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  Author’s Note
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  The spring is a dawn. The vast sky turns pale, the peaks of the mountains brighten gently. In the purple glow, the thin clouds linger towards the horizon.
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  PROLOGUE




  The white silk of his robe was stained with the blood of his brethren.




  Wet sand squeaked under his bare feet. At the break of dawn the sea was silent, cold and dark like the swords which slaughtered the priests at the Mekari. His brothers had thrown themselves against the blades to protect him and that which he carried away.




  The Jewel was not for human hands to hold. The orb of white crystal burned his skin and flesh like a glowing ember. He bit his lips and endured.




  The black line of gnarled, twisted pines moved closer with his every breath. He dared not look back; he knew the grey-clad assassins were near. He hoped to lose them in the dark forest growing on the windswept seaward slopes of the nearby dune ridge. If he could only make it to those trees…




  Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed the falling blade and instinctively raised his hand to shield himself. The sword clanged harmlessly. The white sleeve of his robe fell, revealing an arm covered with black scales, glinting in the first rays of the rising sun.




  He grasped the blade and snapped it in two. The swordsman stared incredulously at his broken weapon, then at the long, sharp claws reaching for his eyes.




  He left the howling assassin to bleed out onto the sand and kept on running. The trees were now less than fifty paces away, their safe shadows beckoning him invitingly. The others were now so close behind he could hear the shuffling of their feet. He stumbled, losing precious seconds. Thirty paces. Twenty. His aching calves cried for him to stop, but he ignored the pain. His heart pounded as if trying to break free from the ribcage. Just a little more effort. Just a few more steps.




  He glimpsed them standing among the trees, swords drawn, and realised all was lost. He slowed down and stopped. The men behind him stopped too, waiting, patient. He turned around. There were three of them, all in the same grey, unmarked uniforms, solemn faces without a trace of emotion. Two more approached unhurriedly from the forest.




  They could see the Jewel clearly, shining like a beacon through his right hand and the white silk sleeve, but, for the moment, were more concerned with the left hand, armed with its deadly claws. Wary of the fate of their comrade, the swordsmen bid their time until, at last, the first one leapt towards him with the weapon raised. There was no war cry, not even a hastening of breath.




  The sun rising over the dunes painted the sea as crimson as the blood of the five men lying in the sand and the robe of the long-haired, gaunt faced man standing before him.




  “I’m impressed,” the man said, grinning to show his sharp, black teeth. His eyes glinted like nuggets of pure gold. In his right hand he was holding a giant sword, almost four feet in length. “So, this is how the last of the Sea Dragons fights.”




  The priest said nothing, saving his strength. Two of his claws were broken, his left eye gouged, his stomach and chest cut with many deep wounds but, somehow, he was still standing. He no longer felt any pain, only weariness.




  The man in the crimson robe drew his sword and threw away the plain wooden sheath.




  “This is where you should say something poignant,” he remarked and raised the weapon horizontally above his head. The priest wondered if it was too late to pray to the great Watatsumi for help.




  With a sudden roar he lunged forwards. The man in the crimson robe stepped back and brought the sword down. The blade struck the priest’s right shoulder, slicing the arm cleanly off his body, but the claws pierced deep into the enemy’s chest. No blood pulsed in the swordsman’s veins; no heart beat inside the ribcage.




  The demon laughed and pushed the priest away. He reached down and wrestled the Jewel, clutched in the hand, though the arm was cut clean off. A frown marred its pale face as the gem’s white light burned through the parchment-thin skin.




  “That’s not right,” he murmured to himself. The priest tried to crawl away, slipping and stumbling, but the demon grabbed him by the folds of the white silk robe, turned effortlessly and, with a swift stab, pierced his chest.




  With dying eyes, the priest watched as his own blood stained red the Jewel of the Ebbs, turning the stone from a white diamond into the purest of rubies.
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  CHAPTER I




  Slender fingers picked the polished piece of white clamshell up from the wooden bowl and dropped it onto the intersection between the straight black lines with a soft tap.




  Atsuko straightened and looked up from the board. Her eyes met those of Komatsu and she smiled encouragingly. He lowered his gaze immediately and pretended to focus on the setup of the black and white stones on the rectangle of golden kaya wood.




  The boy is very silent today, she thought. No, not the boy. Komatsu is a man already. They were both the same age after all. With his top-knot perfectly straight and his black kimono lined on his shoulders without a crease, he seemed very presentable. Any woman he chose for a bride could deem herself fortuitous.




  The stone of black slate clicked on the board. Komatsu nodded, acknowledging his move.




  “I am to travel to Edo,” she said, picking up a white stone and studying its surface carefully. Komatsu looked at her, startled, but composed himself in an instant.




  “I know,” he replied.




  “Ah?”




  “Tadayuki-sama told me.”




  “I see.”




  Tap. The white stone joined four others in a group which seemed hopelessly trapped in a ladder pattern.




  “I may never return.”




