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Prologue

1

“TAKE CARE,” HER MOTHER SAID, HOLDING BACK tears. Her father and two older brothers lingered in morose silence. Her little sister and brother refused to come out of the house. From where she stood outside the door, Suzu could hear her grandmother’s voice attempting to soothe them.

“Aww, what’s the matter?” Only one person had any cheer in their voice, and it was the man next to Suzu. “Aoyagi-sama is rolling in money. You’ll get to wear pretty kimonos and learn etiquette. By the time you finish your term, you could be thoroughly versed in all the ways of being a proper young lady. What do you think of that, eh?”

As he spoke, the man laughed raucously. Nobody joined him. Suzu craned her neck to peer up at his odious visage, then swept her gaze across the dilapidated house in front of her once more. Her eyes took in the slanted pillars, the warped thatching on the roof, and the dirt floors. There were only two rooms inside, and every inch was derelict and ramshackle.

Suzu’s family was destitute. However hard they worked the fields, their produce went toward tenancy fees. To make matters worse, this year’s harvest was especially poor; the rice plants refused to bud, even in the summer.

Unable to pay for tenancy, Suzu’s family was now selling her into indentured servitude. Not her seventeen-year-old brother, her eleven-year-old sister, or her nine-year-old brother. Suzu was fourteen years old—or merely twelve, according to the western convention for counting ages.

“No reason to stick around.” The man nudged Suzu.

She nodded. The word “farewell” never formed on her lips for fear that her tears would spill forth if she uttered it. She forced her eyes wide open, fighting the urge to blink. Her gaze fell on each member of her family in turn, committing them to the vaults in her memory.

“Take care,” her mother feebly said one last time. She wiped her face with her sleeve, then turned her back to Suzu.

Nobody would stop her from leaving. Her mother wept as her father and brothers watched on in sorrowful silence. They understood all too well the sin in which they were complicit.

Wordlessly, Suzu plodded behind the man as he led her out of the village’s bounds. By the time it neared noon, they had reached the edge of the entire world she knew. She had never once ventured past the gaping ridge visible from the foot of the mountain pass far down below.

“You’re a good girl. I can’t stand blubbering kids.” The man remained in a gregarious mood throughout it all, taking large strides as he chatted away entirely unprompted. “Tokyo’s a great city. I bet you’ve never seen a gas lamp before. You’ll even get to ride a horse-drawn streetcar to the mansion. Do you know what a streetcar is?”

His voice went in one ear and out the other. Taking care not to look back, Suzu strove valiantly to keep up with the man’s pace. Whenever he drifted away, she would half run to catch up and stomp on the shadow of his head. She repeated this over and over until they were past the ridge.

They were about to descend the mountain when the shadow of the man’s short-cropped head came to a halt. He looked up at the sky.

Clouds bore down on them from behind. The man’s shadow turned thinner beneath Suzu’s feet.

“Wonder if rain’s on the way.”

The shadow turned back around and started climbing the slope, which was dense with trees and shrubbery. The clouds’ shadows overlapped with the man’s and Suzu’s, followed by a tepid breeze. Plop, plop, the raindrops splattered against the path.

“Well, this is a pickle,” the man said, running for a large camphor tree at the edge of the mountain pass.

Suzu soon followed, clutching her bag of belongings to her chest. Large raindrops battered her cheeks and shoulders. In the short span of time before she reached shelter beneath the tree’s branches, the rain whipped itself up into a frenzy, stabbing her at a diagonal angle. Suzu hunched her shoulders and sprinted for her target.

The tree’s roots jutted out from the ground. It must have been exposed to the elements, or perhaps it was worn down from other passing travelers, because the entire vicinity was slippery. With the rain falling all around her, Suzu struggled to keep her footing.

Ah, don’t trip, Suzu thought. But at that same moment, her legs buckled beneath her. She pitched forward only to stumble over the next root. This sent her tumbling across the ground, and she slipped again when she tried to stop her feet. She practically went flying.

“Hey, watch out!”

At some point, the man started shouting. Just beyond the tree was a steep incline that might as well have been a cliff—and Suzu was hurtling right toward it.

Suzu hurled her belongings away and reached out wildly. Her fingers failed to reach the man’s hand, or even the nearby branches or grass. As her body tumbled down the cliff, streaks of pouring rain pummeled her into submission. The sound it made was like a raging waterfall.

Suzu remembered everything up until the point when she realized that she was falling. She then abruptly lost consciousness and only regained her lucidity when she plummeted into water. As she struggled to stay afloat, she found herself wondering, Was there a river down there? But how could a mountain stream be so impenetrably deep? How could the water taste so salty?

The dark currents swept her consciousness away, and when next she opened her eyes, she was on a gently swaying floor. Several men peered at her face. When her eyes blinked and fluttered, their expressions loosened in relief, and they all started talking at once.

Suzu sat up. When she caught sight of her surroundings, her jaw dropped.

Water as far as the eye could see. Its surface lay just beyond the weathered planks upon which she sat. When she lifted her gaze, the pitch-black sea stretched all the way off into the horizon, meeting the sky in a straight line. Throughout her entire existence, Suzu had never once gazed upon such a vast expanse.

She turned around, looking for the tree she fell from, only to see an impossibly tall cliff behind her. As she craned her neck to look up at it, she saw white strings of water trickling down the curved wall. The wooden floor was situated at the base. Several piers lay at the water’s edge, which currently moored three small boats.

Suzu wondered if the river had carried her all the way to the ocean. Someone once told her about how rivers could widen as they flowed downstream, eventually converging with the sea.

So this is the ocean.

When she got on her hands and knees to peer over the edge of the floor, she marveled at the water’s pitch-black color. Unlike the local lakes and rivers, the surface was awfully clear—and yet it was impossible to see the bottom. Somewhere within the endless darkness below, she spotted a group of twinkling lights swimming about.

Voices.

When somebody called out to her and shook her shoulders gently, Suzu finally tore her eyes away from the sea. The men were looking at her with concern.

More voices.

They were speaking to her. Suzu cocked her head at them, unable to understand a word out of their mouths.

“What? What are you saying?”

The men’s voices buzzed as they exchanged glances. They uttered distinct words when they conversed, but the meaning was totally lost on Suzu.

“Where am I? I have to get back. How do I get back to my village? Or you can tell me the way to Tokyo? I don’t mind. Do you sirs know where Aoyagi-sama’s house is?”

The men broke out into chatter again, consternation plain on their faces.

The men huddled for a discussion, leaving Suzu to sit on the floor and aimlessly look around.

The cliffs towered starkly overhead. The rock face hung directly over the water, hollowed out somewhat by the tides. There had been waterfalls deep in the mountains near Suzu’s home, but these cliffs rose far higher than anything she had seen before. They extended to her left and right as if hugging the floating platform on the water.

If not for this platform, there would be nothing resembling a shoreline beneath the cliff. Suzu occupied what appeared to be a massive raft-like structure with boats attached to it. Further along the platform, where the floor and cliff met, stood a row of huts.

Oh, I see, thought Suzu. There was no shore, so the people made one. That still left the question of how one was supposed to scale the sheer cliff. When she craned her neck to peer at it, she noticed a pair of stone steps and a ladder along the edge. It was not too difficult to guess their purpose.

“I’d get dizzy climbing a ladder that high,” Suzu muttered.

At this, the men turned around to face Suzu. When she cocked her head, they pointed at the cliff’s top. They led her along the floor and guided her feet onto the stone steps carved onto the rock face.

Thus began her struggle. Whenever Suzu tried to sit down throughout this grueling ascent, the men pushed her forward. Vertigo threatened to assail her with every glance over her shoulder at the sheer drop below. The men comforted and encouraged her until she finally reached the top.

“I can’t imagine how hard it would be to live by the sea,” Suzu said, plopping herself on the ground.

The men laughed in response and patted Suzu on her back and shoulders. Although she could not understand what they were saying, she assumed that they were congratulating her for her efforts.

“Working on the farm was so much easier.”

Judging by all the casting nets laid out to dry, Suzu figured she was in the company of fishermen. Going up and down the cliff to fish sounded like a trial in and of itself. Although helping out in the rice fields certainly wasn’t easy, at least there were ridges between the paddies where she could walk.

A stone wall taller than Suzu ran along the clifftop. The men beckoned her over to a spot where she could pass through, so she dragged her groaning legs after them.

A very tiny village lay within the walls, filled with rows of huts in an arrangement reminiscent of tenement houses. The men took her to one hut in particular, where they handed her off to an old lady inside. The woman took off Suzu’s drenched clothes and pointed at some bedding laid out on a counter across the dirt floor. This was straightforward enough, so Suzu obediently lay down on it. She watched the woman leave the hut with her kimono and closed her eyes, succumbing to her exhaustion.

I wonder if I can get to Tokyo, Suzu thought as sleep claimed her. I have to get to Aoyagi-sama’s mansion. They’re the people who own me.

She had nowhere to go and nowhere to return.

Naturally, Suzu had no inkling that the city of Tokyo did not exist in these parts. After falling into the Kyokai’s watery depths, she arrived at a land known as the Eastern Kingdom of Kei.

Many months and years passed after that.

2

THE NORTHWEST LAND WITHIN THE TWELVE Kingdoms was known as Hou, or more specifically, the Outer Kingdom of Hou. Its king was Chuutatsu, whose family name at birth was Son. The unique surname he chose in adulthood was Ken.

Chuutatsu Ken was originally the Minister of Summer, overseeing military matters. After the previous monarch passed away, Hourin selected Chuutatsu as king. In the sixth year of the Eiwa era, one hundred thousand soldiers stormed the king’s residence in Youshun Palace. Chuutatsu’s reign was only in its thirtieth year, but the people could bear his tyranny no longer, and the armies of the other eight provinces rose up against him.

The citizens of Hoso, the capital of Hou, opened the city’s gates from the inside, for they were of like mind. In an instant, the eight Provincial Armies penetrated the inner palace itself. The king’s three hundred guards staged a valiant fight, but the armies ultimately vanquished Chuutatsu.

“Cheering…?”

Shoukei heard the din from where she was nestled in her mother’s arms. Chuutatsu’s consort Kaka, their daughter Shoukei, and the indisposed Hourin were hiding away in the inner palace.

“I heard it from the entrance.” Shoukei gulped. “Mother, do you suppose…?”

Chuutatsu and Kaka adored their daughter more than anything else in their lives. When Chuutatsu succeeded the throne, Shoukei ascended to sagehood at the tender age of thirteen. Yet for all the cleverness and beauty she was exalted for, her face now contorted in naked fear.

“Oh no, please don’t tell me…”

The insurgents from the other provinces circled Hoso. Their spears and swords glimmered in the sun, and the derisive songs they sang about the king reached all the way inside the walls. An avalanche of soldiers in blue-gray armor flooded the palace—and then Shoukei heard what exactly they had been cheering.

“It can’t be! Father—!”

“No! No!” Kaka squeezed Shoukei tighter in her arms. “He couldn’t possibly—”

Perish, she was about to exclaim, when Hourin abruptly let out a plaintive scream.

“The Ouki… Aaaargh! The Ouki has vanished!”

Hourin’s face, which was already pale from her exposure to the stench of blood, drained even further of color. At that same moment, the door to the innermost room of the inner palace creaked open.

Blood streaked the armor of the men who stepped inside. The young man at the fore wore an insignia with a celestial pattern—the all-too-recognizable signifier of the Provincial Army.

“Foul fiend!” Kaka screeched. “Where do you think you are? You have no right to stand before the queen consort or Taiho.”

The man’s rugged face displayed not a hint of hesitation. Without uttering a word, he tossed something in his right hand at Kaka’s feet. There was a heavy sound followed by splotches of blood spattering across the floor. The object rolled to Shoukei’s feet and stared up at the ceiling, its eyes frozen in a sinister glare.

“Father!”

Even an immortal king’s life would end if his head was severed. Shoukei and Kaka screamed and retreated to the bench where Hourin lay.

“Are you afraid of your father’s head? Your husband’s head?” A sardonic smile danced across the man’s lips.

Kaka threw him a look of pure venom. “You are vile, Lord of Kei—no, Gekkei!”

Gekkei, lord of the province of Kei, lowered his voice into a cold whisper. “We have delivered judgment upon the king of Hou. It is time for his consort and princess to part ways.”

“What are you—?!” Kaka started shouting as a trembling Shoukei latched on to her sleeve.

“The king oppressed his people for decades with his punitive laws. You, the queen consort, invented false charges and goaded the king into executing innocent citizens. Let it be known that you have both earned the enmity of your people.”

“The king was… He acted for the good of the peo—”

“Did it benefit anyone when he passed a law that even a starving child would be executed if they stole some bread? When he imposed capital punishment upon anyone who missed a tax payment or skipped a day of work from illness? The fear you are experiencing now is nothing compared to what the people endured.”

Gekkei raised a hand. The soldiers behind him raced up to Kaka and tore Shoukei from her arms. Shoukei screamed, and Kaka cried out in agony.

“You resented the beauty and wisdom of other women and girls, comparing them to yourself or the princess. You made false accusations against them, and now their blood is on your hands. Do you now understand the sorrow of beholding the corpse of your kin?”

“Gekkei…you fiend!” Kaka spat.

Gekkei ignored her and turned to face Shoukei, who was struggling against a soldier’s grip.

“I ask that you observe closely, Princess. I want you to understand the magnitude of pain a person feels when they watch their family be decapitated in front of them.”

“Stop! Please! Mother!”

Shoukei’s screams did nothing to sway the hearts of anyone present.

Her eyes strained wide as Gekkei’s arm swung down. So searing was the impact that Shoukei was unable to even close her eyes. She witnessed the very moment her mother’s life ended.

The head bounced against the floor, frozen mid-shout. The mouth gaped open, revealing a vision of emptiness. Transfixed in an eternally soundless scream, the face rolled over to join the king’s head.

At that moment, Shoukei’s eyelids and throat froze in place.

Gekkei cast her a dispassionate gaze before walking over to the bedridden Hourin.

“Taiho.” He enunciated the title slowly.

Hourin lifted her hollow eyes to gaze at Gekkei.

“I hope you understand the despair the people feel after you chose two tyrants for the throne.”

Hourin stared up at Gekkei for a while, and then eventually nodded quietly.

Gekkei bowed deeply, then lifted his bloody sword over his head.

The king and his Kirin met their end—and thus concluded one reign of the kingdom of Hou.

Shoukei watched in a stupor as the soldiers carried out the bodies. No, perhaps not even she could say if she actively watched or if her eyes merely glazed over the scene.

Weakly, she sank to the ground. Gekkei towered over her. Shoukei wrenched her gaze away from the tips of his toes, forcing herself to look up.

“Shou Son, former princess of Hou, you shall be expelled from sagehood.”

Shoukei gazed at Gekkei’s face in horror. Her father’s death still didn’t seem real to her. Losing her sagehood, on the other hand, would have an immediate effect on her life—and it was a terrifying prospect indeed. For thirty years she had been a sage, never mingling with the people of the world below. Was there any place for her down there?

“Stop… I’m begging you… Anything but that…”

Gekkei turned a pitying gaze upon her. “Princess, were I to leave you be, the people would slaughter you in their righteous anger. I will enter you in the registry of a minor province. You will discard your royal title, cast aside the sagehood, and change your name so that you can mingle with the common people.”

And with that, he turned his back on her.

Shoukei howled after him, “Kill me! Kill me too!” Her nails scratched the floor. “How am I supposed to live?!”

Gekkei did not turn back. A soldier grabbed Shoukei by the arms.

“You’re awful! You’re cruel, awful people!”

Within a corner of Youshun Palace was a building known as the Godou Pavilion. Its master was the White Pheasant, a creature which cried out only twice in its entire lifespan. Because of this, it was also referred to as Nisei, meaning “two cries.” The first cry signaled the beginning of a monarch’s reign, and the second spelled its end. This second cry was also known as the “death knell.”

The White Pheasant let out its death knell and perished. Gekkei severed its feet.

The royal seal held a mystical power, preventing any but the reigning monarch from using it. When the ruler perished, the seal lost its impression, and it would remain so until the next king or queen succeeded the throne. Without the royal seal, no laws or edicts held any weight. The White Pheasant’s foot served as a placeholder in the meantime.

Under the watchful gaze of the Six Ministries and the eight provincial lords, the White Pheasant’s foot stamped one document in particular—the decree to strip the former princess Shou Son of her sagehood.

Three years passed.

3

HIGH IN THE SKY LAY A SEA KNOWN AS THE SEA of Clouds, which divided the world into the upper and lower realms. Its presence was impossible to detect from the lower realm. From above, it appeared like a translucent glass ceiling, though very few were privy to the sight. Most people merely knew of the Sea of Clouds and its purpose without ever seeing it for themselves.

One such cloud traveled eastward overhead, its long and thin form glimmering with a faint rainbow of colors against the imperceptible Sea of Clouds.

A teenage girl noticed it as she cut the weeds on a footpath between two rice paddies on a gently sloping hill.

“Look, Keikei! It’s a Zuiun!”

Rangyoku wiped her sweat with her hand, which she then held above her head to observe the blinding summer sky.

The young boy next to her was gathering up the weeds she cut. Following his older sister’s gaze, he squinted up at the sky and saw the picturesque clouds off in the south. “What’s a Zuiun?”

“It shows up to welcome a new ruler when they enter the palace.”

Keikei whistled as he kept his gaze up. Noticing that the siblings had stopped their work, a few other people around them paused cutting the summer grass to look up as well.

“Is there a new ruler?” Keikei asked his sister.

“Yup. The bad queen died, and now there’s someone to replace her. They’re coming from Mount Hou to take up residence in the palace at Gyouten.”

The common people never spoke kindly about their deceased rulers. Although they regarded the kings and queens as deities, that was only during their rule—and only if they ruled wisely.

“Mount Hou is home to the goddess, right?” said Keikei. “It’s right in the center of the world.”

“That’s right. You’re a clever kid.”

Keikei glowed a little with pride. “I’ve got a good memory. Let’s see… Mount Hou is where Taiho was born. Taiho is the title for Kirin. A Kirin’s the only person who can choose the ruler.” He craned his head up toward the sky again. “The goddess on Mount Hou is the Im…umm, the Immo…”

“The Immortal Lady of Jade.”

“Yeah, that’s the one. Gyokuyou, the Immortal Lady of Jade,” Keikei said, finding his stride again. “And beyond Mount Hou is Mount Ka, where the most important goddess of all lives—the Queen Mother of the West.”

“Mm-hmm. That’s right.”

“The Lord Above lives on Mount Suu. He watches over the whole wide world. And…” The boy gazed overhead. The Zuiun cast a long trail as it bore directly east. “The king or queen rules the kingdom. Now that the bad queen is gone and we’ve got a new ruler, we can go back home, right?”

Rangyoku’s way of affirming this was to snatch up her brother into a hug. The sight of the Zuiun filled her with a rush of emotions, and the same was true for the other people standing in the walkway.

Jyokaku, the former queen of Kei, brought ruin to the kingdom through her incompetence. Most egregiously, in the latter days of her reign, she ordered the exile of every woman in Kei. Rangyoku had no choice but to leave the country, taking her younger brother along with her. Many young women survived this catastrophe by hiding away in their homes, presenting as male, or paying exorbitant bribes to the officials and soldiers. Sadly, although Rangyoku’s parents fended for her, they perished in the deadly cold spell that struck Ei Province.

With the land in devastation, her parents dead, and the kingdom itself driving her from her home, Rangyoku and her brother attempted to flee by sea to another country. Many in a similar plight swarmed the roads. During this journey, the local village shrines raised the Royal Flag to indicate a new ruler’s ascension. It was black in color, showing a dragon beating its wings powerfully in ascent alongside the celestial bodies.

Rangyoku took this as assurance that peace would return to the kingdom and that the fields would prosper once more. Buoyed by relief, she took her brother’s hand and backtracked to the village where they were born and raised.

Yet something strange was afoot. When a new ruler was selected, the shrines would raise the Dragon Flag, which depicted a flying dragon. The Royal Flag was reserved for when the monarch officially succeeded the throne. Yet Rangyoku had no recollection of seeing the Dragon Flag before the Royal Flag. When she asked around, she discovered that the Dragon Flag was never raised and that some village shrines refrained from displaying the Royal Flag at all.

The older folk regarded the whole situation with skepticism. The natural disasters were supposed to cease as soon as a new ruler took the throne, yet they never abated. Moreover, conflict brewed over whether this particular queen was real or an impostor—and those who lived far from the capital had no way of knowing how the fighting ended.

The talk among the people was that this was a false queen after all. Rumor had it that the true ruler had emerged to fight her.

After all of that, the Dragon Flag fluttered in the wind. A Zuiun trailed east across the sky. There was no cause for doubt this time.

Rangyoku watched the Zuiun disappear into the distance.

“May our new ruler bless us with fortune,” she whispered.

The other people standing in the walkway lowered their heads in reverence.

Gyouten, capital of Kei, sprawled across a plateau at a high elevation. The western part of the city connected to a towering mountain, the peak of which pierced the very clouds. It was referred to as a Ryouun Mountain, meaning “eclipsing the clouds,” because it quite literally loomed over the Sea of Clouds. This particular Ryouun Mountain was called Mount Gyouten, and the ruler’s abode—Kinpa Palace, in the case of the Kingdom of Kei—was situated on the summit.

From atop the Sea of Clouds, Gyouten resembled a floating island. The towering cliffside served as a platform for the various buildings within the Kinpa Palace complex, making them appear to jut through the sky.

A giant tortoise presently arrived at the west cliff—or shore, as was also the case—of Mount Gyouten. The divine beast was known as the Black Tortoise, and it served to transport a new ruler from Mount Hou.

