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  If I see a bridge of flying magpies




  Across the frost-white sky




  I know the night is almost over.




  Chunagon Yakamochi
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  PROLOGUE




  The grounds of the Imperial Palace of the Divine Mikado were as tranquil as the blue, cloudless sky above. Noble men shuffled along gravel paths in silence. Thrushes sang softly in the gingko trees. Water trickled in the canals along the avenues into the ponds where frogs croaked the coming of the evening.




  Crown Prince Mutsuhito sat down on the springy grass beside one such pond, looking at the great white wall stretching all around the palace gardens. Beyond lay the bustle of Heian, the Imperial Capital. The streets of the city he had seen only once, when, as a child, he had to run from a fire to the Shimogamo Shrine across the river.




  “Trapped in a palace like Butsu-sama himself,” he said quietly. Nobody heard him beyond the silk curtain. Since he was three years old and could express himself formally, the Crown Prince had insisted that his path, wherever he went, was concealed from the outside world. Nobody protested, of course; nobody questioned. The word of the imperial heir was a command of the God.




  “How is my Divine Father doing today?” he asked louder.




  “His Imperial Majesty is busy writing another letter,” an unnamed servant answered from beyond the curtain. All his servants were nobles themselves, of course, from the finest aristocratic families.




  “He is angry, then,” the prince guessed. He imagined his father’s jowls shaking with fury. Mikado Kōmei was often angry, and when he was angry, he wrote letters.




  “There is... disturbing news from the Taikun’s court.”




  “Oh?”




  “I am not sure, denka. We did not have an official report yet, so we must rely on rumours.”




  “What is it, then?”




  “There is a rumour of — unspeakable as it sounds — the barbarians landing in Edo.”




  “Invasion?”




  The prince stood up abruptly. A frightened frog leapt from under his feet.




  “A scouting party, perhaps... I believe if it was indeed an invasion, we would have more news about it by now.”




  But how? The Divine Winds were supposed to be impenetrable... have the Bataavians betrayed us?




  “Prepare the curtain,” Mutsuhito ordered, “I think I shall visit my Father.”




  An acrid, unpleasant smell filled the imperial chambers; the stench of alcohol and women. Mutsuhito covered his nose with a handkerchief and entered his father’s study.




  The Mikado ordered the woman away. The Prince recognised her — one of the ladies-in-waiting. The woman picked up her kimono, giggled and disappeared through the back door.




  “I thought you were writing letters, Father-sama.”




  The Mikado tried to rise with dignity, but swayed back onto the silk cushions. His face was purple.




  “I was! I am! Look, here it is. It’s almost ready.”




  Mutsuhito reached for the scroll and browsed through. Despite his state, his father’s writing remained calm and dignified. It was a missive reminding the Taikun of his duty to protect the Divine Land and the need of expulsion of any barbarians who dared to stand on it.




  “What happened in Edo?” the Prince asked.




  “The barbarians have set up a camp south of the city and demand to speak to the Taikun. Why they have not yet been annihilated or how they even got so far inland, I don’t know. They are not telling me everything — but I will find out. I have my own ways.”




  The barbarians, Mutsuhito thought, what were they like? They were not all bad — he touched the burned-out circle of skin on his arm where he had been secretly vaccinated against the pox by a red-haired physician. Not even his father knew about it — all Western medicine was forbidden in the palace.




  “I like the toys the Westerners make,” he said, “the dolls that move of their own accord, the birds that sing when you turn the key...”




  “Mere tricks to gain our confidence!” the Mikado cried. “I will order these toys burned!”




  The prince said nothing, not risking his father’s wrath turning against him. There would always be more toys sent from the south.




  “I can see you are busy, Father-sama,” he said, glancing towards the back door. “I will leave you to your... duties.”




  The Mikado’s lips wobbled. He raised his hand feebly, holding the wooden sceptre, the symbol of his power.




  “It’s all my fault,” he said.




  “What is?”




  “If the land suffers it means the sovereign is to blame. It’s the punishment of the Heavens. The fires, the earthquakes, and now this... I have been frail and I have neglected my duty as the Divine Father.”




  “There has never been a more dutiful Mikado than you.”




  His father hid his face in his hands and started sobbing. Mutsuhito felt it best to leave him alone.




  The Prince studied his reflection in the round bronze mirror. He untied the ribbons holding his long black tresses in place and the hair fell down onto his shoulders.




  His fingers smelled of fish, despite frequent washing. It was customary to present the Crown Prince with fresh sea fish on any special occasion, these having been of old an item of luxury in the landlocked capital city. Neither jewels nor gold adorned his room. The Imperial Family lived in traditional austerity and was dependant on gifts from the courtiers and a meagre yearly stipend.




  There were some more gifts coming his way, and slightly more opulent. His Coming of Age day was swiftly approaching. Soon his long boyish hair would be cut off and his plain robes replaced with the clothes of an adult.




  It seemed to him ominous to have such an important ceremony at such a critical time. There was more news of the barbarians coming from Edo and none of it served to calm Mutsuhito’s father down. The Mikado had ordered prayers for Yamato’s prosperity in the seven shrines and seven temples of the capital and then sat down to write another angry missive to the Taikun.