  Komatsu swallowed loudly before answering.




  “If such be the will of Nariakira-dono…”




  His fingers reached for another stone.




  “I’m leaving in two days.”




  The black stone dropped back into the bowl with a clatter.




  “Two days…? But I thought…”




  “Father’s request. The auguries for a later date proved inauspicious. Everything is ready for my departure.”




  “Hime…”




  He closed his mouth, straightened his back and nodded again.




  “I wish you all the best.”




  “Thank you.”




  The black stone tapped louder than the others.




  “You broke the ladder, Komatsu-kun,” she noticed, “you haven’t got any better since we last played. Have my lessons been so bad?”




  “I’m sorry, hime. I am a poor student. And your skills at igo are unmatched.”




  “Nonsense,” she said sharply, “I can see your mind is elsewhere today.”




  “I’m sorry,” he repeated.




  A black kite screeched in the sky. They were sitting in an open room in the summer house overlooking Nariakira Shimazu’s famed garden. She could see the summit of the great Sakurajima above the treetops, a thin plume of white ash rising from the tip straight into the sky — or was it the smoke from her father’s elemental processing plants?




  She looked to the corner of the room where a Bataavian wind machine of brass and polished wood stood, placed there to please the guests with a cooling breeze. Lord Nariakira was very proud of the invention and had one installed in every building in the garden, but she didn’t like the clackety sound the device made. She unfolded her paper fan and started to cool herself the traditional way.




  “The air is still today,” she remarked, “it feels like summer already.”




  “Yes, hime.”




  “Oh, stop being so formal, Komatsu-kun. You act as if we hadn’t known each other since childhood.”




  He looked her straight in the eyes. His face tensed.




  “You weren’t a princess then, Atsuko.”




  “No, I suppose not.” She sighed. “We all must carry our burdens without complaint.”




  “Is being the daughter of a daimyo really such a burden?”




  Atsuko twisted her mouth in a wry smile. She smiled a lot, knowing that her wide, slightly pouty mouth was not one of her best features; smiling helped a little.




  “Father has great expectations of my mission to Edo.”




  Komatsu nodded.




  “Nariakira-dono is greatly preoccupied with the matters of state.”




  She touched the stones in the bowl, enjoying their smooth coolness.




  “Do you know why I have learned to play igo so well?”




  “I have often wondered. It is an unusual pastime for a woman.”




  “It is perhaps because I am a woman.”




  “Ah?”




  “In shōgi every piece has a rank and a role. Even the golden general can only move in one way. But in igo all stones are equal and their fates are never determined. Depending on the player’s actions, an igo piece may die a pointless death, or change the fate of the entire battle.”




  “Like the ladder breaker,” he said and smiled. “Are you a ladder breaker, hime… Atsuko?”




  “I am but a humble woman,” she replied softly, “and my fate is what the player wishes it to be.”




  She heard the tinkling of bells and the whirring of wheels squeaking across the floor of the verandah. Her chaperon automaton was returning to escort her back to the female quarters.




  “Promise me,” she said, standing up, “that we will finish this game one day.”




  “Y… yes, hime.”




  Komatsu also stood up and bowed deeply. She felt tears welling up in her throat.




  “Thank you. Goodbye, Komatsu-kun.”




  “Goodbye, Atsuko.”




  The palanquin standing on the slate pavement was the most ornate she had ever seen. Fit for a princess indeed, she thought bitterly. Covered entirely in black lacquer and gold leaf ornaments, with the great cross-in-circle emblem of the Shimazu clan on the sides and red silk-covered roof, it was so large and heavy that six of Satsuma’s strongest porters only managed to carry it with great difficulty. A brass spout in the shape of a dragon protruded from its roof — the exhaust pipe of a small wind machine. Lord Nariakira spared no expenses to make her portable home as comfortable as he could. After all, she was to spend the next few months inside.




  A soft breeze picked up from the sea, scattering the browned petals of the last of the azaleas. The long procession of servants, porters, scribes and retainers waited for her in a rigid line. An unusually large oxcart with an iron studded box stood before the garden gates, surrounded by armed guards. She recognised a few of her father’s wizards standing beside it in silence.




  A girl approached her with a parasol and gestured towards the palanquin.




  “My lady,” she said with a slightly trembling voice.




  “Are you so eager to get rid of me?” Atsuko asked. The girl gasped and dropped to her hands and knees, apologizing for the rudeness. Atsuko recognised her — the youngest daughter of one of the lowest retainers of the Shimazu clan, destined for eternal servitude to her superiors unless a higher ranking samurai decided to adopt her.




  “I’m sorry,” Atsuko said, “please, stand up. You’re Shosuke-sama’s sister, aren’t you?”




  “Yes, hime.”




  “Is he well?”




  “Yes, hime.”




  “Did his facial hair succumb to the barber’s knife at last?”




  The girl giggled, covering her mouth politely.




  “No, hime. It still grows in unruly patches.”




