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Yokohama

14th September 1862

The panic-stricken girl was galloping full speed back toward the coast, half a mile ahead, along footpaths that led precariously through the rice swamps and paddy fields. The afternoon sun bore down. She rode sidesaddle and though normally expert, today she could hardly keep her balance. Her hat had vanished and her green riding habit, the height of Parisian fashion, was ripped by brambles and speckled with blood, tawny fair hair streaming in the wind.

She whipped the pony faster. Now she could see the tiny hovels of the Yokohama fishing village clustering the high fence and canals that enclosed the Foreign Settlement and spires of the two small churches within and knew, thankfully, in the bay beyond were British, French, American and Russian merchantmen and a dozen warships, both steam and sail.

Faster. Over narrow wooden bridges and canals and irrigation ditches that crisscrossed the paddy and swamps. Her pony was lathered with sweat, a deep wound on his shoulder and tiring rapidly. He shied. A bad moment but she recovered and now she swerved onto the path that led through the village to the bridge over the encircling canal and to the main gate and the samurai guard house, and Japanese Customs House.

The two-sworded samurai sentries saw her coming and moved to intercept but she charged through them into the wide main street of the Settlement proper on the seafront. One of the samurai guards rushed for an officer.

She reined in, panting. ‘Au secours...Aidez moi, help!’

The promenade was almost deserted, most of the inhabitants at siesta or yawning in their countinghouses, or dallying in the Pleasure Houses outside the fence.

‘Helllp!’ she called out again and again and the few men spread along its length, British traders and off-duty soldiers and sailors mostly, some Chinese servants, looked up startled.

‘God Almighty, look there! It’s the French girl...’

‘What’s amiss? Christ, look at her clothes...’

‘Cor, it’s her, the smasher, Angel Tits, wot arrived couple of weeks ago...’

‘That’s right, Angelique...Angelique Beecho or Reecho, some Frog name like that . . .’

‘My God, look at the blood!’

Everyone began converging on her, except the Chinese who, wise after millennia of sudden trouble, vanished. Faces began to appear in windows.

‘Charlie, fetch Sir William on the double!’

‘Christ Almighty, look at her pony, poor bugger will bleed to death, get the vet,’ a corpulent trader called out. ‘And you, soldier, quick, get the General, and the Frog, she’s his ward – oh for God’s sake the French Minister, hurry!’ Impatiently he pointed at a single-story house flying the French flag. ‘Hurry!’ he bellowed, the soldier rushed off, and he trundled for her as fast as he could. Like all traders he wore a top hat and woolen frock coat, tight pants, boots, and sweated in the sun. ‘What on earth happened, Miss Angelique?’ he said, grabbing her bridle, aghast at the dirt and blood that speckled her face and clothes and hair. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘Moi, non...no, I think not but we were attacked...Japanners attacked us.’ She was trying to catch her breath and stop shaking, still in terror, and pushed the hair out of her face. Urgently she pointed inland westwards, Mount Fuji vaguely on the horizon. ‘Back there, quick, they need, need help!’

Those nearby were appalled and noisily began relaying the half news to others and asking questions: Who? Who was attacked? Are they French or British? Attacked? Where? Two-sword bastards again! Where the hell did this happen...

Questions overlaid other questions and gave her no time to answer, nor could she yet, coherently, her chest heaving, everyone pressing closer, crowding her. More and more men poured into the street putting on coats and hats, many already armed with pistols and muskets, a few with the latest American breech-loading rifles. One of these men, a big-shouldered, bearded Scot, ran down the steps of an imposing two-story building. Over the portal was ‘Struan and Company.’ He shoved his way through to her in the uproar.

‘Quiet for God’s sake!’ he shouted, and in the sudden lull, ‘Quick, tell us what happened. Where’s young Mr Struan?’

‘Oh Jamie, je...I, I . . .’ the girl made a desperate effort to collect herself, disoriented. ‘Oh mon Dieu!’

He reached up and patted her shoulder like a child, to gentle her, adoring her, like all of them. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe now, Miss Angelique. Take your time. Give her some room for God’s sake!’ Jamie McFay was thirty-nine, chief manager of Struan’s in Japan. ‘Now, tell us what happened?’

She brushed away the tears, her tawny hair askew. ‘We...We were attacked, attacked by samurai,’ she said, her voice tiny and accent pleasing. Everyone craned to hear better. ‘We were...We were on the, on the big road . . .’ Again she pointed inland. ‘It was there.’

‘The Tokaido?’

‘Yes, that’s it, the Tokaido . . .’ This great coastal trunk toll road, a little over a mile west of the Settlement, joined the Shogun’s forbidden capital, Yedo, twenty miles northwards, to the rest of Japan, also forbidden to all foreigners. ‘We were...riding . . .’ She stopped and then the words poured out: ‘Mr Canterbury, and Phillip Tyrer and Malcolm, Mr Struan, and me, we were riding along the road and then there were some...a long line of samurai with banners and we wait to let them pass then we...then two of them rush us, they wound Monsieur Canterbury, charge Malcolm – Mr Struan – who had his pistol out and Phillip who shout me to run away, to get help.’ The shaking began again. ‘Quick, they need help!’

Already men were rushing for mounts, and more guns. Angry shouts began: ‘Someone get the troops . . .’

‘Samurai got John Canterbury, Struan, and that young chap Tyrer, they’ve been chopped on the Tokaido.’

‘Christ, she says samurai have killed some of our lads!’

‘Where did this happen?’ Jamie McFay called out above the noise, curbing his frantic impatience. ‘Can you describe the place where this happened, exactly where?’

‘By the roadside, before Kana...Kana something.’

‘Kanagawa?’ he asked, naming a small way station and fishing village on the Tokaido, a mile across the bay, three odd miles by coastal road.

‘Oui – yes. Kanagawa! Hurry!’

Horses were being led out of the Struan stables, saddled and ready. Jamie slung a rifle over his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find them quickly. But Mr Struan? Did you see if he got away – if he was hurt?’

‘Non. I saw nothing, just the beginning, poor Mr Canterbury, he...I was riding beside him when they . . .’ The tears flooded. ‘I did not look back, I obeyed without...and came to get help.’

Her name was Angelique Richaud. She was just eighteen. This was the first time she had been outside the fence.

McFay jumped into the saddle and whirled away. Christ Almighty, he thought in anguish, we haven’t had any trouble for a year or more, otherwise I’d never have let them go. I’m responsible, Malcolm’s heir apparent and I’m responsible! In the Name of God, what the hell happened?



Without delay, McFay, a dozen or so traders, a dragoon officer with three of his lancers found John Canterbury on the side of the Tokaido but viewing him was more difficult. He was decapitated and parts of his limbs scattered nearby. Ferocious sword cuts were patterned all over his body, almost any one of which would have been a death blow. There was no sign of Tyrer and Struan, or the column of samurai. None of the passersby knew anything about the murder, who had done it, or when or why.

‘Would the other two have been kidnapped, Jamie?’ an American asked queasily.