The palace ministers prostrated themselves at the port in anticipation of the Black Tortoise’s arrival. Everyone who dwelled above the clouds knew that what the people of the lower realm called “Zuiun” was the wake left by the Black Tortoise.

The ministers watched as the divine beast extended its boulder-like head toward land. The Chief Minister of State, head of the Six Ministries, greeted the individual who stepped ashore.

Several other people stole glances at the scene, even as they kept their heads down in a kowtow. They sighed furtively at what they saw.

A queen…

Kei was a kingdom of turbulence, and its rulers did not sit long upon the throne. The last three reigns had been very short, and they had all been helmed by queens. Even the false ruler who stirred trouble after the fact was a woman—and now there was this new queen.

The people of Kei had a saying: “Nostalgia for the virtuoso.” This was a reference to the Virtuoso King, a former monarch who ruled for over three hundred years. Although the people suffered greatly at the end of his reign, the almost three hundred years prior had been a period of peace and stability. The saying expressed a desire for a wise and long-lived ruler like the Virtuoso King, but there was a secret lament in those words.

We’ve had enough of queens. It was better when we had a king.

Although the individuals tried to keep their sighs hidden, there were enough of them for the object of their sighs to blink in surprise at the show of dismay.

Regardless of anyone’s feelings, the village shrines raised the Royal Flag that day.

The new ruler took Kei’s throne, signaling the beginning of the Red Queen—Sekishi’s—reign.
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Chapter One

1

THE HOLY LAND OF MOUNT HOU LAY AT THE center of the world, ruled by the goddess known as Gyokuyou. Many girls used Gyokuyou as their courtesy name out of reverence for her. One such girl lived in the Han Prefecture in Kei Province, situated on the eastern coast of the northwest kingdom of Hou.

“Gyokuyou!”

The name traveled across the autumnal winds, prompting the girl to lift her head out of the withered grass. A slight frown crossed her face. This was because her back ached from stooping and also because of her distaste for the name.

Shoukei.

She used to have a pretty name, not a banal one like Gyokuyou. Almost three years had gone by since her exile from the royal palace, where her father had breathed his last. She moved to a village called Shindou in Han Prefecture, where she transformed into what was practically a different person. Her once pearly white skin was now tanned and freckled, and her peach-like cheeks hollowed into a gaunt mask. Her fingers and limbs turned bony, and her navy-blue hair darkened to ash under the sun’s glare. Even her dark purple eyes lost their sheen, now appearing dull and listless.

“Where are you, Gyokuyou?! Answer me!”

Hearing the woman’s shrill voice, Shoukei jerked upright. “I’m here,” she called out without enthusiasm. Standing on her tiptoes, she poked her head over the cogongrass.

Even without seeing the woman’s face, Shoukei knew who it was from her irascible voice. Gobo.

“How long are you going to be at it cutting the cogongrass? The other girls went home ages ago.”

“I’ve just finished,” Shoukei said tersely.

Gobo parted the grass and made her way over to Shoukei. When she saw Shoukei’s handiwork, she snorted. “Yes, you’ve done six bales. But they’re awfully small, aren’t they?”

“I know, but—” Shoukei tried to say, only to be interrupted by an indignant humph.

“Don’t you talk back. How long are you going to keep up that hoity-toity act?” Gobo lowered her voice. “This isn’t the palace. You’re just an ordinary orphan now, and don’t you forget it.”

“Of course, ma’am.” Shoukei bit her lip.

She would never forget it, not for as long as she lived. Not that Gobo would ever let her forget, the way she never spared a day from ridiculing Shoukei about it.

“How about you put your back into it for once? I’ve been keeping my voice down for you, but if the villagers catch wind of who you are, they’ll come straight for your head. You haven’t forgotten that, have you?”

Shoukei fell silent.

“Well?” Gobo said sharply.

“I understand, ma’am,” Shoukei answered quietly.

“Is that all you have to say?”

Shoukei said through gritted teeth, “Thank you very much.”

Gobo’s lips twisted into a sardonic smile. “Another six bales. Get it done by sundown. If you take too long, there’ll be no dinner.”

“All right,” Shoukei said sullenly.

It was mid-fall, and the sun was already setting. Naturally, it was almost impossible to finish cutting another six bales by sundown.

Gobo snorted one last time before parting the cogongrass and returning to her business. Shoukei watched her go for a short while but soon wasted no time picking up the sickle near her feet. As she did so, her eyes fell on her scratched-up hands and dirt-clogged nails.

When Shoukei arrived at Kei Province, she was added to the registry of a remote mountain village. Because her parents were deceased, she was handed off to the local community house—a facility in each village that existed to care for orphans and the elderly. Gobo was the administrator there.

The community house housed one elderly person and nine other children. They and Gobo were kind to Shoukei at first. However, she could never bring herself to join the children in their conversations, for they all asked each other how their parents died and spoke scornfully about the deceased king. Shoukei could only bite her lip and look down at her feet. Whenever someone asked her how her parents died, she struggled to respond.

To make matters more complicated, Shoukei grew up in a wealthy official’s family and knew nothing about living among farmers. It was her first time living without servants, and she had never even observed people tilling the land or weaving clothes. Now that she was suddenly thrown into a situation where she had to do these things for herself, she didn’t know right from left.

Given the sheer disparity between her and the others, Shoukei did not easily fit in, and the villagers soon distanced themselves from her. The children laughed at her for being an idiot who could not even use a hoe. And she could not justify herself by saying that she had never even seen a hoe before, let alone used one.

According to the family registry, Shoukei’s parents were drifter ex-citizens who eked out an unobtrusive existence in the forest land near the village of Shindou. “Drifter” referred to people who had moved away from their state-assigned land and did not belong to any village. This encompassed wandering free spirits, criminals, and even recluses like Shoukei’s parents—on paper, at least. The pair were stereotypical drifters in the sense that they lived quietly in the mountains not too far from Shindou, never interacting with the land or the people who lived on it. And they died just as unremarkably as they lived—by execution.

Shoukei’s actual father—Chuutatsu, the king of Hou—enacted numerous edicts and laws in an effort to bring drifters back to their original lands. Refusing to abide by the law was tantamount to rebelling against it. Chuutatsu believed that drifters were the crux of crime and iniquity, and that their reckless lifestyles would corrupt honest citizens into adopting their sinful ways. Time and again, Chuutatsu urged them to return to their original lands. Those who refused to obey, he felt compelled to put to death.

The man responsible for Shoukei’s current predicament, Gekkei, registered Shoukei as the daughter of two deceased drifters. The story went that a community house had been taking care of her, and she transferred to Shindou prior to her parents’ deaths.

Somehow or other, though, Gobo figured out the truth—that Shoukei was Chuutatsu’s daughter, the princess who was considered dead.

“Please tell me if my assumption is correct. This kind of life must be difficult for you,” Gobo said to her one day.

Shoukei burst into tears from those words. Yes, it really was hard for her to till the land and manage livestock, harder than she could ever have imagined. She covered her face with her hands.

“Who could imagine Her Highness living among us rough-and-tumble country folk, dressed in rags? I know it’s only temporary, but even so! They called you the jewel of Hoso and Youshun Palace.” Gobo spoke dulcet words into Shoukei’s ear. “I’m familiar with a rich merchant in Kei Province’s capital. Even now, he preaches his reverence for the late king.”

Shoukei could not resist the allure. Although it was nothing compared to her previous lap of luxury, the idea of a more “proper” lifestyle was too tempting to refuse. Anything would be an improvement over all the mud and dirt.

“Oh, please, Gobo, help me.” Shoukei sobbed helplessly. “Gekkei, the provincial lord of Kei, murdered my mother and father and put me into this awful situation. He has something against me.”

“Huh, so my hunch was right.” Gobo’s voice turned penetratingly cold.

Shoukei blinked and looked up.

“You’re that beast’s daughter.”

Shoukei heard the sound of teeth grinding and realized her mistake.

“The beast who killed his people so easily that we might as well have been insects beneath his heel.”

Shoukei was about to argue that this was only because the people broke the laws, but the frightening animosity exuding from Gobo made her swallow her retort.

“He killed my son. He killed him because he pitied a child on the execution stand and threw rocks at the executioner. That king was a monster who murdered people just to teach a lesson.”

“But…but that’s because—”

“So you agree with his killing.”

Shoukei frantically shook her head. “No, I didn’t know a thing about it. About what Father did.”

She genuinely was ignorant of her parents’ actions. Being cloistered in the inner palace, she had assumed that the world outside was simply like that. She only learned of her father’s poor reputation when the palace soldiers mutinied.

“Oh, you didn’t know? Let’s assume for a moment that you’re telling the truth. Even if you weren’t aware of what was happening in the court, surely you would have heard the songs. Every corner of the kingdom proclaimed its hatred for the king. Are you saying you don’t have ears?”

“I didn’t know… Please believe me…”

“You shameless tramp—none of this affected you at all, did it? Do you even know where the food you shovel into your dirty mouth comes from? It’s the hard work and labor of all the honest villagers who stayed righteous and true no matter how much they were oppressed.”

“I’m saying I didn’t know!”

“I can’t believe we were working to feed a bitch like you!”

Skrrrtch. Dull pain shocked Shoukei’s system as a chipped sickle blade scratched her fingertips, causing tiny beads of red to form on her skin.

Shoukei winced. It was hard to say whether the pain came from her fingers or her heart.

“I’m telling the truth,” she gasped. “I didn’t know…”

When Gobo began openly showing her disdain for Shoukei, the other villagers and members of the community house followed suit without caring for the reason. Gobo made Shoukei work three times harder than the other children, and everyone ridiculed her for her slowness and clumsiness.

“What did I do to any of you…?”

She truly had been ignorant. Her father made it a point not to show her the happenings of the court. He never even let her outside of the palace. She’d had no way of knowing what the kingdom was like.

The shadows fell long across the road. It took three round trips to make up the quota. When at last Shoukei delivered the cogongrass, dinner at the community house was done and dusted.

The girls living at the community house sneered. “What took you so long?”

Gobo regarded Shoukei with cold, indifferent eyes. “No dinner for you. As I told you before, we don’t keep food around for late arrivals.”

Shoukei bit her lip. After three years at the community house, she had managed to learn how to put up with the poor standards of living and the shabby clothing. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to beg for food when she missed a meal.

“Gyokuyou can’t help it,” one girl said. “She’s a dummy, after all.”

“I know what they call people like her,” a boy piped up. “Deadbeats.”

As the jeers fell on her ears, Shoukei dragged her feet out of the dining hall.

Moonlight bathed the courtyard. The living quarters on each side of the courtyard were separated by gender. Shoukei shared a room with the other girls to the right. The time before the other girls got back from the dining hall was her oh-so-very-brief respite.

Shoukei took in the row of bare-bones beds, the tiny desks, and the crude chairs. Then she closed her eyes.

This feels like a bad dream.

Back in Youshun Palace, Shoukei had an entire pavilion to herself, albeit a small one. She had a massive and luxurious bed, multiple rooms, and a garden filled with flowers, sunlight, and birdsong. Court ladies attended to her hand and foot, and she had personal dancers and musicians. She wore silken clothes and jewelry. The cheerful, pretty daughters of the provincial lords and ministers often visited her pavilion to play and socialize.

Here, the bedding was thin. The air was cold and dry, heralding the end of fall. In the northern kingdom, the winters were particularly frigid.

In her mind’s eye, she saw her father’s head rolling lifelessly on the ground.

That man—Gekkei. The murderer.

He might as well have just killed her right then and there instead of dropping her into this miserable hovel in the middle of nowhere. Or perhaps that was precisely his plan—to make her suffer for the rest of her days.

Shoukei kept her eyes shut. She wouldn’t have minded if they never opened again.

2

IN THE SOUTHWEST CORNER OF THE WORLD LAY the Provincial Kingdom of Sai. There was a Ryouun Mountain there by the name of Mount Ha, situated in the Jin Prefecture in Ho Province.

The Ryouun Mountains were home to the monarchs and provincial lords. All others were barred from entry. In other words, they were property of the nation’s ruler—their gardens, spare palaces, and their tombs. Mount Ha was distinct, however, in that it currently belonged to a non-royal woman after a previous king bequeathed it to her. The woman, a sage, placed her residence near the summit. It was called Suibi Cavern, meaning “green peak,” similar to the landscape upon which it was placed.

The master of Suibi Cavern was known as Lady Suibi. The previous king in question—a man with the posthumous name of Obliging King—granted her sagehood and a place of residence on Mount Ha’s peak. Her former name was Riyou, and she had once been the Obliging King’s favored mistress.

As the dawn broke, Riyou stood before the gates of her mansion. Although she had servants, it was still a lonely place to live. In her yearning for human company, she tried visiting the town near the foot of the mountain, but her immortal and unchanging body prevented her from ever building close ties with others. She could count her acquaintances on one hand, and they were all sages. She was about to leave the mansion to visit one such individual.

As she gripped the reins of her mount, Riyou peered down at the lower realm from atop Suibi Cavern’s stark, unscalable cliff. She sat astride a red tigerlike creature known as a Sekko, which was yet another gift from the Obliging King. Riyou always used the flying tiger to leave or enter, for although there were paths down the mountain that could be traversed on horseback or on foot, it wounded her dignity to creep up and down the side paths where the sun did not reach.

“We pray for your swift return.”

Behind the gates, her servants prostrated themselves in a line. Their breaths left a faint white trail in the crisp late autumn sky. Riyou narrowed her eyes slightly as she swept her gaze across the small entourage. There were a dozen servants present.

“Now that’s a lot of enthusiasm for a farewell scene,” she said, a sardonic smile dancing on her lips. “Does my departure gladden you so deeply? I’m sure you’re all planning on spreading your wings now that your pesky master is gone.”

She chuckled. Her servants did not reply. They shrank up like birds trying to weather a frigid blast of wind.

Riyou’s eyes fell on a specific girl among the row of prostrating servants. She was a wholly unremarkable individual. Other than the fact that she was the youngest of the group, there was nothing distinguishable about her. Her courtesy name was Mokurin, though Riyou never used it.

“If you don’t want me to return, just say so. What do you think…Honma?” Riyou’s luscious red lips lifted with scorn as she uttered the epithet. Dunderhead was what it meant.

The girl raised her eyes diffidently. Only her wide eyes stood out in size against her small, emaciated face. Riyou’s smile broadened at the sight.

“You don’t really want me to return. Is that what you’re thinking?”

The girl shook her head as if to say, “Perish the thought.” “Every one of us awaits your return, my lady. Um…please take care of yourself.”

“I’ll be back in half a month with or without your well-wishes. Or perhaps you’d like me back even sooner?”

The young woman looked around herself in perplexion, then gazed up at Riyou’s face timidly. “That’s right,” she responded.

Riyou burst out laughing. “All right, then, if you say so. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I couldn’t possibly disappoint you.”

“Yes. Of course.”

Riyou cast a final sweeping gaze across her servants. “Why don’t you brew some gyokkou for me? Make sure you tidy up the mansion and keep the garden in good shape.”

The girl’s face paled. Gyokkou was a type of stone found in the Five Great Mountains at the center of the world. It contained mystical powers that could be brewed into wine, though it was by no means easy to procure.

“What’s the matter? You eagerly await my return, yes? Shall I have you cook me a halfbeak fish and boil me some Yao Grass? Don’t leave a speck of dust in the mansion, now. I won’t accept even a single withered leaf inside the garden.” Riyou giggled, fully aware that her demands were unreasonable. “Oh, and why don’t you repaint the walls and pillars while you’re at it? Ah, yes, that would be nice. A freshly painted abode is nothing too out of the ordinary. I leave it all in your hands, Honma.”

The girl looked around in bewilderment, but the other servants kept their heads firmly down.

Riyou eyed her as she adjusted her ermine fur coat and took the Sekko’s reins.

“Oh, but don’t work yourselves too hard. I’m a lenient master. As long as you fulfill your duties, I won’t scold you for a bit of mischief. Well, then, I leave the fort to you.”

“Understood, my lady.” The servants scraped their heads against the ground. The girl, who looked as if she was about to burst into tears at any moment, followed suit.

Riyou mounted the Sekko. With a laugh, she descended from the gates to the wintry lands below.

The servants lifted their heads and watched the Sekko disappear to the north. When Riyou was finally out of sight, the servants simultaneously turned their heads toward the girl.

“You just had to provoke her, didn’t you?”

“Couldn’t you have kept your mouth shut?”

“Of all the things she could have asked for, she chose the impossible. This is your job, Honma. You’re the one who brought it on yourself.”

“Yeah, but can Honma take the trip to the Five Great Mountains? She’s only a lesser sage. By the time she’s done, the Lady will have been back for ages.”

A hierarchy existed among the sages. Riyou herself was on the third tier, while her servants belonged squarely on the bottom rung. Their names were part of the sagehood, though they possessed no real abilities beyond ordinary human capabilities. The girl whom everyone called Honma was of the lowest rank among the lesser sages.

“What a hassle. Who’d go looking for gyokkou in the Five Great Mountains in this freezing weather? Then the Lady wants us to find halfbeak fish in the Kyokai and Yao Grass? Where is anyone supposed to find Yao Grass when winter’s almost upon us?”

“And here I thought we’d finally get some time to breathe with the Lady gone.”

“Honma ought to do the cleaning and painting. She’s good for that much, at least.”

Feeling the reproachful gazes on her skin, the girl made herself scarce. She ran all the way into the garden. Leaning against an old pine tree in the corner of the garden facing the cliffside, she wept.

How else was she supposed to answer Riyou’s leading questions? The other servants would have responded in exactly the same way. None of this was her fault. Right from the very start, Riyou had no intention of letting her servants relax. Everyone in the mansion should have known that this behavior was par for the course for her.

“What’s the matter?” A man spoke behind the girl. It was the elderly garden keeper. “Don’t take it personally. Everyone’s just venting their frustrations on you. They can’t defy the Lady, that’s why. You know how it is, Mokurin.”

The girl shook her head. “That’s not…my name…”

In her old country, she had been called Suzu. A wandering priest taught her how to write her name in full: Suzu Ooki. The people here misread the characters as “Mokurin,” which was leagues better than the derogatory nickname of Honma—but it still wasn’t her name.

She’d once lived with her family in the gentle slopes of a small mountain range. The warmth and comfort of those days were long gone now, swept away a hundred years ago when, after being sold into indentured servitude, she fell off the mountain pass. Little did she know then that the sea she landed in was the Kyokai.

“But why would she be so unreasonable…?!”

“That’s just what the Lady is like. Don’t let it get to you. After all, her pigheadedness was the reason she was essentially driven out of the palace. Giving her a mansion was just a way of being tactful about it.”

“I know…but still…”

Suzu was merely fourteen years old by the traditional reckoning when she was suddenly plunged into a foreign country, ignorant of the language and not knowing the first thing about her surroundings. The people in the tiny seaside hamlet took her to a larger village where she spent several days in custody without understanding what was going on. Eventually, the villagers took her to a large town, where she joined a group of traveling performers.

She spent three years with the troupe. During that time, Suzu failed to understand a single thing. From going around to different towns and meeting lots of different people, she did at least comprehend that she was somewhere far from the world she once knew. Everything was wholly unfamiliar—from the cloud-piercing mountains and the towns with towering walls, to the strange customs and language. She had no choice but to come to terms with her new normal.

Whenever they came to a different town, a part of Suzu hoped that she would find people who could understand her language and find a way back home. Only crushing disappointment awaited her every single time. She had finally resigned herself listlessly to her fate when she came to Jin Prefecture and encountered Riyou. She worked as a cleaning lady at the time. After four years with the troupe, Suzu had failed to learn a single skill applicable to the stage.

“What am I supposed to do when I can’t understand what anyone’s saying…?”

It was the same song and dance wherever she went. People yapped her ear off, but however much Suzu tried to speak back, it never amounted to a conversation. Unable to find a way home or even figure out what to do in her immediate future, she spent her days crying alone.

People said inscrutable things to her, and when she said she didn’t understand, they sneered at her. The more time passed, the more Suzu kept to herself. She came to fear speaking or being spoken to.

It was little wonder, then, that she was ecstatic upon meeting Riyou. Riyou hadn’t yet revealed her disdain for Suzu, but even if she had uttered words of insult, Suzu would have wept for joy at simply hearing words that she could understand.

The reason why Riyou and Suzu could hold a mutually intelligible conversation was because Riyou was a sage. Upon hearing that sages could converse with anyone, Suzu begged Riyou to make her one, even if it meant becoming a servant or submitting herself to grueling labor. At that moment, she wanted nothing more.

And for a hundred years since, she was a prisoner here…

She had contemplated escape more times than she could count. But Riyou would mercilessly strip Suzu of her sagehood if she left. And then Suzu would return to the same miserable circumstance as before, unable to understand a single word.

“There, there.” The old man patted Suzu on the shoulder. “Let’s go back. You don’t have time to rest, after all.”

As she nodded, Suzu clenched her frozen fingers.

Someone, please…rescue me from this hellhole.

3

THE AZURE SKIES PALED WITH THE ONSET OF winter. In one particular town down below, a lively fervor created ripples of excitement across the entire Ryouun Mountain.

The town’s name was Gyouten, and its streets bustled with glowing faces. Nobody appeared to pay any heed to the town’s wreckage or the citizens’ impoverished appearances.

The reason for the jubilation was self-evident from the black flags fluttering across the town. They depicted a yellow branch bearing three fruits. According to legend, the fruits were peaches, and a snake wrapped around the branch like a belt. The Lord Above gave each monarch one of these branches at the beginning of the world.