  “I wish he could be here to see me off. And Saigō-sama. And Komatsu-kun.” Her voice trailed off wistfully.




  “Hime?”




  “Oh, nothing. Very well, no point keeping everyone waiting. Are you part of the procession?”




  “Only to Akae, hime.”




  “I will be glad of your company.”




  The girl bowed and then, seeing something behind Atsuko’s back, she bowed again.




  Atsuko turned around to face her father. Lord Nariakira grimaced in a pretend smile, but she could see sadness in his eyes and was grateful to share this glimpse into his heart.




  “Father-sama,” she nodded.




  “Are you ready, child? This will be the longest journey you will ever undertake.”




  “I am prepared well, Father-sama.”




  “Good.”




  “Father-sama, are you sure this oxcart will fit on a ship?”




  “Do not concern yourself with it, Atsuko. It will only go as far as Kirishima.”




  “But what is it?”




  The daimyo’s smile was now real and broad.




  “A gift from the Gods, some might say. Something almost as important for my plans as you.”




  She remembered something. “Does it have something to do with that fishing village you had destroyed two weeks ago?”




  Lord Nariakira’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you hear about that?”




  She smiled and lowered her gaze in pretend coyness. “The paper walls of the palace are thin and the narrow corridors carry the voices far… I know how you despise killing peasants, Father-sama. Something extraordinary must have happened.”




  The daimyo scowled. “You’re right. The peasants are the lifeblood of the province, and I wouldn’t waste any of them if I didn’t have to. Forget about what you’ve heard, Daughter, and forget about the oxcart. I’ll make sure the walls of my palace are reinforced and the voices in the corridors stifled.”




  She shuddered under his angry stare. Lord Nariakira was a man who did not hesitate to strike, even at his own family, if it meant protecting his secrets. She turned towards the palanquin when she felt a gentle shudder under her feet. She swayed and Lord Nariakira caught her arm to assist her.




  “Sakurajima is restless today,” she said.




  “She’s saying her goodbyes. From now on, another mountain’s shadow will be watching over you — the great Fujisan.”




  She put her foot into the black and golden box and turned her head one last time towards the garden and the mansion. She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her kimono.




  “You will forget all your woes in Edo,” her father reassured her. He was smiling again.




  How quickly he changes his mood.




  “There’re too many distractions to worry about the past.”




  “Yes, Father-sama.”




  “I will join you in a few months, once I deal with all my matters in Satsuma.”




  “I shall await you eagerly, Father-sama.”




  She stepped inside the palanquin at last and sat herself down as comfortably as she could among the black silk pillows, scented with plum blossom. She lowered the golden grate, enclosing herself in the darkness. The wind machine attached to the ceiling began to whirr and clack rhythmically.




  A cross-shaped shadow passed over his face, waking him from slumber; another albatross far above the clouds. The majestic birds were the only diversions in the featureless azure sky. Even clouds were scarce. The sea and sky were remarkably calm, almost boringly so.




  Samuel reached for the barrel and poured the last few drops of fresh water into a tin cup. The raft hobbled dangerously as he let slide the now empty barrel into the sea.




  There could be no other way to describe what had happened to him other than a miracle. The old nameless God of his ancestors must have looked upon him with a sympathetic eye on that terrible night.




  He still could not remember how he had found himself, soaked and battered, on the piece of wooden decking floating on the dark waves. The Ladon burned and sank on the horizon. Screams of the dying carried over the sea for miles and he could do nothing to help them, struggling himself to survive.




  When he woke again it was high noon. He was still not far from where the ship had gone down — this was another miracle. A vessel the size of Ladon never sinks without a trace — there was an ocean of buoyant debris strewn all around him. Using a wide board as a paddle, Samuel sailed among these riches, trying to gather as much as he could onto his little makeshift raft — barrels of freshwater, crates of rusk, sacks of dried meat. With careful use his finds could have lasted him for weeks.




  And then his luck — or Providence’s favour — had run out. A storm raged, not strong enough to drown him, but devious enough to destroy all the meticulously prepared provisions. By the time the wind passed and waters calmed, he was left with one crate of hardtacks and a single barrel.




  To make matters worse, looking at the stars, Samuel realised he had drifted to the north-east of his original position, into the open sea, far away from any known land.




  In his grandmother’s fairy tales, which he read from a big old tattered book written in strange letters, the unnamed God was often trying his people. One particular story had always terrified Samuel. As the result of a wager with one of his servants, the God tormented some poor human in increasingly horrendous ways, just to prove his point. Samuel had never learned the end of the story — his mother saw him crying and forbade him to ever read from the book again.




  Is this unnamed God now testing me?




  The raft bobbed up and down ceaselessly as the current carried him ever farther away into the vast ocean. He had lost count of the days. Food and water had run out a long time ago, and with them — hope. His skin, burned by the sun, was peeling off and covered in painful blisters, his mouth and throat parched, his eyelids stuck together with dust. He lay still, motionless, waiting for death.




