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Calendar Note
 In modern Japan, in most regions, the two summer festivals of Tanabata and Obon are celebrated over a month apart: the former in early July, the latter in mid-August. However, in the lunar calendar of old, both holidays came a week from each other, on the seventh and fifteenth day of the seventh lunar month respectively, with Obon marking the end of the short, hot Japanese summer. 



He is cast forth as a branch, and is withered;
and men gather the branches, and cast them into the fire,
and they are burned.
John, 15:6




PROLOGUE
The mechanical servant clacked over with a bottle of saké.
“No!” Sakuma Zōzan pushed it away. “Bring me cold water. Lots of it.”
The automaton wobbled back to the kitchen. Zōzan held his heavy head in his hands. The night before had been one of the worst in his memory. The celebrations after the young Taikun’s wedding with princess Atsuko of Satsuma’s Shimazu clan had lasted three days, and as a newly appointed Councillor, he attended all of them — and pretended to enjoy himself. The only way to do that was to bathe his brain in alcohol.
I should have stayed in Heian, with Keinosuke, he thought. But one did not refuse a direct summons from the Taikun. Not in Edo.
Ignoring the pounding in his temples, he reached into the desk drawer and pulled out a stack of scrolls. He flattened them on the table and leaned over, deciphering the old writing. The scrolls had been given to him by Chief Councillor Hotta, and analyzing them was part of his new job. The documents contained ancient onmyōji spells he was to research to find out if they could be of any help in the upcoming conflicts facing the court.
“The Southern rebels have their Rangaku wizards,” Chief Councillor had said, “but we should be proud of our native magic. We have been neglecting its study for too long!”
The ancient Yamato characters danced before Zōzan’s eyes. He rubbed his eyelids and stared at them again. As he read the columns of letters, the characters lit up with a red glow. The paper vibrated under his touch and he heard a new sound, like a rustling of a distant wind or… a whisper.
The sound of the automaton returning with the clay pot broke his concentration. Zōzan poured the ice-cold water into a bowl. He took a gulp and spluttered it out; the water tasted of iron, and had an ominous red hue.
“What is this?” he roared. “The well must be leaking!” He threw the bowl away, leaving the automaton to pick it up from the floor, and returned to the documents. His hands trembled.
“Sakuma Zōzan,” the scroll whispered.
He jumped on his buckwheat-filled pillow. The letters danced and formed into a black circle, and from the circle, as if from a dark hole, a clawed hand emerged and grasped his wrist.
“Sakuma Zōzan …”
“W-who are you?” The scholar struggled to speak, fascinated by the sheer power emanating from the clawed hand.
“You know me… you know me…”
The letters whirled again, and formed the shape of an eight-headed serpent. The scroll dripped red from its edge.




CHAPTER I
The guard unlocked the wooden grate and slid it open with a dry grinding noise. He let Koyata into the long corridor, lined with cells on either side. The policeman looked around. The rooms were understandably small, and had no tatami mats on the floor, but each was furnished with a small writing table and a straw-packed pillow. This was, after all, the wing for the noble-born prisoners.
Koyata passed a few empty cells before reaching his destination. He looked inside, through the grate — the captive samurai was sitting in the far corner, cross-legged, eyes closed. His face was covered in black and purple bruises, his left eyebrow was swollen, and his lips were painted ochre by the freshly dried blood; still, the samurai managed to retain an imposing presence.
The recently appointed Chief of Guards entered the cell and sat opposite the prisoner, waiting for him to finish the meditation. The samurai opened his swollen eyes with effort and turned his attention to the intruder.
“You’re wasting your time, guardsman,” he said. “I haven’t told your thugs anything, and I’m not telling you.”
Koyata crossed his arms. “Miyabe-sama, all I want to know is who helped you hide out when you and Gensai-sama were in Heian. Your Kumamoto companions are long gone — they are not under my jurisdiction anymore. Let the Edo guards deal with them.”
The samurai pretended to study the intricate patterns of clay particles on the earthen wall beside him.
“What kind of nobleman betrays his friends, guardsman?”
“What kind of nobleman betrays his master?”
The samurai’s eye twitched. Koyata stood up and stepped closer. He crouched beside the man and stroked his chin in thought.
“You intrigue me, Miyabe-sama,” he said. “I keep wondering what have you done to anger both the Shimazu and the Tokugawas? My superiors won’t tell me anything. They say I’m getting in over my head. It must be some kind of state secret then, eh?”
Miyabe made brief eye contact with him.
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. You wouldn’t understand.”
“Oh?” Koyata tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “You’re underestimating me, Miyabe-sama. I’ve seen my share of strange things. I used to be a doshin in Kiyō, you know. In the Rangaku district. I knew all the wizards.”
Miyabe shrugged and returned to scrutinising the wall.
“You know what I think?” said Koyata. “I think you stole something from Satsuma. Something that Nariakira-dono was planning to utilise against Edo. That’s why the Taikun’s upset, too — he now fears you may want to use it. Knowing Satsuma…” He tapped his lips with his fingers. “I’d guess it’s some kind of magic weapon. Bataavian, maybe. Am I right?”
The twitch in Miyabe’s eye was all the response — and it was all the response Koyata needed.
“Well, it doesn’t matter,” he said and straightened his knees. “As I said, that’s not my jurisdiction. I was tasked by Matsudaira-dono with flushing out the rebels in Heian and I will do what it takes to fulfil my duty.” He turned to the exit. “I’m sorry for what those thugs did to you, Miyabe-dono,” he said, shutting the cell’s grate door. “I will try to ask them to be gentler next time. You are noble-born, after all.”
The samurai looked up sharply. Fear glimpsed in his eye for a split second.
“They — they will be back?”
Koyata shrugged. “I’m afraid they too are beyond my jurisdiction.”
 “Why is it taking so long?” Nagomi asked the helmsman.
This was the first day since the freak storm had started that they were able to find a boat willing to take them across. The wooded hump of the Mekari Mountain seemed a stone’s throw away from the Chōfu shore, and yet, tantalisingly, the rickety, flat-bottomed boat she and Torishi were on was taking ages to cross the narrow straits.
I could swim to the other side from here, she thought.
“So sorry, priestess-sama,” the helmsman replied with a small bow, “but we are ordered to steer clear of Manju Island, and the currents have gone mad after the storms. We’re lucky we’ve even managed to get this far.”
As if in response, a great wave heaved the boat up and down. Nagomi grasped the edge until her knuckles turned white.
“We should have waited until the sea calmed down,” Torishi uttered from the bow. His face was grey and unmoving, as if carved out of stone; in a wreath of soaked hair and beard he looked like a sad, wet dog. He gazed into the dark, tattered clouds, averting his eyes from the howling horizon. “This is too dangerous. The Spirits are angry.”
“We can’t wait any longer,” said Nagomi.
She dreaded to cross those swelled, murky waters, but she saw no other choice. The news from Satō and the Kiheitai militia, at first frequent and triumphant, had stopped flowing once the safety of the province had been ensured, and now their actions were shrouded in official secrecy. She now knew more about Bran’s whereabouts than she did Satō’s — and she was fed up waiting. 
She was also fed up with Torishi’s careful deliberations and reluctance to act. True to his bear-like nature, he was slow to rise to action and keen to keep her safe from any harm. But she needed to do something, go somewhere, and right now there was only one clear direction before her.
 “Every day and every night, all I saw was the slope of Mekari. It is beckoning me.”
“It might be a trap,” the bear-man muttered. “Demons,” he added.
 “Can demons send false visions?”
Torishi shrugged and pointed at the mountain.
“Spirits! Who knows what—” Another freak wave interrupted him, sending them tumbling to the bottom of the boat.
He said nothing more. The boat, carried headlong by the wrathful current, beached with a tremendous thud and creak of the shattering prow. Nagomi’d had enough. She clambered overboard, splashing into the knee-deep water, and waded to the shore. Torishi followed. The odour of rotting seaweed marking the tideline hit their nostrils. A dark row of gnarled, twisted pines overlooked the edge of the beach. The curtain of rain parted, revealing Mekari’s wooded hump rising right above her, and the shrine’s vermillion gate and copper-coated roofs below.
As they got closer, Nagomi noticed traces of the fire she’d heard about from the sailors. The gate was singed at the corners, where the new coat of paint didn’t reach. The roofs were full of holes, patched with straw, paper, and loose timber. Not all buildings of the compound had yet been rebuilt, and the stumps of their black skeletons only added to the grim, silent mood of the place.
There were no priests or acolytes anywhere; the shrine seemed abandoned, except for a jumble of fresh, unswept footprints in the sand before a small talisman-vending stall at the entrance, closed for the night.
A shadow moved silently between the buildings. Nagomi tensed. A trap, she remembered Torishi’s warning. She looked to the bear-man; he too stood rigid, his back slightly bent, fists clenched, eyes narrowed.
A balding, small-faced, pointy nosed priest appeared before them out of the dark. He was wearing a dazzling white robe and an odd jade pendant in the shape of a dragon claw. His face showed no surprise at the late visitors. He glanced from Nagomi to her companion, then back at the priestess, and then nodded.
“Come with me,” he said. “He’s waiting for you.”
Nagomi stepped back. “He?”
“Come, come,” He beckoned them. “There’s little time. He’ll die soon.”
He started off briskly towards one of the rebuilt buildings, a straight-forward dwelling built of golden cedar wood, with a cypress veranda. Nagomi followed, hesitant. The priest slid open the veranda door and went inside, without looking back.
The only room in the house was dark, filled with the heavy scent of fresh timber and incense — and faint stench of rotting meat; on a raised bed in the middle lay another man, his head supported on a wooden pillow. He turned weakly towards his visitors. The man who had brought them in bowed and disappeared back into the shadows.
Nagomi knelt down by the man’s bed.
“Are you hurt? Do you need healing?” She couldn’t think of any other reason why anyone would be waiting for her.
The man chuckled but the laugh turned into coughing. Blood from his lips spattered the white linen bedding and his silk robe.
“My child,” he said, rasping, “my wounds are long beyond your, or anyone else’s healing. I have lain here, suffering, for over a year. I am glad I can finally die today.”
“Why today?”
“Because today you are here, priestess-sama.” He touched her hand. “I have waited long. Too long for you to get here.”
He let go of her hand and tore off the sheet. Nagomi covered her mouth. Bloodied bandages covered most of the priest’s torso, and the crimson stain grew wider with his every breath.
He really is dying, she thought. I would not be able to help him even at my strongest. But… a year of this? How did he survive so long?
“Why didn’t you contact me sooner?”
“I tried to contact you all this time,” he said. “Perhaps you were not strong enough to hear my call…until now.”
I saw this place in my dreams, she remembered. But I forgot…
“Why…did you call me?” she asked.
“You had to know.”
“Know what?”
The priest pulled down half of his white robe, revealing his other arm. It was a stump, sliced off at the shoulder, but the amputated half lay beside it, its detached end wrapped in thin silk.
It was black, covered in scales, and ended in four sharp claws.
“The great God Watatsumi answered my prayers,” he said, as Nagomi watched in stunned silence, “and sent you the visions that brought you here. But even he can no longer sustain my ebbing life. Lean closer, child,” his voice grew noticeably weaker, “my tale is long and strange.”
His name was Ōen, and he was the last of the Sea Dragon people.
He said it matter-of-factly and seemed surprised when Nagomi showed no understanding.
“Has the legend been forgotten already?” He sighed. “What a world this is, when the wizards know more than the priests.”
“Satō would know for sure,” Nagomi said, recalling the wizardess’s fixation with dragons. Then she remembered one of the stories her friend had been fond of telling.
“Hanryū,” she whispered. “Half-dragons.”
“Ah, so you do remember.” The priest nodded. “Yes, that’s what they called us… but there was far less dragon blood left in our veins than half. If there ever was any.”
Dragon blood?
“There were always people who could change into dragons or half-dragons here on Chinzei,” he continued. “Descendants of legendary heroes, Prince Hikohohodemi, Princess Tamatori…This was, after all, their ancient homeland.”
Nagomi stared at the clawed hand before her, struggling to comprehend.
“Are you… born of the Gods?”
This wasn’t the strangest thing she would have to believe in. She had talked to creatures of magic and had flown a dragon herself. Even Bran was able to transform into a dragon-like creature. What was one more mystery to add to the growing list?
Still…
The old man touched the claw with a gentle stroke.
“That is what the legend says, at least,” he replied, as if reading her mind. “Whether our power came from some tryst with the Dragon Gods, or was the result of ancient onmyōji experiments, I don’t know. But I have learned not to doubt the evidence of my own eyes,” he said, eyeing the severed hand.
“Who did this to you?” she asked, sensing the answer.
“The one who ruled from Ganryūjima,” he replied, confirming Nagomi’s visions. “I am but one of the many victims you have avenged.”
“The red orb,” she guessed, “that’s what he had come for.”
Ōen nodded.
“It was white when he came. He washed it in my blood.” He winced at the memory. “Bent it to his will… but made it weaker in the process. The Tide Stones remain strongest when they are pure.”
What through Tide Stone can you see…?
“The Tide Stones…” she whispered. “Can you tell me about them?”
“This orb is last of the last pair to survive from the age when dragons roamed these islands,” he said. “We guarded it with our lives, though we didn’t know what good it was in a world without the monsters it could control.”
She curled her toes in anticipation. She was so close to solving the riddle of the Prophecy! She was almost living it now. The colours swirled before her eyes: the blue of the Tide Stone, the red of the Blood Stone…
“Sacchan has it now,” she said.
“Sacchan?”
“My best friend, the wizardess… She has Ganryū’s orb with her.”
He frowned.
“She is in some danger, then. Or rather, she would be, if she was able to use it.”
He closed his tired eyes, as if falling asleep, or dying. She shook him by the healthy arm.
“What danger? Ōen-sama!” she asked.
“Oh,” he stirred awake. “There is a blood curse on the orb, as on anything the demon touched. A human might soon become consumed by it… But of course, for that, your friend would need to face a dragon — and there are… no dragons left in Yamato…”
Her stomach clenched.
He doesn’t know about Bran, or the Black Wings… 
“Why are you telling me all this? What do you need me for?” she asked, though her thoughts raced. I have to find her and warn her.
“I saw you… standing on the edge of the Darkness. The night beyond which no Scryer’s power can reach. You’ve heard of it, yes?”
She nodded.
“You were there… standing at the threshold of a gate to the other side, holding an old bronze sword…fending off some shadowy creatures…trying to get through.”
A shiver went through her at the mention of the sword and the monster. Ōen reached into the folds of his robe and produced a piece of paper.
“These are the words I heard in the vision. I could make no sense of them until I saw you two today…”
With shaking hands Nagomi straightened the creases of the paper. The writing was wobbly, blotted, and she strained to decipher its vertical lines.
All is lost, the Spirits cry
 Only one thing left to try.
 At the Gates of Otherworld
 Bear is fearful, Girl is bold


She recognised the rhythm and the hidden power of the rhyme. The Prophecy, again. She sighed with irritation. How many more verses did she yet have to discover before she finally grasped its meaning?
But she calmed down quickly. This verse was clear enough. She shivered again, this time with excitement. The rest of the Prophecy flooded forth from her memories. If the priest had seen so much, perhaps he knew more.
“What about the third stone?” she asked.
“The third stone?” It was his turn now to be surprised.
“Green jewel. Jade, the bringer of Life,” she recited. She knew each verse of the Prophecy by heart.
He shook his head. “There is no third stone. There never was. The Tide Stones come in pairs.”
“But it’s in the Prophecy!”
“I don’t know, child.” He shook his head sadly. “I’ve never heard of a green Tide Stone. Perhaps that is one for you to discover…” 
He coughed. The dragon claws at his side twitched in the rhythm of the spasms, as if still joined to his body. Blood soaked through the bandage in thick droplets. She touched his stomach, trying to at least stem the fresh bleeding with her healing.
“Do not waste your power, priestess-sama,” he wheezed in between the coughs. “The time is near.”
“Why does everyone keep dying before they tell me all I need to know!” she cried out. There were still so many mysteries surrounding the Tide Stones and time was running out.
Ōen wheezed a chuckle and nodded at the acolyte waiting in the shadows. The young man produced a bundle of scrolls scribbled in the same shaky letters as the piece she’d read a moment earlier.
“I had a year to prepare for this meeting,” he said. “You will find here everything I know about the Stones. It’s not much…but it should be enough to guide you further.” He coughed again. “You are welcome to stay here as long as you wish, priestess-sama,” he said, weakly. “The acolyte will take you to your room.”
She stood up, uncertain.
“I will call for you one last time, priestess,” Ōen added. “For now, go and rest.”
Nagomi accepted the gift of the scrolls graciously, but for the time being she put them away with her other belongings. Her mind was too preoccupied to wade through some musty old tomes. She had to come up with her next move, and fast.
She felt sorry for Torishi. The bear-man had never been so confused. She had kept him in the dark about her plans, but she had no other choice: if she had told him they were not going back to Lord Mori’s school, he would never have let her leave the city. After all, Chōfu had been the last place where the Taikun’s orders didn’t reach. Now, however, she was an outcast even there.
Bran was right to warn her. Once the Mikado’s edict had arrived in the domain, the mood of the people around her soured. Lord Mori seemed to have forgotten about her existence while he was busy dealing with the rebels, but the Mikado’s order to clear Yamato from all foreigners reminded everyone Nagomi was a half-barbarian herself. They had to leave, but — where would they go? For the first time in her life she really felt foreign in her own country. Her hair was once again a mark of infamy and shame.
They had no hope of reaching Kiyō — the entire island between her and the city was swarming with troops, either the Taikun’s or Shimazu’s. If they ventured anywhere north, she would have been captured in an instant before she even got to Nagoya. They could stay in the shrine but there was nothing left for her to discover in Mekari and sooner or later Chōfu’s, Satsuma’s or Taikun’s men — or even the Serpent — would discover and kill her.
But meeting Ōen made her realise those things no longer mattered.
There was a Prophecy to fulfil, a destiny to follow, a task given to her by Lady Kazuko. A half-dragon, guided by the Gods, had endured agony just to point her in the right direction. She would not waste his sacrifice.
I must have been given enough hints and clues by now, she thought feverishly. I can’t just wait until I’m told everything.
She asked for ink and paper and wrote down all the pieces of the Prophecy she remember on strips of paper and scattered them around the floor. She now understood so much more of it than the first time she had heard the words in the Waters of Scrying. More even, she suspected than Lady Kazuko herself did. She knew what two of the three stones were; she knew what the black wings of despair signified, what the Eight-headed Serpent was, and she had seen the Storm God’s sword in her vision. Lady Kazuko suspected the “mightiest” that was to fall at the “breaking of the world” was the Taikun; the old one had just died, but somehow Nagomi felt that was not what the Prophecy was talking about.
The Gates of Otherworld. 
She feared it had something to do with Satō. The blood magic, the Ganryū’s orb… Bran thought reaching the wizardess was the best idea and Nagomi so desperately wanted to make sure she was alright.
But how?
There were always visions, but even if they were true, all she saw were flames and blood, clashing blades and flying missiles; nothing that would point her in any direction.
There must have been a clue in what she already knew. She leaned over the verses told to her in the dream from Nagoya. Most of it had already happened, if her reading was right.
Man and beast are torn apart: Bran and Emrys. The once-pure kanju, the White Stone, was now unclean, defiled by Ganryū’s blood curse, now in Satō’s hands.
The other of the pair, the blue manju, was in shards, of which one had once been in Bran’s possession, the others lost in history, perhaps yet to be discovered.
 The final two verses were still too vague. She tapped her finger on the mat.
What was dead will be reborn.
She couldn’t even tell if it was a promise, or a threat? Was Ganryū to come back to life? She shook her head.
What was lost shall not be mourned.
There were so many things that had been lost throughout their misadventures, she couldn’t even begin to list them. No, those lines would not help her find Satō. And so, only one verse of the rhyme remained unsolved but, perhaps…
Find the boy who can’t be seen.
She pressed her fists against her forehead in frustration. What could this mean? Bran, again? No, the Prophecy would not refer to the same person twice with different terms, of that she was certain; if there were any rules to Scrying at all, that was one of them.
But if not Bran, then who? What other boy in Yamato could not be seen?
And then she remembered. Her heart raced. The boy in her dream! The one who had slain the eight-headed beast with the Storm God’s sword. She had forgotten about him, but now, with a sudden prophetic clarity, she saw him again, as if he was standing before her in the flesh: tall, handsome, somewhat bashful, dressed in a robe of purest silk, marked with the golden chrysanthemum.
The Mikado’s crest. 




CHAPTER II
The Imperial Capital snuck upon Satō unawares.
A city, not marked on any map, stretched between the Naniwa harbour and Heian, endless, straight and uninterrupted, save for bridge-spanned rivers and wooded, shrine-topped hills forcing the road to bend out of the way. The towns and villages that formed it had long ago lost their names and individual characters, having coalesced into this monstrous serpent of houses, taverns, tea-houses, shops and temples.
The Kiheitai column crossed another bridge over another nameless river. Before Satō, stretched a broad plain, bounded on three sides by low mountains, grey-blue in the summer haze. A cool waft from the river struggled in vain against the stuffy, dry heat that held this inland city in its torturous grasp, but it did bring with it a flowery, familiar aroma. Satō sniffed.
“Saké!”
“Fushimi breweries,” said Takasugi and grinned. He was the only one of the group who had previously been to the city, having spent a year accompanying his father on a mission to the court.
He pointed upstream, where several brick chimneys belted out clouds of sweet-smelling fumes. A barrel-filled barge sped down the river, its helmsman belting out a cheerful, but nonsensical song, consisting mostly of cries of Yoi-sa! Yoi-sa!
“That sure makes me thirsty,” said Satō, licking her lips. They’d been marching from Naniwa for two days now, in relentless heat, with only a few brief stops along the way.
“Good,” replied Shōin, “because we’ve reached our goal.”
Just below the bridge, sprawled on the river bank and surrounded by a lush garden, was a large, two-storey guest house. The doors and windows were shielded from the sun by straw mats, the stone pavement in front had been freshly sprayed with cold water, and a steady trickle of a cooling stream was coming from the garden. A more inviting place Satō could not even imagine. There was only one problem.
“Why is there a Satsuma crest next door?” she asked, stepping away from the inn’s threshold, while Shōin went inside.
“That’s one of the residences of the Shimazu,” he said, soon emerging from under the noren curtain. “There’s nobody there at the moment, apart from servants and guards.”
“I don’t like it being here.” Satō gave the building next door a scornful look, before entering the inn.
“Welcome to Terada-ya, noble guests!” the landlord bellowed, bowing. “The best guest house in Fushimi!”
“Fushimi? I thought past the river it’s Heian already,” said Satō.
“Well, the checkpoint is just a mile away,” said Takasugi. “I’m sure there’s a reason why we’re here.”
“We have to wait for the others to catch up,” said Shōin.
“Others?” asked both Satō and Takasugi.
Shōin tutted, eyeing the room, full of patrons “Not here.” He turned to the landlord. “Is there a quiet room here where we can discuss private matters?”
“Of course, tono. In fact, we are quite famous for it,” the landlord replied with a wink. “Follow me upstairs.”
Shōin produced an envelope sealed with the Mori crest.
“I kept receiving orders from Chōfu along the way,” he said. “The last one in Naniwa. I was to keep it secret before we got here.” He handed the letter to Satō.
“Who are all these people?” she asked, after running through the long list of names they were supposed to contact upon arriving in Heian.
Shōin looked nervously around the small room, as if to make sure they weren’t being spied on; but they were hidden behind double screen walls, padded with straw, and concealed in a maze of other small rooms and passages at the top floor of the inn. If there were spies here, it would take True Sight to detect them.
“Commanders of various forces scattered throughout the city,” he said. “Chōfu and allied clans. Residence sentries, groups of rōnin, caravan bodyguards…”
“It must be hundreds of men,” said Takasugi.
“Two thousand altogether,” said Shōin. “Counting us and Kunishi’s samurai.”
“Two thousand!” gasped Satō. “That’s an army!”
How long has Mori-dono been preparing all this?
“And there would be more, if the storms in the straits hadn’t delayed their ships. Many clans have become incensed by the Mikado’s — Tosa chief among them. Cleansing Yamato from barbarian influence is something everyone can get behind.”
Satō frowned.
“But our enemy is the Taikun, not the foreigners.”
Shōin shrugged. “One thing at a time, Satō, one thing at a time…”
Takasugi looked through the list and drew a breath. “I wasn’t aware we are to fight our way into Heian.”
“It’s just a show of force,” said Shōin. “The s-staging ground…” he stuttered. That was a term of war, not diplomacy. “…is a monastery not far from here. We’ll go there in the morning.”
Satō noticed Shōin’s hands were trembling, and poured him a brimful of cold saké.
“Who’s in charge of all this? Kunishi-sama?” she asked.
He gulped the drink and in an instant his eyes grew teary and red. He slammed the cup on the table. “I don’t know yet,” he replied. “We are to wait here for contact.”
“I hope it’s soon,” said Takasugi. “The Taikun will not wait, that’s for sure.”
The old priest lay still, breathing at a slow, steady pace. Through the wide open veranda door, he was staring at the sea, calm now under the smothering blanket of the summer rain.
A whole day had passed before he’d called for Nagomi; the sun had sunk beneath the dark line of the Chōfu shore.
As she watched the sea in silence, she saw a ship in the storm, crashing against a rocky shoreline, heard the desperate cries of the crew over the howling wind, and somewhere among the splintering timber she glimpsed a twinkle of a blue light, a star shining through the darkness. She blinked.
Ōen’s voice broke through the apparition.
“I’m sorry?” she asked.
“I was browsing through the scrolls once again,” he said. “But I could not find anything about a green stone.”
“I appreciate your effort,” she replied. She had not hoped for any more revelations from the dying priest.
“I did find… something, though,” he said. “A Scryer’s letter from the days of the dragons, from the Genpei Wars.”
“What does it say?”
“He writes to the Mikado Antoku about the secrets of his craft: how to read visions, and interpret them.”
“Can I see it?”
“I doubt you’d manage to read it, it is very old… It concerns false visions and — among them the priest does mention one showing a third Tide Stone.”
Nagomi gasped. “A false vision—”
“The stone in his vision was formed when three comma-shaped pieces, each carried by a green dorako, combined into one,” said Ōen. “He dismisses it along with other examples. ‘It was obviously a dream sent by malevolent Spirits,’ he claims.”
“Do you think… I’m being shown a false dream, too?”
“Maybe,” the priest said, “but there is something else about the letter. You see, it was never sent to Heian. A day after the priest had written down his ‘false’ visions, Antoku’s fleet arrived here, in Dan-no-Ura… and the Mikado perished with his entire army.”
“What of it?”
“This was exactly as the priest had predicted in the letter. He thought this, too, to be untrue.”
“Then you think…”
Ōen chuckled. “Whoever this priest was, he had a true scrying talent, but was terrible at his craft. His visions were true, but he chose not to believe them. I’m sorry I did not find anything written by somebody with more sense.”
“No, this — this is already more than I could ever find out by myself, I’m sure.”
Green dragons… This much matched what she had seen in the Prophecy. But comma-shaped stones did not help much. Most onmyōji magic jewels were that shape. She touched her neck through the kimono; even the jade necklace she’d received from Lady Kazuko…
A gust of wind rattled at the paper windows, and the waves thundered against the shore, louder than before. Ōen rose slightly off the wooden pillow.
“It is time,” he said.
Nagomi’s eyes followed his gaze. The rain stopped. Clouds loomed over the water, dark and vast, like giant wings, and she heard a roar in the sound of the billows, as if of a great monster.
“Our meeting ends here, child. Watatsumi-sama has come for me at last,” the priest said. His face brightened, and all suffering and weariness perished from his eyes. “My spirit will join him in the undersea palace!”
Supporting himself on Nagomi’s shoulder, he stood up, swaying, and reached out the healthy hand. The wet breeze licked his fingers and shook the rickety roof tiles. The waves roared again, scattering the sand. Nagomi bowed down in the presence of a God. The priest’s fingers clenched her shoulder.
“Another dragon dies this evening,” Ōen whispered. “Can you sense it? The Gods are busy today.”
She shook her head. Whatever the priest witnessed in the storm was only his to see. He gasped once, and collapsed. She touched his wrist and felt no pulse.
The acolytes rushed out of the shadows, shooing her away. The wind quietened down and the waves regressed from the beach.
Prince Mutsuhito stared at the strip of coloured paper in his hands, carefully composing the wish poem in his mind.
There were a few other wishing strips tied to the young bamboo tree that grew by the gate of the Crown Prince’s quarters.
Only the court ladies serving the Prince, and their children, had the time to even think about the Tanabata holiday. This wasn’t even the proper day: the festival in the city had long gone, and nobody within the Imperial Palace walls had noticed. The court was in disarray, busy with the political drama unravelling outside the Imperial Capital, of which Mutsuhito was only vaguely aware. It all sounded preposterous to him, more myth than reality. The barbarians were in Yamato with some flying monsters. The Mikado had openly defied the Taikun. The daimyo of the distant provinces were growing restless, even rebellious. This was no time for celebrations.
As the heir to the throne, Mutsuhito should have no reason to wish for anything from the Spirits. On the one hand, his every worldly desire would be immediately granted by the myriad courtiers and servants; on the other, he had been raised to control his needs and not express excessive wants. His robes were embroidered with golden thread, but not woven from golden silk; his quarters were elegant but simple. If a box of pickled fish for Obon was a good enough gift for the merchant’s son, then it was also good enough for the heir to the throne.
“We cannot stand too much apart from our subjects,” his father had taught him, “lest we turn away from their needs.”
But this year was different. Mutsuhito dipped the brush in the ink made with morning dew gathered from taro leaves, and put it to paper: 
How happy are the Gods
 Who need not suffer the pain or disease,
 But can freely meet on the shores
 Of the Heavenly River.
It wasn’t a very good or original poem — a variation on Master Hitomaro’s Tanabata piece in the Ten Thousand Leaves Collection — but it did a good job of expressing his stormy emotions.
The Mikado was ill. Mutsuhito did not know the cause of the illness, but he knew it had to be serious: even he was forbidden from entering the Bamboo Room, where his father was tended to by the best of Yamato’s healers and herbalists. 
As far as Mutsuhito’s memory reached, Kōmei had never been sick before, he had always been of a remarkable, ruddy, and resilient disposition. He guessed the stress of recent events had finally got through the Mikado’s natural defences.
The Crown Prince was now spending most of his free time praying for his father’s health in the Itsukushima Shrine, and preparing prayers to be sent to other shrines all around the city. The need to do so filled him with the sense of helpless futility.
We are Gods ourselves, he thought, ruefully. We shouldn’t be asking other Gods for favours.
He rolled the coloured paper in his fingers and tied it in a knot around a branch of the young bamboo tree. It will do as much good as any prayer.
He turned to return to his study, where another batch of shrine letters waited for his signature, when he heard the dull tapping of several pairs of sandal-clad feet on the gravel path.
“Denka! Denka!” cried the courtiers. “Come quickly!”
“What is it?” he asked, and waited for the elderly leader of the courtiers to catch his breath.
“His Majesty… requests… your presence.”
“But I am forbidden in the Bamboo Room,” Mutsuhito replied, surprised.
The courtiers exchanged looks. “This is urgent,” said the leader. “We think… we think your Divine Father, denka… he… ”
“Spit it out, old man,” Mutsuhito urged. A sudden chill ran through his body, despite the summer sun beaming with full force.
“He might not live to see tomorrow,” another courtier said, lowering his head.
The priest from the Shimogamo Shrine, tending to the sick Mikado, hesitated before unveiling the silk curtain.
“Prepare yourself, denka,” he told Mutsuhito.
“I’ll be fine.” The Prince waved his hand impatiently. How bad can it be? “Hurry up.”
The curtain spread open; Mutsuhito looked at his father and gagged. If the priest hadn’t supported him, he would have staggered to the floor.
“I warned you,” said the priest. In his voice, there was the tired sadness of a man who had to convey bad news too many times to too many people.
The Divine Mikado Kōmei lay unmoving, deathly, among the white silken pillows. Every inch of his exposed skin — face, neck, hands — was covered with scarlet pustules seeping black ooze. The pustules were so numerous that they joined each other in places, making it seem as if the Mikado wore a horrible demonic mask. Thick, dark blood seeped from his nostrils and the corner of his mouth.
The Mikado opened his eyes with effort, the rest of his face remained unmoving under the layer of pus, and the effect was unreal, as if what lay on the silk pillows was a mere automaton, not a real human being.
“Draw the curtain, priest,” Kōmei ordered. At least his voice was still as strong as ever. “There’s no need for my son to suffer too.”
The priest reached for the silk, but Mutsuhito stopped him. “I’m fine. Just… bring us some water.”
The priest bowed and shuffled out of the Bamboo Room. The Crown Prince gazed at his father, his despair growing with every second.
“I don’t understand,” he said, “it’s been a few days since I last saw you, you were fine then. I thought it was just some weakness.”
“I was poisoned, Mutsuhito,” said Kōmei.
“Poisoned? Who would dare?”
The Mikado’s lips curled in a strained smile. “There are many who always wanted my death… but they could never think of a scheme that would destroy the entire bloodline at once… until now.”
“The bloodline… you mean this attack was aimed at both of us?”
“A disease — ” Kōmei explained, “ — a perfect crime. It was those damn handkerchiefs… or maybe that bottle of spirit… soaked in the concentrated pus of a black pox victim they got from Gods know where…”
Black pox!
“Father, I — I have something to tell you…”
The Mikado raised a feeble hand. “I know, son. Iwakuni had you vaccinated in secret. He told me as soon as we discovered what had happened to me.”
Mutsuhito bowed his head.
“I’m sorry. I know this was against your wishes.”
“How can you say this?” Kōmei coughed. Droplets of bloody spittle fell on his white robe. “You will live, that’s all that matters. I was a stubborn fool. I’m glad my advisors proved wiser.”
“You will live too, Father.” Mutsuhito wiped tears from his eyes. He reached to grab his father’s hand, but Mikado moved it away with surprising swiftness.
“We don’t have time for this foolishness,” he said, and sniffled. “This is the final stage, I will not see tomorrow’s dawn. I have something very important to tell you.” He coughed again, a longer and more violent fit this time. “Where did that damn priest go? How long does it take to bring water?”
The priest rushed to him with the pitcher and put it to his parched, cracked lips. The Mikado drank eagerly. Mutsuhito reached for his cup; the water had a sweet, almost flowery taste. He recognised it — it had come from the well that was used to wash babies newly born within the confines of the palace.
First water, last water, he thought. How fitting.
The priest wiped the Mikado’s lips with a brocade cloth.
“Now go,” Kōmei ordered. “And make sure we are not interrupted.”
The priest disappeared again. The Mikado took a deep, gurgling breath, before reaching for a small lacquer and ivory box, which, until now, had been hidden within the layers of his robe. He opened it, revealing a small silver necklace with a comma-shaped jade jewel.
“It belongs to your mother,” he said, seeing Mutsuhito’s confused stare. “She brought it with her from the South, and sent me this from the monastery as soon as she learned of my disease.”
The Divine Mother, First Concubine Yoshiko, was not allowed to visit the dying Mikado.
“My mother! But it’s so…so simple.”
“It is not worn as an ornament, it is an artefact. A powerful onmyōji relic.”
“Mother is an onmyōji? I thought she was just…a healer.”
Kōmei chuckled. “She is much more than that. And so are you, because of her.” He reached out and touched Mutsuhito’s thigh through his robe. “Show me your leg.”
“You — you know about this, too?” Mutsuhito revealed his lower limb from under the kimono, unravelling a flesh-coloured cloth he was using to conceal the scales. They were now nearly reaching up to his waist; even his feet were deformed, the toes turning slowly into claws.
Oddly enough, he never once considered what was happening to him as strange. His personal physician had long given up trying to explain the transformation, and limited himself to prescribing various softening balms. They eased the Prince’s discomfort somewhat, but did not halt the growth. A healer, brought under oath of secrecy from the Shimogamo, had also thrown his hands up in surrender, and called it the curse. 
I’m turning into a monster, Mutsuhito thought, with surprising calm. It also occurred to him that he’d never thought to ask his father for advice.
“We always knew, your mother and I,” said the Mikado. “It is her legacy. This is why she sent this necklace. Put it on, son.”
Mutsuhito picked up the necklace by the chain. The jade jewel vibrated in his hand. He put it around his neck and struggled for a moment with the dainty clasp.
“You wear it under your robes,” said the Mikado.
As soon as the jewel touched Mutsuhito’s naked skin, a deep shiver went through his body; a wave of a burning, itching sensation ran down his torso and legs. He looked down and gasped. The scales and deformations vanished; his skin was smooth and… human. He touched his leg to make sure this was not an illusion.
“What — what is this?”
“This is an amulet to keep your legacy in check. Without it, you would one day transform…irreversibly.”
“Transform into what…?” The answer lingered in his mind, though he dared not yet utter it. “A monster? Yōkai? Father, what am I?”
“Have you not yet guessed? Have you not read the legends? You’re a hanryū, a half-dragon… like your mother, and her mother before her.”
Mutsuhito laughed.
“The ryū do not exist, Father. They were all slain in the Genpei Wars.”
Kōmei raised his finger. “But they left behind their offspring with humans. Remember the legend of Princess Tamatori, who seduced the Dragon King Watatsumi? Yoshiko’s lineage descends directly from her. For generations they kept their identity a secret. Even I didn’t know anything before I got your mother pregnant.”
The Prince felt dizzy. He gulped down another cup of the cold, sweet water.
Hanryū? Dragons? It all sounded facetious; but then, so did having one’s toes transform into dragon claws. So that’s why it doesn’t feel strange. It’s in my blood, in my nature.
“So as long as I wear the necklace,” he said, with a nervous giggle, “everything will stay as it is? Nobody needs to know anything… I can live a normal life?”
“Your life will never be normal, son. I have asked the Scryers… The future is dimmed and dark, but they were able to tell me this much.” The Mikado spat blood and phlegm into a handkerchief before continuing. “Tomorrow, I die. But you will live. An heir to a hollow throne, helpless against the Taikun, the Regents… even the Barbarians. They will try to kill you again. When disease and poison fails, they will try magic — then they will know.”
They?
“Know about this?” Mutsuhito pointed at his leg. “How?”
“The Hanryū are immune to almost every kind of magic. No spell will ever harm you, and one day they will understand why.”
Mutsuhito drew a shaky breath.
“Almost every magic?”
 “Except that powered by blood.”
Blood? “I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I, son,” the Mikado replied sadly. “This is what a certain onmyōji once told your mother. I used to dismiss it as nonsense, until… until…” In a spasm, he grasped Mutsuhito’s hand; his touch was trembling, slippery.
“Are you in pain, Father? I will call for help—”
“No! Son, listen, the Scryers predicted a war — a terrible war of blood and fire — it is almost here. Before my body is put in the ground, the war will ravage this city.”
That’s — that’s just a few days away…
“When the war comes to Heian, you must — ” Kōmei spasmed again. “ — save yourself. You are the last of both lines — in you the lines of Prince Hikohohodemi and Princess Tamatori are combined. You are the Jade Jewel of the Imperial Palace. Without you, the war of blood will be lost, and Yamato will succumb to darkness.”
He fell back on the silk pillows, coughing and heaving. Mutsuhito called on the priest and stepped back as the attendants struggled to ease his father’s pains.
“He asks for you again,” the priest said, once the crisis had subdued. “He is very weak.” His eyes told Mutsuhito everything.
The Crown Prince leaned over the dying Mikado.
“You may leave now, Mutsuhito,” Kōmei whispered. “It’s over.”
“I will wait by your side, Father,” the prince replied, swallowing tears.
“You were all a father could want in a son,” said Kōmei. “Tell Yoshiko, she… she was always my favourite.”
Mutsuhito knelt down, holding his father’s hand. Time did not seem to pass, even though attendants and courtiers moved in and out of his view. The Divine Mikado remained conscious until the end, but he never spoke again. At the stroke of the Hour of the Rabbit — the same as the year in which Kōmei was born — the attending priest put a small bronze mirror to the Mikado’s lips. He stood back and bowed.
“His Imperial Majesty, Ruler and Protector of the Sacred Islands of Yamato, the Divine Mikado Osahito Kōmei, has joined the Spirits of his ancestors,” he announced, and wept.
Mutsuhito’s eyes were dry. Only his shoulders slumped, succumbing to the enormous weight the Gods and Fate had just dropped upon his back.




CHAPTER III
“Absolutely out of the question,” Torishi bellowed, tearing at his beard. “I vowed to protect you. How can I if you’re walking right into the bear’s den!”
She waited patiently until his outburst receded. She knew there was little he could do to stop her once she put her mind to something.
“I am sorry, Torishi-sama” she said. “I know it’s dangerous. But everywhere is dangerous for us now.”
“But Heian? Why not Edo! I’ve heard what your God-King ordered. ‘Expel the barbarians.’ That means me and you, too.”
Nagomi stared at him in surprise.
He understands more than I give him credit for.
“What else would you have me do? We can’t go back to Chōfu.”
“Hide somewhere. Hide here. Ask the boy for help, if you can still reach him.”
Nagomi bit her lips. Hide somewhere and hope for Bran to return and rescue her on his jade dragon… that was something the old Nagomi would have done. Wait for a gust of wind to come and pick her up in another, random direction.
But there was no more time to wait for another breeze. The flames in her dreams grew higher; the darkness grew closer. The world spun faster.
She tightened her small fists under the cuffs of her kimono and shook her head.
“We must follow the Prophecy,” she said firmly. “And besides, I believe that’s where Satō and Shōin were sent, too. We will be safe with them. The Mikado ordered the defence of the Imperial Capital, and Lord Mori’s army should be there as well.”
This was a new guess, an idea that came to her in the morning, after a sleepless, anxious night.
I never wanted to know any of this, she thought. All this politics and intrigue.
She lowered her head.
I was supposed to be a simple priestess. Selling talismans and praying for the patrons’ health and good luck was supposed to be my destiny.
But maybe she never had that choice in the first place? Could she have refused the role Lady Kazuko had wanted her to play? Ignore the beckoning of the Spirits that chose her as the medium for the Prophecy, never asking her what she wished?
Nagominagominagominagomi… the Spirits called.
But then Satō would be alone in her exile, she thought. And Bran… Bran would be dead.
A magpie screeched outside. She looked up. Torishi, now calm and serious, waited for her to gather her scattered thoughts. She rubbed her eyes.
“How do you want to get there?” he asked.
The Overwizard wiped the sweat from his eyes. Even the wind machine clacking away in the corner could not handle the heat of a Kiyō summer.
I will have to order a new batch of elementals from Satsuma before the year’s end, he thought.
He studied the wood grain of his table, taking deliberately long to reply. The eyes of the Dracalish officer sitting opposite drilled into his skull.
“Where is your son now?” Curzius asked.
“In my room, asleep,” replied Commodore Dylan. “He’s exhausted.”
“I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“I want you to tell me if his story can be true.”
“You doubt your own son?” The Overwizard raised his eyebrows. “You must have seen stranger things in your journeys!”
“Well, yes, I have seen many strange things. Ghosts and wraiths in the Xhosa wars and Yoruba shamans pretending to speak with the dead. All illusions, tricks.” Dylan waved his hand.
“Necromancy wasn’t a trick,” said Curzius, leaning forward. “Neither were the Abominations.”
“That’s ancient history.”
“This is an ancient land.”
Dylan scratched his chin. “You’re telling me these people really can commune with spirits? Spirits that can transform a Westerner into one of them, teach him the language of the natives overnight? I don’t know… sounds pretty far-fetched.”
For a moment, the Overwizard pondered whether he could gain anything by lying to the Commodore. He still held a grudge for the damage done to Soembing and the arrogance with which this man strolled about Dejima as if it were already his own domain. Curzius had met many Dracalish officers like him before coming to Kiyō. Privileged, haughty, gauging each new land with a surveyor’s eye, treating every port and people as a potential new addition to their Empire.
And who could blame them? he scoffed, bitterly. He glanced over Dylan’s shoulder at the map of the world hanging on the wall opposite. A good third of it was marked with the Dracalish crimson. It all used to be orange, he mused.
Any other time, he would’ve likely dismissed the officer’s worries and convinced him to take the boy and leave Yamato as if nothing had happened. But this wasn’t any other time. Between the Varyaga’s underwater ships, and the dragons of the Gorllewin, Curzius felt even more trapped on the little island than before. I have no allies left, he thought. Except that boy. And if he’s here, maybe he will convince his father to help me.
“I had my men track your son ever since he arrived in Yamato,” he said, eventually. “Everything we know checks out with what you just related.”
“Except you told me he left the country.”
“And so we believed. This must have been when he was captured by the Gorllewin.”
Dylan leaned back in his chair, and drummed the table’s edge with his fingers. There was a glint in his eye. “With this kind of magic, spying would be a breeze.” He shook his head in disbelief. 
Did he tell you about their healers yet? Curzius wondered. No, that would be the first thing you’d ask about.
“The spirit magic is a deep secret of which we’ve only heard rumours. But… I don’t believe it works outside Yamato.”
“A pity, if true,” Dylan said. “Why would the Yamato have agreed to perform such a ritual on a foreigner in the first place?”
“This country is on the brink of a civil war,” the Overwizard explained with a growing hint of impatience. We’ve been through this! “The nobles are split into myriad factions. Some support the religious authorities, others, the military ones. Somebody must have thought having your son — or rather, his dragon — on their side would aid their cause.”
“Nariakira.” Dylan’s fist clenched.
If you choose to believe so.
“What are you going to do now?” Curzius asked.
“Do?” The Commodore shrugged. “I don’t see how any of this changes my plans. We are still leaving Yamato as soon as we can. Now that I have Bran back, there’s even less for me to hang around here for.”
Liar.
The Overwizard stood up and nodded. “I see. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an audience with the city’s magistrate. Urgent matters.”
“Of course.” Dylan lazily slid his chair away and stood up as well. “If you need me, I’ll be packing.”
Light drew a dazzling, dancing pattern of colours on the stone path, and on the kimonos of the pilgrims; it broke and scattered on the thousands of little green leaves and reflected off hundreds of vermillion torii gates lining the approach to the top of Mount Inari.
The scarlet corridor had no peer in all of Yamato. Once again, Satō was filled with pride at the achievements of her people. Surely, nothing like this exists anywhere in the world, she thought, admiring the perfection of the straight lines and angles, broken by the softness of the round timber pillars.
Shōin followed close behind her, but he seemed to be too immersed in his thoughts to be excited about sightseeing. He insisted that they should not venture too far from the Terada-ya, in case their “contact” — whoever it was — showed up unannounced. But she managed to convince him that Mount Inari was just a short walk away.
“Nagomi would never forgive me if I didn’t go to pray at the Inari Shrine. Foxes are her favourite kami.”
Reluctantly, Shōin agreed.
They reached a tea-house, halfway up the slope, and Satō ordered a cup of cha and a plate of rice parcels wrapped in sweet fried tofu. From the terrace, she saw the entire city below, all the way to the mountains rising on the opposite side of the valley. It was a near-perfect grid of avenues, criss-crossing at straight angles. To the north, it became more chaotic and denser, as the network of pre-planned streets failed to penetrate the low hills on the left bank of the Kamogawa River, and turned into a jumble of narrow alleyways. To the west, hiding in the haze, the urban sprawl grew sparser, giving way to vegetable fields and bamboo groves. But everywhere she turned her eyes, she saw spires of pagodas, shining, gold-plated roofs of monasteries, and the towering palaces of the aristocrats, culminating in the broad, dark green rectangle of the Mikado’s gardens. Heian was a city of the rich and well-born.
“It’s magnificent,” she whispered.
Shōin winced over his cup. “I preferred Naniwa.”
“Naniwa? That city of merchants?” Satō grimaced. In her opinion, they couldn’t pass quickly enough through the harbour town. “How can you compare that crowded, smelly—”
“I’m a merchant,” he reminded her. “And yes, Naniwa is all those things, but at least it’s alive. This — ” he raised a cup over Heian’s gleaming panorama, “is a corpse of a city.”
“What do you mean?”
“This city’s power is long dead. The military strength is in Edo, the money is in Naniwa. What’s in Heian? A bunch of nobles reminiscing about the good old days, and Butsu monks busy tending to their cemeteries. Yes, it’s all gleaming with colours like flies on decomposing flesh. It’s like all of Yamato: an empty, glittering shell.”
“You’re in a cheerful mood today,” she said.
“I’m sorry, I’ve just been thinking a lot lately,” he replied. “Why are we here, in Heian? Why are you here, Satō?”
“Me?” She swallowed the rice. “It’s Mori-dono’s orders—”
“Aren’t you curious what the end game is? The country needs a change. We all know it. Are we the ones fit to lead this change? Is Mori-dono? I wouldn’t even know where to start. I started writing down some of my thoughts on this, but it’s been all a jumble so far…” His voice trailed off; he didn’t expect her to answer.
She picked up another rice parcel with her chopsticks. As she chewed, she looked around, desperate to find a new topic of conversation. She noticed ribbons of paper tied to the twigs of a small bamboo, growing over the terrace.
“Oh, that’s right, we’ve missed Tanabata. What would you have wished for?” she asked.
He blinked, surprised by the question. “Wish?”
I would have wished for the Taikun’s downfall, she thought, but I can’t write that on the ribbon.
A small tabby cat, like many of the sort she’d seen dozing off among the torii gates along the way, jumped next to their table from somewhere on the terrace. It stretched under the stroke of Shōin’s hand. The boy smiled and handed it half of his rice parcel. The cat purred in glee. Shōin smiled.
“He knows what matters in life,” he mused. “I’d wish this conflict was over soon, and that we could go back to what’s truly important.”
“And what is that?”
“Peace,” Shōin said. “Home. Family. L-love,” he stuttered and blushed.
“I’ll drink to that,” said Satō, hiding her face in the cup.
They left the Mekari shrine in the morning, their bundles much heavier than when they’d arrived: not only did they have to carry the scrolls, but also some water and travel food the acolytes gave them on their departure.
A gust of sea breeze skewed Nagomi’s bamboo hat, and she pushed it back onto her brow, hiding her face in the shadow. Torishi followed grudgingly behind, despondent and diminished, though his face seemed younger by a decade. They had both cropped their hair short, and the bear-man had to shave his proud beard — oh, how he wept! But Nagomi was determined that they disguise themselves as best they could. They were not going to make it easy for the Taikun’s or Lord Mori’s agents.
They were heading for the Kokura harbour, where Nagomi wished to buy a passage towards Naniwa, or any port in that direction. She expected the harbour would be swarming with Taikun’s agents. From what she remembered, the domain’s lords were Edo’s staunch allies, but she hoped to use the chaos of the upcoming war and the festival season to their advantage.
As she strode forward along the muddy, seaweed-covered beach, she spotted dark shapes in the shallows, rising bent and cracked, like rotting bones of some giant animal. It took her a moment to realise what it was.
“It’s …. it’s a wreck!” she cried back to Torishi, who scrambled out after her, urging her to wait. She remembered her latest vision.
“Maybe there are survivors.”
But the ship — a large transport barge, judging by the size of the shattered bulkheads, and the crates of goods spilled out into the sea — must have crashed days before their arrival, and whatever survivors there were, had long gone away in search of shelter and help, their footprints washed out by the lashing rains.
“The harbour,” said Torishi, laying his heavy hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Let’s not get distracted.”
She nodded and moved on, but before long, they stumbled onto another wreckage and then another.
“How many of those ships are here?” It was as if they walked through a graveyard of monsters.
“The storm lasted for days,” said Torishi. “There must be dozens. What a desolate place. Come, let’s get to higher ground, it’s difficult to walk.”
She turned to follow him inland, when she spotted something glinting underneath one of the fallen beams.
“Wait, what’s that?”
Smashed into the sand by the weight of the timber, so that only one corner of it emerged from under the water, was a large, nearly man-sized, iron-bound crate, with several small, barred openings near its top. Nagomi recognised the style: it was similar to the box of the wagon she had been held in at Nagoya; similar to the cage Lady Kazuko had been put in during her last days in Kiyō. Only the crests stamped into the iron bars were those of the Chōfu clan, rather than the Taikun’s.
“A prison box,” she said, “there may still be somebody inside.”
She crouched down, peering inside the small windows. Water was reaching almost to her chest, and she struggled to stand against the waves and rip currents battering against her legs. Her instincts were right: somebody, or something, stirred in the wet darkness. If it called to her, she could not hear it through the roar of the wind and the sea, but she had seen enough.
“Help me get this off,” she commanded Torishi. The bear-man hesitated.
“What if he’s dangerous? A criminal?”
“We still can’t let him drown like this!”
Torishi shook his head, then pushed against the fallen beam with his strong arms. The timber did not move at first as the bear-man struggled to gain a foothold in the sandy sea bottom, but at length it creaked and gave way, splashing into the water.
The prison box had been damaged enough that there was no need for a key. Torishi simply ripped open the soaked boards.
Inside, cowering from the daylight was a strange creature: a small, dark-skinned man, bald, shrivelled, and naked, save for a pendant: a shard of a blue stone on a leather cord.
Nagomi felt a creeping flash of foresight, but she pushed it away; her training with Torishi had freed her somewhat from the relentless onslaught of visions. She didn’t need another divination to remind her where she had seen the creature’s kindred before.
The blue orb in the dark cavern.
A shadow on the wall — a dragon’s wing.
 
