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  Author’s Note




  Thank you once again for buying this book. A reader’s trust is the only thing that makes a self-published author, like myself, thrive.




  This second edition was released for several of reasons. First and foremost it gives me an opportunity to present the book as it was originally planned, that is interchanging the Yamato and Western chapters instead of splitting the book in two unequal parts. Secondly I was able to go back to the book first chapters and revise them using knowledge I have gained writing The Year of The Dragon series over the years. I have also included a larger preview of The Warrior Soul that hopefully will get you interested in second book.




  This book is a love letter to a country and its people. It is a work of fantasy — hence the dragons and the wizards. It is an alternative history — hence the unvanquished Roman Empire. But it is, foremost, a historical fantasy — based on the events that have really happened and on characters that have really lived at a certain point in time and space: in and around Japan, in the turbulent middle decades of the 19th century.




  I have decided to leave many of the names of the historical characters as they were, to make it easier for the curious among the readers to follow their real life stories. The geographies of Gwynedd and Chinzei — otherwise known as Wales and Kyūshū — have been rendered as faithfully as possible for a work of fantasy. The Fukusaya bakery still serves the best Castella cake in the city.




  Throughout the books I use a modified Hepburn transliteration of Japanese, in which long vowels are indicated by a macron: ō and ū should be read as long o and long u.




  At the end of the book you will find a glossary of foreign language terms.




  I hope you will enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing.




   




  James Cabraith.




  Unchanging the river flows, and yet the water is never the same.




  In the still pools the foam now gathers, now vanishes, never staying for long.




  So in the world are men and their dwellings.




  Hōjōki




  [image: Pinstripe]




  PROLOGUE




  A single gear whirred and clicked into place. A valve opened, letting out a thin plume of grey steam with a quiet hiss. A gold-plated dial moved by a notch. A tiny mallet sprang from its compartment, striking the brass gong — one, two, three, four, five, six times.




  Master Tanaka looked up in surprise — an hour of the Hare already? He turned towards the window and the pink light of dawn illuminated his face. The temple bell only now started to ring out the time. He sighed then yawned, rubbing tired eyes. Another night had passed without him noticing.




  The elementals inside the clock awoke with a soft purr and the automatic brush began to move swiftly inside the glass cloche. A slot opened in the mahogany pedestal and spat out a piece of paper upon which was written the day’s divination. Hisashige reached for it absentmindedly, his attention focused on the piece of complex clockwork on which he had been working. He glanced briefly at the calligraphy — Oku, “a gift”. He smiled to himself and nodded knowingly.




  A higher-pitched chime rang eight times — counting out the hours of the Western reckoning. The door slid open noiselessly and a small boy entered the workshop. With his long and angular face, puffed lips and wide straight nose, he bore no resemblance to Master Tanaka.




  “It came from Kiyō this morning, Father,” the boy said, presenting Hisashige with a large, ornately packed wooden box.




  “Excellent!” the old master exclaimed.




  He put the box on the workbench beside the clockwork and began to unwrap it eagerly.




  “Shūhan-sama was supposed to send me some Walcheren glass.”




  He stopped abruptly and his shoulders sank when he saw the crest on the box, in golden leaf — three lines in a circle. He lifted the lid without enthusiasm. Inside was what seemed like a small human head, completely bald.




  “Some gift.” Hisashige looked at the clock with reproach. “It’s just another of Zōzan’s broken dolls.”




  He took out a small paper envelope containing his fee, and gave it to the boy.




  “Put it in the treasure box later.”




  The old master opened a hatch in the top of the doll’s head and studied the complex web of gears, cranks and pulleys for a moment. With one swift twist of his fingers, he snapped a rubber band back onto the hooked lever.




  “Hardly worth the effort,” he murmured, closing the head and the box. “I really need those divinations to be more precise in the new clock.”




  “Is that the new year-plate?”




  The boy craned his neck to see over Hisashige’s shoulder to view the mechanism sprawled all over the workbench.




  “Yes. You have a good eye, Daikichi,” the old master said with a gentle smile.




  “Still can’t get it to work?”




  Hisashige shook his white head.




  “Come, I will show you.”




  He put the loose screws and gears back into place and lifted the plate gingerly. He moved across the workshop to a tall sculpted cabinet of Western make, and opened the oaken door.




  There was another clock inside, similar to the one standing in the corner of the room, but larger and with even more dials, switches and levers.




  Hisashige inserted the clockwork plate precisely into its slot and turned the key. The gentle warm hum of the elemental engine filled the cabinet. Steam hissed from the valves.




  “I don’t understand. Everything seems perfect,” the old master commented as the dials turned to their desired positions, showing exactly the same time and date as was visible on the old clock. “I can’t find any fault within the mechanism. The minute hand is even more precise than before. All the Major Trigrams match. But look at that zodiac dial…”




  A round ivory plate turned slowly. Pictures of animals, encrusted in black lacquer, appeared in the glass lens one by one — monkey, rooster, dog, boar, mouse, ox…




  “It should stop now,” said Hisashige, and the boy nodded.