  Mutsuhito wondered if anyone ever read the letters. Probably not. Why would the all-powerful overlord and Commodore of all the Yamato armies care what the Imperial Puppet had to say on matters of state? The Mikado represented a symbolic and spiritual power without any real influence. It was said that all the healing power of the shrine priests depended on the Mikado’s well-being, but Mutsuhito suspected this was just a story made up by the chroniclers in the ancient times to justify the need for the existence of the Imperial Family. His father had only very limited command over the spirits. His biological mother, he remembered, a daughter of a noble family from Chinzei, had become a skilled healer, but only once she had retired to a temple in the mountains.




  A tiny bell tinkled, signifying the water had reached the desired temperature. He stepped towards the bath, untied the silk sash and dropped his red robe. Nobody attended his baths, not even the chamber maids. This was a breach of the custom but, again, nobody dared to question his command. They just assumed it was one of his divine whims.




  But there was another, much more important reason for his seclusion. One that only his mother and his physician knew about. At first — they told him — it was just a small spot of infarction on his upper thigh, a bit of hard, dead skin. But as the prince had grown, so had the blemish and by now it covered most of his thigh, descending below the knee in places.




  It didn’t hurt or itch. In fact, somehow it felt even more natural than his human skin. He sat on the bath’s edge and scratched the thigh absent-mindedly; the soft light green scales shimmered in the candle light.
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  CHAPTER 1




  There was fresh blood on Dylan’s boots.




  It came from a puddle he had stepped into, a street earlier. Or maybe from another, a block away. There was no way to know for certain; all the streets of Shanglin were bathed in blood.




  He walked over a dead body and stumbled over another lying just beside it. He didn’t look down; not anymore. They were all the same, anyway: stripped naked, mangled, slashed with swords and burned with gunshots. Only the size and gender differed. The conquerors of Shanglin did not discriminate. Old men, children, women… all were piled along the walls and blood-filled gutters. The dead, black window holes of the burnt-out houses stared down at the carnage in silent accusation.




  Dylan didn’t bother to count the slain. How many people had lived in Shanglin before the war? Ten thousand? Twenty thousand? How many more gathered here fleeing from the besieging Imperial Army? Only a few hundred women survived, spared for the soldiers’ entertainment. Another hundred may have fled into the marshes. That was all.




  There’s always war in Qin, he thought. But not like this…




  He heard cries. He rushed into the narrow cul-de-sac between a burnt out brick warehouse and a ruined inn. Three Imperial soldiers, flushed with drink, were standing over an old woman, beating and abusing her. The woman was still alive, though barely, and her cries for help weakened with every blow.




  Red mist swam before Dylan’s eyes. He raised both hands. “Rhew!” he cried, letting the dragon’s fire flow freely from his fingers, at full force. The nearest of the soldiers stood up in flames and screamed in agony before succumbing to the fire and folding down like burning paper. The other two swayed drunkenly at Dylan. He dodged a clumsy blow, grabbed the attacker’s arm with one hand and pressed the other to his chest.




  “Gwrthyrru!”




  The repelled soldier flew back, his shoulder torn right out of the socket. He put a hand to his chest and pink foam spewed from his mouth. He made a few steps and fell on the ground, trashing in dead throes. One man remained, sobered by the deaths of his comrades; he raised the broad Qin sword. Dylan did not waste magic, and simply punched him in the throat with the edge of his palm, smashing his windpipe. The man dropped his weapon and fell to his knees, gasping and choking.




  Weakened by the magic outburst and anger, Dylan knelt by the old woman; she was breathing rapidly, her eyes wide open. She noticed him and shuddered. She reached shaking fingers out to him, crooked into the sign against evil.




  “Curse you, Westerner! Curse your guns and your dragons!”




  She took one last, hoarse gasp, and died.




  He climbed the arch of a wide bridge spanning one of the city’s many canals, and passed Qin soldiers guarding the passage. They let him through without a word, or even a bow. Dylan was too numb to take offence, although he did make a mental note of the guards’ behaviour.




  Beyond the canal lay the Tianyi Gardens, where the conquering army had made their headquarters. Traces of destruction and fire and blood had been scoured from the gravel and all the dead had been removed from the paths. Rose and camellia bushes had been cut down to make place for tents. Soldiers sat on moss-covered boulders and stone benches around ponds, playing ma jiang for bits of Cursed Weed. Gold and silver coins, looted from the city’s treasure houses, were strewn all over the grass.




  No discipline at all, thought Dylan bitterly, this rabble would never have taken the city without our help.




  The words of the dying woman echoed in his head.




  She blamed me for her fate, not the Qin soldiers torturing her.




  The Bohan set his staff up in the main lecture hall of the great Library Pavilion; a long, two-storey building with eaves like sickle blades pointing to the skies. Dylan found him there, studying a large map; several other maps lay scattered around the floor and tables. The upper half of a discarded automaton lay in the corner, its glass eyes and metal hand raised accusingly into the air.




  “Ah, Commodore Dí Lán!” the Bohan welcomed him with a grin and open arms. “Come, join us. We are planning our next stratagem. What do you think of moving on Chansu?”




  “Another siege?” Dylan asked. He dismissed a servant who offered him a cup of tea.




  “I know you Dracalish like moving swiftly, but this is how this war will have to be fought for now, until we push those vermin beyond the walls of our cities.”




  Vermin.




  “Perhaps it would be easier to capture the cities if the defenders were given a chance to survive.”




  The Bohan looked him in the eyes and smiled.




  “You don’t approve of our methods, Commodore.”