Torishi froze at the sight, with one of the torn bits of timber still in his hand. The creature croaked some words in a language Nagomi did not understand but, to her astonishment, the bear prince replied, faltering and stuttering, in the same clipped tongue. It sounded similar to the language of Torishi’s shamanic spells, but was somehow deeper, older, and more full of meaning.
Torishi finally let go of the wood he was holding, grabbed the small man, and carried him gently onto dry land. Nagomi followed, bewildered.
“Who is this?” she kept asking, but the bear-man only turned to her when he made sure the little man, wrapped in Torishi’s own cloak, was warm and safe.
“That…” he replied with a tense face, “…is an Ancient.”
The little man was too weak and cold to speak any further until they started a fire in the shadow of the black pines. Nagomi studied his dark, ashen-grey skin, wincing at the old traces of numerous lashings. It was hard to tell his age, but she guessed he was old by the many wrinkles around his small, round eyes and the taut veins on his arms and legs.
An Ancient. Her entire knowledge of the diminutive race came from her conversations with Torishi. Since the visions of the dark cave and the shattering stone, she had often returned to the subject, but the bear-man had little to add to what she already knew.
They had worshipped old Yamato dragons, lived in caves and tunnels bored into the mountains, and bore the shards of the shattered blue stone… and then they were supposed to have perished, all of them, a long, long time ago. And yet, here was one of them, real and alive.
Warmed up, the Ancient began a quiet, sporadic conversation with Torishi. As the bear-man listened, his astonishment only grew larger. His hand wandered to where his beard was in a futile search for something to tug at in deep wonder.
“He came here with Prince Shakushain,” Torishi said, at last, “and was fleeing Ganryū’s men, trying to reach his home in the North, when some samurai caught him at the province border.”
“But wasn’t Shakushain-sama in Ganryū’s entourage?” asked Nagomi.
“There was some disagreement over this,” Torishi pointed at the blue stone on the Ancient’s neck.
Blue shard.
“It gets better,” Torishi said, before she gathered her rapidly scattering thoughts. “He was kept in a dungeon until… a woman samurai came and ordered his release. She had him put on the ship heading for Chōfu.” He waved at the wreckage on the tideline. “I guess we will never know what they were going to do with him,” he added. 
“Woman samurai… he means Sacchan?” the priestess asked and grabbed the little man’s shoulder. He flinched in fright.
“How is she?” she asked. “When did you last see her? Was she unharmed?”
“She… a good man,” he croaked back, struggling with the Yamato words, “but dark. In shadow. Like the Red One.”
She turned to Torishi with a questioning look. The bear-man removed her hand off the Ancient’s arm and asked the little man another question.
“He saw a shadow of the Crimson Robe cast over the wizardess,” he translated the answer, “but that could mean anything,” he added, trying to sound cheerful.
The Ancient coughed and wrapped himself tighter in Torishi’s cloak. The bear-man sat down a few feet away, letting their guest rest after the exhausting conversation.
“What a chance,” he pondered, throwing another branch on the fire. The pine needles burst in a cloud of sparks.
Nagomi shook her head in silence. That’s no chance. There are no coincidences in my life, she thought, remembering Lady Kazuko’s lesson. She looked into the flying sparks. In the flames she saw shattering jewels and blood staining the silken robe. Dragons dying in battle. Dark, wet tunnels, lofty mountain tops covered in snow, sea waves crashing against the entrance to a deep cave.
She ignored the images, not trying to filter or even remember any of them. It didn’t matter anymore, she realised. She was no longer witnessing the Prophecy: she was living it. The story told to some ancient priestess a long time ago was happening here and now, and she was its hero.
Girl is fearful, bear is bold.
Once again, she felt used by forces beyond her understanding, led astray by the Spirits and chance encounters, blown around by the winds of Fate.
No, she resisted the approaching gloom, not this time. It was her own decision to go to Kokura, to sail to Heian. They could have stayed in Mekari, or in Chōfu, they could have waited for events to unfold around them. If she had done so, or even delayed a day longer, the Ancient would have perished in the coming tide. That they found him was the first proof that, by leaving Mekari, Nagomi had started making correct decisions all on her own. 
The thought cheered her up, and for the first time in days she ventured a smile.
“What do we do with him?” asked Torishi, when the tired Ancient — Koro, as he introduced himself — dozed off by the fire. If it wasn’t for the loud, rasping snoring, the little man would resemble a frail, sleeping child.
“We take him with us, of course,” Nagomi decided at once.
“It’s dangerous enough for the two of us.”
“Would you rather we left him here? He needs to get back north. And I need him to tell me about the Tide Stone.”
The bear-man shook his head. It was odd not to see the gesture followed by the familiar waving of the beard. “It’s too much of a burden. I say we leave him at the shrine, in the care of the priests.”
She was taken aback by his callousness. Can he not see there’s a reason why we found him?
Would he really give away this gift from the Fate?
She took a deep breath and stared into the flames again; of course, she understood, he just wants to protect me.
She reached out to touch his rugged hand, and looked him in the eye. “It will be alright,” she said. “I promise.”
Without his beard and long hair he seemed milder and softer, almost weak — though she knew better than anyone the real strength hiding behind the gentle face — and sensed the muscles tense under the skin. He laid his other palm on hers. His chest raised in a sigh. 
“You’re the one who can see into the future.”
She mustered an encouraging smile, though in their future she saw nothing but dense, blood-tinged clouds of thick black smoke.
The summer evenings on Chinzei were long, warm, and bright.
Nagomi didn’t feel the need to stay close to the fire, neither to warm up, nor to read through the scroll she’d received from Ōen. Leaving Torishi with Koro, she climbed halfway up a gentle hill and lay on the angling slope, facing the waves of Dan-no-Ura, shimmering against the shore; she raised the unrolled scroll above her head.
It’d been years since she’d last read something in this way. Back in Kiyō she would often find a bald patch of the Suwa Hill, and lie there while preparing for a lecture or lesson. The thought made her nostalgic for the earlier, innocent time.
We would be preparing for the Obon festival right about now, she thought. For Tanabata, Sacchan would write down something about learning new spells. I would wish for my parents to stay healthy, or for Ine to find a husband…
Her eyes welled up; she wiped them away, dismissed the memory, and focused on the scroll. The sun had almost set beyond the grey-blue horizon.
She skimmed the beginning; a lot of it she already knew from the priest, the rest was a summary of the legend of the Watatsumi, the Dragon King.
The kagura dance at Kirishima Shrine, she remembered. Where we first fought the Crimson Robe and his men and where I was stabbed…
Instinctively, she touched her chest, where not even a scar remained after the injury. It seemed as long ago now as those evenings on the slope of Suwa Hill. How the jewels — which, according to this story, were given by the Dragon King to his son-in-law, Prince Hikohohodemi — had come to be worshipped by the Ancients, the scroll didn’t explain. Indeed, it didn’t mention the little people at all.
The Stones cannot be truly destroyed, the scroll continued. If a great force or magic is applied, they fall into three equal pieces. When those pieces are put together again, the Stone comes back to life.
So that’s what the old priest’s letter had meant. The last stone from the last pair, Ōen had said. Bran had brought one third of the blue stone back to Yamato — was the one on Koro’s chest the other piece of the same jewel?
She rubbed her eyes. The scroll was long and full of scattered bits of old legends, stories, and songs, anything the priest and his acolytes managed to gather about the stones.
Some say the last time the Jewel of Ebbs, the kanju, was used was in the Battle of Dan-no-Ura, to destroy the Heike Dragons.
That line caught her eye. Dan-no-Ura! She put the scroll away and looked at the sea below. She didn’t know much about this ancient battle, except that it was the greatest in Yamato’s history, at least before the first Taikun had forged his kingdom. Thousands of warriors, humans, and magical creatures perished in these waters, along with the Mikado Antoku and all his treasure. She shivered at the memory of their spirits attacking her during the passage to Ganryūjima.
So that’s how the kanju got here, to Mekari. But…destroy all the dragons? That little red orb? Ganryū couldn’t even slay Bran’s dragon… 
The last of the setting sun’s rays painted the grass on the hillside gold and scarlet. She yawned and folded the scroll. At the foot of the hill, Torishi’s dark, bulky frame reminded her of the stone-carved guardian dogs before the gates of the Suwa Shrine. He turned and looked up. She waved to show she was safe, and lay back on the grass.
Closing her eyes, she hoped to dream about Kiyō.




CHAPTER IV
The five candles were the first to appear from the darkness, then the gold leaf, painted by their flickering light. A deep, rolling, rhythmical rumble was coming from somewhere deep down below.
The stench was fainter this time, or maybe Nagomi had become familiar with it. The girl in the crimson silk robe sat as she always had, with her back to the priestess, her head covered with a white veil.
“Why do you keep coming here?” the girl asked in a soft, subdued voice. “How do you keep coming here?”
“I don’t know,” replied Nagomi. “I don’t know where here is. Something pulls me towards you whenever… whenever…”
She couldn’t remember what brought her here this time. She wasn’t travelling to the Otherworld… was this a dream? Or a vision?
“This is the top-most chamber of the Karatsu Castle,” the girl replied.
Nagomi finally recognised the rumble coming from under the floor. Sea waves. 
We are somewhere on the coast
“Karatsu… so this is not the Otherworld?”
The girl turned to her abruptly. “Why would you say that? Have you come from the Otherworld?”
“In — in a way…”
The girl grasped Nagomi’s palms with her dead, rotting hands. “Are you here to take me away? Are you here to let me die?” she croaked.
“Die? No!” The priestess pulled away. Disgust and pity fought in her mind. “Why would I do that?”
“No, of course not.” The girl slumped. “I would have seen it in my visions.”
Visions…?
The gold-trimmed door slammed open. Nagomi cowed, expecting some terrible creature from the Otherworld to come through, but it was just a samurai. Judging by the number and shape of clan crests on his kimono, a high ranking courtier of the Ogasawara. The girl looked at Nagomi, then at the man. Her rotting face twisted in panic.
“I’m sorry, my lord,” she said, “I did not expect—”
“Bow down when you talk to me!” The samurai put his foot on the girl’s head and pressed it to the floor. He ignored Nagomi. “I don’t want to see your disgusting face.”
“Yes, tono,” the girl mumbled.
“Your creator may be dead, but I am still your master. Don’t you forget it!”
“No, tono.”
The samurai stepped away and wiped his silk-clad foot on the tatami mat in revulsion.
“I am going to war, Kyokō,” he said, calming down. “Tell me how it goes.”
The girl straightened and, still not daring to look up to the samurai, whispered a fast, rhythmical prayer. The air around Nagomi grew dark, dense, and cold. The room, and everything in it, vanished gradually: first the samurai, then the girl, then the golden-trimmed walls and tatami floor, and, at last, the five candles.
Bran woke up and stretched. He blinked, remembering where he was; the room was different from any he had woken up in over the last months, with simple, Western-style furniture, wooden walls painted in pastel blue, and a large, glass window. He spotted a piece of paper, folded in two, on the straw-seat chair standing next to his bed. He scrubbed his eyes and, turning the paper to the window, read the message scribbled in his father’s writing: Breakfast at nine. Lunch at twelve. Come down whenever you’re awake.
Bran searched for the clock and didn’t find any in the room. He came up to the window to check on the sun and saw a tall, spiralling stone tower crowning the end of a short, narrow street, lined with houses whose walls were made of the typical Yamato black-and-white lattice, but whose window frames, staircases, and carved pillars were painted in the same pastel blue as the walls of his room. In the still air, an orange flag hung limp from a mast at the top of the spiral wizardry tower.
Dejima.
It had taken him… how many months? To reach the place he’d seen from the roof of Nagomi’s house, on his first day in Yamato…
He reached out to Emrys. The dragon was hiding in the dark, dense, humid forest on the slopes of the mountain rising to the west of the harbour. Emrys snarled at his probing thoughts.
Patience. I’ll call for you soon. I first need to make sure we’re welcome here.
He hadn’t known what to expect with his arrival on Dejima; Dōraku had told him nothing. He certainly hadn’t expected a long dragon to fly out of the Qin quarter to meet him over the island. But even this had not been as much of a surprise as seeing a glimpse of his father on a Dejima street, next to a black-haired woman, who was, without a doubt, his Reeve, Gwen.
It’d made him swerve and head for the mountains, instead of landing directly on the island as he’d had first planned. As glad as Bran was at seeing Dylan, he was not ready to meet him without thinking things through. It was clear enough how Dylan had arrived in Kiyō — a large Bataavian ship stood at anchor in the harbour — but it was much less clear why. Had he really come just for Bran? If so, how did he know to look in Yamato? Or had he been sent on a mission from Dracaland?
Their first conversation had been brief and sparse in detail. Bran had been unable to wrap his head around everything that had happened to him since the Kiyō beach, not enough to tell a complete story — and the investigative manner of his father’s questioning had made him uncomfortable — and irritated.
I thought he’d be as happy to see me, as I was to see him, he thought bitterly. Why does it feel like just another of his spy missions?
He ended up leaving out whatever he’d felt might arouse Dylan’s greater interest, especially any mention of the Fanged and the Eight-Headed Serpent. Something told him this news was best kept for later.
His stomach rumbled. Right, food. He spotted a glowing clock face on the second floor of the wizardry tower: ten to nine. Not “nearly Hour of the Rat”. He was back in the land of precise timekeeping. I slept too long. He stretched again, his joints loosened with a satisfying crack. 
A clean linen shirt and plain black trousers lay on a chest by the window. He put them on in haste and left the room in search of the dining hall.
He was the first at the breakfast table. A Corrie-like creature brought him a plate of fried eggs, hard cheese, and bacon. They have pigs here, Bran noted. He stared at the grease-dripping bacon for a moment and put it aside. Struggling at first with the knife and fork, he tucked into the eggs, when the door opened and in came Dylan, in a loose-fitting white shirt and Marine uniform trousers, followed by his Reeve, in a yukata adorned with summer flowers. She was wearing the Yamato robe as if she’d been born for it; a large, round piece of jade hung on a leather cord on her neck.
They sat down. Dylan nodded.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Too long.”
“You were tired so I let you sleep.”
“Not that tired.”
Dylan buttered his toast; his moves were slow, precise.
“So, did you get here on that Bataavian ship?” Bran asked, sliding a slice of cheese onto a piece of dry, brown bread.
“We did. Some two weeks ago,” replied Dylan.
There was a hint of insincerity in Dylan’s voice. This surprised Bran, not the dishonesty itself, but the fact that he noticed it in the first place.
“You said you got your little dragon back. Where is it, then?” Dylan asked.
“In the mountains. I did not want to alarm the locals. From what I saw, I needn’t have worried.”
“Indeed.” Dylan nodded. “I think the locals are far beyond being alarmed by one small dragon at this moment.”
“Speaking of dragons… I haven’t seen Afreolus around?”
A slight wince. “I lost it at sea,” said Dylan. “It was a long way.”
And yet Emrys made it without harm. Bran hid his smirk in a mug of warm milk. They have cows, too.
“And you’ve been on Dejima all this time?”
“Actually, we visited a place called Satsuma,” replied Gwen, before Dylan could answer. A note of warning in his eyes, a reassuring smile in response. “You’ve heard of it, I guess?”
Satsuma!
“He’s been there too,” said Dylan.
“Have you met the daimyo?” Bran asked casually. He’d noticed earlier that Dylan had no problem using Yamato terms.
“Briefly. I asked him for help in finding you. Doesn’t matter now.”
Bran grimaced.
“It was a beautiful place, though,” added Gwen. “So it wasn’t a complete waste of time.”
An exchange of looks. Dylan passed her the salt cellar, their hands touched briefly.
“What are you doing here, anyway?” Bran asked her, then turned back to Dylan. “I thought you said this wasn’t a military mission.”
Gwen hesitated.
“She’s my Reeve,” Dylan answered, instead. “Of course, she accompanied me.”
There was the insincerity again. And was it a hint of a blush on Gwen’s face?
 He was struck by a sudden realisation. He put down the mug and licked his lips. With a trembling hand he reached for the cheese knife.
“I see,” he said, coldly.
Dylan put aside the half-buttered toast and stared at Bran. “What’s wrong, son?”
“He knows,” said Gwen. “It had to happen.”
“Does mam know?” Bran asked.
“No,” Dylan snapped. “No,” he repeated, slower.
Bran tried to slice the cheese, but the knife slipped and clanged loudly on the tin plate. Gwen jolted in her chair. The Corrie servant jumped up to assist, but Bran dismissed him with a wave of his hand.
“You’re taking it coolly,” said Dylan. “That’s new.”
He’s right, thought Bran. I should storm out of the room. I used to do that for the silliest of reasons.
The knuckles of his knife-holding hand were white, but other than that, he felt surprisingly calm.
“Don’t tease him, Dylan,” said Gwen. She reached out and held his hand in hers. She was visibly relieved and that angered Bran even more.
Why did I not notice this before?
“Now I understand why you hated tadcu,” said Bran. “He reminded you too much of yourself.”
“No, Bran. I am nothing like him. I would never abandon my family,” Dylan said. He pointed at Bran with his butter knife. “I have come all this way for you.”
Bran looked up at his father. Dylan’s eyes were cold. The courtesans from Shigemasa’s memories flashed in his mind. In Yamato, a high-ranking officer was almost obliged to have a mistress.
But you’re not a Yamato. And this is more than just custom… Mother is waiting for us in Gwynedd… Tending to her herbs, brewing her potions, looking towards the sea, faithful… waiting… 
It was the unfairness of the situation that annoyed him the most.
“I’m looking forward to discussing it when we’re back in Gwynedd,” he said quietly.     
“That’s quite enough.” Dylan put the hand with the knife back on the table. He was calm again, the redness on his face receding, his breath slowing down. The irritability lasted only a few seconds. “I did not come all this way to be lectured by a naïve boy.”
He finished buttering the toast and took a silent bite.
They would not speak for the rest of breakfast, until Dylan finished eating, took the last gulp of coffee, wiped his lips, and left without saying a word to anyone.
Bran pushed his plate of half-eaten eggs away, but remained in his place. He wasn’t sure what to do next; he had not yet made any plans for his stay on Dejima.
“I’m sorry,” said Gwen. She swirled her teacup.
“It’s not your fault,” said Bran, shrugging.
“You mustn’t blame your father for everything.”
“You’re not the one with a family,” he replied. “With a wife. With a son,” he added forcefully.
“He cares deeply for you, Bran,” she said. “You have no idea what he’s had to go through to find you here.”
“Does he? It really doesn’t show.”
“You’ve known him longer than I have,” she replied, and sipped some tea. “You know how… professional he can get, even with those close to him. And for what it’s worth… You must see he cares for your mother, too.”
“I used to think so.”
“He wouldn’t want to hurt her, if he could help it. But I’m sure she’s aware of what’s going on between us. By all accounts, she’s a clever woman.”
“It’s the cowardice that gets me,” Bran replied after a long pause. “He’s a soldier. I used to think him a hero. But he’s afraid to tell the truth to his own wife?”
Gwen laughed bitterly. “Men!” She stood up. “You can face an army of dragons, but to tell the truth to a woman you love? That takes guts.”
She left the dining room leaving Bran stunned.
What was that all about?
So this is the famous Ship.
After everything he’d heard about it from the enthusiastic Satō, Bran expected something much more impressive than the fatigued, battered old Bataavian galleon.
It may have been a grand vessel when it was built a generation ago, but now it clearly belonged in a museum. It was listing slightly to one side, there was some damage on the bulwarks, and one of the masts was shorter than the others. It seemed to be missing some tackle and gear.
But Bran had not come to the Dejima dock to admire the antique ship. If Emrys was to come down from the mountain, it needed a place to land; the dockyard was the only space on the tiny island big enough to accommodate a dragon. And for now, it was packed with crates, barrels, and bales of cloth, prepared for loading into the galleon’s vast holds.
Maybe I could land on the deck, he thought. Before it’s full up.
He heard a shimmering swoosh, like the sound of a gold-trimmed brocade pulled over cobblestones. The golden long, the Qin dragon, landed smoothly behind him, filling the entire main street with its body. A man in yellow Qin clothes and dark blue cap jumped off and strolled over to Bran.
“You’re the man who rode out to meet me,” said Bran, climbing off a crate.
“Li Hung-Chang,” the Qinese introduced himself with scarcely a bow. “My apologies for any distress caused.”
“I didn’t know the Qin district had dragons.”
“Oh, I’m not one of the merchants,” Li replied with a smile. “I arrived here with Commodore Di Lán.”
“Your Dracalish is impeccable,” Bran noted.
“Thank you.” Another, even slighter bow. “I am an Imperial Interpreter.”
“Is that why my father brought you here? To translate for him?”
Li’s smile widened. “I’m afraid the Commodore did not, ah, intend for me to accompany him.”
“What, you stowed away? With this?” Bran nodded at the golden dragon shimmering in the alleyway. The beast yawned, and shifted its weight, but got its foot caught in the railings of a veranda, and now had to remain in an even more uncomfortable, cramped position than before.
“You might say that.”
What an odd fellow.
“What did you want from me?” Bran asked.
“I was just hoping for a friendly chat.”
Bran shrugged, and sat down on the crate, facing the sea. “Chat away, then.”
Li snapped his fingers at his mount. The long dislodged its trapped foot — snapping a pillar in the process — and slithered forward, nestling its body in a twisted coil among the crates, forcing the dockers to walk around it, cursing.
“I see you’re admiring the Soembing,” said Li.
“Is that what the ship’s called? What happened to it? It looks damaged.”
“Some of it is your father’s unique, ah, methods of persuasion.”
Dragon marks, Bran realised, looking at the deep claw scratches in the timber. Afreolus? But…
“It doesn’t look like the kind of ship that would stand against a dragon.”
“It seemed rather more impressive before the Shimazu stripped it of all the weaponry.”
Bran turned to Li in surprise. “The Shimazu?”
“Did Commodore Di Lán not tell you about the special cargo?” The interpreter feigned surprise.
“We…haven’t had much time to talk, yet.”
“Ah.”
The interpreter produced a long bamboo pipe from a sack hanging over his shoulder, and attached a glass bowl underneath it. He filled the bowl with a murky liquid and turned a small gear. Bran sensed the buzzing of elementals within the device.
“Qin magic?” he asked.
“Yamato, actually,” Li replied. “But made for the Qin quarter merchants. It’s rather ingenious, and saves a lot of hassle.”
As the liquid in the glass bowl heated up and bubbled, soft, silvery smoke wafted from the pipe. Li sucked it with vigour. Bran sniffed and frowned.
“Cursed Weed.” He spat.
“Prime quality,” said Li between breaths. “You can’t get that sort of produce in Qin anymore. There’s a pharmacist in this city selling all kinds of—”
“I’m not interested.”
“Ah, no, of course. You Westerners only sell the weed, you don’t actually smoke it yourselves.”
“That’s my father’s business. I want nothing to do with it.”
Li inhaled a mighty puff. His eyes lit up in guilty delight. The last of the liquid in the pipe evaporated with a gurgle.
Bran realised he wanted neither this strange man, nor his father to remain in Yamato. He did not want the country to follow the path of Qin, to see the streets of Kiyo filled with the emaciated addicts. The stench of the Cursed Weed followed closely after Dylan’s Royal Marines. Nothing good will come from the presence here of these… foreigners.
“You know,” Li started, after a long pause, “I believe we have a common acquaintance here in Yamato.”
“Oh?”
“Tall, balding, thin moustache, fierce face, garish clothes…” Bran froze. “Wields twin swords. Stinks of blood.”
“How… how do you know him?”
Li chuckled. “We Qin have been dealing with the Yamato for centuries before the Bataavians came here. You think anything can happen on Dejima without our knowledge?”
Spies everywhere.
Bran composed himself. “What if I do know him?”
“There is certain knowledge he may possess,” Li’s answer was slow, careful, gauging Bran’s reaction, “that would come in very useful for the Qin Empire.”
“What does the Empire need Necromancy for?” Bran asked bluntly.
“Ah!” Li recoiled. “Such an ugly word, yes?” His accent was slipping. “Self-defence. Merely self-defence.”
“You have Fanged of your own, then.”
“The, ah, rebellion that your father so bravely struggled against, as you know.”
The saboteur on the Ladon. The man’s golden-glinting eyes flashed in Bran’s mind. It was not just a trick of the light!
“I know nothing about it. I don’t really care.”
Li scowled and stood up, stowing the pipe away into the sack. “As you wish. I will be back once you’ve had the conversation with the Commodore.”
“How will you know?” asked Bran, and knew the answer before Li spoke.
“I will.”
The interpreter mounted his long. Before launching into the air he turned back to Bran one last time. “You are shrewder than the other one. Or maybe just a little more experienced. But remember — your friends and allies are all over there, ” he pointed to the Yamato shoreline, “not here.”
The other one…?




CHAPTER V
They climbed over a round, fir-covered hill overlooking the sea.
“I know this place,” said Torishi, when they reached the top.
Nagomi looked down and also recognised the view, though it seemed unfamiliar in daylight. It was from the beach below that their attack on Ganryūjima had been launched. The ship-shaped island itself peeked through the morning haze: green, calm, and harmless, beyond a forest of dozens of masts of the merchant ships and ferries hurrying through the busy strait.
Will we ever all meet again?
She turned to Koro. The little man stared at the island with narrowed lips and a tense frown.
“Gone,” he said, pointing.
“Yes,” she said. “The Crimson Robe is gone for good.” 
“Your creator is dead,” she remembered the dream she’d had the night before.
She noticed Koro’s other hand held on tightly to the blue shard.
“You said he wanted your stone. Why?” she asked.
“The red one puts to sleep,” he replied, still staring at the sea. “The blue one wakes.”
The scroll said the same.
“Wakes? Wakes what?”
He gazed at her with his unnervingly dark, round eyes. 
“Kamui,” he said. “The Gods.”
They climbed higher and higher along the ridge of a chain of hills closing the Dan-no-Ura from the south. It was a long way round, through a stuffy and humid forest, in sweltering summer heat, but Torishi refused to come down to the coastal villages until they really had to, and from the hilltops, between the trunks of firs and camphor trees, they could glimpse at the situation below without being spotted. 
“Let’s stop here for a moment,” Nagomi said, when the banks of a small reed-covered pond, fuelled by a narrow, rippling waterfall, appeared before them. Another waterfall cascaded out the other side of the pool, down a cliff that ran, in a series of slopes and ridges, all the way — she guessed — to the sea.
She scooped the cool water in her hands and washed her face, letting out a sigh of delight.
“Here, eat this,” said Torishi, handing her a piece of grilled taro root. She shook her head.
“I’m not hungry.”
“You haven’t eaten anything since this morning.”
“It’s too hot to eat. I need some rest.”
She noticed Koro swaying, leaning against the tree.
“Are you alright?” she asked. He nodded weakly, and waded up to the pond, sitting down in the water with a relaxed splash. He did not seem to mind his clothes — or rather, Torishi’s cloak — getting soaked.
“I suppose you’re not used to this kind of weather,” she said.
“In summer… we go north,” he replied, looking melancholy towards the sea. “Not — this year.”
How sad, she thought, he must miss Shakushain-sama just as I miss my friends.
“How come you two left the North?” she asked.
He studied the ripples in the pond for a long while before answering.
“Shakushain-sama was a chieftain of a tribe in the North,” Torishi translated. “The Yamato… came for the gold in our rivers… killed the fish and the birds. Shakushain rose against them — and failed. He was banished.”
“And what about you?”
As Torishi listened to Koro’s answer, his fists clenched of their own accord.
“He was a slave in the daimyo’s castle,” he said. “Freed with other prisoners during the rebellion. He swore loyalty to Shakushain.”
“I alone…” the little man interrupted, “went South. The rest — betrayed.”
“Are there many Ancients still in the North?” asked Nagomi.
Koro raised his hand from the pond and watched with sadness as water trickled past his fingers until none was left.
“The last one,” he said. “All gone.”
Torishi punched the earth. “It’s the same as in the South. Wherever Yamato appear, death follows,” he snarled, baring his teeth.
She stroked his arm. “I am Yamato…” she said.
He grunted, but calmed down. “You’re different.”
“Not all Shamo bad,” said Koro, raising the blue shard to the light. “One gave this. Good Shamo.”
Nagomi moved closer, wading into the pond next to the Ancient. “Wait. A Yamato… a Shamo gave you this shard? I thought all Ancients wore them.”
Koro shook his head. “A long time ago, yes. Now all lost, forgotten. A Shamo…” He reverted to his own language, and Torishi had to translate again.
“A Yamato man was helping them in the rebellion. When he heard the story of the Ancients and the Tide Stones, he gave Koro a shard he owned.”
“What was his name?” Nagomi asked. “What did he look like?”
“He had… two faces,” said Koro. “And two names. His Shamo name: Maki Tadaemon.”
Two faces?
“And his other name…?”
Koro scratched his bald head, remembering. “Ihoru. His true name was Ihoru.”
The piercing sound of a whistle interrupted their conversation, followed by a sudden roll of what sounded like several thunders at once.
Nagomi jumped to her feet. “What was that?”
“Trouble,” said Torishi.
The whistle-and-thunder sound repeated once more some two minutes later, but by then, Torishi and Nagomi were already scrambling down the hillside towards the shore, from where it had come.
Beneath the hill, the currents of Dan-no-Ura had carved a crescent-shaped inlet with a narrow entrance, hidden from the outside world, with a wide, sandy beach. On that secluded beach stood a row of about a dozen samurai, aiming long weapons made of golden metal at a target — a great bale of straw — a hundred feet away. An officer in full armour — Nagomi momentarily felt sorry for the man having to suffer the sweltering heat — raised his sword, and put the whistle to his lips.
He blew, and the dozen guns released their thunderous charge. A dozen lightning bolts scorched the sand and singed the edges of the target, but none hit even near the centre of the straw bale. The officer launched into a tirade of yells and curses at his hapless men, his face quickly turning dark red under the lacquer helmet.
“These are Rangaku weapons,” Nagomi whispered.
“And this is the same kind of ship we saw in Nagoya,” said Torishi, pointing at a flat-bottomed vessel bobbing on the waves at the entrance of the bay, bearing the red letter “Ai” on its sail.
“Aizu,” said Nagomi. “Taikun’s army. They are here already. How come they have Western guns?”
The samurai aimed and fired again, and this time the straw caught fire from several good hits. The men cheered.
“Not our concern,” said Torishi, pulling quietly back into the bushes. “But if those ships are already here, we must hurry.”
The inn was a lot more crowded than the evening before. Most of the men who had gathered in the common room bore crests of Mori and lesser, allied clans from Chōfu. Some other markings Satō could not recognise; but one crest — a crossed circle stitched in white thread on a black war-vest, thrown over a suit of armour — she had no problem with.
“What is he doing here?” she asked, loudly.
The room fell quiet. Everyone turned towards her, including the man in the Satsuma armour. It was Maki Izumi, the priest who’d helped them get the horses in Kurume.
“Takashima-sama!” He raised his arms in welcome. “So glad to see you alive and well!”
She stepped back. “Not thanks to your new master,” she said and spat.
The priest expressed a complete lack of comprehension.
“I’m afraid I don’t know—”
“Give me a break.” Satō walked straight past him and slammed his hands on the table before Takasugi. “What is he doing here?” she repeated.
“He — Izumi-sama is our… contact.”
The uneasy smile on Takasugi’s face told Satō he, too, felt troubled about this sudden alliance.
“He has Mori-dono’s seal,” he added in a whisper only she could hear. “Everything checks out.”
“Takashima-sama,” Izumi pleaded, “whatever happened between you and Shimazu-dono, I have no part in this. I was here in Heian all the time!”
“Doesn’t matter,” she replied. “You work for Satsuma, that’s reason enough not to trust you.”
Shōin stood between the two. “Perhaps we should discuss our differences in private.” His eyes pointed to the ceiling. Satō grabbed his arm and stopped him halfway up the stairs.
“Why would Mori-dono even want to ally with Satsuma? I thought they were sworn enemies!”
“I don’t know.” Shōin shrugged and shook his head. “Maybe we should listen to what this man has to say. How do you know him?”
“He and Nariakira used us for one of their plans, pretending to help when we were chasing after Ganryū. He’s just another Shimazu traitor!”
“Mori-dono seems to trust him.”
“That’s what worries me.”
They entered the private room. Takasugi had already poured saké into everyone’s cups and was chatting casually with Izumi.
“Takashima-sama,” the priest began, “I may be wearing a Satsuma crest now, but I am responsible for my own actions only. I am a friend of your lord, Takachika-dono, as much as I am of Nariakira-dono.”
“So you’re not here as a representative of Shimazu?” she asked.
“In a way,” Izumi bobbed his head from side to side. “The Shimazu forces in Heian respond to my command. But I am here foremost as the representative of His Divine Majesty.”
“The Mikado knows we’re here?” Takasugi almost spilled his saké.
Izumi grimaced. “His Divine Majesty knows about everything that goes on in his capital. But — ” he leaned forward, “his Majesty has fallen gravely ill recently. This is, as you can imagine, a state secret.”
Takasugi and Shōin nodded eagerly. He’s playing them, Satō scoffed, but she couldn’t help leaning closer as well. The Mikado, ill? And right after the Taikun died? She sensed the Serpent’s hand in all of it.
“Not only that, but the Taikun’s army is on his way here,” continued Izumi. “There is little time. You have mere days to present your petition to the court.”
“Petition? What petition?” asked Satō.
“This one,” the priest replied, producing a scroll from his sleeve. “I took the liberty of writing it down, following Mori-dono’s instructions. It requests that the Chōfu troops take over the security of the palace walls from Aizu. Of course, I made sure that it will be granted immediately.”
“And what good will that do?”
“Such a gesture will be a grave insult to the Aizu-Matsudairas and their cousins, the Tokugawas. It will show the contempt in which the Mikado holds the Edo court, and mobilise those of our allies who are still sitting on the fence.”
“Why can’t you present it to the court yourself?” asked Shōin. “I thought Satsuma forces already took over some of the guard duties.”
Izumi looked at Satō and chuckled. “I am a Satsuma retainer, as Takashima-sama keeps pointing out. Nariakira-dono is keen to respect the balance of power between Heian and Edo. His daughter is, after all, the new Taikun’s wife.”
His daughter — that pretty girl from Kirishima? She’s the Taikun’s wife…? 
“You mean he wants to use Chōfu to take control of the palace, without looking bad in the process,” remarked Satō wryly. “I suppose your soldiers will just stand by as we get slaughtered by Aizu, trying to deliver your precious petition.”
“On the contrary,” Izumi said, “we will hold the gate open for you, and keep the Aizu guards at bay. Unfortunately, we are not strong enough to hold the gates for long on our own. Timing is crucial — you must wait for my signal.”
“Sounds like it’s all settled, then,” Satō said.
“Of course. I have already discussed all this with Kunishi-dono, by the way. His men are ready and waiting. The question is, are yours?”
“And what’s that supposed to mean?” she scoffed and slammed the cup a little louder than she wanted to. The saké had gone quickly to her head. She felt hot and confused. She looked from Shōin to Takasugi for help, but they stared into their cups. The situation was out of their control, they were merely retainers, not commanders; all they could do was follow their masters’ bidding.
“If this is what Mori-dono orders,” Shōin said finally.
“The Kiheitai are ready to do their duty,” added Takasugi.
“Glad to hear it.” Izumi nodded, rubbing his knee. “Now if you’ll excuse — ”
He slid open the padded double door. A storm of shouts and curses burst into the room, followed by the sound of clashing swords. Izumi glanced downstairs, then stepped back.
“Aizu,” he said, turning pale. “But why — ? We did nothing…”
“We must help them!” Satō jumped up, reaching for her sword.
“No.” Izumi stopped her. “Leave through the back door, all of you. This may be just some misunderstanding. If you attack the Aizu soldiers now, all will be lost.”
“What about you?” asked Shōin. The chaos below grew more intense. Satō heard the unmistakable gushing sound of a blade drawing blood. Somebody cried out, not in anger, but in agony.
“Don’t worry about me. I am a palace courtier. They will not dare touch me as long as the Mikado lives.”
He straightened his armour and tunic, and stood at the top of the stairs, his hand on the paddle marking his rank at the palace.
“Lay low,” he said, “I will find you. Remember, wait for my signal.”
A man in a light blue uniform with white chevrons ran up the stairs, a bloodied blade in his hand. Izumi raised his paddle before him. The assailant halted, confused.
“Come on!” cried Takasugi, pulling Satō with him towards the secret exit.
The streets outside Terada-ya were pitch-black, all the lanterns were out, and the windows of the houses were shut dark with thick bamboo covers. Noises of the clash inside the inn came muffled by distance and the dense night air.
Shōin raised his hand before Satō’s face. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what?” she whispered.
“Don’t summon any lights.”
They sneaked down the narrow alleyway leading from the back door. At the end of it, on a crossroad with a wider street, stood three men, blocking the passage. Two of them bore spears, the third, smaller than the others, held a sword in one hand, and a metal lantern in the other. He was sweeping the street in front of him with its light reflected off a polished bronze mirror.
Shōin, Satō, and Takasugi retreated back into the shadows and hid behind a man-sized stone pickling jar.
“What do we do now?” asked Takasugi in a hoarse whisper. “We can’t fight them, and we can’t let them see us.”
“Maybe we can climb over their heads,” proposed Shōin, studying the eaves of the inn under which they crouched.
“I have a better idea,” said Satō. She drew her thunder gun.
“No!” Shōin grabbed it. “It’s too loud!”
“We’ll be gone by the time the others arrive,” she replied, and proceeded to fiddle with the dials, adjusting the power and split of the gun’s discharge.
But the commotion already drew the attention of the three soldiers. The swordsman turned his lantern in their direction. “Who’s there?”
Satō pushed Shōin out of her way, jumped out from behind the stone jar, and squeezed the trigger without aiming. The thunder shattered the silence of the sleepy neighbourhood.
The lightning bolt split into several branches. A couple smashed the thin wooden walls of the houses bounding the alleyway, setting them on fire, but three hit their targets as intended. The spearmen fell on their backs, motionless. The swordsman dropped his lantern: the clay lamp inside smashed, pouring burning oil all over the street; but he seemed to hold out the shot, still standing straight and rigid, the sword raised above his head in a manner which reminded Satō oddly of her own Takashima-school
stance.
Takasugi ran past her with his sword drawn, but when he reached the enemy, he stopped and pushed him on the shoulder. The man leaned backwards and joined his companions on the ground.
Shōin and Satō were with him in seconds, and they also halted, as if paralysed.
“Keinosuke?” Satō stared at the boy lying on the ground. He and the other two men were wearing the same light blue coats with white chevrons as the other assailants at the inn. Who are these people? Izumi said Aizu, but…
Keinosuke’s eyes were wide open, and looking straight at her. 
Can he see me?
She looked around. More men in white and blue coats appeared at the head of the street. She grabbed Shōin by the kimono sleeve, and pulled him into another dark, narrow alleyway.
The noblemen’s prison wing was packed to the limits. So many Chōfu retainers had been arrested at the Terada-ya that the guards had to cram them two each into a cell. Only one cell remained, at Koyata’s insistence, occupied by a single inhabitant.
It was to this cell that he was now leading his latest quarry.
“Here you are, Izumi-dono,” he said with a bow, showing in the new prisoner. Maki Izumi grunted indignantly and crossed the cell’s threshold.
“This is Miyabe-sama from Kumamoto,” Koyata introduced him to his cellmate. “I thought a pair of Southerners would get along.” He backed out.
As soon as the grate slid shut, he rushed down the corridor and up the stairs into another, secret hallway, hidden from view by a sliding wall, adorned with a painting of a pensive Butsu-sama, standing on the sea shore and putting a conch to his ear.
He shuffled quietly along the dimly lit hallway, to a location he had marked earlier. The hallway floor was pierced with small slits, covered with bits of sawn-off floorboards at measured distances, one per cell; through those slits, Koyata was able to observe and listen in on everything that happened in the rooms below. He lay down and put his ear to the hole.
“…and what were you planning to do with it once you got to Edo?”
That was Master Izumi’s exasperated voice. Koyata smiled to himself — the plan had worked perfectly. And he’d made it just in time to hear the juiciest part of the conversation.
“You know full well what our mission is,” Miyabe replied, snidely. “To free the court from the abominations that control it.”
Abominations?
“Fools,” scoffed Izumi. “Now your men will be captured, and the sword will fall into the Taikun’s hands.”
So it’s a sword…
“And I suppose you’d rather we sat quietly in Kumamoto and did nothing,” said Miyabe. “Let your Master do as he pleased.”
“Shimazu-dono is doing what he believes is best for Yamato.”
Koyata heard one of the men pace this way and that across the narrow confines of the cell. He pressed his eye to the slit — it was Miyabe, jumpy and agitated.
“Well I don’t trust anyone who’s dealing with one of them,” he said. “And don’t think I’d forgive Nariakira for what he did to Hosokawa-dono.”
“Dōraku-sama is different,” replied Izumi. “We would be nowhere without him. Look, Miyabe-dono.” He put his hands together in an entreating gesture. “In the end, we both want the same. A bright, prosperous future for our country, without the Fanged pulling the strings, and without the barbarians ordering us about.”
There’s that word again. Fanged. Koyata had heard this name spoken, always in secret, a few times already during his stay in Heian, but couldn’t figure out what it might mean.
“Nariakira just wants the throne for himself,” scoffed Miyabe.
“He may want to rule, but he’s not after the throne. We remain loyal to the Mikado.”
Loyal to the Mikado, huh. Just as Lord Matsudaira had predicted, the letter sent out by His Majesty Kōmei had been stirring up trouble. The daimyo should be loyal to the Taikun; not to whatever puppet occupied the symbolic throne in Heian’s Imperial Palace. Those were the rules, the rules that had been managing to prevent another Civil War for more than two centuries.
“Same difference,” said Miyabe.
Izumi raised his hands and shrugged. “If that’s what it takes… do you have a better candidate?”
“What about Mori-dono?” asked Miyabe. “I heard his men are in town.”
“Chōfu is a lost cause,” said Izumi. “They tried, and they failed. Half of the retainers were brought into this prison tonight with me. Hear them now, wailing and cursing!”
He banged at the wall of his cell. A Chōfu samurai on the other side yelled at him in response — what, Koyata couldn’t hear.
“Yes! That’s right!” shouted Izumi. “Your little revolution is over before it’s begun!”
The man behind the wall yelled again, but Izumi ignored him and sat by the wall opposite. Miyabe lay down on the floor, with the straw pillow under his head.
“Izumi-dono,” he began, looking at the ceiling. Koyata prayed that he wouldn’t notice the slit; it was right above him. “Do you think we still stand a chance?”
“I don’t know, Miyabe-dono. I do know that Takashima-sama managed to destroy one of them in battle, and lived through it. And she’s only a girl who’s barely come of age. Think of what real men, real warriors could do, with proper planning.”
Takashima! Koyata put a hand to his mouth to stop himself from gasping.
“How did she do that?” asked Miyabe, also surprised.
“I did not get a chance to ask her, before those Aizu thugs took me away,” said Izumi. “I hope they got away safely.”
I’ve heard enough, Koyata decided. He covered the slit with the wooden plank, and headed back to the ground floor.
Koyata held his head in both hands, and rubbed his temples. “This is all giving me a headache,” he said, and took a chunk from the brown powder tablet he carried in a bamboo box at his waist. He had been ordering the medicine from Kiyō — it helped alleviate the stresses of his new job.
“So let me get this straight,” he said, after he finished chewing the medicine. “There’s a conspiracy of demons — living dead — who control the Taikun’s court and want to rule all of Yamato, and one of them was responsible for the abduction of Takashima Shūhan and Tokojiro Namikoshi from Kiyō?”
Tokojiro did mention some monstrous man in a red robe, torturing him, Koyata remembered. He had always assumed it must have been just another Rangakusha, corrupted and maddened by power, dabbling in some dark arts.
Miyabe and Izumi exchanged glances and nodded. “I don’t know the other name, but if you speak to Takashima Satō-sama,” said Izumi, “she will confirm everything I told you.”
“And this… Dōraku, did you say? What is his role? Is he some other kind of demon?”
“No, no,” said Izumi, “he’s like the others, but — on our side. They call him the Renegade.”
“Or so he says,” added Miyabe, scowling. “All I know is that he used to be Mori-dono’s confidant, and then he betrayed him for Shimazu. I wouldn’t trust him with a blunt chopstick.”
Koyata swiped his hand across his face. “Do you have any proof of this?”
Izumi laughed, Miyabe rolled his eyes. “If we had, we wouldn’t be here,” said Izumi. “You think Shimazu-dono would just sit on a secret like this?”
“I do,” said Miyabe. “The old fox knows far more than he’s letting on.”
It was now Izumi’s turn to roll his eyes. “That may be, but in this case we’re all just following hearsay. The only two Fanged anybody’s ever seen, and lived to tell the tale, are Dōraku-sama and one called the Crimson Robe. The latter is dead — the other in hiding.”
Koyata’s mind raced, as he struggled to connect the many pieces of the puzzle he’d been gathering ever since the first incident in Kiyō. All the rumours, all the random bits of investigation, all the strange events he’d been hearing about… If a conspiracy of demons was the true explanation for everything, it certainly wasn’t the most far-fetched he’d ever come up with.
One thing he couldn’t still figure out.
“Why Heian?” he asked. “How does His Majesty fit into this?”
Miyabe looked at Izumi mockingly. “Yes, Izumi-dono, how does the Divine Mikado fit into Shimazu-dono’s plans?”
Izumi’s eyes darted to the sides, and to the ceiling. He knew, Koyata realised.
“Don’t worry, I made sure we are not being spied on.” He had the two noblemen moved to a separated cell at the far end of the prison wing, and checked twice that nobody would be able to use the floor slit without his permission. He hoped it was enough — though in Heian, everyone spied on everyone else.
“Let me preface this by saying that Nariakira-dono has the best Scryers in Yamato at his service. Even you’d agree on this, wouldn’t you, Miyabe-dono?” asked Izumi.
“I don’t know about best, but I’ve heard they are good,” agreed Miyabe.
“And those Scryers are all clear on one thing: the Mikado must be protected, at all costs. His life is in danger.”
Koyata scratched his head. “I know His Majesty and His Excellency are at loggerheads over the barbarian question, but that’s a bit much. The Taikun would never strike at the Imperial Capital. That would be attacking a God!”
Izumi raised his eye. “Do you forget your history? It happened before, and it will happen again. The Taikun’s army is heading for the city, and, for all we know, so are the barbarians and their monsters. The Aizu are already in control. I fear the Chōfu forces were our last chance at securing the palace.”
Koyata stood up and turned his back at the samurai. He needed to think clearly, and their mocking, annoyed looks were getting on his nerves. 
“Is there anything that can yet be done?” he asked.
“You… you would help us?” said Izumi.
“I must not be connected to this,” Koyata replied. “And you would have to stay here, to avoid suspicion.”
“That — that might work,” said Miyabe. “All we’d need is some sort of contact with the outside world.”
“I will let you know.” Koyata opened the grated door. “Tomorrow is the first day of Obon — I’ll be busy. But I will come back as soon as I can.” He stepped outside and shut the door. “I was not here. I heard nothing.”
The two noblemen nodded in unison.