‘I don’t know, Dmitri.’ McFay tried to get his brain working. ‘Someone better go back and tell Sir William and get...and bring a shroud or coffin.’ White-faced he studied the passing crowds who carefully did not look in his direction but observed everything.

The well-kept, beaten earth roadway was massed with disciplined streams of travellers to and from Yedo that one day would be called Tokyo. Men, women and children of all ages, rich and poor, all Japanese but for an occasional long-gowned Chinese. Predominantly men, all wearing kimonos of various styles and modesty, and many different hats of cloth and straw. Merchants, half-naked porters, orange-robed Buddhist priests, farmers going to or coming from market, itinerant soothsayers, scribes, teachers and poets. Many litters and palanquins of all kinds for people or goods with two, four, six or eight bearers. The few strutting samurai amongst the crowds stared at them balefully as they passed.

‘They know who did it, all of them,’ McFay said.

‘Sure. Matyeryebitz!’ Dmitri Syborodin, the American, a heavyset, brown-haired man of thirty-eight, roughly clothed and a friend of Canterbury, was seething. ‘It’d be goddam easy to force one of them.’ Then they noticed a dozen or so samurai standing in a group down the road, watching them. Many had bows and all Westerners knew what adept archers samurai were.

‘Not so easy, Dmitri,’ McFay said.

Pallidar, the young dragoon officer, said crisply, ‘Very easy to deal with them, Mr McFay, but ill-advised without permission – unless of course they attack us. You’re quite safe.’ Settry Pallidar detailed a dragoon to fetch a detachment from the camp, with a coffin, the American visibly irritated by his imperiousness. ‘You’d better search the nearby countryside. When my men arrive they’ll assist. More than likely the other two are wounded somewhere.’

McFay shuddered, motioned at the corpse. ‘Or like him?’

‘Possibly, but let’s hope for the best. You three take that side, the rest of you spread out and—’

‘Hey, Jamie,’ Dmitri interrupted deliberately, hating officers and uniforms and soldiers, particularly British ones. ‘How about you and me going on to Kanagawa – maybe someone in our Legation knows something.’

Pallidar disregarded the hostility, understanding it, well acquainted with the American’s fine service record. Dmitri was an American of Cossack extraction, an ex-cavalry officer of the US Army, whose grandfather had been killed fighting the British in the American War of 1812. ‘Kanagawa is a good idea, Mr McFay,’ he said. ‘They should certainly know what big procession of samurai passed through and the sooner we find out who the culprit is the better. The attack must have been ordered by one of their kings or princes. This time we can peg the bastard and God help him.’

‘God rot all bastards,’ Dmitri said pointedly.

Again the resplendently uniformed Captain did not provoke but did not let it pass. ‘Quite right, Mr Syborodin,’ he said easily. ‘And any man who calls me a bastard better quickly get himself a second, a pistol or sword, a shroud and someone to bury him. Mr McFay, you’ll have plenty of time before sunset. I’ll stay here until my men return, then we’ll join the search. If you hear anything in Kanagawa, please send me word.’ He was twenty-seven and worshipped his regiment. With barely concealed disdain he looked at the motley group of traders. ‘I suggest the rest of you...gentlemen...begin the search, spread out but stay in visual contact. Brown, you go with that group and search those woods. Sergeant, you’re in charge.’

‘Yessir. Come on, you lot.’

McFay took off his coat and spread it over the body, then remounted. With his American friend he hurried northwards toward Kanagawa, a mile away.

Now the dragoon was alone. Coldly he sat on his horse near the corpse and watched the samurai. They stared back. One moved his bow, perhaps a threat, perhaps not. Pallidar remained motionless, his sabre loose in its scabbard. Sunlight sparked off his gold braid. Pedestrians on the Tokaido hurried by silently, afraid. His horse pawed the ground nervously, jingling the harness.

This isn’t like the other attacks, the lone attacks, he thought with growing anger. There’s going to be hell to pay, attacking those four, a woman amongst them, and killing an Englishman so foully. This means war.



A few hours ago the four of them had ridden out of the main gate, past the Customs House, casually saluted the samurai guards who bowed perfunctorily, and trotted leisurely inland along meandering paths, heading for the Tokaido. All were expert riders, their ponies nimble.

In Angelique’s honor, they wore their best top hats and riding clothes, and were the envy of every man in the Settlement: one hundred and seventeen resident Europeans, diplomats, traders, butchers, shopkeepers, blacksmiths, shipwrights, armorers, adventurers, gamblers and many ne’er-do-wells and remittance men, most of them British, the clerks Eurasian or Chinese, a few Americans, French, Dutch, Germans, Russians, Australians and one Swiss; and amongst them three women, all matrons, two British, wives of traders, the last a madam in Drunk Town as the low-class quarter was called. No children. Fifty to sixty Chinese servants.

John Canterbury, a good-looking, craggy-faced British trader acted as their guide. The purpose of the excursion was to show Phillip Tyrer the way by land to Kanagawa where meetings with Japanese officials took place from time to time, and well within the agreed Settlement area. Tyrer, just twenty-one, had arrived yesterday from London via Peking and Shanghai, a newly appointed student interpreter to the British Legation.

This morning, overhearing the two of them in the Club, Malcolm Struan had said, ‘May I come along, Mr Canterbury, Mr Tyrer? It’s a perfect day for sightseeing. I’d like to ask Miss Richaud to join us – she hasn’t seen any of the country yet.’

‘We’d be honored, Mr Struan.’ Canterbury was blessing his luck. ‘You’re both welcome. The ride’s good though there’s not much to see – for a lady.’

‘Eh?’ Tyrer had said.

‘Kanagawa’s been a busy post village and stopover place for travellers to and from Yedo for centuries, so we’re told. It’s well stocked with Teahouses, that’s what most brothels are called here. Some of them are well worth a visit though we’re not always welcome like at our own Yoshiwara across the swamp.’

‘Whorehouses?’ Tyrer had said.

The other two had laughed at his look. ‘The very same, Mr Tyrer,’ Canterbury had said. ‘But they’re not like the doss houses, or brothels in London, or anywhere else in the world, they’re special. You’ll soon find out, though here the custom is to have your own doxy, if you can afford it.’

‘I’ll never be able to do that,’ Tyrer said.

Canterbury laughed. ‘Maybe you will. Thank God the rate of exchange favors us, oh my word! That old Yankee Townsend Harris was a canny bastard.’ He beamed at the thought. Harris was the first American Consul-General appointed two years after Commodore Perry had forced the opening of Japan to the outside world, first in ’53, then ’54 with his four Black Ships – the first steamers seen in Japanese waters. Four years ago, after years of negotiating, Harris arranged Treaties later ratified by major Powers, that granted access to certain ports. The Treaties also fixed a very favorable rate of exchange between silver Mex – Mexican silver dollars, the universal coin of exchange and trade in Asia – and Japanese gold oban, whereby if you changed Mex for oban and later exchanged them for Mex, you could double or triple your money.

‘An early lunch then off we go,’ Canterbury said. ‘We’ll be back in good time for supper, Mr Struan.’

