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Prologue: The Ear of Corn, The Steam Locomotive and The Green Eye
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Sunlight rolled lazily over the Settlement of Varsovia, once suspended on the eastern fringes of the Sompolian Republic like an old, dusty hat resting on a fence post. It was the thirty-fourth year of the Ripe Apple. The air above the Vistula smelled of damp rush, kerosene from steam carriages, traditional harvest buttermilk, and the sharp, ginger-garlic smoke wafting from roadside signboards, where Joseon calligraphy blended with Kuyavian paper-cuts.

Varsovia itself had virtually nothing to offer to a sensible person. There were no manufactories, palaces, universities, or even a proper town hall. There was a chapel of Svetovid, a single print shop, three stables, six wells, and the Under the Golden Tuber tavern, which doubled as a post office, currency exchange, toll booth, lost luggage depot, and informal embassy for anyone waiting for the coach to Sompolno.

Inside the Under the Golden Tuber, a rumble of voices filled the air, though at the best corner table, beneath the portrait of Emperor Sompolnius I in a side cap with a tassel, sat Donislav. Donislav the rancher bore little resemblance to the local farmers, who held their trousers up with baling twine. His emerald silk coat, adorned with Imperial Qing-style frogs, was secured by a metallic buckle from which a pocket watch proudly hung on a heavy chain. Upon his head he wore an imported Stetson hat with a wide brim, brought straight from the United Colonies, and his hands, well-manicured and smelling of almond oil, rested on a tabletop of black oak.

Donislav unhurriedly sipped iced matcha buttermilk while scanning the latest issue of The Sompolno Times. He read it with an expression that suggested he had just discovered the local populace was beneath him by even the margin of a boot sole.

"Ah, le progrès..." he muttered under his breath to the exhausted gnomish innkeeper, tapping a manicured fingernail against an article on industrial investment. "The world moves forward, yet here, upon this land, there is only manure and pagan superstition. A lack of cultural capital, that is your affliction, my good sir."

The gnomish innkeeper glanced at him from beneath heavy eyelids.

"Last week you called it Sompolnian progress."

"I changed my medium of communication."

"Why?"

"To sound more progressive."

The gnome fell silent for a moment.

"Do you even know how to speak Franconian?"

Donislav adjusted his coat.

"No."

"Then why did you say le progrès?"

"One must start somewhere."

Suddenly, cutting through the clatter of glasses and the hum of revolving heat pipes, a howl and a raspy, bile-filled shout of righteous anger echoed from outside.

"Come out, Donislav! Come out, you snobistic scum! Step onto the dirt like a proper master of the land, instead of hiding behind those overseas screens of yours!"

Donislav set his cup down with a quiet, dignified clink. He drew a deep breath, like a vigilant citizen whose contemplation of corporate order had just been interrupted, and stood up, smoothing the lapels of his coat.

Pushing open the swinging saloon doors, he swept his eyes across the dusty road of Varsovia. Right in the middle of the road, precisely between the stagecoach depot and the chapel housing Svetovid's four-headed pedestal, stood Jaroslav.

Jaroslav looked like a living monument to ancient Kuyavia, refined by the rigor of an ancient Asian martial art. Draped in a worn linen coat bound by a straw cord, he wore a damaged kabuto made of buffalo leather on his head, and at his side, instead of a traditional katana, a steam revolver of the Colt-Joseon type, housed in a holster of birch bark. He clutched a wooden figurine in his hand and glared at Donislav with an expression of righteous, age-old stubbornness. He was a guardian of the old ways, honoring the unwritten Code of Klos-Do, according to which a neighbor was obliged to share his last piece of pork rind with another, provided the latter had not looked askance at his fence.

"What are you gander-gaggle squawking about now, Jaroslav?" Donislav asked, standing on the porch with arms crossed over his chest, a patronizing smile on his face. "If this is about my automated sprayer venting a bit of a plume over your patch, I suggest writing it off as operational losses. We shall transfer the amount to your sub-account at Silesin-Orient Bank; there is no need to make a scene in front of foreign merchants."

"You dare look me in the eye, you lackey of overseas capital?!" Jaroslav bellowed, steam of fury pouring from his mouth. "My cow, Moo-riel, is lying in the furrow barely breathing! You slipped her poison! Deliberately and with premeditation, because she was getting in the way of your synthetic fertilizers!"