CHAPTER VI
Bran sat down to a map of Yamato with a pencil in one hand and a cup of cha in the other. From what he had seen, he was the only Westerner in Dejima not to drink coffee; a luxury brought in at great cost from the Bataavian colonies south of Qin. Bran had to borrow his cha leaves from the Yamato guard serving in the small gatehouse next to the bridge linking Dejima with the mainland.
He closed his eyes and focused on the traces of Farlink connections zooming through the world around him. Where once there was only him and Emrys, Yamato was now brimming with activity. Detecting the signals was now an easy task — he’d had much training on the prison island; locating them was hard work. There were very few stable landmarks in the Otherworld that could be transcribed to the physical map. The beaming nexuses of the holy mountains, the wizardry tower on Dejima, the Mikado’s Palace… There were more, shining in the red darkness, but Bran did not yet know what they were.
By triangulating the positions of the Gorllewin dragons, he was able to mark the location of their Shimoda base, both in the real world, and that of the spirits. It was the comings and goings of the Black Wings that had kept his attention all this time — but now there were yet more dragons approaching Yamato’s shores.
The two beasts travelling alongside Edern.
Two. Not three. Something must have happened to one of the mounts during the difficult passage through the Winds.
I should probably tell Father about this… He pondered it for a while, but then dismissed the thought. Something still didn’t feel quite right about Dylan, about the whole situation. Who was the other one that Li mentioned? Was he the rider destined for the third dragon?
He flashed back to the lunchtime conversation. It had started with Bran describing, at Dylan’s request, the Gorllewin ships and the Black Wings. In exchange, Bran wanted to know about his stay in Satsuma, and his further plans. It was then that he’d first heard about Edern and his dragons.
The conversation had soon turned into a quarrel. Bran remembered his father’s strangely relieved face once Bran raised his voice to an exasperated shout, protesting the planned alliance with Satsuma. It was as if the situation was at last one he was familiar with. Bran, angry and emotional, and Dylan, the Commodore — when did that happen? — cold and composed, in full control of the argument. The reserves of calm that Bran could tap into were all but exhausted.
“In the end, it doesn’t really matter who gets a dragon and who doesn’t,” Gwen had interjected. It reminded Bran of how Rhian would enter into a quarrel between them, but this was different: this was one officer speaking to another. A professional relationship, rather than a personal one.
“How so?” asked Dylan.
“If those Black Wings are as strong as Bran said, neither the Bataavian ship, nor our dragon will help Lord Shimazu against the Taikun and his allies.”
“She’s right,” admitted Bran. “Even a Silver would have a hard time against one of those beasts.”
 “Yes, I see what you mean.” Dylan scratched his cheek. “Still, I wonder how far the Gorllewin will go in the pursuit of their alliance. They are no barbarians — a Western nation, bound by treaties — would they dare to attack a Dracalish representative?”
Before the end of the sentence, Dylan already had made a plan to accommodate the new information. Bran could only watch and marvel; in the two weeks since his arrival, Dylan had already learnt enough about Yamato’s politics to forge advanced, detailed diplomatic plans. Or so he thought.
“We are not here as the Dragon Queen’s envoys,” reminded Gwen.
“But they don’t have to know that, do they?” Dylan leaned back and looked to the ceiling. “If only there was a way to tell how much time we have before the dragons get here…”
“That part’s easy,” Bran said. It was Dylan’s time to marvel as he explained his newly acquired talent.
And that’s how he found himself with the map, the pencil, and the cup of cha, marking the Black Wings with a crossed circle, and Edern’s little squadron with a triangle. 
He could not sense all the dragons. Two must have been too far away, somewhere beyond Edo; these had already been sent on a mission somewhere. One remained in Shimoda. The remaining four were headed south — for now that was all he was able to say for certain. He detected faint pulses of Farlink somewhere between Edo and Heian… The riders kept quiet, perhaps intuiting somebody was able to track them…?
Timing was crucial to his father’s plan, and Bran agreed to help more out of curiosity and lack of any other occupation on the tiny island, than out of any enthusiasm. He didn’t believe the plan would work, and didn’t want it to. An alliance with Nariakira was the last thing on his mind and he hoped to convince his father to annul it — later, when Dylan’s usual staunch resolve began to falter. And falter it would — of that Bran had no doubt.
For once, he’s way over his head, he thought. Not even he could have grasped all the details of Yamato politics in such a short time. He doesn’t even know about Chōfu and Sato’s little army.
Bran stopped his writing and frowned. What would Dylan do with all this knowledge? He easily imagined his father’s shrewdness taking over and forcing him to side with the player who seemed the strongest at the moment: the Taikun, rather than Nariakira or any of the other daimyos.
It would put him against Satō, he realised. And Nagomi.
He could not let it happen.
Passing unnoticed in Kokura proved easier than Nagomi had thought it would. The harbour town was bursting with crowds trying to squeeze down the main street, too narrow to cope with the sudden influx of pedestrians — mostly young samurai from all over the country, judging by their unfamiliar accents.
A convoy of palanquins, marked with the crests of Ogasawara, Aizu, and several neighbouring domains, tore its way through the throng, the bodyguards almost trampling Nagomi and Koro under their feet.
The priestess felt herself caught by the collar. Torishi helped her up and put the straw hat back on her head.
“Careful,” he whispered.
“You be careful,” she replied. “They’re watching you.”
Despite the disguise, Torishi was still drawing attention to himself. A couple of young samurai came up to him.
“Hey, big guy!” one of them shouted. “Why don’t you come with us? We could use your strength on the ship.”
Torishi turned around with the biggest, dumbest grin on his face he could muster. He scratched his head, guffawed, and gave them puzzled look.
“Forget it,” the other samurai pulled the first one away. “Can’t you see he’s simple.”
This is our chance, realised Nagomi. She stepped forward boldly, hiding Koro behind her.
“He may be simple, but he’s as strong as four men, and can work all day!” she said, and swallowed.
“Are you his handler, er — ” The first samurai paused, looking at Nagomi. “Kid?”
“He’s our big brother, tono, he is.” she replied, bowing. “He does the heavy lifting, I deals with the money.”
The men laughed. “Money? Who said anything about money? Know your place, kid.” He pushed her out of his way and turned to walk off. Torishi tensed up behind her.
“Wait, tono!” she called, dropping to one knee. “You mentioned something ’bout a ship?”
He swung around. “That I did.”
“We will works for a place on the ship, as long as it sails away soon.”
The samurai raised an eyebrow. His hand tightened on his sword. “Why? Are you on the run?”
“Oh, no, tono!” She waved her hands in protest. “It’s jus’… this place is too crowded! No decent work anywhere for days. We’re starvin’!”
She did her best to sound like a commoner — or rather, how she’d heard Satō pretend to be a commoner — but she heard her efforts were in vain. She could only hope the soldier, bearing the Taikun’s crest on his shoulders, was not familiar enough with local accents to tell.
“Come on,” the other samurai insisted, “we’ll be late. The boss will have our balls on a skewer.”
“Find the Bishamon-maru on the eastern pier,” the first one told Nagomi, before departing. “Tell them Mochinori sent you.”
Nagomi pushed past one last group of merchants trying to hawk their wares to the passing crewmen, and emerged onto the eastern pier. She stopped.
As far as she could see, the harbour was filled with the flat-bottomed military ships she was already more familiar with than she wished. They bore banners of dozens of clans upon their sails, but mostly the Ai of the Aizu and the Mallow crest of the Taikun.
“This must be the Taikun’s entire fleet. How do we find our ship?” she whispered, taking a frightened step back. She bumped into a merchant. He smacked her on the ear, throwing off her bamboo hat.
“Look out, damn you!” The merchant said gruffly and wandered off, not paying her any more attention.
“You’ve gone mad,” said Torishi, picking up her hat. “Going to Heian is one thing, but… going on a Taikun’s warship? Have you lost your mind?”
“You know what they say — the base of the candlestick stays always dark.”
“I don’t even know what that means,” he grunted.
“Better help me find that warship. Look at this place — no other vessel will leave the harbour before this lot is out.”
“How will I know it?”
“It’s called Bishamon-maru, so it should have a big demon with a spear in one hand painted on its sails,” she replied, standing on her tip-toes, but all she saw was a sea of masts.
“You mean like this?” the bear-man pointed at something at the head of the pier. Nagomi climbed on his bended knee.
“Yes!” she cried. The figure on the sail was faded, but unmistakable. The ship was larger than most on the pier, and above the god’s painting it bore the proud mallow crest of the Tokugawa clan.
Nagomi took a deep breath and whispered a quick prayer before approaching the ship’s boatswain. The man stood on the pier, directing the traffic of porters.
“I…” she stuttered, “I was told we could find some work here.”
“Oh yeah?” the boatswain replied, not looking at her. “Get that crate to the right!” he shouted at one of the porters, “you’ll unbalance the ship!”
He turned to Nagomi and only now noticed Torishi, grinning broadly behind the priestess.
“Who told you that?” the boatswain asked.
“Mo-Mochinori-sama.”
“Eeh!” The samurai scratched the back of his head. “Mochinori-dono! I wish he’d consult with me on these things.” He studied Torishi’s broad shoulders. “I can see what he can do, but what can you do?”
“I can tell him what needs doing!” Nagomi replied. “Otherwise he gets a bit confused.”
“Gods. A simpleton and a child. And what about this one?” He nodded at Koro. “A midget?”
“He’s small, nimble, and swims well,” she answered quickly, “I’m sure you can use someone like him on the ship.”
“Fine!” The boatswain rolled his eyes. “Only for Mochinori-dono’s sake. See those crates?” he pointed. “Get them to the bow, but be careful. I’ll be watching you, the smallest mistake and you’re out, Mochinori-dono or not.”
“Where is this ship going?” Nagomi asked, one leg on the gangway.
The boatswain laughed. “Stay long enough, and you’ll find out.”
Takasugi led Satō and Shōin through the crowded evening streets of Heian. She felt uneasy whenever they passed an armed guard, and there was one on every corner of the city. None seemed to pay any attention to them.
“I told you,” said Takasugi. “All the city guards have plenty to do today. It’s the night of Obon — the greatest festival of the year, right? They have to control these crowds.”
“Still, shouldn’t we have waited until night, at least?” asked Shōin. He, too, looked anxious — and suspicious.
“At night, everyone in the city is climbing the Daimonji Mountain to see the fireworks,” replied Takasugi. “The streets will be empty, it will be a lot harder to stay inconspicuous.”
They followed the river and soon reached a bridge. An immeasurable throng of people was moving in the opposite direction to where Takasugi was leading them.
“Don’t get lost,” Takasugi warned them, “and watch out for pickpockets.”
They waded through the sea of pilgrims, nudging, elbowing, and pushing their way through; Satō judged it took them almost an hour to get across the river. At last, they emerged on the other side, exhausted, squashed, and bruised.
“I think my rib’s cracked,” said Shōin, rubbing his chest. “How far yet do we have to go?”
“We are here,” replied Takasugi. He smiled broadly. He pointed at an entrance to a narrowing street, the gate of which was marked with a great red paper lantern adorned with a white plover. The street looked sleazy and dangerous.
“Eeh? An entertainment district?” asked Satō.
“Not just any entertainment district,” said Takasugi. “This is Ponto Village, the seediest part of Heian. A den of smugglers, thieves, actors, geikos, and politicians. In short, the best place in the city to hide from the authorities.”
“That’s crazy,” scoffed Shōin. “We’re in the centre of the city. A few blocks from the Palace!”
“You know what they say about shadows and candlesticks!” replied Takasugi. “Now hurry up, that guard is looking at us. I found us a small tavern by the river. We might even be able see the fireworks from there.”
There was a commotion on the gangway, louder than the usual hauling of a new load on deck. The Bishamon-maru’s crew dispersed before a group of samurai in Aizu uniforms, accompanied by Lord Mochinori.
“I need some of your men,” the leading samurai said to the boatswain, looking around. “Not him,” he added, when his eyes fell on grinning Torishi. “I heard you have somebody small around here.”
Nagomi leapt up to make herself more visible.
“Yes, those two will do,” the samurai said, pointing at her and Koro. “Come with me.”
Torishi laid a hand on her shoulder briefly. Be careful, his eyes said.
The priestess followed the man down to the pier and onto another, smaller ship. The samurai led them into the canvas-covered cargo hold on the bow. Inside were several long metal crates with iron handles, several of which slid from their shelves and formed an almost impassable jumble. Underneath it all there was a small opening, too small for an adult man to fit in.
“This cargo is too delicate to use force,” the samurai explained. “Somebody must fit underneath and slide the crates gently off each other. Do you understand, kid?”
Nagomi nodded and proceeded to squeeze herself through the narrow aperture, followed by Koro. She was almost through when her hips buckled the edge of one of the chests. It creaked and dropped down an inch.
“Careful,” the samurai whispered. She twisted her head to see him, his face was pale and covered in sweat.
What is in those crates?
She climbed to the top of the jumble and groped around, trying to find enough leverage to push against the uppermost box. Koro tapped her on the shoulder.
“Here,” he pointed.
She put her foot in a nook between two crates, and pressed her shoulders against the box above her. On a “one-two!” she and Koro gave it a slow, but forceful push. The crate budged and began to slide down. She grabbed at the handles at the last moment — the Ancient did the same on the other side. Something rattled and clunked inside; something metallic.
“Got it!” she shouted. “Ready? Here it comes.”
She let go of the handle and allowed the crate to slide down into the hands of the porters waiting below. She heard another “Careful!” from the samurai, followed by a command: “Next one! Slowly!”
She helped remove the second box and reached for the third, but felt her wrist grabbed by a strong hand.
“That’s enough.” The samurai’s face was now calmer, and more severe. “Get out of here.”
Nagomi bowed and scurried outside, glad to be out of the cargo hold. Her hands smelled of iron, copper, and thunderstorm. She could not yet guess the contents of the metal crates, but at least she knew where they had come from: their rims, hinges, and locks were covered in small Western runes, and the bottoms were marked with the horned sun: a mark of the Heretics.
The boatswain’s whistle sounded off the end of the day watch, and Nagomi fell onto the coiled ropes, exhausted.
They had been working all day, despite this being the night of the Obon — Torishi doing most of the lifting, carrying and hauling, of course, but she and Koro had tried their best to keep up with the other porters. Her joints ached, and muscles in her shoulders and neck she hadn’t known existed were burning as if prodded with a hot poker.
Torishi and Koro sat down beside her; neither of them seemed in the least tired. She was surprised by the Ancient’s endurance, until she remembered he only looked like a child; in reality, he’d proved almost as strong and persevering as the bear-man during the long day.
The deck was quiet at night, and almost empty — the soldiers and the dockers lodged on the land and, at least until the ship set sail, just a skeleton crew and a few guards remained on board.
“See, I told you it would be fine,” Nagomi said, when she was at last rested enough to speak. “Nobody noticed anything.”
“For now,” Torishi replied with a grimace. He’d had to keep his face twisted in a simpleton’s smile all day. “How long can you pretend you’re a boy once the ship sails?”
“It can’t be more than a couple of days. We’ll get off at the next harbour.”
“We don’t even know when, or where, this fleet is going! What if it’s south?”
Nagomi didn’t have an answer to that; she worried about the same thing. For what other purpose had the Taikun gathered such a massive navy, if not for invading the rebellious provinces of Chinzei? Instead of Heian, the Bishamon-maru would be taking them in an opposite direction…
“Chōfu,” said Koro from the shadows, surprising both of them.
“What?”
“It’s Chōfu,” the little man replied. “I hear.” He added a few more words in his tongue.
“He saw the man we met in the city board the ship,” Torishi translated. “And followed him in secret.”
“Mochinori-dono?” asked Nagomi. Koro nodded.
“When we fight in the North,” the little man added, “I learn not to be seen, not to be heard. I small, hide easy.”
“This Mochinori is somebody important,” Torishi continued the translation. “He spoke of Chōfu with some other… shamo. Samurai.”
Nagomi instinctively looked overboard, and across the Dan-no-Ura. A few lights glinted on the horizon: the Chōfu shore, a mere ri away, asleep and unaware of the threat.
“An invasion,” she whispered. “They will deal with Mori-dono first, before moving against Satsuma.”
At least Sacchan is safely away.
“That means we’re going in the right direction,” said Torishi. “Good news.”
“Good news? It’s going to be a…massacre! Mori-dono sent his entire army away!”
The bear-man shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it.”
He rolled on his side, away from the priestess. The Ancient crossed his legs, put his hands on his stomach, and closed his eyes. She knew from last night that this was his preferred way of sleeping.
She lay down among the ropes and crates, leaning her head against Torishi’s broad shoulder, but she could not fall asleep.
Torishi was right — there was nothing they could do to save Chōfu now. And why should they? Mori-dono was not their friend any more. Just like Nariakira-dono, he was playing his own secret games, using Nagomi and her friends for their own purposes. Perhaps they all — the daimyos, their retainers, their supporters — deserved what was coming to them. 
If she still cared at all about Mori-dono’s fate, it was because of Satō; the domain was the wizardess’s last chance of a home. If it fell, where would she go? Like Nagomi, she too would become an exile. This was no longer about the war, or about who ruled Yamato; this was personal.
She tossed and turned, uneasy and anxious. What could she do about it? Nagomi looked over the edge of the boat, at the mass of flickering lanterns around her, each marking a ship bobbing on the waves in the darkness. Even if she somehow managed to get the warning to Mori-dono, it was surely too late to mobilise the defences against this kind of force. Shōin’s and Satō’s wizards were the only powers able to stand against the invasion, and they were all on the other side of the domain, if not further… 
She gazed into the night sky in search of an answer. The storm clouds had all cleared, and the sky was bright and full of summer stars. She spotted Orihime and Hikoboshi, twinkling to each other across the Milky Way. She recalled how, a long time ago on board Nariakira-dono’s mistfire ship, she had explained the Tanabata festival to Bran.
Bran.
She had promised herself not to depend on the help of others, but it was time to admit the situation was beyond anything she could do on her own.
It took her a while to stir Torishi awake.
“What is it?” the bear-man grunted.
“I need you to open the gate for me,” she whispered. He didn’t understand her at first, but when he did his eyes grew wide open.
“Here? On the ship?” he whispered back. “We’ll be found out!”
“So be careful. I have to reach Bran.”
He bit his lips. “Of all the mad things—”
“Please!” She tugged on his sleeve. “It’s important!”
“I’m sure it is,” he grunted. “But can’t it wait until tomorrow? He must be asleep now, too.”
“Then we’ll wake him up. Please.”
He sighed, resigned, and reached for his bundle. She guessed he didn’t want her to try something dangerous on her own. “Get that sailcloth over here,” he told her. “Wrap it across the crates.”
The makeshift screen she created was far from perfect, but there was little else they could do to conceal Torishi’s fire. The bear-man unwrapped his shaman’s box quietly, and looked into the gourd in which he carried his murky brew.
“I’m running out of akup,” he said. “I will need time to find herbs and brew some more.”
“You don’t have to drink it,” she noted. “Maybe in time I won’t need it either?”
He shook his head. “I am Chief of the Kumaso.” It had to suffice for an explanation.
He poured the liquid into two small clay bowls, and prepared a tiny fire in the third. “This is madness,” he kept murmuring, as he poured the embers out from a portable tinderbox onto a handful of straw kindling.
He whispered the words of the prayer over the tiny flame, and as it formed into a portal, leaned back and looked at Nagomi gravely.
“This is too small for the both of us,” he said. “You have to go alone, after all.”
“I understand.”
“You will have very little time. The Shadows will come for you, and the gate will remain open only for a brief time. Whatever you have to say to him, make it quick.”
Nagomi nodded. She felt her hands go cold and clammy with nerves. At Torishi’s behest, she swallowed the milky saké and gagged at the bitter taste. Scraped from the bottom of the gourd, it was much more intense than she’d drunk previously.
The world around her spun, and she was enveloped in red-tinged darkness.
She dropped out of the tunnel of dazzling lights onto the red dirt plane, scraping her knees and elbows. Blood dripped onto the dust, and the earth swallowed it eagerly, without a trace.
I can bleed here, Nagomi made a mental note. Can I die here, too?
“Her” shrine was a few hundred yards away. She started off towards it, and then stopped. She had to contact Bran, somehow, and she suspected it would be easier to do that, if riskier, outside of the safety of her mind’s walls.
She understood little of how this strange world worked, and had to rely on her intuition. Torishi was reluctant to share any of his secrets, still angry at her — though he struggled not to show it — for using his tools without permission.
I wonder if this is how Bran felt for the first time in Yamato?
She closed her eyes and focused on contacting Bran; she had little problem remembering the way he looked or smelled: no other boy in Yamato was like him, after all. The touch of his lips on hers was the one thing she didn’t need to recall, it was always present in her mind. Her heart beat faster, blood rushed in her ears, and she felt herself lifted by an unseen force and carried in the air over the red dirt plain on a gust of wind.
Again, she was thrown against the ground, the force of the impact filling her mouth with blood-tasting dust. She opened her eyes; she was standing in front of a tall tower of grey stone, with bright red light shining from the top, and a big wooden door at the bottom. A green dragon sleeping in front opened one eye and glanced at her.
 It raised its head and roared so loud Nagomi had to cover her ears. The air around her trembled in dusty whirlwinds. The dragon went back to sleep.
A moment later the door opened. Bran, slightly bewildered, stepped outside, blinking and yawning.
“What…”
She ran up to him and held him briefly in her arms. He was too surprised to react before she let him go.
“There’s not much time,” she said. “The Shadows will find us soon.”
He rubbed his eyes. “How did you find me? We weren’t supposed to contact until… what day is it?”
“It doesn’t matter now,” she replied. “I have something very important to tell you.”
She explained the situation in quick, short sentences, almost losing her breath at the end. He frowned and scratched the bottom of his chin.
“Why?” he asked.
“I’m sorry?”
“Why would I want to help Mori? He tried to kill me.”
“But Satō, she is…”
He put a hand on her shoulder.
“I can come and help you, always. I can try to find Satō and save her as well. But what you ask of me… that’s an act of war. War between Dracaland and Yamato. I can’t make that kind of decision on my own.”
She stepped back and stared at him, confused. He didn’t sound like his old self. There was apathy in his voice, and a kind of cold calculation she hadn’t expected.
I thought he’d jump at the opportunity to do something like this. He’s a soldier, isn’t he?
“What’s happened to you?” she asked.
“I met my father,” he answered, wearily. “He’s here, in Kiyō. I… I will have to consult with him. It’s not just us anymore.”
His father is in Yamato?
“I went through great risks to reach you here,” she insisted. “If we are caught, in the real world…”
That gave him pause. She felt a shiver in the air, and a strong tug on her kimono. She staggered.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I think — I should be going back — ”
His eyes narrowed. “Something’s wrong in the real world. Where did you say you were?”
“On a ship.”
He hissed. “He must’ve been found out.” He glanced towards the horizon. “And they are here. Hop on Emrys, I’ll take you to your shrine.”
The Shadows were coming in a great host, at least a dozen creeping from all directions. She climbed the dragon and wrapped her arms around Bran, leaning her face against his shirt-clad back.
“There are more of them again,” he said, as the dragon circled the tower in the rising air stream. “You mustn’t come here alone.”
“I may not be able to, anymore,” she replied. “Not for a while, at least. Torishi-sama needs herbs for his spells. And if we find ourselves in a war zone — who knows how long will that take.”
She felt him sigh.
“Very well,” he said, “I will fly to Kokura and see the situation for myself. But I can’t promise anything.”
“Thank you.”
“Are you safe where you are now?”
“As safe as we can be anywhere. But please hurry up, the fleet is almost ready to sail…”
She felt a soft bump; the dragon had landed. Bran helped her down.
“I will do my best.”
A Soul Lance shimmered in his hand. The Shadows were almost upon them. Emrys spat flame towards the nearest; the creature split in two, dodging the fireball.
 “And I’ll—” She didn’t finish. He pushed her towards the shrine wall.
“Go! I can’t hold all of them back for long.”
He closed the gate behind her; she heard the sickening, moist, buzzing clash of the Lance against the Shadow-flesh, and then she woke up.




CHAPTER VII
The oil lamp flickered. The shadows fluttered on the painted wall like a veil of a dancing girl, revealing and concealing the images without order or reason: a face in ecstasy, a foot with curled toes, a naked breast.
Atsuko walked up to the lamp and adjusted the wick. It lit up brightly, bringing the entire painting out of the darkness in all its illicit glory. The couples writhed in the throes of passion, oblivious to the world around them: the servants peeking through the doors, the washerwomen enjoying the show by the windows.
She returned to the bedding, and sat behind her husband on the edge of the mattress. She laid her hands on his shoulder and began a sensuous massage.
“You are very tense, Your Excellency,” she said. “You should relax.”
Her husband — the thirteenth Taikun of Yamato, Tokugawa Iesada — scowled. “How can I relax?” he asked. “Everyone is against me. The Mikado, the Council, the rebel daimyos, even your father.”
She feigned hurt indignation. “My father’s only wish is to serve Yamato. Did he not send you two hundred footmen a week ago? Are not his soldiers aiding the Aizu with keeping peace in the Imperial Capital?”
Iesada chuckled. “You know much, for a woman. Sometimes I think you know more than me.”
She pouted. “What good is a wife who can’t take care of her household? And the court is our household,” she whispered in his ear.
He touched her hand gently. His fingers were cold, clammy, and trembling. His eyes were puffed up and bloodshot. “Whatever may become of Nariakira’s ambition, I will always be grateful to him for sending you here,” he said, and smiled faintly.
She reached under his kimono, but he stopped her. “Not today. I am tired.”
“You are always tired. Or gone somewhere for the entire night, and not to your concubines, I’ve checked. You will die heirless at this rate,” she complained. “Think of Yamato’s future!”
He laughed. “Believe me, dear, that is not the kind of an incentive I need. I promise, tomorrow…”
Atsuko revealed her shapely white leg from under her garments. She knew the usual effect it had on him. “Are you sure?” she purred.
“Oh, very well then,” he said and leaned over to mount her.
A knock on the door interrupted them.
“What is it?” Iesada barked.
“A letter from the Council,” said the eunuch servant outside.
“At this time of night? Leave it till tomorrow.”
“It is from the Chief Councillor Hotta himself,” said the eunuch.
Iesada froze; his muscles tensed. Slowly, he slid from the bedding and stood up. “C-come in,” he stuttered.
This wasn’t the first time Atsuko had seen him like this. The thirteenth Taikun always reacted badly to the letters from the Chief Councillor, and always dodged her questions when she asked him the reason why.
The eunuch entered the bedroom and handed Iesada the missive. The Taikun held it in trembling hands, then rolled it and shoved it into his sleeve.
“I’m sorry, dear,” he said. “I have to go and see to this. I will not be back tonight.”
“I understand,” she replied with a bow.
She bid him farewell with a brief kiss and watched him leave. She waited a little and then tiptoed to the door. The eunuch servant barred her way. “His Excellency wishes that you would not leave your room tonight,” he said. “It is unseasonably windy outside.”
It was the same every time her husband was called for by the Councillor. Defeated, she returned to the bed. Her eyes fell on a piece of paper on the floor. In his agitation, Iesada must have dropped the letter instead of hiding it in his sleeve!
She picked it up, unrolled it impatiently and stepped over to the oil lamp to read it. 
 
A typhoon in Suruga Bay,
Strong enough to beach the iron whale.
Ensure no survivors.
Bran woke up to a barrage of noises coming from outside. Explosions, gunshots, and the distant cries of what sounded like a great crowd of distressed people. He rushed to the small window, but all he saw beyond the wizardry tower and the roofs of the nearby houses was the dark night sky illuminated with red, purple, and yellow flames.
In the corridor, he bumped into a dishevelled Gwen and Dylan.
“What’s going on?”
“I don’t know,” replied Dylan, buttoning his uniform. “It sounds like the city’s on fire.”
“The Black Wings?” asked Bran, though he knew it was impossible — it was too soon, and he sensed no Farlinks.
“Maybe. Come on!”
Dylan lunged back into his room to grab a clunking satchel, and all three hurried outside. There was already a small crowd gathered by Dejima’s gate. Bran pushed his way through and stood on tiptoes to look over the low wall. He gasped. Kiyō was burning; there were explosions everywhere, and flames bursting from the rooftops in all colours of the rainbow. Throngs of city folk fled to the beach, to the boats, seeking refuge in the sea. This was no dragon attack, but an attack nonetheless, of the kind Bran had not seen before.
Magic artillery?
He grabbed the nearest man by the shoulder. “Do something! We have to help them!”
The man turned and Bran recognised the Overwizard. Curzius blinked in surprise. “Help, boy?”
Dylan also made his way to the wall. “What is this? Who’s attacking the city?”
The Overwizard opened and closed his mouth, and then burst out laughing. At the same time, a flower of purple flame erupted over the Suwa Hill, followed by another, blue one. The crowd on the beach raised a cry of joy and triumph.
Bran felt his cheeks burn in shame. He retreated from the wall into the shadow, away from the Overwizard’s mocking laughter. Of all the people on Dejima, he should have known what was going on in the city.
He tugged the confused Dylan’s sleeve. “This isn’t a battle,” he said, quietly. “This is Obon. A festival.”
Dylan looked back towards Kiyō and also laughed. “Of course.” He scratched his head in embarrassment. “Qin fireworks,” he added. “I should have recognised them.”
“This is like the feast after the fall of Shanglin,” said Gwen. The rockets glinted in her laughing eyes and in the jade pendant on her neck. The tension vanished from her face. “What are they celebrating?”
“Their dead,” said Bran. “This is their Calan Geaf, of sorts,” he added. “Except more important.”
After all, their Spirits are really here today.
He felt sorry for Nagomi, missing out on the celebrations, hiding, huddling somewhere on a Chōfu ship. The day of the dead must have been the most important day in the year for a priestess, all those Spirits wandering the Earth… This must have been the first time she would not be present at the Obon in Kiyō.
“I wish they’d let us join in,” sighed the Overwizard. “The dancing, the food… I’ve always wanted to see such festival up close. Alas, we have to wait until it’s over.”
“It’s decided, then?” asked Dylan. “They’re letting us enter the city?”
“The day after tomorrow. Look, that’s Li’s dragon!” The Overwizard raised his hand. “Lucky sod.”
The golden long gleamed like a rainbow ribbon, drawing spirals and loops with its slender body between the vibrant explosions. Bran sensed its exhilaration from where he stood, and fainter, impatience, coming from the northern mountains.
Emrys.
Bran glanced at Dylan. He was adjusting various dials on his optical apparatus, then raised it to his eyes and returned to observing the rejoicing Kiyō.
“What do you have there?” asked the Overwizard.
“I’m trying to evaluate the magic potentials,” explained Dylan. “But the measurements are all over the place. This thing must be broken.” He tapped the device’s long brass barrel and blew on the glass rod jutting from the side.
The Bataavian smirked. “Come to my office in the morning. I’ll have something to show you.”
Bran stepped away from them onto an empty street. This was the best time to act, nobody would notice. He focused and called on the dragon. He was flooded by the warm waves of joy and relief.
You’re in a celebratory mood too, eh.
Emrys rushed through the night, over the dark and still Kiyō Bay, against the sea breeze. Bran moved towards the dockyard; it was almost empty, lit up by a few braziers. The sounds coming from the city were muffled by the buildings around the yard, and distorted. The bon odori music, a supposedly jubilant jingling of bells and whistling of flutes, was giving Bran goose-bumps.
He closed his eyes and peered into the Otherworld for a moment. It felt even emptier than usual, darker and colder. The Spirits are among us, he realised. Down there, in the city. But if the Gates of the Otherworld were open that one night, what else could go through them?
For a moment, he thought he heard screams of terror coming from the city, over the din of celebrations. He shook his head. I’m imagining things again.
A whooshing wind rocked the paper lanterns, and a glinting green shape landed among the crates and barrels, throwing debris around. Bran ran to the dragon and jumped on its back. As long as the city folk were busy with the festival — and admiring the Qin dragon twisting and turning in the sky — Emrys and Bran were free to fly more or less unnoticed. 
By the time he reached the beach, the celebrations seemed to be over. The fireworks had gone silent, and the crowds departed from the beach, leaving overturned stands, paper streamers in the sand, and floating lanterns bobbing in the waves.
This ended quickly, Bran thought. Is it always like this?
He flew closer to the fishing boats along the pier. This is where the sea washed me out, he remembered. Where Nagomi and Satō first… 
A blood-curdling shriek cut through the memory. He pulled up and sped towards the noise. More cries came from the narrow streets of the merchant district, followed by the clashing of weapons.
Bran and Emrys reached a crossroad of two broad streets. Here, a crowd had gathered: angry men, panicked women, wailing children; they were too distraught to even pay attention to the appearance of Bran’s dragon. Something far more threatening lurked in the shadows around the crossroads, forcing the people back into a great circle. As Bran watched, a couple of samurai lunged forward into the darkness, their swords drawn. A sickening, slithering sound cut short their battle cry. In the moment of silence, he heard the swords fall and clang on the cobblestones.
He knew that slithering sound all too well.
He dived down to street level and flashed a flamespark. In its light, Bran saw the entire avenue filled with the hideous tentacle shapes, beings of darkness and death.
The Shadows.
They had got out. Was it just in Kiyō, or all over the Yamato? 
Have they somehow come after me? He shuddered at the thought, but had no time to fear. The tentacles shot towards him. A Soul Lance shimmered in his hand, slashing through the smoky flesh with ease. Emrys spewed a thick, angry column of bluish fire, burning a good dozen of the creatures at a time. They are weaker here, Bran noticed. Unused to the light and the noise. The Shadows flinched away from his Lance, lurking just beyond its range in the darkness under the eaves and in the narrow cul-de-sacs.
The cries behind Bran intensified. He turned his head to see another group of Shadows launch at the hapless city folk. Swords and spears were useless against the creatures, and whomever a shadowy tentacle touched, fell to the ground, senseless.
The Shadows and the people were mingled together in the melee; burning the monsters down was impossible without harming the innocents. Bran leapt down, commanding Emrys to guard the outer streets, and charged at the creatures with his Lance. The Shadows clustered around him like a pack of angry dogs. He slashed and pierced, cut and thrust, until his arm went numb. Still more were coming; the Lance paled and flickered. He raised his hand.
“Rhew!” Dragon fire shot from his hand. His breath grew short, rasping, his heart ached with effort. “Rhew!” He cried again, but only the tips of his fingers lit up.
This is bad.
A flash of white light struck down a shadowy tentacle in front of him. A waft of white mist solidified into a human shape and engaged one of the monsters in combat. Another appeared beside Bran; in its hands it held a long lance with which it pierced the dark flesh.
The Spirits!
A group of silk-clad priests joined the fray alongside the ghosts, blowing conches, ringing small brass bells, and making all sorts of horrific braying. Others flashed paper lanterns and shot small, handheld rockets over the creatures. The Shadows pulled back, frightened of the noise and the lights.
Bran summoned a tarian and barged, head first, ram-like, through the mass of oozing flesh until he was close to a young priest. He recognised the elaborate green silk robe. “You’re from Suwa!” he wheezed, gasping for breath. He never felt so drained.
The man stared at him blankly. “Who…” He raised a lantern to his face. “Gaikokujin!” He reeled back. “You shouldn’t be here! You are not allowed outside Dejima.”
“Never mind that now! I’m here to help you.” Bran pinned a crawling Shadow to the ground. “Where are these monsters coming from?”
“We — we don’t know. They are all over the city. We cleared most of the merchant district, but there’s still more… a great mass of them is heading for the Gaikokujin quarters.”
Dejima!
“We have to figure out how to stop them from spawning.” He ducked an attacking shadow arm; a wispy Spirit of an ancient warrior grabbed it and tore it apart. “Do you know where the Gate is?”
“What Gate?”
“Gate to the Otherworld. That’s where these things — ” Bran reached out the Lance with a weary arm, stabbing a charging monster — “are coming from.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Think, man! Aren’t you people supposed to know these things? An entrance to the spirit world — where is it?”
“I’ve only moved here from Nagoya a month ago!”
Bran frowned. Useless. Lady Kazuko would have guessed at once… And then it struck him. Lady Kazuko!
“The Waters of Scrying!” he shouted. “Please, take me to the cave. I don’t know the way.”
“How do you know about it?” the priest stared at him, dumbfounded.
“Does it matter now?”
“I… don’t know the way,” said the High Priest.
“What?”
“I told you, I’m new… but there may be someone who knows, at the shrine…”
Bran called on Emrys; the dragon slammed down between the priests and the fighting spirits, squashing several Shadows under its belly. The priest grew pale; Bran grabbed him by the collar and pushed onto the dragon’s back.
“Hold on tight,” he ordered.
“To what…?” The priest looked around in confusion.
“To me!”
The girl waited for them in the Suwa Shrine’s courtyard; a lone figure amidst the darkness, wearing a servant’s garbs, a straw hat, and with her face covered in grime, she resembled Satō so much that Bran let out a quiet gasp.
“My sister tol’ me to wait for you,” she said, bowing.
Bran looked around. The courtyard was empty and quiet, eerily so, after the noise and chaos of the battle in the streets below.
“Your sister?”
“Follow me. Down there, across the stream,” said the girl, and darted off into the woods, without looking back.
The waning moon was as bright as it had been the night Bran had followed Nagomi down the trail beyond the bamboo grove, over the small bridge into the deep, gnarled forest. He was beginning to recognise the path, or at least, he thought he did; it may have been any other Yamato wood: silent, dark and wet. There seemed to be more cobwebs and vines than he remembered.
“Nobody walked down this path in a while,” he remarked.
“This is our greatest secret… How do you know about the Waters? Who are you? What was that flying monster?” The priest prodded for answers. He kept tripping over the roots and getting tangled in the vines.
Bran turned to answer, the girl cried, “Watch out!”, and pulled the two men into a wild azalea bush with her. Three Shadows passed beside them down the path, leaving behind a trail of dark slime.
“I knew it,” said Bran. “How far are we?”
“It’s here,” said the girl, raising her hand and pushing a thick cobweb aside. “Look.”
Before them stood the two great cedar trees Bran remembered so well, but the stone lantern was overturned, and the thatched roof of the small shrine building had fallen in. All over the glade, the Shadows slithered. Once every few seconds, a new monster crawled out of the shrine door.
“We have to seal it,” said Bran.
“How?” asked the priest.
“What? You’re asking me? It’s your shrine.”
The priest shook his head. “A ritual of some sort, maybe.”
Bran wiped his forehead with a muddied sleeve.
“Ugh. We don’t have time for rituals.”
He leapt out onto the glade, and stretched out his hands. 
“Rhew!”
The dragon fire spurted from his palms. The Shadows recoiled and fled before his magic. He stepped forward, triumphant; the path to the cave was clear.
What now?

He shot fire again. The shrine building burst into flame, the remains of the thatched roof blazing, bright yellow, high into the sky.
“Behind you!” he heard the girl cry. He turned around. The Shadows had him surrounded, cut off from the other two. The girl hid behind a cedar tree, reaching a hand out towards him; the priest body glowed faint blue as he prayed, but the light could not pierce the Shadows creeping towards him.
A tentacle snapped at Bran, then another. The tarian buzzed and crackled. Bran felt a stinging pain in his leg, even though the shield held. If the tarian breaks, I’m done for…
He took a step back, then another. The heat of the burning shrine licked his back. Then, all the Shadows leapt at him at once. Panicked, he jumped away, straight into the flames, crashing through the scorched timber-frame. The earth split beneath him as he tumbled down the dark staircase, into the sulphur-filled cave.
He stood on the threshold of a gateway, looking in: a rectangle of massive beams of vermillion-painted stone, with the lintel extending over the sides. It was taller than him, but not by much — maybe seven feet, at most. Inside, a red darkness pulsated, sending waves of cold.
Bran looked to his feet, and around him; the ground was strewn with small, sharp, grey volcanic pebbles. He was on the slope of a mountain, raw and empty, shattered and cracked. Yellow and white fumes oozed from the jagged fissures. The sky was a sheet of steel grey. A small brook seeped across the slope to a crater lake below. The rest of the mountain — and the world beyond — was shrouded in a thick, white mist.
He coughed and gagged on the fumes. The darkness inside the vermillion gate rustled and squelched, buzzing with myriad voices. The Lance flickered feebly in his numb fingers.
A hesitant tentacle emerged from the gate, probing around. Bran stepped back, but not fast enough; the tentacle shot forward and wrapped itself around his legs. It pulled, throwing him off his feet. He scrambled away, tearing the skin off his hands on the sharp stones, but he could not escape. The Shadow dragged him ever closer to the red, pulsating darkness. More tentacles emerged from within; the sinister buzzing grew louder.
Bran heard a chime of brass on stone, and a jingle of bells. A bright white light burst above him. The gate trembled, and a sheet of silver, like a theatre curtain, fell, sealing the entrance. Only the single twitching tentacle remained outside. Bran stabbed it with his Lance and it vanished in smoke.
Still on his knees, he turned to see an old, thin man, wearing the plain light-brown robes of a Butsu monk. His skin was a tanned pink, papery, with bones showing through. A mask hid his face, a white theatrical mask, of the same sort Dōraku had been carrying in his bag. Beneath it, on his neck, was a leather cord with a round metal setting, empty. The man supported himself on a jingling metal staff, with a large, milky-white pearl glowing on the top. It was from this pearl that the white light shone onto the gateway.
Bran blinked. The man tipped his mask up just enough to show his face. He knew that face; it was similar to Dylan’s, but far older, gaunt, mature, and sporting a broad, white moustache.
“Soon you’ll start growing a tidy moustache then you’ll be the same dap exactly.”
“Tadcu.” Bran whispered.
“…chasing after some long lost dream, disappearing into Sun knows where.”
Ifor put a finger to his moustachioed lips. The world fell silent. He pointed to the wall of white mist. Two shadows appeared behind it, two silhouettes cast against the mist by some distant light. They were the shadows of a bear and a fox, climbing slowly closer towards the mountain top. An unseen blade cut through the bear, and it vanished; the fox stumbled, but moved on.
A resounding blow smashed against the silver sheet with the sound of a gong. The monk focused on the gateway. The knuckles grasping his staff turned pale. He raised it again. The white, blinding light shot from its end straight into Bran’s wide open eyes. The air around him grew fiery hot, the noise of falling stones and roaring flames rumbled in his ears. Somebody pulled him by the arm out into the cool of the night.
Bran woke up with a pounding headache. The priest stood above him with a paper lantern. He pushed it aside and sat up, still dizzy.
Hazy dawn crept from the east over the Suwa courtyard, giving a purple tint to the green scales of Emrys. The starlings in the camphor trees launched a deafening chorus. A heavy, wet breeze ran up the slope from the bay.
“The Shadows,” Bran said, rubbing his temples.
“All gone,” said the priest. “We survived.”
“What happened?”
“A white light burst from the shrine,” the priest replied, “and when it vanished, the glade was clear.”
Bran looked around. They were alone in the quiet shrine. “Where’s the girl?”
“She ran after you into the fire, and… I found only you in the rubble,” the priest said. He straightened and gazed towards the forest. “The entrance to the Waters had caved in.” He didn’t have to explain any more.
“I’m sorry,” said Bran. 
The priest raised his eyebrows. “It wasn’t your fault, Westerner.”
Then why do I feel so guilty?
Bran rubbed his eyes and climbed down from the veranda.
“What happened there?” the priest asked. “Did you summon the lights?”
“No, I did… nothing. There was a monk — ” He struggled to remember. The priest gave him a puzzled look. “I — I have to go back. To Dejima.”
He staggered towards Emrys. The dragon lowered its neck.
“Are we safe now?” the priest asked. “Will the monsters return?”
“They won’t,” Bran lied without turning back. “You’ll be alright.”
The bridge to Dejima was no more.
Only the timber pillars remained standing, their tops shattered open and charred like some gruesome black flowers. The remnants of the bridge boards bobbed in the water and between them floated some corpses, dressed in the tattered uniforms of Kiyō guards.
Bran landed clumsily on top of what remained of the ornate gate to the island. The Bataavian soldiers watched with weary disinterest as he climbed down from the dragon. Many bore bruises and scars, all were grey-faced and silent.
“Bran!”
His father wrapped his arms around him and held him in a long, tight embrace.
“You’re alive. I thought…Bran, are you hurt?”
Bran patted his father on the back awkwardly and weaselled out of the hug. He’d forgotten how unused he’d grown to physical affection. “I’m fine, tad. What on Owain’s beard happened to the bridge?”
Dylan walked up to the water’s edge. The rising sun glinted in his green eyes.
“Curzius decided to blow up the bridge; it’s been mined ever since the Phaeton incident. The monsters wouldn’t cross water.”
“I saw bodies in the sea.”
“Only Yamato,” said Dylan, and the tone of contempt in his voice made Bran gag. “We have a few wounded. Including Gwen,” he scowled. “She was on the first line of defence. As usual.”
“I’ve never heard of anything like this,” said Curzius, emerging from a nearby building. “I told you these people have secrets.” He wiped his hands on his coat, leaving a blood-red stain on the black velvet. “But, it may all yet come to our advantage. The city needs our protection, that much is obvious.” He kicked aside a piece of intricately carved wood from the gate’s sculpted frieze. “We should see the Magistrate as soon as possible.”
“You’re right,” said Dylan. “But first, I need to make sure my son is safe. How soon can the ship set sail?”
“The ship?” Bran did not understand at first. “No, Father — ”
“You’re sailing back to Qin. It’s too dangerous here.” Dylan’s tone left no place for discussion. “This won’t be a problem, will it, Curzius?”
The Overwizard nodded.
“What about Edern and his dragons?” said Bran. “What about you and Gwen?” 
Dylan opened his mouth and took a breath to reply, but then changed his mind. He didn’t need to say anything. They both understood he had no plans to join Bran on board the Soembing.




CHAPTER VIII
She was naked and barefoot, standing on what felt like cold, soft stone. She was enveloped in thick, white mist; there was nothing around her, no sights, no sounds, just a sickly sweet smell of decay. The mist was so dense she could barely see her own hands raised in front of her face. She shivered with cold.
“Hello?” she called, but the mist muffled her voice. Something warm and furry rubbed against her legs. She leaned down and groped around. A wet tongue licked her fingers.
A cat?
She touched further, and felt a thick, bushy tail. At that moment, the animal leapt away, disappearing into the mist, leaving her alone again.
Despite her strange, unusual situation, Nagomi did not panic. In fact, she felt an odd sense of calm, almost resignation. She didn’t even remember how she’d got here, wherever here was. She was trying to recall her last moments, but the memory was fading fast, slipping out of her grasp like a dream in the morning.
Am I dead? 
She made a few stumbling, random steps, but that changed nothing; the mist remained as thick in every direction, and the stone floor as cold and flat.
I must be dead, she concluded. This must be the place beyond the mountains that Shakushain-sama talked about.
She knelt down to pray, but couldn’t remember the words of any prayer, so she began to hum instead; it took her a while to recognise the melody: the lullaby her mother used to sing to her when she was a baby. The words were Bataavian, and Nagomi never learned what they meant, but she liked it because it reminded her of her family:
Schuitje varen, theetje drinken
 Varen we naar de Overtoom
 Drinken er zoete melk met room
 Zoete melk met broken
 Tien uur slaan de klokken


This must be my first ever memory, she realised. I really am dying. My mind is going — going — she couldn’t think of a word.
She felt the soft fur at her legs again. She leaned closer, and saw the small white fox looking at her with eyes like nuggets of gold. “Are you here to guide me to where the dead souls are?” she asked.
The fox wrinkled its nose. A gust of black wind tore the mist in two, forming a narrow, tunnel-like passage. At the end of the passage stood a slender figure clad in a robe of crimson silk.
Ganryū? Nagomi jumped back in fear. But no, this person was smaller and exuded none of the threatening presence of the Fanged. The priestess came closer.
“Kyokō!”
The undead girl ran up to Nagomi and grabbed her by the hand. Here, her body was whole, unblemished, and pure; there was no mistake now whom Kyokō’s face reminded her of.
She pulled the priestess with her, and together they ran through the mist, in silence; the ground sloped down, and Nagomi almost tumbled on the sudden drop, but Kyokō held strong to her wrist.
“Don’t fall,” she said through tight lips.
Nagomi had no idea how long they ran; there was no concept of time or distance in this land of nothingness. It may have been hours, or years. She didn’t feel tired, hungry or thirsty, and nothing changed around them, apart from the mist gradually growing thinner, and the slope growing steeper.
At last, they reached the shore of a narrow, shallow stream of murky, reddish water. The mist parted, revealing the tall mountains rising steep on the other side.
“How did you find me?” asked Nagomi as they waded through the stream. The water was unpleasantly warm and sticky.
“A white fox came to me in a vision,” replied Kyokō. “Who are you?”
“I am Itō Nagomi, of the Suwa Shrine,” the priestess replied. They were now on the other side, and her clothes reappeared as mysteriously as they had gone.
“Suwa.” Kyokō repeated. “Why do I know that name…?”
“It’s where one of your sisters was taken,” said Nagomi. “Ikō.”
“You know her then?” Kyokō covered her mouth with her hand.
Nagomi nodded. “And your other sister, too… Yokō in Kirishima…Now I’ve met all three of you.”
“That must be what brings us together, but — why…?”
She grasped Nagomi hands again and closed her eyes. The priestess felt her mind prodded and exposed, and her memories laid bare, like an open book. The girl gasped and stepped back, her eyes wide open in shock.
“You — you destroyed him!”
“You mean Ganryū,” guessed Nagomi. “He hurt you too, didn’t he?”
“He made me what I am,” the girl looked away, wincing at her inner pain. “He had me drink terrible poisons that consumed me from inside and preserved my body from ever dying. I was — ”
“A sokukamibutsu,” said Nagomi quietly. “So that’s what he wanted to create. An immortal incarnation of Butsu that he could control completely.”
“I did die,” said Kyokō. They were now climbing the mountain pass. The dirt beneath Nagomi’s feet turned a now-familiar shade of bloody red. “Many times I would come here, wishing to never return to the land of the living, to the torture of the poison, and of his terrible touch, the prodding in my head, and the visions… he wanted me to read the future for him, but all I saw was darkness and death — or so I told him.” She stumbled on a small, sharp rock. “He thought I was a failure. But I knew he would perish one day — I saw his demise in my dreams.”
“That samurai last night—”
“I was sold to him by my creator… a discarded experiment. He promised to deliver me from this wretched life if I was true in my prophecies.”
“And you believed him?”
“I had no choice, Nagomi-sama. I cannot kill myself — I tried… but there is nothing left to kill. My insides are rotten, no blood is coursing through my veins and no air fills my lungs.”
They reached the top of the pass, from which spread a view over the entire red dust plain. Nagomi’s white shrine was a short distance away.
“You can reach the world of the living from here,” said Kyokō. “The Shadows will not hurt you today.”
“How do you know?”
“They fear me. I must smell of him to them.”
“Do you know what they are?”
The girl shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like them before. I only know that they should not be here — and neither should you.” She prodded Nagomi on the back.
“Thank you, Kyokō,” the priestess said. “That’s the third time your family has saved me. I wish I could do something to repay—”
“You’ve killed him. That’s more than enough. Now go. Whoever is waiting for you out there, must be worried.”
Torishi! Nagomi remembered suddenly. Oh, no. How long have I been here?
She chased down the slope. The cold wind rushed in her face, dampening the last words of farewell from Kyokō:
“I’m sorry for your loss…”
Her mouth and throat were full of a burning liquid. She jerked up, coughing it all out.
“Thank the Spirits,” she heard Torishi’s reassuring voice. She opened her eyes. They were both sitting on the pier next to the Bishamon-maru. She spotted Koro nearby, calm and quiet, with his legs dangling over the pier’s edge.
“What happened?” she asked.
“What I feared would happen,” answered Torishi. “We were spotted. The guard stomped out my fire and threw us off the ship. We’re lucky that was all he did.”
He rubbed a bruised arm with a wince.
“I’m sorry,” Nagomi said sheepishly. “I guess we have to find another way out of here now.”
“Never mind all that.” Torishi scowled. “Have you spoken to the boy?”
“He will come soon. But he didn’t want to commit to anything.”
“I’m not surprised. You ask for a lot.”
He stood up. Koro jumped up as well. The blue stone on his neck dangled, reflecting the ship’s lantern.
“It’s a warm night, we can sleep on the pier,” the bear-man said, gazing at the stars. “We did all we could have done. For now, let’s just rest. We’ll figure out what to do in the morning.”
The Overwizard put his hands to the large brass ring in the middle of an oval door and turned it with effort. The airtight lock released with a soft hiss.
“This is what I wanted to show you last night,” he said to Dylan. They were in the basement of the wizardry tower. Water dripped from the ceiling of the short, narrow corridor, an unhappy reminder that they were a few feet below the Kiyō Bay.
“Will this take long?” Dylan glanced at his pocket watch. “I need to talk to my son.”
“Problems?”
Dylan cleared his throat. “He wants to stay in Yamato. I have to change his mind before he’s gone somewhere else again. I still haven’t decided what to do myself.”
Curzius smiled a genuine smile. “Perhaps what I will show you may help you decide.”
The door opened, revealing a small square room. Almost the entire space of it was filled with a complex machine of valves, springs, dials, and paper tapes with ink indicators running back and forth. The noise was deafening: the pinging, the screeching, the bubbling of liquids in the tubes and beakers.
“What is this? Some kind of divination machine?” Dylan asked, raising his voice over the din.
“It’s just like that little apparatus you carry in your pocket. A mogelijkheid meter. One of my predecessors, Von Siebold, built it.”
“I met a Von Siebold once,” Dylan said, leaning over to read one of the dials. “It’s enormous — what’s its range?” His own pocket meter could only reach as far as the centre of Kiyō from Dejima’s walls. The detection range of the machine in the room must have stretched for miles.
“All of Yamato,” boasted Curzius, spreading his hands. “And beyond, in good weather. This here,” he patted a jumble of coiled copper pipes and glass tubes, “tracks the levels of magic in the Sea Maze. My own design,” he added, and smiled proudly.
“Impressive, indeed,” said Dylan, nodding. “But I guess you didn’t bring me here just to boast of Bataavian engineering.”
“You’re right. I came here to show you this.”
He gathered a pile of papers from a small wooden podium and shoved it in Dylan’s hands. “If you’re as clever as you seem, you’ll have no trouble reading these.”
Dylan scanned the notes, a table of three columns: dates, values and comments, marking the location or event of a particular peak or valley.
“Impossible,” he said, after getting to the fourth page.
“The numbers don’t lie, Commodore,” the Overwizard replied. “Why are you surprised? You’ve been to Satsuma. You saw what their wizards are capable of.”
“But this means—”
“They are ready for their first Vriesmatic! Perhaps one has already been born. We’ve been getting some very odd values from the central regions.”
Dylan scratched his scarred cheek. “There has never been a Prismatic born outside a wizard nation before.”
Curzius nodded. “And somehow, they gathered all this potential by themselves, cut off from the rest of the world for centuries. Impressive, isn’t it?”
“You must’ve helped them.”
The Overwizard shook his head.
“All we did was provide them with books, advice, and a little equipment. Now do you see, Commodore? It’s not about silver, silk, or crude elementals, not even about the trade ports and navy bases. The greatest secret, the greatest potential of Yamato is its people.”
Dylan ran through the pages again.
“Yes, this is all very impressive, Overwizard, and I’ll be sure to file it in a report as soon as I get back to Dracaland. But — ” He handed the papers back to the Bataavian. “I don’t see what impact this will have on my plans. One Prismatic will not change the odds.”
Curzius smiled again. “I happened to have a chat with our Qin friend yesterday.”
“Li? What did he tell you?”
“He told me you deserted your post. Surely, that’s a court martial offence in any army. How will you explain yourself to your superiors?”
“I don’t think this is any of your business. What do you want from me, Overwizard?”
Curzius sighed dramatically, put away the measurements, and crossed his arms on his chest. “Look, Commodore, enough deceit. Let’s talk honestly. I don’t like you, you don’t like me. This is fine. I have some admiration for your son, but that is neither here nor there. But I need you. Or rather, that which you represent. You and I — Bataavia and Dracaland — we must work together to save Yamato.”
“Oh, that is rich!” Dylan laughed. “Now you ask us for help! After all these years of secrets and tricks! And what makes you think Dracaland would not rather ally with the Gorllewin?”
The Overwizard scowled. “The Grey Hoods? They are a nuisance, not a real threat. I’m talking about something a lot worse.”
Cryptic again, Dylan thought, annoyed.
“Worse than a hundred-foot dragon?” He laughed, but the look on the Bataavian’s face stifled his laughter.
Curzius pursed his lips and shook his head. “What do you think happened here last night? There are forces at play in Yamato you have no idea about, and even I can only guess at. Go talk to your son, and then we’ll talk again.”
There were no dragon saddles on Dejima — there were no saddles of any sort, nor reins, nor any other tack; there was no place for horses in the island’s overcrowded animal enclosure. Only a couple of cows, a few pigs, and a family of goats, led by a bearded patriarch whose bleating would announce in regular intervals to the entire city that the Bataavians would not willingly go without meat and milk in their diet.
The tack Bran had improvised after the battle on Ganryūjima was now in tatters; the reins barely held. He had been flying bareback since then, but dragons, even as small as Emrys, were not bred to carry a rider saddle and stirrup-less. Bran’s thighs were sore and bruised, his calves and feet ached from constant work.
He covered the dragon’s neck with a thick woollen blanket, then tied two large jute coffee sacks to it with straps and fashioned them into saddlebags, in place of the old ones, torn at the stitches. He wasn’t going to fly out without supplies this time; if he was to venture into a war zone, he needed to be prepared.
He remembered the strange vision in the Waters of Scrying. He told no one about it; he still wasn’t even sure if it wasn’t all just a dream of a concussed mind. The presence of Ifor in the vision was a mystery, but the shadows in the mist were hardly a riddle. Bear and fox. Torishi and Nagomi. They were in danger, again, of that he was certain.
He finished stuffing one of the sacks with dried fruit, cheese, and hardtacks, and turned to pick up another bag of supplies he’d obtained from Dejima’s warehouses. He saw Dylan enter the dockyard.
“What are you doing, son?”
“I’m not getting on that ship,” said Bran, taking out a bar of lye soap and a box of sewing utensils from the bag.
“Be reasonable, son,” Dylan said. “What will I tell your mother if she learns I found you, and I lost you go again?”
“You mean after she forgives you for sleeping with your Reeve?”
Dylan glowered.
“As your superior officer, I order you to sail back to Qin,” he said.
Bran raised an eyebrow. “You’re not my superior officer. You didn’t let me join the army, remember?” He put the last of the supplies into the coffee sack and fastened the leather belt, tying it to the dragon’s chest.
Dylan tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Is that… is that a tarian around you? Bran, are you shielding yourself from me with a tarian?”
“I can’t risk you using the Binding Word on me again,” Bran replied, checking the straps.
Dylan leaned against a stack of straw-wrapped barrels. “What is so special about this place?”
Bran tilted his head, curious. “What do you mean?”
“The Overwizard seems terrified of something. He fears for his own future, and the future of this country.” He wiped his face with a tired gesture. “He told me you’d understand what he meant.”
Bran swallowed and nodded, hesitantly. He’d finished setting up the tack already, but he still pretended to busy himself with straps and buckles.
He had hoped to leave telling the story of the Eight-headed Serpent for the last. He knew nothing would entice Dylan to stay in Yamato more than the discovery of an ancient, powerful magic he might put to his own — and Dracaland’s — use. But it was too late, if not Bran, the Overwizard would eventually spill all the secrets in order to secure Dylan’s cooperation and save his little island.
He bit his lower lip.
“I guess you know more about the history of these things than I do,” he started slowly. “The Wizardry Wars, the Abominations, the necromancers… ”
“Sounds to me like all the more reason to leave this place as soon as possible,” said Dylan, after Bran finished his tale. “And yet I can sense how anxious you are to stay. Why?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” Bran replied. “Why won’t you board the Soembing? I’m sure you’d be more useful back in Qin. Yamato doesn’t need you. It doesn’t… it doesn’t need the Dracaland.”
Dylan looked to the sea. “That’s not what Curzius said — and he was right. Dejima can’t stand against the Abominations alone. Besides — even without what you have just told me, I wouldn’t want to miss all this excitement for the world. A looming civil war? Spies? Negotiations? This is my life — this is all I know. But you… I don’t understand what’s keeping you here.”
 “My friends are here.” Bran’s voice broke. “There’s a war looming, you said so yourself. I fear for their safety. It’s only natural…”
There was an open accusation in his voice. He stared at his father’s face, gauging a reaction. He expected indignant scorn, or flippant contempt; in Dylan’s world, emotions and relationships played a distant role to politics and diplomacy. A war was just a game. He did not — could not — care for casualties, even those close to him.
“We have a few wounded. Including Gwen.”
But Dylan stared back, prolonging the silence. He, too, studied Bran’s expression, deep in thought.
“I understand,” he said.
“You — you do?” Bran blinked.
“I’m not the monster you think me to be, at least, not all the time.” He stood up and straightened his uniform, then glanced at the overloaded Emrys. “Your dragon needs a saddle. And stirrups.”
“They don’t have dragon saddles on Dejima.”
“Why won’t you wait until Edern arrives with the mounts? I can lend you one of theirs. You’ll fly twice as fast with proper tack. And meanwhile, you could help me in the morning.”
Bran glanced at his dragon. With the thick, drab blanket, and the reins and bridles made from various lengths of straps of leather, tied together, with the coffee sacks hanging on its sides as if on a pack mule, Emrys looked thoroughly miserable.
“What’s in the morning?”
“Me and Curzius are meeting with the city Magistrate. I could use an interpreter whom I can trust.”
“And what makes you think I'd want to help you at all? To help you turn Yamato into another Qin?”
Dylan ran a finger along his scar. “If you think Dracaland treats the Orient badly… You should see what the Grey Hoods can do to a place once they conquer it.”
“That's it? Your best offer - the lesser of evils?”
“There is no offer, other than that of the saddle. But ponder this, son — ” He laid a hand on Bran’s shoulder. “The Queen's Navy is not here. There are no admirals, no viceroys, no orders to bind my actions. Just me, you and Gwen - and Edern, if he can make it by tomorrow.”
Dylan looked at Bran expectantly. The boy closed his eyes and focused on locating the Tylwyth and his mounts. They were close, closer than he’d expected. The dragons were tired, confused, and eager to land; Bran shuddered under the strength of their bewilderment. For days, they had been flying over the open sea, through the fierce storms and the wall of lashing rains and furious winds, with no sight of land, or even as much as a ship. Edern was in a hurry.
Emrys stirred. There was another Farlink close by, itching at his finely tuned senses. Somewhere on Chinzei. Two mounts, four riders. Uneasy, and somewhat lost in a strange land, but proud and determined, with a clear task ahead of them.
He opened his eyes and gasped for breath. “The Black Wings are coming,” he said. “Two dragons. Not sure if both are headed for Kiyō.”
His father frowned. “What about Edern?”
“He will be here first, but not by much. And…” he hesitated, but there was no point withholding any information anymore, “he’s lost one of his dragons in the passage.”
Dylan cursed under his breath. “Two out of three — I can still work with that. But my offer stays, son… saddle and all the tack if you wait a day.”
Bran considered his odds. He had no way of knowing the precise distance and time of arrival of either Edern or Black Wings. Staying in Kiyō any longer seemed an unnecessary risk, of the sort Dylan himself would always advise against.
And yet, he’s here now. He risked his career, maybe even his life, to find me.
It was a sobering, unexpected thought. Followed by another, more urgent one.
Nagomi is waiting for me.
“Ungh.” He grit his teeth, angry at his helpless indecision.
Emrys raised its head and moaned quietly, feeling Bran’s confusion.
Dylan reached out and touched his shoulder. “We have a chance to make it right this time,” he said. “And it will be a lot easier with your help.” There was little conviction in his voice, and even less honesty — but it was enough for Bran to give his father one last chance.
“Fine,” he said at last, patting his mount on the neck. “I’ll fly tomorrow, after the meeting. Whether Edern gets here or not by then. But you better not try any…tricks.”
Dylan raised his hand. “Tomorrow, you’re free to go wherever you please. Officer’s word.”