The flags hung from the corners of buildings, lining the path up the slope. Families hung flowers across the gates of their houses and red lanterns across the buildings, pointing the way to the blue-tiled roof of the Kou Gate at the entrance of the national government office.

Today marked the ascension of a new queen.

The Royal Flags flew for two months to indicate the monarch’s arrival. Now, finally, came the announcement of the coronation. The flags which currently lined the streets served to herald the auspicious occasion.

Rivers of people from the main street streamed through the Kou Gate. The enormous plaza which lay between the national government office and the shrine for formal ceremonies was already packed to capacity. Members of the Forbidden Troops stood in a neat row alongside the ministers, both groups wearing black uniforms. When a black-robed figure stepped onto a podium in the shrine, surrounded by a cluster of flags, cheers broke out across the entire vicinity.

Her attire was called a Daikyuu. It consisted of black robes and a crown, a pale red skirt, and a darker red lap blanket and shoes. Her crimson red hair complemented the entire picture.

“Wow, you really went and became queen,” Rakushun muttered when he saw the woman standing in the opulent room.

The other two people in the room—one tall and the other short—hummed in approval as well.

The Daikyuu was a ruler’s most formal dress, featuring twelve insignias to denote the wearer’s lofty rank. Because she was a queen, the crown bore extravagant hairpins in exchange for its smaller size. The embroidered dragons on her robes were similarly magnificent to behold.

The new queen, fresh from her coronation ceremony, turned to face her guests. When her eyes fell on them, a luscious smile spread across her face.

“It’s good to see you, Rakushun,” she said. Then she turned to the mismatched pair at Rakushun’s side and greeted them with a light bow. “Thank you for coming all this way, King of En and En-Taiho.”

“Yo.” The short one raised his hand. “Lookin’ rad, Youko. The spectators seemed happy with you. The people make their disappointment pretty obvious when they don’t like what they see. Besides, having a reputation as a hottie is bound to come in handy at some point.”

“Enki,” came a chiding voice, though the subject of the rebuke showed no hint of compunction.

Youko giggled and urged her guests to take seats. The king of En, the country north of Kei, was named Shouryuu. The Saiho of En, Enki, had the personal name of Rokuta. At present, En was the only kingdom Kei had ties with.

“It has been a while since we last met.” Youko bowed deeply toward Shouryuu and Rokuta. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me.”

She then bowed toward the brownish-gray rat standing next to them.

“You too, Rakushun. If it weren’t for you, there wouldn’t be a coronation.”

“Aww, come off it.” Rakushun waggled his tail. “I’m just a regular old hanjyuu. I don’t want any royalty bowing their heads to me. Just feels wrong.”
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Youko giggled.

She had lived beyond the sea in a land called Wa—or Japan, as it was referred to over there—when she was abruptly thrust into this world one day without any knowledge or guidance. It was due to the assistance of these three individuals that she ascended to the throne. Enki and the king of En helped her repress the chaos caused by Jyoei, the false queen who resorted to military force to assume power.

Youko was deeply grateful to them, but she had a special place in her heart for Rakushun, who saved her when she was at her lowest. He picked her up when she collapsed on the road after months of being hounded by the false queen, and he treated her with kindness when she was both physically and mentally brittle. Reflecting on the eight-month interval between her arrival and her ascension—a span of time that felt both long and short all at once—Youko naturally found herself bowing to her friends.

“I really am grateful.”

Flustered, Rakushun couldn’t help but wriggle his tail about wildly.

Rokuta snickered at this. “Not every day you see a queen in her Daikyuu bow her head to you!” he said in a teasing tone.

“Shucks, this is too much for me,” Rakushun said, looking up at Youko. As a hanjyuu, Rakushun was part rat and part human. He was a child’s height in rat form, meaning he had to crane his head to look up at Youko. “I oughta be thanking you, anyhow. I got to attend university, and the king of En’s been good to me too. Thank you.”

“That’s nothing worth thanking me for.”

“But you know what?” Rokuta said, smiling again. “Rakushun’s a pretty amazing guy when you think about it. He’s chummy with a king and a queen. His pals in university would probably keel over in shock if they knew.”

“Taiho,” Rakushun moaned.

“I must say, you’ve been taking your sweet time.” This time, Shouryuu spoke up with a smile. “It’s been two months since the dust with Jyoei settled.”

Youko grimaced slightly. “To be perfectly honest, I wanted to delay it longer, but the ministers insisted that I get it done by the winter solstice at the latest.”

A monarch’s presence brought equilibrium to the realm and pacified the gods. Of the important religious festivals, the winter solstice held the most significance. The ruler traveled personally to the city’s outskirts, where they prayed to the heavens for the kingdom’s protection. This rite was known as Koushi.

“Why would you want to put it off?” asked Shouryuu.

Youko sighed lightly. “I can’t decide on the First Edict.”

The First Edict was a unique mandate issued by a new ruler. Although a ruler declared every law under their name, the ministers generally suggested them after consulting with each other first. Only when they had the consensus of the Three Excellencies and the Six Ministries did they submit potential laws to the king or queen for approval. The ruler’s role was not to draft the laws alone but to guide and oversee the ministers. A law personally penned and proclaimed by the ruler was known as a royal decree.

“What did you do, Your Majesty?” Youko asked Shouryuu.

“I went with a ‘one for four’ mandate.”

“What does that mean?”

“For every four mu of public land cultivated by a farmer,” said Shouryuu, referring to a unit of measurement equivalent to approximately a hundred square miles, “they would get one mu to own for themselves. There wasn’t much arable land around at the time.”

“I see.” Youko hung her head. “The ministers want my royal color to be red. The Prophet Queen’s royal color was green, they said.”

Rokuta nodded. “What’s wrong with that? Makes sense.”

“You think so?”

“Greenery engenders fire. Symbolizes a smooth transition of power.”

Youko sighed. “There’s so much I don’t know about the customs here.”

“Don’t sweat it. Give it time, and it’ll be second nature to you.”

Youko mustered a smile and cocked her head. “But that’s not quite what I’m getting at. From what I hear, the First Edict is supposed to be an encapsulation of the ruler’s future reign.”

“Sure, I see what you mean. Focusing on colors seems beside the point.”

“Yeah.” Youko looked down, the ghost of a sheepish smile on her lips. “I still don’t know how to run a country. I want to build a good kingdom—but what does that look like?”

“That’s a tough question.”

“I want the kingdom to be wealthy. I don’t want the people of Kei to starve. But is it enough just to settle for wealth? The country where I was born was wealthy, but I wouldn’t know how to answer you if you asked me if it was a good country. For all its economic strength, there were plenty of things wrong with it.”

Why didn’t she take more of an interest in how nations worked? To be perfectly frank, she didn’t even understand Wa’s political system.

“I’ve been entrusted with this heavy burden, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to deal with it.” Youko paused. “Will I really be any good as a queen?”

“Youko,” said Shouryuu. “It is hard to rule a kingdom. Take it from me.”

“Yes.”

“But you must never show the people your distress.”

“You think so?”

“As far as the people are concerned, your problems are nothing compared to theirs,” Shouryuu explained. “If you can’t make their lives better, you have no reason to be there.”

Youko winced. “That’s true…”

“Nothing good comes from showing your pain publicly. When you’re lost, you should act like you’re totally in control. The people prefer it that way.”

“But—”

“Do you think the people would trust a ruler who doesn’t know what they’re doing? Would they want to put their lives in the hands of someone who’s always second-guessing themselves?”

“You have a point,” Youko said quietly.

“When you’re floundering about a decision, say that you are ‘carefully examining the options.’ There’s no need to rush anything. You have all the time in the world, after all,” Shouryuu said.

“Oh, but remember.” Rokuta poked his head out in front of Youko. “There’s a limit to everything. You can stand to worry more than Shouryuu does.”

“Rokuta.” Shouryuu pulled a sour face.

“It’s good to deliberate on the First Edict,” Rokuta went on, ignoring Shouryuu. “A queen who puts barely any thought into her edicts isn’t going to inspire confidence. The fewer edicts you make, the better. They’re common at the beginning and end of a reign—when you restore a devastated kingdom or destroy a peaceful one.”

“I see.”

“By the way, Shouryuu makes soooo many edicts. You better not learn from his example.”

Youko bit back her laughter. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Anyway, don’t sweat it too much.” Rokuta paused. “So how are things around here? Settled down a bit?”

“For now, yes,” replied Youko.

“Take it easy, then. It’s actually really easy to figure out where you want the kingdom to go. Take your time. Think about how you want to live and what would make the people happy, yeah?”

“The problem is what to do about the First Edict…”

“Oh, that?” Rokuta laughed. “Some rulers don’t even make a First Edict. And some are so confident that they’ll make it something like, ‘The citizens should live in good health.’”

Youko couldn’t suppress her laughter. “Wow, really?”

“Apparently, that was the king of Ren’s First Edict.”

“He sounds incredible.”

Youko was giggling lightly when her Saiho happened to enter the room. He had already changed out of his formal attire in favor of his everyday clothes.

Smiling, Youko turned to him. “Look, Keiki, the king of En is here.”
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Chapter Two

1

KINPA PALACE WAS ABUZZ OVER ITS DISTINGUISHED guests. Senior and junior ministers alike scampered around the place in preparation for next month’s winter solstice festival.

The court ladies were similarly restless as they readied the queen’s attire. Youko smiled sheepishly as she watched them.

“What should we do with your hair today, Your Majesty?”

“You can just tie it up,” Youko said.

The ladies-in-waiting glared at her in unison.

“That would never do for a guest’s company,” one lady said.

“Indeed. You ought to leave it to us if you have no preferences,” another remarked.

They berated her as they busied themselves with her appearance. Youko herself was ignored entirely throughout the process.

“Let’s go with the emerald flower headpiece today.”

“All right, that would go with the ruby hairpin.”

“Oh, but Her Majesty’s hair is already red. A pearl would complement it better than a ruby.”

“Then a jade pendant and pearl will suit her fine.”

Youko exhaled wearily. Although she was not opposed to dressing prettily, her hair felt heavy when it was tied up and stuffed with ornaments. She found herself constantly wondering if anything was about to fall off, and even without that on her mind, the sheer length of her skirts made it maddeningly difficult to walk around.

“Tie up my hair,” Youko said, then added, “I’ll just wear a hou.”

“What?! That’s ridiculous!” The ladies-in-waiting stared at her as if she had grown a second head.

Youko heaved another sigh.

The crux of the problem was that, with her foreign sensibilities, Youko found her current wardrobe unwieldy. Before her ascension, she had dressed like a street urchin for the most part, which meant that a hou and half-length trousers made of coarse fabric was the best outfit she could muster. Now that she had grown accustomed to the so-called dregs of fashion, she found the trailing sleeves of women’s clothes stifling and uncomfortable.

The furisode kimono from Japan weren’t this bad, Youko lamented to herself.

The men on this side generally wore a hou and san, while the women wore a jukun. A san was a light kimono worn underneath a hou, which meant that it was considered an undergarment. People always wore a hou over it before they went out in public. As for a jukun, it was basically a blouse and skirt, to use the terminology of Youko’s former home. The “ju” part was the blouse, while the “kun” part was the skirt. Seldom did people walk about outside in just a jukun either—they always wore an upper garment which resembled either a short vest or kimono.

Both types of outfits carried many variations with their own names, but overall, the wealthy and affluent wore long, loose-fitting clothes. Fabric did not come cheap on this side, so the poor economized by keeping their clothes as short and compact as possible. Having grown up in a different country, Youko found it disquieting how a person’s economic status could be discerned at a glance.

This side operated under a class system. Standards of living differed wildly depending on status—or lack thereof. High-class people such as ministers wore such long hou that they called the lower-class counterparts “mini hou” as a way of distinguishing them. Meanwhile, the poor referred to their own attire as just a plain “hou” while the upper-class versions were “long hou.” Such was the clear divide between the castes.

Youko’s own clothing signaled her dignity and majesty, which meant that she wore what was considered a “long kun.” The skirt was eye-poppingly long, and the sleeves of her ju were similarly cavernous. Since clothing with multiple layers was considered a symbol of wealth and status, she wore other garments on top—more than one could shake a stick at.

That was tiresome in itself, not to mention the pendants and necklaces around her neck or the mountain of accessories in her hair. If that wasn’t enough, the court ladies tried to pierce her ears. Youko only managed to get out of it by spinning lies about how ear-piercing was a custom among criminals in her homeland of Wa.

“A plainer look will do,” Youko tried to insist. “I’m only seeing the king of En.”

The ladies-in-waiting scowled. “Do you hear yourself, Your Majesty? You cannot possibly debase your appearance before such a lofty individual.”

“The king of En is a militaristic man.” Youko’s smile took on a note of grimace. “He does not care for excessive frills. I imagine he would scowl at me and call me a show-off.”

That’s the excuse I’ll go with.

“But, Your Majesty…” The ladies-in-waiting glanced between Youko and the combs in their hands in dismay.

Youko’s smile widened. “I won’t tell you to put me in a hou. Just keep my appearance as plain as possible, all right?”

Shouryuu, the king of En in question, burst out laughing when he heard the story. “You have my sympathy, Youko.”

“The people at Genei Palace are understanding,” Youko said. “I’m happy for you.”

Being a king, not even Shouryuu could get away with wearing a plain old hou. That said, his manner of dress was still generally simpler than a high official of Kei.

“Not in the least.” Rokuta, who sat on the gazebo’s handrail, scowled. “It took three hundred years of fighting for them to finally bend.”

“Fighting…I see.” Youko chuckled dryly.

“Wa’s got the right idea. Those ‘western clothes’ are great for mobility.”

“Wow, you’re very up to date. Are you always visiting Wa?”

“Guess you could say that,” Rokuta said with a smile of satisfaction. “One of the few perks of being a Kirin. Yeah, I go about…let’s see…once a year.” He folded his arms. “I take back clothes from over there and ask the people here to make more where that came from, but they always say no. Looks like beggar child’s rags, they say.”

“True, there’s less fabric in the clothes over there,” Youko said, glancing at Rokuta. “But how did you get a hold of the clothing? Our currencies are completely different.”

“Well, I…have my ways.” Rokuta grinned.

Youko threw him an exasperated look. “Aren’t Kirin supposed to be benevolent creatures?”

“Aww, don’t get on my case,” Rokuta said, jumping off the handrail and into the garden. “Hey, is Rakushun around?”

He ran over to Rakushun, who was standing at the edge of a pond near the corridor, peering into the water.

They were in Hari Pavilion, a greenhouse in the southern part of Kinpa Palace. Built under a previous ruler many generations ago, everything beyond the white stone pillars was made of glass, from the walls and transoms to even the steep roofs. Sunlight streamed into the garden inside, which featured flowers in bloom and a man-made lake brimming with clear water. A brook ran off from it, simulating a mountain stream, and it was home to fish and exquisite-looking birds. The place was fairly large, surrounded by corridors and dotted with several gazebos.

“This sure is a nice place to take a nap,” Shouryuu said.

Youko laughed. “Do you have time to nap, Your Majesty?”

“The bureaucrats in En love doing their own thing. They barely need me.”

“I see.”

“The trouble was finding officials I can rely on to run the administration,” Shouryuu added in a low voice.

Youko looked at the king. He smiled wryly.

“Logic and compassion won’t do the trick in the early days of a reign. A Kirin won’t help much at all. It’s all about which retainers you can find and how long it takes to headhunt them.”

“Right…”

“How about the provincial lord of Baku?”

Youko sighed and shook her head.

A man named Koukan ruled over the Baku Province on the west coast of Kei, facing the Blue Sea. When the false queen sowed chaos across Kei, he resisted her to the last. Shouryuu’s first recommendation for defeating the false queen was to request the Baku Provincial Army’s aid, but the usurper’s army captured Koukan before Youko could get in touch with him.

“Apparently, the lord of Baku wanted the throne for himself,” Youko said quietly.

“Oh?”

It was difficult for anyone outside the palace walls to determine whether the acting monarch was genuine or fake. Most of the lords of the far-flung provinces did the false queen’s bidding under the belief that she was genuine, but Koukan stubbornly resisted this notion. In fact, the ministers had harsher criticisms for Koukan than the provincial lords who fell into line under the false queen, for they struggled to understand his logic.

The court was divided over him. One faction of bureaucrats accused Koukan of disobeying the false queen because of his own ambition, while another defended him. A flood of evidence then came to light which supported the former group over the latter, and Koukan was ultimately stripped of his position as Baku’s provincial lord. He was currently being held in custody in Baku, where he awaited his sentencing.

“I see.” The king of En grimaced at Youko’s explanation.

“The ministers are arguing for a harsh sentencing, but Keiki is opposed. His fate is still up in the air. I expect that he’ll end up in a trivial post somewhere,” Youko said.

“From the way you’re talking, it doesn’t sound like you have much to do with it.”

In lieu of a direct answer, Youko smiled very slightly.

“The court is tough for a new ruler to handle,” Shouryuu remarked thoughtfully. “But you’ve got to relax a little. Do everything by the books, and the treacherous ministers will plot in the shadows. It’s easier to deal with people who’ll criticize you openly.”

“Is that right?”

“It’s not worth getting worked up over naysayers who’ll shrink up as soon as the ruler so much as looks at them. It’s not a big deal.”

“Was it tough for you when you first took the throne?”

“I suppose you could say that.” Shouryuu paused. “Look, don’t fret. As long as there’s a ruler on the throne, there won’t be so many natural disasters. You’re doing something just by existing.”

“That can’t be all there is to it.”

“Why do you think the kings and queens have long lifespans? The things you need to accomplish can’t be done overnight, or even in fifty years. There’s no race against time. You can afford to play the long game.”

Youko cocked her head. “Is there anything you worry about, Your Majesty?”

“If you’re talking about headaches, then yeah, plenty. And they’ll never go away.”

“That sounds rough…”

“Nah, if you had no problems, you wouldn’t have anything to do. That’d get boring.”

The king who had ruled for five hundred long years glanced around the garden as he spoke. A smile came to his face, though it was impossible to say whether it was sardonic or self-deprecating.

“If I got that bored, I’d be tempted to see what chaos is like…”
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“HEY, I’M WONDERING… IS YOUKO FEELING DOWN?”

The water in the Hari Pavilion was lukewarm. Rokuta sat at the lakeside with his shoes off, tracing his feet through the water. Rakushun sat next to him, doing the same.

“You think so too, huh?” Rakushun peered sideways at Rokuta’s face. He’d assumed that he was the only one with that impression.

“Yeah.” Rokuta paused. “Wonder if she’s not hitting it off with Keiki.”

“How could that be?”

“I mean, I never see ’em together.”

“Hmm… You’ve got a point there.”

Rokuta rested his chin on his hand in contemplation. “Although to be fair, Keiki might be a no-show ’cause he feels awkward around the rest of us. You know what me and Shouryuu are like. A stickler for rules like Keiki is gonna find us hard to gel with…but I’m guessing the bigger issue is that Keiki and Youko are on shaky ground around each other.”

“What do you mean?”

“Keiki’s too serious. If Youko was as laid-back as Shouryuu, their personalities might complement each other’s, but Youko’s the straitlaced type too. I reckon Keiki’s overthinking things and stressing her out…not to mention that Youko is his second queen.”

“Does that have something to do with this?”

“Yeah, of course. When you’ve served two rulers, you’re bound to compare them. A Kirin’s first master has a special place in their heart, so they tend to be harder on anyone who comes later. Even if the first one did a crummy job and had a short reign, a Kirin will keep beating themselves up over it for a long time afterward.” Rokuta paused. “Things might’ve been easier for Youko if she were a guy.”

Rakushun sighed slightly. “I suppose so…”

“Youko’s got to be conscious of the Prophet Queen too. And since Keiki’s all gruff and stuffy by nature, she’s probably tempted to read too much into it… Only time can fix that.”

Rakushun recalled Keiki’s curt manner of speaking, his stoic face, and his striking golden hair. Although the latter was a unique trait among the Kirin, there were differences between Rokuta and Keiki. Rokuta’s hair was a strong and bright hue, close to yellow, while Keiki’s had a more faded, somehow cold look about it. It exemplified his personality.

“Well, I’m sure Youko can work things out.” Rokuta grinned.

Rakushun nodded, although he did not respond immediately.

“Right,” he said.

“I don’t really…” Youko glanced at Rakushun and Rokuta as they chatted by the waterside. “Get this place,” she finished quietly.

“Well, of course. This side is full of weird things,” came Shouryuu’s cheerful reply. He chuckled. “I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard that kids are born from trees.”

Youko chuckled too, though her laughter soon fizzled out. “The people here seem to find my ignorance irritating.”

“Are you talking about Keiki?” Shouryuu asked.

For a moment, Youko looked back at Shouryuu before shaking her head. “The bureaucrats too. Everyone seems to have little patience for my lack of understanding… Not that I can blame them.”

Whenever Youko said she didn’t understand something, Keiki and the ministers would sigh.

After some hesitation, Youko continued, “And I’m sure they’re disgruntled because I’m a woman.”

She’d heard their unspoken exasperation on more than one occasion. This is the problem with queens.

“Not quite,” Shouryuu declared.

Youko returned his gaze. “What do you mean?”

“When I first came to this side, what confused me the most was that women could be ministers and that they weren’t homemakers.”

“Huh?”

“In Wa, women stayed inside the house and didn’t show themselves in public. But here, there are women that leave their kids to the husband to take care of while they go out to work. There aren’t many female ministers in Kei because the Prophet Queen exiled the women, but around half the ministers in En are women. The military officers tend to be men, but women still make up around a third of the army.”