‘Excellent. Perhaps you’d both join me in our company dining room? I’m giving a small party for Mademoiselle Richaud.’

‘Thank you kindly. I trust the tai-pan’s better?’

‘Yes, much better, my father’s quite recovered.’

That’s not what we heard in yesterday’s mails, John Canterbury had thought worriedly, for what affected the Noble House – the nickname by which Struan and Company was known the world over – affected them all. Rumor is your Old Man’s had another stroke. Joss. Never mind, it’s not often a man like me gets the chance to chat to a real tai-pan-to-be, or an angel like her. This’s going to be a great day!

And once en route, he became even more affable. ‘Oh, Mr Struan, you...are you staying long?’

‘Another week or so, then home to Hong Kong.’ Struan was the tallest and strongest of the three. Pale blue eyes, long reddy-brown hair tied in a queue, and old for his twenty years. ‘No reason to stay, we’re in such good hands with Jamie McFay. He’s done a sterling job for us, opening up Japan.’

‘He’s a nob, Mr Struan, and that’s a fact. Best there is. The lady will leave with you?’

‘Ah, Miss Richaud. I do believe she’ll return with me – I hope so. Her father asked me to keep an eye on her though, temporarily, she’s the French Minister’s ward while she’s here,’ he said lightly, pretending not to notice the sudden gleam, or that Tyrer was deep in conversation with Angelique in French that he himself spoke hesitantly, and already under her spell. Don’t blame him, Canterbury, or anyone, he thought amused, then spurred forward to give the others room as the path ahead became a bottleneck.

The terrain was flat but for bamboo thickets, though it was wooded here and there – the trees already autumn-tinged. There were many duck and other game fowl. Paddy fields and rice swamps being cultivated intensively, and land reclaimed. Narrow pathways. Streams everywhere. The stench of human manure, Japan’s only fertilizer, ever present. Fastidiously, the girl and Tyrer held scented handkerchiefs to their noses, though a cooling breeze came off the sea to take away most of the stink and the dregs of summer’s humidity, mosquitoes, flies and other pests. The far hills, densely forested, were a brocade of reds and golds and browns – beech, scarlet and yellow larch, maples, wild rhododendrons, cedar and pines.

‘It’s beautiful there, isn’t it, Monsieur Tyrer? A shame we can’t see Mount Fuji clearer.’

‘Oui, mais demain elle sera là! Mais mon Dieu, Mademoiselle, quelle puanteur,’ what a smell, Tyrer replied happily in fluent French – an essential language for any diplomat.

Casually Canterbury dropped back alongside her, neatly displacing the younger man. ‘Are you all right, Mademoiselle?’

‘Oh yes, thank you, but it would be good to gallop a little. I’m so happy to be outside the fence.’ Since she arrived two weeks ago with Malcolm Struan on the bimonthly Struan steamer she had been closely chaperoned.

And quite right too, Canterbury was thinking, with all the riffraff and scum of Yokohama, and let’s be honest, the odd pirate sniffing around. ‘On the way back you can take a turn around the racetrack if you like.’

‘Oh, that would be wonderful, thank you.’

‘Your English is just wonderful, Miss Angelique, and your accent delightful. You were in school in England?’

‘La, Mr Canterbury,’ she laughed and a wave of heat went through him, the quality of her skin and beauty exhilarating. ‘I’ve never been to your country. My young brother and I were brought up by my aunt Emma and uncle Michel, she was English, and refused always to learn French. She was more a mother than an aunt.’ A shadow crossed her. ‘That was after my mother died birthing my brother and Father left for Asia.’

‘Oh, sorry about that.’

‘It was a long time ago, Monsieur, and I think of my darling aunt Emma as Mama.’ Her pony tugged at her reins. She corrected him without thought. ‘I was very lucky.’

‘This’s your first visit to Asia?’ he asked, knowing the answer and much more, wanting to keep her talking. The snippets of information about her, gossip, rumors had sped from smitten man to smitten man.

‘Yes it is.’ Again her smile lit up his being. ‘My father’s a China trader in your Colony of Hong Kong, I’m visiting him for the season. He’s a friend of Monsieur Seratard here, and kindly arranged this visit for me. You may know him, Guy Richaud, of Richaud Frères?’

‘Of course, a fine gentleman,’ he answered politely, never having met him, knowing only what others had told him: that Guy Richaud was a philandering, minor foreigner who had been there for a few years, scratching a living. ‘We’re all honored that you’re visiting us here. Perhaps I may host a dinner in your honor, at the Club?’

‘Thank you, I will ask my host, Monsieur Seratard.’ Angelique saw Struan glance back, up ahead, and she waved gaily. ‘Mr Struan was kind enough to escort me here.’

‘Really?’ As if we didn’t know, Canterbury thought, and wondered about her, how you could catch and hold and afford such a treasure, wondered about the brilliant young Struan who could afford it, wondered too about rumors that the struggle for dominance between Struan’s and their major trading rival, Brock and Sons, was rising again, something to do with the American civil war that had started last year.

The pickings are going to be huge, nothing like a war for business, both sides already going at each other like maniacs, the South more than a match for the Union . . .

‘Angelique, look!’ Struan reined in, pointing. Ahead a hundred yards, down the small rise, was the main road. They came up beside him.

‘I never thought the Tokaido would be this big, or so crowded,’ Phillip Tyrer said.

Except for a few ponies, everyone was on foot. ‘But...but where are the carriages, or tumbrils or carts? And more than that,’ she burst out, ‘where are the beggars?’

Struan laughed. ‘That’s easy, Angelique. Like almost everything else here they’re forbidden.’ He shifted his top hat to a more jaunty angle. ‘No wheels of any sort are allowed in Japan. Shogun’s orders. None!’

‘But why?’

‘It’s one sure way of keeping the rest of the population in order, isn’t it?’

‘Yes indeed,’ Canterbury laughed sardonically, then motioned toward the road. ‘And add to that, every Tom, Dick or Mary there, high or low, has to carry travel papers, permission to travel, even to be outside their own village, same for princes or paupers. And notice the samurai – they’re the only ones in all Japan who can carry weapons.’

‘But without proper stagecoaches and railways, how can the country possibly work?’ Tyrer was perplexed.

‘It works Japan style,’ Canterbury told him. ‘Never forget Jappers have only one way of doing things. Only one. Their way. Jappers are not like anyone else, certainly not like Chinese, eh, Mr Struan?’

‘Indeed they are not.’

‘No wheels anywhere, Miss. So everything, all goods, food, fish, meat, building supplies, every sack of rice, stick of wood, bale of cloth, box of tea, keg of gunpowder – every man, woman or child who can afford it – has to be carried on someone’s back – or go by boat, which means by sea ’cause they’ve no navigable rivers at all, so we’re told, just thousands of streams.’

‘But what about the Settlement? Wheels they are allowed there, Mr Canterbury.’

