its foot had grown as well, its entrance marked with twin spires of red brick.


  But there were no ships in the harbour flying banners other than Yamato. The Qin District had all but disappeared. Dejima was no more, swallowed by the expanding wharves and shipyards — in place of its gleaming wizard spire rose a twisting, jagged tower of black stone and jade which Nagomi was finding difficult to look at. Where were all the foreigners?


  Ah, there they are.


  She spotted three familiar black crosses high in the sky. The Gorllewin dragons. Once a mark of dread, harbingers of doom, she now welcomed the sight. Coming no doubt on a courtesy visit, they slowly dived towards the city. Nobody below had spotted them yet. The airships soared quietly from one side of the harbour to the other. The blue dragons patrol drew a broad circle around Mount Inasa and was on its way back to the city.


  But the Black Wings — larger and faster than the ones Nagomi was familiar with — did not come to land. They accelerated in formation. Each of the dragons opened its massive jaws and spat a blinding fireball at the city.


  Only now the city’s defences noticed the enemy. With a clack, a single beast launched from the top of the black-and-jade tower in pursuit. Nagomi’s heart froze as she recognized it — a skeletal dragon. Necromancy! Why? We destroyed all of it!


  The undead dragon was too slow, too late. The Black Wings climbed back above the clouds and vanished. The three fiery missiles joined together and grew in size and brightness until the giant fireball disappeared somewhere beyond Suwa’s peak.


  For a moment nothing happened. Then a light brighter than a thousand suns engulfed the sky. Nagomi shielded her eyes and dropped to her knees. A second later came the roaring shockwave, a wall of flame and wind, flattening the city before it, shattering the spires and the chimneys, turning red brick to glass, and wiping the remnant of the Takashima Mansion clean off the summit. Her skin turned to dust. A scream fell silent in an incinerated throat.


  A crow cawed in a tree. Nagomi peeked carefully through her fingers. Her skin glowed with droplets of sweat.


  The vision was over.


  The mansion stood around her as it always had, though in some disrepair: tiles had fallen from the roof, white paint peeled off the warehouse walls, grass and weed had grown tall in the courtyard. But it was there. For now.


  Nagomi stood up, brushed dirt from her knees, and started on a long walk back home.


  THE END
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  APPENDIX: GLOSSARY


  (Bat.) — Bataavian


  (Yam.) — Yamato


  (Pryd.) — Prydain


  (Seax.) — Seaxe


  aardse nor (Bat.) spell word, "Earth Tomb"


  amazake (Yam.) a traditional sweet drink from fermented rice


  ardian (Seax.) the Commander of a Regiment in the Royal Marines


  banneret (Seax.) the Commander of a Banner in the Royal Marines


  bento (Yam.) a boxed lunch, usually made of rice, fish and pickled vegetables


  bevries (Bat.) spell word, "Freeze"


  biwa (Yam.) fruit of loquat tree


  blodeuyn (Pryd.) spell word, "Flowers"


  bugyō (Yam.) chief magistrate of an autonomous city


  bwcler (Pryd.) magical shield covering a fighter’s arm, a buckler


  cha (Yam.) green tea


  chwalu (Pryd.) spell word, "Unravel"


  chwalu’r dan (Pryd.) spell word, "Unraveling Fire"


  Corianiaid (Pryd.) a race of red-haired dwarves from Rheged


  cwrw (Pryd.) beer


  dab (Pryd.) creature, thing or a person


  daimyo (Yam.) feudal lord of a province


  daisen (Yam.) chief wizard


  dap (Pryd.) the same size and shape as something


  dengaku (Yam.) a meal of grilled tofu or vegetables topped with sauce


  denka, —denka (Yam.) honorific, referring to the member of the royal family


  derwydd (Pryd.) druid


  deva (Latin) demon


  diffodd (Pryd.) spell word, "Extinguish"


  dōjō (Yam.) school of martial arts or fencing


  dono, —dono (Yam.) honorific, referring to a noble man of a higher level


  dorako (Yam.) Western dragon


  doshin (Yam.) chief of Police


  dōtanuki (Yam.) a type of katana, longer and heavier than usual


  draca hiw (Seax.) spell word, "Dragon Form"