“Oh, I see…”

“It makes sense when you think about it. Half the Kirin are female. There’s some fluctuation over time, but it all averages out. And when you look at the Kirins’ choices of ruler, it’s a fifty-fifty split between kings and queens. The records don’t show a bias in either direction.”

This was news to Youko. Her eyes widened.

“If the monarchs and Kirin can be women, then there’s nothing stopping the ministers from being female either. Besides, the women here aren’t obligated to give birth. They don’t have to stay at home to raise the children. Although they’re physically weaker than men, that’s only relevant for military careers. They’re perfectly capable of attending to fine details, which makes them useful bureaucrats. In fact, most secretaries are female.”

Youko laughed. “I see.”

“The reason the ministers frown on a queen isn’t because they’re opposed to female leaders. Kei’s just had bad luck with its queens.”

Youko stared at Shouryuu’s face.

“The last three rulers were incompetent, and they all happened to be queens. The reign of Keiki’s last queen was notoriously short, and now he’s picked another woman. The ministers are probably thinking, ‘Not this again.’”

“Is that why?” Youko said hesitantly.

“That’s all there is to it. The Kingdom of Kyou is ruled by a woman, and her reign is approaching ninety years now. Kyou’s had queens in the past with absurdly long reigns, so the people act bummed when they have a king,” Shouryuu declared. “It’s nothing deeper than that. Don’t let it worry you.”

Youko sighed slightly and smiled. “I’ll try not to let it get to me. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Shouryuu smiled back. “Just say the word if you need help. I’ll do what I can.”

Youko bowed her head deeply.

“Thank you so much. I really mean it.”
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RIYOU, MASTER OF THE SUIBI CAVERN IN THE Kingdom of Sai, returned to her abode half a month after she left, just as she had declared. She directed her mount to the multistoried complex on Mount Ha’s peak and glanced down at the blue roofs and fortified walls in the lower realm far below. Yet more blue tiles lined the gate. A tunnel from Suibi Cavern connected the mountain peak to this shrine, where the people worshipped the lady of the green peak.

A slight sneer crossed Riyou’s face as she peered at the sight from the Sekko’s back. As a sage, all she did was rack on years, never lifting a finger to warrant this level of devotion, yet the people of the lower world brimmed with gratitude nonetheless. They were under the belief that Riyou would help them in the event of a major catastrophe. It was not a wholly unwarranted assumption, for there were distinguished flying immortals in the past who had helped the people. However, it was foolish of them to jump to the conclusion that every flying immortal was a beacon of goodwill.

“Welcome back, my lady.”

Five servants immediately came running up to the gate when the Sekko landed. Riyou dismounted and swept her gaze across their faces.

“Has anything changed in my absence?”

In her heart of hearts, she yearned for change. After so many years of living, she had grown tired of it all. Three hundred years of existence were enough for the world to forget about her. Only a very small handful of people knew her by the name of Riyou.

One of the male servants bowed his head deeply. “There have been no changes, my lady.”

“I thought so,” Riyou said as she glanced around the mansion.

Naturally, she remembered what she said before she left. It was wiped clean, at the very least, and the pillars and beams had a fresh coat of vermilion paint. Even the walls were painted white, right down to the plaster.

“You weren’t lazy, I see.” Riyou smiled.

She handed the Sekko off to the manservant and strode into the main building. By the time she returned to her room, there were already three female servants waiting for her with their heads down. Somebody must have rushed to inform them of her return.

“Welcome back.”

Riyou simply stood where she was, nodding curtly at the greeting. The three women hurried over to assist her with changing her clothes. The main building was neat and orderly, and the pillars and walls were freshly painted—not a feat that could be done in a mere fortnight. They must have scrambled to paint all the areas within Riyou’s eyeshot.

“Honma.”

Suzu’s head sprang up when she was addressed. It was clear from the way she acted around Riyou that she constantly braced herself for abuse. Fully aware of Suzu’s fear, Riyou peered down at the kneeling girl with all too obvious scorn.

“I saw the new queen of Kei. I’d say she’s about the same age as you.”

“A queen,” Suzu murmured quietly as she peered at Riyou with nervous eyes.

“She’s the same age as you, yet the two of you couldn’t be more different. She was quite the fetching girl. She had an air of dignity about her.”

Suzu hung her head.

Riyou suppressed a snicker as she slipped on her indoor clothes. “I met her at Kaisen Cavern on Mount Ga. She came by to pay her respects just after the coronation. The master of Kaisen Cavern was the mother of a previous ruler of Kei, you see. I can tell that the queen is well aware of etiquette, unlike a certain someone.”

She put on her clothes leisurely and sat down on her chair. Sensing that Riyou’s attention was focused solely on Suzu, the other two servant women bowed wordlessly and left the room.

“She was born in Hourai, from what I hear.”

Suzu blinked and looked up. Her eyes seemed to take up her entire face, giving it a faintly warped appearance.

Riyou paused to observe this before continuing, “Indeed, the same nation of Wa to the east of the Kyokai where you were born. Ironic, isn’t it? The two of you were both born in Hourai, and yet one is a useless servant while the other is the queen of the Eastern Kingdom of Kei. Though she dressed plainly, she had a queenly presence indeed. Her clothing and accessories were both a sight to behold.” Riyou stifled a giggle as she spoke. “You’re her exact opposite. I doubt you’ll ever get your hands on a single jewel. Meanwhile, she goes home to a palace stuffed with treasures. Interesting, no?”

Suzu looked down at her feet again. Even with scorn heaped upon her head, she did not breathe a word of retaliation or even display anger in her eyes. Nothing irritated Riyou more than this groveling, servile behavior. Ridiculing this girl was like sport.

“I’ve heard many tales about the queen. She, too, washed up in this land. In the beginning, she didn’t know left from right, she said. And yet, my goodness, what a fine lady she is. As confused and ignorant as she was, she bravely set forth on a journey to seek the king of En’s protection.” Riyou crossed her legs and poked the girl’s torso with her toes. “Meanwhile, look at you. You spent all that time with traveling performers and didn’t pick up a single skill. All you were ever good for was menial chores. Remember how you came crawling up to me in tears, begging me to make you my servant?”

She dug her toenails into the girl and was rewarded with the sight of a tear falling down her shaking, downcast face.

“Oh dear. Do you see yourself in the queen of Kei? Now that’s rather rude of you, wouldn’t you say? I’m sure she would feel affronted at receiving pity from someone of your station.”

A stifled sob floated to her ears. Riyou raised her eyebrows slightly. The hunt was over—there was nothing more to see here.

“Leave,” Riyou declared. “Remove your miserable face from my sight.”

Suzu ran out into the garden. She hurtled into the very back, where nobody was around, and collapsed in tears against the twisted pine tree.

Hourai. The land she thought so wistfully about.

The elderly garden keeper came running over. “What’s the matter, Mokurin? Did the Lady pick on you again?”

Suzu simply shook her head. Riyou was always like this. She took delight in tormenting Suzu. What had Suzu done to inspire such animosity? She couldn’t think of a single thing.

“I don’t know what she said to you, but don’t take it personally. Serving the Lady is just a game of patience.”

“I know,” Suzu said through gritted teeth. Yet even though she understood this on an intellectual level, the insults still stung. “But why would she…?”

As Suzu wept helplessly, the old man sighed behind her.

“The queen of Kei…” Suzu murmured.

Riyou mentioned that the queen was born in Hourai. Which hometown did she hail from? How was the land faring now?

“Hey.” Suzu turned her tear-stricken face around to look at the old man, who was still sighing in consternation behind her. “Where is the queen of Kei?”

“Well, Kei, obviously. She’d be in the palace there.”

“I see…”

She’d also come from Hourai. She must have washed ashore in Kei just like Suzu did—and as fate would have it, she was the queen, the loftiest individual in the entire land.

Suzu burned with the desire to meet her. What was she like? Maybe, just maybe…she would take pity on Suzu. She, of all people, was in a position to understand Suzu’s plight—her pain at being torn away from her home and thrust into a foreign land where she could not understand the language.

“Do you think the queen would ever come to Sai?” Suzu asked the old man.

He shook his head. “I doubt it. It’s rare for a king or queen to come by.”

“I see…”

I want to see her. The thought pounded again in Suzu’s mind.

How could she make this happen? If she went to Kei and asked for an audience, would the queen readily respond? How was she supposed to get to Kei? Riyou would only laugh at her if she asked. Would Riyou let Suzu go traveling if she asked to go without expressing a reason?

Suzu imagined Riyou’s sneering face and shuddered slightly. She could never grow numb to the cruelty of others, not even if she spent another century with Riyou.

She wanted to see the queen, but she had no way of doing so.

What kind of person was the queen? She had to be a bighearted, magnanimous individual if she was worthy of the throne. She couldn’t possibly be as vile as Riyou.

Suzu had a mountain of questions to ask her—and even more things she wanted to plead for.

Please…

Suzu turned her eyes to the eastern sky.

Please come to Sai. Come here and find me…
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WIND BREATHED ACROSS THE WHITE HILL, causing snow to flurry across the clear sky.

Shoukei paused from pulling a sled to rest her weary hands and stretch. Off in the distance, she could see the walls around Shindou. Finally, after much struggle, she was nearly home. Because it was almost sundown, the snow-cloaked village was somewhat difficult to make out amid the encroaching darkness. Shoukei’s breaths left a white trail in front of her.

Winters in the northern kingdoms were harsh and unforgiving. Life was particularly hard in Hou, where the snow fell heavily, burying the highways and cutting off the villages from the outside world. The people waited with bated breath for the snow to clear. Very few shops in town remained open due to the inability to transport goods. If a family ran out of their stockpiles from the fall, they could only rely on merchants who traveled on horse-drawn sleds. And if they couldn’t wait for that, they would have to trudge their way through knee-high piles of snow toward a neighboring village—as Shoukei had just done.

She heaved a sigh and pulled the rope connecting the sled back over her shoulders. She had to get back to the village before the gates closed. Being shut out of the village meant freezing to death.

It was impossible to distinguish between road and farmland. A blanket of pure white smothered both the nearby fields and the gentle slopes in the vicinity. Although there were stone walls around to prevent the sheep, mountain goats, cows, and other grazing animals from fleeing to other villages, even they were submerged in snow. The snowfall was unusually heavy this year, given that the winter solstice hadn’t even arrived yet.

Shoukei’s shoulders burned where the rope dug into them. She couldn’t feel anything in her toes. The ten kin’s worth of charcoal she was dragging slowed her movements to a crawl. Ten kin was equivalent to the weight of an adult man.

How long am I supposed to keep living like this?

It was the only thought in Shoukei’s fatigue-numbed mind.

Time and again, she lost sight of the road and fell into snowdrifts. Whenever that happened, she would have to adjust the sled and pick up the charcoal. The gates would shut if she did not hurry, she told herself, forcing her shivering limbs to move. Shoukei ignored her ravenous thirst and hunger in favor of yanking the sled along.

The other children would be goofing off around now.

The only people who visited a village in winter were merchants and shusei. Shusei was the term for traveling performers who told stories of other kingdoms. A group of them was currently in town. Winters were almost entirely bereft of entertainment, which meant that the arrival of any shusei was something of an event.

And yet Shoukei was singled out on today of all days to leave the village and purchase charcoal. Given how indispensable charcoal was in winter, the village naturally had stockpiles of them. Despite this, Gobo told Shoukei that they “might not” have enough to make it through the winter. She didn’t even give her a horse to pull the sled.

How spiteful can she be? Shoukei cursed Gobo inwardly.

It was definitely not lost on Gobo that sending Shoukei off to the neighboring village to purchase ten kin worth of charcoal could kill her. She was essentially telling Shoukei that her death wouldn’t matter.

I can’t live like this forever.

When she turned twenty, she could receive her own plot of land and leave the community house. A person’s age was counted through the traditional method. As far as the official census was concerned, Shoukei still had another two years to wait.

Two more years of living in this pigsty.

And there was no guarantee either that she would receive a plot of land. She doubted that Gekkei—her father’s murderer—would grant her freedom so easily.

Her body kept trying to sit, but she forced herself to plod onward until she finally arrived at the gates. She hauled herself into the village, taking note of the restless energy that still lingered in the air. After stumbling back to the community house, she sat for a while in the snow. The children’s excited shouts streamed out from the building and into her ears.

Two years.

It felt like an eternity. The three decades she spent in the palace had gone by in a blink of an eye in comparison.

At length, she rose and began unloading each straw-wrapped parcel of charcoal. It was a miserable affair from start to finish. Only after she was done in the barn did she finally enter the community house.

“I’m back.”

When she entered the kitchen via the back door, Gobo shot her a sideways glance. A cruel smile played on her lips.

“Did you buy the charcoal like I asked you to? If there’s even a single kin missing, I’ll send you out again.”

“I bought it. All ten kin.”

“Hmph.”

Gobo snorted and extended her palm toward Shoukei. Shoukei placed the frozen money pouch onto it. Gobo checked the contents before turning her cold eyes to Shoukei.

“Not much change, I see.”

“The charcoal was expensive. They said they didn’t have much of it this year.”

During the summer, a typhoon blew down the trees in the nearby mountains. This unfortunately upped the price of charcoal this year.

“A likely story,” Gobo muttered, throwing a cold smile in Shoukei’s direction. “Time will tell whether you’re telling the truth. For now, I’ll assume you’re lying.”

Shoukei quietly seethed as she hung her head. As if I’d pinch such a pitiful amount of money, she retorted mentally.

“Let’s give you a job to do over the evening,” Gobo said.

Shoukei simply nodded. She knew that she didn’t have the right to say no to an administrator. No matter how tired she was, it was pointless to argue back.

When the children came out of the main building, Shoukei worked with them to give water and food to the farm animals and change the litter in the stable. She pumped milk from the cows and goats. The children chattered happily as they worked.

“You took ages. You should’ve come back sooner,” a girl said to Shoukei. “The performers already left town.”

Shoukei cut straw to mix into the feed, sullenly silent.

“Wish there was snow today,” a boy said with sincere disappointment.

Even with a horse and sled, traveling in the snow was no easy feat. The shusei would have stayed in town until the snow stopped. To be perfectly honest, Shoukei had been hoping for that too, but then again, she would definitely not have managed to make a round trip within the day.

The shusei were seasoned travelers, but even they struggled in the winter. Generally, they ventured to different villages across the land between spring and fall and stayed the winter in a large town until the weather settled down. The reason they made perilous winter journeys was because Shoukei’s father, Chuutatsu, forbade the theaters from operating when the farmers were active. Many shusei stopped following this rule after Chuutatsu’s death, though some still persisted. In the winters, when villages had a dearth of entertainment, the shusei were welcomed with open arms. And indeed, a considerable number of shusei pushed through the snow-blocked roads for this very reason.

“Their theater play was so much fun,” a girl remarked.

“I liked the acrobatics show better,” said a boy.

As she listened to them gush, Shoukei looked at her feet in bitter frustration. She couldn’t say that she used to watch shows like that all the time in the palace.

“Oh, by the way,” a girl spoke up. “They told a really interesting story. Apparently, Kei has a new ruler. She’s a queen, about sixteen years old.”

Shoukei looked up. “Oh?”

“Isn’t that amazing? The kings and queens are on the same level as the gods, you know. There’re only twelve of them in the entire world. I wonder what it’s like to be that important.”

“Yeah,” another girl chimed in, nodding. “I bet their clothes are made of silk. And they’ve got fancy embroidery, pretty feathers, gold, silver, jewels—you name it.”

“She’s so cool. She served that selfish false queen her just deserts,” said a boy.

“Oh?” a girl retorted. “That’s because the king of En helped her.”

“It’s amazing that she was on speaking terms with the king of En,” another girl remarked.

“I bet he helped her because they’re friends.”

“I wonder how the coronation went. I can only imagine how pretty she looked.”

Shoukei stared at her feet. The boisterous voices around her sounded ever distant to her ears.

A girl around sixteen or seventeen—and a queen at that.

Shoukei knew exactly what it was like to live in a palace. And how different it was from this freezing village.

I hate this.

The words did not leave the confines of Shoukei’s mouth.

Here Shoukei was, putting up with her miserable lot in life, while this other girl her age had her fingers in what Shoukei had irrevocably lost. Shoukei’s kindhearted parents were dead—murdered—and she had to endure life in this freezing backwater village.

Shoukei looked at the spade in her hands. Her palms were weathered from lifting heavy objects and toiling beneath the sweltering sun. Even her fingernails were warped from the absence of grooming. Her age would eventually show on her hands, and then on her face. Life in this wintry village would roughen her body and soul until finally she became a filthy hag like Gobo.

Meanwhile, that queen lived in the lap of luxury, eternally sixteen.

I hate this.

A voice whispered quietly deep within her soul.

How dare she…?
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Chapter Three

1

TIME MARCHED ON, AND THE FERVOR IN THE town of Gyouten dissipated at last.

After the coronation and the subsequent hosting of guests, the royal palace of Kei returned to its usual serenity. A vague tension still lingered, however, due to the impending Koushi.

Youko sighed as she peered tentatively out the window and into the cold world outside. Her eyes fell on the garden past the glass, filled with winter flowers and vegetation.

Monarchs conducted their administrative work in the outer palace in the morning and in the inner palace in the afternoon. Generally speaking, the outer palace was where the court met, while the inner palace was where the ruler did paperwork.

At the same time, the two spheres were distinctly separate. The bureaucrats worked in the outer palace and were largely forbidden from venturing deep within the inner palace. Meanwhile, the king or queen lived in the inner palace and generally refrained from showing themselves publicly beyond the outer palace.

That day, Youko had a visitor in the inner palace. When she saw the man whom her attendants brought to her door, her brow furrowed slightly.

It was Seikyou, the Chief Minister of State. The Chief Minister of State was head of the Six Ministries, which consisted of Heaven, Earth, Spring, Summer, Fall, and Winter respectively. They oversaw matters pertaining to the palace itself, the population records across the land, rituals, the military, legal affairs, and construction work. Historically, the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs, head of the Ministry of Heaven, consolidated the Six Ministries, but in recent years, it was customary for a separate person to handle this role.

Youko was never quite sure how to act in front of her intimidating Chief Minister of State.

“If you would permit me to speak, Your Majesty…” Seikyou prostrated himself before the throne.

“What is it?” Youko said warily.

“I refer to the matter of conscripted labor.”

Not this again. Youko bit her lip. Keiki was not present in the afternoons to assist her as the Saiho. As he was the provincial lord of Ei, his afternoons were dedicated to its governance. Unfortunately, Youko was poorly equipped to navigate the workings of the administration without him. Seikyou was surely aware of Youko’s ignorance, because he only ever sought audiences with her in the afternoons.

Due to the previous queen’s mistakes, the land was beset by a continuing string of natural disasters, violent conflict, and youma attacks. Large-scale construction projects were the only avenue to restoring normalcy. The last few days at court revolved entirely around this issue—where the construction would start, the standards for conscripting labor, and so on.

The court was split on how to handle it. Even Youko, despite her ignorance of local customs, could tell that there were factions among the bureaucrats. The most predominant faction belonged to Seikyou, the Chief Minister of State, although there were others who butted heads with his views. Seikyou’s faction urged Youko to get the flood controls built before spring, while the other factions claimed that this could wait until after winter and to prioritize city infrastructure first.

Still on his knees, Seikyou launched into the same spiel from the court council that morning. As he spoke, he peered up at Youko’s face to discern her reaction.

“What is your judgment?”

For a moment, Youko was at a loss for how to respond. She could tell that flood control and city infrastructure were both important issues. But which took higher priority? Kei lacked the resources presently to accomplish both at the same time. Unfortunately, Youko’s insight was too shallow to make a judgment call—and even if she did pick one project over the other, she couldn’t determine which city or waterway to start with. She only possessed a cursory knowledge of the kingdom’s geography based on the Ministry of Summer’s documents. She had no inkling of what the land looked like, the regional differences, or what sort of measures would help.

“My apologies, but I don’t know.” Youko’s reply was subdued, naturally. It was rather difficult to admit to ignorance.

Seikyou sighed. “Your Majesty, it is imperative that you make a decision.”

“I’m sorry…”

“I understand that you hail from Wa, but I was wondering if you possess any knowledge at all of this side.”

“I am learning, but not quickly enough. Again, I’m sorry.”

“You can at least make a decision about what takes priority, if nothing else.”

“I will make a decision after consulting with Keiki.”

Seikyou sighed even more heavily this time. “My apologies for saying this, Your Majesty, but I would suggest you think twice about following Taiho’s ideas for governance. Although he is a benevolent individual who would never inflict distress upon the people, an administration built purely upon mercy is all too easy to corrupt.”

“Yes, I am aware…” A Kirin always prioritized compassion for the people before anything else. “But please understand that I cannot make a decision right now.”

For just a brief moment, Seikyou lowered his face—was it to conceal a sneer or a look of disappointment? Either way, Youko could tell that he was displeased.

“I understand that I may be overstepping my bounds,” Seikyou said with a sigh, “but may I ask that you leave this matter to your humble servant?”

This is urgent, he was saying. And to this, Youko had no recourse but to nod along.

“Very well, Minister. I grant you authority.”

Seikyou prostrated himself with deep reverence.

Youko heaved a deep sigh once Seikyou was out of sight.

She had already removed the most egregious ministers and filled the gaping holes left in their wake. She repealed the worst of the Prophet Queen’s laws and restored the laws that were abolished in her time. And in order to provide relief to the refugees, Youko drew copious funds from the kingdom’s coffers and lowered the year’s taxes.

The kingdom was climbing back on its feet—not through Youko’s ingenuity but by following everything the ministers said.