  A shape appeared in the water, long, vertical and black, like the fin of some strange fish. The sea water bubbled and foamed. A black form emerged slowly out of the waves, larger than the greatest whale. Samuel gathered the last of his strength to raise himself on one elbow and observe the mysterious phenomenon. So this is how my life will end …eaten by a monster in the middle of an empty ocean...




  Metal fittings glinted in the sun as the strange object halted just a few yards from the raft. It was no fish — it was a machine! A round hatch screeched and began to unscrew at the top. Samuel waited patiently. As his raft drifted alongside of the vessel, he saw an easily- recognisable crest painted on the black steel hull; a two-headed bear, rampant, holding an axe. The Varyaga Khaganate. What were the Northern people doing in these waters, and what kind of a ship was this?




  The hatch unscrewed at last and a bearded sailor emerged, wearing a blue and white uniform and a white flat cap. He shouted something in the stiff, harsh tongue of the Varyaga and reached down to pull out a kisbie ring tied to a rope. The ring-shaped buoy landed with a splash a few feet from Samuel, but he was already too weary to keep hold of it. Seeing this, the sailor jumped into the water and, holding on to the kisbie ring with one hand and to Samuel’s raft with the other, let himself be pulled in by another crew member. More curious sailors came out onto the narrow deck to watch the Ladon’s doctor being brought up a rope ladder.




  The inside of the cigar-shaped ship was dark and stuffy, smelling of oil, tar and sweat, filled with the buzzing hum of pumps and engines. Samuel coughed and heaved, but had nothing left to throw up. They carried him down a narrow corridor and laid him on a canvas bunk.




  He allowed himself to drift off.




  The walking machine waded across the muddy-brown river to the other side. A lonely shell fell into the water a dozen feet away with a whistle and a splash but no explosion — a dud.




  The ground was pock-marked with craters and scorched with dragon flame. Remnants of tents, carts, kitchens and destroyed war machines were strewn all over the plain between the walls of the Huating Concession and the river bend. A few rear-guard marauders wandered about the field of battle, assessing what seemed like the complete rout and destruction of their army. The soldiers of Huating garrison wasted a few bullets chasing them off.




  “That’s the last of them,” said Edern, lowering his binoculars.




  “They’ll be back,” said Dylan. “They are merely regrouping. The delta is too important.”




  A strange clanking and hissing sound came from behind their backs.




  “Here comes the Admiral,” said Edern, turning. A white-haired, surprisingly lively man, short and stout, approached them from the pier where his cutter had moored. As he walked, steam puffed from a small brass box at his belt. A fetching young aide-de-camp followed, a few feet behind, carrying a large satchel and an old sword.




  “Rear Admiral,” said Dylan quietly and climbed down from the palisade to welcome the newcomer and to introduce himself.




  “Ab Ifor?” the Admiral squinted, remembering something. “Bore da! I used to have a midshipman called Ifor. Good sailing stock, you Gwynedd folk.”




  He turned a spigot on the box at his side. The gears in his shoulder and elbow whirred and his hand reached out in a greeting. Dylan clasped it carefully, feeling the cold metal through the calfskin glove. An automaton. The Admiral’s right arm and right leg were artificial, thaumaturgic devices made of steel rods, brass clockwork and leather straps. The contraptions were noisy and their moves were clumsy, but they seemed to be serving the Admiral well enough.




  How could anyone outside the Royal Family afford something like this?




  “We have sea in our blood, Sir. Or so my wife says.”




  “A sailor with a wife!” The Admiral laughed. “Ho! Now there’s a dangerous combination. And what about you, Banneret? Is a Faer lass waiting for you back in your forest?”




  Edern’s eyes darted aside. “No, Sir.”




  The Admiral stopped laughing and turned back to Dylan.




  “Take us to your war room. You have a war room prepared, Ardian?”




  “I have requisitioned the council’s building. This way, Admiral. Edern, will you take the Admiral’s aide to the quartermaster. We need to figure out how to accommodate everyone. I predict we will have a lot more guests coming…”




  The Tylwyth Teg looked at the handsome young man standing shyly behind the Rear Admiral and grinned.




  Rear Admiral Broughton Reynolds leaned over the map, straightening out a rolling corner with his left hand. The metal arm hung limply along his right side, switched off — the noise and fumes would be too bothersome in the small enclosed space. The map was smudged with soot and blotched with ink and oil.




  And I thought Fan Yu was bad, thought Dylan. The “war room” he had managed to procure on short notice was just a small chamber in the basement of the council hall, with a single table, an evertorch on the ceiling and a battered cabinet against the wall.




  “And where are the Councillors, Ardian?” the Admiral asked, looking up from the map.




  “They wanted to give the concession away to the rebels, so I had them locked up for treason.”




  Reynolds laughed with the hearty laugh that was beginning to grow on Dylan.




  “Dracaland needs more men like you, ab Ifor. Do you know, there are folk back in Lundenburgh who think we should support the rebels instead of the rightful rulers?”