  It had been the Year of the Ox for a few months now — water ox, to be precise. But the plate continued to turn inexplicably past the tiger and hare until, at last, it halted.




  The black lacquer silhouette of a coiled sleeping dragon glinted mockingly from the lens.
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  CHAPTER I




  Gwynedd, May, 2606 ab urbe condita




  




  The distance from Llambed to Dinas Bran is computed at seventy miles, as the crow flies. The prevailing wind is north-westerly, steady at fifteen knots along the entire distance. Given an average velocity of an unladen Purple Swift equal to forty knots, and allowing for the pressure pocket of Berwyn Hills — oof!




  Bran bumped into someone and dropped the exercise book to the ground, his notes scattering all over the freshly cut grass. He knew who it was just from looking at the thick leather boots. Only the Seaxe wore shoes on the sacred meadow of the Scholars’ Grove.




  “Honestly, Toadboy, it’s as if you wanted to be beaten up,” a familiar vile voice mocked.




  Bran looked up and sighed. Wulfhere of Warwick towered above him in his impeccable blue uniform. His sky-blue eyes stared at Bran from under a neat flaxen-yellow fringe with disgust.




  “Sorry, Wulf.” Bran stooped to pick up his papers. “I’m in a hurry for the Octagonometry exam…”




  “Pah!” snorted the Seaxe. “What’s the point? You and your Toad will never pass the Aerobatics.”




  “Its name is Emrys,” Bran said coldly, “and it can outfly any dragon in this school, including your fat thoroughbred.”




  Wulfhere narrowed his eyes and tightened his fists. Tiny sparks crackled around his knuckles and Bran prepared himself for a blow. The Seaxe glanced towards the red brick arches of the Southern cloister where the house prefect stood, watchful.




  “Out of my way, serf, you’re lucky I’m not in the mood today,” he scoffed and pushed Bran aside.




  The papers scattered again. Gathering his notes, Bran mumbled a Prydain slur, loud enough only for Wulfhere to hear. The Seaxe stopped and turned back slowly.




  “What did you just say?”




  Bran looked around helplessly. Nobody was coming to his aid, of course; this wasn’t a fight worth joining in. Somebody was paying attention though. The red-haired Pictish lass, Eithne, stood under a large oak tree with several giggling friends. Their eyes met. He saw pity and embarrassment in hers, and something inside him sank.




  She wore the robes of the Geomancers, although Bran knew her dream was to one day become one of the Derwydd — Druids, guarding Gwynedd from their fortress at Mon Island since ancient times. The brown-green, plaid cloak suited her auburn hair and green eyes, framed in a delicate spiral tattoo. They liked each other but never went any further than a few walks under the oak trees and an occasional awkward teenage kiss. In the end their relationship had simply fizzled out, to Bran’s sporadic regret.




  He repeated the slur, suddenly feeling brave. Now everyone heard him. Several people stopped curiously, waiting to see what would happen. But with only a few days left until the final tests, Bran no longer cared. After the exams none of it would matter, anyway.




  “You’ve done it now, Taffy. You’ll have to take your tests in the infirmary!”




  The Seaxe grabbed Bran’s neck and the boy tensed. With an electric crackle and sizzle, a cloud of painful sparks appeared around Wulfhere’s hand. Paralysed, Bran made no sound, though his eyes welled up when he felt his nerve endings scorched. His neck was on fire, but he knew too well the electricity would leave no marks on the skin. The ability to tap into the lightning power of his mount, Eohlsand — a Highland Azure — made Wulfhere’s punishments both immensely painful and perfectly undetectable.




  Just as Bran felt he could no longer take the pain and would have to cry out for mercy, the provost finally appeared, heading towards them. Wulfhere let go of his victim. Bran fell to the ground, gasping.




  “I’ll get you next time, Taffy,” the Seaxe hissed and shuffled off, unhurriedly.




  “Are you alright?” the provost asked, reaching his hand out to Bran. “Did he hurt you?”




  “I’m fine,” Bran murmured with embarrassment and raised himself slowly, wincing as he massaged his aching neck. He glanced towards the large oak tree. The girl was nowhere to be seen. Sighing, he retrieved his papers from the grass for the third time and headed towards the dormitory cloister.




  He tugged both sets of reins sharply and leaned back. The dragon pulled up and rolled on its back in a tight half-loop. Ground whizzed past the top of Bran’s head. He jerked the top leeward rein. A leather strap fastened to the base of one of the dragon’s horns tightened, and the mount turned upright. With one beat of its leathery wings it caught a strong waft of the Ninth Wind and its flight stabilised. The boy breathed out.