Everyone rejoiced at their new queen’s ascension. Youko, meanwhile, had to wonder what the fuss was about. She did not know what passed for normal on this side. When pressed for a decision, she floundered all too often, and heaven forbid that she come up with an order of her own. The ministers merely laughed at her when she did suggest something.

To make matters even more complicated, any decision short of a royal decree required the approval of the Three Excellencies and the Six Ministries. The First Edict was more of a formality than anything, it seemed. Although Youko technically could issue a decree at any time, she did not have it in her to lay down the hammer. In the end, she went along with everything the Six Ministries told her to do, the very same people from the Prophet Queen’s administration.

I’m basically just a puppet ruler.

Youko smiled ruefully to herself. Even from within the palace walls, the cries of jubilation reached her ears. After Rakushun, the king of En, and Enki came to congratulate her, who could have imagined that this was what she was really like?

“Your Majesty.” Keiki came into the study, having finished his afternoon duties. “I heard that the Chief Minister of State was just here.”

“Yes, he came by. He was talking about the issue of assigning labor… I left the matter to him.”

Keiki frowned slightly. “You gave him that authority?”

“Should I not have?” asked Youko.

Keiki’s face took on a silent moroseness.

“I didn’t know which project took priority. The reason I couldn’t decide is because I don’t know the kingdom’s condition. I left it to someone who does know—was that wrong of me?”

“It is not wrong, per se,” Keiki said with a sigh.

Youko followed with another sigh of her own. This was far from her first time hearing Keiki sigh since her succession.

“Won’t you tell me if something I do is wrong?”

“It is a good thing that you lend an ear to your ministers. If you delegate work to others, I will not fault your decision.”

Then why was he grimacing? Youko peered at Keiki’s inexpressive face. For all his stoicism, his disgruntlement, at least, came across loud and clear.

“If you are unsatisfied, say so. Go ahead and tell me what to do.”

A hard edge creeped into Youko’s tone. Everyone and their dog sighed at her. She was sick of it, to be quite honest.

“Then allow me to speak my mind,” Keiki said, inhaling before he continued. “It is your duty to rule the kingdom. Why, then, do you slavishly follow what your ministers tell you? I am not saying that it is unwise to listen graciously to your subjects, but you set a precedent with the Chief Minister of State that will upset your other ministers. They will think that if you listened to what one minister said, you should listen to all of them equally.”

“I am listening to them.”

Keiki grew even more sullen. “If you delegated the matter to the Chief Minister of State after careful consideration, then your decision will be respected.”

Youko sighed loudly. “Do you have a problem with me, Keiki?”

Keiki’s eyes widened. “Your Majesty.”

Youko gave her subject a cold glare. “Are you upset about choosing a queen? Am I not good enough?”

Her ministers always looked at her with disdain. “Nostalgia for the virtuoso,” she heard them say. They were uneasy about the very fact that a queen sat upon the throne.

“I assure you that is not the case.”

Youko averted her eyes. She thrust her elbows against her desk.

“You’re the one who put me on the throne. I don’t want you, of all people, to look at me like a failure.”

“Your Majesty, I—”

Youko cut him off. “Leave.”

2

“MY GOODNESS, WERE YOU BORN IN HOURAI?”

Yes. Suzu nodded.

“You drifted all the way here. You poor thing.”

It was tough, Suzu lamented.

“Yes, I can sympathize. I’m sure the people of this world don’t understand how difficult life is for the Kaikyaku. But I understand.”

Yes, it’s hard, it’s really hard, Suzu responded. But I’m so glad we could meet, Queen of Kei. I’m really, really glad.

“Likewise. There’s nothing to fear anymore. I’ll help you, Suzu, for we are fellow Kaikyaku. Feel free to lean on me whenever life is trying.”

Thank you, Your Majesty. I—

Suzu turned over in her futon. She could not imagine what came next.

Ever since Riyou told her about the queen of Kei, Suzu imagined the same conversation for nights on end.

She was sure that the queen would genuinely sympathize with her. They would reminisce about Hourai together and commiserate over their common ordeals. Unlike Suzu, the queen possessed boundless wealth and authority—surely she could afford to lend Suzu a hand.

But how would it work? Would she summon Suzu to Kei and invite her to live in her giant, luxurious palace with servants eager to please? Suibi Cavern paled in comparison. Perhaps Suzu would chat with the queen as they took leisurely walks around the palace gardens. Or perhaps she would knock Riyou down a peg.

“This girl is my compatriot. I will not allow you to ridicule her,” the queen would say, and Riyou would fall to her hands and knees before her.

Riyou would seethe. Yet no matter how she felt on the inside, she would have no choice but to do the queen’s bidding.

“How about I make Suzu the master of Suibi Cavern, effective immediately? Henceforth, Riyou shall be Suzu’s servant.”

Oh, goodness gracious, no. Suzu would shake her head. I would never ask for that. My only desire is for the Lady to show me a shred of kindness.

“Oh, what a kind soul you are, Suzu.”

The queen would smile, and Riyou’s eyes would well with gratitude.

“No, no,” Suzu muttered aloud. “The Lady would never show gratitude…”

But still… Suzu hugged her bed cover. If only she could meet the queen of Kei, her whole life would turn around. All they had to do was meet—the rest would take care of itself. Oh, if only…

Just when Suzu scrunched her eyes shut, she heard the ringing of a high-pitched bell. Outside, the winter wind howled, rustling the leafless branches of bushes and whipping the craggy peak. Together, it made for an eerie, disquieting symphony.

When another high-pitched noise rang out, Suzu sprang up and strained her ears to listen. Clang, the bell rang once more. Riyou was summoning her servants.

Suzu scrambled out of her bed. She slipped a robe over her nightwear and dashed out of the room, fastening a sash around her waist as she did so.

Why does she have to go and do this in the middle of the night?

Riyou never cared about whether her servants were asleep or awake. Suzu’s room was meant to house three people, but the other two beds were abandoned long ago. So desperate were the servants to escape from Riyou’s clutches that they were willing to discard their sagehood. Then again, they could speak the language.

Spurred by the bell’s shrill, incessant tolling, Suzu sprinted down the hallway and into Riyou’s chambers. Two other servants—a man and woman—got there first, which Riyou wasted no time in pointing out.

“You’re late,” she barked the second Suzu entered. “How useless can you be?”

“My apologies… I was asleep…”

“So was everyone else. How do you explain the fact that you were slower than the stable hands, hm? Your quarters are very close by.”

The other two servants averted their gazes. They knew that if they rose to Suzu’s defense, Riyou’s ire would turn to them.

“My deepest apologies…”

“Servants are supposed to put their master over their own sleep. It’s why I put food on your table and clothes on your back.”

“Yes, Lady.” Suzu hung her head.

Riyou’s entire income was sourced from rare fruits on the mountain, the yield from her small plot of land in the valley, a modest stipend from the kingdom’s coffers, a fraction of the taxes from the rice farmers at the base of the mountain, and offerings at the local shrine. She used this to feed Suzu and the other servants.

“Good grief. I have twelve servants, and only three of them bothered to rouse themselves from bed. You there.” Riyou’s eyes turned to a middle-aged woman. “I can’t stand this cold. Rub my feet, would you?” Then, she said, “Honma.”

Riyou always referred to Suzu by this overtly cruel and derogatory nickname.

“As punishment for your tardiness, air out this room. It’s awfully stale in here. Wake the others and clean the mansion. I’m sure the dust is responsible for this.”

Right now? Suzu wanted to ask, though she swallowed the question. When Riyou told her to do something, she had to do it.

“Good grief, I can’t believe my poor luck. Fancy being surrounded by servants who can’t even clean. Keep the noise down while you work, do you hear? I’m going to bed.”

Suzu grudgingly went around to wake up the servants. Although the orders came from Riyou, the others grumbled at Suzu for disturbing them in the late hours. She had no choice but to take the brunt of the resentment and get to work in the frigid night. She cleaned every speck of dust, mopping the stone-paved hallways and wiping them dry with a rag. The winter solstice was right around the corner. At this time of year, the water felt ice-cold at night.

Your Majesty…

Suzu wept as she wiped the floor.

She was genuinely elated to hear that a fellow woman from Hourai became a queen. Yet as much as she enjoyed fantasizing about meeting her one day, she always felt wretched when she came back to reality.

Save me, Your Majesty…

It took her until dawn to finish cleaning. After that, she only got a wink of sleep before she had to wake up and attend to her morning tasks. When Riyou roused close to noon, she evaluated her servants’ handiwork and decided that it came up short. She ordered Suzu and the others to perform another big round of cleaning, during which Suzu broke a vase.

“Useless. Utterly useless.” Riyou hurled the vase shards at Suzu. “The cost of this vase will come out of your meals. What’s the matter? You’re a sage. A bit of starvation won’t kill you. You should be grateful that I, in my bountiful mercy, feed you anything at all.”

Suzu abruptly flickered her gaze up at Riyou.

If only I could meet the queen of Kei, then this harpy would…

Riyou raised her eyebrows. “Do you have a problem with me? Then why don’t you walk out the door? You’re welcome to do so at any time.”

Leaving the mansion meant losing her sagehood. Riyou suggested it readily because she was aware that Suzu could never do it.

“No…”

“Hmph.” Riyou snorted with laughter. “There’s no helping you, I’m afraid. Given that I’m willing to overlook your incompetence, I might be too generous for my own good.”

Suzu kept her head down. She could feel her face boiling in embarrassment. She bit her lip. She really might just leave—though she swiftly repressed the thought.

“I’ve been a tad too nice to you. Ah, yes, I don’t believe you need a bed, do you?”

Suzu looked up at Riyou.

“Your work is not up to par. You haven’t earned a warm bed to sleep in. Wouldn’t you agree?” Riyou’s mouth curled into a cruel smile. “You’ll sleep in the stables for now. There’s plenty of room there, and there’s no chance of you freezing. Yes, that sounds good to me.”

Suzu felt the blood drain from her face. She was being told to sleep with the Sekko—and the beast did not take easily to humans. This one was savage enough that it was an unspoken rule for only men to attend to it.

“P-please forgive me, Lady…” Suzu trembled violently.

Riyou peered at her with naked disdain. “My goodness. For a servant, you’re full of demands. Don’t you have a high opinion of yourself?” She let out an exaggerated sigh and smiled. “Very well, I’ll let you off the hook if you procure me some kankin.”

“Lady…”

Kankin was a type of mossy mushroom that only grew on the shrubbery of this Ryouun Mountain. In order to pick it, one had to rappel down the cliff with a rope.

“Get the kankin for tomorrow’s breakfast, and you’ll keep your bed.”

3

SUZU HAD NO WAY OF REFUSING RIYOU’S ORDERS. With but a single lantern to navigate the cold, dark night, she climbed the green peak in search for a good rock or tree to tie the rope around. The wind whipped furiously, physically pummeling her where she stood on the narrow path linking the peak to the cliff.

The kankin grew on the mountain’s most dangerous cliff. Suzu tied one end of the rope around a pine tree branch jutting out from the rock face. She secured the other end around her hips. As she clung to the rope, poised to descend, she quailed in the face of the buffeting wind.

The cliffs of a Ryouun Mountain were absurdly tall. It was impossible for Suzu to see the bottom of the cliff she was attempting to descend, even with a lantern. The thought of climbing into this pitch-black abyss with the aid of a single measly rope while the wind sliced into her from below made her want to cry in terror.

Riyou’s hatred for Suzu was beyond explanation if it drove her to demand this. If only they had never met. Living in a foreign country where she could not speak the language was difficult, but she might have been able to cope with it if she had never experienced the bliss of being able to communicate.

Why is she putting me through this awful task? If she refused the plunge, she would face even harsher abuse. Despite knowing this, she felt her legs freeze in fear. She couldn’t bring herself to launch herself off the cliff.

I want to meet the queen of Kei. Then I would…

But no fantasy could withstand the sight of the stark cliff beside her.

Should I make a break for it? Run away right now?

If there were a way to get back to Hourai, Suzu would have chosen it in a heartbeat. Although sages were technically capable of it, there were ranks within the sagehood, and Suzu was far from qualified to cross the Kyokai.

Just as she broke down in tears, she abruptly heard a cry past the edge of the cliff she was clinging to. It sounded feline in nature. Suzu lifted her head and hoisted the lantern upward. Just beyond the sheer, gaping cliff, a Sekko hovered in midair.

With a tiny shriek, Suzu backed away. The Sekko was readying itself in the air, as if prepared to strike. The lantern lights illuminated its gleaming, jewellike eyes.
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“It’s you…”

The tiger growled incessantly. Sages were capable of discerning the meaning behind nonhuman cries, but this was once again beyond Suzu’s ability.

“L-Lady…”

Did Riyou dispatch the youjyuu to eat Suzu? Did she send Suzu to this lonely peak to engineer an attack? Surely not. Surely her grudge did not go that far. But then…what explained this?

The tiger shook its head at Suzu, as if urging her to move. Hurry up and get down that cliff.

It was here to keep watch, then. Perhaps Riyou sent the Sekko to make sure that Suzu did what she was told.

“Fine.” Suzu’s voice shook. “Fine…I’ll climb down.”

With a trembling hand, she gripped the rope and faced the stark cliff. As she put her feet on the edge, she reeled in the rope to keep herself supported in midair. Then, she came to a stop.

I can’t do this.

She was too frightened to continue.

“I…can’t. I’m sorry…”

Her hand shook violently as it clung to her lifeline. At this rate, she was bound to fall. Her hand would slip and inadvertently let go of the rope.

“P-please.”

Right as the word left her lips, her hand really did slip—sending her lurching backward toward the abyss. I’m going to fall, she thought. It never occurred to her that the rope was tied around her waist.

When she came back to her senses, she was in the air. The first thing she saw was the cliff’s face, but she could also feel a soft sensation beneath her body.

The ground’s right below me, she thought, sighing in relief—only for the truth to immediately dawn on her. The soft sensation was fur.

When she realized that she was on the Sekko’s back, Suzu screamed.

“Noooo! Let me go!”

The furry feeling abruptly vanished, replaced by the totality of down, down, down. Her fingers clawed at the empty sky. Then, just as suddenly, something seized her by the collar of her clothing. When she realized that it was the Sekko, she lacked even the time to scream, for the Sekko flung its head back and sent Suzu launching into the air. She landed on its back, and this time, she desperately clung to its fur.

I hate this. I hate this. I hate this.

At last, she remembered the rope around her waist. Hoping to cling to it as she climbed, she brought a trembling hand to her harness. But when she reeled the rope, she realized that there was nothing it was secured to.

“It’s been cut.”

That left only one option. Suzu’s eyes turned to the Sekko’s boulder-like head. She would have to get back via the youjyuu—though this begged the question of whether this fickle beast, which had bonded with nobody but Riyou, would take Suzu back to the mansion at all.

Her voice rasped. “T-take me back,” she pleaded. “Please, at least put me on the top of the cliff.”

Something warm trickled down her back. Blood, she realized, as her vision spun. The Sekko’s fangs had gouged her flesh when it caught her. Her body throbbed with dull pain.

“P-please. Help me…!”

The Sekko sprang into motion. It soared up toward the cliff, near a shrub that grew there. “Do your job,” its savage growl seemed to tell her.

Suzu clung to the Sekko with one hand and reached forward tentatively with the other, but her fingers couldn’t reach. The wind buffeted her relentlessly, causing her body to slant. Between the surging gales, her shrill anxiety, her chattering teeth, and her limp knees, Suzu found it nigh impossible to carry out her task.

Slowly, nervously, she let go of the Sekko’s fur and leaned forward—only to fall off the Sekko’s back and collide against the cliff face. Rock scratched her skin. The Sekko yanked Suzu’s belt sash with its claws and placed her on its back once more. After three iterations of this, Suzu collapsed into a sobbing mess against the Sekko’s back.

“Why…? Why?!”

This was too cruel.

“Why would your master do this to me?! What did I ever do to her?!” She beat her fists against the Sekko. “Let go of me! Kill me already, why don’t you?! I can’t take it anymore!”

The Sekko merely growled.

I’ll run. See how she takes that. The thought came to mind, unbidden. But where would she go? The weak-willed Suzu quailed. Running away meant losing her sagehood. It would spell the end of her.

“Kei…” What if she went to the queen of Kei? But how would she accomplish that? If she met the queen, she could tell her about her plight and Riyou’s awful abuse, but first—

Suzu’s face sprang up.

“Right… If I’m going to tell someone about my problems, it doesn’t have to be the queen of Kei…” She gripped the Sekko’s fur hard enough to tear it. “I’ll appeal to the queen of Sai… I’ll tell her to hold Riyou-sama accountable and ask her not to remove my sagehood!”

Suzu struck the Sekko with all her might.

“Go! Take me to Choukan Palace in Yuunei!”

The Sekko twisted about at the sudden blow. Suzu clung to its fur for dear life as it thrashed in the air.

After so many years of passive survival, Suzu’s first battle was to stay atop the Sekko. The youjyuu did everything it could to shake her off, but it eventually seemed to have given up, because it started dashing into the headwind. It set a straight course northeast from Mount Ha toward Yuunei, capital of the Kingdom of Sai.

In the early hours of the morning, closer to dawn than dusk, somebody beat at the gates of the national government office in Yuunei. Wondering what would cause a commotion at this unholy hour, the gatekeepers darted to the scene, where they found a girl clinging to the gate on her knees. A Sekko loomed behind her.

“What in the blazes?”

“I’m from Suibi Cavern on Mount Hou!” the girl shouted. “P-please! Help me!”

The gatekeepers circled the Sekko, their spears at the ready. Their natural assumption was that the girl was under attack by the youjyuu. For a moment, the Sekko glowered at the newcomers, but then it swung around and leaped off into the sky. Several gatekeepers sighed in relief.

“Are you all right, young lady?” one of them asked.

When he shone a light on the girl, he saw that she was in a miserable state. Her clothes were torn and dirtied with blood, and her hair was in similar disarray.

“Were you attacked? Are you okay?” The gatekeeper helped Suzu to her feet.

She clung to him desperately.

What a miracle. I actually made it to Yuunei.

“Help me…! The Lady is out to kill me!”

The gatekeepers exchanged glances.

“Please help me! I beg you!”
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THE PEERAGE SYSTEM WAS DIVIDED INTO SEVEN tiers, with the monarch, or “ou,” occupying the very top rung. The next level belonged to the Kirin, and the provincial lords came after that. They were both pronounced “kou,” though they were written with different characters. They were subsequently followed by the ranks of haku, kei, taifu, and shi. The rank of haku contained an extra sub-rank known as keihaku, while taifu and shi each had three tiers: upper, middle, and lower. This made for twelve ranks of nobility in total.

A haku was of higher standing than a keihaku, though this rank was reserved solely for a monarch’s immediate kin. Any haku at the national government office were keihaku, by and large. The same thing went for flying immortals like Riyou, who ascended to sagehood at the ruler’s behest. The lesser sages who served them were somewhere between upper shi and kei in the hierarchy, putting them above most of the minor officials at the national government office.

Ranks only really existed for propriety’s sake. A lower-ranked person would give way to the higher-ranked person if they happened to bump into each other on a road. It boiled down to the right to demand courtesy, and not much else. Regardless, when Suzu collapsed at the national government office, the officials made sure to treat her with delicacy. They took her to a guesthouse and called over a doctor and court ladies to nurse her back to health.

It was Suzu’s first time being treated with courtesy, even if the officials were just following standard procedure. After growing up in an impoverished family and spending years groveling at Riyou’s feet, this polite reception was the lap of luxury itself.

I must be dreaming, she thought as she drifted to sleep. The thought only intensified when she opened her eyes to a warm and sunny bed.

“Are you awake? How are you feeling?” A court lady by the bed spoke gently when she noticed Suzu’s eyes flutter open.

“Ah… I’m fine. Yes.” Suzu sat up. The ache in her joints brought a frown to her face.

“Feel free to rest as much as you need. Will you be having breakfast?”

“Um…yes.”

The court lady smiled softly. “That is good to hear. I’m glad that you suffered no serious harm. For now, I’ll arrange your breakfast and call over the doctor. Please rest up in the meantime, won’t you?”

“Thank you.”

When the court lady was gone, Suzu hugged herself. “I can’t believe that such a nicely dressed lady would be so kind to me.”

It was genuinely difficult to fathom.

The bed curtains were raised, and the door was folded to the side, fully open. On this side, the beds associated with the word “bedchamber” were the size of a small room. Upon experiencing this luxury for herself, Suzu hugged herself again.

“It’s even nicer than Riyou-sama’s bed.”

Her bed clothes were warm and light, which was all the more pity that Suzu slept with her dirty underclothes beneath it. The brocade garment consisted of two layers: a thin silk with a pretty pattern and a thicker silk on top. To the side of the enormous bed lay a black table with an intricate design. This was made of ebony, as was the nearby shelf and footstool to assist with getting out of bed. The clothes rack was made of silver.

Suzu gazed around the bedchamber in a trance before turning her eyes to the bright, sunny room outside.

“This is so much fancier than Riyou’s room,” she said to herself.

In truth, this was the best room in the entire guesthouse, though Suzu had no inkling of this. Since the officials did not know where Suzu ranked within the mansion, they defaulted to treating her as if she was a kei, the highest rank among a flying immortal’s servants.

The doctor arrived while Suzu was still gazing vacantly around at her surroundings. He scoped Suzu carefully for injuries, reapplied her bandages, and bowed deeply as he left. Then the court lady came in with food and a change of clothes.

The tableware was made of silver, and the clothes were made of vivid silk.

This is so dreamy.

“Are you in any pain?” asked the court lady.

Suzu shook her head. “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

“If you ever need help, you can call upon me for assistance.”