  Dylan grimaced. “Their ideology can appeal to certain… elements in the Capital.”




  “Ah, yes. But, it’s bad for business, right, lad? Changing regimes like that. Much better the old evil.”




  “I believe so.”




  “Politics! Pah,” the Admiral snorted. “All I know is that I have my orders to keep this place safe from any barbarians, no matter what side they’re on. War! Let’s get back to that. What can you tell me about our situation, Ardian?”




  Dylan briefly described what his scouts had been reporting. Once the Rear Admiral’s flotilla steamed up the Wusung River and removed the immediate threat of the rebel siege, the riders of the Second Dragoons were able to fly once more and the information started trickling again to Dylan’s headquarters. The Heavenly Army had indeed captured the old Qin capital of Jiankang and managed to reduce all government-held cities along the great Chang River delta. Huating was the last fortress standing between them and the sea.




  “The rivers are the key to all war in this land,” Dylan explained. “We must control both riverbanks if we are to even think of successful defence.”




  “Rivers? I’m not a pike, Ardian, I’m a shark.”




  “The rivers and canals of Qin are like the straits of the lesser seas, Sir. The Chang is fully navigable for a thousand miles, even for a flotilla like yours. I’m certain we’ll be able to use the firepower that you have brought us, wherever the war takes us.”




  The Admiral scratched his side-burns in thought.




  “Well. A man learns all his life — I may yet have to learn how to fight on a river. But what did you have in mind?”




  Dylan put his finger on the map and winced, feeling the grease.




  “A thirty-mile perimeter, all the way to the Tien-shan Lake here. We will need two thousand people.”




  “We have two hundred.”




  “I know. But we can train and arm the people of Huating. They have already requested it. I have the first hundred waiting outside the walls.”




  The Admiral’s eyes widened and he started coughing violently.




  “You wish to give them our weapons? Have you gone mad, man?”




  “Anyone can be trained to use a rifle, Admiral. They are eager to learn.”




  “I bet they are.”




  “They are just townsfolk who want to defend their land. The Qin army has abandoned them.”




  Reynolds squinted one eye.




  “What’s your history with this place, Ardian? I’m sensing this isn’t your first time here.”




  “I have fought in our previous war with Qin.”




  “Ah, the Coronet affair…”




  “There was a bit more to that. It lasted three years.”




  “I was stationed in Bharata back then. Recovering from this,” he said, patting his iron thigh. “Never paid much attention to the issues of the Orient until I got this assignment.”




  Dylan said nothing. The Admiral seemed a clever enough person.




  Let him figure it out.




  “They will need to swear allegiance to the Crown if we’re to command them.”




  “That… may cause problems in the long run.”




  The Admiral sighed.




  “Then we will need to wait for the Emperor’s permission.”




  “Do we have that much time, Sir?”




  “How do you think the Qin government will react to us arming their citizens willy-nilly? I may not know these particular people, but politics works the same everywhere. There must be some semblance of order.”




  There were fast steps on the stairs outside and a rapid knock on the door.




  “Come in, Banneret.”




  “Sir, there are dragons coming from the north.”




  “An attack?” the Admiral asked before Dylan opened his mouth.




  “I don’t think so. There are only three of them, and the beasts are all yellow.”




  “What does that mean?” Reynolds turned to Dylan.




  “Yellow is the Imperial colour. I believe our wait may be much shorter than we had expected.”




  The beasts coiled on the landing glade, surrounded by curious soldiers, many of whom had not seen a Qin dragon up close, on the ground. They were smaller and slimmer than the mounts of the Marines, their yellow scales smooth, more like those of a fish than a snake. Their horns branched like deer antlers, and their ends were rounded, not sharp. And of course there was only a vestige of wings in the middle of the long, serpentine body. But there was no doubt of the kinship between the long and their Western cousins. The same wise eyes shone above the many-teethed maws, the same sharp claws glistened at the ends of the muscular legs, and the same commanding dread surrounded the creatures. Perhaps even more so; the Qin dragons, especially the Imperial Yellows, spread among their admirers not a primitive, wild fear, but an inspiring awe.




  Dylan could see this awe in his men. None dared approach the beasts closer than a few yards. The troops formed a tight circle around the landing glade, murmuring and pointing with respect.




  The man who climbed down from the largest of the beasts looked around and smirked with arrogance. “Narrow” was the only word Dylan could come up with to describe this strange person: tall, slim and angular in face and movements. He took off the overcoat, revealing the many-buttoned jacket of yellow silk underneath — sign of the Emperor’s favour — and handed it to one of his men. While a servant hastily combed his pointy beard, he put a round blue cloth cap on his bald head, straightened the creases on his clothes and marched proudly towards Dylan and the Admiral.




  He barked a few sentences. His words sounded as angular and sharp as he looked.