‘Yes, indeed they are, Miss, we’ve all the wheels we want though their officials bitched like bloody...Sorry, Miss,’ he added quickly, embarrassed. ‘We’re not used to ladies in Asia. As I was saying, Japper officials, they’re called Bakufu, they’re like our civil service, they argued about it for years until our Minister told them to get f – to, er, to forget it because our Settlement was our Settlement! As to beggars, they’re forbidden too.’

She shook her head and the feather on her hat danced merrily. ‘It sounds impossible. Paris, she is...Paris is filled with them, everywhere in Europe, it’s impossible to stop the begging. Mon Dieu, Malcolm, what about your Hong Kong?’

‘Hong Kong’s the worst,’ Malcolm Struan said, smiling.

‘But how can they forbid begging and beggars?’ Tyrer asked, perplexed. ‘Mademoiselle Angelique is right of course. All Europe’s a begging bowl. London’s the richest city in the world but it’s inundated.’

Canterbury smiled strangely. ‘There’re no beggars because the Almighty Tycoon, the Shogun, king of the lot, says no begging so it’s law. Any samurai can test his blade on any beggar at any time – or on any other bugger – pardon...or anyone else for that matter so long as he’s not samurai. If you’re caught begging you’re breaking the law, so it’s into the slammer, prison, and once there, the only penalty’s death. That’s law also.’

‘None other?’ the girl said, shocked.

‘’Fraid not. So Japanners are untoward law-abiding.’ Again Canterbury laughed sardonically and looked back at the twisting road, halting abruptly half a mile away for a wide shallow stream that every person had to ford or be carried over. On the far bank was a barrier. There, they bowed and presented papers to the inevitable samurai guards.

Bloody bastards, he thought, hating them but loving the fortune he was making here – and his lifestyle that centered around Akiko, now his mistress of a year. Ah yes, luv, you’re the best, most special, most loving in all the Yoshiwara.

‘Look,’ she said. On the Tokaido they could see groups of passersby had stopped and were pointing in their direction, gaping and talking loudly above the ever-present hum of movement – hatred on many faces, and fear.

‘Pay no attention to them, Miss, we’re just strange to them, that’s all, they don’t know better. You’re probably the first civilized woman they’ve ever seen.’ Canterbury pointed north. ‘Yedo’s that way, about twenty miles. Of course it’s off limits.’

‘Except for official delegations,’ Tyrer said.

‘That’s right, with permission which Sir William hasn’t got once, not since I’ve been here and I was one of the first. Rumor has it that Yedo’s twice as big as London, Miss, that there’s over a million souls there and fantastical rich, and the Shogun’s castle the biggest in the world.’

‘Could that be a lie, Mr Canterbury?’ Tyrer asked.

The trader beamed. ‘They’re powerful liars, that’s the God’s truth, Mr Tyrer, the best that have ever been, they make the Chinee seem the Angel Gabriel. I don’t envy you having to interpret what they say which sure as God made periwinkles won’t be what they mean!’ Normally he was not so talkative but he was determined to impress her and Malcolm Struan with his knowledge while he had the opportunity. All this talking had given him a vast thirst. In his side pocket was a thin silver flask but he knew, regretfully, that it would be bad manners to swig some of the whisky in front of her.

‘Could be we get permission to go there, Malcolm?’ she was saying. ‘To this Yedo?’

‘I doubt it. Why not ask Monsieur Seratar’?’

‘I shall.’ She noticed that he had pronounced the name correctly, dropping the ‘d’ as she had taught him. Good, she thought, her eyes drawn back to the Tokaido. ‘Where does she end, the road?’

After a curious pause, Canterbury said, ‘We don’t know. The whole country’s a mystery and it’s clear the Jappers want to keep it that way and don’t like us, any of us. They call us gai-jin, foreign persons. Another word is I-jin meaning “different person.” Don’t know the difference ’cepting I’m told gai-jin’s not so polite.’ He laughed. ‘Either way they don’t like us. And we are different – or they are.’ He lit a cheroot. ‘After all, they kept Japan closed tighter than a gnat’s...closed for nigh on two and a half centuries until Old Mutton Chops Perry bust her open nine years ago,’ he said with admiration. ‘Rumor says the Tokaido ends in a big city, a kind of sacred city called Keeotoh, where their chief priest – called the Mikado – lives. It’s so special, and sacred, we’re told the city’s off limits to all but a few special Japanners.’

‘Diplomats are allowed to travel inland,’ Tyrer said sharply. ‘The Treaty permits it, Mr Canterbury.’

The trader eased off the beaver topper of which he was inordinately proud, mopped his brow and decided that he would not let the young man spoil his air of bonhomie. Cocky young bastard, with your hoity-toity voice, he thought. I could break you in two and not even fart. ‘It depends how you interpret the Treaty, and if you want to keep your head on your shoulders. I wouldn’t advise going outside the agreed safe area, that’s a few miles north and south and inland, whatever the Treaty says – not yet, not without a regiment or two.’ In spite of his resolve, the swell of the girl’s full breasts under the green, form-fitting jacket mesmerized him. ‘We’re penned in here but it’s not bad. Same at our Settlement at Nagasaki, two hundred leagues westward.’

‘ “Leagues?” I don’t understand,’ she said, hiding her amusement and pleasure at the lust surrounding her. ‘Please?’

Tyrer said importantly, ‘A league is approximately three miles, Mademoiselle.’ He was tall and lithe, not long out of university, and besotted by her blue eyes and Parisian elegance. ‘You, er, you were saying, Mr Canterbury?’

The trader tore his attention off her bosom. ‘Just that it won’t be much better when the other ports are opened. Soon, very soon we’ll have to break out of them too if we’re to really trade, one way or t’other.’

Tyrer glanced at him sharply. ‘You mean war?’

‘Why not? What are fleets for? Armies? It works fine in India, China, everywhere else. We’re the British Empire, the biggest and best that’s ever been on earth. We’re here to trade and meanwhile we can give them proper laws and order and proper civilization.’ Canterbury looked back at the road, soured by the animosity there. ‘Ugly lot, aren’t they, Miss?’

‘Mon Dieu, I do wish they wouldn’t stare so.’

‘’Fraid you just have to get used to it. It’s the same everywhere. As Mr Struan says, Hong Kong’s the worst. Even so, Mr Struan,’ he said with sudden esteem, ‘I don’t mind telling you what we need here is our own island, our own Colony, not a rotten, smelly mile strip of festering coast that’s indefensible, subject to attack and blackmail at any moment if it weren’t for our fleet! We should take an island just like your granddad took Hong Kong, bless him.’

‘Perhaps we will,’ Malcolm Struan said confidently, warmed by the memory of his famous ancestor, the tai-pan, Dirk Struan, founder of their company and main founder of the Colony twenty-odd years ago in ’41.

Without being aware of what he was doing, Canterbury slipped out his small flask, tipped it back and drank, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and slid the flask away. ‘Let’s go on. Best I lead, single file where necessary, forget the Jappers! Mr Struan, perhaps you’d ride alongside the young lady and Mr Tyrer, you keep the rear.’ Very pleased with himself, he spurred his pony into a brisk walk.

