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Hsinking, Manchukuo

Summer, 1936

The machine sang a song of the new world. It was a hard, metallic music, a rhythm of sharp, percussive clicks that Hana Nakano conducted with a fierce and disciplined grace. Clack-clack-clack-clack-DING. Her left hand, a blur of motion, swept the carriage return lever, a gesture as ingrained and precise as a swordsman sheathing his blade. The sound was clean, absolute. It was the sound of progress.

From her desk on the third floor of the Administrative Affairs Building, she could see the future of Asia taking shape. Broad, paved avenues, impossibly wide, radiated from the central Tatung Circle. Army trucks, painted a dusty olive, rumbled past convoys of Chinese labourers pulling carts, their slow, shuffling gait a relic of the world being paved over. In the distance, the skeletal framework of a new government ministry climbed towards the vast, indifferent Manchurian sky. Every report she typed—on crop yields, on railway timetables, on concrete production—was a single, perfect character in the great poem of a new Japanese century.

She was the finest typist in the Kwantung Army’s civilian corps, and she knew it. Her fingers did not merely press the keys; they danced upon them, a frantic, ten-point ballet that left behind perfectly ordered rows of kanji. Where other girls struggled, their machines jamming, their carbon copies a smudged catastrophe, Hana’s work was immaculate. It was her art. It was her service.

Her gaze drifted for a moment to the small, silver-framed photograph on the corner of her desk. The woman in the image was not smiling. Her hair was pulled back severely, and her eyes held a look of such unwavering, combustible purpose that it seemed to burn through the decades. Nakano Takeko. Her great-aunt. The last true warrior of their line.

Hana had been raised on the legend of Takeko, stories told in the quiet, reedy voice of her grandmother Yūko. She knew of the Jōshitai, the Women’s Army, formed in a defiant, pre-dawn gathering. She knew of the duel with the great Kayano Gonbei, a victory of spirit over brute force. Most of all, she knew of Takeko’s final, impossible charge against the Imperial forces, a beautiful, heroic fall at the very height of her strength. Takeko’s loyalty had been absolute, a jewel locked in a box with no key, as one of the old lords had said. Her loyalty was to her clan, to the world she knew.

Hana’s world was larger. Her loyalty was to Japan itself—a modern, powerful, and benevolent nation bringing order to a chaotic continent. The spirit was the same. The fierce, soaring pride, the unwavering sense of duty—that was the blood of Nakano Takeko flowing through her own veins. Her weapon was not a naginata, but this sleek, black-lacquered Remington, its keys like the 361 intersections of a Go board, a universe of possibilities under her command.

“Nakano-san.”

Hana’s fingers froze mid-stroke. She looked up. It was her section chief, Mr. Nakata, a kind, perpetually flustered man whose thinning hair seemed to wilt in the summer heat. He was holding a file, and his knuckles were white.

“Your presence is requested,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “At the Northern Compound.”

A chill, unrelated to the breeze from the open window, traced a line down Hana’s spine. The Northern Compound was not a place one was “requested.” It was a separate, high-walled complex at the edge of the military zone, a place of shadows and rumours. The men who went in and out were not like the harried bureaucrats she worked with; they were a different breed, their eyes holding the cold stillness of the truly powerful.

She stood, smoothed the front of her modest Western-style dress, and gave Nakata a short, crisp bow. This was not a reprimand. This was something else entirely.

The walk was a journey into another world. The guards at the gate of the Northern Compound were not the usual boy-soldiers; they were veterans, their faces hard maps of past campaigns, and they carried rifles with fixed bayonets. They checked her papers with a silent, unnerving scrutiny before waving her through.

The building she was directed to was a long, low structure of concrete and steel, utterly devoid of any traditional Japanese grace. It smelled not of old wood and ink, but of something sharp and sterile, like a hospital.

She was shown into an office that was as spartan as a monk’s cell. A steel desk, a chair, and a large map of Manchuria on the wall, riddled with black and red pins. A man in the crisp, high-collared uniform of a full Colonel stood with his back to her, studying the map.

“Colonel Ishimoto,” he said, without turning. “You are Hana Nakano.”

“Yes, sir.” Her voice was steady, a small victory.

He turned. He was younger than she expected, perhaps forty, with small, intelligent eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles. There was no cruelty in his face, only a profound and unnerving lack of any discernible emotion. He was a man polished smooth, like a river stone.

“I have read your file,” he said, his gaze taking in everything from her neatly pinned hair to the shine on her sensible shoes. “Top marks at the Tokyo Women’s Higher Normal School. Fluent in technical glossaries. The fastest, most accurate typist in Manchukuo. Your family is of the former Aizu domain. A history of profound loyalty.”

He let that last phrase hang in the sterile air. It was not a question. It was a statement of qualification.

“We are establishing a new department here,” Ishimoto continued, his voice calm and precise. “One of vital strategic importance to the health and security of the Empire. The work is of a sensitive, scientific nature. It requires absolute discretion and an unwavering sense of patriotic duty.”

He came to stand before her, close enough that she could smell the faint, clean scent of carbolic soap.

“The official designation is the Epidemic Prevention and Water Purification Department. Our mission is to ensure that our soldiers, and the citizens of this new nation, are protected from the diseases that have plagued this continent for centuries. It is noble work. It is the work of progress.”

Hana felt a swell of pride so powerful it almost made her dizzy. This was it. This was the moment her whole life, the whole legacy of her ancestors, had been leading to. She was not just a typist pushing papers. She was being invited to join the vanguard of the new Japan, to serve at the very heart of the mission.