CHAPTER IX
“I’ve been through some tough storms in my life,” said Edern, “but I’ve never seen anything like this. I don’t even know when and where I lost Afal. I’m sorry.”
Two dark purple bruises marked his handsome face, and one of his cat-like eyes was bloodshot from a blow. His left arm hung limp by his side, but he refused help from the Bataavian doctor. “Leave it. It will heal on its own.”
The dragons — Edern’s own mighty Silver, Nodwydd, and Cenhinen, a young Forest Viridian, not much bigger than Emrys, looked no better: mopey, with patches of loose scale peeling off their skin, broken claws, limping. The three beasts — including Emrys, who had flown out to meet them over the Kiyō Bay — stood on the square courtyard of the Magistrate building, taking nearly the entire space with their bodies and wings, spread out to dry. Guards struggled to keep a curious crowd at bay at the entrance; it seemed the entire city had come to take a peek, not only at the monsters, but also at the foreigners who had arrived with them.
Most of the locals blamed the Westerners for bringing the Shadows to Kiyō. For once, Bran believed they were right. He shut his ears to the abuse thrown at him by the crowd. He knew the attack would be the talk of the city for years; this was worse even than the MS Phaeton incident, and more mysterious. The atmosphere in Kiyō was hostile and tense. Overnight, the city’s face changed from a welcoming merchant’s smile to the angry scowl of a frightened commoner.
“I know you’re all itching to go back to Qin,” said Edern, “but the dragons have to rest if they’re to have any chance of making it through that storm again in one piece. And so do I,” he added, wincing.
Dylan laid a hand on his healthy arm. “You did well, dancer,” he said. “But we’re not leaving any time soon.”
“Oh?”
“Change of plans. A lot has happened since I wrote you the message. There’s a war here, too — and these people need good soldiers.”
“You want me to train them, like I did in Qin?” Edern gazed around at the carved eaves of the Magistrate compound, at the flat, angry and curious faces of the men crowding at the entrance, beyond the iron-bound gate. The Yamato officials stood nervously, as far away from the dragons as they could within the confines of the courtyard. Edern studied the weapons of the guards. “Do they even have firearms?”
“We’ll have to improvise something, as usual,” replied Dylan. He smiled.
“So, this is the fabled Yamato?” Edern asked and turned to Bran. “And you were here all this time?”
Bran nodded. “Good to see you, Banneret.”
Edern rubbed his neck. “I’m actually a Commodore now. Or I was, before coming here.”
“How’s the war going?” asked Dylan.
“Give the man some rest,” Gwen nudged Dylan’s side. “Can’t you see he’s exhausted?”
Outside, somebody blew a conch. The crowd hushed down and stepped back, forming a corridor, through which a procession of samurai officials approached the courtyard gate.
Dylan waved at a group of servants led by a Bataavian merchant. “These men will take you to your quarters. You might take a palanquin, it’ll be faster.”
“What about the dragons?” Edern asked, while eyeing the black palanquin with suspicion. It was almost exactly the same as the vehicle Bran remembered squeezing into when travelling to meet Lady Kazuko for the first time; he felt sorry for the Tylwyth, who was a lot taller than him, and injured.
“They are staying here, for now,” replied Dylan. “There’s no other place to keep them in this city. This place is like Fan Yu before the war.”
You want to show them off, thought Bran. They are your trump card.
Edern’s tall frame filled the interior of the black palanquin, and the four muscular servants carried it out the smaller, southern gate — where fewer people had gathered — just as the main, eastern gate opened heavily to welcome the pageant of aristocrats, some on foot, others in golden-trimmed palanquins. All bore the ginger-shoot crest of the Nabeshima clan. Bran recognised one of them, an old, bald man with long white beard, followed closely by a young boy.
“Tanaka-sama!” he cried and waved, but the old master saw only his Western face and his eyes glazed past Bran to pause at the awe-striking sight of the three resting dragons.
There was no time to study the beasts; the samurai moved aside to make place for one last piece of the cavalcade, a noisy, almost comical contraption: a black-and-gold windowless box shaped like an oversized palanquin, riding on two massive wheels, with the third, smaller wheel in front, a funnel at the top spewing excess mistfire from the complex engine puffing and ticking underneath the box between the rear wheels.
The machine came to a halt before the Dejima delegation; the engine’s grinding and clacking slowed down, but did not stop. The palanquin door opened, and a servant ran up to it with a pillowed step.
All gathered prostrated themselves before the man who emerged from the machine, except Dylan and the Overwizard. Curzius stepped forward and made a deep bow. The aristocrat returned his bow with a nod and a smile.
“I did not hope to see you again so soon, kakka,” Curzius said, speaking in the Yamato language.
“I did promise you a rematch on your home ground, Oppertovenaar-dono.” The Daimyo searched out the white beard among the entourage. “Tanaka-sama, do turn off this infernal racket, please. You can see our mode of transport is nowhere near as impressive as that of our guests,” he said, nodding towards the resting dragons. The old mechanician rushed to the steaming, trembling vehicle.
“Which one’s the boy?” The aristocrat narrowed his eyes, scanning the Bataavian delegates. Bran stepped forward.
“I believe you mean me, kakka.”
“Outstanding.” The aristocrat’s face wrinkled in a soft smile. “No accent at all! I’ve read the reports, but to hear it in the flesh… Do you know who I am, boy?”
“Daimyo of Saga, I believe. I visited one of your castles, in Yanagawa, kakka.”
Why is he here?
Bran had only a vague idea of where the main Saga castle lay, but he knew it would take more than a few days to get from there to Kiyō on foot, which meant the entourage must have left long before news of the night of the Obon had reached the daimyo.
Had he come to meet my father?
Bran saw Dylan tense up at the nobleman’s arrival. This was supposed to be just a meeting between the Bataavians and the city’s Magistrate. Between them, Dylan and Curzius hoped to easily outmanoeuvre the hapless official, already on the verge of suicide following the recent events. But the arrival of a warlord was bound to complicate their plans.
The daimyo nodded, satisfied with the answer. “Excellent. Let us proceed to the council hall. Come, boy. And you too.” He gestured to the Magistrate and Curzius, in turn, and nodded at the Bataavians. Bran hesitated.
“What is it, boy?” the daimyo asked.
“I’m sorry, kakka, I am unable to attend the meeting.”
Lord Nabeshima’s arrival had already delayed the start of the meeting, and his presence ensured it would take far longer than anyone had expected.
“Nonsense.” The daimyo’s face changed so fast it was as if he’d switched kabuki masks. He was now an embodiment of official overbearing. “As soon as I heard you were in Kiyō, I desired to speak to you. You’re staying until I let you leave.”
“Kakka. It is urgent that I depart immediately—”
“Enough!” The daimyo raised his paddle of office to show his decision was final. “I do not wish for any more delay! You shall be free to go once this is over.”
Why does every daimyo in Yamato treat me as if I was their subject? Bran fumed. It must come with the job.
“What does he want?” asked Dylan on the side.
“Uh, I believe he wants Bran to stay for the meeting,” Curzius explained.
“Is that it?” said Dylan. “Bran, you mustn’t refuse our honourable host,” he added. He suppressed a sly smile.
Bran cast him a hateful look. Traitor. Before he managed to protest, the daimyo slapped his back with a paddle.
“The longer we wait for you, the further away your departure will be, boy.”
He walked past Bran towards the council hall; a trail of servants and retainers followed close by, brushing Bran aside.
“Don’t worry, we’ll keep it brief,” said Dylan quietly, patting him on the shoulder. “Move the saddle and stirrups from this Viridian to the Jade,” he ordered a couple of Bataavian porters. They stared at him, and then at the mounts, mouths agape. “Go on, don’t act as if you’ve never seen a dragon before!”
The screen doors slid open all around the hall. The servants entered, bringing in lacquer trays with bowls and plates topped with the best food the Magistrate’s kitchens provided. It wasn’t the standard Yamato dinner fare, Bran noticed. Each guest — and there were a dozen of them, three in each legation, sitting on the straw floor in a half circle before the dais, upon which rested the daimyo of Saga, Lord Nabeshima — had his meal adjusted to their respective needs.
The Bataavians were served a stew of venison, skewers of grilled wildfowl, and bowls of oxtail broth. For the three representatives of the Qin merchant community, led by Li, the cooks prepared a miniature feast of dozens of small plates. Dried and broiled sea delicacies, simmered bean curds, and seasonal vegetables in elaborate compositions, all dressed up with summer flowers and pieces of bamboo sculpted into animal shapes. Dylan, Gwen, and Bran were served the same food as the Bataavians. The cook, unable to figure out how to prepare a fitting meal on such short notice and desperate to make a good impression on the unfamiliar guests, created little dragons out of turnips and radishes. Bran smiled.
Half an hour later, once the bowls and plates had disappeared from the low tables and replaced with clay cups and pots of cha, the daimyo raised his paddle. The room fell silent.
“We have heard the reports from all the representatives,” Lord Nabeshima said. One of the two men accompanying Curzius translated his words to Bataavian. “Before we discuss the situation further, let me present you with the news that brought me here to Kiyō in the first place.”
A retainer sitting on the daimyo’s left handed him a thrice-folded piece of paper.
“A few weeks ago,” Lord Nabeshima continued, “every major daimyo, abbot, and High Priest received a copy of this letter, marked with the Chrysanthemum Seal. It obliged every loyal subject of the Divine Mikado to rise against the foreign barbarians, and drive them from Yamato — even if that meant defying the Taikun.”
The interpreter stuttered. Loud gasps came from the Bataavian delegation. The Overwizard covered his mouth with his hand. Lord Nabeshima nodded sadly.
This must have been when Mori decided to kill me off, Bran realised.
“We assumed the barbarians that His Majesty meant were, of course, the Black Wings: surely not our Bataavian and Qin friends here in Kiyō,” the daimyo nodded at Curzius and Li. “But now, with the arrival of yet more Westerners,” the paddle pointed at Dylan, “this has changed. It is a conundrum for me.” He paused to sip cha and, Bran had no doubt, study the reactions on the faces of the gathered. “As the Oppertovenaar-dono can confirm, as the designated protector of Kiyō and the Southern Seas, I have always tried to maintain a healthy balance between the needs of Yamato and our foreign guests.”
So that’s why he’s here, thought Bran. He looked to the Magistrate. Was this the same man who chased Bran, Satō, and Nagomi out of Kiyō? He couldn’t quite remember. The bugyō sat unhappily over his cha cup, sunken-eyed, grey-faced.
This can’t end well.
Curzius bowed. “We have always valued your friendship, kakka.”
“Furthermore,” the daimyo continued, “I like to believe I was always a loyal and faithful servant of both the Taikun and the Mikado. It pains me to have to choose one over the other. Any decision I make will render me unhappy.” He sighed, theatrically, and fanned himself with the paddle.
A large, jewel-like beetle buzzed into the room and sat down on the straw floor near his legs. The daimyo studied its movements for a moment in silence, before a servant caught it with a cup and a piece of paper and carried it outside. “It is a time of trial for all of us,” he said at last. “This meeting is without precedent in Yamato’s history. Not since the days of Anjin-sama and beginning of the Taikunate did a daimyo seek advice from foreigners. I am eager to hear your opinion on these matters. And yours too, of course, bugyō-dono.” He nodded graciously at the Magistrate.
The bugyō raised his eyes. “I am the Taikun’s personal retainer,” he said. “I represent his interests over the city. You know what my opinion must be, Nabeshima-dono.”
“And what are His Excellency’s interests now, bugyō-dono?” asked Curzius. “We haven’t heard from Edo since the death of the previous Taikun.”
“A treaty has been signed,” the Magistrate replied, his voice shaking. He, too, produced a thrice-folded paper, this time marked with the mallow crest of Edo. “The Goru — ” He stumbled on the difficult name. “The Black Wings are allowed to land and trade in Yamato. An embassy will be established in a place called Shimoda.”
“This is far more than we have ever been allowed!” said Curzius.
“Some say the treaty was signed under duress,” added Li. “And knowing what we know about the Black Wings, it’s hard not to think there may be something to the rumour.”
“You’re one to talk,” the bugyō said, straightening his back. A faint spark appeared in his dulled eyes. “You and your Western cronies, coming here with your flying monsters and metal boats—”
“And shadow creatures,” added one of his retainers.
“You know very well we had nothing to do with that,” protested Curzius. “And if it wasn’t for our help, the city would have suffered far greater casualties.”
“It was all a trick. You summoned the monsters from the Otherworld, and then you sent them back,” the retainer scoffed. “Everyone knows barbarians dabble in demon arts.”
“Why don’t we ask the High Priest of Suwa, he was there—”
“A traitor too, I bet, just like the witch before him,” the retainer scowled.
Bran’s heart raced. He moved a knee forward and bowed before the daimyo. “Kakka!”
The daimyo nodded his paddle in intrigued amusement.
“Kazuko-hime was the kindest and bravest person I met in this land. And she had only the best interests of Yamato in her heart. I’m sure nothing would have made her happier than to serve Your Excellency with her advice today. Alas, due to the actions of some present here, we shall never again hear her wise words.” He cast a deliberately hurtful look at the Magistrate officials.
The bugyō cleared his throat. “That woman was found guilty of treason and executed on the personal orders of His Excellency Ieyoshi. There was nothing I could do.”
The daimyo’s laughter broke the tension. “Not even Curzius ever made you sweat so, Mizuno-dono! I’m glad I made you stay, boy. You have entertained me.” His face turned stern in an instant. “But enough of this. I will suffer no such trivial disagreements in this council. The fate of Yamato is at stake.”
“Kakka.” Bran bowed again and returned to his seat. He felt the need to wipe the sweat form his forehead, but such a vulgar gesture would not be welcomed in front of Lord Nabeshima.
“The Qin delegate raises an important matter,” the daimyo said. “What if a treaty is signed under duress? The dorako are stationed, according to our reports, less than a day’s journey from Edo. That is a constant and terrible threat, not just to the court, but to the entire city. It’s not unreasonable to think that the Taikun’s brush was forced.”
At the first mention of the word “treaty”, Dylan had perked up for the first time during the council. Now, finally, he spoke.
“Your Excellency, in dealings between civilised nations, a signed treaty is a binding treaty, regardless of the circumstances.”
Bran couldn’t believe his ears; it took him a moment to realise Dylan could not have said anything else. The interests of Dracaland and Gorllewin in Yamato may have been conflicted but, when it came to legal dealings with their colonial targets, the Western countries had to support each other staunchly.
All of Dracaland’s treaties with the conquered nations had been signed under threat of force. Bran had seen first-hand how the gunboat diplomacy worked in Yoruba and elsewhere; if Yamato questioned a treaty with the Gorllewin now, they would just as easily discard a treaty with the Dracaland. And where would the world be then? Bran imagined his father ask.
Civilised nations. What an arrogant, ignorant jab. It made Bran’s blood boil. Of course, Dylan would say that. In his world, only the West carried the torch of modern civilisation. The rest of the world remained more or less in a state of Dark Age barbarism. This is the exact reverse of how the Yamato see us, he noticed. How can we ever agree on anything?
Lord Nabeshima eyed Dylan with a studious frown. Then he turned back to the bugyō.
“Mizuno-dono,” he said, “I understand that another group of Gaikokujin visited the city not long ago. What happened to them?”
“I — I ordered them to sail to Edo, to meet with the court representatives.” The bugyō’s face grew even paler than before.
“Ordered?” The daimyo asked, with a mocking curiosity.
“Advised,” Lord Mizuno corrected, his eyes downcast. “It seemed for the best.”
“Is it not your duty to stop any foreigners from venturing further into Yamato? To throw them back into the sea from whence they came? Are you not responsible for the city’s defences?”
The bugyō looked up with a renewed defiance. “And what about you, Nabeshima-dono? Where were your forces?”
“I ordered my army gathered, and waiting,” the daimyo said. He was smiling. “But before I could send them to fight, we learned that the foreigners were gone.”
“Whatever will the Taikun think when the Varyaga boat arrives at Edo?” mused Curzius, as if to himself. “At least your predecessor had the good mind to commit suicide after the Phaeton Incident.”
The bugyō’s cheeks burned crimson. “I requested permission to do so from His Excellency. I was refused. It is my shame to live with.”
“Nobody questions your loyalty to the Taikun, Mizuno-dono,” the daimyo said, his voice now gentle and conciliatory. “And it’s not why I asked you about the Gaikokujin. Before their departure, were there any documents signed between them and yourself?”
“You know there were. A preliminary agreement that allowed them and any other, bar —” He bit his tongue. “ — foreigners, passage across Yamato, if they are on their way to further negotiations, and accompanied by a government official. Without that, they would be treated as invaders wherever they went.”
“Is this the same agreement that allows us to be here, now?” asked Dylan. The Bugyō nodded grimly.
“Would you say you signed it under duress?” asked the daimyo.
Lord Mizuno mulled over his answer, sipping his cha. “They had a cannon aimed at the city, just like Phaeton all those years ago,” he said, wistfully. “But that was not why I agreed to their terms.”
“Then why did you?” Lord Nabeshima prodded.
“They said they would protect Edo from the Black Wings.”
A storm of agitated whispers erupted among the daimyo’s courtiers. Bran did not, at first, understand the reason for this commotion, until Lord Nabeshima spoke again, and all was suddenly clear.
“Then you, too, do not believe the Taikun was acting of his free, unforced will.”
Lord Mizuno raised his hands in the air. “Of course I don’t! Giving land to the barbarians?” The mask had fallen off. He seemed relieved at being able to finally speak his mind. “Letting them fly wherever they want, all over Yamato? And the worst crime of all — using foreign army against his fellow countrymen!”
“Is this true?” Curzius asked. For the first time since the meeting had started, he was genuinely concerned.
“I’ve only heard rumours,” said the bugyō. “News from the North travels slowly, but… a flying monster is said to have ravaged Mito, and put a bloody end to the rebellion. Mito! The Taikun’s own family! Of course, I believe he’s being manipulated. But we have no proof, and without proof…”
The two dragons I could not detect, Bran remembered. So they were already used against the enemies of the court… 
“Perhaps this is what the Mikado meant in his letter, then,” the daimyo said, putting a finger to his lips. “This would certainly create a way to solve one of my conundrums—”
“I’m sorry,” said the Overwizard, “I’m not sure I follow.”
“If I assume the Taikun is held captive and forced to do the willing of the invaders, then as a loyal subject, I must come to his rescue and fight the Black Wings — just as the Mikado ordered. No conflict of loyalties there,” he added. He wore a self-satisfied grin.
“Yes!” The bugyō’s eyes sparkled. He raised a fist. “We shall strike at the barbarians and drive them back to the sea!”
You stand no chance against the Black Wings, fool. Bran raised a hand.
“Yes, Gaikokujin-sama?” The daimyo nodded at him.
“Forgive me, but what exactly do you plan to strike at the barbarians with? I know you have Tanaka-sama’s machines, but that won’t be enough against even one Black Wing.”
“We would not be fighting alone.” Nabeshima reached into his sleeve to produce yet another collection of missives. “I have received letters of support from many domains. If we were to decide on standing our ground, they would join us.”
Bran looked nervously around the hall. There must be Edo spies everywhere in this building. If he’s speaking so openly about allying himself with the rebels — it means he’s already decided.
“But we still have no clear proof the Taikun is forced to do the bidding of the foreigners,” said Lord Mizuno. He was sitting slumped again — the spark in his eyes extinguished already. “And without proof, can we really convince enough domains to join us? It would just be our word against the court’s.”
“What kind of proof did you have in mind?” the daimyo asked.
“I don’t know.” The Magistrate shrugged. “An intercepted letter, a secret order… this — ” He pointed at the treaty. “ — is not enough.”
“I see. Well, let’s hope we can eventually obtain such a document, one way or another. In the meantime, we can at least count on Satsuma and Tosa. I was also hoping for help from our esteemed allies.” The daimyo nodded towards the Dracalish and Bataavian delegates. “I am sure the… Taikun would be able to show his gratitude to those who released him from the thrall of the invaders.”
The way he said “Taikun”, he meant the title, not the person.
Dylan coughed. All the eyes in the room turned towards him. “Attacking the Gorllewin would be in stark violation of the treaty,” he reminded them.
“The Varyaga didn’t seem too bothered by this,” remarked Li.
Dylan shrugged. “They may think themselves powerful enough to flout the rules of conduct between civilised nations — but I would strongly advise the Yamato government against doing the same.”
There was an implied threat in his voice. Bran was sure it did not go unnoticed by anyone in the room.
“I defer to your expertise in these matters, Di Lán-dono,” said the daimyo. “Isn’t there a way out of this situation that would satisfy both your and Curzius-dono’s governments? What would render a treaty like this invalid?”
Dylan fell silent, stroking his chin. You know, Bran thought, irritated. Stop pretending you’re thinking this is over.
“What about the Ekō scenario?” Gwen suggested.
The shock on the faces of the Yamato officials was even greater than when they’d first heard Bran speak. Gwen was the only woman in the room; everyone assumed she’d been invited out of courtesy to Dylan and to make up the numbers of Dracalish delegates. Nobody actually expected her to talk in the presence of men.
Dylan smiled. “Yes, that might work.”
“What’s the Ekō scenario?” asked Bran.
They were speaking in Dracalish now, only Curzius understood them, but he reminded silent.
“I’m sorry, but, can we have a moment to discuss this between ourselves?” Dylan asked the daimyo, gesturing at Bran and Gwen. “This is a most difficult matter.”
Lord Nabeshima nodded slowly. Bran saw distrust in his eyes. “Of course.” He clapped three times. Through a door at the back entered a woman dressed in a gaudy, flowery, green kimono with red underlining, and heavy make-up. She bowed with utmost grace. “In the meantime, Mitsuko will entertain us with her dance.”
Behind the wall, musicians began playing a haunting melody on the bamboo flute and shamisen lyre. Dylan, Bran and Gwen excused themselves once more and shuffled outside, onto the courtyard.




CHAPTER X
“Whatever you have to say, Father, be careful,” warned Bran. “They had one Dracalish interpreter when I was here the first time, they may yet have another.”
Dylan nodded. “I would be a lousy spy if I couldn’t do anything about it. Tarian Llais!” He waved a hand over his head in a complex gesture, and Bran felt the air around them shimmer. The music coming from the hall quieted down.
“Voice shield,” Dylan explained. “Too weak to hold a missile or blade, but enough to thwart any eavesdroppers. We can speak freely.”
“So what is this Ekō scenario?” asked Bran.
“Do you remember how we helped Oba Akintoye?”
Bran nodded. His first sight of combat, his first steps on another continent; the palms swaying under the rocket fire, the sea serpent, how could he have forgotten?
“The warlord we were ordered to topple, Madame, uh…” Dylan’s fingers danced in the air.
“Tinubu,” helped Gwen.
“That’s it. She had a protection treaty signed with the Romans. By rights, there was nothing we could do to help Akintoye without engaging the entire Empire.”
“The Vasconian man-o’ war,” remembered Bran. “So that’s why they were there.”
“Exactly. But the Romans overlooked one crucial detail. The Spirits have not blessed the treaty.”
“The Spirits?”
“He means the Egungun, the shaman dancer,” Gwen added. “Ekō had two rulers: the Oba a political one, the Egungun a spiritual one.”
“Without the signatures from both of them, the treaty was just a useless piece of paper,” said Dylan. “At least, that’s what we used as an excuse for the intervention.”
“The Romans are zealots. They don’t care for the beliefs of others,” said Gwen. “This has often been their mistake when dealing with the natives.”
“The Gorllewin are Grey Hoods, too,” said Dylan. “I bet they didn’t think of it, either.”
“The Mikado!” Bran at last grasped his father’s plan. “He would never sign the treaty with the foreigners.”
“Yes, that’s what Gwen meant. Good thinking,” Dylan flashed a smile at the Reeve, then fell silent and serious again. He bit his lower lip.
“That’s great!” said Bran. “Let’s go back inside and tell them of our plan.”
He turned back towards the entrance. Dylan grasped his shoulder. “Wait.”
“What is it?”
“Yes, this is a way to render a treaty invalid… if you have anything to gain from it.”
Of course. He’s still playing the high stakes game.
“I’m still not convinced which side to take in this conflict,” Dylan said with surprising honesty. He looked at the three resting dragons. The saddle from Cenhinen had been transferred onto Emrys’s back, although not without trouble. The Bataavian porters were sitting on a veranda in the far corner of the courtyard, nursing their bruises and scratches. “All I’ve heard about this Taikun so far is from his enemies… but what if he’s the one we should be negotiating with, instead of Nariakira?”
“Have you not listened to a word I said?” Bran’s nostrils flared. “The Taikun is working with the Abominations!”
 “That might just mean he’s shrewdly choosing his allies,” replied Dylan. His smile seemed condescending to Bran. “Weren’t you friends with one of these creatures yourself?”
“That’s different. Dōraku-sama is a noble warrior. He helped us to kill the Crimson Robe. He is not like the others.”
“Are you sure?” Dylan lowered his gaze to meet Bran’s. “Have you not heard what he did to Li in Satsuma?”
Li?
“What…what do you mean?”
Dylan scoffed. “Your ‘noble warrior’ broke into Li’s room in the middle of the night, and abducted him at sword point. He’s nothing but a mere thug.”
“You didn’t tell me about it before.”
“And you hid things from me at first, too. Before you told me about the Serpent, I had no reason to connect that man with you or your friends.”
“I’m — I’m sure Dōraku-sama had his reasons.”
“Bran, Bran, my dear boy,” Dylan shook his head. “You’re far too trusting. All you know about this place and its people is what they themselves told you. How can you tell truth from deception? How do you know which side is right and which is wrong? I have a hard time deciding, and it’s my job!”
“Perhaps if you knew them as well as I do…”
Dylan stooped down to pick up a small pebble. He flicked it into the air. The pebble vanished mid-flight with a soft flash.
“Your reason is clouded by emotion, son,” he said. “It’s the wizardess, isn’t it? Or maybe that little red-headed priestess. I understand.” He raised his hand to stop Bran from interrupting. “I really do. But I can’t base my decisions on romantic whims in there.” He gestured toward the council hall. “I cannot make mistakes.”
“But you can’t ask me to stand against my friends,” Bran said through clenched teeth. 
“And what side are your friends on, hmm?” Dylan asked. He crouched down, spread his palm and summoned a rough map of Yamato on the sand before him. “They are not with the Taikun or the Black Wings, that’s for sure.” Two red dots flashed in place of Edo and Shimoda. “That means all the pro-Edo clans are off limits.” All of the North and most of the central parts of the map turned red as well.
He already knows which clans are allied with Edo.
“Nor are they with Nariakira, if what you said about your precious wizardess is true.” Another dot flashed over Satsuma’s location, and spread throughout half of Chinzei. “In Kiyō, they are banished.” Another dot. “What was the name of that place where they kept you in prison?”
“Chōfu,” said Bran. Dylan invited him to place a dot on the map.
“And are your friends on Chōfu’s side, whatever it is?”
Bran hesitated. I told Nagomi to flee… even though she still wants me to destroy those ships. And Satō knows nothing about Mori’s double-crossing. Would she still follow his orders if she knew…?
“No,” he said, “I wouldn’t say they are.” The dot turned red.
“So, which is it? It seems as though neither you nor they know exactly what to do, and whom to follow.”
Bran looked at the map. There remained very few clear spots unconnected to each other; a cluster of clear dots around the centre of the map that drew his attention. “You forgot about Heian,” he said. “The Mikado’s court.”
Dylan raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t think to mention it. Would your friends side with somebody who hates the West so much, and wants us all to go back where we came from?” He raised his finger towards the map. “That doesn’t sound like them at all, but if you say so…”
“No.” Bran said, resigned. “Not Heian, either.” The clear cluster disappeared under Dylan’s touch. Bran’s eyes welled up in helpless anger. His father was right; it seemed as if all of Yamato was now turned against Satō and Nagomi.
“Dylan, that’s enough. You’re torturing him,” interrupted Gwen. She’d been listening to their conversation with a growing concern. “Reason over emotion — really? Are you forgetting why you’re here? Why I am here?”
“I’m fine,” said Bran, raising his hand. He studied the map one last time and wiped it from the air with a flick of his fingers. “You’re right, Father. I know nothing, except that my friends need me. Satsuma, Chōfu, Edo, Heian… let them fight it out among themselves. And let Dracaland, or Gorllewin, or Bataavians, or whoever is left at the end, pick up the pieces. As long as they are all safe.”
Dylan nodded. “Well said.” He stood up. “So, with that out of the way, what’s your advice?”
“Advice?” Bran frowned.
“I still need to decide whether to join the Taikun and the Gorllewin — or the rebels.”
“We… can’t side with rebels. It means siding with Nariakira, who tried to kill Satō and Mori, who ordered my suicide — and the Magistrate, who executed Lady Kazuko. And yet…” Bran ran his fingers back and forth through his hair. He looked at Gwen, then back at his father.
Reason over emotion… 
He took a few slow breaths to calm down his racing heart. The sand map, contrary to his father’s intentions, helped Bran to decide. The situation in Yamato, muddled until now, was now crystal clear in his mind.
There’s no need to choose one over another, he realised. I can save my friends, and convince my father to help me.
“The rebels,” he said, firmly.
“And is that the brain talking, or the heart?” asked Dylan.
“Both,” he replied. He started counting down on his fingers. “One, Satsuma and Saga have always been supportive of the Bataavians. Between them, they may yet convince Mori to their view.”
“Or they may end up fighting each other, once the Taikun is dealt with, but we shouldn’t worry about it now,” added Gwen. Dylan nodded.
Bran’s heart raced again. The words were flowing fast from his mouth with renewed confidence, now that he knew the answer.
“Two, Dracaland and the Bataavians are wizard nations. We should stick together against the Grey Hoods. Three, I don’t trust anyone who allies with the Fanged. For that matter, I don’t trust Dōraku either, but he did save my life more than once, so I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, for now. Four — ”
“Enough!” Dylan stopped him, laughing. “I get it.”
“I have more…”
“I can see that, son but it won’t be necessary. I am glad you’ve come to the same conclusion as me.”
“So you’d already decided?”
“I wasn’t sure. I may have been wrong. I told you — I can’t make mistakes in there.”
He dispelled the Voice Shield and stepped onto the veranda leading back to the council hall. A servant slid open the panelled door. Dylan stopped before entering the inner corridor and waited for Bran to join him. “But don’t think I’ll make it easy for anyone in there,” he said. “Dracaland’s friendship does not come cheap.”
The servants brought in more candlesticks to light up the hall. Bran looked nervously at the paper walls. It must be getting dark outside. How many hours have we been sitting here already?
The delegates were engrossed in minute details of an agreement that was about to be signed between the Kiyō authorities and the Bataavian and Qin representatives. Officially, Dylan was not part of these negotiations, as his diplomatic credentials had not yet been sanctioned; likewise, Lord Nabeshima abstained from putting his name to the paper, fearing this might constitute a dangerous legal precedent.
“Daimyos having separate treaties with foreign powers,” he said, “that stinks of Civil War. Unity of the nation in the face of the threat is paramount.” The bugyō was the only Yamato official who could sign an accord with the “barbarians”. Ensuring his cooperation had been imperative.
The legal obstacles did nothing to keep either Dylan or Lord Nabeshima from interfering with the negotiations. Dylan, in particular, was eager to word the agreement in such a way as to allow as much benefit to the future Dracalish trading missions as was possible. 
At first, Bran enjoyed observing his father discuss the tiniest of the details with Li and Curzius. Having skilled opponents forced him to bring out the best of his skills. He was in his element here. 
But at length, Bran grew bored. Most of the debate was in Bataavian, of which he understood very little. He glanced at Gwen — she stifled a yawn.
“Father,” he said, “I do have to go now. Soon it’s going to be too dark to fly.”
“What?” Dylan looked at him, distracted. “Oh, yes. I will ask for a recess in a few minutes. As soon as we finish this section on free travel. Why don’t you wake up Emrys?”
Bran leaned back against the wall, and linked with his mount. The dragon stirred slowly from a shallow slumber. Through his eyes, Bran saw the darkening sky.
It must be what, six, seven o’clock?
The other two dragons woke up as well, sensing the connection. Bran reached out to them. Edern’s Silver, Nodwydd, beamed a calm pride, like all mounts of his race, though without the feral arrogance Bran had sometimes sensed from Afreolus.
If the journey across the ocean made any impact on the beast, it didn’t show; quite unlike on the other dragon, a small, young Viridian. Cenhinen was a colt, not much larger than Emrys. It was an odd choice for such a difficult mission.
Why a colt? Who would ride such a thing? Perhaps it was the only spare the Army could have offered. The mount was frightened and confused, still adjusting to the unknown territory. The passage through the Sea Maze had left its mind scarred. Bran’s mind was battered with images of the black storm, pounding it about like a wagtail caught in a gale, and the haze of Spirits, striking at the dragon from below, trying to bring it down. They went straight through — what was Edern thinking? The loss of the third dragon in the party, and the break in the mind link between the mounts had all but defeated Cenhinen’s resolve.
As Bran searched through bits and pieces of the dragons’ memories, his respect for Edern grew. Most riders would have had a hard time crossing the storm with just their own dragons. Only the Tylwyth Teg could find enough willpower to guide the mounts through such an ordeal. Bran knew he would never be able to repeat such a feat, even with his newly found powers.
Why are there so few Faer Folk riders? They are so much better at it than we are…
He paused rummaging in the dragons’ memories to focus on what felt like an itch at the back of his head. Something was not right; a nagging sensation, a soft buzz he couldn’t quite pinpoint.
It was a Farlink, of that he was sure, but it was weak, and not in a way that a distant connection would be; it was almost as if somebody was shielding their Farlink, in the same way that Dylan’s tarian had shielded their voices from eavesdroppers.
He jumped to his feet. Everyone stared up at him from over the treaty papers in silence.
“They’re here,” he said.
Dylan’s eyes narrowed.
“But you said they were still a few days away.”
“I was wrong.” He stormed outside, calling for his dragon.
First Dylan, then the others joined him in the courtyard. Bran looked up. The darkening sky was hazy with the evening breeze, but otherwise empty.
“I don’t see anything,” Dylan said, stating the obvious.
“They are here,” said Bran. Now that he knew what to search for, he was able to locate the Farlink with more precision. It was weak, but close. Almost as if…
Right above their heads, the sky shimmered and, like a whale emerging from under the water, a dark, massive shape appeared out of the air. The cloaking glamour dissipated in a flurry of colours, revealing first the massive black thorax and abdomen, then the long neck and tail and, at last, the wide-spread wings.
The black dragon slowly hovered over the city in menacing stillness like a storm cloud. Its onyx scales seemed to suck in the light of the sun setting over the bay. Most of the Yamato officials retreated under the roof with fearful cries; only the daimyo and Master Tanaka remained outside. Lord Nabeshima stared at the beast with curious eyes, fearless.
Of the two men on the dragon’s back, one, though barely seen from the distance, was wearing what looked like Yamato clothes.
A guide, guessed Bran.
The rider, his face a dot of black in the shadow of the grey hood, looked down. Bran felt the eyes upon himself. He shivered.
The black dragon lowered its head towards him and opened its maw. A narrow, precise torrent of fire streamed down from between the spear-like teeth. Bran leapt under Emrys. The flames struck the dome of his tarian with a furious crackle.
“Is he insane?” cried Dylan. “Bran!”
“I’m fine, Father.” Bran grabbed the reins and, bouncing off the courtyard sand with an enchanted leap, landed in his new saddle.
“Get the green one, Gwen,” Dylan ordered. “I’ll take Edern’s Silver.”
Bran launched into the air just as another line of dragon flame struck the ground right where he had stood moments before. In the corner of his eye he saw the yellow jacket crossing the courtyard towards the gate: Li, the interpreter, rushing to get his mount from the Qin district.
Zigzagging to avoid the fiery missiles, he ascended at breakneck speed towards the hooded rider. The massive black dragon made no move, as if it was waiting for him. As soon as the two riders found themselves on the same level, the Gorllewin rider threw off the hood, revealing a cascade of flaxen hair.
“Frigga! Stop — it’s me, Bran!”
“I know!” she shouted back. “Did you think we wouldn’t catch on to your spying tricks?”
She reached to her belt and, in a lightning-quick move, drew a four-barrelled gun.
“This is for Thorfinn,” she said and pulled the trigger.
A slick, silver missile zipped between them. The bullets bounced off the scales. The silver dragon flipped in the air and dived back down. Frigga’s mount banked to the side. Dylan followed close by.
The black dragon drew a half-loop, followed by half a barrel roll, all in smooth, quick succession. The Yamato sitting behind Frigga clutched to her back in panic. Bran gasped. A Raleigh manoeuvre! With a mount this size! But this was no time to admire Frigga’s skills; her dragon looped around Dylan and once again was heading straight for Bran. Emrys dived; a spurt of flame singed the tip of its tail.
Another shape shot into the air. Gwen joined the aerial fray. She looked almost comical on the small Viridian, and struggled to control the untried mount in unfamiliar winds. The shieldmaiden swerved and passed her by in pursuit of Emrys.
Bran turned west, towards the waters of the Kiyō Bay, into the sun. The setting orb was still bright enough to blind anyone looking straight into it. He looked back — thanks to Dylan’s and Gwen’s interference, he’d put a little distance between himself and the Black Wing, but Frigga was gaining fast.
How did she get here without me noticing? Did they know I was here all along?
He took a deep breath and focused on fusing with Emrys as he did the last time the Black Wings chased him. But he was too distraught and the link broke in seconds. There were too many things going on around him, too many riders and dragons with conflicting aims. The Farlinks of Dylan and Gwen criss-crossed within his mind. He struggled with the Ninth Wind over Kiyō, the City of Wizards. It twisted and turned unpredictably, pushing and pulling in all directions. His heart pounded again his chest.
No good! She’ll catch up to me. Emrys is too slow.
He swooped down to the harbour and reached Dejima in a few beats of the dragon’s wings. He made a tight turn around the Wizardry Tower when a small fireball flashed past him and hit the building. Its shields buzzed and crackled, absorbing the damage; a couple of tiles fell off the conical roof.
She’s holding back, he realised. She has orders not to do too much damage.
Back over the city, Bran had a split second to scan the streets below. He banked sharply, thankful for the new saddle and the stirrups. Emrys rolled at ninety degrees. The tip of its left wing almost touched the ground when the dragon whizzed down a narrow alleyway, and then took a sharp turn onto the long, straight avenue leading to the grand, bright red gate of the Qin district.
Bran looked up; Frigga remained in the air behind him. Just as he’d guessed, she couldn’t follow the smaller dragon into the city streets. She was searching for a way to cut him off. I only have a few seconds of lift left, Bran judged. Blood was rushing to his head, and his sight grew blurry. Flying sideways put even more pressure on a rider than flying upside-down.
A cone of flame from the left, and a stream of hot steam from the right struck at the Black Wing. Dylan and Gwen finally caught up with Frigga. Soul Lances shone brightly in their hands: Dylan’s golden, Gwen’s lightning blue. Frigga swayed; her dragon dropped in a spin, heading straight for the tallest building in the area, a large hall of a Qin temple.
She’s going to crash!
Somehow, the dragon recovered, mere feet from the temple’s roof. The massive wings opened and Frigga shot back up into the air… alone. The rear saddle was empty, the guide lost in the spin.
No longer able to withstand the strain, ignoring Bran, Emrys levelled out. Its wings touched the eaves of the low houses on both sides of the street; in an instant, the dragon stalled and hit the dirt road at full speed. Bran’s Academy training kicked in at the last moment: he leapt out of the saddle, sideways, to avoid the dragon’s rolling and tumbling body.
Emrys finished its tumble with a long slide on the cobbles; it tore the road with its claws and skidded to a halt, somehow, remarkably, still on all fours. Bran scrambled up with difficulty; he was bleeding from knees and elbows; his scratched brow burned as if touched by a hot iron.
The Black Wing made a wide turn, disappearing momentarily from Bran’s view. He started towards Emrys, but the earth beneath his feet shook with such sudden force that he fell down again.
An earthquake? Now, of all the times…!
The ground between him and Emrys cracked open with a grinding sound. The fissure was too straight and ordered for an earthquake chasm. It continued to widen, forcing the Qin merchants to move away from the newly formed deep, dark hole. Strangely, there was no panic in their movements, no cries of surprise.
Emrys pulled back, uncertain what to make of the new development. It purred and sniffed at the dark crevice, sending anxious, questioning emotions into Bran’s mind.
A wide, squat, brass barrel emerged from the opening; as it rose higher, Bran saw that it stood on some kind of platform, full of copper coils, rubber pipes, glass bulbs, and clacking gears. Somewhere amidst all this sat a Qin operator, wearing a thick red silk jacket, a broad-brimmed straw hat, and thick goggles. The platform continued to rise, revealing a set of eight spider-like metal legs underneath.
Frigga and her dragon reappeared in the sky and they were once again heading straight for Bran. The black dragon’s maw opened. Bran crouched behind his tarian, but he knew the shield would not withstand another full-on strike. He prepared the Seal of Llambed in his mind; if ever there was a time to use it… 
The brass barrel whirred, angled, and aimed at the Black Wing. The glass bulbs buzzed and charged up. The entire machine shook and burst with a roar of thunder. A web of lightning covered the sky. Frigga swerved to avoid the attack, but she misjudged her distance. Her dragon struck a roof and slid across for a hundred yards, tearing the tiles and crushing the timbers off several houses, before bouncing back into the air.
The machine clacked forth on its metal legs, chasing after the dragon. The silo from which it had emerged closed up; Bran finally crossed the distance separating him from Emrys.
A shadow fell on him. He ducked.
“Bran!” he heard a cry. It was Gwen, struggling to control her Viridian. “Get out of here. We’ll hold that dragon off!”
He nodded, and she sped off towards Frigga and the Black Wing. Right after her, one more shape whizzed through the air, long, slender and golden. There were now four dragons fighting in the Kiyō sky. Bran didn’t waste his time observing the spectacle. He mounted up and spurred Emrys to flight once again; north this time, away from the city, away from the aerial battle.
As his mount climbed the updraft of the mountain ridge shielding the Kiyō Bay from the northern winds, the boy looked back one last time. Flames, lightning bolts, and explosions lit up the dark blue evening sky; against this backdrop, the Black Wing soared, twisting and turning, diving and climbing, fending off the other three dragons like a great hawk fighting a family of magpies desperate to defend their nest.
I’m sorry, everyone, Bran thought, gritting his teeth, but I need to save my friends.