As Angelique came alongside, Struan’s eyes crinkled in a smile. He had been openly in love with her from the first moment he had seen her four months ago in Hong Kong, the first day she arrived – to take the island by storm. Fair hair, perfect skin, deep blue eyes with a pleasing upturned nose in an oval face that was in no way pretty but possessed a strange, breathtaking attractiveness, very Parisian, her innocence and youth overlaid with a perceptible, constant, though unconscious sensuality that begged to be assuaged. And this in a world of men without eligible wives, without much hope of finding one in Asia, certainly never like her. Many of the men rich, a few of them merchant princes. ‘Pay no attention to the natives, Angelique,’ he whispered, ‘they’re just awed by you.’

She grinned. Like an Empress, she bowed her head. ‘Merci, Monsieur, vous êtes très aimable.’

Struan was very content and now, very sure. Fate, joss, God threw us together, he thought elated, planning when he would ask her father’s permission to marry. Why not Christmas?

Christmas will be perfect. We’ll marry in the spring and live in the Great House on the Peak in Hong Kong. I know Mother and Father already adore her, my God, I hope he really is better. We’ll give a huge Christmas party . . .

Once on the road they made good progress, taking care not to impede traffic. But, whether they liked it or not, their unexpected presence and, for the vast majority of incredulous Japanese who had never seen people of this size and shape and coloring, particularly the girl – along with their top hats and frock coats, stovepipe trousers and riding boots, and her boots and riding habit and top hat with its saucy feather, and riding sidesaddle – inevitably created traffic jams.

Both Canterbury and Struan watched those on the road carefully as the oncomers swirled past, around them, though always giving way to their progress. Neither man sensed or expected any danger. Angelique kept close, pretending to ignore the guffaws and gaping and the occasional hand that tried to touch her, shocked at the way many men carelessly tucked up their kimonos exposing their skimpy loincloths and ample nakedness: ‘Dearest Colette, you’ll never believe me,’ she thought, continuing the letter she would complete tonight to her best friend in Paris, ‘but vast majority of the legions of porters on the public highway wear only these tiny loincloths that hide almost nothing in front and become a thin string between the buttocks behind! I swear it’s true, and I can report that many of the natives are quite hairy though most of their parts are small. I wonder if Malcolm...’

She felt herself flush. ‘The capital, Phillip,’ she said, making conversation, ‘it is truly forbidden?’

‘Not according to the Treaty.’ Tyrer was vastly pleased. Only a few minutes and she had dropped the Monsieur. ‘The Treaty arranged for all Legations to be in Yedo, the capital. I was told we evacuated Yedo last year after the attack on ours. Safer to be at Yokohama under the guns of the fleet.’

‘Attack? What attack?’

‘Oh some madmen called ronin – they’re some kind of outlaw, assassins – a dozen of them attacked our Legation in the middle of the night. The British Legation! Can you imagine the gall! The devils killed a sergeant and a sentry . . .’

He stopped as Canterbury swung off the roadway and reined in and pointed with his riding crop. ‘Look there!’

They halted beside him. Now they could see the tall, thin banners held aloft by the ranks of samurai tramping around a bend toward them, a few hundred yards ahead. All travelers were scattering, bundles and palanquins hastily thrown to the ground, well out of the way, riders dismounting hurriedly, then everyone knelt on the sides of the roadway with heads bowed to the packed earth, men, women, children, and stayed motionless. Only the few samurai remained standing. As the cortege passed, they bowed deferentially.

‘Who is it, Phillip?’ Angelique asked excitedly. ‘Can you read their signs?’

‘Sorry, no, not yet, Mademoiselle. They say it takes years to read and write their script.’ Tyrer’s happiness had evaporated at the thought of so much work ahead.

‘It is the Shogun perhaps?’

Canterbury laughed. ‘No chance of that. If it was him they’d have this whole area cordoned off. They say he has a hundred thousand samurai at his slightest beck. But it’ll be someone important, a king.’

‘What shall we do when they pass?’ she asked.

‘We’ll give them the royal salute,’ Struan said. ‘We’ll doff our hats and give him three cheers. What will you do?’

‘Me, chéri?’ She smiled, liking him very much, remembering what her father had said before she had left Hong Kong for Yokohama: ‘Encourage this Malcolm Struan, but with care, my little cabbage. I have already, discreetly. He would make a marvelous match for you, that’s why I advocate this sightseeing trip to Yokohama, unchaperoned, providing he escorts you in one of his ships. In three days you’re eighteen, time you were married. I know he’s barely twenty and young for you, but he’s smart, the eldest son, he’ll inherit the Noble House in a year or so – it’s rumored his father, Culum, the tai-pan, is much sicker than the company publicly allows.’

‘But he’s British,’ she had said thoughtfully. ‘You hate them, Papa, and say we should hate them. You do, don’t you?’

‘Yes, little cabbage, but not publicly. Britain’s the richest country in the world, the most powerful, in Asia they’re king, and Struan’s the Noble House – Richaud Frères are small. We would benefit immensely if we had their French business. Suggest it to him.’

‘Oh I couldn’t, Papa, that would be...I couldn’t, Papa.’

‘You’re a woman now, not a child, my pet. Beguile him, then he will suggest it himself. Our future depends on you. Soon Malcolm Struan will be the tai-pan. And you, you could share it all . . .’

Of course I would adore such a husband, she thought, how wise Papa is! How wonderful to be French, therefore superior. It’s easy to like, perhaps even to love this Malcolm with his strange eyes and young old looks. Oh I do so hope he asks me.

She sighed and turned her attention to the present. ‘I will bow my head as we do in the Bois to His Majesty, the Emperor Louis Napoleon. What is it, Phillip?’

‘Perhaps we’d better turn back,’ Tyrer said uneasily. ‘Everyone says they’re touchy about us near their princes.’

‘Nonsense,’ Canterbury said. ‘There’s no danger, never has been a mob attack – this isn’t like India, or Africa or China. As I said, Japanners are mighty law-abiding. We’re well within the Treaty limit and we’ll do as we always do, just let them pass, raise your titfer politely as you would to any potentate, then we’ll go on. You’re armed, Mr Struan?’

‘Of course.’

‘I’m not,’ Angelique said, a little petulantly, watching the banners that now were barely a hundred yards away. ‘I think women should carry pistols if men do.’

They were all shocked. ‘Perish that thought. Tyrer?’

Feeling awkward Tyrer showed Canterbury the small derringer. ‘It was a going-away present from my father. But I’ve never fired it.’

‘You won’t need to, it’s only the lone samurai you have to watch, the ones or twos, the anti-foreign fanatics. Or the ronins.’ Then added without thinking, ‘Not to worry, we haven’t had any trouble for a year or more.’

‘Trouble? What trouble?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said, not wanting to concern her and trying to cover the slip. ‘A few attacks by a few fanatics, or two, nothing important.’

She frowned. ‘But Monsieur Tyrer said there was a mass attack on your British Legation and some soldiers were killed. That’s not important?’