  “The Bohan is taking over the command of this city and all troops within,” spoke the interpreter. He was an opposite of his master in every way: crescent-shaped eyebrows and crescent-shaped moustache in a round face. Instead of the rich court robes, he wore a simple dark blue coat with snow-white cuffs. The Dracalish words flew smooth and round from his mouth, with only a hint of an accent.




  “Bohan?” whispered the Admiral, “is that the man’s name or his title?”




  “Both, I would guess.”




  “The Bohan is not on Qin territory,” the Admiral said loudly. “Or do I need to remind you of the treaties between our Empires? His troops are over there — ,” he added, pointing towards the walls of Huating, “ — what’s left of them.”




  “I hear you have been arming the Emperor’s subjects. This is a violation of the treaties and reason enough to revoke your concession.”




  How did he learn about it so fast? How do they always know about everything?




  “No Imperial subject has yet been given a weapon from our stock,” answered Dylan. “We had merely received their request and have been pondering an answer when you arrived.”




  The two men consulted briefly.




  “Whose request was that?”




  Not a chance.




  “Some of the townsfolk — I do not know their names.”




  The man called Bohan eyed Dylan suspiciously and barked some more words, pointing at the Ardian and the Admiral.




  “Which one of you is the Commander of this place?”




  “That will be Ardian ab Ifor,” replied Reynolds, “I am merely the Commander of the flotilla you see stationed on the river.”




  The Qinese followed the Admiral’s hand and opened his eyes wide, as if only now noticing the imposing line of warships, their guns aimed at Huating and beyond. At last, he nodded.




  “You will refrain from answering the petition and from any contact with the civilian populace outside these walls,” the Bohan ordered. “This rebellion is an inner matter of Qin. We are grateful for your assistance, but no more will be required at this moment.”




  With that, he turned back towards the yellow dragons.




  “The Qin army’s skills of camouflage are next to none,” Dylan said quietly in Qin. The Bohan turned again.




  “What did you say?”




  “Admiral, did our scouts spot any Imperial troops coming in Huating’s direction?” Dylan asked, pretending to ignore the question.




  “Only what seemed like groups of marauders, wandering to and fro north of the river.”




  “And yet the Bohan here assures us that our assistance will no longer be required. What can he possibly mean?”




  “Perhaps his armies are moving underground!” replied the Admiral and they both laughed.




  The Bohan’s face turned purple.




  “The invincible Imperial Army is needed elsewhere,” the interpreter said, his calm delivery belying his master’s rage. “We do not need to concern ourselves with every stockade in the middle of a cholera-ridden marsh.”




  “Oh, that’s a relief. When the Heavenly Army returns, we can just stand back and watch the city fall for the second time.”




  The Bohan gnashed his teeth. He spat out his last sentence and marched back to the dragons.




  “You will have your answer tomorrow,” the interpreter said before joining his master.
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  CHAPTER II




  A gust of wind shook the ferns and the thin branches of the cypress trees surrounding the glade. The mist parted revealing a samurai, tall and heavily-built,wearing a gaudy, colourful kimono of yellow and blue, and a purple hooded cape. A number of small canvas pouches and wooden inro containers hung off his obi sash. He shook the blood off his twin swords and started to wipe the blades with a piece of paper.




  Bran recognised the round, slightly bulging eyes and the whisker above the narrow lips, that were twisted in a strange, disconcerting smile.




  “You’re the man from the inn!”




  “So I am,” the samurai replied. He bowed in a greeting as if only now noticing the three travellers. “And you’re the boy who can drink like a seasoned warrior,” he grinned.




  “What are you doing here?”




  “Saving your lives,” the stranger said. Satisfied with the state of his swords he sheathed them into the plain black scabbards. He said nothing else.




  “Did…did Yokoi-dono sent you?” asked Satō, lowering her weapon. Bran looked at her sharply. Her hands were trembling, she could barely stand. Nagomi propped her up by the shoulder. Her skin was pale, her lips trembled, her eyes lacked focus. They all badly needed rest, but Nagomi seemed to be in the worst shape.




  The samurai looked at her and blinked once before answering.




  “Yes, I have been sent by Yokoi-dono. I should have introduced myself yesterday; perhaps we could have avoided this… debacle.” He nodded at the dead bodies.




  Satō let her sword slip to the ground and leaned her back against the earthen wall of the mound.




  “You have our gratitude…”




  “You may call me Dōraku.” The samurai bowed again. “I left food and water by the side of the road. By your leave…”




  Samurai disappeared into the forest.




  “What luck,” the wizardess sighed, collapsing to the ground, “Yokoi-sama made good of his promise.”




  “I’m not so certain,” said Bran. He walked up to the dead bandits. The onmyōji’s headless corpse was covered in blood that was quickly drying; the others seemed as if they had been dead for a long time; their faces had now returned to human form. He still could not detect any magic. Does my True Sight simply not work on Yamato spells?




  “What do you mean?” asked Satō.




  “How do we know he’s telling the truth?”




  “He did save our lives.”