  The series of manoeuvres finished, Bran brushed an unruly fringe of black hair out of his flying goggles and bade his mount swoop fast down towards the target range. The dragon needed no guidance here. They had been practising on the range for two years and both knew exactly what to do. The beast turned confidently towards the first objective: a large bale of straw. The dragon’s neck stretched in a straight line. Its jaws opened but it coughed to no effect as the target dashed past. Shaking its head, the beast turned around to try again. Again it merely coughed and spluttered with great effort and a thin plume of smoke puffed from the dragon’s nostrils.




  “What’s wrong, Emrys?” Bran asked, distraught.




  The dragon whimpered. It could not breathe fire. The boy recognised the acrid smell in the dragon’s breath: Iceberry water!




  Only one person was capable of such a cruel prank on the day of the exam; but there was no time to think of vengeance and Bran was starting to panic. Seconds were running out, the teachers below were no doubt already frowning at his lack of performance. Not one of the targets had, as yet, been set on fire.




  Fire. He didn’t need Emrys’ breath. He could channel the power of flame himself. It would have a far shorter range and energy, but it could still work. He focused on the Farlink, the mental connection giving him far greater control over the dragon than just reins and knees. The beast, following his unspoken orders, dived once more towards the bale of straw. He only had a split second as the mount sped past the target, whooshing a few feet above the grass at a dazzling speed. He reached out with his fingers.




  “Rhew!” he cried in Old Prydain spell-tongue.




  A blazing bluish spark of dragon fire shot from his fingers. Its tip reached the straw and the bale burst into flames. Elated, he repeated the exercise with the next target, a wooden horse, then with yet another and another, five more times in total. With each objective destroyed his exhaustion grew. Channelling the dragon flame drained his energy immensely, and reduced his control over the magic. His hands began to shake and his fingers grew covered with swollen blisters from the heat. With bleary eyes he searched for the next target, but couldn’t find it.




  At last, he realized there was none. The exercise was over. He managed to land before the teachers’ observation tower, panting, sweating, too tired to even dismount. Struggling to keep his eyes open, he listened to the Master of Aerobatics assessing his trial.




  “That was certainly… unorthodox,” the teacher said, coughing nervously, “but I appreciate the initiative. You did hit all your targets in time, so I have no choice but to pass you.”




  Initiative? This was not the kind of school that encouraged initiative… Bran sighed deeply and closed his eyes. All thought of revenge disappeared from his mind. It didn’t matter anymore. He had passed his final exam and was out of the wretched place at last.




  Bran’s fingers played with a fiery-coloured tassel on the grip of his heavy cavalry backsword, a proud, solid three feet long single-edged blade, a pattern tested in the Mad King George’s wars. The quillon was curved in the shape of a rampant dragon, the brass mountings and circular guard ornamented in the form of claws, flames and leathery wings. The wyvern-hide grip culminated in a pommel sculpted into a dragon’s head. Anyone looking at the sword would have little doubt as to its owner’s profession.




  He sat among thirty other similarly armed boys and girls, all excited and relieved at the same time, all wearing the uniforms of the dragon cadet corps, steel blue with golden stripes. They hailed from all over the Dracaland Empire. Most of them were Prydain, like Bran, with black hair, Roman noses and olive complexion, or the golden-haired, blue-eyed Seaxe from beyond the Dyke. A few dark-eyed Cruthin from Ériu across the sea and tattooed Picts from the northern realm of Alba were keeping to themselves at the back.




  The headmaster was nearing the end of his speech. Short and impish, he had to use an ornate mahogany step to reach over the pulpit. His long red beard was forked neatly and tucked under a gem-studded belt. Wind tore on the bushy tufts of his hair — there was no roof above the ruined keep inside which they had all gathered. The headmaster was a Corrie, a member of an ageless race of wrinkly-faced, pointy-eared and red-haired dwarves living among the dales and lakes of Rheged in the North.




  The headmaster finished the main part of his speech, waited until the din of whispers quietened and then held up a sword in a trembling hand. The straight, broad blade was rusted and notched in a few places, although the hilt was new, gleaming gold and encrusted with gems.




  “It was seven hundred and ten years ago that Owain the Wyrmslayer established this illustrious Academy for the purpose of studying the ways and lore of the mighty Beast, after defeating the Norse dragons at Crug Mawr with this very sword,” the headmaster shook the old blade.




  He gestured around and Bran’s eyes inadvertently followed towards the familiar thick walls of the Great Auditorium, rising towards the sky like the crooked teeth of a long dead giant. Tapestries of red and white dragons had been brought to adorn the cold stones of this vast ancient ruin for the duration of the ceremony. The heavy oaken chairs upon which the teachers were sitting recalled the time of the War of Three Thorns and the realm of Harri Two Crowns. Leaves rustled and sparrows chirped on the branches of ancient oak and elm trees growing in a dense circle around the keep. Far in the distance a booming sound of a siren announced lunch break at the local elemental mine.




  “The graduates of the Sixteenth Year of Victoria Alexandrina, the Queen on Dragon Throne! Today you finish your first four years at the Academy. The bards will now take my place on this stage to tell tales of past glory much better than I can. Let me just put a final touch on all of you before I release you into this dangerous ever-changing world.”