  “No, I can’t say I do. I will write a report to Fan Yu of all that’s happened here.”




  Bohan’s smile vanished. He stood straight, letting go of the map; it rolled up with a rustle.




  “These… rats dared to stand against the Mandate of Heaven. They got what they deserved. Besides, they had plenty of time to surrender without bloodshed.”




  “Plenty of time? The siege lasted less than a week — thanks to our guns and our dragons.”




  “That was a week too long.”




  “Her Majesty will not take kindly to having her troops associated with this massacre.”




  The Bohan smirked and stroke his beard.




  “Do not presume to deceive me, Commodore. I know your orders as well as you do. You are to provide us with any assistance we require in defence of your country’s trade interests — and provide us you shall. Speaking of which, I will need half a dozen of your dragons to-”




  “Enough!” Dylan slapped his hands on the table. The outburst surprised him. The Bohan raised a sharp eyebrow.




  “My men are not butchers! You can capture your cities yourself. Huating is safe, and that’s all that matters for our trade interests.”




  The Bohan blinked, and then laughed.




  “You want to teach me about butchery? You, a Westerner? I know you. You’ve destroyed entire nations and you’d destroy Qin if you thought this was in your… interests. Oh, but you’re too shrewd for that - you prefer to kill slowly.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Dylan.




  “You don’t know? How many of my people died because of your accursed trade? How many died of famine in Bangla because you took their fields to plant more Weed? Don’t you lecture me about butchery, Commodore Dí Lán; unless you want me to get better at it. Play war like the nice soldier you are, and we’ll all be free to go home in no time. Isn’t that what you want?”




  Dylan gritted his teeth. He knew he couldn’t give the Qin official the satisfaction of another outburst. He inhaled and exhaled slowly.




  “Tell your soldiers to stay out of my way,” he said, forcing himself to sound calm. “I’m going back to the main camp.”




  “I will send my requests to your tent, Commodore,” the Bohan replied.




  “You will have a prompt reply.”




  Dylan nodded sharply, turned on his heels and stomped outside.




  Makino Tadamasa returned to his apartment at the guesthouse, put his two swords on the rack and the padded raincoat on the chest, and paid homage to the household spirits at the tiny shrine above the entrance. He then slid away the paper panels forming the western wall of the room and sat down on a narrow veranda overlooking a small garden.




  As one of the inner circle of hereditary fudai daimyo, Tadamasa could easily afford a private residence of his own, but he preferred to live in one of the lavish, extravagant guesthouses in the middle of Edo, near the walled pleasure district. He had his wife and son neatly cooped up in a mansion just outside the city; near enough for them to fall under the rules of alternate attendance which required the daimyo’s family to live under Edo’s surveillance as glorified hostages — and yet too far to interfere in Tadamasa’s everyday duties and entertainments. These days the visitors would arrive mostly from the nearby pleasure district, but sometimes they were his feudal clients or representatives of other, lesser daimyo, basking in the light of his influential position.




  He had just spent half a day negotiating an important contract for the delivery of cannon barrels and compressed air to the Taikun’s new harbour fortress at Daiba and all he wanted to do was to soak in a relaxing bath and watch the moon reflecting in the pond in the small garden. He was understandably annoyed when a servant knocked on the door of his apartment and announced a guest.




  “I told you I’m not seeing anyone today!”




  “I beg your apologies, kakka, but it is the esteemed Councillor Hotta-dono who wants to see you.”




  




  “Keep it brief, Naosuke, I have a bath waiting,” barked Tadamasa, sitting at the low table.




  “I will, Councillor-dono. I come to you with a proposition. As you well know, I need one more vote behind my motion for the next month’s meeting. The Matsudairas are beyond my reach for now; young Kuze is — well, I have not found any leverage on him yet. So, only you remain, Tadamasa-dono. Now, before I tell you what my offer is, I wonder if there is anything that could sway you to my side?”




  “Nothing,” the old man said and grunted. “I don’t know what makes you think I would do such a thing. I have made up my mind.”




  “Money? Prestige? Women? Men? How about a little blackmail, no?” Naosuke pressed.




  “Listen, Naosuke. I am an old, rich, powerful man. You may think to threaten me or bully me or bribe me or whatever it is you have done to your opponents to get as high as you have, but none of this will help you with me.”




  Naosuke nodded sadly.




  “I was afraid you’d say that.”




  He clapped his hands and, out of the shadows, came a burly rōnin pushing before him a young boy who was bound and gagged. Tears streamed from under the blindfold. Tadamasa recognized his nine-year old grandson.




  “Tadakuni! How dare you...” He raised an accusing hand at Naosuke. “My family is under the Taikun’s personal care!”




  “That may well be,” Naosuke said with a self-confident shrug. “But it makes you wonder, eh — if I can get my hands on the Taikun’s hostages, what more am I capable of?”




  Tadamasa’s shoulders slumped in defeat. If he was younger, he would find more strength to fight; but he was old. Next year he was planning to retire from the Council altogether…




  “What do you want from me?”




  “I only need one vote. That is all. And your immediate retirement after that, of course. I already have a more... pliable… replacement prepared to take over your position.”




  “You have it. Now give me back my grandson.”




  “After the vote, dear Makino-dono. After the vote,” said Naosuke, smiling.




  Hanpeita crouched at the roof of the guesthouse, observing the entrance. He first saw the burly rōnin, carrying a large rolled futon on his shoulders. Councillor Hotta followed, deliberately turning in the direction opposite from the rōnin.