‘That was important.’ Canterbury smiled thinly at Tyrer who read the message clearly: you’re a bloody idiot to tell a lady anything of any importance! ‘But they were an isolated gang of cutthroats. The Sho-gunate bureaucracy have sworn they’ll catch them and punish them.’

His voice sounded convincing, but he was wondering how much of the truth Struan and Tyrer knew: five men murdered on the streets of Yokohama in their first year. The next year two Russians, an officer and a sailor from a Russian man-of-war, hacked to death, again in Yokohama. A few months later two Dutch merchants. Then the young interpreter at the British Legation in Kanagawa stabbed from behind and left to bleed to death. Heusken, the Secretary of the American Mission, butchered into a dozen pieces while riding home after a dinner party at the Prussian Legation. And last year a British soldier and sergeant cut down outside the Consul General’s bedroom!

Every murder premeditated and unprovoked, he thought, incensed, and committed by a two-sworder. Never once was any offense given – and worst of all, never once has any bastard been caught and punished by the Shogun’s all-powerful Bakufu, however much our Legation Heads screamed, and however much the Jappers promised. Our leaders are a bloody bunch of stupid bastards! They should have ordered up the fleet at once and blown Yedo to hell, then all the terror would stop, we could sleep safe in our beds without guards, and walk our streets, any streets, without fear when any samurai’s nearby. Diplomats are anus eaters and this young popinjay a perfect specimen.

Sourly he watched the banners, trying to decipher the characters. Behind the cortege, once it had completely passed, travelers picked themselves up and went on again. Those going the same way as the column followed at a judicious distance.

It felt curious to the four of them to be mounted and so high above the ragged lines of kneeling figures on both shoulders of the roadway, heads in the dust, rumps in the air. The three men tried not to notice the nakedness, embarrassed that she was there, equally embarrassed.

The ranks of samurai banner men approached relentlessly. There were two columns, each of about a hundred men, then more flags and massed ranks surrounding a black lacquered palanquin carried by eight sweating porters. More banners and samurai followed, then more leading pack ponies and last a motley crowd of ladened baggage porters. All samurai wore grey kimonos with the same insignia, three interlocking peonies which were also on the banners, and straw hats tied under their chins. Two swords in their belts, one short, one long. Some had bows and arrows slung, a few carried muzzle-loading muskets. A few were more elaborately dressed than others.

The columns bore down.

With growing shock Struan and the others saw what was on all the faces, all eyes fixed on them: fury. He was the first to break the spell. ‘I think we’d better move further back . . .’

But before he or any one of them could start, a young, broad-shouldered samurai broke ranks and charged up to them, closely followed by another man, planting himself between them and the approaching palanquin. Choking with rage, the first man threw down his banner and shouted, cursing them away, the suddenness of his blazing anger paralyzing them. The columns faltered, then picked up the cadence and continued passing. The kneeling people did not move. But now, over all was a great, sick silence, broken only by the sound of marching feet.

Again the samurai cursed them. Canterbury was nearest to him. Obediently, nauseated with fear, he spurred his pony. But the turn was inadvertently toward the palanquin, not in the other direction. At once the samurai jerked out his killing sword, shouted ‘sonno-joi!’ and hacked with all his might. In the same instant the other man went for Struan.

The blow took off Canterbury’s left arm just above his biceps and sliced into his side. The trader gaped at the stump with disbelief as blood sprayed onto the girl. The sword whirled in another brutal arc. Impotently Struan was groping for his revolver, the other samurai charging him, blade raised. More by luck than judgment he twisted out of the path of a blow that wounded him slightly on his left leg and sliced into his pony’s shoulder. The pony screamed and reared in sudden panic, knocking the man aside. Struan aimed and pulled the trigger of the small Colt but the pony reared again and the bullet went into the air harmlessly. Frantically he tried to steady the animal and aimed again, not seeing that now the first man was attacking from his blind side.

‘Watchouttt!’ Tyrer screeched, coming back to life. Everything had happened so fast it was almost as though he was imagining the horror – Canterbury on the ground in agony, his pony fleeing, the girl stupefied in her saddle, Struan pointing the gun a second time and the killing sword arching at his unprotected back. He saw Struan react to his warning, the frantic pony skittering at his touch, and the blow that would have killed him was deflected somehow by the bridle or pommel and sliced into his side. Struan lurched in his saddle and let out a howl of pain.

This galvanized Tyrer.

He jammed in his spurs and charged Struan’s attacker. The man leapt aside untouched, noticed the girl and ran for her, sword on high. Tyrer spun his terrified pony, saw Angelique staring at the approaching samurai in frozen horror. ‘Get out of here, get help!’ he screamed, then again slammed at the man who once more twisted to safety, recovered perfectly, and stood with his sword in attack position.

Time slowed. Phillip Tyrer knew he was dead. But that did not seem to matter now for in the moment’s respite he saw Angelique whirl her pony and flee safely. He had forgotten his derringer. There was no room to escape, or time.

For a split second the youthful samurai hesitated, exulting in the killing moment, then leapt. Helplessly, Tyrer tried to back away. Then the explosion happened, the bullet thrust the man sprawling and the sword failed, cutting Tyrer in the arm but not badly.

For a moment Tyrer did not believe that he was still alive then he saw Struan reeling in his saddle, blood seeping from the wound in his side, the gun leveled at the other samurai, his frenzied pony twisting and cavorting.

Again Struan pulled the trigger. The gun was near the pony’s ear. The explosion blew away her control and she took the bit and charged off, Struan barely able to hold on. At once the samurai rushed after him and this moment gave Tyrer the chance to dig in his spurs, spin away from the road and race in pursuit, northwards.

‘Sonno-joiiii!’ the samurai shouted after them, enraged that they had escaped.

John Canterbury was writhing and moaning in the dirt near some petrified travelers, all of them still kneeling, heads down and frozen. Angrily the youth kicked Canterbury’s top hat aside and decapitated him with a single blow. Then, with great care, he cleansed his blade on the frock coat, and replaced it in its scabbard.

And all the while the cortege continued to pass as though nothing was happening, that nothing had happened, eyes seeing everything but nothing. Nor did any of the foot travelers move their heads from the earth.

The other younger samurai was sitting cross-legged on the ground, nursing his shoulder, using his bunched kimono to stop the flow of blood, his sword, still stained, in his lap. His compatriot went over to him and helped him up, cleansed the sword on the kimono of the nearest traveler, an old woman, who shivered in terror but kept her head pressed to the earth.

Both men were young and strongly built. They smiled at each other, then, together, examined the wound. The bullet had gone right through the muscle of his upper arm. No bone touched. Shorin, the older said, ‘The wound’s clean, Ori.’

‘We should have killed them all.’

‘Karma.’

At this moment the massed samurai and the eight terrified porters carrying the palanquin began passing, all pretending the two men and the corpse did not exist. With great deference, the two youths bowed.

The tiny side window of the palanquin slid open, then closed again.