CHAPTER XI
Dylan glanced towards the mountains and saw the jade green dot disappear over the ridge. Good.
“Enough!” he cried. He called off the Soul Lance. Just like the breath of his dragon, it, too, did little harm to the black monster. The Gorllewin dragon was impervious to any attacks. The only vulnerability, Dylan realised, was its rider. He swooped towards Gwen’s Viridian. “I need you to lure her,” he said. “I have to get nearer.”
Gwen nodded and broke off; she flew in front of the Black Wing’s nose, daringly close. The Gorllewin rider zoomed swiftly after her, too swiftly to Dylan’s liking.
Careful! he hissed.
But Gwen knew what she was doing. By now, she’d got the hang of her new mount, and was making good use of its small frame, rolling, looping, and turning just out of the black dragon’s reach — always tantalizingly close, enough for the enemy not to grow irritated, and not to notice the looming trap.
At last, Dylan positioned his dragon right on top of the Black Wing, less than twenty yards away. The rider finally spotted him, and swerved to avoid Nodwydd’s fire; but attacking with dragon flame again was no longer Dylan’s plan. He knew he’d only get one shot at this — timing and distance were crucial. He curved his fingers into a rune of power and shouted the Binding Words.
The Black Wing flew on, but without the human’s guidance its movements were confused and sluggish.
As I thought.  Dylan lessened his distance again, but kept safely at bay from the enormous wings. Farlink alone is not good enough for a beast this size. A nearly rider-less dragon was now made even more dangerous by its unpredictability. At length, the Gorllewin beast picked up a strong current of the Ninth Wind and circled upwards, out of the city, towards the open sea.
She’s getting away. At this rate, the Binding Words will dissipate, before…
He leaned forward in the saddle and picked up speed. As befitted Edern’s mount, Nodwydd was fast and nimble, even for a Silver. The two dragons drew level, and then Dylan slid forward on a sudden breeze.
“Halt!” he shouted at the Gorllewin rider.
The Black Wing bolted and roared, but did not slow down.
She can’t make it stop.
“I am the representative of Her Majesty, the Queen on Dragon Throne, Victoria Alexandrina,” he shouted. “Our countries are not enemies. If I release you, will you land and talk?”
There was a pause, and then the black dragon’s wings broke the pace of its flapping, making it bob up and down in the wind.
I’ll take that as a yes.
He snapped his fingers. “Chwalu!”
The Black Wing leapt forward, then swerved from side to side like a bucking mule, as the rider struggled to regain control. Dylan gestured to her to follow him. He searched for a place to land — the Gorllewin mount was too big to fit even on the Magistrate’s courtyard, where Gwen was already touching down with the Viridian.
“There,” he pointed. “See that hill-top shrine, with the fish pond? Land there.”
The blonde rider climbed off her dragon. She leapt down the last few feet, raising a plume of dirt as she landed. The beast snorted uneasily, releasing dark waves of anger that made Dylan nauseous.
Such power… 
He regained control and approached the rider with an extended hand.
“Dylan ab Ifor, Commodore of the Royal Marines,” he said.
Stripped of the title as soon as I return to Qin. Not that it matters now.
She eyed his hand with reluctance, then reached out her own to shake it.
“Frigga Rhyd, Flight Leader, Oceanic Squadron.”
She’s young, Dylan noted, studying the rider’s determined face. Not much older than Bran and Wulf. They let a kid like her fly a dragon this size?
“I’m surprised,” she said. “We had no idea Dracaland was already here. Don’t you have enough to deal with in Huating?”
“Why did you attack us?”
Frigga’s lips tightened. “I was only after the boy.”
“He’s a Dracalish soldier, too,” said Dylan. “And he’s under my protection.”
“He killed one of our men.” Her eyes narrowed and glinted. “Wounded another. Damaged our ships. We searched for him for days.”
He… what? He never told me any of this…
There was something in Frigga’s cold stare that went beyond sense of duty and simple revenge. He knew that look well: the unmistakeable confused hatred of an inexperienced soldier who had just witnessed her first combat death.
A friend, maybe? That won’t make things any easier.
“If that’s true, your grievance may be justified,” replied Dylan, “but… this isn’t your land, Grey Hood, and your justice does not reach here.”
The girl smiled. She reached under her uniform and handed him a folded letter. It looked almost like the one Lord Nabeshima had received from the Mikado — only the seal was different: a three-leafed mallow flower.
The upper half was written in that squiggly Yamato writing that always caught Dylan out trying to read it using his knowledge of Qin. But below were first, a Bataavian, and then a Seaxe translation. As far as Dylan could tell, the hand writing had been the same, some Yamato interpreter, trying his best with the angular runes.
It was, more or less, a warrant on Bran’s head, issued by the Taikun’s government. The reason given was “an attack on allied army”, and the legal basis was the treaty signed with the Gorllewin. 
But there’s nothing in the official accord to support this kind of order…
“Why are you smiling?” asked Frigga.
“Am I?” Dylan shoved the letter into a pocket.
This is good.
“Sorry. Must be nerves. Fly with me down to the Magistrate,” he added and headed back to his dragon. The rider hesitated.
“Don’t worry, you can leave your mount here,” he said. “I guarantee no harm will come to it while we’re there.”
Edern had arrived at the Magistrate in the same cramped palanquin that had earlier carried him over to Dejima. “I had to check up on Nodwydd,” he said to Gwen. “I don’t trust Dylan with dragons.”
They watched as the Gorllewin rider marched across the courtyard to meet the city officials and Lord Nabeshima. All along the eaves of the courtyard hung brightly lit paper lanterns, giving it a festive feel, contrasting with the seriousness of everyone present.
“She’s a pretty one,” said Edern.
“I should be the one noticing this,” said Gwen.
Edern laughed. “You? You’re always blind to women around Dylan. You’re never jealous.”
“Do you think I should be?” she asked. Now that Edern had mentioned it, the tall, blonde-haired rider was quite attractive, in that cold, angular way of the Northerners.
But she’s too young, she thought. She could be his daughter.
Edern’s lips remained curled in a smile, but his golden eyes turned serious and bold. “No. You really shouldn’t.”
After exchanging the obligatory bows and greetings, the delegates turned to the council hall. Dylan left the rider alone and paced quickly to Edern and Gwen.
“How’s your arm?” he asked the Tylwyth.
Edern raised his hand in the air. “I told you it would heal.”
“Can you fly?”
The Tylwyth looked to the sky. The light of lanterns made it seem pitch-black, but even so, the sun had set a good while ago, and the twilight was falling fast.
“Tonight?”
“I will want the news of today to reach Kagoshima as soon as possible,” Dylan said, speaking more to Gwen than to the Tylwyth. “And Nariakira will need that Viridian.”
“Nariakira?” repeated Edern. “Kagoshima? Wait — ” He put his hand on Dylan’s chest. “Is this why you are not coming back to Qin? Because you’re giving one of the dragons away?”
Dylan glanced nervously towards the Gorllewin rider.
“I’ll explain later. For now, prepare both mounts for a night flight. Don’t worry, you won’t be going alone. Gwen, come with me. This should be interesting.”
The blonde rider tapped her toe impatiently, glancing from the council hall to Dylan and back.
She doesn’t look like somebody who’s about to be arrested, thought Gwen. What was the point of all that fighting?
A triumphant smirk refused to disappear from Dylan’s face as the delegates sat down again on the straw mats of the council hall. The assembly was almost the same as it had been before the Black Wing’s arrival, minus the Qin delegation and without Bran, but with the Gorllewin rider, Frigga, sitting lonely under the sliding wall.
Gwen leaned over to Dylan’s ear as the servants brought in more cha as Lord Nabeshima had ordered.
“When you stormed after her,” she whispered, “you looked as if you would tear her with your bare hands if you got her.”
Dylan nodded, still smiling. He was holding some piece of paper tightly in his hand.
“What happened on that hill top?”
“You’ll see,” he answered.
Lord Nabeshima studied the new arrival to the council, slurping his drink. At last, he put down the bowl.
“Please explain,” he said to Dylan in Bataavian.
“The attack was a misunderstanding,” replied Dylan. “Lady Frigga arrived here to present us with the conditions of the Taikun’s treaty.”
Gwen’s eyes narrowed.
A misunderstanding?
She glanced at the rider, slumped forlorn in the corner.
She is pretty. But the pin in her heart vanished as soon as it appeared. She shook her head.
No, Edern’s right. It’s just another of Dylan’s little games.
“A misunderstanding, you say?” Lord Nabeshima stroked his chin. “The dorako did very little damage to the city itself. Still, you should have been more aware how sensitive the information of this council is to third parties.” His brow furrowed ever so slightly.
He means you shouldn’t have brought her here, Dylan. Gwen wanted to punch him. What’s got into you?
“I merely wanted to show our guest how determined we all are to serve the Taikun,” replied Dylan; his smirk was now in danger of tearing his face in two.
“Oh? I see,” said the daimyo. He leaned forward on one knee. “Go on.”
“If you forgive me, Lord Nabeshima,” said Dylan, “I have something that I would like to show Lord Mizuno first.”
The daimyo nodded. Dylan handed the paper he’d been holding to the Magistrate. The official’s eyes darted up and down along the page, following the vertical writing, and with every line his face grew redder, his eyes more bulgy, and his nostrils wider.
He cried something in his language when he reached the end. The piece of paper flew from his hand onto the floor.
Gwen glanced at the Gorllewin rider. The girl was taken aback with the Magistrate’s reaction. Frigga hadn’t been following the conversation until now — it seemed she knew neither Yamato nor Bataavian; but Lord Mizuno’s fury needed no interpreter.
Lord Nabeshima nodded at a servant to give him the fallen letter. He took one glance at it, and his smile grew wider. “Is this the proof you wanted, Mizuno-dono?”
Overwizard reached out his hand.
“May I see this, kakka?” He read through it and nodded. The Bataavian alone did not smile.
“Now I understand your glee, Dracalish. Of course, you’d recognise this order for what it is. This is straight out of Dracaland’s playbook, isn’t it?”
Dylan raised his hands. “What can I say? It takes a villain to know a villain.”
“We bow to your expertise, Di Lan-sama,” Lord Nabeshima said with a nod. “But, I notice there are some blank faces among the council,” he said, looking at the delegates around him, including his own entourage. “Perhaps we are being too cryptic.”
He ordered one of the retainers to read the missive aloud and then his interpreter read the part in Bataavian. Gwen gasped when the man finished, but others remained as stupefied as before.
“The treaty, which Lord Mizuno had so kindly read to us a few hours ago,” Dylan started his explanation — a dozen captive eyes followed every movement of his lips — “was a standard diplomatic opening used by the Western nations to slowly gain influence in a country like yours.” He paused and sipped some cha. “The procedure is similar for everyone — be it Breizh in Khmeria, or Dracaland in Qin… We usually wait a little with the next step, but the Grey Hoods — Gorllewin, rather — move faster than anyone. No doubt they are well aware of the advantage their dorako are giving them.”
“The next step?” asked the retainer who’d read the letter.
“It’s one thing to demand exterritoriality,” said Dylan, and waited patiently for the interpreter to find a Yamato equivalent of the difficult word, “where foreigners are exempt from the laws of the land they’re in, and can only be tried by their own courts. This treaty — as shown by the order — goes further than that: this obliges Yamato laws and courts to follow those of the Gorllewin.”
It was just one of the possible interpretations of the situation; Gwen knew the order was not, in itself, as incriminating as Dylan was making it sound. If looked at in a more positive light, it was nothing more than a mutual understanding between allies: a Vasconian who attacked Dracalish ships in Breizh harbour would have been treated with the same harshness by the Breizh police as Bran had been by the Taikun. This was nothing out of the ordinary. Dylan and Curzius both knew that, and she was certain Lord Nabeshima was aware of it as well.
But the council hall had already been primed to construe anything coming from Edo in the most negative way possible — and Dylan’s speech did the rest. The audible gasps spread like a gust of wind throughout the hall, as the understanding finally dawned on the delegates.
“The sovereign Edo government is no more,” said the Magistrate, putting to words what everybody was thinking. “Yamato is a colony.”
The mountain rumbled and belched out a cloud of ash. Lord Nariakira, daimyo of Satsuma, stumbled and grasped onto a large rocky outcrop to support himself. He hissed — the sharp edge of the boulder cut his hand.
Yokō stood still, silent, waiting for the eruption to end. Her robe was daubed in ash and soot, just like Lord Nariakira’s clothes. When the rumbling stopped, she was the first to resume climbing the narrow, winding path up the slope of Sakurajima.
Officially, the two were making an unexpected inspection of the fire elemental mines. But they had left the entrance to the flame-churning mine, and all the inspectors, far below in Nabeyama village, at the start of the path. Accompanied only by a dumb and deaf servant, they were now almost at the lowest of the mountain’s three peaks.
It was one of the few places Nariakira felt were free of spies in his entire domain. He admitted to himself he may have been growing increasingly paranoid, but not without reason. Dōraku could enter his castle unopposed at any moment; the Kumamoto rebels had escaped his net, and were gaining followers in the northern provinces; and the Taikun’s spies were popping up on every corner of Kagoshima. Takamori’s guards were capturing them by the dozen, but that only meant there were dozens more they did not detect. 
But secrecy was not the sole reason Nariakira had decided to climb Sakurajima today.
“How is our guest doing with the language?” he asked.
Yokō slowed down, and raised the hem of her robe to climb over an old lava tongue. “Not well, kakka. He’s getting an odd word here and there… but not enough to explain something as complex as the mission you have planned for him.”
Nariakira nodded. “We’ll have to wait for Li with that. What about map studies?”
“He seems… resistant to this kind of knowledge, kakka. But I’m sure he’ll manage to reach the target in time.”
He sighed. “Do you have any good news for me?”
“He’s good with the sword,” she said. “Do not worry, kakka,” she hastened to add, sensing his exasperation, “he will do well, I’m sure of it.”
“If you say so, Yokō, then it must be true.”
They reached the torn, serrated edge of the dormant crater. Nariakira offered his arm to support the girl, and guided her between shattered boulders and peaks of frozen lava, to a dainty, open-walled pavilion of cypress wood and clay tiles, dusted with ash. They sat on stone benches opposite each other, and submerged their weary feet in a stream of steaming hot, sulphurous water, which flowed out of a fissure in the crater, through the pavilion, and hop-skipped over the rocks down Sakurajima’s jagged slope. Lord Nariakira sighed with delight.
He looked down over the crater’s edge at his beloved Kagoshima. He saw almost the entire city from the peak, sprawling in a shallow crescent around the edge of Kinko Bay, golden-red in the light of the sun setting beyond the Isaku Pass. When a gust of wind cleared the ash and mist, he was even able to discern the details: the stone-walled harbour, the blue-tiled roofs of the castle, the dark-blue river of the moat canal…
“It will be a real shame to see it all go up in flames,” he said, and sighed again, but this time with the kind of nostalgic foresight one had for things that were to pass before his very eyes. “Are you sure nothing can be done to save at least the harbour?”
“Not unless you want to surrender the city.”
“No.” He stood up against the cypress wood pillar.
Cold wind picked up the ash and threw it in his face. “I am prepared to sacrifice all fifty thousand people, if that’s what it takes.”
At least the ships are safely hidden… and most of my magic artefacts.
He wiped the ash from his eyes; the deaf servant brushed it from his robe. “Still,” he added, “maybe I should be down there, commanding the defences, after all.”
“I am sure Heishichi-dono and Takamori-dono will manage just fine. Nothing you could have done would turn the tide of the battle.”
Nariakira smiled and sat back down. “You are the best advisor I’ve ever had, Yokō.”
She bowed. “This pleases me, kakka”
Nariakira raised his feet, and the servant wiped them with a white towel. He leaned back on the bench. I must not become too dependent on her, he thought. Nobody should be that irreplaceable.




CHAPTER XII
The three Qin delegates burst into the hall. Li stepped aside, brushing dust off his yellow jacket; the other two struggled with a lithe, brooding samurai in battered breastplate and torn clothes, with bruises and scratches all over his face and hands. The crest on his armour was the same as on the Taikun’s order — the three-leafed mallow.
Lord Nabeshima’s guards rushed to help restrain the samurai. The Magistrate jumped up at the sight.
“O-Metsuke-dono!”
“Let me go, curs!” The samurai pushed the guards away with surprising strength. He then straightened his breastplate and bowed before Lord Nabeshima. The daimyo returned his bow graciously and nodded at the retainers to step away.
“We found him in the Qin district,” explained Li. “He must have fallen off the dorako.”
“Is this true?” asked Lord Nabeshima. “Have you come here with her?” He pointed with the paddle at Frigga. The girl, noticing they were talking about her, sat up and stared at them coldly.
“I am the Taikun’s representative and have been sent here to expose your little conspiracy,” the metsuke spat. He looked at the faces of the men gathered in the council hall. “But I see I don’t have to do any work — you’re all here.”
“We have gathered here to express our worry about His Excellency’s fate,” replied the daimyo. “Why don’t you join us, metsuke-dono?” He moved the paddle again, pointing a seat next to the Gorllewin rider. A burly retainer laid a forceful hand on the metsuke’s shoulder. The Taikun’s envoy brushed it off in anger, but sat down where he’d been ordered. Despite his obvious defeat — the proof of which was sitting to his right — he retained a haughty, unwavering demeanour.
How exactly did they communicate with each other? wondered Dylan.
“I am the Taikun’s representative,” the samurai repeated in an irate murmur.
“You need not fear us, metsuke-dono,” Lord Nabeshima said with a mocking smile.
“Fear? Who said anything about fear?” The metsuke looked back at him in defiance. “It is you who should be afraid. The Taikun’s armies are on their way.”
“I’m looking forward to meeting more of His Excellency’s representatives,” replied the daimyo, “in whatever capacity they arrive.”
“Once we deal with the traitor Mori, nothing will stand between them and your lands, Nabeshima of Saga!” The metsuke raised an accusing finger. “Not even your barbarian friends will help you then.”
Mori… isn’t that the man who imprisoned Bran? What’s he got to do with it?
“Ah, speaking of barbarian friends…” Lord Nabeshima glanced at the Gorllewin rider. “You’ve chosen a curious mode of transport to reach us.”
“The Gorllewin are Yamato’s allies. They will protect us against the greedy claws of Dracaland and Bataavia,” replied the metsuke, glancing at Dylan and Curzius.
“And who will protect you from their greedy claws?” asked Curzius. “Face it, metsuke-dono, you’ve sold your nation to the highest bidder.”
The samurai, purple-faced, raised himself off the floor, but the retainer’s hand forced him back down again.
“That’s quite enough, Oppertovenaar-dono,” said Lord Nabeshima. “I see our tempers are getting the better of us. Let’s wrap this meeting up.”
Dylan studied the daimyo’s face. His smile was sagging like a melting mask.
He’s tired. We all are. We’ve been sitting here all day, after all.
 “The settlement still needs a final polish…” said Lord Mizuno. “And we still don’t have all the signatures.”
“We’ll get back to it first thing tomorrow morning.”
The servants brought out small wet towels to everyone to signify that the meeting was over. Dylan washed his hands and wanted to hand the dirty towel back, when he noticed a small note written on the back, in Qin: Please stay a moment.
The metsuke struggled with the burly retainer who was helping him up. “Where are you taking us, traitor?”
Lord Nabeshima’s eyebrow arched. “To your rooms, of course. Where else? Bugyō-dono, is the room the metsuke-dono used last time still available?”
The Magistrate’s eyes darted from the daimyo to the metsuke and the blonde rider. “Y-yes.”
“Excellent,” the daimyo said. “Please, you must be tired after the long journey.”
The metsuke’s head slumped between his shoulders in confused defeat. The guards pushed Frigga after him, out of the hall.
The delegates all departed. Only Lord Nabeshima and his translator, Curzius, Li, Dylan and Gwen remained in the room.
“What’s going on?” whispered Gwen.
“I don’t know,” replied Dylan. “I was told to stay. Did your towel have a message written on it?”
“I don’t think so, no…”
“It doesn’t matter. Don’t move anywhere.”
Lord Nabeshima poured what looked like Bataavian gin into small porcelain cups, and had the servants hand it around.
“That was well played, kakka,” said Curzius. He downed the cup in one go and breathed out loudly, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “This way, he will have no ground to complain about his treatment.”
“And if we are open with him like this, it renders his spies useless,” added Li.
“There were spies here?” asked Gwen. She sipped the gin and grimaced.
“Of course!” The daimyo laughed. “Nothing escapes the Taikun’s attention. I’m sure they’re reporting their findings to the metsuke, even now.”
“Couldn’t you have set up guards around his room?” she asked, not bothering with formalities. The daimyo didn’t seem to notice.
“There’s no point. Tomorrow we’ll declare our intentions openly. But — I need you to do me one more favour tonight, Di Lan-sama, and it might be a difficult one.”
“I’m listening,” said Dylan. He put the cup to his nose — it had a vile smell, like paint thinner; he never liked Bataavian gin. I’ve had worse. He held his breath and gulped the liquor. He held a burp — it didn’t sit well with all the food he had had earlier.
“How fast can your dorako get to Kagoshima and back?” the daimyo asked.
Dylan frowned, remembering the map of Yamato.
“It’s about a hundred miles in a straight line,” Curzius said.
“Ah, in that case, it would take about two hours each way at good speed, plus, I’d say, an hour’s rest halfway. Why do you ask?”
“I need a firm statement from Nariakira-dono before the declaration of rebellion. He says he will back us up — but hasn’t put his name on anything. He keeps wavering, talking about ‘keeping the balance’… Give him this copy of the Taikun’s order,” he said, shoving an envelope into Dylan’s hand. “This should finally convince him.”
“Oh, I can’t be flying to Kagoshima now,” Dylan protested. “Gwen, will you let Edern know to make ready?”
“Sure,” said Gwen.
“And… explain to him the situation with Nariakira and Wulf.”
She nodded and hurried outside.
Dylan turned to Li. “Will you help us?” he asked. “Edern doesn’t know his way around Yamato, and will need an interpreter.”
“You mean fly to Kagoshima — now? At night?” Li’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull.
“Night or day doesn’t matter for Edern — you could join him on his dragon.”
“I — I will take my long,” said Li, mustering his pride. “If your officer can get to Satsuma by night, so can I.”
“Why won’t you go with him?” the daimyo asked Dylan.
“I was hoping to interrogate the Black Wing rider some more.”
Lord Nabeshima chuckled and gave him a knowing look. “Ah, I see.”
What? No, that’s not it, you old goat.
“What do we do with her, anyway?” asked Curzius. “And the dragon?”
“I will have her executed as soon as the treaty is signed,” said Lord Nabeshima. “And that metsuke, too. That will send a clear signal that we’re being serious.”
The coldness with which he said it struck Dylan to the core. That’s his real face, for the first time today. Behind all the smiles and jokes, he’s as bad as Nariakira… if not worse.
“No,” he said. Lord Nabeshima’s cold, steel eyes drilled through Dylan, but he shrugged it off. That won’t work — you’re nothing but an ally of circumstance to me, he thought. “I would advise against it,” he added.
“Oh?” The daimyo’s face was smooth once more.
“The dragon is connected to its rider,” Dylan explained. “It will go feral if we kill her; if we torture, or even hold her against her will too long, she may call on him to wreak havoc in the city.”
“Can’t we just kill it, too?” asked Curzius.
“Not without knowing its Kill Word. A protracted battle is possible, but it would yield further casualties and destruction. No, I believe we should let her go back to Edo, with our declaration. And for that matter, let that metsuke go with her.”
Lord Nabeshima poured himself another cup of gin; his cheeks and nose were a deep rosy colour. “Are you sure you’re not only saying this because she’s a fellow Westerner? Or because she’s young and, I hear, pretty?”
Dylan ignored the insinuation. “I’m the only person in this room who knows about dragons — and I’m telling you, there’s no way we can defeat that Black Wing without a long and dangerous fight.” Certainly not once I leave the Viridian in Kagoshima. “I would rather avoid it until we’re at full strength.”
“But we would have the chance to destroy one seventh of the enemy’s strength before the war started,” remarked Li. “Such an opportunity should not go to waste.”
The door slid open; Gwen returned to the hall. “Everything is ready,” she whispered in Dylan’s ear. “What’s going on?”
“They want to kill Frigga, and slay the dragon.”
Gwen’s mouth opened, but she said nothing.
“I think the Commodore is right,” said Curzius. “Nabeshima-dono, we cannot risk the wrath of the Black Wing. You have never seen what a dorako can really do, so you will have to trust our judgement on this: even if we did slay it eventually, Kiyō itself will not survive it.”
The daimyo scratched the bald top of his head. “Is this true, Li-sama?” he asked the Qin interpreter.
He doesn’t trust us, after all, noted Dylan. Because we’re Westerners?
Li lowered his head. “The city is built of wood and paper,” he said. “It wouldn’t take much for a fire-breathing dragon to turn it all to cinders.”
“There’s one more thing,” Dylan added. “If the Gorllewin realise another Western power — a dorako-wielding one, at that — is already active in Yamato… they may reconsider their alliance with the Taikun. At the very least, it will make them have second thoughts. But if we attack them directly, they will have no choice but to follow through with the war.”
“I see.” Lord Nabeshima nodded solemnly. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I will make my decision tomorrow — I still need to consult the bugyō, it’s his city after all. Until morning, then, gentlemen — and lady,” the daimyo added, nodding before Gwen. “Rest well.”
“Be careful, Edern,” said Dylan, patting the Tylwyth on the knee. The rider was saddled and ready to take off; they were only waiting for Li to return with his luggage from the Qin district.
“I’ll be fine,” Edern said, his eyes gleaming. “I fly even better at night. Less distractions.”
“I don’t mean flying. Once you get to Kagoshima — be careful. Everyone here is plotting and conniving.”
“Good thing I’ve had such a great teacher, then, Ardian.”
“I’m serious, dancer. Just drop Cenhinen off and get back here as fast as you can. Without you and your dragon we’re all at the mercy of the natives. And don’t speak to anyone except Li. Especially not to Nariakira. He’s wily — and he knows Qin better than you or I.”
“Are you still planning on giving a dragon to him?” asked Gwen. “We found Bran, and we’re signing the treaty with Lord Nabeshima, instead.”
Dylan looked towards the council hall. “I’ve talked this through with Curzius. Nariakira is by far the strongest part of this alliance. If the rebels win, he will be the one holding all the cards. Besides…” He wiped his tired eyes. “If Bran’s right, there’s another Black Wing coming towards Satsuma. I want the Gorllewin to know Kagoshima is under our protection, too.”
“I get it,” said Edern. “I won’t fail you, Ardian. I just wish you hadn’t given my saddle away so easily,” he added, stirring uncomfortably on the bare scales of his mount.
“Bran will need it more where he’s going,” said Dylan. And there was no other way to charm his dragon with a tracking hex.
“Here comes Li,” said Gwen. The Qin crossed the Magistrate gate with a cotton bag over his shoulder and a broad sword at his side. “The Ninth Wind will be tricky on the approach to Kagoshima,” she added. “They have a wizard school north of the castle.”
“I think I can handle that,” Edern replied, laughing. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back before dawn. Nodwydd has never failed me!”
By the light of a Bataavian evertorch, the servant covered a bench with cloth and began to set up a small picnic spread from the few items he had carried up the mountain. He cut a rolled-up, sun-yellow omelette into thick slices, portioned up a crispy-broiled bream, laid out pickles onto tiny plates, and adorned the portions of sweet potato and carrot tempura with strips of dried laver.
“It smells exquisite, kakka,” said Yokō. “I can almost picture the food.”
Nariakira chuckled, and reached for the bream, while the servant poured saké into his cup from a large gourd. Below, the night view of the bay was a festival of lights. The city shimmered with the hundreds of lanterns and braziers lining its streets. The entertainment district glowed bright red, as if it was already on fire. The sea glistened from the squid boats and the mesmerising blue radiance of the Sea Fireflies — Nariakira remembered his astonishment when a Bataavian merchant had shown him under the “small view glass” that it was produced by tiny, shrimp-like animals. And above it all, the moon, big and bright at this altitude, overseeing all the smaller lights like a daimyo looking down at his subjects. For a moment, Nariakira felt sorry for Yokō, and everyone else sharing her affliction, for missing out on this glorious spectacle.
He snapped his fingers twice, and the servant covered his shoulders with a thick, padded coat. This may have been the end of the summer, the warmest season in Satsuma, but at the peak of Sakurajima the night chill was giving him unsightly goose-bumps. Yokō accepted her straw cloak graciously and took a bite of the tempura.
A sudden, unnatural gust of wind almost blew out the lantern. A great shadow swept across the starlit sky.
“Right on time,” said Nariakira.
He could not see the dorako clearly in the darkness, but he felt its power and the fear it induced in his gut. The beast circled around the summit of Sakurajima, scouting the bay, before swooping towards the city, disappearing from his sight.
Nothing else happened for a while after that — only the cold wind grew stronger. Nariakira tightened his cloak and reached for the spyglass he’d obtained from the captain of the Soembing. He leaned over the precipice and peered at the harbour, straining to spot the dorako.
“I can’t see it anywhere,” he said. “Has it gone?”
“It is there, kakka,” said Yokō. “I feel its breath.”
The red lights of the entertainment district dimmed. The shadow crept across the city skyline, towards the castle and Heishichi’s school beyond it.
“It’s landed,” he said. “My dear brother should already be there… I hope he does a good job of it.” 
He had given Hisamitsu Shimazu the prestigious task of “negotiating” with the Taikun’s representative arriving on the back of the black dragon. Hisamitsu had been wary and untrusting at first — and with good reason — but Nariakira knew he couldn’t risk missing such an opportunity to show his governing skills.
If he wants to replace me, he’d better prove he’s got what it takes to rule Satsuma — and Yamato.
“And with luck…” he murmured, “he’ll get himself killed before I have to do it.”
“What is it, kakka?” asked Yokō.
“Oh, nothing,” he said with a chuckle. “This is taking a bit longer than I expected…”
A sudden flash brightened the view in his lens. “Ah, there it is!”
The shadow zoomed out of his view, followed by a sparkling trail of explosions. Nariakira could not keep up with the dragon through the spyglass; he put it away and stared at the city — his city — that was about to die. At a distance, the dragon was just a black blur on the backdrop of the flames it created. All around it, the magic missiles thrown by Heishichi and his students erupted like Obon fireworks. The two guns at the harbour shot a couple of cannonballs before dragonflame silenced them forever. A Bataavian lightning thrower mounted on the castle walls fared better, but not for long.
What a terrific monster that is, Nariakira thought in awe. We would never stand a chance against it on our own.
A glint of green and gold in the sky — the fire reflecting off fast-flying objects — drew his attention. He put the spyglass to his eye. It took him a few seconds to locate the glint again, but when he did, there could be no doubt about what he was looking at. A small green dorako hovered in the air over the outskirts of the city, and, next to it, the golden long of the Qin interpreter. They kept at a safe distance from the rampaging Black Wing and the trail of flame that followed it. But there was yet another dorako in the group — a greater, gleaming, winged dot of silver; it charged straight at the enemy.
“All the actors are here,” Nariakira said, rubbing his hands. “Let the play begin in earnest!”
The boat hobbled up to the beach and struck the sand. The deaf servant stepped out first, helping Nariakira to disembark, and then the girl. The night was as bright as day in the light of the raging flames; he felt their heat on his face, as if he was staring at the blacksmith’s furnace.
A gust of wind rustled his hair. He looked up, just in time to see the black shadow zoom past the stars, speeding towards the northern hills. “And there it goes,” he said.
The smaller dragons circled over the burning city, their riders content with driving the monster off. They had to know — even Nariakira knew, from observing the battle briefly through his spyglass — that the beasts were far too small to stand a chance against the Black Wing in a fight to the death.
He and Yokō strode over the dunes to the unlit road running in the shadows. Half an hour later, they reached the castle grounds. The fires licked the moat, but dared not cross it; Takamori’s guards struggled side by side with the town’s firemen, and Heishichi’s ice wizards, to hold the raging elements at bay. Nariakira cast one glance towards them and, satisfied with their work, rushed to the main courtyard, where the two dragons had landed.
“Find the boy,” he ordered the girl. “He’s hiding somewhere, I bet.”
“Yes, kakka.”
Nariakira marched up to the dorako. The smaller, green one, was rider-less. The Western beast growled and snarled, snorting blue steam from its nostrils. It swayed its head from side to side like a tired ox. The silver dorako stood proud and firm like a thoroughbred stallion. Its rider, tall and slim, sat rigid on its saddle-less back; the daimyo felt his eyes on himself, despite the darkness. As Nariakira got closer, he saw that the rider had hair of pure silver, and eyes gleaming amber in the dark, like a cat.
Is he a Yōkai? 
“Li-sama!” he welcomed the Qin interpreter, whose long had just descended in golden coils to join the other two mounts. The three monsters barely fitted in the castle courtyard. “Welcome back.”
The Qin climbed down the dragon and looked around, squinting at the flames, the tips of which licked the tops of the walls. He scowled. “I see we are too late.”
“No, no!” Nariakira patted him on the shoulder. “You’re just in time! Who’s your silver-haired companion?”
“A Dracalish warrior in Commodore Di Lán’s service,” replied Li. “He’s come to deliver the dorako, as promised,” he added, nodding at the green beast.
I would have preferred the big one… thought Nariakira, eyeing the growling, exhausted dragon. “But, of course,” he said. “Come with me, your rooms are waiting.”
“I’m afraid we cannot stay the night,” said Li. “I bring urgent news from Nabeshima-dono. He must have your answer before dawn.”
“Nabeshima?” Nariakira frowned and glanced after Yokō, who’d disappeared beyond the moat. I suppose not even you could tell me everything. “What’s he up to?”
The dewy ferns rustled and parted, revealing first the black, wet nose, then the silver fur, then the steel-blue, peach-pit-shaped eyes and twin sharp wedges of ears. Soft, like falling snow, the black-pillowed paws tip-tapped over the moss.
The wolf nudged Azumi’s knees, and she stroke its neck. It narrowed its eyes to slits, and purred like a cat.
“Have you found her?” she asked. “Good boy, Inuki.”
The wolf licked her hand. Its tongue felt smooth, like purest silk; too smooth. Gone was the sand-paper roughness. The sun peered through the clouds, and shone through the wolf’s body, casting no shadow.
Azumi wiped a tear and blinked. Each day, Inuki disappeared a little more. Soon it would be nothing but a wisp, a faint ghost. It was the last of the shikigami she’d been given by Ozun. Her lover’s power was slowly dissipating, and so were his beautiful creations. The lizards and the bats were the first to disappear, their summoning strips now just useless pieces of paper that Azumi still held on to out of sentiment.
She blew the flute, and, as the wolf vanished, she rolled up the paper. She stood up, and reached for the basket containing Ozun’s head, before remembering she’d left it in Chiyo’s mansion. 
“It will be perfectly safe here,” the Fanged woman had assured her. “And you’ll be unhindered on your mission.”
Not having Ozun beside her saddened her, but at least she could still hear his voice whenever she felt lonely, and that gave her enough strength to carry on with her new mission.
She strode through the cliff-side forest, following Inuki along a days-old trail. Her quarry had been moving along the top of the ridge overlooking the bay. It was an easy hunt. Neither the priestess nor the bear-man bothered to cover their tracks. They seemed to not even consider the possibility that somebody might be following them.
The terrain was a familiar one, and painfully so; just a short boat-ride from Ganryūjima, the southern shores of Dan-no-Ura had been the scene of many a secret mission involving her and Ozun, back in the days when the Crimson Robe had been busy cementing his hold on the Ogasawara Clan and its land. Every bay, hill, and river reminded her of something from the past. Here, on a crescent beach of pearl-white sand, they intercepted a Taikun’s spy, and then made love in the moonlight. There, among the oaks on the shores of a forest stream, they fought an old tengu, guarding an ancient magic helmet from the Genpei Wars…
We will visit all those places again together, when I am returned to you, said Ozun.
The trail was leading inevitably towards Kokura, and it was making her angry. If I knew they were going to Kokura, I’d have sailed there in the first place, and waited. It had been a long and often fruitless pursuit, especially when she’d lost track of the Iwakuni ship in the storm. She’d been all but ready to give up and return to Chiyo empty-handed, when she’d discovered the wreck — and the clippings of the unmistakable red hair…
What was the priestess doing there? And why? There was no reason for Azumi to stumble upon her now; neither she, nor her bear-man companion, were the kunoichi’s targets on this mission. It didn’t matter. The Gods — or demons, she didn’t care anymore — had given Azumi an opportunity for revenge. The wizardess was not there, but the priestess was just as good.
Inuki barked, catching a scent, and rushed forward, disappearing in the brush. She followed it and reached the edge of a shallow dale, carved by a gently babbling brook. It didn’t take her long to find the traces of a campsite and tracks leading further west. Judging by the state of the remains and the footprints, the prey was some two days ahead of Azumi. They must be near Kokura by now. There’s no point tracking anymore — I have to get to the city and start looking there.
Inuki’s ears perked up. The wolf growled. She tensed and reached for her chained sickle, but she was too slow. She heard the sound of blade grinding against the blade, and felt the cold steel touch both sides of her neck. She was trapped between the twin swords. She gulped.
“You might as well kill me, because I’m not stopping this pursuit,” she said.
“An admirable dedication,” the cold, cutting voice said. “You weren’t as keen to die the last time, I remember. What’s changed?”
She didn’t reply. Of course he’d be here — protecting that damn priestess again… I should have known. She tightened her grip on the sickle’s handle. But this time, I have a little surprise…
Her forearms, tattooed with blood runes under Chiyo’s guidance, burned up. She focused on a drop of dew falling from the leaf of a camphor tree. She watched it slow to the speed of trickling syrup. At the same time, blood rushed in her ears, her heartbeat and breathing both quickened to a gallop. The world around her froze; all the sounds grew low and rumbling, even the bird songs turned morose.
She bent her knees and rolled forward, away from the twin blades. Jumping to her feet, she turned and threw the sickle. He parried — of course — but not without effort. Surprise wiped the wry smile from his face. His eyes narrowed, and he struck at her with both blades. She blocked one, and dodged the other. She let the sickle fly again, and this time, it scratched the Renegade’s side, tearing through the gaudy purple-and-yellow kimono and tearing into the skin.
You got him! Ozun cried, joyously.
The Renegade jumped back and crossed the swords before him. She whirled the sickle in a figure of eight. He leapt into the air. She tumbled forward. He landed and whirled about — she blocked the sword with the chain and undercut his wrist with the sickle blade; he pulled away at the last moment.
They were fighting as equals, at last, thrusting, slashing and blocking at the same speed, which meant — she knew — that their movements would have been nothing but a blur to anyone watching from outside. The Renegade’s eyes turned black, and deadly serious, his moves precise and cautious.
She managed to keep up with the speed of his blows, but neither could break through each other’s defence, and she was beginning to lose strength.
He’s immortal — he will never tire, said Ozun. You have to finish this now.
She struck down furiously at his legs just below the blades; the attack was flawless. She should have cut the Renegade down with the blow; but something went wrong. He was not where she wanted him to be. She began to turn around — and felt a sharp blow to the head.
“Chiyo taught you well,” the Renegade said. “I’d smell her magic anywhere. But in the end, you’re only a human.”
Azumi emerged from the flashing darkness with a piercing headache. She was leaning against the trunk of the camphor tree. She raised her tattooed hands up to her eyes. “You haven’t tied me up,” she said, incredulous.
“I think I’ve shown you why it’s not necessary,” the Renegade replied. He was sitting casually by the brook, with one knee raised, and a hand on the hilt of one of the swords. He puffed a long pipe twice. “But, I’m surprised — with your new power, you should have tried to run away. And you’d have had a chance, I’d wager. Instead, you stood and fought.”
She shrugged. “You’d find me in Kokura anyway.”
“What would I be doing in Kokura?”
That surprised her. “Aren’t you here to guard the red-haired priestess?”
He smiled, and smoothed his whiskers. “Where’s Chiyo?” he asked, ignoring the question.
“Why would I tell you that?”
He stared into her eyes, and puffed on his pipe. “Whatever it is that she promised you, kunoichi, she’s lying. She plays people, just like Ganryū did.”
She averted her gaze. “It doesn’t matter. I have no other choice.”
“You can always die.”
“Your threats won’t work on me.”
“No, I can see that they won’t.” He puffed again. “You know, I could just take that information straight from your head. I’m sure they did that to you all the time.”
“Then why don’t you?” she did her best to sound flippant, but his voice made her shiver. He’s toying with me.
“I’m not like Ganryū,” he said. “I try not to abuse my power. It leaves a bad taste in my mouth.” The pipe smoke ran out, and he proceeded to fill it again with the powdered tobako. “Besides, I have… an intuition about you. I sense one day we might meet on the same side in battle…”
“Preposterous,” she snorted. But this was intriguing. She and the Renegade — allies? 
No, he’s tricking us, said Ozun. If you join him, you will never see me again!
“Maybe.” Dōraku snapped the tinder-box and lit up the pipe again. “Maybe not. But I will take the gamble and let you go free — as long as you tell me where I can find her.”
She shrugged. “She’s heading for Satsuma.”
The Renegade jumped up. “I knew it.” He dipped the pipe in the brook — it hissed and steamed — and shoved it into his sash, next to his twin swords. 
“Wait,” said Azumi, seeing him prepare to leave. “That’s it? You’re letting me do as I please?”
He stopped and, faster than lightning, put the sword’s point to her neck. His eyes glinted night-black. “If you hurt the priestess, I will track you down and make you wish you could die,” he said. As he spoke, the air before his lips froze into fine particles of snow dust.
She blinked, and he was gone, leaving only the scent of iron lingering in the air.




CHAPTER XIII
“What are they waiting for?” asked Nagomi.
They had been stuck at Kokura for three days now, sleeping rough in the make-shift tent town built around the harbour by other temporary workers like them. There was no more work for the porters and deckhands; the ships’ crews wandered lazily around the decks, purposeless and irritable.
All the weapons and tools had finally been hauled on the vessels, including the long metal chests. The officers were stationed in their cabins, the soldiers in tents around the pier. The armada seemed ready to sail, but nothing was happening.
“Surely by now Mori-dono knows they’re here,” Nagomi said.
Torishi shrugged. He was sitting on a wooden crate on the edge of the pier, counting the twigs and leaves in his shaman’s box, brooding; still annoyed at her for the incident with the fire gate.
They all liked me when I just did what everyone told me, she thought bitterly. Bran’s the same — getting angry as soon as I started having ideas of my own.
She stood up and paced up and down the pier. There was almost no activity on any of the fleet’s vessels, other than the daily maintenance. The Dan-no-Ura Straits were quiet and almost empty as the passing merchants avoided Kokura’s overcrowded harbour. The Chōfu shore loomed on the horizon, a thick, dark, jagged line across the sea.
What if Koro heard wrong? What if they are not going to attack Lord Mori?
The ships, the soldiers, the samurai, were all waiting in the sweltering heat, but for what?
Whistles and shouts tore through the night, followed by clopping of hooves against the boards of the pier. Nagomi was shaken awake by one of Bishamon-maru’s crewmen.
“Get out of here,” he barked. “All of you.”
“What’s — what’s going on?” she asked, squinting and rubbing her eyes.
“The ships are leaving.”
“But we were promised — ”
A sharp slap stung her on the cheek. For a moment, she saw nothing but flashing lights.
“Don’t talk back to me, filth!”
He pulled her up and pushed her away. Torishi stood in his way — giant, dark, and not smiling anymore.
“Th-the deal’s off!” the man stuttered. “No strangers allowed.”
“Come,” Nagomi tugged on the bear-man’s hand. “We don’t want trouble.”
She was trying to stay calm, but inside, she was panicking. Not yet! Bran’s not here! She was so preoccupied with her own worries that she barely managed to avoid the first of several horses entering the pier before her.
Torishi pulled her aside.
“Cavalry,” she said. “So that’s what they were waiting for.”
The riders passing them wore full armour and wielded long halberds. These must have been the Taikun’s veterans, his shock troops. This army was prepared for a pitched battle, and it was getting ready to set sail in the middle of the night.
We must stop them, she thought. Buy more time for Bran to get here…
“No,” said Torishi, as they made their way down the pier past the horsemen. “They were waiting for that.” He pointed to the sky. For a moment she didn’t see anything. Then a great black shadow swooped in a wide arc over the fleet and flew off in the direction of Chōfu’s shore.
A dorako…!
They reached the end of the pier and stopped. The workmen’s camp was being dismantled in a hurry.
“Wait here,” said Torishi. “I’ll find us another place to sleep. Don’t move.”
“How can you think of sleep now?”
Without a word he wandered off into the narrow streets of the harbour. As soon as he disappeared behind a corner, Nagomi crouched down before Koro, who until now had been following them in complete silence.
“I need you now to pay me back for saving your life.”
She felt sick saying that. Never before she’d thought of saving others in terms of rewards or favours; but this time she had no choice. Torishi had made it clear that he’d had enough of her mad ideas, and would no longer agree to do anything that would risk her life. He certainly would not dare try anything now, with a great black menacing dragon circling in the sky.
Koro seemed to understand all that. He nodded slowly.
“You told me you’re a good swimmer,” said Nagomi.
“Good. Yes.” He pushed out his chest.
“Can you carry me in the water?”
“I try.”
Splashing and spitting, Nagomi held on to the side of the Bishamon-maru. She was certain they had made enough noise to alarm the entire fleet — but the ship was in the midst of a launch; in the darkness, among dozens of other ships, the crew had plenty on their heads not to also worry about strange sounds coming from overboard.
She climbed into the shallow deck with some effort, and fell down to the floor. She crept and crawled through the shadows, wet and cold, to where she had last seen the metal crate. It was still there, set up on two wobbly tripods — and, this time, guarded, by a young samurai, looking nervously around.
This was the part of her plan she hadn’t thought through. Satō would know what to do… and Bran… She clenched her fists. They weren’t here. Despite all their cleverness and strength, neither of them could do anything to stop the fleet from sailing.
He’s young, she assessed the samurai. He might fall for the simplest of tricks…
“Help!” she cried, loud just enough for him to hear her amidst all the commotion on board. “My leg!”
She could only imagine how stunned the samurai was to hear a girl’s voice on a busy warship. He hesitated. She whimpered again, and let out a moan of pain. Abandoning his post, he rushed to find her among the crates and chests.
“Now,” she whispered. Koro darted beside her from the shadows, past the guard, towards the metal chest. With strength and speed that surprised Nagomi, the Ancient raised the box from the tripods and thrust it into the sea, jumping overboard a second later. Nagomi scrambled to her feet and followed, hitting the cold, murky waters with a splash.
The box was submerging more slowly than she’d feared it would. It was sealed tight with thick leather, and largely empty inside. She struggled to dive after it, but it turned out sinking in the sea was harder than it seemed. Koro grabbed her by the hands and pulled her under the surface — just as the first arrows shot from the ship whizzed past her head. The soldiers finally noticed them splashing around.
In the murky, shallow darkness, she groped out the edge of the chest; it was standing on the shorter side, now slowly sinking into the mud of the harbour. She drew her small knife and stuck it under the lid, piercing the leather seal. The blade cracked, but half of it remained in the opening. Something inside sizzled as water rushed through the slit. She had to hope it was enough — she was almost out of breath.
She was taking a huge gamble; the contents of the crate may have been different from what she’d guessed, and she wasn’t sure if she remembered right the bits of magic theory Satō sometimes talked about. Was it the fire element that reacted with water, or lightning…?
Another arrow sank inches from her head. Koro grabbed her around the waist and with a couple of powerful kicks dragged her underneath the ship’s flat bottom. They emerged on the other side. Nagomi gasped for air.
“We must get out of the water,” she said quickly. “If I’m right…”
The Ancient didn’t let her finish. Again, she found herself under the surface, water gushing around her as Koro pushed forward with all his strength, under and around the confused mass of ships.
I can’t hold my breath any longer. I’m going to drown!
She let out the air from her lungs in a stream of bubbles. Her chest throbbed with the strain, her ears were close to bursting… and then, she felt the sand under her feet.
Koro let go of her, exhausted. She waded out of the water and fell down on the beach, gasping. She looked back just in time to see the sea lit up and explode with a crackle of raw electricity, which soon engulfed the nearby ships in a bright, hot glow.
“It worked!” she cried out and clapped her hands in joy. “I was right — those were thunder guns in that crate!”
She turned around to share her triumph with Koro, and felt a sharp prick on her shoulder. The Ancient was sitting in the sand, strangely slumped, staring in disbelief at a glinting metal point, sticking out of his stomach.
The sickle blade slid out of Koro’s body, leaving a thin, dark red slit. The Ancient leaned slowly forward and buried his face in the sand. A hand clad in a grey glove loomed out of the shadows and tore the cord holding the blue shard from his neck.
Nagomi could not move, not even cry for help — or scream in terror. The needle in her shoulder released an agent paralysing her entire body. The enemy stepped into the light: Nagomi recognised the tight, grey uniform in an instant.
It’s her…!
The assassin moved closer to the priestess; her eyes were cold, emotionless, pitch-black. The rest of her face was covered behind a mask of grey cotton. She touched Nagomi’s cheek with the tip of her sickle.
“He told me not to hurt you…” she said, “…but he’s far-away now… Too far to save you.”
The blade pierced Nagomi’s skin. She could not even flinch.
A bear’s roar; a swipe of a paw. The assassin leapt away and rolled on the sand. She jumped to her feet, holding her side where the uniform was splattered with red. The chain-sickle flew through the air. Torishi stood on his hind legs; the blade bounced off his thick fur.
The kunoichi launched a barrage of darts, and rolled forward. The bear swiped the missiles away. Swooping under the claws, the enemy lunged towards his exposed paunch, lightning fast. Sliding on the sand between his legs, she drew a long dagger and pierced the bear’s stomach.
Still paralysed, the priestess heard a clash of blade against claw, the sound of torn hide, the roars of fury and pain. Blood turned the sand under Torishi’s feet to mud.
Then a new noise shattered the air and a ball of flame flew from the air and exploded between the bear and the kunoichi. With great effort Nagomi turned her head and saw a jade dragon descending from the sky.
Bran!
A cloud of white smoke burst where the assassin stood, and when the dragon’s wings dispersed it, she was gone — along with the shard of the Tide Jewel.
Bran ran up to Nagomi and picked her up from the sand. He looked her over, searching for a wound, spotted the dart in her arm and tore it out. She twitched and let out a quiet gasp.
“Get her out of here,” said the bear-man, panting.
Torishi, back in his human form, stood naked in the pool of his own blood, pouring from deep cuts and gashes on his legs and arms, holding tight the place where the assassin’s blade tore his side.
“Ko-ro…” Nagomi struggled.
Torishi glanced grimly at the small man lying in the sand in a pool of his own blood, and shook his head.
“What about you?” Bran asked him. He left the mystery of their fallen companion for later. “Can you heal yourself?”
Torishi grunted. Bran lifted the priestess gently.
“Head north, for Heian,” said Torishi.
“Are you — ”
“Go!” Torishi growled, sliding to his knees. His arms and legs shuddered and covered over with thick hair, as he struggled to turn back into a bear.
Bran nodded. He carried Nagomi and gently sat her on Emrys’s back. He glanced back at Torishi, and spurred the dragon to flight. A rumble of several thunders shook the beast’s flank. The smell of approaching storm and melting sand filled the air.
“What the — ” Bran with an effort turned Emrys around to face the new threat. A line of soldiers aimed their thunder guns at the dragon. The barrage of lightning bolts tore through Bran’s shield, scorching the scales of Emrys’s neck.
 “Thunder guns…!”
Emrys spat fire, but the flames failed to reach the enemy. The gunners parted, letting through a wedge of samurai cavalry, their bows drawn. Bran banked towards Torishi, shielding him with the dragon’s body. The beast took on the full force of the next salvo, and moaned in pain.
“Run away!” Bran cried.
With a roar and a crackle of tearing tendons, Torishi finally managed to transform. Leaving behind a trail of bloody paw prints, he vanished into the darkness.
Bran pulled on the reins. Emrys climbed straight up. Lightning bolts burst all around them, followed by a rain of arrows and a hail of arquebus fire; the entire war fleet, it seemed, had the dragon in its aim.
“Are you holding tight?” Bran asked.
“Yes.” She sat up with great effort and wrapped her arms around the dragon rider.
“Good.”
Holding the reins in one hand, he summoned the Soul Lance in another, and put the goggles on. Emrys bellowed a vengeful roar and swooped down towards the armada. Dodging the bolts and ignoring the arrows and bullets bouncing harmlessly off of its scales, the dragon swept above the mast tops, spitting balls of bluish flame at the passing ships. The Lance in Bran’s hand slashed through the sails and cut down the masts. It took them less than half a minute to reach the open sea. Bran tugged on the reins and the dragon turned back.
“One more time,” he murmured through clenched teeth. He couldn’t tell exactly what was happening on the beach before his arrival, but he knew somebody wanted to hurt Nagomi, and that was enough to stoke the flames of his fury.
Emrys made another destructive pass. Bran spotted a large, ornately painted sail of the flagship catch fire, and the crew jumping over board in panic. The horsemen dispersed before the dragon’s wrath, and the gunners dropped their weapons and fell to the ground, covering their heads. An explosion of sparks marked the destruction of a load of thunder guns on one of the ships. The sea turned into a raging inferno.
“That should hold them,” said Bran, gazing at the burning chaos below.
Halfway across the strait, Bran saw the opposite shore burst into a wall of fire, far greater and brighter than the flames he’d instilled on Kokura’s side; the blaze glinted off the onyx-black scales of a winged monster soaring above it all, surveying the destruction it had caused.
They’re already here. He’d been feeling the shielded Farlink for a few miles now and after Kiyō, he knew better what to expect of the Black Wings.
He pulled on the reins and began a wide, descending turn back. Flying as low as it could to avoid detection, Emrys skimmed the water, touching the crests of the waves with its chest.
“I’m sorry, Nagomi,” Bran said. “I can’t get you to Heian while that beast is there. We have to lie low for the night.”
The contrast with the raging flames behind them made the night far darker than it really was and, to make things worse, thick clouds came from over the sea from the north. Bran was letting Emrys choose the flight path, as he searched the faint shores on either side of the strait for a good landing.
“Where should we go?” he mused out loud. The priestess mumbled something, too quiet for him to understand. Her hands slipped from his waist; he grabbed them and pulled her back up. She felt nice and cosy against his back, and from the front, he was warmed by the Ninth Wind and Emrys’s hot breath; but the sea wind blew from the sides and without his flight hauberk, he was beginning to shiver. Nagomi spoke again, clearer this time, but the breeze carried her words away again.
“What did you say?” Bran turned his ear to the priestess.
“Ka… Karatsu,” she forced the words out over the howling of the wind.
“Karatsu — ” The word sounded only vaguely familiar. “What’s that?”
“South,” she managed. “Coast.”
Was that a place, or a person? “South coast it is, then.” Bran drew the left rein closer, banking towards the nearer shore. The coastline here was a swampy morass, torn through by countless streams, rivulets, and canals flowing down from the nearby mountain range. It seemed like a good place to hide.
It was a terrible place to hide.
Bran slapped his neck, and looked at the palm of his hand: two more bloody smears. At the same moment three more pins pricked his skin. With every mosquito he destroyed, two more arrived to take its place. There was nothing he could do, other than wrapping the collar of his uniform tighter and throwing another bunch of wet leaves on the tiny campfire he’d managed to start. It’s either be choked to death or get eaten alive here, he thought, miserably.
The thick, acrid smoke rose in a slow spiral up to the crown of the lone tree, the roots of which formed the small, grassy islet in the marsh, upon which they’d set up camp.
Bran shivered and rubbed his arms. Emrys’s coiled body was their only shield from the sea breeze. He pulled the blanket covering Nagomi up to her chin. The small bwcler he maintained over her head to shield her from the insects was draining most of his remaining energy.
A sudden strong gust of wind pushed the blue smoke from the campfire to the ground; Nagomi coughed in her sleep.
“Koro!” she woke up with a cry. A cloud of panicked mosquitoes buzzed from her kimono, straight into the fire.
“Shh.” He pulled her towards him and stroked her head gently, until her breath calmed down.
“Who’s Koro?” he asked. “Is that the boy I saw stabbed on the beach?”
“He wasn’t a boy,” she replied. “He was an Ancient.”
“An Ancient?” He pulled her away a little and stared at her. “You mean like in Torishi’s tales?”
She nodded. “Sacchan found him in Iwakuni’s prison… she sent him here, where she thought he’d be safe…” Her lips wobbled for a second, but she turned the beginnings of a sob into a deep sigh.
Satō. Where is she?
“I’m sorry it took me so long,” he said. “I barely made it in time to save you.”
“I’m glad you did,” she said, taking his hand in hers and touching it to her cheek. “I’m sure things will only get better from now. I hope…Torishi-sama is fine.”
Bran slipped his hand out to throw another branch on the fire.
“He’s a shaman. He knows how to heal his wounds. What happened on that beach?” he asked. “Was that assassin… the same woman who hurt you before?”
“I think so… I didn’t catch a good look. She took Koro’s stone.”
“Stone?”
“The blue shard, just like yours.”
Bran frowned.
“So she wasn’t with the fleet?”
“I don’t think so. She must have been tracking us all this time.”
Bran felt slightly guilty for venting his rage on the sailors and soldiers now. But it’s not like they were all innocent, he thought. They were still in alliance with that Black Wing, and they attacked me without warning. 
How much of their invasion plan he had really scuppered? What did they even need that big a fleet for, if they had a dragon doing all the work for them?
“An Ancient with a blue shard…” he said. “Like in Torishi’s stories. I wonder what the assassin wanted it for?”
He felt a tingling at the back of his head.
A Farlink. The Black Wing? He kicked the campfire down into the bog. In an instant, they were enveloped in pitch-black, stuffy darkness.
“What’s going on?” whispered Nagomi. She clung close to him. Her breath warmed his neck.
“A dragon is coming,” he whispered back. “We must lay low.”
The beast was getting closer. Is it sensing me? Or Emrys? His own mount was fast asleep. Please don’t wake up, please don’t wake up, Bran thought frantically.
The tree above them shook from the buffeting of the mighty wings. With the roar of a gale, the Black Wing tore the canopy of the crow-grey clouds right above them, and zoomed forth, bending the tree down with the sheer force of its flight — and then, just like that, it was gone, back into the clouds.
Emrys stirred awake, purred groggily and, reacting to Bran’s soothing signals, went back to sleep.
“That was terrifying,” whispered Nagomi. He felt her tremble. “Do you think it’ll be back?”
“We should be fine for now,” said Bran, “but fire is out of the question, I’m afraid.”
“I’m fine,” she said, “it’s not all that cold when the wind’s not blowing. It’s been just a few nights since the Obon, after all.”
I have to tell her about what happened in Kiyō, thought Bran, and yawned. In the morning.
“You should get back to sleep,” he said. He pulled the cloth pad from underneath the saddle and told Nagomi to lay on it before covering themselves with the remaining blanket. They nestled close to Emrys — the elemental fire churning in his stomach provided them with more warmth.
“You were saying something about Karatsu,” he said, when they were settled under the blankets, Nagomi snuggling in his arms. “When we were flying. What is that?”
“A castle, not far from here — I think,” he heard her whisper in the darkness. “We have to get there tomorrow.”
“Torishi wanted me to take you to Heian.”
“It will just be a brief detour.”
He slapped his neck. A missed mosquito buzzed mockingly in his ear.