  Hanpeita waved a lantern. From a roof across the street another lantern waved; one of his men — he didn’t know which one, it was safer this way — confirmed he was going to follow the rōnin, letting Hanpeita and his group follow the Councillor.




  They moved softly from roof to roof, using the skills Hanpeita had learned in Tosa, his home province, before coming to Edo.




  When is Gensai-sama going to arrive? He wondered briefly, leaping noiselessly across a narrow cul-de-sac. No action could start without the master swordsman joining the group. But it was a long way from Kumamoto and the spring storms kept delaying the journey.




  Hotta stopped in the middle of a brightly-lit alley running towards the southern gate of the city. Hanpeita and his men lay flat on the roof; the Councillor looked around slowly, his hand reaching for the short kodachi sword. His eyes glinted gold in the light of the lanterns.




  It is him, Hanpeita thought, clutching the hilt of his katana in a sweaty hand. He felt as if the Councillor was looking straight through him, even though he couldn’t possibly see any of them hidden in the shadows.




  The contact was right. He is no longer human.




  Hotta smiled and his grip on the hilt relaxed; he continued on his way. Hanpeita bade his men stop.




  “It’s too dangerous tonight,” he whispered. “He’ll spot us. We’ll have to try again some other time.”




  




  A clay beaker rested on Nagomi’s chest, with the spirit light burning bright orange. She couldn’t remember where she got it from — it wasn’t the Suwa light, that one she had lost on the road from Hitoyoshi…Something inside her body hurt. She heard the whining sound of a bamboo flute that soon grew louder and louder and then the whinging of a hichiriki oboe joined in. A waft of a breeze brought with it the scent of cherry blossom.




  It’s too late for cherry blossom, she thought.




  She sat up carefully and the pain inside made her wince. She touched her chest and looked around. In the flickering orange light, she saw Bran and Satō sleeping on the cave floor, entwined in an embrace. She turned her eyes away, towards the shimmering waterfall and a babbling stream flowing from it into the forest.




  A cloud of gold and green fireflies, the tiny flickers darting to and fro, hovered over the brook. The heady scent of cherry blossom made Nagomi dizzy. She took a deep breath and felt warmth spread all over her body. The pain subsided.




  A cloud of white mist appeared on the other side the stream, and from it emerged a wispy shape of a woman in a long flowing robe the pink colour of cherry blossom. Her face was lime-white, her thick eyebrows were painted with charcoal in the ancient fashion. The fireflies surrounded her, drawn to the soft light emanating from her body. A white fox purred and rubbed against her like a cat. The woman beckoned the priestess with a slender hand.




  Nagomi stood up and staggered towards the figure across the stone cave floor and grass moist and cold with dew of the coming morning. The white fox perked up, its ears twitching. The figure reached out her arms across the stream. Her face beamed white light, too strong for Nagomi to bear; she lowered her gaze and raised the beaker up.




  The woman’s hands touched hers; they felt like warm, soft leaves. The beaker’s flame burst bright; Nagomi closed her eyes and shivered, as strong, cold wind blew against her naked skin. The sound of the flute and oboe grew faint, until it was barely audible.




  When she opened her eyes again, she was standing on the peak of an imposing steep mountain, shooting high above the layer of dense white fog. The wind whirled and parted the mists and she could see all of the Chinzei Island and further, all the way towards Heian, the Imperial Capital. Somewhere beyond the curving horizon lay Edo and the Northern provinces.




  The dawn rose threatening and ominous, blood red over the eastern seas. Black clouds were gathering over the northern horizon where the Taikun’s castle lay, in Edo, and more dark billows were coming on the Westerly winds over the sea from the direction of Qin. Nagomi saw that the clouds were giant flocks of carrion crows and ravens, circling the skies in hungry anticipation.




  The beaker in her hands burned brighter again, the cold wind blew once more, and she found herself back in the forest. The woman in the cherry blossom robe was smiling sadly. Nagomi felt an overwhelming desire to join her on the other side of the stream, feel the warm, motherly embrace of her willowy arms, to never again feel the pain and sadness... She stepped forward into the water. But the woman shook her head and floated back towards the white mist behind her.




  The fireflies buzzed over the stream towards the priestess, and gathered around her. One by one, they landed on Nagomi’s body, extinguishing their flame and dying. As they touched her, she sensed their tiny, burning spirits; they seemed familiar, as if she had met them before somewhere.




  It’s the old Mushi from Shofukuji Temple, she realized. And the homeless woman from Shinbashi. And the porter from Omura. All my strays…




  She felt the pain inside slowly disappear, the fatigue give way to vigour. The spirit light in her beaker was vibrant and dancing.




  The music intensified again, the unseen zither and drums joining the flute in quick, mad rhythm. The woman waved her hand, showing Nagomi the cave behind her. The white mist enveloped her and she disappeared. Gone were the fireflies, but the white fox remained, staring at Nagomi with cunning, glowing eyes. The priestess turned and walked towards the cave. On its threshold she looked back; the fox was still there, twitching its whiskers anxiously.




  The music grew to a frenzy and then stopped. Nagomi lay down on the cave floor, wrapped herself back in the tattered clothes and cloaks and put the spirit light on her chest. The white fox barked once and vanished into the forest, its bright white tail visible among the trees for a second more.