10

The five Bakufu representatives came leisurely into the Legation forecourt in their palanquins. They were an hour late and preceded by samurai with banners bearing their official emblems and surrounded by guards. Sir William stood at the top of the wide steps that led to the imposing entrance. Beside him were the French, Russian and Prussian Ministers – their aides, Phillip Tyrer and others of the Legation staff to one side – and an honor guard of Highlanders with some French soldiers Seratard had insisted upon. Admiral Ketterer and the General had remained aboard, in reserve.

Ceremoniously the Japanese bowed, Sir William and the others raised their hats. Ritually they conducted the Japanese to the large audience hall, trying to restrain their amusement at their outlandish costumes: small black lacquered hats set square on their shaven pates and tied elaborately under their chins, the vast shouldered overgarments, multicolored ceremonial silk kimonos, voluminous pantaloons, thong sandals and shoe socks split between the toes – tabe – fans in their belts and the inevitable two swords. ‘Those hats aren’t big enough to piss in,’ the Russian said.

Sir William sat in the center of one line of chairs with the Ministers, Phillip Tyrer on one end to balance the delegation. The Bakufu took the opposite row, interpreters on cushions in between. After lengthy discussion they agreed on five guards each. These men stood behind their masters and eyed each other suspiciously.

Following strict protocol the adversaries introduced themselves. Toranaga Yoshi was last: ‘Tomo Watanabe, junior official, second class,’ he said, pretending a humbleness he did not feel, and took the lowest position at the end of the row, his clothes less elaborate than those of the others who, with all guards, had been commanded on pain of punishment to treat him as the least important official here.

He settled himself, feeling strange. How ugly these enemies are, he was thinking, how ridiculous and laughable with their tall hats, outlandish boots and ugly, heavy black clothes – no wonder they stink!

Sir William said carefully and simply: ‘An Englishman has been murdered by Satsuma samurai...’

By five o’clock European tempers were frayed, the Japanese still polite, smiling, outwardly imperturbable. In a dozen different ways their spokesman claimed that...so sorry but they had no jurisdiction over the Satsuma, or knowledge of the murderers or any way to find them, but yes, it was a regrettable affair but no, they did not know how to obtain reparations but yes, under some circumstances reparations might be sought but no, the Shogun was not available but yes, the Sho-gun would be pleased to grant an audience when he returned, but no, not in the foreseeable future but yes, we will immediately petition for an exact day, but no, it could not be this month because his present whereabouts are not known for certain, but yes, it would be as soon as possible but no, the next meeting and all meetings should not take place in Yedo, but yes in Kanagawa but so sorry, not this month, perhaps next, but no so sorry we do not have authority . . .

Every point had to be translated from English to Dutch to Japanese – as usual to be discussed at length by them – then pedantically resubmitted into Dutch into English with an inevitable homily, and ever polite requests for explanations on the most trivial point.

Yoshi found the whole proceeding vastly interesting, never having been near gai-jin en masse or attended a meeting where unequals, astonishingly, discussed policy and did not listen and obey.

Three of the other four were genuine though unimportant Bakufu officials. All had used false names, a normal custom when dealing with aliens. The imposter, who secretly spoke English, sat beside Yoshi. His name was Misamoto. Yoshi had ordered him to remember everything, to tell him discreetly of anything important not translated accurately, otherwise to keep his mouth shut. He was a felon under sentence of death.

When Yoshi had sent for him the day before yesterday, Misamoto had at once prostrated himself, shaking with fear.

‘Get up and sit over there.’ Yoshi pointed with his fan to the edge of the tatami platform on which he sat.

Misamoto obeyed instantly. He was a small man with slitted eyes and long, grizzled hair and beard, the sweat running down his face, his clothes coarse and almost rags, hands callused and his skin the color of dark honey.

‘You will tell me the truth: your interrogators report that you speak English?’

‘Yes, Lord.’

‘You were born in Anjiro in Izu and have been to the land called America?’

‘Yes, Lord.’

‘How long were you there?’

‘Almost four years, Lord.’

‘Where in America?’

‘San Francisco, Lord.’

‘What is San ’frensiska?’

‘A big city, Lord.’

‘Just there?’

‘Yes, Lord.’

Yoshi studied him, needing information quickly. He could see that the man was desperate to please but at the same time frightened to death, of him and of the guards who had hustled him in and shoved his head to the ground. So he decided to try a different approach. He dismissed the guards and got up and leaned on the windowsill, looking at the city. ‘Tell me, quickly, in your own words what happened to you.’

‘I was a fisherman in the village of Anjiro in Izu, Lord, where I was born thirty-three years ago, Lord,’ Misamoto began at once – obviously the tale told a hundred times before. ‘Nine years ago I was fishing with six others in my boat, a few ri offshore, but we were caught in a sudden storm that quickly became a great one and we were blown before it for thirty days or more, eastwards, out into the great sea, hundreds of ri, perhaps a thousand, Sire. During this time, three of my companions were washed overboard. Then the sea became calm but our sails had been ripped to pieces and there was no food and no water. The three of us fished but caught nothing, there was no water to drink...One of us went mad and jumped into the sea and began to swim to an island he thought he saw and drowned quickly. We saw no land or ship, just water. Many days later the other man, my friend Ishii, died and I was alone. Then one day I thought I had died because I saw this strange ship that went along without sails and seemed to be on fire, but it was just a paddle steamer, American, going from Hong Kong to San Francisco. They rescued me, gave me food and treated me as one of them – I was petrified, Lord, but they shared their food and drink and clothed me . . .’

‘This American ship took you to this San place? What happened then?’

Misamoto told how he had been put with a brother of the Captain of this ship, a ship’s chandler, to learn the language and do odd jobs until the authorities decided what to do with him. He lived with this family for about three years, working in their shop and in the port. One day, he was taken before an important official called Natow who questioned him closely, then told him he was to be sent with the warship Missouri to Shimoda to be an interpreter for Minister Townsend Harris who was already in Japan negotiating a Treaty. By this time he wore Western clothes and had learnt some Western ways.

‘I accepted happily, Sire, certain I could be helpful here, specially helpful to the Bakufu. On the ninth day of the eighth month of the year 1857 by their counting, five years ago, Sire, we hove to off Shimoda in Izu, my home village not far north, Sire. The moment I was ashore I obtained permission to leave for a day and set off at once, Lord, to report to the nearest guard house to find the nearest Bakufu official believing I would be welcome because of the knowledge I had got...But the barrier guards would not . . .’ Misamoto’s face twisted with anguish. ‘But they wouldn’t listen to me, Sire, or understand...They bound me and dragged me to Yedo...That was about five years ago, Lord, and ever since I’ve been treated like a criminal, confined like one though not in prison and I keep explaining and explaining I’m not a spy but a loyal man of Izu and what had happened to me . . .’

To Yoshi’s disgust, tears began streaming down the man’s face. He cut the whimpering short. ‘Stop it! Do you or do you not know it is forbidden, by law, to leave Nippon without permission?’

‘Yes, Lord but I th—’

‘And do you know under the same law, if broken, whatever the reason, whoever he or she is, the lawbreaker is forbidden to return on pain of death?’