  This was the moment Bran had waited for the whole day. The headmaster straightened himself, full of youthful vigour. He raised Owain’s Sword towards the blue sky and whirled it around in a complex pattern. The air sparkled and buzzed with powerful magic, and the fresh scent of ozone spread throughout the auditorium. A flash of dazzling light flared above the heads of the gathered, taking the form of a great white eagle hovering in the blue sky. The raptor shrieked and a shower of stars rained down from under its spread wings, each dazzling star landing upon a shoulder of an astonished student.




  “You have all been marked with the Seal of Llambed,” explained the headmaster after the spell dissipated. “Those who know how to look will always see it upon you. Bear it proudly. It is not only a sign of education — it is your talisman, a precious gift. Three times in your life you will be able to call upon its power — and it will deliver you from any danger.”




  A murmur spread throughout the keep. For some of the students this was the first time they had heard of the magic mark and its power, but not so for Bran.




  “You will use up your Seal before you know it,” his father, Dylan, had told him. “It’s only there to help you through the first years of life as a dragon rider outside the school walls.”




  “When did you use yours for the first time?” the boy had asked. “Was it in a battle?”




  He had been only eleven then, just about to enter the Academy, as was expected of the son of a Prydain officer.




  “No, nothing as glamorous as that,” Dylan replied, chuckling. “I was still in the Academy, getting my baccalaureate. I was racing another boy, one of the Warwicks, along the Dyfrdwy Valley and I broke my dragon’s wing under the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct. A hundred feet drop, that is. I had no choice but to call on the White Eagle.”




  “And what happened?”




  “It brought me straight into the Dean’s office!” Dylan laughed. “I got a right telling off for wasting a charge so recklessly. But that’s how the Seal works — unexpectedly. You never know where it will take you. Other schools have similar charms, but none are that fidgety — or that powerful. It will save your life, always, one way or another.”




  “Mages of Llambed! Arise!” the headmaster’s voice boomed.




  The school bard entered the podium to lead the choir, and the crowd erupted into the Academy’s anthem enthusiastically, startling a flock of sparrows hiding in the branches of an oak tree.




  Men of Llambed, on to glory


  Victory is hovering o’er ye,


  Pride of Prydain stands before ye,


  Hear ye not her call?


  Rend the skies asunder,


  Let the wyrm roar thunder!


  Owain’s knights fill world with wonder,


  Courage conquers all!




  Dean Magnusdottir, head of Dracology, a gentle-faced, mousey-haired woman, browsed the piece of paper unhappily.




  “Bran ap Dylan gan Gwaelod. I can’t say I’m not disappointed,” she said, tutting and shaking her head, “your father was — ”




  “The best student this Academy ever had,” muttered Bran, rolling his eyes. “I know, ma’am, but aren’t you being a bit unfair? I did quite well where it matters.”




  “Where it matters, boy? Where it matters? Every single subject in this school matters. You have barely passed the athletics, your history knowledge is non-existent and your alchemy score was the worst in your class.”




  Bran looked down, feigning embarrassment, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. He had graduated, and nothing else was important right now. He did not wish to spend anymore unnecessary minutes within the college walls.




  “You are a good rider, certainly,” continued Madam Magnusdottir, calming down. “One of our best. Your Farlink quotient is frankly astonishing. That much of Dylan’s blood shows, and you have his magic talent, of course. You could easily take up wizardry as the second faculty — we could help you develop the necessary skills. But it takes much more to achieve real success in a dragon rider’s career. In truth, I would rather you stayed in school for four more years. Catch up a bit on the old scientia vulgaris.”




  Bran looked up, startled.




  What?




  Stay in school for four more years? That seemed like such a nightmare right now. Besides, usually remaining for a baccalaureate was considered a reward, not punishment for bad grades.




  “Think about it, my boy,” the dean insisted when Bran did not reply, “you have time until October, hmm? Will you consider?”




  “Er… I will, ma’am.” Bran hesitated. “Will there be anything else, ma’am?” he asked, reaching for his diploma.




  The teacher stalled, still holding the paper.




  “Son,” she said, looking earnest, “I don’t mean it in a bad way, but — we could get you a better dragon if you remained with us.”




  Bran stood up, barely concealing his anger.




  “There is nothing wrong with Emrys!” he exclaimed. “How many more times do I have to prove it to you all?” He grabbed the diploma from the teacher’s grasp, tearing off a bit in the corner. “This is all my father’s doing, isn’t it?”




  “I assure you, your father had nothing — ”




  “I’ve heard quite enough, ma’am.” Bran raised his hand. “I bid you farewell.”




  He turned around and stormed outside, heading straight toward the stables.
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  CHAPTER II




  Yamato, Spring, 6th year of Kaei era




  Hendrik Curzius sweated profusely.




  A servant brought him another silk handkerchief and took away the previous one, damp and smelly. The wizard put the cold wet cloth to his bald forehead. And it’s only May, he thought. What an accursed place.