  She smiled and closed her eyes.
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  CHAPTER 2




  Bran’s first thought was that he did not wish to wake up. The world outside was cold, and he was warm and snug here, nestled as if in his mother’s embrace.




  Five minutes more…




  Someone sighed. He opened his eyes.




  He shuddered as the freezing wind blew against his back. Satō must have felt it too, for she huddled up closer. Her black hair tickled his nose. He caressed her head. She stirred and frowned, but she did not waken.




  Through the haze of exhaustion, he was remembering the battle in the Shrine, the dragon, his transformation, the Crimson Robe, and the flight into the tunnels. His side was sore from lying on the rocky floor of the cave. The makeshift campfire burned out. Dawn peered through the trees, faintly illuminating the cave with greyish gold.




  He unwrapped himself carefully from Satō’s embrace, threw a few more pieces of wood and summoned a little spark; barely enough to light the fire back again.




  This was the last of my dragon magic left.




  He squatted by Nagomi’s side and brushed hair from her forehead; she was running a slight fever, but her breath was calm and stable. He adjusted the cloaks around her — she must have been stirring in her sleep — and then went to the stream to wash in the icy cold water. This helped him clear his mind a little. He scratched his cheek where the shinobi’s sickle blade had drawn deep blood. The scar was still fresh and painful.




  What now?




  Getting help for Nagomi was the priority, as was finding some food. He could only hope they were safe enough from any pursuit in the cave. He patted the sword at his side reassuringly.




  At least I still have the blade.




  He felt a stir at the back of his mind, a nudging presence. At first he thought it was the Farlink returning and a jolt of joy came through him, but his delight was short-lived.




  “What do you want?” he asked, annoyed.




  “I will overlook your impertinence considering the circumstances, boy,” said Shigemasa graciously. “I have something very important to tell you.”




  “Do you know a way out of here, Taishō?”




  “That I do not…”




  “Then whatever it is will have to wait until we’re safe.”




  By the time Bran returned to the cave, Satō was awake and leaning over the unconscious friend.




  “She is still feverish,” he said.




  “And the wound is swollen again,” Satō said and sat down; her face crumpled.




  “This is hopeless.”




  “She will all be alright,” he said. He sounded unconvincing even to himself.




  “I’ll go look for help. There must be some village nearby where those people came from,” he added, pointing at the remnants of the hunting gear strewn on the cave floor.




  He stepped outside and heard loud voices and the sound of several people trudging noisily through the forest somewhere downhill.




  “Somebody’s coming,” he said and frowned.




  “The hunters! They will help us!” Satō stood up, excited.




  “Shh! We don’t know if they’re friendly. Let’s hide and see what they’re up to, first.”




  He extinguished the campfire and helped Satō move Nagomi into the bushes, from where they observed the men arriving at the cave.




  There were three of them, all in crude hunting gear — deerskin trousers and fur hats, bows and long knives in tree bark scabbards. A large yellow hound accompanied them, its nose to the ground. They were loud, not caring for stealth. Two of the hunters carried their game hung over a bamboo pole.




  “Look!” Satō whispered with horror, pointing at the pole. Tied to it by the wrists and ankles was a tall man, naked and hairy. The third hunter prodded him with a stick and baited him with the tip of his knife. The man’s body was cut and slashed in many places and full of bruises.




  “What are they? Slave traders? Cannibals?”




  The hunters came into the cave’s entrance and threw their prey roughly at the cold rock.




  “That’s ‘nuff. Throw t’trinket back on it,” said the third hunter, and one of the other two took a string of jade jewels. Bran could not see what he did with it from his hiding place.




  “Make sure it’s tied up well,” the chief hunter warned.




  “Wait! Somebody’s been ‘ere,” said the man holding the necklace. Immediately the hunters fell silent, pulling out their long hunting knives and eyeing the forest around them suspiciously. Bran and Satō dropped to the ground.




  The birds chirped and the wind rustled the bamboo leaves.




  “Do you have any power left?” whispered Satō.




  “No dragon magic. I can do simple illusions, but-”




  Before he could finish, the hound stood rigid, sniffing towards them.




  “Look at the dog!” the chief hunter cried. “Over there, in the bushes!”




  The other two aimed their bows at the hideout.




  “Come out of there!” the chief hunter ordered.




  Bran waved his fingers. A growl and a roar rang out at the back of the cave.




  “What the…”




  The hunters turned back in fright. The dog started to bark madly.




  “Was that you?” asked Satō. He shook his head and focused on the illusion.




  “Ystlumod,” he spoke.




  At that moment, a dark, large flock of bats flew out of the cave over the heads of the bowmen, who released their arrows, aimless, into the air, shouting in surprise.




  “Now!” cried Bran, drawing his sword. Satō leapt out with a katana in her hands, releasing a rain of icy sparks on the leader and his dog. Hoar covered the animal’s hair and it yelped in pain. The hunter shielded his eyes with his arm.




  Bran cast bright sparks into the eyes of the other two and attacked them with the flat of his blade. He did not wish any more men to die; he still remembered the nauseating stench of blood and death from the battle at the Shrine. With a couple of hefty blows, he forced the two men to drop their bows and run off down the hill.