Suzu smiled brightly at her. “I should be okay. But I just want to ask…who will I be meeting?”

The court lady bowed her head deeply. “I have been told that you will be meeting with Her Majesty.”

Suzu’s jaw dropped.

I can’t believe this is happening, Suzu muttered inwardly as a minor official guided her through the palace. I’m actually meeting the queen.

It had been only twelve years since the queen of Sai took the throne, but the people respected her for her wise governance. Beyond that, Suzu knew nothing.

She passed through a gate and climbed a set of stairs. With each step she took through the building, the lavishness of her surroundings magnified. Her eyes drank in the vermilion pillars, the white walls, the striking colors on the hallway’s banisters, the transparent glass on the windows, and the golden doorknobs. Intricately carved stone lined the floors, with colorful pottery here and there.

The official came to a stop in front of a large, magnificent door. As soon as they opened the door and took a step inside, the official knelt and assumed a kowtowing position. Suzu, who had been too engrossed in her surroundings to realize what was going on at first, hurriedly did the same.

“Please excuse me. I have brought the sage woman in question.”

With her head pointed at the floor, Suzu could not see who the official spoke to. As she braced herself for something frightful, a gentle female voice fell on her ears.

“My thanks. Quite a young lady, isn’t she?”

The voice belonged to an elderly woman. There was no scorn or derision in her tone.

“Raise your head, won’t you?” she said encouragingly to Suzu. “Come here and take a seat.”

Slowly, nervously, Suzu lifted her head. She was in an enormous and lavishly decorated room, and an elderly lady stood unassumingly next to a large desk.

“Um…”

Was this lady the queen of Sai? Suzu fumbled over her words, unable to verbalize the question on her mind.

Meanwhile, the old lady cast a warm and gentle smile in her direction. “Please, stand. You don’t want to strain your body in that position. I’ll get you some tea, all right? Come this way.”

The woman pointed toward a chair. She signaled to the court ladies standing nearby, and they wasted no time placing a tea set on the table.

Suzu gingerly got to her feet. Her hands instinctively rose to her chest, lacing her fingers together.

“Um…are you the queen of Sai…I mean, Her Majesty?”

“Indeed I am.” The woman’s smiling face radiated warmth.

The queen of Sai’s surname was Chuu, her birth name was Kin, and her courtesy name was Kouko.

“I… This humble servant…”

“You needn’t be so stiff. Relax, my dear. You are from Suibi Cavern, yes?”

Kouko pulled the chair, ushering Suzu to take a seat. Nervously, Suzu lowered herself ever so slightly onto the chair.

“What is your name?”

“My name is…Suzu.”

“Suzu?”

“You see, um, I’m a Kaikyaku.”

“Oh my.” Kouko’s eyes widened. “That’s quite unusual. How did you become a sage?”

Ahh, Suzu sighed. How long had she yearned to explain this story to a kind and sympathetic person? She spilled everything—how she abruptly washed ashore in a foreign land one day, how miserable it was that she couldn’t speak the language, and how she met Riyou and begged to become a sage so that she could converse with others.

Kouko listened to the whole story, only breaking her silence to make light comments and encourage Suzu to speak further.

Lady Suibi was a flying immortal who received her position from a previous king. Flying immortals were the freewheeling counterpart to earthly immortals, who worked in the government. Flying immortals were simply long-lived individuals who did not contribute directly to the kingdom. Although some flying immortals served the gods, most were hermits.

Very few kings or queens appointed people to be flying immortals, and many in the position eventually grew weary of living eternally and decided to renounce their sagehood. Only three flying immortals currently resided in the Kingdom of Sai, and two of them were out of contact. Flying immortals who held onto their sagehood tended to disappear of their own accord, and hardly anyone knew what happened to them. One could only surmise that they had died if their names suddenly vanished from the registry of sages one day.

“By Lady Suibi, you refer to Riyou-dono, yes?”

“Yes.” Suzu nodded.

“And how did you get injured? Was that Riyou-dono’s doing?” asked Kouko.

Suzu recounted the events of the night before, how Riyou ordered her to collect kankin, how she encountered the Lady’s Sekko, how its watchful eyes cowed her into descending the cliff, and her subsequent fall.

“That sounds like quite an adventure…but why would she send you to pick mushrooms at this time of year—and in the middle of the night, no less?”

“The Lady pays no heed to things like that. She believes that she’s entitled to ask for the impossible because she keeps us fed. She also holds a grudge against me specifically.” Just thinking about it brought tears to her eyes. “She’s always saying that she’ll cast me out, strip me of my sagehood. She knows that I have no choice but to do what she says because I can’t speak the language otherwise!”

Kouko watched the teary-eyed girl. Because the flying immortals had no bearing on the government, Kouko had never met Riyou herself. She merely kept track of her sagehood status and paid her annual stipend out of the kingdom’s coffers. Just as the flying immortals did nothing to affect the kingdom, the kingdom did nothing to affect the flying immortals. That was the typical way of things.

“I suppose I must meet with Lady Suibi. You can stay in the national government office until then.”

Suzu’s eyes sprang up at Kouko. “I might lose my sagehood any second.”

“Don’t worry about that. Any request to remove a person’s sagehood goes through me first. I promise that if Lady Suibi asked that of me, I would refuse.”

“Really?” Suzu stared up at Kouko’s face. Kouko smiled back at her.

Suzu sighed. Only now, after so very, very long, was she finally free of that looming, ever-present threat.

“Thank you. Thank you ever so much.”

The table screeched against the floor as Suzu clambered down and prostrated herself on the spot.

She would never have anything to fear again.
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THE SNOW BURIED EVEN THE BARN AND VEGETABLE patch behind the community house, bringing a biting chill even inside the animal pens. When the animals’ breaths failed to keep her warm, Shoukei resorted to stomping her feet in order to maintain the feeling in her frigid toes.

The snow fell heavier with each passing day. The New Year saw a lot of traffic and activity when the people flocked from their hamlets to the villages, but as time wore on and the first month came to an end, a sense of weariness would prevail. Everyone felt the strain of being cooped up in one place for the winter, and it made them lash out at each other. Things were dire by the time spring rolled around, at which point the people returned to their hamlets in the best of moods—except for Shoukei.

She’ll never know what it’s like. She cursed the queen of the far eastern kingdom as she slung a bundle of fodder around. She’ll never experience this filthy standard of living, and her clothes will never smell like pigs. The skin on her hands will never crack, and her feet will never get frostbite or bleed. She’ll never wear cold nightclothes or sleep in a drafty hovel. When she wakes up in the morning, she won’t have frost in her room.

Shoukei knew better than anyone what kind of easy life the queen led. Her bed curtains would be made of silk, and the bedchamber would smell of perfume. There would be no gaps through which any drafts could enter the room, and the sunlight would smile through the windows. The silken hem of her skirt would trail behind her wherever she went, along with the clinking of her jewels and hair accessories. The minor officials would slavishly attend to her every need, and the senior ones would kowtow to her. Jewels studded the floor, throne, and folding screens. Exquisite sculptures lined the halls. And it would all be surrounded by golden flags and silver curtains. Oh, how venerable her father had looked in those days, the very picture of the divine.

That girl had obtained everything Shoukei had lost.

She had never experienced starvation or cold, nor would she in the future. The kings and queens stood at the very top of the hierarchy, ruling over the masses and basking in their reverence…

Shoukei’s body moved automatically, leaving her mind hollow. In the void, bitter curses swirled like a whirlpool. At some point, she started feeling as if the new queen of Kei had stolen what belonged to her.

How dare she?

“Gyokuyou!”

The shrill, derisive shout snapped Shoukei out of her reverie. She blinked vacantly, then finally realized that the shout was directed at her.

Hurriedly, she turned around to see Gobo standing behind her, glaring at her with a sharp glint in her eyes.

“How long are you going to spend on the fodder, huh? You were supposed to help me make breakfast, but here you are, slacking off with your head in the clouds.”

“Sorry. My mind was a bit distracted…”

“None of your feeble excuses!” Gobo grabbed a nearby stick and rapped Shoukei’s feet. “You ought to be working three times—five times—harder. The villagers aren’t obligated to feed you. You have to get your hands dirty and work for it. That’s just common sense.”

“I’m sorry.” Shoukei repeated herself in a muted tone.

She just had to put up with it. Make a show of lowering her head, and the tongue-lashing would pass. There was no other way to deal with it—this was the lesson she had learned.

She waited passively for Gobo to make a barbed comment and leave, so it came as a surprise when the stick suddenly whacked her with vicious, targeted force.

“At least apologize sincerely once in your miserable life!”

Shoukei crumpled to her knees and collapsed in the straw. Only then did a sharp pain register in her shoulder.

“I know what you’re thinking—I’m just an annoying old hag shouting in your ear. Did you think your superficial apologies would appease me? Do you take me for a fool? Huh?!”

“I—”

The stick came down on her again, harsh and strident. Shoukei instinctively curled into a ball as the blow rained on her back.

“Why do I have to look out for scum like you? Why is it the village’s job to feed you? Do you even know why the children in the community house have no parents? Well?!”

With every word she uttered, Gobo swung the stick. Shoukei bit her lip.

“Every last bit of it was Chuutatsu’s doing! It’s your father’s fault!”

Stop taking it out on me. I didn’t do it! Shoukei shouted inwardly as she hung her head. Oh, Queen of Kei, I bet you have no idea what it’s like to live like this!

As Shoukei bit her lip, not saying a word, a faint voice broke the standstill.

“Is that…true?”

Shoukei lifted her head, and Gobo turned around as well. A girl from the community house stood at the barn door, stiff as a pole.

Shoukei gasped. “You…”

“Is your dad really Chuutatsu? That would make you…the princess?” The girl looked at Shoukei with wide, somehow imploring eyes. “Are you…Shoukei-sama?”

Gobo and Shoukei stared at her without answering. All of a sudden, the girl spun around and dashed off into the backyard.

“The princess is here!” she howled toward the community house. “The daughter of that murderer!”

The children came sprinting outside. They stared in astonishment at Shoukei, who was still at a loss for words. One or two of them dashed to the front gate.

Shoukei felt the blood drain from her face as the children shouted outside the community house. Before long, she heard the stirring of voices and the clamoring of running footsteps.

“Did they say the princess?”

“Is that true?”

A crowd soon gathered, looking more astonished than anything. They surrounded Shoukei in the corner of the barn, leaving her nowhere to run.

“It’s true!” the girl insisted. “Gobo said so!”

“Is that a fact, Gobo?”

The crowd’s eyes turned to Gobo. Shoukei shot her an imploring look. For a brief instant, Gobo met her eyes—and then she swiftly turned her gaze to the crowd.

“It is.”

For a moment, utter silence reigned. Then the tiny barn tremored with shouts and curses.

The mob dragged Shoukei outside and tossed her onto the snow.

“Wait…please…”

The blows came flying before she could even form a sentence. Shoukei screamed and crumpled to the ground.

“Stop!” a shrill voice cut in. Gobo, Shoukei realized dimly.

“Why are you stopping us?!”

“Think about why the girl’s here with us,” Gobo said.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s on the family registry. There wasn’t the slightest problem with her records. Somebody covered for her—no two ways about it.”

“Who’d help her?!” multiple voices shouted.

Then another part of the crowd gasped. “What if it was the provincial lord of Kei?”

The lord of Kei Province banded with the other provincial lords and struck down the king.

“Do you think the lord of Kei would be pleased if we beat the girl to death after he went out of his way to protect her?” Gobo said. “He saved us from the tyrant. None of us have to fear the officials again. They’re not going to kill us, and they’re not going to drag our families to the execution block. The harsh laws are gone. The lord of Kei brought peace to our lives.”

“But—”

“I’m no fan of the princess either. But it would be inexcusable for me to kill her after the lord of Kei spared her. It would be a poor way to repay the favor he did for us. As much as I understand your anger, you need to rein it in.”

“Oh, now you’re preaching mercy?” Shoukei’s fingers clenched the snow. “How rich of you to say that after all the torment you put me through! You gloated the whole time!”

Whack. A snowball came flying at her, hitting her directly on the nose. Shoukei covered her face.

“I don’t get it!” a child howled. “Why are you sticking up for her, Gobo?! Teach her a lesson!”

“Yeah!” a girl chimed in. “How are we supposed to get even?!”

Shoukei gasped. “You spiteful little—”

“She sat back in her palace while Mom and Dad were murdered!”

“They were put to death because they broke the law!” Shoukei snapped.

It was always, always the same with these people. They blamed Shoukei’s father for everything. But Chuutatsu never took pleasure in the executions—she could say that for certain.

“He made those laws to improve the kingdom. Of course there are consequences for breaking the law! It’s only obvious! Why should you resent the people who made the laws? That’s just backward! Just follow the rules if you don’t want to get punished!”

Another snowball pummeled her. Shoukei hunched into a ball as clumps of hard snow continued pelting her, one after another.

“What, you think it’s obvious that people should get murdered?!”

“You think being too sick to work is a bad enough crime to get executed for?!”

“Should someone lose their head because they nursed their sick parents right before the harvest?!”

“That’s not my problem!” Shoukei snarled. “I didn’t do it! I had no idea what Father was doing! He never let me outside!”

They tied Shoukei up and threw her in the village hall’s jail. There they left her while the sun crawled down the sky. When night fell, Gobo came to the cell.

“Here, charcoal,” she said brusquely. “You don’t want to freeze to death.”

Shoukei’s body drooped against the frigid walls. Her eyes stared at Gobo. “I might as well freeze to death.”

Gobo paused to consider Shoukei. “It’s only a matter of time for you. I’m talking with the villagers about what to do with you.”

“What, you’re feeling sorry for me now? Too little, too late.”

Gobo gave Shoukei a cold, curt look. “I don’t feel the least bit sorry for you. I just don’t want to let the lord of Kei down.”

Shoukei let out a bark of laughter. “Gekkei!” She sneered. “That usurper!”

“Stop that,” Gobo said flatly.

Shoukei lifted her head at this. “What else are you supposed to call someone who kills a king and takes his throne without the Mandate of Heaven? It doesn’t matter what great cause he preaches,” she said haughtily. The tragic scene in the inner palace played in her mind. “That man murdered my father. And not just that—he killed my mother right in front of me. He even struck down Hourin. Gekkei is a usurper. He slaughtered the king and the Kirin, and he stole the throne.”

“I see…” Gobo muttered quietly. “He slew the queen consort before your eyes…”

“Gekkei is a traitor to the kingdom,” Shoukei declared. “Don’t you get it?”

“Oh, I get it.” Gobo’s eyes were without warmth. “I can see very plainly that you are rotten to the core.”

Shoukei spluttered. “What?”

“The lord of Kei never took the throne. He resides in his palace in the province. Just because you don’t possess an ounce of humility doesn’t mean that everyone else is the same.” Gobo turned her back. “You might as well curse the man while you still can. Your mouth will stop bleating before long.”

“Oh, so after all that, you do plan to kill me.” Shoukei glared at Gobo’s back. Fine, if that’s what you want. I’ve had it with this miserable bunch, anyway.

“The villagers won’t be appeased otherwise.” Gobo paused. “They’re talking about dismemberment by cart.”

Shoukei half rose to her feet. “Wait. What did you just say?”

Gobo closed the door, curtly cutting herself off from Shoukei.

“Dismemberment…by cart?”

It was a form of execution that involved tying a person’s hands to stakes on either side of their body. Meanwhile, bullock carts would pull the person’s legs until their body split apart. It was the most gruesome manner of death imaginable.

Shoukei screamed, belatedly. Not a single soul heard her distress. Only the fire in the wooden brazier flickered red within the dark, freezing prison.
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THIS HAS TO BE A BAD DREAM, SHOUKEI THOUGHT to herself when they dragged her out of the cell.

Of course, she told herself over and over again. Gobo was just trying to mess with me.

But when the villagers took her to the main street before the village shrine, she froze at what she saw.

“No way…”

The street teemed with people. She even saw faces that didn’t belong to the village. At the very center of this human wall was an area cleared of snow. Two stakes rose from the ground, accompanied by two ox-driven carts.

“This can’t be real. They won’t actually use this on me, would they?” Shoukei looked up at the men holding her by the arms.

One man flashed her a sardonic smile. “What’s got you so scared? Your papa used this method all the time.”

Another man sported a lopsided grin. “You should be happy. You get to experience your pa’s favorite execution method. I bet His Majesty would be overjoyed that his daughter finally gets her time to shine.”

“No…”

Shoukei tried to stop her advance. She planted her feet on the ground and resisted the men when they pulled her. Yet even when she crouched down and twisted her body into a ball, the men showed no sign of relenting.

“Stop… I’m begging you…”

“Quit whining!” one of the men spat. “This is how they killed my wife!”

All she did was put an ornament in her hair and visit the neighboring town, he explained with evident anguish. He yanked so hard on Shoukei’s arm that it felt like he was about to rip it from its socket.

“Having you suffer the same way my wife did isn’t going to satisfy me, but what can you do? I couldn’t think of a worse punishment for you.”

“Stop! Please!”

Shoukei saw no pity in the villagers’ eyes as they watched on. No salvation awaited her as the men pushed her to the ground. However much she screamed and shouted, the men spared her no mercy. They yanked her arms to each side when she tried to hug them to her chest, and they wrapped leather straps around her wrists. They forced her to lie flat on her back, then tied her arms to the stakes.

Shoukei peeled her eyes open wide, searching desperately for help, but only the cloudy sky stared back at her.

Everything she did was futile. They grabbed her feet when she tried to kick the ground and run away. When she felt the leather against her ankles, Shoukei froze in the middle of a scream.

This can’t be happening.

How could something so dreadful happen to her?

They attached the leather straps to her legs and pulled, forcing her legs to split apart helplessly. As she lay frozen, eyes wide open, Shoukei thought she saw a black splotch somewhere.

Ahh, that’s the sign I’m about to die. I wish it could all be over before they tear my body apart.

They wrenched her jaw open and shoved a gag inside, thus ridding her of the freedom to bite her own tongue off. The black splotch grew larger in her vision.

They connected the straps around her feet to the carts. The splotch in the sky grew larger again. All of a sudden, the man crouching over her jerked his head up.

Shoukei could see some red among the black. The red—no, crimson—thing looked sort of like a flag.

A flag?

At last, Shoukei realized that the splotch was actually the silhouette of a bird—an enormous one with three wings. It landed gracefully on the ground, revealing a rider carrying a crimson flag. When Shoukei saw the image of stars and two tigers, she scrunched her eyes shut. Her tears leaked from the corners of her eyes onto her temples, where they felt deathly cold against her skin.

The flag belonged to the Provincial Army of Kei.

When they saw the flag, the people on the street sighed in frustration.

If only they were just a little swifter to mete out their justice, their long-held enmity could have found its release. For years, they had brooded over the deaths of their family members. There was no way to save them or even to retrieve their corpses for a proper burial, for their severed heads were displayed as examples to the public and the authorities refused to hand over the remains until a certain amount of time had elapsed. The pain and anger festered like an open wound.

The people hung their heads as the ayakashi bird landed on the street.

“Cease this!”

Why is the Provincial Army here? The crowd sighed, though people soon turned to look for Gobo. The local administrator had opposed the execution from the start. They couldn’t imagine that anyone else had notified the army. Gobo, however, was nowhere to be found.

The soldier, dressed in armor and furs, stepped down from the bird’s back.

“You are unauthorized to carry out this execution!”

“Why?” Disappointed cries rang out across the street.

The soldier glanced around his surroundings. He wore seven emblems, indicating that he was a general of the Provincial Army. He raised his arm slightly, bringing the crowd to a hush. Two more birds descended, and their riders rushed to free the captive girl.

“I understand your enmity,” said the general, “but the lord of Kei Province has no wish for violence.”

The cries of dissatisfaction intensified. From what the man could observe, there was pain mixed in with the disappointment. The former king’s only legacy was resentment and misery.

Chuutatsu had once been an honest and upright bureaucrat, renowned for cracking down on both minor and senior officials who dealt in bribes. Many in the bureaucracy rejoiced when he was chosen as king, declaring that Chuutatsu would fix the decadence of the previous administration.

Yet Chuutatsu’s anti-corruption laws did not work as well as he had hoped. Thus, he added more laws on top. Before long, the code of law swelled in size, dictating the lives of the bureaucrats and common people right down to how they dressed and what cutlery they used. Failure to adhere to these rules resulted in harsh punishments.

“The law must be enforced without mercy,” Chuutatsu had always said. On the surface, his logic was correct. Mercy and sentimentality had a way of distorting the law, rendering it ineffectual with each added exception. On the other hand, the number of dead under his rule kept climbing. The more people he executed, the more vexed he became, which only fueled the cycle further. When the people cried out against the harsh laws, he used the law to silence their voices. With each passing day, the corpses of those who resisted piled higher on the streets.

In the year of Chuutatsu’s passing, he put three hundred thousand civilians to death. Six hundred thousand people were executed during his reign—an entire fifth of the population.

“I sympathize with your resentment, I really do. The lord of Kei felt the same. It was because of this that he dirtied his hands to slay Chuutatsu.”

After encouraging the provincial lords to rise in rebellion, Gekkei returned to his palace in Kei Province and retired from national politics. The provincial lords and ministers urged him to lead the provisional government, but Gekkei refused.

“If the people take justice into their own hands and execute somebody out of emotion, it will twist the integrity of our kingdom. No matter how deep your grudges run, you cannot besmirch the law by sentencing and executing people without the right.”