  draigg (Pryd.) a dragon


  duw (Pryd.) a swearword


  dwt (Pryd.) a young child


  egungun (Yoruba) a holy spirit, also a shaman dancer representing Egungun


  enenra (Yam.) a spirit born of smoke


  eta (Yam.) "untouchables", the lowest caste in Yamato class system


  faeder (Seax.) father


  ffrwydro darian (Pryd.) spell word, "Bursting Shield"


  fudai (Yam.) an "inner circle" clan; one of the vassals of the Tokugawa Taikun before the battle of Sekigahara


  futon (Yam.) a roll-out mattress filled with rice husks


  gaikokujin (Yam.) a foreigner, non-Yamato person


  genoeg (Bat.) spell word, "Enough" (to mark the end of a continuous spell)


  gi (Yam.) outer jacket


  gornestau (Pryd.) magical duel


  graddio (Pryd.) school graduation ceremony


  gwrthyrru (Pryd.) spell word, "Repel"


  hakama (Yam.) split trousers


  hamon (Yam.) visual effect created on the blade through hardening process


  haoma (Latin) ritual potion of the Mithraists


  haori (Yam.) a type of outer jacket


  hatamoto (Yam.) the Taikun’s retainer, samurai in direct service to the Taikun


  hikyaku (Yam.) a system of fast couriers


  hime, —hime (Yam.) honorific, referring to women of high position


  igo (Yam.) a board game for two players, using identical black and white tokens


  ijslaag (Bat.) spell word, "Ice Layer"


  ijsschild (Bat.) spell word, "Ice Shield"


  inro (Yam.) a wooden container for holding small objects, hanging from a sash


  inugami (Yam.) a dog spirit


  jawch (Pryd.) a swearword


  joi (Yam.) a political concept, "expulsion of foreigners"


  jutte (Yam.) police truncheon


  kabuki (Yam.) a form of classical dance theater


  kagura (Yam.) a type of theatrical dance with religious themes


  kakka (Yam.) honorific, referring to lords of the province or heads of the clans


  kambe (Yam.) a shrine servant taken from an adjacent village


  kami (Yam.) God or Spirit in Yamato mythology


  kanpai (Yam.) Cheers!


  kappa (Yam.) a water sprite, reptilian humanoid


  katana (Yam.) the main Yamato sword, over 60cm in length


  kawauso (Yam.) a water sprite, an otter-shaped humanoid


  kaya (Yam.) a bright yellow wood used for making igo boards


  kekkai (Yam.) a magical shield, similar to tarian


  kiheitai (Yam.) irregular militia


  kimono (Yam.) official layered robe of the noble class


  kirin (Yam.) a chimerical creature of Qin, body of a deer and the head of a dragon with a large single horn


  kodachi (Yam.) a short Yamato sword, less than 60cm in length


  koenig (Seax.) the monarch of the Varyaga Khaganate


  kosode (Yam.) basic, loose fitting robe for both men and women


  kun, —kun (Yam.) honorific, referring to young persons of the same social status


  kunoichi (Yam.) a female shinobi assassin


  kuso (Yam.) a swearword


  lloegr (Pryd. arch.) Dracaland east of the Dyke


  llwch (Pryd.) spell word, "Dust"


  long (Qin) Qin dragon


  los (Bat.) spell word, "Release"


  ma jiang (Qin) gambling board game


  mam (Pryd.) mother


  mamgu (Pryd.) grandmother


  Matsubara (Yam.) the family of katana swordsmiths


  metsuke (Yam.) inspector representative of the Taikun


  mikado (Yam.) the divine Emperor of Yamato


  mikan (Yam.) fruit of tangerine tree


  mithraeum (Latin) temple of Mithras


  mitorashita (Yam.) worshippers of Mithras


  mochi (Yam.) a sweet made of rice gluten


  mogelijkheid (Bat.) magical potential


  monpe (Yam.) workman’s trousers


  morfisch veld (Bat.) concept in theory of magic, morphic field


  nanbando (Yam.) “in the Western style”


  naginata (Yam.) a polearm formed of a katana blade set in a bamboo shaft


  nodachi (Yam.) a large, two-handed sword, over 120cm in length


  noren (Yam.) a curtain hanging over the shop entrance, with the logo of the establishment


  oba (Yoruba) chieftain


  obi (Yam.) a silk sash wrapped around the waist


  obidame (Yam.) a buckle for tying the obi sash


  oden (Yam.) a type of stew


  obon (Yam.) Festival of the Dead, celebrated on the 15th day of 7th month


  ofuda (Yam.) a paper imbued with a magic charm


  omikuji (Yam.) fortunes written on a strip of paper


  onmyōji (Yam.) a practitioner of traditional Yamato magic


  onmyōdō (Yam.) traditional Yamato magic


  oppertovenaar (Bat.) overwizard of Dejima


  pater (Latin) “father”, priest


  pilipala (Pryd.) spell word, "butterfly"


  proost (Bat.) Cheers!