  But Satō’s opponent refused to give up easily. Her sword clashed against the hunter’s long knife. The man was stronger than the wizardess, and well-rested. His dog caught on the girl’s hakama and tugged at it with a mad growl, making it harder for her to move. In short quarters, Satō’s long blade was a hindrance; the hunter pushed her against the tree, grabbed her wrist and forced her to release the weapon. He let out a leering chuckle, noticing the curves under the girl’s torn kimono. He dropped the knife and reached for her.




  “Stay away!”




  Bran lashed out at the man blindly, only for his face to meet the hunter’s fist. Lightning flashed before the boy’s eyes; he reeled back, stunned and disoriented. Blood sprouted from his broken nose again. An irritated voice spoke in his head.




  “Good. I’ll take it from here.”




  In an instant, Bran’s sword arm drew a perfect curve which bypassed the hunter’s parry. The blade lodged itself in the hunter’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound and the man fell gurgling to his knees.




  Bran could do nothing to prevent the hunter’s death. Shigemasa’s spirit was as strong as ever, unlike the weak and spent boy.




  “Let me back in,” he protested feebly.




  “I don’t think so,” replied Shigemasa.




  “You fiend! Of all the moments…”




  “It is a pity,” admitted the General, “but you were too keen to die lately, and that doesn’t suit me at all, boy.”




  Satō noticed the change in Bran’s posture before he turned around and looked at her with eyes as black as the night. She picked up her sword and pressed its sharp, icy edge to his neck.




  “Drop your sword and let him go,” she said calmly.




  The General licked his — Bran’s — lips, eyeing the blade.




  “Thou wouldst not hurt him.”




  “It would hurt you, first.”




  “I will be of much more use to thee than the lad,”the General said, smiling. “I know my way around this island. I am a better fighter. I could protect thee… young woman.”




  In response she pressed the sword closer. A droplet of blood appeared on his skin.




  I can’t keep it up for long.




  “We are of the same stock, thou and I,” he continued with a smile. “Samurai both. Thou canst trust me.” He began to slowly raise his hand towards the blade, but before he could move it away from his neck, she pressed even harder.




  “I trust Bran!”




  His sword-hand moved faster than she could blink, but somehow she managed to pull back and parry the powerful blow aimed at her neck. Sparks flew from the clashing blades.




  Bran stood right in front of the door to the red-light tower, trying to calm himself down.




  Don’t panic. Focus. You can do it.




  It was his body; he managed to get it back once already.




  But I had Emrys then. And my ring.




  He looked at his ring-finger; it was empty.




  So it’s gone here as well.




  But Shigemasa was in a hurry, and had made a sloppy job of banishing Bran from his mind. The boy pressed at the door and it budged a little with a creak. He sensed the General was trying to push him back, but at the same time was distracted by Satō. At last, the strain of dealing with two diversions at once irritated Shigemasa to the point of bursting. Bran read his quick thought: he was going to kill the insolent bitch!




  No!




  Bran rammed at the door with all his strength at the same time that Shigemasa’s sword flashed towards Satō’s neck. He leapt inside the tower and, with great effort, he tore the General away and cast him far out onto the red dust plain, into the deepest recesses of his soul.




  Exhausted, he fell down onto the forest floor.




  Satō splashed water on Bran’s face. He opened his eyes and she breathed with relief — they were jade green.




  She helped him up. The dead hunter’s dog was sniffing its slain master, whimpering. She stomped her feet and the animal ran away into the forest with a yowl.




  “What about the other two?” asked Bran.




  “I don’t think they’ll come back,” she replied. She was still shaking after the encounter. “Can you get Nagomi into the cave? I’ll check on that poor man they were carrying.”




  She passed the threshold and reeled back in terror.




  In the back of the cavern, instead of the naked man, lay a large black bear. Its fore and rear legs were tied with strong rope. Its fur was shaggy and dirty and its sides collapsed with hunger. She fought the primal fear taking her over, making her want to flee. She stepped back and bumped into Bran, who had just brought Nagomi over the cave’s threshold.




  “What’s going — ? Oh…”




  The dragon rider laid the priestess down and moved carefully forward.




  “Look out!” Satō warned him earnestly, “it can slice your head off with one blow!”




  “It doesn’t look like it has any strength left..” Bran said. “And what happened to the human?”




  She studied the bear more closely. The animal looked at them with strangely intelligent eyes, exposing its teeth in an effort to look threatening. Around its neck was hung a necklace of jade stones.




  “You don’t think…”




  “I don’t know, you tell me! Have you ever heard of something like this?”




  She scoured her memory for the old tales.




  Nagomi would know better, she always loved those stories…




  “Well, there are… there were foxes and raccoon dogs which could shapeshift… but I never heard of bears. Can you use True Sight?”




  He shook his head.




  “I’m too exhausted for that. But that necklace…” Bran walked past her. The bear grunted and waved its head. The boy jumped back, startled, but then slowly came even nearer the animal.




  “Eeh! What are you doing?” Satō cried, as the boy reached for the jewels.




  “I want to see what that necklace is for.”




  “Maybe it keeps the bear sedated! Maybe it’s sapping its strength and if you take it off, the bear will jump and eat you! Why can’t you just leave it alone?”




  “I... I’m just curious, that’s all. I think…Look, it’s letting me touch it.”




  The bear lay its head sideways on the cave floor and did not move, only breathed heavily as Bran examined the jade gems wrapped around the animal’s huge neck on a piece of leather cord.




  “Yes, of course it would let you touch it, if it meant it could get its strength back and kill us all.”