‘Oh yes, Sire, yes yes I did but, but I did not think it would include me, Sire, I thought I’d be welcomed and valuable and I’d been blown out to sea. It was the storm th—’

‘A law is a law. This law is a good law. It prevents contamination. You consider you have been treated unfairly?’

‘Oh no, Lord,’ Misamoto said hastily, wiping his tears away, with even greater fear, bowing his head to the tatami. ‘Please excuse me, I beg your forgiveness, please ex—’

‘Just answer the questions. How fluent is your English?’

‘I...I understand and speak some American English, Sire.’

‘Is that the same as the gai-jin here speak?’

‘Yes, Sire, yes more or les—’

‘When you came to see the American Harris were you shaven or unshaven?’

‘Unshaven, Sire, I had a trimmed beard like most sailors, Sire, and let my hair grow like theirs and tied into a pigtail and knotted with tar.’

‘Who did you meet with this gai-jin Harris?’

‘Just him, Sire, just for an hour or so, and one of his staff, I don’t remember his name.’

Once more Yoshi weighed the dangers of his plan: to go to the meeting disguised, without Council approval, and to use this man as a spy, to overhear the enemy secretly. Perhaps Misamoto is a spy already, for gai-jin, he thought grimly, as all his interrogators believe. Certainly he’s a liar, his story far too smooth, his eyes too cunning, and he’s like a fox when off guard.

‘Very well. Later I want to know everything you have learned, everything and...do you read and write?’

‘Yes, Lord, but only a little in the English.’

‘Good. I have a use for you. If you obey exactly and please me, I will review your case. If you fail me, however slightly, you-will-wish-you-had-not.’

He explained what he wanted, assigned him teachers, and when his guards had returned Misamoto yesterday clean shaven, his hair dressed like a samurai’s, and wearing the clothes of an official with two swords though these were false and without blades, he had not recognized him. ‘Good. Walk up and down.’

Misamoto obeyed and Yoshi was impressed how quickly the man had learned an erect posture as the teacher had shown him, not the correct, normal servile attitude of a fisherman. Too quickly, he thought, convinced now that Misamoto was more, or less, than he wanted others to see.

‘You understand clearly what you are to do?’

‘Yes, Sire, I swear I won’t fail you, Sire.’

‘I know, my guards have orders to kill you the instant you leave my side, or become clumsy, or...indiscreet.’


‘We’ll stop for ten minutes,’ Sir William said wearily. ‘Tell them, Johann.’

‘They ask why.’ Johann Favrod, the Swiss interpreter, yawned. ‘Pardon. Seems they think they’ve discussed all the points etc. etc, that they’ll carry back your message etc. etc. And meet again at Kanagawa with the reply from on high etc. etc. In about sixty days as suggested earlier etc. etc.’

The Russian muttered, ‘Let me have the fleet for a day, and I’ll solve these matyeryebitz and this whole problem.’

‘Quite,’ Sir William agreed, adding in fluent Russian, ‘sorry, my dear Count, but we’re here for a diplomatic solution, preferably.’ Then in English, ‘Show them where to wait, Johann. Shall we, gentlemen?’ He got up, bowed stiffly, and led the way into a waiting room. As he passed Phillip Tyrer he said, ‘Stay with them, keep your eyes and ears open.’

All the Ministers headed for the tall chamber pot that was in the corner of their anteroom. ‘My God,’ Sir William said thankfully. ‘Thought my bloody bladder would pop.’

Lim came in leading other servants with trays. ‘Heya, Mass’er. Tea-ah, sam’wich-ah!’ He jerked a disdainful thumb toward the other room. ‘All same give monkees, heya?’

‘You’d better not let them hear you say that, by God. Perhaps some of them speak pidgin.’

Lim stared at him. ‘Wat say, Mass’er?’

‘Oh never mind.’

Lim went out laughing to himself.

‘Well, gentlemen, as expected, progress zero.’

Seratard was lighting his pipe, André Poncin beside him, carelessly pleased with Sir William’s discomfiture. ‘What do you propose to do, Sir William?’

‘What’s your advice?’

‘It is a British problem, only partially French. If it was entirely mine I would have already settled it with French élan – on the day it happened.’

‘But of course, mein Herr, you would need an equally fine fleet,’ von Heimrich said curtly.

‘Of course. In Europe we have many, as you know. And if it was Imperial French policy to be here in strength as our British allies, we would have had one or two fleets here.’

‘Yes, well . . .’ Sir William was tired. ‘It’s clear that your collective advice is to be tough with them?’

‘Rough and tough,’ Count Zergeyev said.

‘Ja.’

‘Of course,’ Seratard agreed. ‘I thought that’s what you had already in mind, Sir William.’

The Minister munched on a sandwich and finished his tea. ‘All right. I’ll close the meeting now, reconvene for ten tomorrow, with an ultimatum: a meeting with the Shogun within a week, the murderers, the indemnity or else – with, er, of course your joint approval.’

Seratard said, ‘I suggest, Sir William, given it might be difficult for them to deliver a meeting with the Shogun, why not keep that for later until we have reinforcements – and real cause for a meeting with him. After all, this exercise is a show of force to correct an evil, not to implement Imperial policy, yours or ours.’

‘Wise,’ the Prussian said reluctantly.

Sir William pondered the reasons behind the suggestion but could find no fault or hidden hazard. ‘Very well. We’ll demand an “early meeting” with the Shogun. Agreed?’

They nodded. ‘Excuse me, Sir William,’ André Poncin said pleasantly, ‘may I suggest that I tell them your decision – for you to begin the meeting and then close it at once would be somewhat of a loss of face. Yes?’

‘Very wise, André,’ Seratard said. As far as the others knew, Poncin was just an occasional trader with some knowledge of Japanese customs, a smattering of Japanese, a personal friend and occasional interpreter. In reality Poncin was a highly regarded spy employed to uncover and neutralize all British, German, and Russian endeavors in the Japans. ‘Eh, Sir William?’

‘Yes,’ Sir William said thoughtfully. ‘Yes, you’re right, André, thank you, I shouldn’t do it myself. Lim!’

The door opened instantly. ‘Heya, Mass’er?’

‘Fetch young Mass’er Tyrer quick quick!’ Then to the others, ‘Tyrer can do it for me. As it’s a British problem.’


When Phillip Tyrer returned to the other reception room overlooking the forecourt, he went up to Johann with as much dignity as he could muster. The Bakufu officials paid no attention and continued chatting, Yoshi slightly apart. Misamoto was beside him – the only one not talking. ‘Johann, give them Sir William’s compliments and tell them today’s unsatisfactory meeting is adjourned and they are to reconvene tomorrow at ten for what he expects will be a satisfactory conclusion to this unwarranted affair: the murderers, the indemnity and a guaranteed early meeting with the Shogun or else.’

Johann blanched. ‘Just like that?’

‘Yes, exactly like that.’ Tyrer was also tired of the shilly-shallying, constantly reminded of John Canterbury’s violent death, Malcolm Struan’s serious wounds and Angelique’s terror. ‘Tell them!’

He watched Johann deliver the short ultimatum in guttural Dutch
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