"Your cow," Donislav replied coldly, stepping slowly down the stairs into the dust of the road, "stepped onto my private property, breaching economic freedom and the legal framework. And besides... what nonsense are you spewing about a cow? In two months, Prime Minister Ina will bring a railway line through here. There will be a technical station, a stock exchange, and a modern livestock market! A Republic of Sompolno shall rise here, Jaroslav! There is no room here for your open-air museums, superstitions, and cows wandering about without land registry cards!"

From the crowd of onlookers by the well, a timid voice spoke up:

"Will there be plumbing?"

Donislav looked at the speaker as if he had just proposed an assault on the economy.

"Plumbing?"

"Yeah."

"The railway first."

"And after that?"

"Then the stock exchange."

"And the plumbing?"

Donislav paused to consider.

"The market will decide."

"Have you lost your mind, Donislav?!" Jaroslav roared, the dust kicking up beneath his feet like hooves under a enraged bull. "A iron railway?! Who needs that? Who does it serve?! You want to sell our ancestral land for mere buttons and theater tickets in Sompolno?! Courts be damned, offices be damned, justice must still be on our side! No foreign capital is going to tell us where our cow has the right to graze!"

"You are a backward radical, Jaroslav. You paralyze the development of this state! It is because of people like you that this country stands knee-deep in mud, while in Nippon they already have horse-less carriages powered by latest-generation magnesium steam!"

"And you are a traitor to Klos-Do, a disgrace to our land, raised on foreign grain, you spoilt rich brat! Take off that overseas hat of yours, just as I take off my helmet... Now fight, as I fight, for this country is not big enough for the two of us and your ungodly railway!"

"If that is how you want it..." Donislav ran his fingers along the handle of his steam revolver, embellished with a solid silver plate displaying a patent certificate. "We shall cleanse this settlement of the fumes of superstition."

They stepped toward each other at a slow, rhythmic pace. Between them, the wind chased dried tumbles of weeds and discarded bamboo dim sum baskets across the cracked earth. The atmosphere thickened, growing heavy as potato pancake batter before baking.

Then, from the shadow cast by a stationary steam coach, a third figure slowly emerged.

It was a goblin. Short, broad-shouldered, clad in a faded, dusty poncho of coarse cloth and a hat with a slumping brim, from beneath which gleamed a single green false eye and another small, black, and merciless one. At his belt hung two heavy, modified revolvers fitted with auxiliary compressed nitrogen tanks. He stepped soundlessly, picking his gap-toothed smile with a yew toothpick.

Jaroslav and Donislav froze, shifting their eyes to the newcomer.

"And who might you be?" Donislav snapped, his hand remaining firm on his holster. "This is an internal affair of native Sompolian business!"

The goblin spat the toothpick onto the dry dirt. His voice sounded like two dry roof tiles scraping together.

"Donislav... you paid me one hundred and twenty sompolnian yen in gold under the fancy transfer title of consulting services to shoot this conservative lunatic of Klos-Do before the workers start laying the tracks."

Jaroslav froze, his eyes bulging before he spat with contempt at the rancher's feet.

"Ha! Look at him, the liberal monopolist! Hiding behind a hitman! But bad luck for you, Donislav... for yesterday I made a harvest offering and gave this very same green  bastarda one hundred and fifty yen out of my last savings deposit to send you, you ungodly exploiter, to your ancestors in the next world!"

The goblin stood right in the middle of the both ranchers, forming an ideal triangular standoff with them. The tension reached its absolute limit. Everything in Varsovia came to a standstill. The innkeeper ducked beneath the counter, the breeze ceased blowing, and on the tower of the Svetovid chapel, a great bell announced noon with a single, sharp metallic strike.

Five eyes, or rather six, counting the goblin's glass eye, stared at one another without blinking. Fingers twitched just above triggers. The only sound in the air was the faint, hissing noise of safety valves in the steam revolvers building pressure within their chambers.

Donislav's hand twitched. Jaroslav tensed his forearm muscles. The goblin did not flinch at all.

A clatter of iron broke out. The weapons were drawn almost simultaneously. Iron barrels flashed in the sun of the 34th Year of the Ripe Apple.

A dull, double report of steam gunshots, combined with a dense cloud of white smoke, ripped through the settlement. The blast was accompanied by a short, dry, metallic click from the goblin's mechanisms, who executed only one extraordinarily fluid, almost imperceptible motion with both hands.