CHAPTER XIV
Nariakira slid the tiny piece of paper under the magnifying glass and proceeded to decipher the hair-thin characters.
Atsuko’s missives from Edo were not only written in the family code, but also in the secret way that no one but she and Nariakira knew, which produced letters too small to read clearly without the Bataavian device. This way she was able to fit the entire weekly report onto a piece of paper the size of a maple leaf, easy to hide among other letters carried by Nariakira’s couriers.
He put the letter away for a moment, and rubbed his strained eyes. The news did not inspire hope. The Mito rebellion was as short-lived as it was sudden; burned to ash by two Black Wings dispatched from Shimoda. The new Taikun was weak and in poor health, letting himself be ruled by the Council and the Gorllewin representative. And then there were the strange nightly visits from the Chief Councillor, after which the Taikun returned drained and pale… Atsuko suspected foul magic at play, and Nariakira guessed she was right.
She was his most perfect spy. No man could ever match what she’d done for him. In this, and the devotion with which they served him, she and Kyokō were similar.
If only I could have made either of you my heir… His fist clenched. His advisors always asked him to adopt a male to succeed him, but he could never find a suitable candidate. He never fully trusted any man — not like he trusted Atsuko and Kyokō. In the end, he knew, they would all betray him. Even his own brother, blood of his blood, Hisamitsu.
He’s too impatient. He should know he would replace me sooner or later. All he needs to do is wait. Nariakira’s late wife had borne him no sons that lived past childhood. Some said this was a curse of the Gods, a punishment for his meddling with the barbarians and their magic. It didn’t matter now; he was ready to give Satsuma away to his brother and his heirs. A far greater prize was now in Nariakira’s reach.
He reached for a clean paper, tore off a square the size of a maple leaf, took the special, hair-thin brush, and began to write his response to Atsuko.
Dear daughter, he started, I’m afraid I begin with bad news. Yesterday evening, after much deliberation, I decided to go to war against my Lord and your husband.
Satō took a bite of her prawn tempura and gazed at a birch branch floating lazily on the river below. The current took it too close to the pillars of the inn’s terrace, and it got stuck among the timbers, bobbing on the waves. A curious egret landed beside it to see if there were any fish trapped among the leaves.
Despite Takasugi’s assurances of safety, the wizardess felt exposed, sitting on the open, river-side terrace, in plain view of anyone who walked on the other shore.
“So who were those guys?” asked Shōin. “Izumi-sama said Aizu, but they bore no crests.”
Takasugi dabbed a slice of sweet potato in green salt and gulped it whole before answering. He had just returned from another fact-finding mission in the streets of Heian — mostly visiting the few of his father’s acquaintances who still lived in the city.
“They call themselves a ‘new squad’. They replaced most of the city guards,” he replied, chewing a battered mushroom. “Under the nominal command of one of the Aizu-Matsudairas, but led by somebody called Koyata.”
“Funny, I knew a policeman in Kiyō by that name,” mused Satō. “Or rather, my father knew him.”
“Must be somebody else,” said Takasugi. “This Koyata is in high favour with the Matsudairas, and practically runs the city. His ‘new squad’ even tried to break into the monastery where our men are stationed, but Kunishi-sama fought them off.”
“What’s Keinosuke doing among them?” Shōin shook his head in wonder. “I thought he was supposed to move to his mother’s estate in Chūbu.”
“Do you think he recognised us?” asked Satō.
“I don’t know. His eyes were open, but…” Shōin shrugged. “It’s not exactly a secret that we’re in Heian.”
“Any word from Izumi-dono?”
“He disappeared on the night of the attack. Nobody’s heard anything from him, or about him, since. It’s almost as if he’s run away from the city.”
“I knew it.” She stabbed a prawn with her chopstick, splattering the batter and oil. They had been hiding for three days now, moving from inn to inn. She felt increasingly restless — and powerless. “We can’t wait anymore. We have to do something.”
“Without a signal from Satsuma that the palace gates…” Takasugi began, but Satō pointed the end of her chopstick in his face; its tip covered in ice.
“We have two thousand men ready for action. We have the Kiheitai. We have Shōin! We must break through those gates, and reach the Mikado — and we have to do it before the Black Wings get here. What do you say, Shōin?”
The wizard looked up from his plate.
“Are you sure you weren’t followed here, Hiro?” he asked. It was rare of him to use Takasugi’s first name.
“I did my best.”
“Then what’s that man doing over there?” Shōin said, raising his chopstick discreetly. “Don’t look. He’s standing by the terrace pillar, pretending to feed the kites.”
“Bevries,” Satō whispered, covering her sauce bowl with a thin sheet of ice.
 She studied the spy through the primitive mirror.
“I’ve got him,” she said. She put down the bowl and drew her sword an inch. “Pretend you’re still talking.”
She left the terrace and walked back into the inn. Once inside, she sneaked past the kitchen and through the pantry ladder to the second floor, and onto the roof of a restaurant next door.
The man was still there, now he was visibly disconcerted by Satō’s disappearance. What kind of a rubbish spy is he?
She jumped down on the terrace of the other establishment. The patrons didn’t even raise their heads from over their bowls of broiled eel. This kind of thing must have been happening daily in the riverside district. Satō snuck between the tables and slid down the pillar, into the shallow canal running below the terraces.
The splash alerted the spy; he turned around, but was too slow: Satō froze the water around his feet and leapt forward, aiming her sword at the enemy’s throat.
“Who sent — Tokojiro?”
The one-eyed interpreter spread his arms apart. The grains of rice fell from his open hand, straight into the eager beaks of the ducks at his feet.
“Has all of Kiyō moved to Heian while I was away?” Satō scratched her head. Namikoshi Tokojiro, his hands bound behind his back, joined their table with an unhappy face. “Now I won’t be surprised if that Koyata person is from Kiyō after all!”
“He is,” said Tokojiro. “He’s my boss, and he’s the one who sent me here.”
“You’re as bad a spy as you were a swordsman,” remarked Satō. Tokojiro glanced at her gloomily with his one eye; the other was hidden under a leather patch, forever a reminder of the bout he had fought with Bran.
“I wasn’t spying — I was waiting for an opportunity to speak to you.”
“I’m sorry, Satō,” Shōin broke in, “but how do you know each other?”
“He’s a Seaxe interpreter, employed by the Suwa Shrine,” she replied. “He helped us when we first met Bran — before he betrayed us.”
“And I have paid for it already,” said Tokojiro. “I’ve since tried to repay for the bad decisions made back then.”
“By more spying?” scoffed Satō. Tokojiro gave her a spiteful glance.
“What does the commander of the ‘new squad’ want from us?” asked Takasugi. Since the interpreter’s arrival, he’d been observing the river and the opposite shore nervously, searching for any more spies. “If he knows we’re here, why not just send his men to capture us? Why send you?”
“I bring a message from Maki Izumi-dono,” said Tokojiro.
“You know where he is?”
“Of course! Don’t you? He’s in the Magistrate prison, arrested with the rest of your agitators.”
The revelation took everyone by surprise, but the most surprised seemed the interpreter. 
“This isn’t even supposed to be a secret,” he shook his head.
“How can he be arrested? He’s a palace courtier!” Satō cried, before remembering they were still supposed to be hiding. “The Mikado will be furious,” she added in a quiet voice.
She struggled to get to grips with the situation. Why were the interpreter and policeman in Heian? Why was Tokojiro suddenly fit to carry messages between the rebel forces?
I suppose we were not the only ones whose lives were changed.
“The Mikado is in no position to make demands,” Tokojiro replied. “The Taikun controls the city. Besides — and this is a real secret — the palace hadn’t been heard from in days.”
“He’s ill. So we’ve heard.” Satō shrugged. “The court should still function.”
“The state of affairs in the city is precarious as it is. Which brings me to my message.”
“Spit it out, then.”
Tokojiro cleared his throat, and lowered his voice. “Izumi-dono is still in contact with the Satsuma guards, and the plan remains in place, however, he tells you to wait until His Imperial Majesty is fit enough to accept the petition.”
“Wait!” Satō threw her hands in the air. “We’ve done nothing but wait since we got to this accursed city.” She pointed her hand accusingly at Tokojiro. “This is just a trick to keep us useless until the Black Wings arrive. A trap.”
A bell began to ring out at a nearby temple.
“He does have a point,” noted Takasugi. “If the Mikado is too ill—”
“How do we even know he’s telling the truth? He’s betrayed me once already!”
Tokojiro nodded. “We figured you wouldn’t trust us. I have a way to prove both mine and Koyata-sama’s loyalty on me, but — ” He raised his tied hands.
Satō rolled her eyes and nodded at Shōin to cut through the rope. “No more tricks,” she warned, and laid her dagger on the table. “I will kill you if you try anything funny.”
The interpreter reached into his sleeve slowly, and pulled out a wooden paddle. It was marked with the Chrysanthemum Seal and the Satsuma crest. “This is Izumi-dono’s sceptre of office,” he said.
“You could have taken it from him in prison,” scoffed Satō.
“Maybe this will convince you, then,” replied Tokojiro, handing her a piece of paper. It contained a complex pattern of lines, spirals, and runes, drawn in red ink.
“This… this is…” she stuttered. “What is it?”
Tokojiro blinked. “I thought you’d recognise it.”
“Well, I clearly don’t!”
“It’s a pattern your father used to call for help in the Abomination’s prison.”
“My father’s — ”
She looked closer at the pattern. It did seem similar to the runes woven into the glove she got from Master Tanaka. She jabbed the tip of her finger with the dagger and ran the trickling blood along the pattern. A barrage of images flooded in her mind: Ganryū attacking Shūhan; a prison cell carved in black stone; the mummy of a Butsu monk; a spell, drawn in blood on the cell floor and…
She reeled back and opened her eyes. “You were there.”
Tokojiro nodded. “The Abomination used my knowledge of the Gaikokujin’s secrets. We were both rescued by Koyata-sama… but it was too late for your father. I’m sorry.” He leaned towards her. “We, too, know who’s the real enemy of Yamato, Takashima-sama.”
“Is this enough to convince you, Satō-sama?” asked Takasugi. “We can only rely on your judgement here.”
Another bell, from another temple, joined the first one’s gloomy drone.
“I — I think he’s telling the truth,” she said. The blood magic rush was making her dizzy. “But I still don’t believe we should wait any longer. Illness or no, the Mikado will have to hear us out.”
“I agree,” said Takasugi. “We’re out of time.” He turned to Tokojiro. “Tell Izumi-dono to prepare his men. I will send word to Kunishi-sama.”
“No.” Shōin laid his hands on the table, clenching trembling fists.
“Shōin?” Satō tilted her head and frowned.
“There must be another way,” said Shōin. “One that will not lead to bloodshed between the Yamato. Perhaps if we were to send just a small delegation to the palace first—”
“What is wrong with those bells?” Tokojiro looked up. There were now at least five bells ringing out in mournful unison, and more joined them, one by one, until at length the entire city was filled with the sound of brass beating on brass in a slow, mournful rhythm.
“Oh, no.” Tokojiro grew pale. “Oh, no, no.”
“What is it?” asked Satō.
The interpreter rose up and bowed to the setting sun. After a moment he turned to them, pale.
“His Exalted and Divine Majesty… Kōmei-mikado… is dead!”
Nagomi leaned back against Bran’s chest and raised her face to the sun, smiling.
She was beginning to grow used to flying a dorako, though her stomach still churned whenever she looked down at the tiny world under her dangling feet: the fishing boats treading the sea like pond striders, the lattice of rice paddies like the tatami mats, the glistening ribbons of irrigation canals… it was more than she could bear. Luckily, most of the time they were flying above the low clouds, with Bran rarely breaking cover to figure out their position.
However, it was worth bearing a little discomfort, just to be able to sit in the saddle with Bran, his rein-holding arms around her, and the burning summer sun above her. It was almost enough to forget all about the hardships and trials of the previous days — almost… She rubbed her shoulder where the assassin’s dart had struck. Poor Koro. Why did you have to die, so far from your homeland?
Bran clicked his tongue; she already knew what it meant, and she held on to the leather strap wrapped around the dorako’s neck. The beast dived into a hole in the clouds. The instant, seamless shift from the bright blue sky above to the drab grey below still stunned her.
Now I will always know that no matter how bad things may seem on the ground, somewhere high up, the sun is always shining. 
“Is that it?” Bran asked, pointing.
Overcoming the dizzying fear, she looked down. Jutting out into the sea at the end of a mushroom-shaped cape was a flat-topped, symmetrical hill, covered with a dense forest and rounded with a thick stone wall. A snow-white, five-tiered castle keep rose above the tree tops and purple clouds of flowers.
“I — I think so…” she said, hesitantly. All she knew of Karatsu was the name of the castle and the memory of the sound of the waves crashing against its foundation. They had been searching for it all over the coast since morning. “Can you see the banners from here?”
Bran raised a spyglass to his eyes. It wasn’t as decorative as the one she’d seen him use before, and marked with the VOC runes of Dejima. “It looks like an outline of a castle tower, black on white background—”
“Ogasawara! That’s it. We have to get closer, so that I can—”
“Wait, no. I can’t simply fly down there in broad daylight. If they’re working with the Black Wings, I can’t let them spot us. We’ll have to wait somewhere until twilight.”
She considered his reply and decided he was right; her plan had greater chance of working at night, anyway. But such a delay worried her. This was supposed to be just a detour.
Last night, she’d dreamt again of a burning city. She had never been to Heian, but the inn terraces lining the riverside, withering in the flames in her dream, looked a lot like the ones on a painting titled Cool Evening at Shijo, which was hanging in Lady Kazuko’s room. Nagomi had often noticed that painting as it was an unusual one to decorate a High Priestess’s quarters, showing merchants merry-making with geikos on a calm summer night, rather than a famous shrine or a scene from a myth.
If this is Heian’s future… will I make it in time to save Satō from it?
“Fine,” she said. “We can wait… but not too long. We have to be in Heian as soon as we can.”
Bran laid a thick slice of cheese on top of a hardtack cracker. Nagomi watched him prepare the sandwich with fascination.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” he noticed her staring. “You must be hungry too. I’m afraid I only have these.” He handed her the cracker.
“What is that yellow thing?” she asked.
“It’s… uh… like tofu, but made of animal milk instead of soy?” He was surprised how difficult it was to explain the concept of dairy. “And these are just wheat crackers.”
“Oh, I remember these,” she said. “Mom would sometimes get a box of these from Dejima.” She bit into the hardtack and her face twisted in disappointed. “This isn’t sweet!”
“No, it’s not.” He choked back laughter. “But I have some dried apricots, if you prefer.” He reached for the saddlebag.
“I thought all Bataavian food was sweet,” she said, finishing the sandwich. “But that would be silly, wouldn’t it?”
“Do you like it?”
She nodded, her mouth full. “Salty,” she said, covering her hand with her mouth.
Sometimes she really is just a child, Bran thought, smiling. He cut another thick slice of cheese and swallowed it whole.
“Why Heian?” he asked, once they were done with the sparse supper.
“I believe that’s where the Prophecy is guiding me. I should seek out the young Prince, the Mikado’s son.”
“The Mikado’s… are you sure?”
“I’m not. But it’s all I have to go on. And there’s more — I’m almost sure that’s where Satō and the others are now.”
Satō! Bran’s heart raced. It wasn’t until he heard her name spoken that he realised how badly he wanted to see the wizardess again.
“I thought you said she was in Iwakuni.”
Nagomi shook her head. “That was weeks ago. The rebellion’s long over, and the Kiheitai have not been heard since. As I said, it’s just a hunch… but that’s the only thing I’m good at, isn’t it?” She tilted her head and smiled a rather forlorn smile.
Why aren’t we there yet! Bran thought. We should finish whatever we’re here for and fly to Heian at full speed.
He stood up. “It’s dark enough. What do you want me to do?”
She swallowed an apricot loudly and stood up as well. “Give me a minute alone.”
It wasn’t just the confusing air streams that were making it difficult for Emrys to approach the roof of the seaside keep, it was something else: an unknown force, dark and thick like molasses, playing havoc with the Ninth Wind, shielding the castle from intruders. Bran could almost smell it, taste the iron on the tip of his tongue.
Blood magic.
“I can’t get any closer,” he said. “I’m worried I’ll hit something.”
Nagomi did not reply. Her head dropped to her chest. Bran froze. “Hey!” He shook her by the shoulder. She snapped back up.
“There.” She pointed to a small window on the topmost floor of the keep. The shutters opened. Someone — some thing — was crawling out of it, precariously, onto the curved roof. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, covered in red silk cloth, black, thin-limbed and grotesque in its movements. Somehow, it reminded Bran of the Shadows he’d had to fight in the Otherworld.
“Burn her,” Nagomi said. “Please.”
Her?
Bran spurred his dragon and struggled to stabilise the flight long enough for a precise strike. He didn’t want to burn down the keep by accident. This may have been an Ogasawara property — an enemy castle — but inside there were bound to be families of the retainers, servants, visiting merchants, courtesans… 
One strong spurt, that should be enough. The creature on the roof was small, roughly the same height as Nagomi, but much thinner.
“Hurry!” pleaded Nagomi. A man appeared in the window, shouting and waving at the creature, but he was too fat to fit through. He returned inside — no doubt to ask for help, or find another way out, Bran guessed. What’s going on here?
He closed his eyes; the aiming had to be done by Emrys. The dragon found a stable updraft that carried it steadily over the target, and spat a thin line of fire. First the silk robes, then the creature’s body, burst in bright flames, as if it was soaked in oil. Billows of thick, black smoke engulfed it in an instant, reaching even to Bran’s nostrils. The smoke smelled of… pine resin?
The window was shattered from the inside, and the fat man ran out onto the roof, but it was too late; he couldn’t get near enough to the flames. With a blood-curdling shriek, the creature crawled up to the edge and fell down onto the battlements below, where it splattered into a mess of flaming oils and bone.
The man looked up and raised his fist at Emrys, still hovering on the updraft. Bran pulled on the reins and steered out into the sea. Fascinated by the unravelling drama, he hadn’t noticed until now that Nagomi had her face buried against his chest, clutching tightly at the shirt of his uniform. He hugged her with one hand. Slowly, she looked up; her eyes were red with tears.
“What was all that about? What was that… thing?” he asked.
“A girl called Kyokō,” she replied, after a pause which lasted well over a minute.” I met her in the Otherworld. She… saved me.”
“A girl, huh…”
He was scanning the horizon with his mind to make sure no Black Wing had followed them from Karatsu. To his left, the Yamato shoreline zoomed past in the darkness; below them, the jagged, desolate mountains of northern Chinzei.
According to the rough Bataavian map he had taken with him from Dejima, they were flying in an almost straight line in the direction of Heian. They had so much distance to make up — by his calculations, they had to go back almost halfway to Kiyō on Nagomi’s “brief detour”.
“She had a talent for seeing the future … Ganryū experimented on her. What we burned was just a shell animated by her spirit. She is free now,” Nagomi stopped speaking and looked to the stars.
“Ganryū.” Bran spat the name with disgust.
A shimmering triangle of light appeared on the horizon: the moon’s reflection in the sea; they were nearing the coastline. The shadow of a tall conical mountain cut off the stars to the south; to the north, there was nothing but open water.
“I don’t want to cross the Inland Sea by night,” he said. “We will land soon.”
Nagomi watched a cloud of steam rising above the treetops, light blue in the moonlight. Below the ridge upon which they were sitting, at the bottom of a mountain ravine, was a hot-springs village, still busy and loud long into the night.
I wish I could go down there with Bran, she thought.
If what Bran had told her was true — about the treaties, about the foreigners in Kiyō and Edo — it meant he soon wouldn’t have to hide his Western face anymore. They would be free to go anywhere they wanted. Of course, that was just the law. Law did not prevent the Yamato from bullying her because of her foreign hair; it would take a lot of convincing to make them accept somebody with a foreign face. It had even taken her a while to get used to it, to link the familiar voice and touch with Bran’s new features; at times, it still caught her by surprise.
“I had a strange dream,” Bran said from the green, steamy darkness. “Back in Kiyō.”
“A dream?”
“Or maybe a vision… It was in the Waters of Scrying.”
“You went to the Waters… again?”
The face of Lady Kazuko flashed before her eyes. She closed them shut, to stop the tears flowing, and listened to Bran’s strange tale.
“Do you think it really was your grandfather?” asked Nagomi once he fell silent.
“I have no idea. But if it was Ifor, it means he did manage to return here after all.”
Nagomi sat up.
“What did you say his name was?”
“Ifor, Ifor Ap Meurig. Why?”
She closed her eyes again, and put her hands to her forehead, remembering. “Koro said… he said he got his shard from a ‘man with two faces’, called Ihoru.”
Bran stared at her. “It does sound like my grandfather’s name…But two faces, what does it mean? A disguise — or… ?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know what to think anymore,” she said. “This is… too much to cope with all at once.”
“I know what you mean,” said Bran. He stretched his arms with a loud yawn. “We have so much on our plate already. We shouldn’t need to worry about fighting some creatures from the Otherworld, or finding my long lost relatives right now. One step at a time. First, we have to find Satō. Then we can figure out what my dream meant, if it’s still important.”
At the Gates of Otherworld, Girl is fearful, Bear is bold, she remembered. So that was what Bran had seen in the Waters. Now even a Western boy, with no connection to our Spirits is having visions, she thought. Are the Gods so desperate?
Bran picked up a stone — a jagged, sharp piece of black lava — and cast it into the ravine below. “What’s it like,” he asked, “to know the future?”
She laughed, but then she realised he was serious. She turned solemn too. “It’s not like that. I can’t ‘see’ future. No Scryer can, not even Kazuko-hime…”
She watched a small, iridescent beetle climb clumsily across her hand. It tickled. The beetle reached her knuckles; she spread her fingers, leaving the insect with a choice of four paths. The beetle hesitated.
Even it is in a better situation than I am, she thought. At least it can see the fingers for what they are.
“It’s as if -” she said, “- as if you’d sent many different craftsmen to another city, and told them to show it through their art.”
“Craftsmen?”
“Yes. So a calligrapher writes the city’s name on a scroll, a potter creates a cha bowl the glaze of which plays on the city’s colours, a musician composes a shamisen melody that echoes the sounds of the streets, a dancer conveys the movement of people in an odori piece, and so on — and some of them will get some things right, and some wrong; and all you get to see is just their work, but nothing else.”
“It would be best to send a painter,” Bran said with a chuckle.
“But that’s just it. It would be easy if I could see a painting — a clear vision of what’s going to happen. I’ve heard there are shamans in the north who can do that, but that’s because they live so close to the holy mountains. I think that’s what Ganryū was trying to do with that poor girl: he wasn’t satisfied with mere Scrying. He wanted true clairvoyance.”
She looked up and met his eyes. Bran was staring at her with a strange smile. She blushed and turned away.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“That was a mature comparison,” he replied. “I did not expect it of you.”
Did not expect…?
“I guess, I too… have grown…” she said. Her voice came out too shy, but she straightened her back and pushed forward her chest.
He kept smiling, like a proud father or older brother. Of course, he would think that…. All we do is hug, or cuddle, or embrace, just like a brother and sister would. I bet he doesn’t even remember that kiss we had…
He reached out to touch her. She tensed up in anticipation — but all he did was clap her on the shoulder.
That’s not fair.
“You sure have, Nagomi,” he said. “It’s certainly going to be interesting when we’re all back together, with Satō - and the rest.”
She smiled back, but behind her lips her teeth were clenched. Why did he have to mention her now?
“We’d better prepare the bedding,” he said, standing up and reaching for the saddlebags. “It’s warm tonight, so it might be more comfortable if each of us got their own blanket, right?”
“Right,” Nagomi replied into the ravine below.




CHAPTER XV
The fireman pulled on the charred wall with his hook. The entire burned out skeleton of what once was an old broom shop collapsed into a pile of dust, joining other, similar piles of dust lining the narrow street.
“Good job!” Lord Nariakira bellowed.
The fireman turned, saw him, paled and dropped on his knees, as did the rest of his brigade. These were hardy men, short and brawny, their soot-covered faces grim and determined behind the cloth face masks, their chequered, blue-grey uniforms stained and crumpled.
“Get up, get up,” Nariakira ordered. “You’re the heroes today. Where’s your foreman?”
The fireman, not raising his head, pointed behind him. The foreman stood up with a deep bow.
“How many houses destroyed in this district?” Nariakira asked.
“Seventy two, kakka. We salvaged nineteen.”
Nariakira winced. This was the worst damage he’d seen so far — apart from the harbour itself, where the devastation had been almost complete.
“And how many dead?”
“Three, kakka. All old, must have ignored the evacuation order. Oh, and we found four eta buried under the rubble of the — ” He caught Nariakira’s irritated look. “My apologies. Three dead. We have already sent the bodies to the temple.”
“Impressive, foreman. All your men will receive an extra piece of silver for their work today!” Nariakira announced loudly. “And another if the streets are cleared by tomorrow morning.”
His words met with a murmur of approval. He flashed a generous smile and moved on towards another block.
Nariakira stood next to the clacking wind machine, sipping ice-cold saké, and wafting himself with a paper fan — and he was still hot.
“What terrible weather,” he said, scowling. “You’d think it would start getting cooler after the Obon.”
“Yes, kakka,” said Yokō, and coughed quietly. She was sitting motionless and graceful in the far corner of the room. Tiny droplets of sweat tricking down her brow glimmered in the sunlight.
“You know,” said Nariakira, “it pains me to think that nobody in this city will ever know what you did for them.”
“I only do my duty, kakka. As do Takamori-sama and Heishichi-sama, and all your other retainers… even the two Gaikokujin riders. Without them, none of this would have worked.” She winced and rubbed her right temple with two fingers.
“Yes, yes,” he replied, distractedly. “I am lucky to have such loyal servants. But your foresight saved hundreds, if not thousands of lives. I saw the merchant district today — utterly destroyed. Not a wall standing.”
“A servant’s achievements add to the master’s glory.”
Nariakira smiled. “Well said. I’ll drink to that.” He raised the cup to her with a gesture wide enough for her to hear the rustle of his sleeve.
When all this is over, I will change the Yamato law and adopt her as well, he decided.
She bowed. As she straightened, a grimace of pain crossed her face. “Agh!” she cried, and put her hands to her head.
“What is it?”
“I — my head — ” She winced again and reeled back. “ — the pain…”
Nariakira put down the cup and rushed to her. “Guard!” he shouted. “Get me the herbalist!” The girl howled; her mist-pale eyes bulged out of their sockets. “No, a healer! Get me the priest! And water, quickly!”
She fell to the floor and writhed as if in a fit of madness. He grasped her arms and held tight. Is this a falling sickness? What should I do? “Where’s that healer?”
The guard burst into the room, holding a water pitcher in one hand, and dragging a frail old priest with the other.
“Is that the best you could find?” snarled Nariakira.
“My apologies, kakka, we have sent to Terukuni for their High Priest. He will be here shortly.”
Nariakira waved the guard away. “You,” he said to the old priest, “do something.”
The girl was foaming at the mouth. The priest laid his hands on her stomach, closed his eyes and recited a quick prayer. His fingers glowed bright blue. Yokō shrieked again, and arced her back.
“A chopstick…” the priest said, in a quiet, trembling voice.
“What? Speak up!”
“You have to put… a chopstick… in her teeth.”
“Ah, yes, of course.” Nariakira reached to his sash and drew a black lacquered chopstick. He grabbed Yokō’s jaw and forced it open; he heard the sickening grind of a shattering tooth, but ignored it, and shoved the chopstick inside. The next moment, Yokō bit through it as easily as if it was a straw, and choked on the debris.
“What — you fool!” Nariakira pushed the priest away and shook the girl violently. She spat out bits of chopstick onto the floor, and fell silent. “No!” He laid her back to the floor and put his ear to her chest. Yokō’s heart was still beating, though slowly and erratically.
“What madness was that?” He roared at the old priest. “You almost killed her!”
“I’m sorry, kakka,” the priest beat his head on the floor. “It’s just something a Bataavian physician once taught me…”
“Get out. And don’t come back.”
The priest crawled out of the room. Nariakira knelt down beside Yokō and poured water into her lips. The girl coughed, spat the water out, and opened her eyes.
“Oh, thank the Gods,” said Nariakira. “You’re alright.”
The door opened again; the High Priest of Terukuni stood at the threshold, gasping for air, purple-faced.
“I don’t need you anymore,” Nariakira said. “Go away. No. Stay outside, just in case.”
Yokō raised her hand, touching around blindly. She reached Nariakira’s face and pulled back in fright, gasping. “Kakka… I — ”
“What is it, girl? Are you still in pain?”
“I can’t… see.”
It’s worse than I thought — her mind’s gone. “What do you mean? You were always blind.”
“No, kakka, I… I can’t see the future. There’s darkness everywhere. My power — it’s gone.”
This feels nice…
Samuel was lying on a warm beach somewhere, half-submerged in gently lapping water. Sun shone on his face; and some small animal was licking at his salty feet.
He focused on other sensations, trying to remember how he got to wherever he was. His ribcage ached; two of his ribs were probably fractured. He had a large bump on his forehead, and a few bruises on his legs. What’s the last thing I remember…? Darkness… stuffy air… alarm bells… heaving and rocking… falling out of the bunk onto the metal wall…
The animal at his feet bit his toe. He twitched, sat up and opened his eyes just in time to see the red blur of a fox disappear into the trees.
The trees neighbouring the beach were smashed to bits, and caked with mud. All over the shore, which stretched straight for half a mile from his position, was strewn debris and flotsam from the Diana: broken bits of steel piping and iron bulkheads, shattered crates and split barrels, torn blankets and pieces of uniforms, but, as far as he could tell, no bodies.
Another wreckage… 
He stood up and, staggering on his weak, buckling legs, followed the trail of debris.
Maybe I do bring bad luck to ships.
Even after spending weeks on board the submersible ship, Samuel’s first impression of the black object was that it was a giant beached whale. Only once he neared it and saw the bent propellers did he realise what he was looking at.
The Diana was overturned on its side, with a great scar running along its bottom. Part of the aft bulkhead was blown off from inside, the thick steel walls spread apart like tulip petals. 
Samuel spotted tracks in the sand, trails of some heavy objects dragged off the beach towards the forest. The bodies, he guessed. So somebody else survived… He followed the tracks, but once he reached the line of the trees, the footprints vanished into the thick tropical undergrowth. There was no clear path to follow.
His stomach growled, and his legs gave way from under him. He had to find something to eat before he moved onward; he returned to the ship and, careful not to cut himself on the jagged, torn steel, clambered inside in search of the kitchen storage.
Diana’s walls were stained with dried blood and oil. Samuel waded ankle-deep in rainbow-gleaming water, stepping over bunk beds and lockers. After some fifty yards, he reached the stairwell leading to the upper floor. The stairs were broken and bent at awkward angles; he climbed, slipping and losing his grip on the handrail. By the time he reached the next level, his legs were covered in bloody scratches and bruises.
The sealed kitchen doors were mercifully left open: the frame had been bent out of recognition. He crawled through and saw a pile of cans and jars fallen out of the cupboards. 
He searched through them, looking for food that was light and not perishable. He ignored the cans — he didn’t have the time or the strength to play with a hammer and chisel. He gathered a few handfuls of dried fruit, a small box of pickled herring, some soggy hardtacks, and a half-torn packet of dried bacon, now moist and rubbery. To the pile, he added a couple of slightly mouldy carrots, onions and, after some hesitation, a clay jar of pickled beets.
He climbed down, and out of the boat, picking up one of the drier blankets along the way. Once on the beach, he spread his treasures out on the blanket. It looks like a damn picnic. He then noticed he didn’t have anything to drink.
With a heavy heart, he repeated his entire journey to the kitchen. All he found was one metal, screw cap container of drinking water, and a miraculously survived bottle of rye spirit. 
As he neared the hole in the hull through which he had first entered, he noticed there was yet another deck, a third level, concealed from his sight by piles of shattered steel. Looking at the twisted staircase, Samuel remembered — and broke out in cold sweat.
But curiosity won over the fear. He pulled away some of the debris and squeezed through the hole he’d just created. He didn’t feel now that dreaded, cold presence he had sensed all those weeks ago, as he approached the secret bronze door.
There was barely enough light falling through the cracks in the hull for him to see his way. The walls were colder to touch than elsewhere, and slick. He slipped with every step. At last, he reached the end of the corridor. The bronze door was shattered from inside.
He stepped in, slouched and watchful. The room was freezing cold; thick iron chains, snapped in half, hung from the ceiling and the walls. A large fissure ran through the floor — big enough for Samuel to climb through with ease.
He jumped down, back onto the beach. A trail of prints led from where he landed: giant, clawed feet, striding in giant paces into the forest.
Samuel was about to tuck into a bacon-and-hardtack sandwich, when he heard voices coming from the jungle. Yamato voices, talking loudly and chanting in rhythm. He stood up and reached for the sharp piece of piping he’d picked up from the ship after he’d discovered the clawed footprints.
The bamboos parted. A column of grimy men wearing loincloths and headbands entered the beach. Four of them carried a linen stretcher, upon which rested a large, black-bearded Westerner, with his left leg in a makeshift sling.
“Doktor!” Admiral Otterson bellowed. “You’re alive!”
He ordered his porters, and they brought him forward to Samuel. He embraced the doctor in a bear-like hug.
“I see you’re settling in,” Otterson joked, looking at Samuel’s ‘picnic’. “Ah, my akvavit!” His face brightened at the sight of the bottle. “What a treasure you’ve found. This will brighten our day.”
“Where are the others?” asked Samuel.
“At the fishing village, where these people come from,” replied Otterson. “Pack your things, if you have any, we’re going back there. Only…” He lowered his voice and grew solemn, “there aren’t many of us left.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“The sea has been washing up bodies for days. That’s why I keep returning here.”
“For days… How long exactly have I been out?”
“Three nights have passed since the disaster. You’re lucky, I was almost about to give up. Come,” he urged Samuel and ordered the porters to turn him around.
“Wait — ” Samuel grasped the bamboo edge of the stretcher. “Admiral, I — I saw the room behind the bronze door. It was empty.”
“Ja.” Otterson nodded with a grimace. “I will explain along the way.”
The jungle was dense, noisy, bright green; the air was thick with moisture and bird song. If there was a path that the Yamato column was following, Samuel was unable to spot it in the thick underwood. The invisible trail took them along the coast, over the low, wooded dunes.
“It started as an orkan, a great hurricane,” said Otterson. “The luftpump broke and we had to surface. Then came a huge freak wave. I have never seen anything like it, not even in the Sea Maze. We stood no chance.”
“Who are these people?” Samuel asked, nodding at the porters.
“Fiskare from a nearby village,” replied Otterson.
“How come they haven’t reported you to the authorities?”
“The letter from the Bugyō,” Otterson said, and pulled out the crinkled piece of paper. “Luckily, this place is such a backwater that none of them knew how to read, except the headman. But they understood the Taikun’s seal — and I blagged the rest.”
The porters slowed down to heave the stretcher over a fallen tree.
“And the headman…?” asked Samuel once they got to the other side.
Otterson chuckled. “A gold piece was enough to buy his kooperation.”
The guide shouted and raised his hand. The porters moved forward — here, at last, was a path, cut through the grove of young bamboo. 
“What happens now?”
“We must get to Edo one way or another. I’ve decided I’ll have the villagers build us a baat.”
“A boat — but that will take ages!”
“This is a fiskare village, and they’ve always built their own boats. But don’t take my word for it — look!”
Like a change of scene in the theatre, the curtain of trees parted, revealing a large village of thickly-thatched houses, nestled between the dunes and a crescent-shaped, calm bay. The biggest of the houses stood to the side, with its back against the forest. A couple of fishing boats bobbed on the waves by the beach — and between them floated a half-built hull of a Western-style, thirty-foot sloop.
“This is amazing!” gasped Samuel. “All this in three days?”
“We have Nobelius helping them with the konstruktion — without a common tongue, imagine! — and they are a remarkably industrious people,” said Otterson. “We’ll be out of here in no time.”
A gaggle of naked, and half-naked, children ran out of the village to meet them, waving pinwheels and long reeds. Samuel noticed that the oldest of them — a leader, no doubt — had a Varyagan sailor’s hat; the other wore a striped navy shirt.
“And what about the…” he hesitated. Even mentioning it seemed to darken the bright summer sky. “…the bronze door?”
Otterson scowled. “We tried to track the Weapon, but it’s gone. Off on a jakt, a hunt, no doubt. After all, that’s what we brought it here for.”
“A hunt, Amiral? What kind of Weapon it is? What have you brought to this land?”
The stretcher-bearers reached the big house by the forest. One of Diana’s bearded sailors emerged from inside to help Otterson down.
“A varulv from the great northern woods of our country,” the Admiral said, leaning heavily on the sailor’s shoulder. “A great man-wolf.”
Man-wolf…
“What do you need a werewolf for?”
“It smells blood — and blood magiska. It preys on necromancy and Abominations.”
“Is that what you expected to find in Yamato?” Samuel stared at the Admiral in astonishment. “Necromancy…?”
Otterson shrugged. He lowered his head to enter the low door of the thatched hut. “The varulv ran off to find something, didn’t it?”
Join us, the tattooed man said, spitting blood. You’ll have all the power you want. His hands reached out to her. She tried to run but the hands grew, turning into tentacles of shadow; they grasped her ankles, cold and slippery, and she fell. Her mouth and nostrils filled with the fine red dust, smelling of iron.
The bad dream vanished from Satō’s memory before she opened her eyes; but it was enough to wake her up.
She shut her eyes tight, trying to fall asleep again, but it was no use. The room was too quiet. Silence rang in her ears. She couldn’t even hear Shōin’s heavy breathing; the boy struggled to cope with Heian’s dry, hot air in the night. She turned around to face him, but the futon was empty.
Where’s he gone at this hour?
She put on the loose summer yukata and went outside. The monastery — to which they had at last returned to prepare for tomorrow’s procession to the palace — was just as quiet as the room; even the birds and insects were asleep, saving their energy for the approaching dawn. The only light came from the two lanterns hanging over the temple gate. She stepped barefoot off the veranda onto the soft, refreshing, moist moss pillows. A gentle breeze wafted from the river, cooling her under the yukata. I’m glad I came out here. The nights are lovely…
There was another light, a faint glow emanating from one of the small sub-temples, walled off from the main compound. Intrigued, Satō walked towards it, first over the moss, then grass, then the finely polished stones of the main north-south path. She hadn’t bothered to remember the names of the several sub-temples forming the monastery, or their functions. The Butsu monks always struck her as too bureaucratic, too absorbed in petty divisions and arguments. She understood why there were so many shrines — after all, there were many Spirits and Gods with whom the priests had to communicate. But as far as she could tell, there was only one Butsu-sama – so what was the point of all those different small, walled-off buildings and gardens?
The heavy wooden gate was closed, but a smaller wicket was open — this was where the glow was coming from. As she crossed it and got closer to the sub-temple’s hall, the glow changed colour from natural pale yellow, to bright red and then… dazzling purple. That’s not a lantern. It must be Shōin’s magic.
Even more intrigued, she tip-toed over the noisy gravel. The paper windows were shut; all she could see were flashing lights, and hear the noise of summoned elements. 
He’s worked all day — he should rest by night. Satō felt proud of him, but also worried. Imbuing the weapons for the Kiheitai — real iron spears and halberds this time, not mere sharpened bamboo — preparing the tactics with Takasugi, working out the details of combat spells for the wizards to use… he seemed to be everywhere at the same time, tireless. During the day, Satō had to force him to pause every several hours, to have a drink or something to eat. During the night, there were no such distractions. How long has this been going on? I usually sleep so quickly, I never noticed.
She smirked and stepped away from the hall. If I try to stop him, he will only get annoyed with me. She remembered her own study days, at the Takashima Mansion. She would study days and nights back then, too. There was no stopping a true wizard from honing his skill and power. The magic called out to all of them; a talent demanded to be polished.
There was a flash of red, and an explosion, and a cry of pain; the sub-temple fell dark and silent.
“Shōin!”
She struggled with the sliding door. The discharge had derailed it from its groove. Impatient, she blasted through it with an ice missile. She stumbled in the darkness. A dancing ball of light appeared in the air. Shōin scrambled quickly from the floor.
“Satō — what… what are you doing here?”
He shoved the papers and equipment from the floor with his foot into the far corner of the room. Satō didn’t pay attention to that at first, too fascinated with the light source. It’s a flamespark! He knows the spell — and he summoned it just as easily as Bran!
“I heard the noise,” she said, “are you alright?” She looked him over. “You’re hurt!” She grabbed his hands — both were covered with blood, but it had long dried up.
Shōin freed himself from her grasp with embarrassed irritation. “It’s nothing — I’m fine.” He returned to hiding his notes and gear from her, shoving it all haphazardly into a wooden chest.
“Wait a minute,” she said. Pushing past him, she leaned into the chest to examine the artefacts. “Are you serious…?” She raised a long, thin brass rod to the light; it was tipped with a sharp, bloodied needle. The tool still vibrated with absorbed power.
“Shōin.” She stood up; her hands were trembling with anger. “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”
He sat down on the blood-stained straw floor mat and scratched the back of his neck. “It is what it is,” he said eventually.
“But why — ? You don’t need that power. You’re strong as it is — and you’ll yet grow stronger. Without… this.”
“You use it,” he said.
“Only when it’s necessary!” she replied. “And I’m older than you.” It rang hollow in her ears.
He grimaced. “We don’t have time to wait. I have to grow more powerful as quickly as possible.”
“But why? Is it about the war? I’m sure we can manage without you doing something so drastic.”
Shōin shook his head. He reached into the chest and picked up several sheets of densely scribbled paper. “I have been working on this for months…”
“What is it?” She reached for the papers, but he refused to hand them over.
“You won’t read it — even I have trouble with my handwriting sometimes,” he said. “It’s all about me trying to find my attuned element.”
This again. “I told you, you have plenty of time — ”
“Not according to these.” He shook the notes. “I’ve studied all the theory there is, all the books I could get my hands on at the Meirinkan. Did you know the library there is almost as good as that in Kagoshima? Mori-dono really spared no expense — trying to figure out the way. But I was escaping from the truth.”
Satō clasped her hands on her lap; her palms were cold and clammy. She looked at the debris on the floor — burned wood, water stains, pebbles shattered into shards and dust, bits of scorched metal…
“You still think you’re a Prismatic,” she said.
“I know I am,” he replied. “I have no doubt about it. This is why I have no time to grow strong slowly.”
“But that’s just wrong!” she protested. “If you strain yourself too much, the power will drain you…”
“You agree with me, then.”
She snapped her mouth shut. No, it can’t be. I know the lore. I’ve studied the history of magic in the West. It should take centuries for the first Prismatic to be born… he’s just innately powerful, that’s why he’s not weak at anything in particular…
She studied his ashen-grey face, his sunken eyes, his thin, trembling arms, covered with a paper-thin skin. He looks terrible.
“You should take a break,” she said. “Despite all the power, you’re physically weak. Anyone would be tired in your place.”
He smiled. “Before I started learning magic, I was the best wrestler on our street.”
“A wrestler? You?”
“I may be small and lean, but I was always wiry. I had strength and stamina to stand against much older kids. It all changed when I went to Kiyō.”
“Well… you had no time to exercise, with all the study… and the change of climate…”
“I thought so, too,” he replied. He put away the paper sheets and played with a broken piece of brass wire, wrapping it around his finger. “But then I saw you — studying magic and training in swordsmanship. You’re as good a fencer as anyone in the Kiheitai, even Takasugi. And I watched everyone else — no wizards get as drained when using magic as I do.”
The thin wire snapped in his hands. “I’m burning within,” he said. “All day, all night. I can’t sleep. I try to take breaks as you asked, but if anything, that’s even more exhausting. If I don’t cast spells, I get all jittery and anxious.”
She reached out and cupped his hands in hers. He stopped trembling. “That’s still no reason to use blood magic,” she said. “It will only drain you more.”
He pulled out his hands and flipped through the papers. He drew one sheet from the middle of the pile. Satō noticed it was scribbled with drawings of dragons on the margins.
“Do you remember what Dōraku-sama told you?” he asked. “About the ancient dorako and blood magic.”
“The dragons were created to counter the Necromancers and blood mages,” she said. She tried not to think of the night when she’d saved Bran’s leg; most of it was a haze anyway, but the story of the origin of dragons stuck fast in her memory.
“I was thinking… maybe it works the other way, too. If it comes to the worst, and we’d have to fight the Black Wings…”
“The Kiheitai will deal with any threat,” she replied, and forced a smile. “Besides, I’m sure Bran will show up in the end to help us. That must be what his secret mission is all about, isn’t it?”
“Bran-sama…” His face contorted in a painful grimace. She hadn’t seen him so perplexed before. He must really hate me mentioning that name… “Satō… I don’t think you should count on him in your plans.”
“Why not?” She grasped his hands again, with a little too much force. He winced. “What do you know?”
“I can’t say anything — but I’m almost certain he won’t be coming.”
What is Mori-dono using Bran for that’s more important than being here in Heian? Maybe he’s been sent to Edo?
“It’s fine,” she said, “we can manage without him — and without you destroying yourself with blood addiction.” Her hands twitched as she said it. She tasted iron on her tongue. For a moment, the room went dark.
Join us, she heard the hissing voice speak. You could be so much more…
She shook her head. “Promise me you will stop those experiments,” she pleaded.
He leaned back slowly, but did not let go of her hands. “Only if you do the same.”
“What?”
“You’ve worked with blood magic far longer than I have. I saw you on the battlefield, your spells are also unlike anyone else’s, and that thing you did with Bran-sama’s leg…  you must be in even worse shape than I am.”
Did he notice just now…?
“You’re right,” she said, and slumped. “I’m not one to talk.”
“If you don’t use the blood magic, neither will I. I promise.” He raised a hooked little finger.
She laughed. It was childish, and did not suit the solemn subject, but she felt a weight lifted off her heart. Shōin’s face was serious and grim. She hooked her little finger with his. “I promise.”
She stood up. “Let’s go back to sleep. There’s still some time before dawn. Leave it — ” she said, when Shōin started picking up the papers and scattered artefacts. “We’ll send someone to clean it up in the morning.”