  The Nansei Islands lay far to the south of Yamato. Even in the deepest winter it never got really cold around there. In spring the weather became fickle, alternating between gusts of cold northerly winds, bringing showers of freezing rain, penetrating to the bone, and waves of heat coming from beyond the southern horizon, foreshadowing the unbearable tropical summer — like today.




  “I wish there was somewhere else we could meet,” said Curzius, quaffing cold spring water from a clay cup.




  “You know very well it’s impossible, Overwizard-dono. We can never be seen together. Only this island is truly free of the Taikun’s spies.”




  The man speaking these words was broad-shouldered, balding, had a long oval face and close-set eyes. He wore the flowing silk robe of a Yamato aristocrat. His name was Nariakira Shimazu.




  The small cosy villa they were in belonged to this man, as did the garden around it, filled with the fresh scent of azaleas exploding everywhere in bursts of maddening pink. In fact, the entire island and the surrounding archipelago was Nariakira’s property. This was one of the most powerful men in the country, a daimyo — lord of a province. Curzius recalled what little he had learned about the complex feudal power structure of the Yamato from a small booklet given to him before he had left Bataave to take over the post of the Overwizard of the trading factory at Dejima. Below the daimyo were their many retainers, forming the samurai warrior class. Above them — the Tokugawa Taikuns, a dynasty of generals ruling from the eastern capital of Edo. And watching over all of this, at least nominally, was the half-divine Mikado, an emperor-like figure whose true name could never be spoken without first ritually purifying one’s lips.




  But the Mikado had no real power over Yamato, and even the Taikun had no power over the Nansei Islands. This was the Shimazu clan’s sole domain, by right of conquest and cunning. Never officially recognised as part of the greater Yamato archipelago, the islands were suspended in a kind of diplomatic limbo. They had their own laws, own customs, even own language. The government’s edicts did not reach the islands and the foreigners could come and go as they pleased — as long as they knew how to reach them, of course, and for the last two hundred years this had limited the number of visitors to just the Bataavians.




  He waved a paper fan, desperately trying to cool himself enough to think clearly. What he had come to discuss with Lord Nariakira required his utmost concentration. Curzius may have been a newcomer to Yamato, but he was an experienced diplomat and had been thoroughly briefed by his predecessor. He could only hope it was enough to deal with the deceptively gentle-faced man before him.




  “Three hundred years ago, when the Westerners first arrived in Yamato, we were all awestruck and terrified of your power and wealth,” he started. They were conversing in his own language which the daimyo knew fluently. “It was the same with Qin and Bharata, and Sri Vajaya, and everywhere else in the Orient. There were just so many people in the world, so many riches, so many warriors! We could only hope to gain some profit by subterfuge and cunning, never by force. Yamato itself had more men than Rome’s entire Imperium, Qin, ten times of that, and in those days of sword and musket, sheer numbers mattered most. Now the Bharata jungles are overrun with mercenary armies led by Dracalish generals. The Qin is thrown to its knees by the West, and everyone is looking for the next conquest. There are not many left here in the East.”




  Lord Nariakira nodded. Curzius guessed the daimyo must have been well aware of the recent events in Qin — the Cursed Weed trade, the Emperor’s futile edicts, the countless rebellions and the war so badly lost by the imperial army.




  If mighty Qin fell so quickly, what hope was there for Yamato?




  “When you first arrived, you were but children and we were like your ancient ancestors,” the daimyo said, pausing often. “Your priests like beggar monks at the Mikado’s court, your merchants like village peddlers trying to hawk their wares on the festival market. Now the children have far outgrown the parents. The teachers have fallen asleep, their dōjō overgrown with moss, while the world outside turns faster and faster. How many people live in your greatest cities now?”




  “More than a million in Ker Ys, twice as many in Lundenburgh,” answered Curzius.




  And only two hundred thousand in Noviomagus, he thought, but you don’t need to know that.




  “Pah!” The daimyo clapped his knee in an expression of helplessness. “That’s already more than Edo, and I bet it won’t stop at that. How is it that you can spawn so fast?”




  “It is not that we bear more children than you; our medicine and science help us keep more people alive. You may have your shrine healers, but we have conquered the pox and cholera, and those kill thousands more than battle injuries. Our crops are more plentiful, our storage and transportation systems more efficient, so we keep famine at bay. There are also many other improvements that allow us to combat death and disease. You know it as well as I do — we finally caught up with the East.”




  Nariakira nodded again.




  “Yes, the world outside seems to spin much faster than in Yamato. It’s as if every year passing on the Sacred Islands is merely a day in the lands of the West. The Divine Mikado in his everlasting palace and the illustrious Taikun behind the impregnable walls of his castle are barely aware of what’s happening just outside their shores.”




  “The winds of history blow fast and strong, Shimazu-dono.”




  “I know what you’re after, Curzius-sama. Don’t think that your reports to the Taikun are the only source of my knowledge of the West.”