As the smoke began to clear, the smell of burnt grease and hot metal hung in the air.

Donislav remained standing for a fraction of a second, looking down in disbelief at the hole punched through the exact spot where his silk coat met his belt buckle. He managed only to croak:

"Process... inefficiency..." before collapsing heavily to the ground, losing his American Stetson in the dust.

Beside him, hand still outstretched toward the chapel, fell Jaroslav. His *kabuto* slipped off and rolled across the grass, while a final, quiet whisper tore from his chest:

"Courts be damned... courts..."

Both lay motionless upon the Varsovian road, united in death just as they had been united in their endless, neighborly bickering in life.

The goblin slowly lowered his barrels. Blowing away the remnants of condensing steam from the revolver chambers, he holstered his weapons and unhurriedly walked over to the fallen bodies.

He bent down without haste. From the inner pocket of Donislav's coat, he deftly pulled out a plump pouch full of shining yen. From Jaroslav's coat, he extracted a humbler but heavy pouch made of leather cordage. Weighing both pouches in his hands, he tucked them under his coarse cloth mantle, then looked down at the motionless faces of the two landowners.

He spat thickly on the dry earth between their heads, adjusted the brim of his hat to block the sun, and with a slow, measured stride set off toward the stagecoach station, whistling a sluggish Kuyavian  tune under his breath. After a moment, a low, raspy voice joined the whistling:

“I had a dream the other night

Everything was still

I dreamed I was a samurai

Who loved a swamp girl 'neath dragon's eye

Oh, oh, oh, Susannah

Don't you cry for me

'Cause I'd give Sompolno and my bar for her eyes, oh Susannah.”

The goblin broke off at the last word, spat through his teeth, and adjusted the brim of his hat.

"Nice song," he muttered to himself. "Only the ending was always too expensive."

And he walked on.
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Chapter I: The Prince’s Last Tear
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The fierce bite of burning sandalwood, dried star-herbs, and melting wax stung the back of the throat. In the Distant Prayer Pavilion, set three capital courtyards away from the Royal Sleeping Chambers, Prince Lee Yeong knelt upon a meticulously woven mat of rice straw. His navy-blue work robe, embroidered with four-clawed golden dragon-mice, rested heavily upon his shoulders.

Lee Yeong was twenty-seven years old. Tall for a man of Joseon and slender, his frame bore no trace of courtly indolence. Years of sword training had honed narrow hips, strong shoulders, and hands laced with fine scars from sparring with the masters of the hwandao. He had straight black hair tied high at the nape of his neck, and a face of calm, almost delicate features. Yet his high cheekbones and dark eyes bestowed the gaze of a man who had learned far too early to weigh every spoken word.

Blueish ribbons of smoke swirled around him. The prince uttered quiet, rhythmic healing incantations, channeling precious ki energy toward the distant chambers of his gravely ill father. Before him, resting on a silver tray, lay a jade brush and a bowl of pure spring water in which floated the petals of a lotus flower that promised immortality.

The round paper windows of the pavilion trembled. Violating the sacrum of the ritual, a senior court official burst into the chamber, his gat hat crumpled. He fell prostrate with such force that his forehead struck the lacquered floor with a loud thud.

"Your Highness!" he shrieked, his voice breaking in a panic-stricken cadence. "The Heavens have cracked! The Dragon Soul has departed its earthly vessel! His Majesty... the King is dead!"

A chorus of wailing instantly arose from the eunuchs and handmaidens gathered in the corners of the pavilion. Courtiers struck the floor with their palms, echoes of grief rippling through the delicate, openwork walls.

Lee Yeong froze, motionless. For a brief moment, he was not the crown prince. He was not a duke. He was not the future ruler of Joseon. He was merely a son.

He recalled his father from years ago, without a crown, without ceremonial robes, sitting late in the evening upon a wooden veranda. The king held a bowl of roasted chestnuts in his hand, stubbornly claiming he could crack every single one of them with a single strike of his palm. Young Yeong had watched in awe. His father struck, but the chestnut did not crack. He struck a second time. Still nothing. On the third attempt, the chestnut flew out of the bowl, soared halfway across the veranda and hit the queen right on the forehead. For a second, absolute silence reigned. Then everyone erupted into laughter. His father included. Yeong remembered that laughter far better than all the royal speeches he would hear in the years that followed.