CHAPTER XVI
The porters hauled the mahogany bureau over the threshold and into the study. Dylan pointed them towards the wide northern window. It opened onto the lush garden, filled with a rainbow of summer flowers. The grass had grown high in the absence of the gardeners, and the carp pond was covered with a layer of scum; but the original beauty of the place could still be glimpsed in the noonday sun, when the tapering tongue of the Kiyō Bay below shimmered silver and gold like a dagger blade. Directly ahead, between two dark hills, the white needle of the Dejima Wizardry Tower pierced the sky, topped with the orange banner.
It looks as bright and beautiful as Fan Yu did, before we got to it, he thought sadly. I wonder, can we really do things differently this time…?
If he strained his eyes, he could see the remnants of the fallen bridge to the island; with the only land connection gone, Dejima’s usefulness as living quarters had become severely reduced, especially for those now deemed friends and allies of Lord Nabeshima and the bugyō.
The Yamato were not willing to wait for the cumbersome boat passage every time Curzius and Dylan were required for a discussion. An alternative arrangement had to be found in a hurry.
Dylan watched as the servants finished setting up the furniture he had borrowed from Curzius around the room. The house had, until recently, been a residence of one of the city’s Rangaku wizards, and so was built in the same amalgam of Yamato and Western styles as the buildings on Dejima, with a pleasant, bright veranda in the south, and a pillared porch to the north, overlooking the garden and the sea.
Outside the main gate, on a small, cobbled plaza, Edern was busy surveying the place for a dragon stable. The snoring of his mount, at long last resting after the sea passage and the flight to Kagoshima, rumbled throughout the building; Dylan felt it under his bare feet.
Gwen entered the study wearing a Yamato robe he had not seen before. It was light and summery, but dusty and creased.
“I found a chest of clothes in the loft,” she answered his unspoken question. “There are also robes for men, if you’re interested. Some even seem your size.”
“I’ll look at it later,” he replied. He looked at the bureau and, unsatisfied with the work of the porters, pushed it closer to the wall. “The owners must have left in a hurry.”
“What happened to them? I hope they weren’t removed for our sake…”
“No,” he said. “Curzius said many of the Western scholars left Kiyō for Satsuma, fearing the purges. The atmosphere in the city is volatile.”
“I’ve noticed.” Gwen nodded, straightening the creases of her robe. “I set up some armed guards around the perimeter, just in case.”
“Bataavians?”
“Locals, with Bataavian guns.”
“Is that wise?” Dylan raised an eyebrow.
“You’ve given these people a dragon, and you worry about a few rifles?” She laughed. “We have to start showing the commoners a little trust, too, if we want them to trust us.”
“I doubt it will ever happen,” he said with a smile, “but you’re right, of course.”
He looked around the room once again. “You realise what this place is going to become, if all goes to plan?” He asked.
“An embassy,” she said. “With you at the helm.” She grinned. “You’re getting ahead of yourself, Dylan. We haven’t won any battles yet, and you’re already planning a victory parade.”
“You’re right again, which reminds me.” He looked at his pocket watch. “Time to check on our little riders.”
He came up to the bureau, pulled out a map of Yamato from the drawer, and put his fingers to it. A faint dot lit up near the centre.
“Is that Bran?” Gwen asked, coming closer.
“He’s almost at the Imperial Capital, despite that odd detour earlier,” Dylan replied. “And Wulf is right behind him.” Another dot appeared next to the first one.
“How long will those tracking hexes last?”
“Long enough, I hope. Hard to tell in this country. The magic potentials are all over the place.”
The shimmering, vibrating crash of a brass gong announced a guest at the main gate. Dylan felt another rumble with his feet: Nodwydd stirred in its slumber, but did not wake.
Lord Nabeshima, with his interpreter, waited for Dylan in the garden, by the pond; he would not enter a house that had not been thoroughly cleaned and rid of servants for his welcome.
“Is everything to your liking?” he asked, when Dylan climbed down the gentle slope.
“More than we could ask for,” replied Dylan, with a bow. “We are most grateful for your generosity.”
The daimyo gave him a cold, studied smile. “It’s the least I could do to show my appreciation for all your help, Di Lan-sama.”
He turned to face the glimmering sea below. Dylan did the same, and they watched, in silence, as the main sails on the Soembing unfurled. The ship was almost ready for the long journey back beyond the Sea Maze; and this time, it carried cargo more important than any silver or silks: the news of the arrival of the Black Wings, and of the Bataavian-backed rebellion against the Taikun.
“I know what you want, Di Lan-sama,” said Lord Nabeshima, still smiling. “What you expect to achieve in exchange for all this assistance — for yourself, and for your government. But you’re wrong.”
“Oh?” Dylan touched the thick leaf of a camellia plant. A premium tea bush. Better than what we grow in Bharata. The thought distracted him from the daimyo’s speech.
“Why do you think we let only the Bataavians, of all the people in the West, stay in Yamato all this time?” Lord Nabeshima asked.
“Because they offered you the best deal?”
The daimyo scoffed. “Because they alone did not want to change us. They alone treated us like equals. Everyone else thought us savages. The others did not want trade — they wanted to conquer or convert, or both.”
Of course. The Vasconians were here first, just like in Qin.
“That was centuries ago. The times have changed, daimyo. As have the attitudes.”
“Have they, Di Lan-sama?” Lord Nabeshima looked Dylan in the eye. “Does your government truly treat us as equals? Do you? I can see the contempt in your face. I heard what you said about the treaties. Civilised nations, indeed.”
Dylan winced. Time for damage limitation. He stepped back and bowed deeply. “My apologies. I have insulted you and your countrymen.”
The corner of the daimyo’s lips curled. “If a retainer had offered me as false an apology as yours, his head would already be rolling. But — ” He rubbed his palms. “ — I will take it for now.”
He took a step forward. Their faces were now just a few inches away. Dylan smelled sandalwood on the robe, and another, very faint scent on his breath… 
Cursed Weed? Some other drug… Lord Nabeshima’s pupils were slightly dilated.
“Make no mistake, Gaikokujin,” the daimyo spoke. “We only need you for your weapons, and your dorako. We don’t need your ideas, your philosophies, we don’t even need your money. We have existed for centuries without any of that. And, Gods willing, we will continue to do so.”
“I understand.”
In whose name are you speaking now? Yamato, the Rebels, or just yourself…?
“I sense you disagree,” said the daimyo.
“Only because I heard others say the same before.”
“You mean Qin.” Lord Nabeshima nodded. “This is exactly why we must win this war. The Taikun would sell us out, lead Yamato to destruction.”
Again with the we.
“You realise the precariousness of my position as the Dracaland’s representative …” 
The daimyo’s dark, clever eyes drilled into Dylan’s.
“You put your name on the treaty. I trust you’ll honour this vow.” 
“Of course,” said Dylan, pulling back his shoulder-blades. “I am an officer of the Royal Marines.”
Lord Nabeshima turned back towards the house with his hands behind his back. “This is a fine mansion,” he said, looking the building over. “It served its previous owners well. I hope it will serve you well, too — for years to come.”
They were climbing up a narrow mountain path, a shelf over a bottomless precipice, so narrow that they had to cling to the wall of rock: Satō in front, Bran in the middle, Nagomi at the back. Below, a stormy ocean raged against the cliff, so fierce that the sea spray reached Bran’s ankles; above, the wall overhung at a nauseating angle beneath the steel sky. Sea birds circled around them, swooping once in a while to strike them with their beaks and claws in defence of their unseen nests.
He didn’t know where they were going, or for how long more would they have to climb. He tried not to think about it, focusing only on the foot-wide breadth of rock under his straw sandals. His hands were slippery with sweat, and he was losing grip on the sharp edges and shallow protrusions.
“We’re almost there,” said Satō, with a tired smile.
The mountain shook violently. The path cracked and gave way under her feet. He lunged forward and caught her outstretched hand; this made him slip. He started falling, when he felt Nagomi grab him from the other side and pull towards her.
“I — I can’t hold it,” said the priestess.
“You can do it,” he said. “Pull us slowly. Don’t trip.” His heart raced. Satō’s grip slipped from his wrist. “Hold on!” he cried to her. “We’ll get us out of here!”
“It’s no use,” the wizardess said. “She can’t hold both of us.”
“Don’t be a fool. Just keep tight a little longer. Nagomi, pull with all your strength!”
“I can’t!” Nagomi wept. She, too, was beginning to slide inch by inch towards the precipice.
“It’s alright,” said Satō. “Save yourselves. Don’t worry about me.”
“What?” Bran glanced down just in time to see Satō let go of his hand and, with a sad, knowing smile, fall into the grey sea haze below.
“This is the last of the food,” Bran said, digging a large potato out of the ash and giving it to Nagomi. “It would be better with some salt.”
“It’s fine.” She picked at the potato through a piece of cloth, staining the once-white cotton with ash and soot. “But — what will we eat now?”
“Tomorrow we should reach Heian,” he said. “I’ve had a look at the map — Naniwa’s just across that bay from here.”
If he’d been flying alone, he’d have reached the Mikado’s capital by now, he was certain of it. But he’d noticed Nagomi dozing off in the saddle by the time the sun touched the horizon; he remembered how exhausting flying a dragon had been to him when he was younger. This was only Nagomi’s third time on dragon-back, after all — and they’d already been flying for several days. Despite her insistence on urgency, he’d decided to land for one last night.
He had chosen a small island, shaped like an ox, in the middle of the Inland Sea, somewhere between Honda and Iyo islands. There were fishing villages all over its western and northern coasts, but to the east, along the “ox’s” rump, the forest-covered hills rolled smoothly down to the sea, ending in a wide crescent of golden sand, shielded from the sea by an impassable reef of jagged rocks. They made camp under the trees overlooking the beach, in a spot so desolate and out of anyone’s way that Bran allowed them to start a large, roaring fire.
At Nagomi’s insistence they’d washed first their clothes, then themselves in a fast-flowing brook running down the mountain slope. The priestess was right — after days of flying through clouds and over the sea, their clothes needed a good wash, especially Bran’s Bataavian uniform, thickly-woven and unforgiving of the heat, drenched in salt and sweat. It now hung over the flames on the branches of a sprawling maple tree, next to Nagomi’s kimono and hakama skirt.
I was making such a fuss over being naked when we first bathed in a river, he thought. Maybe it’s because Satō’s not here… I would still feel strange around her.
He remembered the nightmare he’d had last night, and shook his head to make the image of the falling wizardess vanish from his mind.
“What are you going to do once we get there?” he asked. “To Heian, I mean.” They had finally caught up on each other’s news; now was the time to start thinking about the future.
“Find Sacchan, of course. Then, I have to reach the young Prince, somehow,” she replied and blew on the steaming potato. 
“How were you planning to do that?”
She glanced at him. “I was thinking — we could just land in the palace? Can you do that?”
He laughed. “That shouldn’t be hard — unless they have some anti-dorako weapons there. But they will probably arrest us the moment we step into the palace…”
He wouldn’t tell her that he’d been sensing another dragon in the vicinity of Heian. With the two in Chinzei, and the third one in Kokura, this meant that most of the Gorllewin army was already in action over Yamato. Would they — or rather, the Taikun — attack the Mikado, though? Did the Fanged feel that strong already? Maybe it’s a show of force.
“It’s here after all, isn’t it,” he said.
“What is?”
“The war.”
She stared at him with frightened eyes.
“Everyone we’ve met was always talking about it ‘coming’ or ‘the darkness approaching’,” he said. “And now it’s happening, almost without anyone noticing.”
“Is it? It’s not like any war I’ve heard of in the stories…” she mused, staring into the fire. “Shouldn’t there be armies on the move? Great battles? Famous generals?”
“Who needs armies when you have dragons,” said Bran. “You saw what I did with the Ogasawara fleet on my own. And the Black Wings are so much stronger than Emrys… it took three normal dragons to stop one over Kiyō.” Did they manage to stop her? It didn’t seem like they were much of a match to that monster, even together… 
“Then… what chance do we have?” She bit a nail on her forefinger. “And it’s not just the dorako… The Fanged — we barely defeated one of them… and those — Shadow creatures. Do you — do you think it’s already too late?”
There was no point lying. “I don’t know,” he said. “But, we’re still here — alive and well, against all odds; we’re about to meet with Satō and the rest of Chōfu’s wizards. My father’s in Kiyō, with two of his best riders — and that’s quite a force, let me tell you. Saga domain is bringing Master Tanaka’s machines to the rebellion. Even the Qin may be willing to help against the Fanged,” he added, remembering his conversation with Li. “It won’t be easy, but we’ll try, like we tried on Ganryūjima. What are your visions telling you?”
She rubbed her eyes. “Darkness and fire.”
“Well that’s not very encouraging,” he said, and smiled a wry smile.
“No. But there is always a light at the end,” she added wistfully. “Jade green light, just like the Prophecy said. I used to think it was your dorako.”
“And you think we’ll find it in Heian?”
“I hope so.”
She laid her head on his arm; a cascade of copper-red hair flowed down his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her. She stifled a yawn.
“Do you want to sleep?”
“Not yet,” she replied. “I want to stay like this. Look, the squid boats are out.”
She pointed towards the dark waters of the Inland Sea. The littoral was dotted with points of light, bobbing on the water: paper lanterns, tempting the schools of squid and calamari to the surface. 
Moths in the air, squid in the water, men on the ground, he thought. We are all aiming for a light in the darkness. Even if it means our doom.
For a moment, the lights flickered, one by one, as if something was moving in front of them, faster and greater than any bird. Bran reached out with his mind; another dragon…? Not a Black Wing, that’s for sure… But it was too quick, and he was too sleepy to hold on to the vanishing Farlink. Once it disappeared in the night, he wasn’t even sure if what happened was real, or just a waking dream. I’m imagining things, he decided.
“Did you see that, too?” he whispered. Nagomi did not answer — she was already asleep.
The saw slid back and forth one last time, and the big pine plank dropped to the sawdust-covered grass. Samuel grabbed its one end, and a villager grabbed the other, and they shambled off towards the beach.
Like every able-bodied man in the village, Samuel was helping with the creation of the sloop. The fishermen knew their job, and despite the unfamiliar clinker design, the construction was progressing at a lightning pace under Nobelius’s watchful, skilled eye.
Samuel and the Yamato waded across the wet sand, and dropped the plank onto the pile next to the canvas tent that was the shipwrights’ workshop. The doctor sat on the pile to rest, and watch as a couple of carpenters worked a tall, slender beam of cypress wood. The beam tapered to a fine point, and as Samuel looked on, the chief carpenter made one final precise cut and ordered the others to back away.
“Nobe-sama!” he shouted.
Nobelius parted the tent flaps and looked out at the carpenters’ work. “Un,” he said with a nod, then waved his hands upwards and pointed towards the middle of the boat. The carpenters raised the beam and, following the grunts and gestures of the Varyagan, began to set it up in the middle of the hull.
“Oh, it’s a mast!” Samuel finally realised.
“Ja, Doktor,” said Nobelius. “Tva master in the boat. This is stormast.”
“You are doing well, considering the language barrier.”
“Ah, ja,” the Varyagan chuckled. “They are smart volk. Hey!” He waved his hands at the carpenters. “Ratt! Ratt!” He gestured to the right. The chief carpenter stepped away from the mast to assess the angle, and slipped on the wet boards. His foot wedged between the planks, and as the man fell forward, Samuel heard the sickening crack.
He rushed onto the boat to help the carpenter, who was gasping in pain, holding on to his calf, but the other Yamato pushed the doctor away. “No, I’m a physician!” Samuel protested, trying to push through. “I can look at that leg!”
The other workers gathered around the commotion, and helped to carry the chief carpenter, carefully, out onto the sand. They stood in a tight circle around him, not letting Samuel, or any of the rest of the crew, near, until somebody brought the bamboo stretcher from the village.
The circle of villagers parted, and the porters carried the carpenter out, past Samuel, who only managed to catch a glimpse of the broken leg. He moved to follow them, but the other villagers formed a wall between him and the stretcher-bearers, crossing their arms before their chests.
“Leave it, Doktor,” said Nobelius. “You can’t go where they go.”
“Where are they taking him? He needs rest, and treatment. That leg wasn’t even in splints!”
“They’re taking him outside the village,” said Nobelius. “In morgon, he’ll be back, as god as new. I’ve seen it before.”
As good as new in the morning… Samuel remembered. Just like the longshoremen in Keeyo…
“I have to know where they’re going,” he said.
“Forget it.” Nobelius shook his grey head. “They would not even take the Amiral there, with his laegg.”
Samuel ignored him. The Varyagan, an engineer, may have been more concerned with his inventions than the mysteries of Yamato medicine — but this was Samuel’s specialty and passion, and he was not letting the chance get away. He smiled at the villagers before him. They smiled back. He nodded — they nodded back. He tried to walk around them — they stepped to the side, barring his way again.
“Ah, Amiral?” he asked, pointing to the big house where Otterson recuperated. The villagers murmured to each other, and then nodded in agreement. The wall opened. Samuel marched towards the big house, accompanied by two brawny, grim fishermen on each side. Glancing between the houses, he spotted the stretcher-bearers, leaving the village in a hurry down the only dirt road, across a low ridge of dunes.
He entered the house, leaving his “guardians” in front of the door. The Admiral was half-lying on the straw mats next to the crackling hearth, waiting for the water to boil in a big cast iron kettle hanging over the fire.
“Ah, Doktor!” Otterson beamed. “You’re just in time for tea. With something ekstra!” He waved the bottle of aquavit.
Samuel put his finger to his lips and tiptoed past him. He walked under a giant tail fin hanging on the wall and peered into the next room — it was a kitchen, empty save the two sunken cauldrons. “Back door?” he asked the Admiral.
Otterson grew serious. “Through the pantry. Out onto the vegetable patch.”
“Perfect. Keep them busy, if they come in,” Samuel said, nodding towards the door. He entered the pantry and crawled through the tiny back door. The vegetable garden was surrounded by a low earthen wall; beyond it, the bamboo grove rose tall and thick. Samuel leapt over the wall and hid among the bamboos.
From the gatehouse overlooking the monastery walls, Satō observed the troops passing below, marching out onto the streets of Heian. First came the armed vanguard, followed by the delegation of the high-born Mori retainers, in ceremonial robes, with Lord Kunishi out in front, bearing the petition in a golden box on a red silk pillow marked with the Mori crest. Behind them, other, lesser samurai, in groups of ten to twenty men, first Chōfu clans, then the allies; all this was followed by a large retinue of servants and porters — each of them wielding a hidden blade under their cloaks.
“This is nowhere near two thousand,” she remarked with a disappointed sigh.
“After the arrests at Terada-ya, we’re lucky to have even this lot,” said Shōin.
“And what about the other clans? I thought we had more allies.”
“The Taikun’s army is out in force. They fear leaving their estates undefended.”
“Even the Tosa?”
“There’s been no news from Tosa. We could not have waited for them any longer.”
A group of noble-born Kiheitai wizards marched under the gate, led by Takasugi.
“I’m not happy about having to leave you here with those peasants,” said Satō.
The Kiheitai force had been split in two. The commoner recruits remained in reserve at the monastery, under Shōin’s command. Lord Kunishi still did not trust their loyalty enough to have them marching at his rear — and they would not have been allowed into the palace grounds, in any case.
“They’re not all peasants, you know,” Shōin replied. “There are merchants, priests, even wrestlers…”
“I don’t care about them,” she ignored him. “It’s you we will need if it comes to a fight.”
“You know I’m no good in a battle,” Shōin replied. “And I still hope we can resolve this peacefully. Isn’t that why we’re doing things this way?”
“Oh, yes. Of course.”
At least that’s what I told you.
She’d found it surprisingly easy to convince Lord Kunishi to adopt her plan; the samurai had grown as fed up with waiting as she had. The confusion at the court had to be utilised to further their aims. They knew nothing about the new Mikado apart from his name, Prince Mutsuhito; but whether he would have been as radically anti-Taikun as his father, or just another puppet in Edo’s grip — that was still a mystery. For the moment, however, the palace was under the loose control of the regency council consisting of Kōmei’s old courtiers; and as long as that was the case, it was as if the former Mikado was still alive.
“Do you think Tokojiro delivered the message on time?” asked Shōin.
It doesn’t matter anymore, she thought. Master Izumi continued to urge for patience from his prison cell. The message they had ordered the interpreter to pass was clear: they were going to move on the palace regardless of his decision. They would wait until after Kōmei’s funeral, to avoid the crowds, but not a day longer. Master Izumi was free to do with that information whatever he wished.
“I’m sure he did,” she replied. “It will be fine, Shōin. You worry too much.”
His face was still the same grey shade of pale as last night, the skin on his hands thin and wrinkled, as if an old man’s. But then, they were all tired — of waiting, of marching, of preparations — and the real struggle hadn’t even started yet. Maybe it won’t. Maybe Shōin’s right, and we won’t have to fight after all… All we need is a bit of luck.
But then she remembered the real enemy. The courtiers, the retainers, the Mikado, even the Taikun, were nothing but pawns in the real game. She grasped the hilt of her sword. There will be no peace in Yamato as long as even one of these Abominations walks the Earth.
“I have to go down there,” she said. “Remember the signals?”
“Yes. Red flare means the plan worked. Purple means it failed, and you’re coming back. Blue — you’re fighting and need our help,” he recited.
“You forgot the white.”
“I didn’t.” He shrugged. “But I don’t believe it will be necessary.”
The procession moved excruciatingly slowly through the city. Lord Kunishi insisted on maintaining a proper etiquette, especially since great crowds emerged onto the streets to see what was going on. The people of Heian were used to parades of court nobles, or arrivals of messengers from Edo — but a column of armed retainers of a subject clan marching towards the palace was most unusual. Nothing of the sort had happened in nearly three hundred years. On every major crossroads, the marching Chōfu samurai had to wait for the vanguard to clear the throngs of curious bystanders. There was no way for the convoy to move any quicker, and there was nothing left for Satō to do but be on the lookout for ambush — and admire the sights.
The sky was a dazzling, impeccable blue, with not a cloud in sight; the noonday sun battered her face with the heat of a blacksmith’s furnace. The paper fan in Satō’s hand offered only a little respite. The column stopped by the grand stairs of the great Kiyomizu Temple: everyone lined up to splash their faces for luck with cold water springing from the sacred source at the shrine of Benzaiten. They then turned west, towards the bridge which spanned the Tokaido Highway across the Kamogawa River. Here, the procession joined the streams of travellers and pilgrims flowing both to and from Edo. At least the road itself became wide and straight and, at Satō’s urging, Lord Kunishi picked up the pace. She was beginning to have second thoughts about the whole plan.
“How will Shōin manage to reach us?” she asked Takasugi, marching beside her in the second row of the procession. “It will take him hours to get through those crowds.”
“He doesn’t have to use the main roads,” he replied. “I saw him studying the map of the city last night. He’ll find a way. You should put more trust in your husband,” he added.
They turned again, onto a broad avenue lined with dozens of magnificent temples and residences of the rich nobles, and for the moment Satō forgot about her worries, awed by the splendour and beauty of the city around her. But Shōin’s words from Inari resounded in the back of her mind and, despite herself, she started noticing signs of deterioration: gold leaf peeling off the pillars, loose tiles on the roofs, expensive materials replaced by cheaper surrogates. The closer they got to the palace gates, and further from the grandeur of the suburban estates, the worse condition the buildings seemed to be in. It was almost as if the vicinity of the court exuded decay upon its surroundings. When they passed the first burnt-out shell of a house, abandoned to the elements as the owners moved to a cheaper part of the city, her heart sunk.
He was right, she thought. This place is dying.
The vanguard stopped abruptly. The palace gates were within sight, but still a few blocks away. Between them and the head of the Chōfu column appeared a group of some twenty swordsmen, wearing the light blue uniforms of the “new squad”. They stood casually, with swords over their shoulders, some chewing straws or smoking pipes. Their commander, a man with a broken nose and a crooked smile, stepped out front.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, twirling his sword.
“Out of my way, rōnin,” Kunishi, who carried the sacred silk pillow bearing the petition, snarled. “You can’t stop an official envoy to the palace.”
“Sure, I can let you pass,” the swordsman said, “but not this lot.” He pointed the sword at the bulk of the Chōfu troops following at the back.
Kunishi’s face grew red. He moved forward, until the tip of the enemy’s sword touched his chest.
“Out of my way,” he repeated. Satō couldn’t help smiling in admiration. Lord Kunishi may have been haughty, arrogant, and often rude to her, but there was no doubting his courage.
Several of the Mori retainers reached for their swords, ready to fight. This, of course, would have meant the failure of the plan, as the gates would shut at the first sign of spilled blood.
The broken-nosed swordsman chuckled and lowered his sword. “Fine,” he said, “have it your way. Not that it matters.”
The men in light blue uniforms moved to the sides, forming a corridor of mocking smiles and tabako smoke. The last stretch of the avenue remained empty, cleared even of the passers-bye. Soon, the head of the procession reached the palace gate. It was wide open. Satō looked up at the banners hanging from the battlements: the Chrysanthemum crest of the Mikado, and the crossed circle of the Satsuma.
“No Aizu,” said Takasugi. “Looks like Izumi-dono kept his part of the bargain.”
The first of the retainers passed under the raised gatehouse, and onto the wide gravel courtyard beyond. There were no crowds here — just small groups of curious courtiers, stopped in their daily duties by the unusual display. Judging by their incredulous stares, it seemed as if they were unaware of anything that was happening outside the palace walls.
“Shouldn’t we leave part of our men on the city side?” asked Satō, looking nervously to the rear of the long column winding like a snake along the broad central avenue. “If we are shut inside, it would be prudent to have a reserve force nearby…”
In case we are betrayed by Nariakira, she added in her thoughts.
“They would never do anything so shameful,” replied Kunishi. “This is the Divine Palace. To defile it with violence would be unthinkable.”
Satō raised an eyebrow. “Then why have we come prepared for battle?”
Kunishi grimaced. “Taikun’s army was rumoured to be within a day’s march of Heian. Those northern bastards can’t be trusted with following the rules of proper etiquette. But it looks like they haven’t made it in time. We are in luck.”
Luck. Satō put her hands together in silent prayer. All we need is a bit of luck. The Inner Palace was no more than a few hundred yards away. A group of courtiers waited on the stairs. Her heart skipped a beat. We’re going to pull it off!
A dark shadow fell on the avenue before her. She stumbled. Odd, she thought, the sky was clear just a moment ago…




CHAPTER XVII
“The Chōfu envoys are heading for the palace, Your Majesty. The Regents await you.”
The courtier waited patiently for the answer, bent in half in a deep bow. He was standing outside, on the gravel path, in the garden surrounding the moon-gazing pavilion where Mutsuhito was practising his calligraphy.
“What do they need me for?” scoffed the Crown Prince. He moved the brush in a smooth curl along the fine rice paper, finishing the final line in a long column of Qin characters. He winced at the result — the poem he’d been trying to copy from an ancient manuscript was a difficult one. “I’m not the Mikado yet. They seem perfectly capable of ruling without me. Besides, I’m still in mourning.”
It’d been ten days since his father had died — three days since the public announcement, and one day since the funeral: a subdued, solemn, and brief event, just like Kōmei had requested; and in all this time, the Council of Regents had only once asked Mutsuhito to join them at an audience — to approve the appointment of Aizu and Satsuma troops as the new Palace guards.
“It is a personal petition from a daimyo, denka,” the courtier said. “The protocols require your presence.”
“Fine,” Mutsuhito replied with an exasperated sigh. He put away the brush and tore the sheet of paper in two — another failed attempt. His calligraphy studies had not been going smoothly since his father’s death. He lacked focus. “Perhaps I could use a break.”
He stepped down from the low veranda, slid his feet into the wooden sandals, and breathed in the scent of dew-moist morning glories.
“What is the petition about?” he asked, as they walked, without hurry, down the winding garden path towards the Hall of Ceremonies.
“Oh, you needn’t bother yourself with this, denka,” the courtier replied. “You merely need to be in the room.”
“Don’t patronise me, Nijō,” Mutsuhito said sharply. The courtier seemed more surprised with the fact that the Prince remembered his name, than with the brusque reply. Never before had Mutsuhito bothered to recognise the interchangeable faces of the court officials. “I will be the Mikado soon, you know.”
“Of course, of course. My apologies.” Nijō bowed. “The Chōfu request to be appointed the task of guarding the Imperial Palace, I believe.”
“They, too?” Mutsuhito looked to the palace walls, peeking through the trees in the distance. “How many guards does this place need?”
“They want to replace the Aizu troops.”
“That’s ridiculous! I’ve just signed the Aizu appointment.” Mutsuhito stopped. “What if I refuse?” he asked.
“The Regents have already agreed, denka.”
“This will make me look like an indecisive weakling. Is that what the Regents want?”
The courtier bowed his head low. Mutsuhito knew it was to hide his smirk.
“Your honoured father would have approved of this, denka,” the courtier said. “He despised Aizu-Matsudairas.”
“Then why did you make me sign it as soon as he died?” Mutsuhito was now fuming.
“Your Majesty…” Nijō scratched the back of his neck. “There are factions in the palace… and among the Regents… this is why I told you not to bother yourself with these matters yet — not until you learn all about the inner workings of the court.”
He’s got a point. I barely even recognise those names. Did my father really hate the Aizu? I never heard him talk about it…
Mutsuhito calmed down. It was a fine, fragrant day; too fine to worry about politics. “Very well. I don’t suppose it matters. Lead on.”
Mutsuhito was itching to scratch his ankle. He had been sitting in the formal fashion for over an hour now, and all his limbs were going numb, crawling with pins and needles.
“What’s taking them so long, Nijō?” he asked, irate.
“The streets are crowded, denka,” replied the courtier from behind the veil.
The Crown Prince sighed. It wasn’t just the numbness that made him uncomfortable. He looked around: the Bamboo Room… his father’s favourite in the Hall of Ceremonies. This was where Kōmei had talked so joyfully with Maki Izumi, where he had lay dying — and where now Mutsuhito had decided to welcome the Chōfu delegates. It was smaller than the official audience quarters, and more intimate.
The door opened out into the palace gardens on one side, and on the inner corridor on the other, though they were all now closed shut in expectation of the delegates. The Regents sat patiently on both sides of the veiled dais in silence; Mutsuhito heard only the constant wafting of their fans, like the flapping of the wings of a conspiracy of ravens.
“Still, isn’t it odd?” he said. “Why does everyone want to guard the palace, all of a sudden?”
He heard the silk on the courtier’s shoulders go up and down. “It is a prestigious position to hold, one that marks one’s standing in the court. Especially now, with rumours of war…” Nijō cleared his throat. 
War, thought Mutsuhito, is it really coming…?
“There is always a moment of chaos when a Mikado dies as suddenly as your father,” the courtier continued, “when the factions vie for spoils and status. I remember when your grandfather died — just as unexpectedly… back then, everyone wanted to control the School for the Children of Nobles.”
“But why Chōfu? I’m not sure I even remember where that is…” Mutsuhito wrinkled his nose and scratched it. He was beginning to sweat under the many-layered ceremonial robe. This is torture.
“It’s on the northern shore of Dan-no-Ura Strait, where, as you know, the young Mikado, Antoku—”
“I know the history of my family, thank you,” the Crown Prince snapped. “Tell me about the Chōfu.”
“They were the first to respond to your father’s order to vanquish the barbarians,” said Nijō. “And they claim to be here to ensure his will is done, one way or another. They want to protect Your Majesty from the foreigners and their lackeys.”
He means Edo…
“And you’re saying the Regents have agreed to this already?”
“Yes, denka. It would seem that the arrest of Maki Izumi-dono swayed enough of them to the Chōfu side.”
“What?” Mutsuhito pushed away the curtain. The courtiers instantly lowered their heads, so as not to look at his sacred countenance. “Izumi-dono was arrested? Why wasn’t I told?”
“We — we didn’t think it would concern Your Majesty,” stuttered Nijō.
The Prince rolled the curtain back and sat back on his knees, resigned. “He was the last man to make my father laugh,” he said. The courtiers sighed sadly in unison, rather too theatrically for his liking. “Why was he arrested?”
“For plotting against the Taikun, I believe,” said Nijō. “It is all very recent — the news is coming sparse from beyond the palace, and everyone was so busy with the funeral—”
An ear-splitting, unearthly, high-pitched roar shook the thin paper walls of the Bamboo Room, drowning any other sound.
“What was that?” Mutsuhito jumped up.
Nijō opened the door leading to the garden — and fell back, his legs giving out from under him. He was pointing at something high in the air, stuttering, unable to utter any legible words. The other courtiers followed him and also stared into the sky, in petrified silence.
“What is it? What’s going on?” urged Mutsuhito. He stood up, but the numb, asleep legs refused to support him in a dignified manner.
“It’s — it’s a…” Nijō struggled. “It’s a dragon,
Your Majesty!”
Satō’s legs trembled, and almost buckled under her. Fear and awe washed over her as she gazed at the black dragon materialising over her head. Within seconds, the beast revealed itself in its entire magnificent and terrifying glory, blotting out the sun from the sky; its edges were still shimmering with the remnants of the glamour magic that rendered it invisible until now.
Not even the hours she’d spent studying Emrys at the Meirinkan had prepared Satō for this sight. The beast’s slow-moving wings spanned beyond the width of the main avenue; the two humans sitting on its back were like fleas on a dog. It defied belief that a creature this gigantic could stay in the air.
She struggled to overcome the shaking of her hands enough to draw her sword; others were not able to do even that. Some of the samurai in the retinue dropped to their knees, covering their heads, others fell down, stricken by fear. Those at the back tried to hide in the shadows of the eaves of the residences lining the avenue, or beneath the canopies of trees. Others simply fled, back towards the gate.
Only Lord Kunishi stood straight, unwavering, though his knuckles, clenched tightly on the pillow in his hands, turned white. But that was not enough to overcome the sense of doom overwhelming Satō.
“It’s over,” she said. “We’re lost.”
“No! Not yet!” cried Takasugi, launching a blue flare at the dragon. It was a feeble attempt, and the missile bounced off the beast’s scales harmlessly. But it was the gesture of defiance Satō needed. She shook her head, stamped her foot, and aimed the sword at the Black Wing, releasing a barrage of ice lances.
“Kiheitai! To me!” Takasugi called out, his voice breaking through the chaos. He shot a few more magic missiles, more to show his position to the others, than in an attempt to harm the monster.
The wizards hurried to form a circle around their commander; the sight of their loyalty seemed to break the dragon’s spell, as more samurai joined the fray, brandishing spears and waving swords. The aristocrats in Kunishi’s retinue tore off their ceremonial robes, revealing steel armour underneath.
The dragon let out a deafening roar. The doors of the residences broke open, revealing dozens of armed men, who poured out all around them like water from a broken dam.
This tactics seems familiar, Satō thought, turning to face the new threat.
“Aizu!” Kunishi spat out the word like a curse. He hid the petition scroll in the compartment in his armour, and drew his sword. The enemy swarmed over them from all directions. There was no time to organise any lines of defence; the Chōfu troops were stretched all along the avenue and exposed to the enemy — it was a perfect ambush.
Satō parried one swordsman’s blow and thrust her sword into the belly of another. She kicked him away, and whirled the bloodied blade, slashing the arms of the first warrior at the wrist. She dodged a new attack, rolled and cut an Aizu spearman on the thigh. Still on the ground, she touched the gravel and turned a swathe of it into ice; several foes slipped and fell down. She did not wait to see what happened when other Chōfu samurai got to them.
Shooting ice bolts, cutting and slashing, dodging and ducking, for a few long moments she was too busy fighting for her life to pay attention to the rest of the battle.
She pushed another hapless samurai off her blade and watched him fold and fall down to the ground. For a second there were no more enemies in her immediate vicinity. The Aizu forces just about surrounded the head of the Chōfu army, despite Takasugi’s wizards bombarding the enemy soldiers with all they could. The avenue, and the houses around it, were scorched, frozen, and shattered with the magical energies.
“Pull back!” Kunishi cried beside her, wiping blood off his sword into a silk handkerchief. “Pull back! We’ll be cut off from the rest!”
Satō jumped backwards as the Chōfu vanguard turned direction. The Kiheitai focused their attack on clearing a path through the enemy to link with the main body of the fighting force. Kunishi ordered the Mori retainers to hold their back line. An Aizu swordsman got too close to the wizardess; in a split second she pressed her hand to his face and froze his eyeballs, then swerved to avoid a spear blade; the shaft shattered under her icy grasp.
She was running out of energy, but she had not yet thought of using the glove. She didn’t want to do it as recklessly as before, and not just because of a promise she’d made to Shōin. The after-effects of blood magic disturbed her — the tiredness, the short temper, the headaches — it was like waking up after drinking too much saké. Blood, she decided, was to be the last resort, when all else failed.
The Aizu men made an attempt to halt them, lining across the avenue, but the Kiheitai and the retainers punched through the encirclement with barely any casualties, leaving more than a dozen bodies writhing on the gravel in pools of blood.
The ease with which the Chōfu moved about the palace compound gave Satō pause. They had plenty of time to prepare this ambush, she wondered, parrying a halberd and piercing its owner through with an ice blade. Would they have made such a shoddy job of it?
Something wasn’t right. She looked up: the dragon hovered over the battlefield, roaring and snarling, but not doing anything to stop them from escaping the palace. Why isn’t it attacking?
“Retreat to the gate!” ordered Kunishi. “We’ll regroup on the courtyard.”
“No!” she cried, suddenly realising. “That’s what they want us to do!”
But it was too late. A squad of Aizu swordsmen barged their way between her and the commander, and he couldn’t hear her desperate plea. Satō grabbed Takasugi’s sleeve, mid-spell.
“It’s a trap,” she gasped.
“I know,” he replied, glancing up at the black monster. “I’ll try to keep the Kiheitai out of harm’s way as long as I can.”
He assembled the surviving wizards around him and they pushed sideways, fleeing from the exposed avenue onto a large, empty estate of some rich nobleman.
“Block that entrance,” said Takasugi. She froze the gap in the estate’s clay wall with a layer of ice. Three Aizu men leapt over the fence, and were promptly dispatched by forked lightning, shot by one of the students. A stunning silence fell on the garden. The battle seemed to have moved on farther, towards the main gate.
“We’ll make our way through the back gardens,” ordered Takasugi. “To the Western Gate. They won’t dare burn down these residences just to get the few of us.”
“We can’t abandon our own!” protested the young wizard who’d shot the lightning earlier.
“You’re free to join them, if you have the strength. But most of us have already exhausted our power. I’m trying to save the Kiheitai for a fairer battle.” The other wizard tried to protest, but Takasugi silenced him with a gesture. “No time to argue. Come with me if you want to live!”
He ran up to the wall separating the estate from its neighbour and leapt over. Satō and most of the wizards followed, but a small group broke her ice wall and charged back out onto the street.
It seemed Takasugi was right; residence after residence, they encountered little or no resistance. The enemy was busy forcing the bulk of the Chōfu army towards the grand courtyard, leaving only a token force in the rear-guard, spread throughout the aristocrats’ gardens. They were almost at the last of the inner walls. But something still bothered Satō. She glanced up at the dragon again, trying to spot its rider. He wore a hooded cloak hiding his face, but she thought she sensed his eyes on herself.
He can see us.
The man sitting behind the rider raised his hand and waved at somebody unseen on the ground.
Who is he signalling to?
She turned ahead and spotted a glint of metal in the narrow gaps of the final bamboo fence. A movement — a shadow — a glimpse of light blue fabric…
They found us.
A dozen men in the uniforms of the ‘new squad’ leapt over the fence. Another group appeared among the trees to their right. They were approaching slowly, carefully, wary of the magic.
“Over here!” Takasugi led his men in the only remaining direction, to the right, through a gap in the hedgerow. Another garden — and another line of sharp swords blocking the exit. “The fish pond.” Takasugi pointed. “Ice mages, freeze it!” They bypassed the swordsmen running across the thin ice; but there were still more coming from all directions. Takasugi, running out of breath and ideas, struggled to steer his men out of harm’s way in the maze of the estates. “The pavilion! Burn that hedge! Cut through those trees! Hold the rear — don’t let them too close.”
“I — can’t — anymore,” gasped Satō. Her last ice spear broke harmlessly on the chest of a ‘new squad’ soldier who leapt at her from the roof of a small villa. She had to finish him with her sword.
“I can see the gate,” said Takasugi. He rushed up to the wooden crossbar locking the last door out of the labyrinth of residences, cast it aside and pulled the door open. He looked out onto the wide courtyard beyond and halted. His shoulders sank.
Satō ran past him. “This is not the Western Gate.”
“I know,” he replied. “I failed. They played with us all this time.”
It was the Southern Courtyard — the one they had been trying to avoid all along. The rest of the Chōfu warriors were already there, gathered in several circles, each bristling with spears and swords like a hedgehog, surrounded by the enemy on all sides. The largest of the groups was fighting its way out, inching towards the gate.
“It’s still open — we can make it,” said one of the wizards, and ran out; Takasugi reached out to stop him, but it was too late. Half a dozen arrows released from the battlements turned him into a bloody pin cushion. The other wizards pulled back into the garden — but the ‘new squad’ swordsmen were closing in fast from the rear.
“Look — ” Satō raised her hand, “the banners…”
The Satsuma flags on the gate rolled up, and Aizu ones appeared on the battlements, instead. The hinges creaked, the wings swung, and the mighty gate slammed shut.
Betrayed by the Shimazu… again.
The black dragon above their heads let out a roar mightier than before; a sound louder than any noise Satō had ever heard. It all but shattered her eardrums, and stunned her for a few seconds. Staggering, unable to move, she stared as the dreadful black jaws opened, and an orb of flame formed in the dragon’s throat.
The fireball shot to the ground, and exploded in the middle of a tight group of Chōfu soldiers. The blast raised a cloud of sand and gravel, threw tiles off of nearby roofs, bent down the trees. When the air cleared, where moments earlier stood twenty brave warriors, only a scorched crater remained. Bits of charred bone and molten armour fell from the sky in a morbid shower.
Even the Aizu soldiers were shocked by this display. Some dropped their weapons and ran away, the dragon fear finally breaking their resolve. Others stood aghast at the destruction, looking at each other in confusion, seeking encouragement from their commanders.
The Chōfu samurai remained in place, closing their ranks around Lord Kunishi’s banner. It seemed that they were resolved to their fate, and decided to die with swords in their hands rather than hide from the dragon’s terrible wrath.
The beast opened its maw again, targeting another circle of warriors. The Kiheitai wizards shot a few feeble spells towards it — nobody bothered to stop them — but their magic could not have hurt the monster even at their strongest. Now, the missiles barely reached the glistening black scales. Satō’s eyes welled up in hopeless fury. This is how Yamato dies, she realised, and there is nothing any of us can do…
She raised the gloved hand to her eyes. The last resort. No — I promised Shōin… Another blast engulfed several brave warriors. But it’s already over. It doesn’t matter anymore. She stabbed her hand with the needle in the glove, and revelled in the surge of energy. Her blood burned hot, overpowering her soul. The world around her blurred and darkened, the noises grew muffled, replaced by the incessant buzzing. She saw through people, into their souls, like candle flames dancing within, scintillating.
Even if she could do nothing against the barbarian dragon, she would still take out as many of the Aizu traitors as she’d manage. She raised the sword and funnelled the power into the blade, turning the steel into a crystal of solid ice, and aimed it at the nearest group of the ‘new squad’ soldiers…
“The gate — look!” Takasugi’s cry broke her concentration. “Something’s happening…”
The thick, iron-bound wings of the Southern Gate buckled, creaked, and bulged. Bright light radiated between the oaken boards. The dragon spat fire again; the flames hit the ground, vaporising another handful of defenceless samurai.
At the exact same moment, the gate burst open, shattered from the outside by a powerful blow. Splinters of oak timber and iron binding showered the courtyard, as did bodies of the Aizu guards felled by the explosion. The beast tilted its head, surprised.
A storm of flame and snow blustered onto the courtyard; earth rose in pillars and mounds, throwing men about like straw dolls. Thunder rolled across the sky; forked lightning bolts smashed through pillars and tree trunks.
As the cloud of smoke and debris settled, Satō saw a short, lanky man standing in the ruined entrance. He was wearing the black uniform of the Kiheitai; his right hand was set on fire, his left — encased in a block of ice. His face was pale and covered in grime and dust. He was panting heavily. Blood trickled from his nose and ears.
It can’t be…
“Shōin!” Takasugi cried out and ran to the boy, just in time to support him from falling to the ground. “Shōin!”
Two hundred soldiers of the Kiheitai Commoners Reserve had been waiting outside the gate — and now they poured forth, shooting ice, fire and lightning from their imbued spears. They were few, compared to the hundreds of Aizu warriors, but their charge was fierce and sudden; they pushed the rear of the Aizu army out of the way, and in short time managed to join up with Kunishi’s force nearest the shattered gate. The Chōfu commander saw his chance.
“Sound the retreat!” he cried, and a bugler at his side blew the signal conch.
 
Satō helped Takasugi carry Shōin onto the pavement outside the palace walls. Behind them, the battle between the Aizu and Chōfu armies erupted anew, as Kunishi’s men and the Kiheitai fought their way out onto the streets of Heian; the two forces locked up in a savage, chaotic melee, too close for the dragon to strike without harming its own.
“I’m fine,” said Shōin. With great effort, he stood up, but fell down again. “I’ll be fine in a moment.”
“That was some spell,” said Takasugi. “Rest up. We’ll take it from here.” He looked back to the gate. “They need me. Will you manage with him on your own?”
Satō nodded. Takasugi drew his sword and ran back into the fray.
“How did you get here so fast?” the wizardess asked Shōin. “Did you fly?”
“We marched out as soon as I saw the dorako over the city…”
“Saw it? It was in glamour until the last moment.”
Shōin shrugged. “Not to me it wasn’t.” He coughed. “You’re bleeding,” he said, touching her forearm. His hand was still hot from the fire spell.
“It’s the needle.”
He frowned. “You promised.”
“I thought we’re all going to die if I didn’t do something — ”
Her hands trembled, her vision grew blurry again. I have to release this energy, she realised. In the rush of Shōin’s sudden appearance she almost forgot about the blood magic surging through her body. She glanced at the battlefield. If I hit them now, I will hurt some of the Kiheitai. Ironically, she suffered from the same problem as the dragon hovering above…
“Looks like we lost this time,” said Shōin, oblivious to her dilemma. He tried to stand up again.
“There will be another battle,” she replied, and forced a smile. Her veins ached, close to bursting. “We just need to figure out how to deal with those damn Black—”
A tremendous blast silenced her words and shook the entire street, blowing away the paper windows and thatched roofs. She staggered; Shōin dropped to his knees. For a moment, she couldn’t see anything amidst the smoke and the suddenly raging flames. Then she saw what remained of the battlefield, and felt sick.
“It struck at its own…” said Shōin, aghast. “The dorako — attacked its own men!”
There was a crater now in the middle of the street, lined with a jagged border of smashed cobble stones. Both the Aizu and Chōfu survivors were crawling away from the wreckage, moaning and crying for help.
But that wasn’t enough for the blood-thirsty dragon. Fire spewed from its maw like molten iron out of the crucible. There was nowhere to hide from its wrath, nowhere to run. The ‘new squad’ soldiers, standing firm and fearless even as the flames licked the eaves of the gatehouse, blocked the palace entry.
She heard Kunishi’s voice over the din, ordering his men to scatter into the narrow streets of the merchant district. With one sweep of its giant wings, the dragon rose a hundred feet higher. From that altitude, it began shooting missiles of red flame after the fugitives, indiscriminately, starting a dozen fires at once throughout the city.
Satō frowned. “It’s gone feral,” she said, remembering the term from Bran. “That’s the only explanation…”
“Oh, I assure you that is not the case,” said a female voice behind her, bearing a familiar, blood-curdling coldness. “Everything is going according to our plan.”
Satō turned around and saw a woman in a long hooded robe of silver silk. Her eyes gleamed gold, and her teeth glinted black like onyx. Even before she spotted the crest of the Eight-headed Serpent on the robe’s shoulders, she knew who the woman was.
I knew I recognised that attack pattern.
“Excellent,” she said, her voice almost matching the coldness of the enemy, even though inside she was burning. “I needed a good target.”
She pointed the tip of her sword at the mocking smile of the woman, closed her eyes, and with a single whispered “Bevries,” released all the pent-up magic out of the frozen blade.




CHAPTER XVIII
The crackling and shattering of an ice storm rose over the noise of the raging flames. Takasugi scanned the street, searching for the source and spotted Satō, standing over a kneeling Shōin, both enveloped in a cloud of whirling snow and hail; a stream of frost gushed from the wizardess’s sword at what looked like a pillar of ice, seven feet high, branching out into a crystalline web that covered most of the avenue and linked with buildings on both sides.
He pushed a panicked, half-burned Aizu spearman out of his way and rushed towards the scene. The icy whirlwind had dissipated by the time he got to Satō. He expected to have to support her as he had with Shōin earlier, but the wizardess showed no signs of exhaustion. He gasped when he saw her face. Her eyes glowed crimson; her skin glimmered, covered in tiny crystals, quickly melting in the heat of the dragon flame exploding all around them. She looked monstrous and beautiful at the same time.
“What is that?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she replied. She shook ice off her sword, as if she wiped blood. “Where’s the rest of the Kiheitai?”
“Fighting their way to the river,” he said, still shaken. “It’s the only safe place…”
The glow in her eyes subsided, but the faint redness remained. She helped Shōin to his feet. “Let’s join them, then.”
They passed a couple of blocks of the inner city, and found themselves on the shores of a river — not of water, but of men; the people of Heian were fleeing from the conflagration, streaming down the broad north-south avenue. Satō recognised it from earlier in the day — it was the street of the Butsu temples.
The temple gardens, so peaceful and charming in the morning, now served as firebreaks. The dragon flame raged on both sides, but had not yet passed over the ponds and lawns. The human river poured forth, hemmed in between the walls of fire.
They were mostly commoners, carrying their belongings in bundles on their backs; the children were weeping, the women wailing and the men cursing at each other to get out of the way — but overall, the column of the refugees moved surprisingly smoothly.
“They are remarkably composed,” noted Satō, as they struggled to make their way to the other side.
“They’re used to it,” replied Takasugi. “This city burns down at least once a generation.”
Just then, the human flood stopped, wavered, heaved, and burst into panic, spreading in all directions. Satō rose on tiptoes, trying to see over the people’s heads. A column of fire rose in the middle of the street, a few hundred feet away. She looked up. The Black Wing hovered right above her head, searching for a new target. She felt the cold stare of the reptilian eyes on herself.
“Run!” she cried and barged into a burly man carrying a precious vase in his arms. The vase shattered into pieces; the man raised his fist in anger, but then covered his head and ran off into the crowd.
Pushing through and swerving out of the way, they reached a narrow street running towards the river. The houses on both sides were already on fire; it was an alley of cloth merchants, and the raging flames burst in all the colours of the rainbow, as they consumed the vats of dye.
A tall, three-storey wall of a silk warehouse collapsed in a spiral of dust, blocking their way. They turned a corner, then another; Heian was built on a grid, so it was easy to keep to the general direction, despite the inferno raging all around them. They reached a narrow canal — it was just a hundred feet or so to the river from there. A large group of merchants fought each other to get onto the flat-bottomed barges, normally used to carry saké and building material to the city warehouses.
A woman ran out of a burning broom store in nothing but her undergarments, holding a baby in her arms and pulling a little girl behind her. She squeezed her way through to the boats, crying for help, but the panicked men paid her no heed. One of them pushed her away; the woman fell down, dropping her baby. It landed on a soft mound of earth raised by Shōin with a swipe of her hand.
Takasugi drew his sword and slapped the rude merchant on the back with the flat of the blade. Using his weapon like a club, he cleared the path to the canal. Shōin helped the woman up and led her onto the boat, while Satō guarded the rear, waving her sword threateningly before the eyes of the angry men. Leaping from boat to boat, she got to the other side of the canal and turned to watch as the helmsman pushed the barge downstream, to safety. The merchants renewed their quarrel over the other vessels.
“Come on!” Takasugi urged her.
A group of Chōfu samurai appeared on the shore of the canal, a block away. The dragon spotted them, shrieked and spewed a cone of flame to block their way. The fire touched the barge with the fleeing family; in an instant, the boat, and everyone on it, turned into cinders. 
Shōin was the first to break the stunned silence.
“We have to destroy that monster.”
“We can’t,” said Satō, trembling. “None of our spells can harm a dorako. Oh, if only Bran was here instead of on some stupid mission!”
Shōin winced, and averted his gaze for the moment, but then his eyes lit up again. “Your orb — it was too weak, I suppose?”
“My orb?” She gawped at him.
“I — I assumed you’ve already tried to use it…”
“Everything happened so fast… I’m sorry. ” She said and stopped. She knew there was no excuse. In the rush of the battle, she forgot about the one thing that could have stopped the rampaging monster… She drew the jewel from the pouch on her sash and raised it to the light in both hands.
It absorbed the blood from her palm, and shone a dazzling red light, brighter than ever before. Just like that night on the slope of Hinoyama Mountain, the world around her turned into a mist of white and grey shapes; all the noises were replaced by the buzzing of the Otherworld. Only the dragon remained real; a monstrous, black presence in the world of spirits. It spotted her and focused its attention on the jewel.
She felt as it struggled with the rider on its back, as it broke from the human’s control. She felt the beast’s growing wrath… and fear.
The orb burned her fingers, and drained what was left of her energy. She squeezed it, like she had before, but it remained solid, and hard. The dragon folded its wings and swooped at her. She poured the last of her power into the stone. The buzzing sound grew stronger, and the mist around her darkened at the edges. The stone began to change shape and soften, turning slowly into the beating heart she expected.
But the dragon was too fast.
“Get down!” Shōin pulled her to the ground; the dragon passed over her head with the force of a hurricane, a whirling cloud of dust and debris in its wake. A stream of flame from its maw missed her, slashing through a house behind her like a sword through straw; a terrible pain pierced her back where the fire had grazed her skin. The Tide Jewel rolled from her hand, almost falling into the canal. Shōin reached out and grabbed it.
“Again.” He pushed it in her hand. “You almost had it.”
“I can’t,” she said. “I’m spent.” The orb no longer reacted to her touch, the light inside grew dim.
“It’s coming back,” said Takasugi, reaching to pick her up. “We’d better get to that river if we don’t want to end up as broiled eel!”
Shōin and Takasugi supported her on each side, and this way they managed to pass the final hundred feet to the river.
The narrow beach was filled with people, trying to find safety in its cool waters, or swim to the other side. The near side of an arched Third Bridge stood in flames; across it, a group of firemen fought to keep the inferno from consuming the houses of the entertainment district on the left shore.
Even here, the Aizu and the Chōfu soldiers were fighting each other, in small groups or in duels, heedless of the pandemonium around them. Satō spotted the black Kiheitai uniforms scattered throughout the crowd; some were helping the firemen on the bridge, others tried to build an alternative passage across the river from earth and ice. But most fought for their lives against the men in light blue cloaks. The ‘new squad’ swordsmen seemed intent on picking out the wizards from among the Chōfu forces, and revelled in slaying those whose magic powers were all spent.
All this chaos came to a sudden halt when the Black Wing swooped over the blazing rooftops and proceeded to wreak havoc on the beach. The bridge pillars finally gave way and the majestic arch crumbled into the river, burying the brave firemen with it. Steam rose from the river in a thick cloud.
“Enough!” Shōin raised his fists. Lightning and flame crackled around his knuckles, and the earth trembled under his feet. A trickle of blood appeared under his nose again.
“This ends — now!”
He grasped the Tide Jewel in his left hand, then drew his dagger and slashed a long, deep incision along his forearm. Blood poured forth in a thick stream. The orb blazed with a bright light.
“Shōin, no!” she cried. “It’s too much power!”
“I’m sorry, Satō. But somebody has to destroy that thing and I’m the only one who can do it. Don’t come any closer, Hiro!” He raised a burning hand to stop Takasugi. “Get the rest of the men out of here. That’s an order!”
Takasugi stepped back with a bow and ran off to gather the Kiheitai.
Shōin gazed sadly at Satō; the wizardess reached out to him, but her burned back rendered her too slow.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated and turned towards the swooping dragon.
The monster became a bullet of darkness and flame. Fire gathered in its throat into a giant whirling ball. It headed straight for Shōin. The wizard raised the Tide Jewel in his hands. Blood streamed from the incision on his arm — not down, but up, towards the red orb. The wound glowed a sickly blue.
Four rays of light — white, blue, red, and gold — burst forth from the jewel. For a split second, time seemed to stop — long enough for Satō to remember where she had seen those lights before — and then the rays hit the dragon’s chest.
There was no explosion, no flames, no more bright lights or strange noises. The monster simply flew over their heads in silence and crashed into the rubble of the ruined bridge with a deafening rumble, leaving behind a long, deep furrow in the sand. It did not move again, and neither did the two men on its back, crushed by the beast’s massive body.
Everyone on the beach fell silent, as motionless as the dead dragon, staring at the steaming carcass. Everyone, except Satō. Ignoring her pain, she raised her arms and caught the falling Shōin. The red orb dropped to the ground and shattered in three pieces.
The boy opened his eyes and coughed. Bloody spittle trickled from the corner of his lips.
“Am I… Am I a Prismatic now?” he asked.
“You are,” she replied. “The first in Yamato! Imagine that!”
She laid his head gently on her lap.
“Hey, we must look like a real newly-wed couple now,” he said, with a weak smile. “Like on the woodcuts.”
“I don’t have an ear pick.” She laughed through tears. “I’m sorry.”
He laughed too, and winced in pain. “That’s all right. You can clean my ears when we get back…” He coughed out a clot of blood. “…to Chōfu,” he added, with effort.
She laid a hand on his chest, and felt his pulse slowing down, his breath growing shallow. His eyes closed, and his voice became a broken whisper.
“I… enjoyed… having you for a wife — Takashima-sensei…”
“You were a good husband, Yoshida-sama.”
She leaned down and kissed his forehead. He let out a sharp gasp and twitched once. For a few seconds he radiated a dazzling, many-coloured light, as the magic potential dissipated from the frail body, leaving a light, empty shell in Satō’s arms.
“My, my, how touching.”
The same cold, piercing voice as before. Satō raised her teary eyes. The woman in the silver robe stood over the wizardess, her golden eyes seething with fury; melting ice steamed from her clothes and hair. Behind her stood an army of the ‘new squad’ rōnin, led by the man with the broken, crooked nose.
“I’m afraid I will have to interrupt your mourning,” said the Silver Robe.
Satō laughed. The pain in her back forgotten, she put Shōin’s head on the ground and stood up. The Silver Robe grunted an order and the rōnin moved forward to encircle Satō. The wizardess raised her sword.
“Don’t make this difficult, dear,” the Silver Robe said, licking her lips. “I can sense your energy is all spent.” She reached out to the wizardess. Her fingers ended in long, sharp claws. “Come with me. Heed the call of your blood.”
“Go to hell,” said Satō. She flipped the sword in her hands and thrust it straight into her own heart.
Blood spurting from the arteries turned into streams of ice in mid-air. Spears of it shot out in all directions, piercing the rōnin nearest to her. A cyclone of frost blades rose around her, and shrouded the attackers, tearing through flesh and bone. The Fanged covered her face with her robe; the ice needles tore it into shreds. The woman cursed and leapt away. She raised the clawed hands and spoke slow, dark words which Satō did not understand through the noise of the frost tornado.
Dark energy crackled from the Silver Robe’s fingers and met with the ice surging from Satō’s body, as her spewing blood, her very life, fed the magic with more power than she had ever mustered before. The two forces locked into a titanic struggle, and for a moment it seemed possible, against all odds, that Satō’s sacrifice would not come in vain. The Silver Robe slid slowly in the mud, enveloped in the raging storm of frost.
In the corner of her eye, Satō noticed a man, crawling towards her through the swirling ice. One of the grey swordsmen — determined enough to ignore the cold shards tearing at his clothes and skin… before she could react, the swordsman leapt up and stabbed her in the stomach with a short sword.
Her own blade snapped. The ice shattered into cold dust. The wizardess spread her arms and fell down on her back.
The grinning, triumphant face of her killer loomed over her.
“Keinosuke…?”
High in the sky, she saw a green, winged shape, speeding south from the direction of the palace.
Bran… you can’t save me this time…
The world turned red, and then black.
A distant explosion rumbled both through the air and ground like the roar of thunder. Mutsuhito stirred nervously inside the boarded palanquin.
He was being transported in great hurry from the Hall of Ceremonies to the safer ground of the Inner Palace, surrounded by Aizu guards armed to their teeth. Outside, he’d been told, the Chōfu “rebels” were storming the palace gardens. Mutsuhito refused to accept the report; in fact, he thought it insulting that the Regents thought he’d be naïve enough to believe them. 
He knew the Chōfu had no good reason to be so violent. After all, their petition was supposed to be granted and the presence of a barbarian ryū in the sky proved clearly that Edo had long been prepared for this battle. But what he did or did not believe did not matter. The events were now unravelling without his input. As the heir to the throne, his safety was paramount. Once blood had been spilled on the palace grounds, Mutsuhito had to be whisked away to safety, regardless of the circumstances.
The palanquin halted, and the tight door opened; the Crown Prince climbed out with the help of a young Aizu soldier, and was led into the Inner Palace’s strong rooms. All the court ladies, and all the Regents were already there; the courtiers tied their sleeves back, wore straw sandals, and had swords dangling by their waists. It was stunning to see these old men ready to fight — maybe even die.
Would they really die to defend me… or is this just to defend themselves…?
Armoured soldiers formed a perimeter outside the strong room. Mutsuhito, still hesitating on the threshold, was shoved unceremoniously inside by some annoyed, and terrified, guard. The sliding door shut behind him. This alarmed the Prince more than anything on this day. They must be in a panic to have done something like this! They shouldn’t even dare to touch me, much less push me!
The small room was filled with the smell of sweat and fear. The walls and floor trembled as if in an earthquake. This was no normal battle, with swords, spears, and bows; he heard explosions, thunder bolts, and other strange, loud noises he failed to identify. Something in the air was making his skin cover in goose-bumps, and his tongue tingle.
Through the translucent paper walls, he saw dark silhouettes of the Aizu soldiers in the fortified corridor outside — their last line of defence. As they shuffled in silence from one corner of the corridor to another, another group of dark shapes burst into the view, waving swords and spears. Mutsuhito watched the scene in detached fascination. It was like watching a shadow theatre. The noise of the battle outside drowned all other sounds, even as crimson blood stained the white paper of the walls.
A guard crashed through the wall with a blade in his chest. The women shrieked, the Regents drew their weapons — some more shakily than others. The door slid open.
“Izumi-dono!” the Prince cried out.
The priest leaned on his sword, catching his breath. His crossed-circle-marked breastplate was hanging loose off one shoulder, slashed through and splattered red. Blood trickled from a shallow wound on his forehead, and from numerous cuts on his arms. 
“Your Highness…” He reached out to Mutsuhito. “You must come with me.”
“What’s the meaning of this, Izumi?” Nijō stood forward, aiming his sword at the priest. “We thought you were arrested.”
“I was. There’s no time to explain. Please,” Master Izumi begged, “we must hurry. You’re not safe here.”
“Your Majesty.” Nijō stopped Mutsuhito with a stretched palm. “The battle is still raging — it’s too dangerous for you out there.”
“It seems pretty dangerous for me in here,” the Crown Prince replied.
“Your Majesty, I insist — ”
My father trusted him. And he hated the Aizu soldiers. Not much to think about, is there?
“Out of my way, courtier!” he boomed, in as majestic, imperial voice as he could muster. Nijō took a staggering step back. It was enough for Mutsuhito to get past him and in one leap — constrained by the ceremonial robes — and join Izumi and his men in the corridor.
With the group of Satsuma samurai accompanying them, they ran down the road leading towards the Northern Gate. The Crown Prince knew this path well. Beyond the gate it led to the Shimogamo Shrine, and this, he guessed, was where Izumi was taking him.
Mutsuhito started coughing. The sky was covered with billows of thick smoke, blown in from the south; soot fell from those black clouds like rain. Izumi handed him a wet cloth and gestured for him to put it to his face. By now the sounds of battle had moved away from the northern district of the palace, replaced by the eerie rustle of a distant, immense fire. Mutsuhito dared not look back.
All of Heian must be ablaze.
They burst out onto the courtyard before the gate, and Izumi let out a moan of despair. Right in front of the gate stood a line of warriors aiming long-barrelled thunder guns at the Satsuma samurai, backed by a dozen swordsmen and spearmen.
“Give it up, Izumi-dono,” said the Aizu commander. “The Crown Prince’s place is in the palace.”
“Matsudaira scum!” Izumi hissed. “Get out of my way.”
“Don’t be a fool, Izumi,” the enemy replied. “It’s not like Mutsuhito is the only prince of royal blood in Heian. Do you want him to go the way of Antoku? Slain when his own nobles stood against him?”
“Ha. Fine.” Izumi turned to Mutsuhito and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”
“It’s alright, Izumi-dono,” said the Crown Prince. “You did your best.”
Izumi pulled him to his chest in a tight, bear-like embrace. Mutsuhito was too stunned at this blatant breach of etiquette to react. “Pay respect to my Spirit when you reach Shimogamo,” the priest whispered in his ear.
“What? I don’t — ”
Izumi roared and raised his sword high in the air.
“For the Mikado! For Satsuma!”
“For Satsuma!” cried his men, and they charged straight at the thunder-gunners.
Mutsuhito stared, shocked, as the barrage of lightning bolts struck the chests of the Satsuma samurai. Remarkably, none of them fell; they staggered back, and then charged again. 
The gunners panicked — this was clearly not what they’d planned. The thunder guns needed time to recharge. The Satsuma samurai reached them and started cutting their way through. Some gunners managed to fire again, and this time a few of the samurai fell down, but others pushed through. The Aizu commander ordered the swordsmen and spearmen from the back to join the fray.
“Crown Prince!” Mutsuhito heard Izumi’s desperate cry. “We’ll cut you the way!”
Shimogamo. He understood now. The northern shrine was surrounded by a thick, primeval forest; if he managed to reach it, he might lose the pursuit there.
Against the odds, Izumi’s samurai pushed the Aizu men in two directions. Another salvo of thunder guns struck down another couple of brave warriors, but by now the gunners had abandoned their weapons, useless in a melee, and drew short swords, to push the enemy back. But Mutsuhito spotted his chance. Tearing off the upper layer of the unwieldy ceremonial robe, he launched into a desperate sprint down the narrow opening formed among the fighting men.
As he passed the battle, one of the gunners took aim at him and squeezed the trigger. The lightning bolt struck Mutsuhito straight on… and fizzled out without any effect. The prince slipped for a split second on a puddle of freshly spilled blood but, somehow, he recovered; he ran faster than ever before in his life, without looking back, past the gate, down the broad avenue leading to the Kamogawa River. Beyond the river, across the narrow, arching bridge lay the dark, sacred grove of the Shimogamo Shrine.
In it, he would find salvation.
A thorny branch tore at his kimono. He tripped on a root, and grasped the sacred rope tied around a mighty cedar tree to stop himself from falling. He pushed through a thicket of hornbeams, on to a glade of bright green ferns. He trampled them under his sandal-clad feet, jumped a shallow ditch, climbed over a fallen pine trunk, and waddled across a slow-trickling brook.
Shimogamo had to be near; Mutsuhito knew he had to follow the rope-bound sacred trees to reach it — they were tracing the line of the ancient, shorter path linking the old palace grounds with the shrine, before the new, ceremonial road had been built. It had been no more than a curiosity for the Prince when he’d been forced to learn the history of the Imperial Palace; now, it could save his life.
If he reached the shrine in time. He heard the cries of his pursuers, muffled by the vegetation, coming from the back and the sides. They knew he was somewhere in the forest: they saw him disappear in the dense, wild wood of gnarled maples, pillar-like cedars and sprawling camphor trees.
He heard another shout, and the barking of a dog. They brought hunting dogs from the North! He looked over his shoulder, and spotted a flash of red and white fur, heading his way. Another dog raced through the undergrowth to his right.
He picked up speed, only to fall into dense scrub, entangling himself in the thorns. The dogs were almost upon him. With one last spurt of effort, he tore himself free from the branches. He tripped again; this time, there was nothing to grasp onto, and he fell, face-first into the pillow moss and wild orchids.
The dogs leapt out from the thorns after him… and froze. The larger one growled, half-heartedly, with its tail between its legs. The smaller one turned tail and ran off, yelping, into the wood. Its companion barked once more, before doing the same.
“What the…” Mutsuhito tried to stand, and slipped again. Something was wrong with his feet. He looked down. His legs were once again covered in green, glistening scales, his toes stubby, curled and ending in sharp claws. He touched his neck: the jade necklace was gone. It must have snapped on the branches! With a pounding heart he crawled hurriedly back into the scrub and searched in growing panic. Green stone among green leaves… I’ll never find it!
He heard the dogs yelping again, and a man, shouting at them in the northern dialect. The men were near — much nearer than before. Mutsuhito’s breath quickened, and his heart constricted. I’m losing it — I don’t think I can run much more… 
His left hand felt something hard and round under the fern leaves. The jade! He grabbed the necklace — as soon as it touched his palm, the scales disappeared with a gentle shimmer — and jumped back to his feet. The dogs howled, picking up his scent again.
Mutsuhito ran between the two white paper lanterns hanging at the great, two-tiered vermillion entrance of the Shimogamo Shrine, and fell breathless on the sand. 
The acolytes picked him up and carried him over the bridge of a small, rapidly flowing stream, into a walled-off enclosure, and, as one of them shut the gate, helped him stand up.
Blurry-eyed with exhaustion, the Prince scanned his surroundings and saw a large, dark green-skinned animal standing in the middle of the courtyard. He rubbed his eyes, and backed away in terror.
“The dorako!” he screamed and backed up.
“Your Majesty!” a priest ran up to him and prostrated himself on the ground. “Please, hear me out! This dorako was sent for you from Satsuma.”
Satsuma? Mutsuhito looked closer, catching his breath. Only now he noticed a man sitting on top of the beast, wearing ill-fitting armour with the crossed-circle crest of the Shimazu. The warrior’s face was hidden under a helmet and a mask.
The Shimazu have dragon riders? Then all is not lost…!
The gate shook from a powerful blow. A grappling hook flew over the clay wall.
“Give the Prince back!” someone shouted. “And no harm will come to you!”
The first of the enemy warriors appeared over the wall; the gate buckled under the force of the ram. The acolytes surrounding Mutsuhito whipped bamboo halberds from their backs and surrounded the Prince.
“Get on the ryū, denka,” the priest urged. “We will hold them off.”
Still in a stunned daze, he felt himself pushed towards the dark green beast. The dragon rider grabbed his hand and pulled him on to the mount’s back behind him onto a leather saddle. In that moment the Aizu soldiers swarmed over the wall and through the cracked gate.
“Hold on to those leather straps!” the priest shouted, as he deflected a sword blow with his halberd. Blood of the acolytes splattered the sand and Mutsuhito’s robe — just another red stain added to the others.
He grasped the straps, and the rider dug his heels into the dragon’s sides. The monster launched into the air; Mutsuhito took one look down and regretted it immediately. He heaved, and, unable to hold the fear, excitement and exhaustion of the day, retched all over the rider’s back.
The warrior mumbled something angrily in a language Mutsuhito didn’t understand, and pulled on the reins. The dragon turned south and climbed over the cloud of smoke hanging low over the once glorious Imperial Capital.