  The Overwizards of Dejima were responsible for providing news of events overseas to the court in Edo. They had abused this monopoly to produce reports that were increasingly further from the truth, as Bataave was losing its significance as a major Western power. The Taikun had no knowledge of the revolutions rolling through the continent, or of how close the Kyrnosian Imperator and his invincible legions had come to vanquishing the tiny merchant republic sixty years before. How the small nation had been split even further by wars and rebellions and economic crises, how they were slowly losing their hold on all colonies, until only the precious trade monopoly of Dejima remained as the main source of income. All this was omitted from the annual report on “Western matters”.




  “You are as frightened of other Westerners as the Taikun himself, aren’t you?” Nariakira continued. “That is why you came to me so eagerly, because, unlike the old Tokugawa, I understand your plight and can assist you — if you assist me. What is that funny saying in your country? You scratch my back…”




  “…I’ll scratch yours,” Curzius said, nodding.




  “I hope there can be a mutual understanding between the two of us. I have great respect for the men of your talent.”




  Curzius sensed a hanging “but”. Respect did not mean leniency.




  “I know of the little network of friends and allies to your cause that your predecessor has been building around the Southern provinces,” Nariakira pressed.




  “It is well known that your web of spies is second only to that of the Taikun himself,” Curzius said, having no choice but to admit the truth.




  “There was barely need for spying; you Westerners are too clumsy. I also know why you asked to see me today, but be warned — a daimyo’s price is far greater than that of some grey-haired scholar or masterless samurai.”




  “Of course, I am prepared to make many concessions.”




  “Ah, concessions. Is a warship an acceptable concession?”




  The Overwizard’s eyes narrowed.




  “What kind of a warship?”




  “A mistfire engine,” said the daimyo, and started counting on his fingers. “Hull clad in iron plate, armed with repeating cannons, lightning throwers and rockets, and with a small dirigible for long-range observation.”




  “I’m surprised you know of these things,” Curzius said, raising his eyebrows.




  The mistfire ironclads had been around for some time, but the armaments the daimyo mentioned belonged to the latest trends in the fashion of war. He himself had only seen a few such ships so far.




  “You shouldn’t be. Has not the previous Overwizard told you what kind of a man I am? What kind of people live in Satsuma province?”




  “He has, but I did not believe it. I now see he has even underestimated you.”




  The daimyo dismissed the pleasantries with a wave.




  “Never mind the flattery. Can you give me such a ship?”




  “Would you be able to keep it a secret from the eyes of Edo?”




  “The eyes of Edo cannot see over the mountains. It would be safe and hidden until the time would come to use it.”




  “And when would that be?”




  “Perhaps never…” Nariakira shrugged. “Butsu-sama knows war is the last thing on my mind. But it’s always shrewd to be prepared.”




  “If we were certain the Taikun would never learn about the ship and where it came from, and if you could afford it, then yes, I believe we could provide you with one.”




  “Don’t worry about the gold. I cannot spend it fast enough. How long would it take?”




  “It would leave our shipyards in less than a year. Before next summer it could reach Kagoshima, or wherever you would wish it to sail.”




  “Excellent.”




  “Then you would join us?”




  “No,” Nariakira said unexpectedly.




  Curzius was taken aback.




  “No, but I would let you join me.”




  “I’m not sure I understand.”




  “Do you think you’re the only one conspiring and conniving?” The daimyo laughed heartily. “The Shimazu have been plotting for centuries. It’s in our blood. Our influence is vast, our allies powerful. Your little network of scholars and rōnin would make a fine and valuable addition to it, but that is all it would ever be — a single cell in the sprawling network.”




  “I… I see.”




  The little man wiped more sweat from his forehead. The tropical sun did not suit his pale skin.




  “Good. I had hoped you would. Yes, if you promised me a warship, I would consider letting you join my conspiracy. My resources would be yours, and vice versa. Of course, the ship would only be the beginning, you understand — a token of friendship.”




  “There must be no war in Yamato,” Curzius warned, wondering what exactly he was getting himself into. He was only beginning to perceive the undercurrents of ancient vendettas and grudges these people must have been holding for centuries. Of course, the Shimazu hated the Tokugawas with a burning passion, he remembered. Perhaps it had been a mistake to come here after all.




  “We can provide you with defensive weapons only.”




  “I have no need for anything more,” the daimyo replied, smiling sweetly and falsely. “It is just a precaution, you understand. Also I need to satisfy my urge to study your magical sciences and technologies, and a modern ironclad is the finest example of both, wouldn’t you agree?”




  “That is true,” the wizard replied with a nod.




  “A year is a long time. I will need another token of friendship before that.”




  What else would this old fox ask for now? Curzius thought with a shudder. A squadron of dragons?




  Those he could not grant him. Bataave had no more dragon riders.




  “Send me the plans for a smaller vessel. A mistfire ship good enough for me, and a few men. Just a little something to pass the time before the real prize arrives.”




  The Overwizard sighed with relief. Just that? That was easily arranged.