  But Bran did not listen. He reached out his hand.




  “Give me your dagger,” he said.




  “You’re insane,” said Satō, but she gave him the weapon. After all a man was thrown into the cave where the animal now rested…




  The boy cut through the cord. The jade gems scattered on the floor of the cage with a tinkle. Nothing happened.




  “Well at least it didn’t bite your a— look out, it’s moving!”




  The bear started writhing on the cave floor. Bran quickly jumped back and Satō pulled out her blade by a few inches. But the bear did not attack. The animal’s body twisted and tossed around as it groaned in agony.




  “Is it…dying?” she asked.




  “No. And I know what’s happening…” whispered Bran. “It’s transforming…”




  The bear muscles and bones started to relocate and half a minute later a tall, muscular, hairy naked man lay unconscious on the cage floor.




  “The day just keeps getting better,” said Satō, sighing. “Now we have two casualties to take care of.”




  With some effort, Bran and Satō carried the man towards the campfire.




  “I’ve never heard of bears changing into humans, or the other way around,” repeated Satō, “I wonder which way it is. The hunters treated it like an animal.”




  “I’ve heard stories… Of werebears and other such creatures living in the frozen forests of the deep north, beyond the Varyaga Khaganate.”




  “But what’s it doing here? It looks almost like a Yamato, only taller.”




  Bran shook his head.




  “I don’t know. But we really need to find some help now. For both of them,” said Bran. He stood up from the campfire.




  “Don’t leave me.” Satō tugged on his sleeve. “What if that bear-man wakes up and attacks me? What if the hunters return?”




  He looked at her surprised. She suddenly seemed frail and vulnerable as never before.




  Is this the real Satō … or just another mask?




  As if in answer to the girl’s fears, the hairy stranger stirred and moaned. Satō jumped away, reaching for her sword, but Bran remained motionless. The man raised himself on his arms, his movements still resembling an animal. He shook his head and looked up. He saw them and stepped back on all fours. His body was covered in old and new scars. Powerful muscles bulged on his shoulders and thighs, but he was visibly famished, with a stomach caved in under the protruding ribs. Long hair and a short, shaggy beard surrounded a sunken face, with eyes rounder and the nose longer than those of the Yamato. The hairs on his chest were discoloured in the shape of a white crescent that the black bears bore below their necks.




  The stranger opened his mouth to speak, but produced only a low growl. He coughed a few times, clearing his throat before trying again.




  “You… you’re not the hunters.”




  “The hunters are gone,” said Bran. “You’re safe now.”




  “Safe,” he repeated hoarsely, sitting down in a bear-like manner, with his legs straight and supporting himself on his knuckles. For a while he bobbed sideways, before speaking again.




  “They… took my clothes.”




  Bran untied his sash and gave it to the man, who wrapped it around his waist like a loincloth. He grunted in thanks.




  “Who — or what — are you?” asked Satō, tapping her fingers on the hilt of the sword.




  The man bowed, or rather, rocked deeply forward.




  “I am Chief of the Kumaso, the Bear People. Torishi.”




  “Bear People? There are more of you?”




  “No more,” the man shook his head.




  “Not much of a Chief, then,” Satō remarked.




  “But I thought… werebears only lived in the far north,” said Bran.




  The bear-man looked up and squinted.




  “Before the Yamato came… my people lived on these islands. Then we were pushed to the edges.”




  “And now you’re the only one left?”




  “That I know,” the bear-man said, lowering his head, “and what of you?” He glanced at their tattered, bloodied clothes and noticed the unconscious priestess.




  “We lost a battle yesterday and had to run,” explained Satō in as vague terms as she could. “Our friend was wounded. We need to go down to the valley and find help.”




  “Help?” Torishi shook his head and stood up. He towered above them, taller even than Dōraku, and more broad-shouldered. He did not seem as weak now. He ran his hand sideways across his beard.




  “The Chief of the Bear People will help you.”




  Satō eyed him suspiciously.




  “You look as if you need help yourself. I’m afraid we don’t have any food to share.”




  “Come with me,” said Torishi, “I have plenty.”




  “Bear food?”




  The man guffawed. “Come!”




  He stooped over Nagomi and hesitated. Finally he reached out and gently caressed her red hair. Then he frowned.




  “Your friend… is a priestess?”




  “Yes,” said Bran. “What of it?”




  Torishi laughed wistfully.




  “To think I would help one of their kind…”




  He leaned to pick the girl up.




  Satō bit her lips. The man lifted the priestess’s limp body without effort.




  “My house is not far,” he said and without waiting for them, walked off into the forest. Satō looked at Bran. They both shrugged and followed outside.
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  CHAPTER 3




  Satō trudged alongside Bran and the bear-man for about a quarter of a ri through the thick undergrowth, slipping and cursing, out of breath and out of strength. At last, they reached what looked like an impassable tangle of poison ivy stretching from tree to tree, and stopped. The man nodded at them.




  “Move those two branches away. Do not touch the leaves.”




  The ivy parted with ease, revealing a comfortable entrance to a large, round, open glade. Stepping through it, she saw a large hut with walls of bamboo and straw, and a roof of tightly-woven grass. It stood beside a small stream flowing across the glade. There were remnants of several other huts, all dismantled or burnt down a long time ago.




  “But — this is like a normal house!” she cried out.




  “This used to be a village,” noticed Bran, stepping over a few broken bamboo poles.