CHAPTER XIX
There was no point in hiding if they were planning to land in Heian in broad daylight.
Bran rode Emrys straight over Naniwa, the merchant capital of Yamato. The city was vast. Not only could Kiyō and Kagoshima not compare with this, it dwarfed even Brigstow. Only Fan Yu was more impressive, but where the Qin city was a sprawling mess, Naniwa was a compact, geometric grid of canals, islands, and wharves. The harbour ran in a single line for miles, north to south, and it was just as crowded and full of boats and ships as the city’s wide avenues — if not more.
Nagomi’s cheeks were red with excitement, her eyes open wide, devouring the view below.
“You’ve never been here before?” asked Bran.
“I passed through to get on the ship to Chōfu,” she said. “We were in a hurry, and hiding from the Taikun’s spies… but I remember the castle. Everyone knows the castle in Naniwa. Look, there it is!”
In the middle of the grid of canals, on a perfectly rectangular, stone-walled island, rose a castle donjon; its scale and opulence matched those of the city below: eight enormous levels of dazzling white stone, each topped with bronze tiles and golden statues. It was so tall and proud, that Bran couldn’t help himself.
They can all see me anyway, he thought of the merchants and travellers below. And I bet they’ve already seen the Black Wings passing through.
“Hold on tight!” he warned Nagomi and squeezed Emrys with his knees.
The dragon dived down towards the white tower. Bran felt the full rush of the acceleration on his face. Nagomi squealed in delight, and he yelled out a triumphant shout as the dragon buzzed past the castle, inches from the top of the tower, right between the two golden fish adorning the edges.
“That was fantastic!” shouted Nagomi. “And dangerous,” she added, trying to sound mature and serious, but he saw she was overcome with joy.
She may be cute when she’s sad, Bran thought, but I much prefer to see her happy.
“Nonsense,” he said. “This was nothing compared to what we had to do in the Academy.”
But she was right — it felt great. Or at least, it usually did. But this time, something was different; something was wrong. The moment he flew past the castle, a cold shiver shook him to the core, as if he had flown through a winter breeze. A metallic smell lingered on his palate.
“You have to do this with Sacchan, when we get there,” said Nagomi, breaking his train of thought. “She’ll love it!”
Satō… That’s right! He shook his head. We’re almost in Heian! I just have to follow this river across the plains, and then — I’ll see her again… 
The river plain over which Emrys soared tapered down towards a circle of low mountains, where it bent northwards for one final straight before Heian. The city continued without pause — it stretched along the river and main road from Naniwa’s outskirts, all the way towards the Imperial Capital, thinning out in the middle to a long, thin, snake-like urban stretch, but never quite disappearing.
Only twenty, thirty miles left, we’ll be there in no time.
“What’s this? Is that a — Bran, is that a Black Wing?” Nagomi tugged his sleeve and pointed to the sky above them. Her voice trembled.
A Black Wing?
“It can’t be, it’s still over — ” He bit his tongue. I almost told her it’s over Heian. 
His eyes followed her raised hand. High above, appearing and disappearing in between the clouds, soared the unmistakable cruciform of a dragon in flight.
With the beast in sight, Bran locked his Farlink sense onto it and its rider in seconds. There was something familiar about both of them.
It wasn’t a dream. There is another rider here!
He tugged on the reins and darted off in pursuit.
“But Heian — ” protested Nagomi, “Sacchan!”
“We’ll be there in a moment. I have to know.”
The other dragon was speeding, but not in a hurry; Emrys was catching up fast. The rider did not yet notice the pursuit. From half a mile away, Bran noticed that the other dragon, too, had two people on its back.
He recognised the mount soon after. Dark green scales, slightly larger than Emrys: the Forest Viridian, Cenhinen. But the person riding it was neither Gwen nor Edern. The rider wore samurai armour, and a horned kabuto helmet; the man — boy, really — sitting behind him was clad in a rich robe of red and golden silk.
Who are they? How can a Yamato ride a Western dragon?
He spurred Emrys to one last spurt of speed. They were now so close he managed to read the mon on the rider’s armour: the crossed circle.
“Satsuma!” he shouted. “What’s going on here?”
How did Nariakira get our dragon? What happened in Kiyō?
“Bran…” Nagomi clutched his arms tightly. “That boy at the back…he is…”
“He’s what?”
“I saw him in my dreams! He must be the boy who can’t be seen… and…look! He has a Chrysanthemum on his robes.” Nagomi gasped. “He’s the Prince!”
The samurai rider at last noticed them. Emrys and Cenhinen were now flying wing to wing. The rider turned to Bran — his helmet was masked, turning his face into a demonic grimace.
“Who are you?” cried Bran in Yamato. “Where did you get that dorako?”
The rider laughed and raised the mask, revealing a pale-pink face bound in a fringe of straw-yellow hair and short stubble of the same shade.
“I’m not as good with their gibberish as you, Bran! Speak Dracalish, will you.”
“W-Wulf!” Bran’s jaw dropped. “What — how — why — ” He stared at the Seaxe. Other than his face and hair, he would pass perfectly for a Satsuma retainer: the lacquer armour, the kimono underneath, even a katana sword in a black scabbard.
Of all the worst things that could happen…
The Seaxe laughed again.
“I’d love to chat, Bran — after all, we haven’t seen each other since the Graddio — but I have a package to deliver.” He nodded at the Prince, clutching his back in terror.
Bran couldn’t see the boy’s face buried in Wulf’s back. Wulfhere lowered the mask and kicked the sides of his mount to accelerate. Bran did the same, overtook the Viridian, and turned around to face Wulf head on.
“Where are you taking the Prince?” he asked.
“Haven’t you guessed by these?” Wulf replied, pointing at the crest on his chest. It was strange enough to see him unexpectedly like this, but having him talk through the mask was even more disconcerting.
Maybe this is still a dream. Maybe I’m still asleep on that island beach.
“As for the other question you no doubt want to ask me — your father gave this dragon to Lord Nariakira,” said Wulf. “So if you want to argue, you better argue with him.”
Somehow Dylan being behind all this didn’t surprise Bran in the slightest. 
“Are we letting him go?” Bran whispered in Nagomi’s ear.
“No!” she cried. “This wasn’t in any of my visions. I have to speak to the Prince!”
“She’s cute,” said Wulf. “Is she yours? Not as good as mine, though.” He licked his lips. “But then, you’ve always preferred red-heads.”
“Land, and we’ll talk,” Bran commanded.
“No can do.” The Seaxe shook his head. “I have my orders.”
“Then I will force you to.” Bran raised one hand and ignited the Lance with a buzz. He lowered his stance. Nagomi did her best to lean down, out of his way.
Wulf chuckled. “I see your Lance has improved. But I don’t have time for this. And I don’t think you do, either.”
“What?”
“Shouldn’t you be checking on your friends over there?” He raised his hand and pointed to the north, over the circlet of mountains separating Heian from Naniwa.
Bran had not spotted it when they were flying low, but from the height they were at now, he saw everything with a terrible clarity. An enormous cloud of thick, black smoke hovered above the plain, fed by countless rising billows, glowing bright red and orange at the bottom. The entire city was ablaze.
“Satō!” Nagomi let out a heart-wrenching cry and leaned forward in the saddle, as if wanting to reach Heian by herself. Bran dispersed the Lance and caught her waist.
“By Owain’s Sword, Wulf! Is that your doing?”
Wulf scowled. “Don’t be an idiot, Bran. This is just a Viridian and I’m nowhere near as powerful — you know that better than anyone. Now, out of my way, Taffy!”
He swerved around Emrys and flew off, leaving Bran to watch the withering flames devour the Imperial Capital, hopeless and helpless.
Takasugi could run no more. Neither could his men. He propped himself against the wall of what looked like a crab restaurant, breathing heavily.
He glanced at the soldiers around him; the sole remnant of the Kiheitai was in a sorry state. Thirty men out of several hundred… 
They were all exhausted, bloodied, burned, their proud black uniforms in tatters; some slumped to the ground, others, like himself, rested on the walls and timber pillars of the two-storeyed tea-houses and saké shops around them. The majority of them were the commoners from the Reserve Unit, who had more stamina left to run and fight. Most of his friends and students from the school, proper wizards, either tried their own luck getting out of the city, or were already dead.
He’d managed to lead them into this narrow alley in the riverside district for a brief respite, but he knew it wouldn’t last. The enemy was closing in on all sides. It’s a whole army out there, not just the palace garrison, Takasugi thought in desperation, as he tried to come up with a plan to save what was left of his troops. Where did they come from? How did we miss that they were in the city?
He heard the roar of flames encroaching upon their hideout, and wondered whether the fire would reach them first, or the Aizu warriors. At least the dorako seemed to have lost interest in pursuing them — Takasugi had not seen the monster blot out the sky in a while. Maybe it was all the smoke…
He gathered his strength again and stood up straight. “We must move on. We’ll go along the river,” he said. “Out of the city, and the south, towards Naniwa.”
“Naniwa! That’s more than ten ri from here,” moaned one of the commoners, a portly, ruddy-cheeked man, holding his stomach. Takasugi felt sorry for him, but he knew this was the one moment he had to be firm with his men, like a true officer. They were all looking up to him for their salvation.
“Then you’d better make ready for marching the full ten ri! More, if that’s what it takes! Don’t you want to see your family back in Chōfu?”
“I — I do.” The man winced.
“Don’t worry, I’ll get you back safely. I’ll get all of you back!” Takasugi announced to the rest of the soldiers. “But first, we have to get out of this burning maze!”
The moment he finished the sentence, a group of the light blue cloaked swordsmen appeared on the western end of the alleyway. Takasugi led his men down the east exit — only to be confronted with another squad of warriors.
They were cut off.
He gathered the few remaining wizards around him and crossed his arms in front of his chest, pumping them with energy. This will be the last strike, he thought. Maybe at least we can scythe the path for those behind us.
One of the enemy swordsmen, an ugly man with a broken nose, stepped forward and raised his sword above his head, holding it in one hand, and supporting the blade with the other. It was a clear challenge. Does he want to fight us all at once?
A clay pot filled with tooth blackener flew from the upper floor of a tea-house, and hit the swordsman squarely in the head. He fell down, senseless. The black liquid trickled down his brow like blood.
A hail of missiles followed, showering the “New Squad” soldiers with pots, pans, jugs, roof tiles, even bronze mirrors and make-up boxes. The women of Ponto — the waitresses, the courtesans, the dancers — were leaning out of their second-storey windows, throwing anything they’d managed to get their hands on at the enemy. Takasugi glanced over his shoulder — the same thing was happening on the other side of the alleyway.
Just as it looked like the women were about to run out of ammunition and Takasugi readied to charge at the bewildered swordsmen, a new source of chaos and confusion appeared in the alley. An army of angry men, most of them common townsfolk, struck at the rear of the enemy with fury and passion. Wielding sticks, clubs, short-swords and truncheons, in seconds they turned the battle into a tavern brawl on a grand scale.
The blue coats fought bravely and with great skill, but, trapped in the confined spaces of Ponto, between a throng of thugs, bodyguards, and wrestlers on one side, and Takasugi’s wizards on the other, they stood little chance.
It was the most chaotic, and brutal, fight he had ever witnessed: skulls split, ribs cracked, limbs smashed, teeth and bloody bits flying left and right. He felt sick, even as his sword slashed through another stomach, ripping the guts apart like a ripe pomegranate.
A few moments later, it was all over. The surviving swordsmen lay on the ground, moaning and trying to crawl away, while the townspeople — of whom many, too, had perished in the fray — were busy finishing the survivors off with long knives and broken-off sword-blades. Takasugi winced and turned away. His stomach churned, and his samurai heart burned at the thought of fellow noblemen treated in this manner. But his mind was coolly analysing the situation.
Shōin was right. This is how the commoners fight, when cornered…
Three men strode towards him, stepping over the bodies. They wore samurai clothes, with Aizu-Matsudaira crests upon their shoulders, and they bore katanas rather than short swords, but the townsfolk paid no attention to them as they passed. Takasugi recognised one of them by the eye-patch.
“Tokojiro,” he said with a nod and turned to the most official-looking of the three. “Then that means you are…”
“Koyata Jumonji, chief of the Heian City Guard, until yesterday,” The man smiled sadly. Takasugi noticed the sleeves of his kimono and the hem of his hakama skirt were soaked in blood, but he was otherwise unharmed.
“Are you their leader?” asked Takasugi, nodding at the commoners. “You saved us all.”
Koyata laughed. “The Ponto Mob doesn’t need a leader. They just let us tag along. All they want is to protect their homes and livelihoods.” He pointed vaguely north. “Most of them are fighting the fire, not swordsmen. It’s easy now that the dorako is dead.”
“Did you say — dorako is dead?” Takasugi grabbed Koyata by the coat.
“I don’t know how it happened, but you can see its carcass by the Third Bridge — what’s left of it.” The guardsman released himself from Takasugi’s grasp and straightened his kimono. “But the battle is still on. You should hurry up out of here.”
“Yes, yes,” Takasugi said absentmindedly and ordered the Kiheitai to move out again. They did it! Shōin and Satō-sama… That means they may be still alive!
“It’d be best if you told your men to wear these,” said Koyata, picking up one of the light blue cloaks from a dead swordsman. “You’re far too conspicuous in those black uniforms.”
“Good idea,” said Takasugi. “You heard him,” he told the rest. “Strip the bodies, but do it fast.”
“They’re soaked in blood,” complained the same portly commoner as before. “And guts,” he added with disgust.
“All the better,” replied Takasugi. “It’ll prove you were in a battle, and are now regrouping to rest.”
“As far as I can tell, the road is clear south of the Fifth Bridge,” said Koyata, watching as Takasugi struggled to rip off the uniform from one of the slain for himself. “Most of the Chōfu and Satsuma survivors moved west, towards Arashiyama.”
Satsuma? So Izumi did not betray us after all…?
Takasugi cast the bloodied cloak around his arms and looked back. The Kiheitai were dressed and ready.
“Can you — can you help them reach the Fifth Bridge?” he asked Koyata. “Most of them have never been in a big city.”
Koyata wiped his forehead. “I suppose so — but, what about you?”
“I have to go back to the Third… I need to check something.”
The interpreter stepped forward, and stared at Takasugi with his unnervingly unblinking healthy eye. “It’s about Takashima-sama, isn’t it?” he asked. “I’ll go with you.”
Takasugi nodded, and turned to address the Kiheitai: “You will follow this man out of the city, and then follow the river until you reach a place called Yamazaki, between two mountains. I trust him, and so should you. I will — I will catch up to you along the way,” he finished, stumbling on his words. “Come, Tokojiro-sama! Time is short!”
“It really is dead…”
Takasugi carefully approached the dorako’s enormous carcass, turned on its side, and still steaming; it spread all along the riverfront, as long as the river was wide; its neck was as broad as a bull’s shoulders, its head the size of an oxcart. It was unreal to look at in its lifeless form — it resembled an oversized sculpture, a monument of a vengeful god, carved in onyx-black stone.
A man was lying underneath it, a tall, young Westerner in a grey hooded robe, his right arm twisted in an unnatural way. He seemed asleep, but Takasugi knew no one could survive having his ribs crushed by the monster’s weight. Another man, a Yamato in an Edo courtier’s robe, lay a few feet away, face down in the mud.
The beach was all but empty; the battle had moved on elsewhere, and all the civilians had long fled the fire. All that remained were bodies, strewn among the debris. Takasugi and Tokojiro searched through them in haste. “So many slaughtered,” he said, choking on tears. “Too many. This is the end of the Kiheitai.”
“On the contrary,” said Tokojiro. “I think it’s only the beginning.”
“Rubbish. There can’t be more than thirty of us left,” replied Takasugi, turning another body on its back. Kusaka Genzui. He recognised the mangled face and remembered how beautifully the young, high-spirited wizard sang at the party in the governor’s mansion in Iwakuni. My shamisen will never join your voice again.
“You may have lost the battle, but think of the fame it will bring you,” said Tokojiro. “You’ve downed a Black Wing. You stood alone against the Taikun’s armies. Those people in Ponto think you’re all heroes.” His voice trailed off, as he moved further north in his search for Shōin’s and Satō’s bodies.
Part of Takasugi hoped they wouldn’t find anything; that the two had managed, somehow, to escape from the beach. But he knew it was a faint hope. He did not regret his decision to abandon them — they were all soldiers, and soldiers of a new model army, created for a new era: making a last stand, or dying in a suicide charge, was good only for the noble-born. Takasugi’s responsibility was with his troops, and by fleeing from the enemy, he had at least salvaged the nucleus of the Kiheitai. Maybe, if Tokojiro was right, it hadn’t all been to naught.
Still, he would feel a lot better knowing he hadn’t left his friends for dead.
“Takasugi-sama, come here!”
He ran up to Tokojiro; the interpreter stood on the edge of a shallow crater, filled with water. All along its edge lay the swordsmen in light blue coats, their clothes torn and their bodies hacked by what must have been thousands of little missiles: without a doubt, powerful magic.
“Down there,” said Tokojiro, pointing at a body in Kiheitai uniform, submerged partly in the water.
Takasugi, with a tight chest, stepped into the puddle and hissed. The water was freezing cold, with granules of ice still floating near the surface. He waded forward; his sandal-clad feet burned with every step. He knew who it was, lying face-down in the mud, even before he touched the body.
He picked up Shōin; the dead wizard was surprisingly light, as if hollow inside. Takasugi wiped the mud off his face and hair. It was a stunning sight: Shōin’s unruly hair was silver-white, devoid of pigment, his skin pale, almost translucent. What magic could have so drained a man?
A waterlogged, leather-bound pile of papers fell out of Shōin’s uniform. Takasugi picked it up and shoved it into his chest pocket, then put his friend down on the edge of the crater and scanned around, looking for Satō; she was nowhere to be found. She wouldn’t have left him like this, he thought. The mud was too trampled in all directions to even try to track any discernible footprints. He was about to give up, when a glint of sunlight in the water caught his eye.
He picked up a sword — with half of its blade snapped off; its hilt and guard bore a cherry-blossom crest, and a Heike butterfly adorned the tsuba.
“I’d recognise it anywhere,” he said. “It’s Takashima-sama’s Matsubara blade.”
“They must have captured her alive,” said Tokojiro. “It’s what they prefer to do.”
“They?” Takasugi looked up. “Who’s ‘they’? The Aizu?”
Tokojiro shook his head and raised a large piece of silver silk cloth, slashed off a robe by the same spell that massacred the enemy swordsmen. It was marked with some sort of crest, a fragment of a design embroidered in a thread as black as night: two long, winding serpents, joined together below their necks. The crest was torn where their bodies would continue.
“I knew the Serpent was involved in this,” said Tokojiro and shoved the cloth into his sleeve. “I could smell them.”
The earth rumbled beneath Takasugi’s feet. He turned in the direction of the sound and froze.
The dorako was alive. The beast slithered slowly off of its rider’s body. It moved sluggishly, as if in half-sleep, shaking its head and growling.
“Get down!” said Takasugi and pulled Tokojiro to the ground.
The dorako spread its wings and raised its head. It sniffed the air, then roared. Takasugi covered his ears; so close to the monster, the noise was head-splitting. The beast leapt into the air, flapped its wings, picking up speed and altitude, and then… it turned north and flew away into the mountains, swaying in the wind.
“What the…” Tokojiro stood up and stared after the dorako with his mouth wide open.
“It’s rider-less,” said Takasugi. “It must have lost interest in the battle.”
“I hope it’s on its way to burn down Edo,” said Tokojiro, his face twisted in a vengeful grimace. “Or Aizu.”
Takasugi picked up Shōin’s body again. “Come on. We have to bury him somewhere.”
They turned away from the river and headed back to the Ponto district, when Takasugi heard the flapping of wings above his head once more. “It’s back!” he cried and, instinctively, ran for the cover of the nearest building.
It was a dorako, but a smaller one than the Black Wing, and jade green. It swooped down and landed between him and the feeble safety of the ramshackle tavern. Tokojiro rushed forward with his sword drawn, but when he saw the two people on the beast’s back — a boy in a Western uniform, and a red-haired girl — he stopped and lowered his weapon.
Nagomi was the first to jump off the beast. She swayed, passed Tokojiro without noticing him and ran up to the bewildered Takasugi.
“Takasugi-sama! Is that… Shōin!” she cried as she touched the dead wizard’s face. She looked up at Takasugi, and he felt as if his heart shattered into a million pieces at the sight of her eyes, wide open, full of tears and despair. “Where’s Sacchan?” she asked, grabbing his arm.
“She… we don’t know,” he said, suddenly feeling tired. “All we found was this.” He pointed at the Matsubara sword lying on the ground.
“And this,” added Tokojiro, showing the silver rag.
Bran strode up to them, grim-faced and tight-lipped. He grabbed the cloth and clenched it in his fist. He spat out a series of words in his native tongue. Takasugi didn’t need Tokojiro’s help to guess their meaning.
“What happened here?” Bran asked. “We must find that Fanged. They can’t be far.”
“We have to get out of here,” said Tokojiro. “Before the Aizu realise we’re still in the city. Look around you — ” He swept the field with a gesture. “This is a war zone. My priority now is to bring Yoshida-sama’s body to a temple, for a proper burial.”
Bran glanced around the beach, muddling the situation in his mind for a moment. The priestess stood still, staring at the broken sword in her hands in stunned, disheartened silence. Takasugi yearned to reach out to her and console her.
“Fine,” said the Westerner. “Give him to me.”
Takasugi handed Shōin’s body to him, and then reached out to Nagomi. He embraced her awkwardly. The girl clung to his chest, still silent.
“He’s so light!” said Bran. “Where do you want us to take him?”
“Uh…” Takasugi hesitated. He pushed Nagomi gently away. Her hair smells of sea, he thought. “I…the Kiheitai — what’s left of it — should be somewhere on the road to Naniwa by now. They will be wearing these blue uniforms.” He pointed to his tunic. “We will reach you in a place called Yamazaki.”
Bran laid Shōin’s body over the dorako’s back and tied it with leather straps. “Come, Nagomi,” he said. “The sooner we do this, the sooner we can return here to search for Satō. And we will find her.” Nagomi nodded, wiped her tears, and climbed into the saddle. The Westerner paused with the reins in his hands.
“The Chōfu harbour was also burned to cinders,” he said. “I thought you should know.”
“I — I understand,” said Takasugi, downcast.
Bran tugged on the reins, and his mount launched into the air, its wings blowing dust into Takasugi’s eyes.




CHAPTER XX
Captain Takamori entered the audience room and passed through the rows of guards, carrying two cylindrical boxes. 
He knelt down before Lord Nariakira and revealed their contents to the daimyo: two freshly cut-off heads, frozen in a grimace of terror and pain.
“Two more spies, kakka,” said Takamori, wriggling his bushy eyebrows. “We caught them snooping around the docks.”
“I see,” said Nariakira, tiredly. “Well done, as usual. Wait — ” He raised his paddle of office. “I know the one on the left. Wasn’t he one of your men?”
“I’m afraid so, kakka.” Takamori put his fist to his chest. “I take full responsibility. If you want me to — ”
Nariakira stopped him. “That’s enough. You captured them, that’s all that matters. I need trustworthy people around me. Like my brother, here.” He tapped Hisamitsu on the shoulder.
His brother turned around and nodded. Ever since the battle with the dragon, Hisamitsu was allowed to sit on the edge of the raised dais during the audiences, on the same level as the daimyo.
“How are the troops?” Nariakira asked.
“Almost ready, kakka. We await your orders.”
“Good, good. Keep up the good work, Captain.”
Takamori bowed one last time and left the hall, passing once again between the rows of guards. There were twenty of them in the room, all in full armour, sitting in strategic positions along the walls and sliding windows, and around the dais; on Nariakira’s orders, they rotated their seats every hour, so that no two guards would have a chance to conspire with each other against him. Another dozen guards stood outside, and more lined the open-walled corridors leading around the courtyard to the audience hall.
The door shut behind the Captain of the Guards. Nariakira slammed his fist on the floor. The brass and leather bracer device on his wrist shook violently. “Spies! Traitors, everywhere,” he uttered.
“Calm down, brother,” said Hisamitsu. “All this anxiety is not good for your health.”
Nariakira grunted. He clapped twice. A retainer shuffled over with a tray — a bottle of saké and a small bowl of trembling cubes of bean curd, topped with shaved tuna.
“I mean, really,” continued Hisamitsu, raising the curd to his lips, “have you seen yourself in the mirror lately? Your eyes are sunken, your face is ashen-grey. When did you last sleep?”
Nariakira gulped a cupful of saké and wiped his mouth. “I haven’t slept since Yokō’s sickness.”
Hisamitsu scowled. A slight underbite was giving his face a constant pout, only exacerbated by his grim demeanour. “Now that is unhealthy. It’s been what, two days now?”
“Two and a half.” Nariakira looked to the paper-covered east-facing window. “Two and a half days of waiting for news, in darkness. The boy, Wurufu, should be in Heian by now… I can only hope that Izumi-dono prepared everything as planned. Otherwise — ” He clutched the frail saké cup in his hand. The clay cracked. “Kuso!” He kicked the tray away. The bowls and cups scattered all over the floor. “I feel so helpless without Yokō. I knew I shouldn’t have relied on her so much — I got too used to knowing everything!”
Hisamitsu wiped the soy sauce stains from his kimono. “You still have your Scryers, brother.”
“Oh, they are useless, the bunch of them. ‘Darkness and blood, fire and ice,’” Nariakira mocked their voice. “And untrustworthy. I bet even the High Priest of Terukuni is in Taikun’s pocket.” He glanced at his wrist. “Great, I got saké all over the device.”
“What is that thing, dear brother?” Hisamitsu asked, trying to make his voice sound sweet and innocent. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.”
The device consisted of a leather bracelet studded with brass rivets, a short rubberised tube and a glass vial, topped with a metal piston and filled with golden-brown liquid, which jiggled in its casing with every movement of Nariakira’s arm.
Wouldn’t you like to know, thought the daimyo. “Just something Heishichi built,” he answered vaguely. “Ah!” He mellowed as another guest entered the audience hall — a physician of Western learning, who was attending to Yokō. “What news?”
The physician glanced at the overturned bowls and scratched the back of his head. “I can’t see anything wrong with the girl, physically. Apart from her blindness, of course. Healthy reflexes, body warmth average, stool and urine normal. She is of overall good disposition, although weak and confused.”
“And those fits?”
“Never returned.”
“I see.” 
“I am merely a doctor of the body, kakka,” the physician said. “I can’t help with the Spiritual matters. Perhaps a priest would be better…”
“You are dismissed,” grunted Nariakira, irritated again. The physician backed out in a hurry. “Is there anyone else today?” the daimyo asked, his grumpiness growing.
“Only the harbour master,” replied the chamberlain. “With the report on repairs.”
“Tell him to come tomorrow. I’m not in the mood. And somebody clean this mess up!” Nariakira added.
“Shall I leave, too, brother?” asked Hisamitsu, moving out of the way of the servant kneeling to pick up the cracked saké cup. His hand rested casually on the hilt of a short-sword at his sash. “Is the audience over?”
He wants to be me so badly, he even copied the design of my sword.
“No, you stay. I still want to ask you about — ”
In the periphery of his vision, at the back of the room, Nariakira spotted a green blur. The trip wire, one of many in the room, snapped without a sound. The device on his wrist whirred, and the thick bronze needle pierced his skin. The piston pumped the golden-brown liquid into his veins.
The world around him slowed down, almost to a standstill. The green blur solidified into the shape of a golden-eyed, voluptuous woman in an emerald-green hooded robe. She moved — unhurriedly — around the room, from one guard to another, piercing each of them in the neck with a short, curved blade, shaped like a raptor’s claw.
Nariakira remained sitting still; surprise was on his side — the woman seemed oblivious to the fact that she’d been spotted. Little by little, he began to move his hand to the hilt of his short-sword. By the time the woman reached the last of the twenty guards, her first victim was halfway to the floor. She stepped onto the dais and leaned over Nariakira with a predatory smile. She reached towards his neck with the claw.
He drew the short-sword and stabbed her in the stomach. Her jaw dropped in shock, but not — as he’d expected — in pain. He looked down at the blade: it was normal steel, not the black metal he’d hoped for. This blade would not harm her.
He kicked her away. She fell back; he jumped onto her and hacked away with the sword as if with a hatchet. This was no time for subtlety; his only hope now was to maim her body enough to give him time to flee.
Overcoming her surprise, she stopped the sword in her hand. The blade buried deep into the palm and came to a grinding halt on the wrist bones. She grabbed him and threw him off herself with a great force. He flew in the air and slammed to the floor, feeling his ribs crack. She straddled him, grasped his neck in a tight clutch and raised the claw for a strike.
“Chiyo!”
Nariakira twisted his neck to see Dōraku, standing on the threshold of the audience hall, the tips of his twin swords aimed at the green-robed woman, as he stepped slowly forward. “Get away from him.”
She hissed furiously, her tongue lolled between her black teeth. “As usual, you’re too late, Renegade. You can’t stop all of us on your own.”
“I will keep trying.” Dōraku made another step forward.
Their movements were growing faster in Nariakira’s eyes; the effects of Heishichi’s preparation were running out. He glanced around, searching for anything that would help him defeat the woman, still holding his neck in a brace. Hisamitsu — or rather, the sword at his waist - was the closest, almost within reach.
He grasped the woman’s wrist with his left hand, and struck her elbow with the right one; a trick he’d learned from a Ryūkyūan master of unarmed combat. The elbow cracked and buckled under the blow. The woman howled, and brought down the claw upon Nariakira’s hand, slicing three of his fingers off — including the one with the blue stone ring.
He rolled out from under her, tumbled forward, and reached for the hilt of Hisamitsu’s sword with his left, still whole, hand.
The drawn blade blackened the room, drawing the light to it and buzzing ominously. He whirled about, slashing blindly. The sword cut through the emerald-green robe, the tight grey uniform, and the flesh underneath it. The blade flashed red; this time, the jagged wound remained in place.
The woman shrieked and reeled away. She dived to dodge Dōraku’s twin blades aimed at her neck, picking up Nariakira’s ringed finger off the floor mid-roll; in two great strides, she reached the paper window and burst through it into the garden beyond.
Dōraku rushed after her, stopped on the threshold to take one glance at Nariakira, and jumped out, disappearing from the daimyo’s view. As Nariakira clutched the bloodied stumps of his fingers, the world around him returned to normal speed — and twenty dead bodies hit the floor.
Hanpeita peeked around the corner of the tavern.
“Clear,” he said.
The three samurai turned into the narrow street, lined with flaming braziers and cloth curtains marked with signs of the fine dining establishments.
This was the most luxurious entertainment district in Edo — its patrons included daimyos, hatamoto retainers, and castle courtiers. The three samurai were none of those things — two of them were low-ranking Tosa retainers, the third was a fugitive from Kumamoto — so they had to be careful not to raise an alarm among the bouncers and bodyguards patrolling the streets.
They were following a lithe nobleman, who wore a black, elegant kimono marked with three stripes inside a circle. He didn’t seem interested in any of the establishments he was passing; he strode onwards, purposefully, striking his pointy beard repeatedly in thought.
“What is he doing here?” whispered Hanpeita.
“I told you,” replied Okada, his fellow Tosa retainer, “he’s meeting here with somebody every three days.”
“Be quiet,” barked the third samurai. His name was Kawakami Gensai, and he was the man whose arrival from the South they had been expecting for days. Without him, their mission could not succeed. His muscular, lean presence dominated the group; a long, two-handed sword slung over his back only enhanced his authority. 
Another aristocrat appeared from the shadows, with a giggling girl hanging over each shoulder. The three samurai clung to a wall. Gensai reached slowly for the hilt of his big sword.
“Zōzan-sama? Sakuma Zōzan-sama?” the newcomer exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air. “Fancy meeting you here!”
The pointy-bearded nobleman froze in his tracks, surprised. “Do I — do I know you?”
“Kuso,” swore Gensai. “Who the hell is that?” he whispered.
“That’s not the usual contact,” replied Okada.
“Should we move in?” asked Hanpeita. “There’s nobody here in this part of the street.”
Gensai raised his finger to his lips, and silently drew the sword. The blade was almost invisible in the shadows, pitch-black, and quietly humming.
The stranger tilted his head, overacting as if in shock. “I was your neighbour in Kiyō. Don’t you remember me? I once bought an automaton from you for my daughter.”
“Oh, of course.” Zōzan nodded. “Excuse me, I must—”
“How’s your son doing? Last I heard he was ill.”
“Yes — yes he was. The Kiyō air did not suit him, that’s why we had to move.”
“You should bring him here some day. He’s going to be a man soon,” the stranger said and chuckled lewdly. The girls giggled on cue.
“He’s not here — he’s… in Heian. I really have to go,” Zōzan attempted to side-step the stranger, but the Kiyō nobleman stepped in front of him again.
“What do you want, man?” Zōzan asked, now visibly annoyed. He glanced around — no doubt in search of guards. “Money? A favour at the court?”
“I want you to die!” The stranger drew a dagger in a flash and pierced Zōzan’s stomach. Blood spluttered on the sand; the girls shrieked and ran off. In the distance, Hanpeita heard whistles and heavy footsteps of the approaching bodyguards.
“This is for dealing with barbarians,” the stranger cried, stabbing Zōzan again, “and this is for dabbling in forbidden magic!” One more stab, then he dropped the dagger and fled.
Hanpeita spat out a string of expletives. “He’s ruined everything!”
“No,” said Gensai, calmly. “In a way, this is much better. Now we can test the true power of the blade. Okada, keep those guards busy.”
“Of course,” replied Okada and ran off, sword drawn, in the direction of the whistles.
Gensai approached Zōzan’s body. His sword trembled in his hands, as if eager to drink blood. The closer it got to the nobleman, the louder was its hum.
Zōzan stirred, put a hand to his stomach, and sat up.
“Sakuma Zōzan,” said Gensai. “I have come for you.”
“Oh, thank the Spirits,” replied Zōzan. “I thought I’d — ” He turned around and saw Gensai, with the black blade raised ready to take a blow. The wounds on his body had already healed, leaving only crimson-edged tears in the kimono. “No!” He cried out. “Not yet — !”
Gensai brought down the sword without a word, slicing the nobleman’s head clean off. As the blade ran through Zōzan’s neck, it flashed bloody red. The headless corpse leaned forward. Gensai stepped aside and let it fall to the ground with a thud. 
He knelt down quickly to check the cut. Satisfied with the result, he wiped the blade in a handkerchief and sheathed it.
“Did it work?” asked Hanpeita. He dared not approach the corpse until he was certain.
Gensai’s victorious smile was all the answer he needed.
“I know what I saw,” said Samuel firmly.
Nobelius scoffed again. He stared down the gunwale and measured it with a long, straight bamboo stick, then consulted his leather-bound notebook and jotted something down. “They must have known you were there, and played a trick on you,” he said.
“It was no trick,” insisted Samuel. “A bald man in a silk robe came out of that vermillion building, touched the carpenter’s leg, and… just as you said — good as new.” The chief carpenter, working on the boat’s aft, noticed Samuel’s gaze and waved. The doctor waved back.
“Power of suggestion,” said Nobelius. “Hypnosen, maybe. Or maybe they have Faer blood in them, and heal quickly. There’s no such thing as healing magiska — you know it better than anyone.”
“Actually, I’ve read about some successful experiments with thaumaturgy in Midgard…”
“Pah!” Nobelius shook his head. “And you think these primitiver have figured it out before the Midgarder?”
“I know what I saw,” repeated Samuel, crossing his arms on his chest. He watched the chief carpenter again, nimbly leaping from one beam to another. 
If it was hypnosis, as the Varyagan suggested, it was like nothing Samuel had ever seen. The carpenter would not allow him to get near enough to the broken ankle to examine it, but there seemed to be no trace of the injury whatsoever, except a slight reddening around where the bone had shattered.
Samuel looked to the blue-on-blue horizon; Admiral Otterson had managed to salvage only a scrap of a map, but it was enough to tell them that Edo was no more than two to three days sailing away. Their sloop — christened “Heda” after the fishing village — was almost finished; two cloth squares, stitched together from fishing boat sails, lay flat on the sand, ready for hoisting.
He was curious of Edo; a city almost as big as Lundenburgh, by all accounts, yet built out of the same wood and paper as the rest of Yamato… But will we be allowed to see any of it? I bet they will have us all packed in some walled-off place, like in Fan Yu. 
A distinct shape on the horizon caught his attention. “What’s this?” he asked. “This doesn’t look like one of our fishermen.”
Nobelius shielded his eyes with his hands and stared into the distance. The ship was closing in fast, at full sail. “It’s big,” he said. “It must have come from Edo.”
“That’s good, right? They’ve come to take us to the Taikun? We won’t need the sloop, after all.”
“Nobody is supposed to know we’re here,” said Nobelius and cried orders to his men. “Get back to the big house,” he told Samuel. “The Amiral will know what to do.”
Through a narrow gap in the sliding window, Samuel observed the Yamato delegates approaching the big house, where all of Diana’s survivors had gathered around their injured Admiral. An aristocrat in a golden robe waded through the mud of the village yard with a permanent scowl of disgust on his face, followed by a dozen warriors, armoured in glistening black breastplates, and armed with long spears and swords. The villagers prostrated themselves around them, not daring to look up. The aristocrat approached the big house and ordered one of his men to open the door. It wouldn’t budge: on the other side, two Varyagan sailors held it fast.
The aristocrat shouted a brief, angry speech. The Admiral responded in a few struggling sentences. The Yamato, taken aback by the fact that the foreigners spoke his language, replied even more agitatedly. He and the Admiral exchanged a couple more increasingly angry cries.
There was something odd about the aristocrat that Samuel was unable to pinpoint. His skin was paler and thinner than that of the villagers, or even his own soldiers, but that may have just been a feature of the noble-born, shunning manual labour and sunlight. His voice was cold and gritty, and his entire manner icy and deliberate. He hissed his Ss and rolled his Rs. And, from the moment the Yamato came closer to the house, a strange, metallic smell hung heavily in the air.
“No good,” said Otterson. “The headman betrayed us. They are here to arrest us.”
“But the letter from the bugyō…!” protested Nobelius.
“He says bugyō is a traitor and a rebell. His seal means nothing here.”
“We could fight our way out,” proposed one of the sailors.
“There are ten of us, and a dozen of them,” noted Samuel from the window. “And we have no weapons other than kitchen knives and carpenters’ axes.”
“There’s nothing we can do,” said Otterson, shaking his head sadly. “We’ll have to give ourselves up and hope to explain this missforstand once we’re in Edo.”
“If the Vinlander are in Edo, we may not get the chance to explain anything…” murmured Nobelius.
“We’ll have to risk it.”
A blood-curdling sound, like the barking of a dozen rabid dogs combined into one howl, shattered the air. Otterson and the others froze.
Samuel slid the window open a little more.
 The nobleman and the warriors looked around anxiously, searching for the source of the noise. The barking repeated, closer this time. The warriors drew their swords and brandished their spears. The nobleman retreated to the wall of the big house, shouting. Samuel still could not see what was causing the commotion. His throat suddenly felt dry.
A blurry, grey shape entered his field of view. Snarling and growling, it leapt from one warrior to another, leaving each man with a gaping, torn wound in his chest or neck. The remaining soldiers dropped their weapons and ran away towards the beach. The blur stopped in front of the nobleman.
It was a roughly human-shaped creature, the size of a bear, but leaner and more muscular; its skin was covered with short, bristling grey fur, its hands and feet were clawed, and its face was long and tapered, shaped like a wolf’s muzzle.
The aristocrat drew his short-sword and charged at the monster. The two met in a clash, which, surprisingly, lasted a good few seconds longer than the beast’s dealings with the warriors of the escort. They rolled on the ground in a deadly embrace, out of Samuel’s view; at length, he heard a burbling growl and a shriek, followed by the sickening noise of torn flesh and snapping tendons. The monster appeared again, slouching, its muzzle covered with dripping blood. It sniffed around, and, dropping to all fours, ran off back into the forest. 
The Varyagan sailors slid the door open, revealing the scene of the massacre in its full gory glory. Blood of the slaughtered soldiers soaked into the mud. The terrified villagers remained on their knees throughout the ordeal, and still refused to stand up. Admiral Otterson limped to the door on the shoulders of his men.
“Was that the…” The question stuck in Samuel’s throat.
Otterson nodded and smirked. “Ja. That was our Weapon. The varulv has caught its first prey.”
She knew that door. The rectangular stone frame, with darkness inside. Only this time, there were shards of torn silver sheet hanging from the lintel; and this time, she was standing facing the darkness. A cold wind blew at her back, showering her kimono with grey dust.
There was nobody here to stop her this time — or to attack her; Satō was all alone in the black tunnel. She heard a faint murmur in the distance, but it was neither threatening nor inviting — it just was, and she was certain that the noise had always been there, and would forever remain, regardless of her presence.
She stepped forward. Her foot hung in the air; there was a staircase in the darkness, with wet, stone steps. Carefully, she walked down it, supporting herself against the walls; they were soft and slimy to touch, almost organic.
She lost count of the steps. She felt no fear, no anxiety about whether she would be able to return to the surface. In fact, she felt nothing at all. At length, she saw a red glow at the bottom of the staircase. As she neared it, the glow spread, revealing it was coming from a floor made of a fine red dust.
She stepped onto the final step, and felt a surge of power. The glow brightened suddenly, and she saw that she stood on a vast, blood-red plain. All around her, in every direction, and reaching the distant horizon, strange, tentacled creatures of dark shadow slithered about; an entire army of monsters.
Two men marched towards her; as unlikely a pair as she had ever seen. The one in front was a Yamato, but he wore a Western-style steel breastplate, a ruff collar, and bore a pointy beard and whiskers; he would look almost comical if it wasn’t for the terrifying authority with which his cold, golden eyes gleamed. The one behind him was a giant in ill-fitting samurai armour, seven-feet tall, muscular. His thick-lipped face was unlike any she had ever seen — neither Western, nor Yamato; his skin was the colour of charcoal.
She moved forward. Still, she felt no fear. The shadow creatures turned towards her in unison, a dark, silent ripple in the sea of blackness. Each of the monsters moved its front tentacles forward, and bent the rear ones, flattening itself on the red dirt. 
“How do you like your new domain?” asked the Yamato man. His dark-skinned companion remained silent and grim.
“I… I don’t know where I am,” she replied. “What’s happening? What are they doing?”
“Can’t you tell?” The man laughed. “They are kneeling before you, Takashima Satō. All hail the Queen of the Shadows!”
THE END




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
 





Thank you for reading The Withering Flame. 
 If you enjoyed it, why not leave a comment on Amazon or Goodreads? 

By James Calbraith
THE YEAR OF THE DRAGON:







OTHER WORK:

For more information about the author and books please visit:
jamescalbraith.com
Or sign up for the newsletter at:
https://tinyletter.com/jcalbraith
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