“I am honored to serve, Colonel,” she said, and her voice did not tremble.

Colonel Ishimoto allowed himself a small, thin smile. It did not reach his eyes.

“I was certain you would be,” he said. “Welcome, Nakano-san. Your work begins tomorrow. You are about to become a part of history.”

Walking back across the compound as the sun began to set, casting long shadows that looked like grasping fingers, Hana felt as if she were floating. The blood of the samurai, the spirit of Takeko, was alive and well. It had simply found a new, better, more modern purpose. She was no longer just a typist. She was a warrior, and she had just been handed her sword.
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Colonel Ishimoto

The sun had not yet risen, but in the sterile air of the Northern Compound, the day had already begun. Colonel Ishimoto stood before the map of Manchuria. It was not a map of mountains and rivers to him, but a diagram of a living organism, a body with arteries of rail, lungs of industry, and a weak, feverish population that it was his duty to either cure or cauterize.

On his desk lay two files. The first was Hana Nakano’s. He had read it again this morning. Aizu lineage. A powerful symbol. The Aizu spirit was a fascinating specimen: pure, hard, and sharp, but ultimately brittle. It was the spirit of the sword, magnificent in the charge, but useless against the slow, patient march of artillery and economics. Takeko Nakano’s last stand was a perfect example—a beautiful, wasteful death poem when the moment called for the cold prose of a logistics report.

He saw that same spirit in this girl, Hana, but refined, modernized. She had channeled the Aizu intensity not into a spear, but into a machine. She had embraced the tools of the new age. She was perfect: a component with the strength of old steel and the precision of a modern gear. She would serve her purpose, and her loyalty, a family heirloom, would ensure her silence.

The second file was titled, “Vector Efficacy: Preliminary Findings.” It was a dry, academic report from one of the field labs. It spoke of the longevity of Yersinia pestis in the digestive tract of the rat flea, Xenopsylla cheopis. It detailed the optimal air temperature for pupal hatching. It was a document of pure science, of unassailable logic. He picked up his pen and made a neat, precise annotation in the margin, suggesting a cross-reference with seasonal migration patterns of the Manchurian field mouse. This was the true art of war, an art fought not with the banzai charge, but with the microscope and the census record. It was clean. It was efficient. It was progress.

Dr. Abe

In the white-tiled stillness of Laboratory Three, Dr. Kenji Abe adjusted the brass focus knob of his Olympus microscope. He leaned forward, his right eye pressed to the lens, and the world dissolved into a field of shimmering, rod-shaped shadows against a violet background. Yersinia pestis. The Black Death, captured and tamed in a smear of gentian violet stain.

He had first seen them in a lecture hall in Berlin, projected onto a vast screen by the great Professor Heinrich Abel. Then, they had been a magnificent enemy, a dragon to be slain. Abel had spoken of science as a sacred duty, a universal calling to lift humanity from the darkness of disease. Kenji had believed him. He had returned to Japan filled with a fire that was almost religious in its fervor.

Now, he was a priest in a temple of shadows, cultivating the very dragons he had sworn to destroy.

The door hissed open and a junior lieutenant entered, his boots squeaking on the polished linoleum. He held out a requisition form with a clipboard. “Abe-sensei. The morning report.”

Kenji took the clipboard. His own hand, he was pleased to note, was perfectly steady as he signed his name. The order was for ten new “test subjects.” The official term was maruta. Logs. It was a useful word. One could do many things to a log. One could measure its tolerance for cold, its response to pathogens, its breaking point. One could not do those things to a farmer from the village of Shangy屯. But the signature was the same. The science was the same. Only the god had changed.

Through the thick glass of the laboratory door, he saw a group of officers walking down the main corridor. With them was a young woman in a modest dress, her hair pinned in a neat, severe bun. She had a straight-backed, purposeful walk, a look of fierce, unblinking pride on her face. A new typist, he presumed, for one of the administrative sections.

He felt a sudden, sharp pang of something he could not afford to name. It was not pity. Pity was a luxury, a useless emotion that had no place in this temple. It was... a clinical sorrow. He was a doctor watching a perfectly healthy patient walk, unknowing, into a quarantine ward from which no one ever emerged. He turned back to his microscope, seeking refuge in the beautiful, terrible simplicity of the plague.

Hana

Her new office was a small, windowless box, but it felt to Hana like the engine room of the nation. The air was cool and smelled of concrete and ozone. There was a new Remington on the steel desk, its black lacquer gleaming under the single, bare electric bulb. It was a magnificent instrument, newer and more precise than her old one. A true warrior deserved a worthy blade.

A clerk, a man with a face as blank and pale as a sheet of paper, brought her the first document. He placed it on her desk without a word and departed, the door clicking shut behind him with a heavy finality.

Hana picked it up. The paper was thick and of high quality. The title at the top read: “Regional Hydrology Survey, Beiyin District.” Her heart gave a little flutter of excitement. This was important. Water was life. Protecting the water of the people of Manchukuo from cholera, from typhoid... this was the noble work the Colonel had spoken of. This was the benevolent face of the Japanese Empire.

She rolled a sheet of paper, interleaved with a thin, black carbon, into the machine. The list was long. Village names, followed by columns of numbers: population estimates, household counts. Then, a final, detailed column: “Primary Water Source.” Shiqiao Village. Population: 450. Source: Two primary wells, communal, stone-lined. See Appendix A for map coordinates. Linjia Hamlet. Population: 120. Source: Downstream tributary, Nong River. High turbidity in rainy season.
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