  “Eight families lived upon this stream,” the bear-man said, “the last of the Kumaso.”




  He entered the house, and she followed hesitantly. It was dark and tight, with just a little light falling through a tiny window, but it was also warm and dry. An unpleasant, sweet smell was coming from the opposite wall, but she couldn’t see through the gloom. Torishi laid Nagomi on a long, low bench beside the fireplace in the middle of the hut and covered her with skins.




  “There is food in those crates and jugs by the door.”




  “What about Nagomi?”




  “The young priestess? I need to prepare while you eat.”




  Satō opened one of the crates and reeled back.




  “What is this?”




  Bran picked up what looked like a dark-red log and sniffed it.




  “It’s smoked meat.” He licked it. “Venison,” he said. “Wild boar?”




  She gave the boy a stare, but he was busy biting his teeth into the tough meat and didn’t seem to notice.




  Torishi laughed again.




  “Tasty, eh? There is more here, fresher. Deer.”




  He reached into the gloom and took a long haunch, blackened with age and glistening with fat. He then put on a long tunic of light brown cloth that reached to his knees. He offered Bran his sash back, but the boy raised his hand in protest.




  “Er... you can keep it.”




  “Meat, meat and more meat,” Satō opened one crate after another, holding her nose with her fingers, “you wouldn’t have anything without legs?”




  “Fish in that round box,” the bear-man said. He threw some wood on the fireplace and started lighting it up with a flint.




  “Thank Butsu-sama for that!”




  There was about a dozen small, silvery fish inside the bamboo box, cured in some sour-smelling paste. The girl devoured them quickly.




  “I suppose rice is out of the question,” she said. Torishi shook his head; every time he did so, his thick, long mane of black hair shook wildly from side to side.




  “We grew millet, when there were hands enough to work… And we used to buy rice from the valleys. But it’s been a long time since I ate either.”




  The fire started and was now crackling merrily. Smoke rose up through a hole in the grass roof. Torishi reached for some clay pots on the wooden shelf by the only window and put them around the bench where Nagomi lay.




  “Now. What happened to her?”




  “She’s been stabbed through her lungs,” Satō said grimly. “She’s lost a lot of blood, and I don’t know what’s going on inside her.”




  The bear-man sucked air through his teeth and stroked the back of his head. He reached under the bed — a sleeping platform raised about a foot over the floor on wooden logs - and pulled out a small deerskin drum, and a sealed lacquer box.




  “What are you doing?” she asked.




  “I must commune with the Spirits.”




  “Eeh! You’re a healer then?”




  “I am Chief of the Kumaso,” he said, as if that explained everything. “I did not save my people from the Blistering Sickness, but I can deal with injuries.”




  “Blistering Sickness?” Bran whispered.




  “He means smallpox,” replied Satō. “Is that what happened to your village?”




  Torishi opened the lacquer box carefully.




  “The hunters brought the Blistering Sickness into the forest,” he explained. “And we, shamans, could not deal with it. But I survived. The Spirits chose me to witness my kindred suffer and die.”




  His face took on a grim, determined expression as he tied a tightly woven scarf around his head. He picked up a spruce twig, a blade of grass and some dried leaves from the box and tossed them on the fire. A dark, thick smoke spewed from the fireplace.




  “The young one will live. The Spirits owe me that much.”




  He then poured water into a small bowl, mixed in something that looked like dried seaweed, and drank it, wincing. He stuck two small carved bamboo slats into the ground by Nagomi’s head.




  “Into these sticks I move the pain and the sickness,” he said, “when the sticks turn black you must throw them out.”




  Bran nodded and moved closer to the window. The bear-man started banging out a simple, steady rhythm on the deerskin drum and chucked a few more twigs and leaves onto the fireplace. Thick white smoke filled the inside of the house. The drumming grew faster and louder. Torishi threw back his head and started chanting in a strange, ancient-sounding language.




  Ku koh tobochi tan anchi kanne


  tani asi ku kon tuntumi ku-tata


  Tamb e’tahne ku shirao venara


  Ku koh tobochi utarakhe echi mauhe pirikano


  Inkoshishchuka yanua, Isomaraykire!


  Tan ven ainu kuru-kasihi


  Esiohteya mau tambe, ponno ponno


  Tan ukuran echi-kochari chiki, pirika!





  His body started writhing in a trance, the drum beating grew frenzied. His chanting became garbled, eventually turning into a simple, wordless “Ya, ya, ya, ya!” interspersed with whistles and groans. Sweat trickled down his brow.




  “Nothing’s happening,” Bran said when a good half an hour had passed.




  The white smoke hovered over Nagomi’s body like a dark spirit.




  “Look, the sticks!” Satō whispered, pointing. The pieces of carved bamboo turned solid black, obsidian. Bran grabbed them and scowled.




  “Hot!”




  “Get them out!”




  The boy threw the sticks out the window. They fell into the stream with a hiss of steam. The black smoke disappeared; the air in the room was clear again.




  Torishi was still in a trance, but his movements were slower now, more relaxed, and the beating was steady again. She could once again make out words in his chanting.




  




  Ashim puhara,


  kamui akah kata


  E-kom pashuhi


  Tu kamui sonko,


  Re kamui sonko,


  Anokote!





  He stopped and dropped his head until his chin touched his chest. He rocked back and forth for a moment yet, eyes closed, murmuring some quiet prayer.
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