  “This could have just been a ruse.”




  “Why bother? He could have killed us in a blink of an eye.”




  “There are fates worse than death,” said Nagomi quietly.




  “Not you too!” Satō raised her hands in exasperation.




  “I just think we should be cautious, that’s all.”




  The samurai returned noisily with a large bundle of luggage. He took out a large bento box.




  “It’s not much but you can have it all,” he said. “I have already eaten today.”




  He then presented a dusty sword. “I found this on the road,” he said. “I see your sheath is empty.” He pointed to Bran’s waist.




  “This is my weapon. You have my thanks.”




  “Interesting blade. I have not seen a design like this… for a long time.”




  Bran bowed stiffly, sheathing the sword without a comment.




  Satō looked to the sky. “I suppose we’re staying here for the night.”




  Bran turned to Dōraku.




  “Will you not come and sit with us... Dōraku-sama?”




  The samurai hesitated. He glanced at Nagomi for a moment so brief only Bran managed to notice. “There doesn’t seem to be enough room inside. I don’t mind the rain and the air is nice and fresh.”




  “Except for the smell of the dead.”




  “They do not smell yet,” the samurai replied, smirking. “If you need me, I’ll be over there,” he said, pointing to the remnants of an old wooden shed, half-buried in the ferns and ivy.




  By the light of Bran’s flamespark, Satō unpacked the bento box, reached for the rice ball and started munching it as eagerly as her manners allowed. Nagomi gingerly picked up a piece of broiled eel.




  “Aren’t you going to eat, Bran?” asked Satō, swallowing the rice loudly.




  “I’m fine.”




  “It’s not poisoned.”




  “I’ll have some later.”




  He did not wish to argue but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something odd about the whiskered samurai.




  “You said wearing two swords was just for show,” he said.




  She thought for a moment before answering.




  “I have never seen anyone fight with two blades. I will need to ask Dōraku-sama about his technique.”




  We will need to ask him about many things, Bran thought but decided to keep his doubts to himself. Feeling his strength slowly coming back as he rested, he charged the flamespark a little more. The light, until now the equivalent of a faint, small candle, illuminated the cave like a bright chandelier, revealing the limestone walls around them. He looked up and opened his mouth in silent astonishment.




  Nagomi followed Bran’s finger with her eyes and, in the flickering light of his magic flame, gazed at the white limestone wall over their heads. It was covered with carvings, etched painstakingly into the soft rock from the top to the bottom of the chamber.




  They were primitive drawings, made only of thin straight lines, but they were strangely compelling and seemed to be brimming with ancient primeval power. She could feel their energy. Bran was pointing to a group engraved in the middle of the wall some four feet from the ground. It showed several human beings, stick figures with dots for heads; some of them had horns, others wings. All were gathered around an outline of a circle and inside it, a few specks of bright blue enamel were still stuck to the limestone. The figures were kneeling before the circle. Above the scene were engraved serpent-like creatures, coiling zigzag-like in the air, with bony wings spread wide. The largest of them all, in the most prominent position, had eight long necks ending with eight large heads.




  Even she knew at once what they were. Dorako. Dragons.




  “What is it...?” Bran managed to finally find his words.




  “The Ancients,” said Nagomi, “they must have carved it while building this tomb.”




  Bran leaned over to examine the roughly hewn carvings.




  “What do you think that round thing is? The Sun? The Moon?”




  “I have no idea,” Satō said, shrugging. She joined Bran by the wall but pretended not to care much about the discovery. “Nobody really knows anything about the Ancients.”




  “It’s blue,” he said, tracing the outline of the circle with the fingers of his left hand, “look, there are still bits of colour left. A blue… stone.”




  He looked at his hand as if remembering something. Nagomi remembered too. What through tide stone can you see?




  “I… I have something to tell you,” she spoke softly. They turned to her in surprise and all the carefully prepared sentences evaporated.




  “Well?” Satō urged her.




  With a breaking voice she recollected what she had seen in the Waters of Scrying all those months ago: the red, blue and green stones, the man in the red robe, the sea monster and the ray of jade green light.




  “There was more,” she added. “Kazuko-hime showed me an old scroll with black dragons drawn on it: the rest of the Prophecy. It spoke of the coming of monsters, the Storm God and an eight-headed serpent…”




  They stared at her for a long time in silence.




  “So you think my grandfather’s ring — the blue stone — is somehow involved in all this?” Bran said.“And the eight-headed serpent is this one, here?” he asked, nodding at the largest of the carvings.




  “That’s an ancient legend,” said Satō, “Orochi, eight-headed dragon, was the father of all the ryū. It is said it was slain thousands of years ago. But why haven’t you told us all of this before?” she asked Nagomi.




  “Kazuko-hime believed the Prophecy foretold the… fall of the Taikun. She asked me to keep it a secret.”




  “Fall of the…!” Satō gasped.




  “Then why are you telling us this now?” asked Bran.