The hand suspended above the jade bowl trembled slightly, releasing the brush, which sank into the water with a soft plop. The prince closed his eyes and clenched his jaw so tightly that he masked the twitch of pain in his cheek, before slowly standing up.

The Captain of the Palace Guard, commanding the Royal Tigers, stepped forward, bending his knee and placing a hand on the hilt of his curved hwandao sword.

"My Lord..." he spoke in a harsh voice, fraught with emotion. "You are now the head of this Realm and the shepherd of our people. The land of Joseon awaits your will. What do you command?"

Lee Yeong drew a deep breath, holding back the tears welling in his eyes. As the future sovereign, he could display no weakness before the court.

"Let the Bell of the Great Phoenix strike thirty-three times," he commanded in a composed, deep tone that cut through the laments of the courtiers. "Proclaim a national mourning of one hundred days. Have the Grand Magistrate prepare the state seals to seal the treasury, and order the Palace Guard to lock all eight gates of the capital. According to the traditions of our ancestors, prepare white robes for the court. I must retreat to my private chambers alone to prepare for the first ceremony to salvage my Father's soul."

The courtiers bowed low, and the guard commander immediately began issuing his first orders. Lee Yeong passed them with a swift, decisive stride.

He walked down long, deserted corridors, ignoring the anxious glances of rushing guards and weeping eunuchs. Only when he passed the inner Garden of Tranquil Rain and reached the secluded Pavilion of Morning Mists did his pace slacken.

Inside the small, cozy chamber, the air smelled of fresh ink, dried berry papyrus, and brewed tea made from pine buds. Seated at a low rosewood table was Hye-won.

She was twenty-four years old. Her beauty was quiet, almost out of place amidst the splendor of the royal court. She possessed pale, porcelain skin, delicate features, and large, dark eyes whose outer corners tilted slightly upward. Her long black hair was woven into a simple braid bound with a light blue ribbon. She wore no costly jewels or heavy ornaments, though she could well afford them. Instead, a small wooden amulet shaped like a fox hung from the sash of her hanbok.

In her hand she held a slender brush of fox hair, intricately placing dabs of color onto a sheet of parchment. They depicted a small, whimsical fawn with a turned-up nose, prancing across a meadow filled with strange, otherworldly flowers.

When the door creaked, Hye-won looked up. Seeing Lee Yeong standing on the threshold, she set her brush aside. She froze. She knew every nuance of his face, every shadow beneath his eyes.

"Yeong..." she whispered, forgetting courtly etiquette. She stood up abruptly, the white-and-blue fabric of her *hanbok* rustling softly. "What has happened?"

The prince closed the door behind him and simply approached her. No words were needed. Two souls bound by art, poetry, and a love hidden from the world understood each other without a word.

"Father... departed with the first breath of wind," he said, his voice finally losing its hard, monarchical edge.

Hye-won wrapped her arms tightly around him, pressing her face against his chest. At that moment, Lee Yeong's resolve broke. He rested his chin on her shoulder, and a single hot tear slipped down his cheek, soaking into the silk of her gown.

"We must prepare for the grand funeral..." he whispered, trying to regain control of himself. "I must plan the ceremonies, appoint a regency, and..."

A loud crash cut his words short.

The heavy door of the pavilion, carved with crane motifs, was smashed open with such force that its wooden hinges shattered with a sharp crack. A young courtier from the scholars' faction tumbled into the room. His hat was pushed askew, his sleeves torn and stained with fresh red blood. Behind him, a guard darted past the corridor, then another. None stopped at the door.

"Your Highness! Outrage! Treason within the palace walls!" he gasped, collapsing at their feet.

Lee Yeong shielded Hye-won with his own body, his hand falling instinctively to the hilt of his ceremonial jangdo dagger.

"Who dares violate the mourning for the deceased King?! Who profanes the memory of my father at the very hour of his passing?!" the prince thundered, wrath igniting in his eyes.

"It is... it is Prince Myeong-hwan!" the courtier wheezed, spitting blood onto the lacquered floor.

Lee Yeong's lips pressed into a thin line. Myeong-hwan, his cousin, had laid claim to the throne for years, gathering discontented aristocrats around him and accusing the late king of subservience to ancient traditions.