  “I will have the plans sent as soon as I get back to Dejima.”




  “We can do better than that. Sign this document and they will be delivered to my men on the morrow.”




  The daimyo pushed a sheet of paper towards the Overwizard. Curzius picked it up and neared it to his face. It was a letter to the quartermaster of Dejima — written in his own handwriting, sealed with his own seal. He looked up. Lord Nariakira smiled gently, but his eyes mocked the Bataavian. Curzius swallowed.




  “Why not forge my signature as well?”




  “That would be dishonest of me. I’m not trying to cheat you, I only wish to hurry things up. We are still allies.”




  “I hope we can become more than that, Shimazu-dono. I hope we can become friends.”




  “Signing this letter would greatly improve the chances of that happening,” the daimyo said with a grin.




  The Overwizard reached for the pen. Despite the heat his hand was shivering as he wrote his name on the paper.




  The rain poured incessantly with the noise of gravel beating on a tin plate, with the force of a great waterfall, with the coldness of a mountain stream. A million cascades gushed from the blue clay roof tiles and gutters of the narrow wooden townhouses. The packed dirt roads turned to treacherous swamp paths. All the late blooming trees had lost their flowers, their petals washed off by the rain like make-up that had gone out of fashion.




  A shallow brook, which in good weather trickled quietly along the town’s southern limits, now swelled to a roaring river. An old heron stood on the edge of the thundering waters, unmoved, enjoying a feast of eels and sweetfish, battered dumb on the cobbles by the swift current. The rolling billows licked the brink of the causeway dangerously, the last of the late farmers hurrying across it with their belongings.




  Nagomi stared at the raging waters, trembling. A straw cloak and a wind-tattered umbrella did a poor job of protecting her sodden clothes from the elements. Water dripped from the strands of her long, luscious amber hair sneaking out from under the indigo-striped hood of the raincoat.




  She was rarely so far from the comforts of her home city of Kiyō, so exposed to the raw elements. The swollen river carried tonnes of yellow mud, debris and flotsam, gathered along its way from the hills, but there was something else in the water, something Nagomi knew only she could see. Streaks of blackness, threads of un-light flashed among the waves. She knew at once what it was — somewhere upstream the river had disturbed a cemetery shrine, and released the troubled Spirits into the world. She shivered, only partly from the cold.




  “I thought as much,” her mother, Lady Itō, said, observing the chaos before them. She straightened her silk yukata robe, once dazzlingly colourful and light as a feather, now grey and heavy with water and dirt. “We cannot cross today.”




  “It’s still safe!” said Satō, a ponytail of black hair bobbing up and down with her every agitated move. Nagomi’s best friend cut her hair and wore her clothes like a samurai, down to the long katana sword in a red lacquer scabbard dangling from her silk sash.




  “Look, if we hurry…”




  “It’s too risky,” Lady Itō said, shaking her head.




  “Can’t we just go back to the inn, Mother?” Nagomi asked quietly. “Drink some hot cha…”




  “I don’t like their cha,” muttered Satō, “it’s bland and dead. They boil it too hot, and serve it too cold. If we go back now, we’ll have to wait for days until this calms down.”




  Lady Itō looked at the river doubtfully.




  “All right, but be very careful. Let the porter through first.”




  She waved at the servant, who entered the causeway with trembling legs, the heavy bundle of their belongings bending his back. They followed him across. A small group of men and women in simple linen clothes, tattered and mud-stained, waited on the other side — the causeway was already only wide enough for single file.




  “Almost there,” said Satō.




  They now waded through shallow mud as the swollen waters started breaching the crest of the causeway. The other side was now closer than the one from which they had started.




  Nagomi said nothing. She clutched her cloak tight. It was neither the water she feared nor the cold, but the dark Spirits in the water, now floating around her legs. It was like wading through sewage. The souls of the dead whispered and buzzed with an incessant droning hum and, worst of all, they seemed to be gathering around her, sensing a holy presence. She was almost certain she could hear her name repeated in their humming.




  “Nagomi,” they whispered. “Nagominagominagomi…”




  A horseman appeared on the road ahead, a governmental courier speeding on a white stallion, crying for them to make way. The peasants on the shore dispersed before the horse, and the three travellers managed to wade to the side, but their porter lost his balance and stumbled into the water. The courier did not stop, bound by duty to deliver his urgent message, splashing the yellow muck all around. The commoners rushed to the servant’s aid. With Satō’s help, they managed to pull him out of the raging current, but the man was already unconscious, his head cracked, bleeding.




  Without thinking, Nagomi dropped to her knees beside the porter, straight into the brown-yellow sludge. The black Spirits still swirled about her, repeating their monotonous mantra:




  “Minagominagominagomi…”




  “Nagomi, dear,” Lady Itō tried to admonish her in exasperation, “it’s just a hired servant, not worth your attention…”




  The girl didn’t listen. She examined the porter’s wound. It was not as severe as she had feared. She threw back the hood of her cloak and the people around gasped at the sight of her copper-coloured hair. Some pulled back, crooking their fingers against bad luck.