  “Because...” Nagomi took a deep breath, “it doesn’t matter anymore. The damage is done. The High Priestess is dead.”




  Satō’s face turned grey. Bran narrowed his eyes and then slowly nodded.




  “How do you know?” the wizardess asked.




  “I saw her in a vision in Hitoyoshi and then in a dream, last night…”




  “So you’re not certain — ”




  “I am!” she protested. “The vision was very clear.”




  “I don’t know much about these things,” Bran interjected. “You speak of visions, prophecies — is it anything like geomancy?”




  “I don’t know what — ” Nagomi started, but Satō interrupted her.




  “It’s just as vague and enigmatic. There are many interpretations — ”




  “Not this time,” said Nagomi. “I know what I saw!” she started coughing. Exhausted, she leaned back against the wall and could not speak for a while.




  “I don’t doubt that,” the wizardess said, “But what if you saw something in the future, not the present?”




  “I know…what…I saw,” Nagomi repeated. She reached for the water flask and both Bran and Satō rushed to help her; the boy was faster, pressing the bottle’s mouth to her lips.




  “How did she die?” asked Bran when she finished drinking.




  “Executed by the Magistrate.”




  Only when she spoke those words did she understand and accept their meaning. Her heart was surprisingly calm.




  “It’s my fault,” the boy said.




  “Everything she did was of her own accord,” she said. “I’m sure she wouldn’t have helped you if she didn’t believe it was important...”




  “Important? Why? I’m just a castaway. You should have left me on that beach.”




  “Haven’t you been listening?” she protested, “the Prophecy…”




  “Even if my ring is somehow involved, it’s not like I have anything to do with it. I just carry it around.”




  “What about the other two stones?” asked Satō, “what of the blood stone and the jade?”




  Bran’s eyes glinted in the light of the flamespark and Nagomi thought of her own interpretation of the Prophecy, the one she hadn’t even shared with the High Priestess.




  “I don’t know… those remain a mystery.”




  “All my ring ever does is light up whenever I contact my dragon,” the boy said.




  “You’ve never mentioned it before,” Satō eyed Bran’s hand.




  “It never occurred to me that it was important. I thought it was just some magireactive mineral, like Carmot.”




  “And yet the onmyōji attacked us because of your ring. I wonder how he knew?”




  “I bet that man outside knows about it too,” Bran said, nodding towards the tomb’s entrance. “I noticed him glancing at my hand a few times.”




  “That doesn’t mean anything. People in Yamato don’t wear rings, so it’s natural he was curious.”




  “You seem very eager to trust him.”




  “Dōraku-sama saved us all. I just think he deserves a little more confidence.”




  “We don’t know anything about this swordsman. We don’t know anything about those bandits. All that happened today could have been an elaborate trap. How did you even manage to find this tomb?”




  Satō’s hand, holding a pickled plum, stopped halfway between the box and her open mouth. She turned to Nagomi.




  “That’s a good question — how did we get here? I was following your lead.”




  “I… I had another vision yesterday,” Nagomi admitted and told them about the third of Aoi Aso Shrine’s revelations. The first one, concerning her and Bran, she chose to keep to herself. She finished by recounting the last message she had received from Lady Kazuko’s spirit.




  “Do you think she meant Dōraku-sama?” Satō said, biting her lip in doubt.




  “Who else?” Bran shook his head in exasperation. “But what was she trying to tell us? ‘You must…’ what? Trust him? Follow him? Fear him? Kill him?”




  “I don’t know. I’m sorry,” Nagomi replied.




  “You don’t have to apologise,” said Satō, “we’re all stumbling aimlessly in the dark.”




  In the silence that filled the tomb they heard the pitter-patter of the rain upon the wooden door frame and the rustling of the cypress trees in the wind. Nagomi raised a hand to cover her mouth.




  “We should go to sleep,” said Satō, packing the bento box and stowing it away in the corner of the chamber, underneath the ancient carvings. “We’ve learned much today, but we need to think it through in the morning. My father always says there are two things one shouldn’t do in excess before night: eating and thinking.”




  The girls soon fell asleep, despite having to lie on the packed dirt floor without so much as cloaks to cover themselves. Everything they had, except what they carried on them, was lost somewhere on the road.




  Bran sat with his back against the limestone wall, his hands wrapped around the hilt of his sword. He was wide awake. The rain poured outside, and the water found its way through the earthen mound and a crack in the stone, dripping rhythmically into a small puddle on the floor. A thunder clapped in the distance.




  “Well, well, so the old witch is dead at last,” the spirit in his head spoke suddenly.




  “What do you care? You didn’t know her.”




  “On the contrary, boy,” Shigemasa replied, “you’re forgetting I was one of the Scrying spirits of Suwa. I’ve known her since she first came down to perform her divinations.”




  “What was she like?”




  “Very noble, I suppose,” the General admitted with some reluctance, “and with great insight. She was the only one who could read straight through me whenever I tried to play with the visions too much.”
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