"Myeong-hwan has long harbored an unhealthy, mad obsession with the crown of Joseon..." Yeong said coldly. "Yet I did not expect him to resort to a brazen coup d'état on the very day of my father's death! Summon the Royal Tigers at once! Have the commander secure the inner courtyard and behead the traitors!"

The courtier raised a terrified gaze to him.

"The guard... the guard has been disarmed, my Lord! The generals of the capital army have defected to Myeong-hwan! He promised the nobles new titles, tax cuts for their houses, and positions on the Grand Council! The entire palace has been overrun by his men! The rebels are heading here!"

Lee Yeong turned pale. Reality fractured like a cheap glass vase. He turned to the wall where his family's plain geom sword hung, pulling it from its sheath with a clear, resonant ringing of steel.

"I will not yield the throne of my ancestors without a fight," he declared valiantly.

Hye-won stepped forward, an unspoken pride flashing in her eyes that were usually so full of gentleness. Swiftly, she grasped a small paper-cutting knife.

"I will stand at your side, Yeong. If we are to die, we die together."

"No!" Lee Yeong grabbed her by the shoulders, gazing into her eyes with frantic determination. "You must flee, Hye-won! You possess the gift; you possess the light. You have so many fairy tales left to tell this cruel world! You must escape and pass on the truth to humanity about what transpired here today. Myeong-hwan's propagandists will destroy the memory of my father and of me!"

"But where can I flee?!" tears streamed down her cheeks. "Myeong-hwan has spies throughout Joseon, in Qing, even on the islands of Nippon! He will hunt me down anywhere!"

Lee Yeong hesitated for a fraction of a second. Through his mind raced the tales of river merchants, legendary accounts of overseas lands reaching the ports at the edge of the world.

"Not everywhere..." he said thoughtfully, a spark of hope rising in his voice. "Far to the west, beyond the Great Water and the deserts, rumors speak of a new land... A place called... Sompolno. They say the reach of highborn lords does not extend there, and a commoner, even an exile, holds rights. Head toward the Noteć River, Hye-won! Escape through the secret passage behind the ancestor altar! Now!"

"Yeong, I will not leave you..."

"Run!" he shouted, pushing her gently yet firmly toward a concealed sliding panel in the wainscoting.

Weeping, Hye-won slipped through the narrow opening. The corridor behind the wall was dark, but through a tiny seam in the wooden decor at its end, the entire interior of the room remained visible.

A moment later, the door to the Pavilion of Morning Mists was completely shattered.

Prince Myeong-hwan marched inside.

The man was fifteen years older than Yeong. He had a broad face, narrow eyes, and a thin, meticulously trimmed mustache. His black hair was bound beneath a tall crown, and a pale scar ran down his cheek, a souvenir from a duel with a pirate from Nippon. He wore magnificent armor embroidered with gold, and at his side hung two flintlock pistols, technical novelties brought by merchants from the United Colonies. Behind him entered a throng of soldiers clad in hardened leather armor.

"At last, my dear nephew," Myeong-hwan said with a nauseatingly polite smile, sweeping his gaze across the room. "I see you have prepared for the arrival of your new ruler."

"You are a hyena, Myeong-hwan," Lee Yeong said coolly, raising his sword to eye level. "By profaning the death of the King, you profane the Heavens themselves."

"I?!" Myeong-hwan laughed deeply, theatrically. "It was you who brought a curse upon our father! Everyone knows that in this pavilion, instead of studying the classics, you performed shamanic rituals and wielded black magic! Your father died by your sorcery, Yeong! I come to free Joseon from a demonic heir to the throne!"

"You lie like a filthy cur!" Lee Yeong shouted and lunged into the attack.

Yeong struck first. There was no courtly elegance in the movement, only pure, calculated precision forged through years of discipline.

The sword cut the air. Myeong-hwan dodged, the blade of the geom slicing through his sleeve.

"Too slow," Myeong-hwan hissed.

"You talk too much."

The second stroke came faster. Myeong-hwan drew a dagger. Steel collided with steel, sparks showering across the room. Yeong twisted his wrist and knocked his opponent back two steps.

Myeong-hwan reached for a pistol, but Yeong was quicker. With a single strike, he struck the barrel. The weapon flew into the air and smashed a porcelain vase to pieces.

For a moment, silence fell. Both men looked at the shattered fragments.

"That was Qing porcelain," Myeong-hwan remarked.

"Then you should have been more careful."