  rangaku (Yam.) "Western Sciences", study of Western magic and technology


  rangakusha (Yam.) a practitioner of Western magic


  reeve (Seax.) the Staff Sergeant in the Royal Marines


  rhew (Pryd.) spell word, "frost" (also used to summon dragon flame)


  ri (Yam.) measure of distance, approx. 4 km


  rō (Yam.) a gold coin equal to 1 koku of rice


  rōnin (Yam.) a masterless samurai


  ryū (Yam.) a Yamato dragon


  Saesneg (Pryd.) (slur) Seaxe


  sai (Yam.) small forked daggers


  sakaki (Yam.) a flowering evergreen tree, used to produce sacred paraphernalia


  sama, —sama (Yam.) honorific, referring to peers of the same social status


  sencha (Yam.) popular kind of tea


  sensei, —sensei (Yam.) honorific, referring to teachers and doctors


  shamisen (Yam.) a three-stringed musical instrument


  shamo (Ezo) people living in the islands of Yamato, south of Ezo


  shinobi (Yam.) assassin


  shirasu (Yam.) a kind of small fish, whitebait


  shōchū (Yam.) strong liquor (25-35% proof)


  shōgi (Yam.) strategic board game similar to chess


  shukubo (Yam.) accommodation for temple pilgrims


  sokukamibutsu (Yam.) a self-mummified monk


  stadtholder (Bat.) the ruler of Bataavia


  swyfen (Seax.) a swearword


  tabako (Yam.) tobacco


  tadcu (Pryd.) grandfather


  tafarn (Pryd.) tavern, inn


  tafl (Pryd.) strategic board game, played on a checkered board


  taid (Pryd.) grandfather


  taikun (Yam.) military ruler of Yamato


  taipan (Qin) leader of a trading company


  Taishō (Yam.) field marshal, commander-in-chief of all the forces in the field


  tanabata(Yam.) Festival of the Stars, celebrated on the 7th day of 7th month


  tarian (Pryd.) magical shield surrounding entire body


  tegata (Yam.) document of passage


  tengu (Yam.) a forest goblin


  tenpura (Yam.) small fish and vegetables fried in batter


  teppo (Yam.) a "thunder gun" — hand-held lightning thrower


  terauke (Yam.) a passport produced by an affiliate temple


  tono, —dono (Yam.) honorific, referring to a noble man of a higher level


  torii (Yam.) wooden or stone gate to the shrine


  tozama (Yam.) an "outer circle" clan that was forced to become the vassal of the Tokugawa Taikun after the battle of Sekigahara


  tsuba (Yam.) a handguard of the katana


  twinkelbal (Bat.) sparkleball; a stone used for thaumaturgy practice


  twp (Pryd.) insult, "stupid, simple"


  tylwyth teg (Pryd.) Faer Folk, a race of tall, silver— or golden-haired humanoids


  waelisc (Seax.) (slur) Prydain


  wakashu (Yam.) an "unbroken" youth, a virgin


  wakizashi (Yam.) a short sword used as a side arm, 30-60cm in length


  xiexie (Qin) "thank you"


  y ddraig goch (Pryd.) Red Dragon


  y ddraig ffurf (Pryd.) spell word, “Dragon Form”


  yamabushi (Yam.) an ascetic mountain hermit


  yōkai (Yam.) evil spirit, demon


  ystlumod (Pryd.) spell word, “bats”


  yukata (Yam.) casual summer clothing, simple light robe


   


  


  


  


  By James Calbraith


  Thank you for reading The Last Dragon King.

  If you enjoyed it, why not leave a review online?



  By James Calbraith
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  jamescalbraith.com


  Or sign up for the newsletter at:


  https://tinyletter.com/jcalbraith
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