“But—”

The man stemmed the dissenting voices. “The provincial lords and ministers have already agreed on the princess’s fate. Just because you disagree with their judgment does not mean that you can pass down judgment yourselves. If we allow even one exception, talk of it will spread to every prefecture and county. You are not the only civilians who wish to enact their own justice, and the princess is not the only person who inspires that level of hatred. As you know, almost every executioner is in hiding because they fear lynching. Mob justice will bring our kingdom to ruin sooner than harsh yet authorized executions. I ask that you restrain yourselves for the good of the kingdom.”

He swept his gaze across the dejected crowd.

“It is our duty to protect this land so that we can deliver it to our new ruler without shame. How can we expect a benevolent reign from our ruler if we hand them a kingdom ravaged by mob killings? The provincial lords and the ministers are working hard toward a smooth transition of power. I ask the same of you.”

The soldiers placed the girl upon an ayakashi bird’s back. Silence fell over the street, until eventually it was broken by the sounds of sobbing.
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Chapter Four
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WHEN SHOUKEI OPENED HER EYES, SHE WAS IN a neat bedchamber.

Ahh… So it was all a dream…

She sighed in relief.

The murder of her parents, her exile to a community house, the wrath of the people, and the ghastly execution she was about to receive—none of that had been real.

“Are you awake?”

A cold voice reached her ears. Shoukei turned over and saw a court lady peering into the bedchamber.

Was this woman part of the inner palace? Shoukei was still weighing up the question in her mind as the court lady stood up and left the room.

At this point, Shoukei finally noticed the differences between this room and her bedroom at Youshun Palace. The silken underdress she was wearing when she woke up had short sleeves, which someone had extended by stitching another piece of fabric onto it.

Her stomach churned in unease. Looking around, she noticed a set of clothing folded on the table in the bedchamber. It consisted of a jukun made of rough and stiff fabric, a cotton cloak, and a woolen jacket.

“Where…am I?”

Shoukei climbed out of the bed and left the room in her underdress.

Okay, so that wasn’t a dream. Somebody saved me after all that—the Provincial Army.

She had no idea whether she ought to be gladdened or dismayed by this. As Shoukei stood there vacantly, the court lady opened the door and a man strode inside.

When Shoukei saw who it was, she froze on the spot.

“Gekkei…”

The man’s lips twisted into a very slight grimace at the sight of her. There was an awkward pause, and he said, “Put your clothes on.”

Shoukei raced back into the bedchamber, utterly mortified that Gekkei saw her in that patchwork underdress. Hurriedly, she put on the jukun, which only made her realize what a shabby piece of work it was. Her face burned in embarrassment.

“Be grateful to your administrator. She ran all day and night through the snow so that she could notify the provincial palace of your plight.”

Gekkei’s voice reached Shoukei’s ears from outside the bedchamber. Shoukei was busy straightening up her clothing as best she could, though his words gave her pause.

Gobo did that…?

Shoukei scowled. What a hag. She pretended to be a good person to suck up to Gekkei, all while gleefully tormenting Shoukei. There was absolutely nothing to be grateful for, that was for certain.

Shoukei fought to keep her face level as she exited the bedchamber. Gekkei leaned casually against the large table, his arms folded.

When his eyes fell on her, he said, “I never thought we’d meet again…but here we are, unfortunately.”

“Are you happy now? Does it bring you joy to see me in this unseemly state?”

There was not even a shred of pity in Gekkei’s tone. “You look ugly indeed.”

Shoukei’s cheeks flared. Here she was dressed like a pauper next to Gekkei in his silken long hou. Her body was gaunt and wrinkled after all those days toiling under the sun. And since it was winter, she’d hardly even bathed.

“You’re the one who made me like this,” Shoukei snarled bitterly.

“Are you referring to how I put you in rags and sent you to work in the fields?” Gekkei smiled wryly. “How easy it is to be called a beauty when you adorn yourself in silk and jewelry. How trivial to maintain your looks when your servants do everything for you and you spend your summers in shade. Yet almost every commoner wears what you call rags. They work in the fields to live. The fact that you sneer upon it is what makes you ugly.”

“You’re one to talk, Gekkei,” Shoukei spat. “You’re in a palace dressed in silk. I suppose you’re having a ball, living your degenerate life after desecrating the powers that be. Do you enjoy playing king?”

Gekkei’s smile twisted further. “When you put it that way, I have nothing to say in my defense.”

“You murdered the king and stole the throne. You’re a traitor.”

“I’ll give you that. You’re not wrong,” Gekkei said, casting Shoukei a dismissive glance. “Leaving you in Hou was a mistake, it would seem. Your presence is a cause of unrest. It would be wise for you to leave.”

“Oh, so now you plan to exile me? You stripped me of my sagehood, forced me into a hovel in the middle of nowhere, and now I have to be a drifter?”

“A trivial matter in the scheme of things.”

Shoukei clenched her fists at the blatant condescension in his tone. “Trivial? You call this trivial?!”

“Has it escaped your notice that your kingdom is in a downward spiral? Life will only get worse in Hou. The things you call rags and hovels won’t even exist before long.”

“That’s your fault for murdering the king, Gekkei!”

“I do not regret my actions,” Gekkei declared calmly. “Almost every citizen would have died if Chuutatsu’s despotic rule continued. He was fated to die for his tyranny. However, if we had waited for the heavens to strike him down, he might have ravaged the kingdom so badly that it would be impossible to recover. I did what I had to do in order to mitigate the damage.”

“Then you should attempt an Ascendance and see what the heavens think. Find out if a backstabber like you is fit to be king. At the very least, you can’t deny that you rebelled against a king who had the Mandate of Heaven,” Shoukei said. “Be careful you don’t get struck by lightning.”

“I won’t argue with that,” Gekkei said with a grimace. He then cleared his throat and continued, “I will send you to Kyou. The queen says she is willing to take you in.”

“Why won’t you kill me?!” Shoukei shouted at Gekkei as he turned his back on her. “Slice off my head with that sword you used to murder the king!”

“I will not,” was all Gekkei said as he strode out of the room.

“You were only after the throne this whole time! That’s the truth, isn’t it?! You were jealous of the king! The reason you all hate me is because you’re jealous that I’m a princess!”

Gekkei gave no response. He did not look back as he shut the door behind him. For a moment, Shoukei glared balefully at the closed door; she then buried her face in her hands.

Gekkei returned to the outer section of the provincial palace. He kept Shoukei concealed in the very back of the inner palace because he knew that his ministers bore a deep enough grudge to potentially attack her.

“Then you should attempt an Ascendance and see what the heavens think.”

Shoukei’s words lodged deep into his chest. Gekkei was well aware that his actions forsook the heavens’ will. He was willing to live with that, however.

He paused outside a room near the outer palace to peer through the window. The Sea of Clouds billowed out across the southeastern sky.

The Kirin who would choose the next ruler was already at the Five Great Mountains in the center of the world. In two or three more years, Mount Hou would send a message to the shrines to raise their yellow flags. This would tell the world that the Kirin at Mount Hou was ready to select a ruler and that any aspiring king or queen should climb the mountain and seek the throne—an act known as Ascendance. But Gekkei did not even have to perform an Ascendance to know that he was not cut out for the throne.

Chuutatsu slaughtered thousands with his punitive laws. When he heard that his Kirin fell ill, he suspected Shitsudou—and that made him panic and enact even harsher measures. Even if it was Shitsudou, it could have taken months or even a year for the Kirin to perish. Since there was a delay for the ruler’s death to follow, the kingdom could potentially wait just as long again to be finally free of Chuutatsu. How many lives would be lost in the meantime? Gekkei believed that it was duty to slay the king, that this act of rebellion embodied the will of the heavens.

He would deliver the kingdom to its proper ruler. He would stave off its ruin as best he could until that day arrived. This was his Mandate of Heaven.

Gekkei turned his head toward Mount Hou in the southeast and bowed.

Gobo lifted her head when the court lady announced Gekkei’s imminent arrival. After borrowing a horse at the village hall to run through the snow all day and night, she narrowly made it in time to inform the Provincial Army of Shoukei’s dilemma. After learning that the girl was saved, the army kept Gobo inside the palace, where she assumed that she would receive her sentence. She revealed under questioning that she figured out that the girl in her care was the princess and that her subsequent abuse exposed her identity to the villagers.

When Gekkei strode into the room, Gobo prostrated herself deeply before him.

“Raise your head,” he said.

Gobo obeyed. She gazed up at Gekkei’s quiet countenance.

“I will be sending the princess away from Hou,” he told her. “I cannot reveal where she is going, but I guarantee that she will never return.”

“I see,” Gobo said gloomily. Just as she feared, they were letting the girl off the hook. To be perfectly honest, Gobo thought Gekkei was too soft-handed. She had been hoping for a harsher punishment.

“You must resign as an administrator.”

“I am prepared for that outcome.”

“I expect that the villagers will vent their frustrations on you. I can arrange for you to leave the village.”

“No, I will be fine. Thank you.”

Gekkei peered at the old woman’s resolute face. “As much as I admire your fortitude, I must question why you bullied the princess.”

“I couldn’t stand her.” Gobo lowered her eyes listlessly. “Chuutatsu killed my son. I know that hatred doesn’t solve anything, but when I actually saw that girl before my eyes, I couldn’t help but lash out at her. The frustration was more than I could bear. And she herself told me so blithely that she was the princess. She claimed to know nothing of what Chuutatsu did. That’s what I couldn’t stand.”

“I see.” Gekkei nodded.

“As the princess, she bears some responsibility too. I couldn’t stand her for denying it all and playing the victim. She didn’t do what she should have done. Whenever she forgot to tend to the livestock, people would struggle to eat. She would tell me brazenly that she hadn’t done the work and then expect me to feel sorry for her because she was suffering like everyone else.” Gobo took a breath. “How could I forgive that?”

Gekkei paused and said, “I see.”

“The girl still doesn’t acknowledge her own wrongdoing. It hasn’t occurred to her to make up for it. Even after seeing her parents murdered, she thinks she’s the only one who’s ever experienced that pain. She doesn’t understand that it’s her lack of empathy and willingness to take accountability that’s the problem.”

“I understand how you feel, but nobody benefits from hatred. We can allow ourselves to forget Chuutatsu.” Gekkei paused. “Don’t you agree?”

“Yes.” Gobo hung her head.

“You did well to inform me of the princess’s dilemma. Your efforts prevented the villagers from committing a grave sin. I expect that they will resent you for a while, so allow me to thank you in their place.”

Gobo prostrated herself. She thought her tears had all dried up the day her son died, but they now spilled onto the backs of her hands as she pressed her head against the floor.
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“I’M PLEASED TO MAKE YOUR ACQUAINTANCE.”

Kouko, the queen of Sai, nodded at the woman who entered the room. Ten days had passed since a girl collapsed at the gates of the national government office. In the intervening time, Kouko met frequently with the girl and asked the ministers to investigate her master—Riyou, the Lady of Suibi Cavern.

The Lady in question raised her head haughtily and strode over to the table without so much as bowing. She plopped herself down on a seat without even asking.

“It’s been quite a long time since I last visited the palace.”

At a glance, Kouko appeared to be an old lady, while Riyou looked like a young woman in the prime of her youth. In actuality, Riyou had lived many years more than Kouko.

“How nostalgic,” Riyou remarked to herself. “This place hasn’t changed at all.”

“I have been giving shelter to Suzu. From what I understand, the girl was living at your mansion, Lady Suibi.”

Riyou put on a pleasant smile. “Why, I must thank you. She might be a useless servant, but she is under my wing.”

Kouko sighed.

“Did she say something to you? Don’t tell me you believe her, Your Majesty. Servants are never friendly with their masters. You mustn’t take what she says at face value.”

“She claims that you tried to kill her.”

“Ridiculous.” Riyou laughed. “I would never go out of my way to do any such thing. The most I’d do is kick her out of the mansion if she annoys me. Why, I may have done just that numerous times in the past. But every time, she gets down on her hands and knees and begs me to take her back in.”

“She’s also said that you sent her out into the freezing cold night to pick kankin.”

“I am a benevolent master, you know.” Riyou’s smile widened. “Did you know that girl broke a vase gifted to me by my liege? I was willing to forgive her if she accomplished that one teensy task. I ought to be praised for my restraint, wouldn’t you say?”

Kouko frowned. The liege Riyou spoke of was the Obliging King from many years past. Riyou had been his favorite mistress, as a matter of fact.

Kouko went on, “She also mentioned that you set your Sekko on her.”

Riyou shrugged. “Now that’s a serious charge. Is that what she said? Here’s the thing—the cliffs are terribly dangerous at night. I simply dispatched the Sekko in case anything were to happen to the girl.”

“She said that you were quite hard on your servants.”

“My servants are fully aware of my methods. It’s not something for others to comment on. If they are displeased with me, they can just leave. It’s that simple.”

“What if there are people who want to leave but are unable to?”

“Hmph.” Riyou’s smile took on a sneering quality. “She can’t speak the language if she loses her sagehood? What’s so doom and gloom about that? Clearly, she’d rather put up with me than go back to being an ordinary human. Nothing’s stopping her from leaving if she’d rather be without me.”

“Given that Suzu is a Kaikyaku, her inability to speak the language would be difficult for her.”

Riyou shot Kouko a ridiculing look before chuckling quietly. “Even if you can speak the language, it doesn’t mean that your words will always get across.”

Realizing what Riyou was implying, Kouko heaved a sigh. “Why must you act like this? You may be the Lady Suibi, but that is no excuse.”

Riyou often aided the Obliging King during her time in the inner palace. When corrupt officials took advantage of the king’s meek disposition to impose their own tyrannical agendas, she upbraided them on the king’s behalf, and in doing so earned their ire. When the king himself lost sight of the Way, she reprimanded him fearlessly. He shunned her because of this, which ultimately led to her exile to Suibi Cavern.

As much as her enemies in the court hated her, they never managed to strip her of her sagehood or inflict any real punishment at all. She was much too competent in her capacity as an advisor. When Riyou left the palace, the Obliging King’s reign swiftly went south.

“Why must you be so hardheaded?” said Kouko slowly. “If you insist on this behavior, then I will have no choice but to punish you.”

“Would a ruler dare to besmirch the honor of a flying immortal?”

“A ruler has that right. I have simply never exercised it against anyone before.”

With a fearless smile, Riyou rose to her feet.

“Then do as you please.”

“Sairin-sama, do you know the queen of Kei?” Suzu asked, sitting in a sunny spot in the palace gardens. “Oops, I should have called you Taiho.”

The girl sitting in front of Suzu had golden hair that sparkled in the sunshine. She looked young, although she was actually rather advanced in years, given that she had served two rulers in her lifetime. As far as physical appearances went, however, Sairin looked younger than Suzu, an impression that was only exacerbated by her fine, delicate-looking features.

Suzu had heard that Kirin were fundamentally a type of animal. If that was the case, they were very beautiful animals indeed.

“I don’t mind,” Sairin said quietly. “You can call me what you like.”

She smiled placidly. Kouko was a calm and serene individual, but Sairin exemplified that even further. It was rare to see her without a gentle smile on her face.

The days Suzu had spent under Riyou’s thumb felt like a mere dream. “Taiho, do you know the queen of Kei?”

“No.” Sairin shook her head.

“You haven’t met her? Not even someone as important as you?”

“People from other kingdoms don’t tend to meet unless they have an existing friendship.”

“Hmm.” Suzu hummed. Each of the Twelve Kingdoms had a ruler and a Kirin. Wouldn’t they be lonely having only each other as comrades?

“What makes you interested in the queen of Kei?” Sairin cocked her head, causing her golden hair to trickle down her shoulder, shining white in the sunlight.

“Because she’s from Hourai too. And she’s around the same age as me.”

“Oh, my.” Sairin smiled.

Suzu knew that Kouko gave Sairin the courtesy name of Youran, meaning “cradle.” It really was a fitting name for a gentle girl like her.

“I’ve toughed it out alone this whole time… I’d really love to meet a kindred spirit. I think it would be nice to talk about Hourai.”

“Do you miss Hourai?”

“Of course, it’s my home country. I can’t tell you how much I’ve cried out of homesickness.”

“Do you…dislike this side?” Sairin asked sadly.

Suzu hurriedly shook her head. “No, um, I don’t hate it…but I just don’t understand things here. I can’t even speak the language. I didn’t have the best of luck, so it was just kind of hard…”

“I see…”

“But I’m sure the queen of Kei went through something similar. I mean, she’s a Kaikyaku too. I think we could commiserate on our shared experiences. I’m sure we have a lot in common,” Suzu said, blushing slightly. “Maybe we could even be friends…”

“Hmm… It’s hard to make assumptions.”

Suzu’s head sprang up.

“It’s just as possible that the queen does not think fondly of Hourai…don’t you think?”

“You’re from here, so of course you’d think that way,” Suzu said, her voice turning hard.

Sairin cocked her head at this. “This side has many people who were separated from their homelands. Some, like the drifter ex-citizens, wander from place to place, unable to call anywhere home. Besides,” she went on, turning her dainty face to the ground, “just because you were both born in Hourai doesn’t mean that you’re guaranteed to understand each other… There are people in this very kingdom who despise their fellow countrymen…”

Suzu shot Sairin an annoyed look. “The people here just don’t get it. It’s not just about having a shared hometown. It’s the fact that it’s impossible to return.”

“I suppose so…” Sairin sighed quietly, earning her another glare.

Before the awkwardness could drag, Kouko emerged from the building directly in front of them.

“Ah, here you are,” she said, making eye contact with Sairin. “I’d like to have a little chat with Suzu, if you don’t mind.”

“All right.” Sairin nodded. With a polite farewell to Suzu, she returned to the building.

Suzu straightened up her posture as Kouko sat down next to her.

After a pause, Kouko declared, “I met with Riyou-dono.”

Suzu jolted. Hearing Riyou’s name spoken in this beautiful and tranquil palace garden felt like a defilement, somehow.

“I am thinking of summoning the servants at Suibi Cavern to work here in the palace.”

Suzu felt her cheeks flush. This meant that she would never have to go back to Suibi Cavern. She could live in this beautiful palace with Kouko and Sairin—Suzu decided to momentarily forget about her unpleasant comment earlier—and so many other kind and wonderful people.

Indeed, she was on cloud nine, which was why Kouko’s next words froze her cold.

“However, you will not be one of them.”

Suzu felt a tremor rise from the soles of her feet. She quivered. “What…do you mean?”

“I will not strip you of your sagehood. But I do ask that you spend some time in the lower realm. I shall arrange for you to be registered as a citizen.”

“Why…why am I being singled out?!”

Kouko’s expression carried no emotion whatsoever, save for perhaps a tiny hint of melancholy. “Didn’t you say you suffered from your inability to understand the language? You can speak it now, so you should be able to live anywhere.”

“Did the Lady…say something to you?” Suzu’s entire body trembled—from sadness or anger, she could not tell.

“No. Riyou-dono left everything to my discretion.”

“Then why…?”

Kouko lowered her eyes. “I think you could stand to become more of an adult.”

“What do you mean, an adult?”

She’d lived for a hundred years under Riyou’s thumb. Surely that qualified her for adulthood.

Kouko gazed quietly at Suzu. “It certainly is difficult to adjust to a different country without knowing the first thing about it, especially when you can’t speak the language. But Suzu, your problem is not one of language. It is your failure to understand what others are thinking.”

Suzu merely gazed at Kouko’s face in a daze.

“If you do not think through your words, you will fail to communicate. You need to put the effort into understanding the other person’s intentions instead of jumping to your own conclusions.”

“What? That’s cruel…”

“If you truly are having a difficult time, you’re welcome to return. But for now, I urge you to go into town. It is never too late for you to start learning.”

“I can’t believe this… What did I do to deserve this? I-I thought…”

Suzu collapsed to her hands and knees. So high were her expectations that reality felt like cruelty. She’d thought the queen was a good, kind person. She would have been content as her servant.

But the queen didn’t understand. She didn’t understand just how bad it was to be plucked from one’s homeland and thrown into an inscrutable foreign country. Nobody born in this land was capable of understanding Suzu’s misery.

“I encourage you to give new things a try. I’ll do what I can in my power to help you.”

Why’s she trying to act nice now? Suzu thought, biting her lip. She whipped up her tear-stricken face. “I want…to see the queen of Kei.”

Kouko cocked her head. “The queen of Kei?”

“I’ve…always wanted to meet her. Since she’s from Hourai too…”

“Oh,” Kouko murmured, frowning slightly.

“Since we’re fellow countrypeople, I’m sure she’ll understand me better than you do, Your Majesty. You and Sairin don’t get me. Nobody from this land can ever understand how hard I’ve had it.”

The queen of Kei would sympathize from the bottom of her heart. She would sincerely help Suzu without any of this awful, roundabout nonsense.

Kouko seemed to mull this over for a moment.

“I bet the queen of Kei’s had it rough. I bet she misses her homeland terribly. She didn’t know anything when she first came here—it must have been so hard,” Suzu went on. “Nobody from this side could make her feel better. Only someone from Hourai could understand what she went through.”

“I have no acquaintance with the queen of Kei, so I cannot arrange a meeting for you. But if that is what you insist, then I can arrange travel funds and a passport so that you can make the journey to Kei,” said Kouko.

Suzu’s face lit up at this. Her naive expression brought a somewhat forlorn look to Kouko’s face.

“Go forth, my dear.” Kouko paused. “Don’t waste your opportunity.”

“Thank you so much!”

“But…I want you to know this.” Kouko gazed at the girl, whose tear-stricken cheeks had turned rosy once more. “Life is about happiness and suffering in equal measure.”

“Come again?”

“A person’s happiness is determined by their attitude, not their material circumstances.”

Suzu gazed open-mouthed at Kouko, not understanding why she was saying this.