Yeong attacked again. The duel was swift and ruthless. Trained by the finest sword masters in the Kingdom, Lee Yeong moved like a shadow. His geom sliced the air with a hiss, leaving a luminous trail of innate ki energy in its wake. Before Myeong-hwan could draw his second weapon, Lee Yeong disarmed him, parried the thrust of his dagger, and slammed him against a pillar.

Myeong-hwan slid to his knees, Yeong's blade coming to rest at his throat. It appeared the traitor's rebellion would be nipped in the bud, that the conspiracy would crumble under the blows of justice.

"It is over, Uncle," Yeong said coldly.

For a second, it truly seemed victory was his.

Myeong-hwan knelt, gasping for air, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. Yeong held the blade steady at his throat.

Outside the windows, the first snow began to fall. The cries within the palace died down. Even the water clock seemed to suspend its ticking.

"Surrender," Yeong said.

Myeong-hwan looked him straight in the eyes. He smiled.

"That is precisely why you will never be a good king."

Yeong frowned.

"Why?"

"Because you still believe men will fight you face-to-face."

Myeong-hwan did not look terrified. He merely grinned, spitting blood onto the floor, and raised his hand slightly.

"The future no longer belongs to swords, nephew."

From behind Myeong-hwan's back, three soldiers stepped forward. They held no traditional weapons, but heavy iron steam muskets with long barrels.

Through the crack in the wall, Hye-won pressed a hand against her mouth to smother a scream.

A volley from the muskets shattered the quiet of the chamber. Dense gray smoke from the powder and hot steam instantly filled the room.

Lee Yeong jerked. His sword clattered from his limp hand, striking the floor. The prince looked down at his chest, where three dark, bloody blossoms were opening. Then, slowly, like a felling tree, he collapsed onto his knees before falling face down onto the lacquered floorboards, right beside the unfinished drawing of Balbin the fawn.

"Search the entire palace!" Myeong-hwan's furious voice echoed through the smoke. "Kill anyone who witnessed this duel! Especially that beloved girl of his! Her head is to hang on the capital gate by tomorrow's dawn!"

Hye-won waited no longer. Clenching her hands around the embroidered pouch containing a few of her brushes and sheets of parchment, she turned and fled into the darkness of the subterranean tunnel, guided only by tears and despair.

The tunnel was older than the dynasty itself. The walls were covered with faded paintings of ancient Joseon kings, dragons, mountain spirits, and great white birds guiding the souls of the departed toward the Sun.

Hye-won ran, stumbling over stones. Her hands glowed with a faint blue light. She could no longer control her magic; the ki leaked freely from her body in response to her heartbreak. When she touched the wall, painted flowers unfurled their petals. When she sprinted past a stone dragon, its eyes flickered green for a fleeting moment. She did not stop. Behind her, Joseon was dying. Before her, a legend was beginning.
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Chapter II: 8.15 to Sompolno
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The loud, rhythmic chugging of steam pistons and the metallic jolt of the suspension dragged Hye-won out of her recurring nightmare, where musket smoke mingled with the scent of burning sandalwood.

She opened her eyes, breathing rapidly. Through the frosted, dusty window of the heavy, multi-deck horseless stagecoach, the flagship vehicle of the Trans-Siberian Stagecoach Line running between Qing and Varsovia, she spotted plumes of white steam blending into the morning mist. The carriage slowed down, trundling over coarse stone cobblestones until it came to a halt with the dull clatter of pneumatic brakes clamping the wheels.

"Varsovia transfer station! Eastern Borderlands of the Republic of Sompolno! Excursion bound for the heart of the Land of the Ripe Apple, please have your passes ready!" shouted the driver in a leather helmet and linen Kuyavian coat as he leaped down from the driver's seat.

Hye-won pressed the canvas pouch to her chest, which held her entire fortune: a few brushes, crumpled sheets of parchment filled with sketches, and a handful of mementos from home. Stepping out onto the station platform, she was instantly hit by a wave of deafening clamor, scents, and colors.

Varsovia Station was an absolute melting pot.

Indeed, Varsovia possessed the peculiar quality of having a station far larger and more important than the settlement itself. The town proper virtually ended three streets away, just past the last cottage, bakery, and steam-horseshoe repair shop. Beyond lay only fields, shrines, roadside crosses of Svetovid, and mud.