  The girl ignored them. She was used to this reaction whenever she showed herself outside her hometown, and understood the cause. Nobody in all of Yamato had hair of the same colour. Some — a few close friends and family — regarded it as a blessing from the Gods. Most, however, treated it as a curse, an abomination. Luckily it did not affect her healing powers.




  She drew a tasselled paper wand from her sash and started waving it vigorously, chanting a prayer. She could feel the holy energy filling her body with warmth. It was the warmth of a fireplace in winter, of the summer sun, of a mother’s arms. She forgot all about the other-worldly coldness of the dark Spirits in the water below. At last, when she was almost at the point of bursting, she released it into the unconscious man’s body. It blazed with a blue light for a moment and the wound started sealing up almost immediately. The man stirred and moaned. She staggered as blood rushed from her head. It was an exhausting exercise.




  The villagers eyed her suspiciously, as if she was a demon in disguise.




  “Take him somewhere warm. He should be back up in a few days,” she said, trying not to let their hostility get to her. The response was silence and accusing glares, as if the villagers were telling her “you healed him, you take care of him.”




  “Are you deaf?” Satō glowered at them, putting her hand on the hilt of her sword. This made them move. A couple of men carried the injured porter across the sinking causeway, and the remaining peasants followed, throwing fearful glances over their shoulders.




  “You did well,” Satō said, helping Nagomi up with a smile, “and see, we’ve crossed to the other side.”




  She turned to Lady Itō with a beaming grin.




  “Yes, but all our luggage is lost in the river,” her mother replied, shaking her head with disappointment.




  “So we’ll travel faster.” Satō said with a shrug. “We’ll be back at Kiyō in no time.”




  The girl hurried onwards. Nagomi stuck her wand back into her sash, sighed, recited a quick prayer of gratitude and followed her friend into the rain.




  It was a busy day, a happy day, the Day of the Ship. A new Bataavian merchantman had arrived at Dejima with news and visitors from the mysterious exotic world beyond Yamato’s shores. The streets of Nishihama-machi, the old merchant district of Kiyō, bustled with handcarts and porters carrying wares from all over Chinzei — the southernmost island of the Yamato archipelago, of which Kiyō was by far the largest and richest port — to storehouses and shops. Pottery from Arima in the east, knives and blades from Matsubara in the north, silver from the mines of Ginya, malted rice from nearby Kojiya, dyed cloth from Bungo on the north-eastern coast; anything the Bataavian representatives could be persuaded to spend their gold and silver bullion on. To serve the crowds, food and drink stands sprouted along the main streets. Summer fruit and pickles were brought in from the countryside. Fishmongers hawked their morning wares; marinated eel from inland waters, and freshest mackerel and skipjack from the sea. There were boiled sweets and rice crackers for the children. There was saké and strong shōchū for adults.




  Any other time, Satō would have been the first to venture among the stalls, looking for bargains on Western accessories and magical ingredients; lenses and copper tubes from Bataave, dried herbs and powdered bones from Qin, elemental essences and black iron from Chosen. All these things were always much cheaper and more abundant on the Day of the Ship, but this time she was simply too tired to care. All she wanted was a bath and a hot meal.




  “Do come with me,” she said to the others, “I’m sure Father will love it if you stay for dinner.”




  “That is most kind,” replied Lady Itō politely. “Nagomi, you go with Satō. I will come later.”




  Nagomi agreed eagerly. The Itō house was farther up the hill, beyond the Sōfukuji Temple, and Satō’s family residence was much more luxurious, commanding a beautiful view over the city.




  The Takashima household was a massive compound, built on the very top of Maruyama Hill, dominating the neighbourhood with its thick stone walls. Two spearmen stood by the main gate, vigilant. The younger of the guards lowered his weapon threateningly as the girls approached, but his older companion shook his head.




  “It’s all right — that’s the young tono.”




  Satō stopped by the younger guard. To him she was a samurai boy, son and prospective heir to her father’s school of Rangaku — the study Western magic.




  “You’re new here, aren’t you?”




  The man nodded. He couldn’t have been more than five years older her.




  “What do they call you?”




  “Kaiten, Takashima-dono.”




  “You’re supposed to be keeping people in that house, Kaiten, not out of it.”




  “Yes, Takashima-dono,” he replied pursing his lips, uncomfortable and irritated.




  Satō didn’t worry about his discomfort. She enjoyed mocking the guards, playing pranks on them and being generally obnoxious towards the frequently changing spearmen. The soldiers did not belong to her household — they were employed by the city magistrate, who, in turn, took their orders straight from the Taikun’s court in far-away Edo. Her father was under house arrest ever since he had tried to convince the magistrate to put the masters of Western magic, like himself, to work on the city’s defences. The idea proved too radical and deemed a treason: even in Kiyō, a city more open and diverse than any other place in Yamato, nobody trusted the wizards enough to give them access to military secrets.
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