The station, however, lived a life of its own. Every morning, merchants, pilgrims, laborers, adventurers, artists, gamblers, political emissaries, and people who had no idea where they were actually heading gathered here. Upon its platforms, one could simultaneously hear Kuyavian dialect, the Joseon language, Cantonese, Nipponese, Colonial English, and curses in twenty-seven different dialects.

Above the wood-and-brick platform canopies, red Qing lanterns fluttered alongside traditional Solar Cult banners embroidered with Kuyavian stripes. Standing near the entrance to the main platform was a priest of Svetovid clad in a gold-trimmed white robe, holding an censer in one hand and a small printed price list of indulgences in the other.

"For three sompolnian yen, a travel blessing!" he exhorted. "For five, a travel blessing complete with luggage theft protection! For ten, full protection against evil spirits, fever, bad luck, and tax audits!"

Beside him, a young acolyte was selling mass-produced prints of Svetovid produced by a Sompolnian printing house.

"Svetovid watches! Svetovid sees! Svetovid knows all!"

"Then why are you selling prayers?" asked a passing dwarf.

The priest glared at him in indignation.

"My son, Svetovid knows your sins. But the administration of the Cult needs to know your receipt number."

Pushing through the dense crowd were Joseon merchants in tall gat hats, bearded surveyors from the United Colonies in wide-brimmed hats, scholars from Nippon in silk kimonos, and jostling between them were gnomish mechanics and local ranchers in wooden-soled boots, pulling carts packed with buttermilk, ginger, and dried plums.

Suspended over one of the platforms hung a communication orb holding a tiny firefly captive. Since early morning, the creature had been blinking in rhythm with the station clock, illuminating and extinguishing the sign: VARSOVIA — SOMPOLNO — DEPARTURE 8:15.

Every few minutes, the firefly would stop cooperating, at which point a sleepy gnome would step out from the telegrapher's booth, tap his finger against the wooden casing, and say:

"Come on now, Baltazar. Don't play dead."

The firefly would huff. The sign would flash back to life.

From a corner by a moss-covered shrine of Svetovid came lively, cheeky tunes. A moustachioed musician in narrow-legged trousers and a checkered newsboy cap pulled artfully at an accordion, bellowing out an old local melody at the top of his lungs:

“I slaved for a master in old Hanyang,

I hauled his rice and I hauled his coal,

I never once stopped to ask him why

The seasons turned and I grew old.

Roll on, Noteć, roll on slow,

Carry me where the steamers go,

Roll on, Noteć, roll on wide,

I'm leaving tomorrow on the morning tide.

I bowed to a gnome with a silver cane,

I broke my back for a dwarf's small pay,

But I kept one thought to keep me sane:

The westbound train at the break of day.”

Several porters chimed in on the refrain.

“Roll on, Noteć, roll on slow,

Carry me where the steamers go,

Roll on, Noteć, roll on wide,

I'm leaving tomorrow on the morning tide.”

Someone in the crowd whistled. Someone else tossed a copper coin to the musician.

“I bowed to a gnome with a silver cane,

I broke my back for a dwarf's small pay,

But I kept one thought to keep me sane:

The westbound train at the break of day.

Roll on, Noteć, roll on slow,

Carry me where the steamers go,

Roll on, Noteć, roll on wide,

I'm leaving tomorrow on the morning tide.”

At the final words, an inebriated dwarf chimed in from a nearby bench:

"And where's the samurai?!"

The busker paused for a second.

"What do you mean, where?"

The dwarf raised his tankard.

"Without a samurai, there's no Sompolian culture!"

The crowd roared with laughter. The accordionist instantly picked up the tune:

“From Nippon's hills I wandered far,

Through Sompolno's smoke and steam,

My katana sleeps, my heart still yearns

For the land I left in dream.”

A short distance away, atop an overturned tea crate from Amoy, a tall sharper in a top hat deftly shuffled three battered cards.

"Black wins, red loses! Anyone can win today, provided fortune lends a hand! Step right up, invest a sompol, and you'll ride home in a carriage with a gilded shaft!" called out the gambler, scanning the passersby.

Hye-won, still dazed and uncertain, stopped at the edge of the crowd. She watched the movement of the sharper's hands with growing amazement; back in Joseon, street arts were strictly forbidden by royal decrees.

"Ah, a young lady from the Far East!" The hustler
























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
7 ALEKSANDER PRETNICKI

)
=S





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