“The only way to attain true happiness is to strive for it. It takes effort to forget past wounds.”

“Right…” Suzu nodded.

Kouko’s words made sense to her. She fought for her happiness, and now, at the very least, Riyou was out of the picture. Suzu was free to meet the queen of Kei.

“Yeah. I won’t lose to any setbacks,” Suzu said with a smile. “I’m good at putting up with hardship. I’m used to it by now.”

For some reason, Kouko lowered her eyes, a tinge of sorrow on her face.
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A FESTIVE MOOD CAME OVER KINPA PALACE ONCE more for the Koushi on the winter solstice and the subsequent ceremonies.

As all of this took place, a certain incident shook the palace: the discovery of a large stack of weapons in the home of the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs, head of the Ministry of Heaven.

“Weapons…”

Youko froze in dismay when she heard the report from the Grand Minister of Justice, head of the Ministry of Fall. It was late at night, and he visited her directly at the inner palace.

“It would appear that he was preparing for a major rebellion.”

Apparently, the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs was plotting to use the weapons in order to slay Youko, the queen.

“One of his servants rushed to the Ministry of Fall to report the plot. I was in disbelief, but when we checked his home, the stash was indeed there. His separate residence in Gyouten had dozens of rough-looking drifter ex-citizens.”

Certainly, the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs showed open dissatisfaction with Youko. He also clashed frequently with Seikyou, the Chief Minister of State, and he often complained where others could hear him that Youko was biased toward Seikyou. But the idea that he was plotting a violent rebellion was a whole other level of resentment.

Youko was terrified. As much as she knew that the bureaucrats didn’t accept her, she had never imagined that they loathed her enough to kill her.

“I see…”

“It was fortunate that we caught him before the act. After all, the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs oversees everything within the palace walls. Specifically, he has control over almost every minor official who attends to you in the inner palace, Your Majesty. He could easily have armed them with weapons or slipped an assassin into their midst.”

Youko could only sigh.

“We are currently questioning him, but from what we have heard from the occupants of his house, it appears he was conspiring with the Three Excellencies…and the man behind it all is none other than the provincial lord of Baku, Koukan.”

Youko heaved another deep sigh.

The Three Excellencies consisted of the Grand Preceptor, the Grand Tutor, and the Grand Protector. The only minister they answered to was Keiki, the Saiho. Their role was to support the Saiho and offer advice or remonstrations to Youko when necessary. Educating the ruler was also within their jurisdiction.

Although they technically occupied the same rung on the hierarchy as the Chief Minister of State or the provincial lords, they did not participate in governance. As a result, although they butted heads with the Chief Minister of State often and frequently chided Youko for favoring Seikyou too much—a lot like the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs did—Youko felt closer to them than she did to Seikyou or the Six Ministries.

And yet they’re after my head?

Youko also interacted often with the Ministry of Heaven. They took care of all the material needs within the palace, which meant that they helped her with her day-to-day life. It came as an extra blow that its chief and the Three Excellencies were plotting against her.

“And the lord of Baku is in on it too…”

He was the provincial lord who fought against the false queen because he desired the throne for himself. Presently, he was confined in Baku, where he was still forbidden from resuming his post. The reason his fate was still undecided was because the Chief Minister of State and the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs refused to see eye to eye about it.

“I see, this was a form of protest…”

The prevailing attitude among the ministers was to punish Koukan and nip any future trouble in the bud. Keiki firmly opposed this, which was why Koukan was under house arrest for now. It was bewildering to imagine that Keiki’s leniency would lead to this.

Youko exhaled bitterly.

“First things first: I need to speak with the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs. Take me to him.”

Koukan was holed up in his palace in Baku Prefecture. This left the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs, who was at least nearby.

Unfortunately, Youko’s wish to speak with him was never granted—for the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs had already perished in prison.

“Your Majesty… You’re saying the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs is deceased?” Keiki, who came in after the Grand Minister of Justice left, frowned at the news.

Youko said slowly, “I heard it was suicide.”

Keiki sighed heavily. “This is why I told you not to favor the Chief Minister of State too much.”

Youko’s brows furrowed. “Are you trying to say this is my fault somehow? That I screwed up, so the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs plotted a rebellion and died?”

“When a ruler shows favoritism to their subjects, they invite discord.”

“True, I did take on the Chief Minister of State’s suggestion to relieve Koukan of his position. But what else could I do when so many people came forward to testify to his ambitions? Should I have listened to the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs and let Koukan remain as Baku’s provincial lord?”

“No… I just meant—”

“Koukan cooked up a plot with the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs and the Three Excellencies because he resented me for taking his position away from him,” Youko said. “Am I responsible for his overreaction?”

“Your Majesty…”

“Most of the ministers have argued that Koukan should be put to death in order to curtail the resentment. Do you know who opposed that? The very same man who is trying to kill me now. How is that my fault?”

Keiki fell into a gloomy silence.

“True, the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs and the Chief Minister of State often clashed over their opinions,” Youko continued. “But the Chief Minister of State is the head of the Six Ministries, while the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs handles matters inside the palace. The Grand Minister of Internal Affairs came to his post from the Ministry of Spring, which handles ceremonies, while the Chief Minister of State was formerly the head of the Ministry of Fall and the Ministry of Earth. Legal matters lie within the Ministry of State’s jurisdiction. What is wrong with me taking advice based on his expertise?”

“Your Majesty, that is not what I’m getting at.”

“Then what are you getting at?”

Keiki gave no reply. He was sullenly silent.

“The Chief Minister of State and his faction are going to insist that Koukan deserves punishment this time. I don’t have grounds to argue,” Youko declared. “Well?”

“You should listen to Koukan’s side of the story.”

“Of course I will. I’ve already ordered the Minister of Fall to bring him to me. Normally, Koukan would have the right to refuse, but witnesses have stated that they saw his messengers deliver weapons to the Grand Minister’s house,” Youko said. “What am I supposed to do in a situation like this?”

“You must demonstrate mercy in your judgment—”

“And invite the same mess again?”

Keiki was at a loss for words.

Youko watched him flounder only briefly. Turning her gaze away, she peered out the window. “You and the ministers are always blaming me. You’re always sighing at me because I’m a woman, because I’m a Taika—”

“Your Majesty, I assure you that is not the case.”

Youko shook her head. “I’m sure the Chief Minister of State will say that he saw this coming and argue for a harsh sentence against Koukan and the Three Excellencies. If I take on his suggestion, you’ll be upset. If I refuse, his faction will be upset. So what am I supposed to do?”

“Your Majesty…”

Youko sighed. “I will lay down punishment on Koukan and the Three Excellencies. I will relieve the Three Excellencies of their posts and exile them from the kingdom along with Koukan. I can’t simply let them off the hook. You’re saying don’t kill them—so that’s what I’ll do instead. How about that?”

Keiki opened his mouth, then closed it.

“I understand,” he said curtly, letting out a deep sigh. His sigh said far more than his words. Clearly, he did not approve.

Youko’s eyes flitted over the Sea of Clouds, where dawn was beginning to break. A slight smile crossed her lips.

“Perhaps I’ll forbid sighing for my First Edict.”

“Your Majesty—”

“I’m sure you’re tired of sighing, just as I’m tired of hearing you sigh,” Youko said with a flick of her wrist. “Go. You should get some sleep. Today’s court council will be a headache.”

Predictably, Seikyou’s faction clamored for Koukan and the Three Excellencies to be put to death.

“If you tread softly here, others will repay your kindness with disloyalty. Let Koukan serve as an example,” Seikyou declared.

There were voices of dissent. One person argued that the Grand Minister’s very involvement in a rebellion had to be some kind of mistake. Another insisted that there had to be a reason behind his actions, and it was best to pursue the fundamental cause to bring closure to the incident. Yet another minister declared that a ruler ought to exercise prudence and mercy when sentencing her own subjects.

What they shared in common was their opposition to Seikyou. The court was split between Seikyou’s faction and his dissenters. If Seikyou had sought to pardon the alleged rebels, the other side would have argued stubbornly for a harsher sentencing.

Youko had never assumed that ruling a nation would be easy, but even so, this type of dilemma never crossed her mind—subjects who sighed and criticized her behind her back, and others who, not content with sighing, amassed weapons to wield against her. Given her ignorance of this world, Youko had no recourse but to listen to what her retainers said and absorb the information as best she could, yet their reports essentially boiled down to petty infighting.

Youko didn’t want to hear any more sighing from her retainers, but if she yielded to any one side, the other would protest. In the end, it was impossible to appease both sides angling for power.

Ah, right, she thought, letting out a furtive sigh as she glanced up. Somewhere along the line, she’d started looking for approval. Afraid of Keiki and the ministers’ sighing, she tailored her behavior according to their reactions. It made her so sick of herself that she wanted to throw her arms up at it all.

“The real question is, how could the Chief Minister of State have failed to notice the Grand Minister’s scheming?”

“I suppose the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs was upset with the Chief Minister of State and acted on impulse.”

“Amassing weapons to use against the queen is high treason. What more is there to know?”

“The officials who left Koukan to his devices ought to be held accountable.”

“Speaking of Koukan, where is he? The Ministry of Fall has a lot to answer for by letting him slip through their fingers.”

Koukan escaped while being escorted from Baku Prefecture to Gyouten. The Ministry of Fall was hot on his heels, but he was still at large.

Youko grimaced slightly. I’m so fed up with this.

“All right.” She spoke up. “I order the Three Excellencies to resign from their posts and be exiled from the kingdom along with Koukan.”

Too lenient, Seikyou’s faction grumbled. Too harsh, the other faction groused.

Having voiced its opposition, the Chief Minister of State’s faction looked at Youko. “What do you intend to do to stop the same thing from happening again?”

“It is the Chief Minister of State’s responsibility to keep the Six Ministries in line. Seikyou bears responsibility for the rebellion that arose under his watch. He will step down as Chief Minister of State and transfer to the Ministry of Heaven to replace the Grand Minister of Internal Affairs.”

The ministers’ jaws dropped.

Meanwhile, Youko smiled thinly. “The Three Excellencies need replacing. I appoint the heads of the Ministry of Spring, the Ministry of Fall, and the Ministry of Earth as the new Three Excellencies.”

“Your Majesty…” Keiki gasped.

Youko stopped him with her gaze. “I leave it to each ministry’s discretion to appoint their new heads. For now, however, Keiki will serve as the Chief Minister of State.”

“This is unheard of! Nobody has ever given the Saiho that much authority!” Cries of disgruntlement rose up in unison, but Youko held firm.

“This is a royal decree,” she declared and rose to her feet.

She stepped off the throne and exited the room.

4

THE MINISTERS DID NOT FOLLOW YOUKO TO HER private room in the inner palace. Youko told the minor officials not to let anyone but Keiki inside, then opened the window.

A languid breeze from the Sea of Clouds drifted inside, carrying a salty sea scent.

“Now I’ve really gone and done it…”

She couldn’t suppress a wry chuckle. She’d demoted the Chief Minister of State and relegated people from both factions to the Three Excellencies, where they would exert no influence over the government. With one fell swoop, she had more or less wiped the slate clean, as far as the balances of power within the palace went. The idea had probably been somewhere in the back of her mind this whole time—hence why the orders sprang so suddenly to her lips.

“Your Majesty.” Keiki spoke, his tone harsh.

Youko turned around and looked back at Keiki, whose face was grimmer than it had ever been.

“What have you done? The Saiho must never be given direct power. It is not the done thi—”

“Keiki.” Youko cut him off. “I’m going to Kankyuu. I’ll be studying governance under the king of En.”

Keiki’s eyes turned wide. “What are you saying?!”

“Pass my message to the ministers.” Youko sat down on the window frame and knitted her fingers casually on her lap. “I’m thinking of seeing what life is like in town.”

“What are you—?”

Youko gazed at her fingernails. Her attendants kept them neat and polished for her. They were responsible for her luxurious garb and accessories too. In truth, she wanted none of it.

“I never wanted the throne.”

“Your Majesty!”

“I never wanted to be called queen or live in a fancy palace. I was told that the land would fall to ruin without a king or queen, that the will of the heavens was the will of the people. I know for myself what it’s like not to have a roof over your head at night. I know the pain of starvation.”

She was whisked into this foreign world without any warning or knowledge of its customs. As a matter of fact, she could have died miserably on the road many times over.

“I know the terror of being attacked by youma,” Youko went on. “I only took the throne because I heard that everyone in Kei would suffer the same fate if I refused. It’s the reason why the kings and queens exist. They’re there to satisfy the common people, not to appease you or the ministers.”

Keiki hesitated. “And that is why—”

Youko shook her head. “Keiki,” she said solemnly, “I don’t know this kingdom.”

“Your Majesty, that is—”

“I don’t know the first thing about what the people think, what they desire, or how they live.”

“The first thing you must know is the Way.”

“The Way?” Youko chuckled. “Say there’s this girl. She goes to school six days a week, plus mandatory clubs and cram school, and she has piano lessons on top of that. She has tests at least twice every term, and she has mock exams that will determine her future. If she gets bad grades, she’ll have to repeat a year. If she fails her university entrance exams, she’ll have to wait until next year to do it all over again. Her skirt can’t go any higher than her knees, and her ribbon has to be navy blue or black. Her stockings are either gray or black. What should someone do to make this girl happy?”

Keiki did not reply for a moment. “Huh?”

“What does benevolence look like in that society?”

“My apologies, but I—”

“You don’t know, right?” Youko grimaced. “Just like how you don’t know what the Way is over there, I don’t know the Way over here. What I do know, at least, is that it isn’t about looking at my ministers for approval and agonizing over whom I’m going to offend.”

“Yes, but—”

“Won’t you give me some time? This place is just too different from the world I know.”

Keiki’s expression betrayed deep reluctance.

“Just being on the throne is difficult for me right now.”

Keiki’s eyes widened ever so slightly at Youko’s words.

“Back in Hourai, I was afraid of making enemies of other people. I’d always be on tenterhooks, forcing myself to bend over backward to make them like me,” Youko declared. “How is that any different from now? I’m afraid of being called a foolish ruler. I’m afraid of people sighing and tutting at me. I’ve been forcing myself to appease you, the ministers, and the common people. I’ve been looking for approval.”

“Your Majesty…”

“I don’t want to make the same mistake. But I’m just going to wind up in the same place. I know how people are going to react to my absence now. I’m sure the ministers will be upset. They’ll sigh and say, ‘This is the problem with queens.’” Youko laughed lightly. “Things might get worse for the kingdom…but a queen who never makes decisions for herself doesn’t deserve to be on the throne. I might as well die in that case—it would be better for the people. Can’t you see that I can’t go on like this?”

Keiki fell into a stony-faced silence until he finally nodded. “All right.”

“For now, I’ll transfer all authority to you. I know you would never do anything to tyrannize the people. If there’s something that you’re incapable of doing without me, then come for me as swiftly as possible.” Youko paused. “Please, Keiki.”

“Very well.” Keiki bowed.

Watching him, Youko breathed a belated sigh of relief. “Thank you… I’m glad you understand.”

Keiki was her only faithful servant. En, on the other hand, had bureaucrats who supported the king. The king tended to be reckless and spontaneous, causing every bureaucrat to sigh in his presence, but there was mutual trust nonetheless. The only person in the entire palace whom Youko was capable of trusting was Keiki, her Kirin.

“What do you plan to do now, Your Majesty?”

“I’ll be in town for a while, I think. I don’t have a source of daily income, so I’d like to try mingling with the commoners and working a job.”

“If it would please you, I can arrange your destination.”

Youko tilted her head. “But—”

“Were you planning on living as a drifter ex-citizen? At least allow me to do this much for you. I want to have peace of mind about where you go.”

Youko hesitated and said, “Fine. I leave it to you, Keiki.”

It was Keiki’s turn to sigh in relief.

“Sorry for being selfish,” Youko said.

A faint, somewhat strained smile came to Keiki’s face. “If I may be perfectly frank, I am a little relieved to see you speak your mind.”

“I see…”

“But I do ask that you return as swiftly as possible.”

“All right. I will.”

As he left the inner palace, Keiki gazed at the Sea of Clouds.

Things had taken a dramatic turn, he thought, but at the same time, a peculiar warmth came over him.

Keiki had now served two queens. The first, posthumously named the Prophet Queen, ruled for a scant six years, and most of that time she spent cloistered in her private chambers. She had no interest in governance.

He recalled her pale face, now lost to time. She had been a kind and thoughtful woman. If not for her overly reserved nature, she had certainly possessed the characteristics of a ruler.

What she craved more than anything was an ordinary kind of happiness. More than the good of many, she wished a quiet life for herself. In her mind, it did not have to be extravagant as long as it was peaceful. No renown or fame, and certainly none of the strife and discord that came with it—just humbly working the land with a husband and children.

Keiki could still hear the sounds of her weaving machine ringing in his ears.

When she first took the throne, the Prophet Queen tried to apply herself to governance, but she soon grew weary of clashing with the ministers. Caught between warring factions of bureaucrats from the previous reign vying against each other for power, she adopted a strategy of avoidance. As time went on, she retreated further and further into her private chambers, where she weaved clothes. It was her way of rejecting her calling.

“I feared the past would repeat itself…”

Keiki smiled faintly. When he first met Youko, he thought she bore a strong resemblance to the Prophet Queen. Not this again, he had thought. To be perfectly honest, he was fed up with it all.

“But she changed…”

At the very least, Youko was different from the Prophet Queen in the sense that she was willing to grapple with her flaws. Although she was similar in how she shrank up in front of the ministers and shied away from the throne, Youko was aware of the problem. She took steps to overcome it—and that difference meant a great deal.

“Hankyo.” Keiki summoned his Shirei.

“Yes,” came a voice by the shadow at his feet.

“Accompany Her Majesty and protect her. Ensure that no harm comes her way,” Keiki declared. “Her existence is everything to Kei.”
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Chapter Five
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THE KINGDOM OF KYOU LAY TO THE SOUTHEAST OF Hou on the opposite side of the Kyokai. The body of water between the two kingdoms was also called the Divine Sea, though for the most part people simply called it the Kyokai, meaning “void sea.” Given that it was impossible to see the other shoreline from across the sea, even the coastal residents were satisfied with calling it the Kyokai.

Ten soldiers from Kei’s Provincial Army, a ridiculous number to be sure, escorted Shoukei to Kyou on their flying mounts. Throughout the journey, Shoukei saw her homeland in a new light. Hou lay in the middle of the Kyokai; although ships obviously traveled between the two kingdoms, it took almost three days and nights to reach the other coast. For the first time, it occurred to Shoukei that Hou itself was just as isolated as a village in the winter.

Only so many types of youjyuu were capable of flight. Given that humans preferred horselike ayakashi as mounts, that limited the options even further. The most popular choice was a striped youjyuu known as a Rokushoku. No youjyuu could drag a cart along in midair, which meant that anyone using it to travel had to ride directly on its back.

It was in this fashion that Shoukei made the journey to Kyou, riding a borrowed Rokushoku from the Provincial Army while surrounded by soldiers. By no means was it an elegant way to travel. On the way, they rested at coastal towns in Hou and Kyou. Three days after they departed, they arrived at Soufuu Palace in Renshou, capital of the Kingdom of Kyou.

The master of Soufuu Palace, the queen of Kyou, was in the ninetieth year of her reign. That was the full extent of Shoukei’s knowledge of her. Hou hardly interacted with any of the other kingdoms. Its three closest neighbors—Ryuu, Kyou, and Han—merely sent messengers to express their congratulations at Chuutatsu’s coronation, and that was it. The rulers of each kingdom generally kept to themselves.

When they arrived at the national government office, the officials guided Shoukei’s group to the outer area of Soufuu Palace and through the gate. Her eyes took in the extravagant buildings wistfully.

This is nothing to feel intimidated over.

Shoukei had once lived in a royal palace herself. Even as she reminded herself of that fact, she cowered in spite of herself. For one thing, this was another kingdom’s royal palace, and for another, she was still very much a pauper at present.

After some polite pleasantries, the ministers ceded the way to Shoukei’s group, but they still eyed her with suspicion. Shoukei hung her head, not meeting anyone’s gaze. They probably thought she was a beggar from town who had wandered her way in.

No, wait. Another depressing thought occurred to her as she walked across the black granite floors. She probably looked even worse than a beggar. Kyou was a more prosperous kingdom than Hou. Shoukei could tell from how beautiful and orderly Renshou, its capital, looked. It made Hou’s counterpart, Hoso, seem like a country town in comparison.

When they entered the outer palace, she couldn’t even raise her head out of shame for her appearance. The messenger accompanying her shot her a glance before dropping into a kowtow. Understanding the meaning behind the look, Shoukei followed suit, which further deepened her gloom. Before, she would never have had to prostrate herself before anyone. A simple kneel would have sufficed, given that she was a princess.

In a deliberate and precise fashion, the messenger presented a letter from Gekkei, provincial lord of Kei, and made introductions.

“The lord of Kei Province and his subjects humbly thank you for graciously accepting the princess under your care.”

Tee-hee, came a giggle. Shoukei’s breath caught in her throat—that was the queen of Kyou laughing.

“Don’t mention it. We’re neighbors, after all.”

Shoukei’s eyes turned wide as she stared at the floor. The voice sounded like…a little girl.

“Anyway, how is your kingdom faring at the moment?”

“The nation remains intact thanks to your aid,” the messenger said, prostrating even further. “Your Majesty, I understand that the lord of Kei Province must bring you discomfort, given that you are a legitimate queen with the Mandate of Heaven. Words cannot express our gratitude for your kind gesture.”

The queen’s youthful laughter sounded like a tinkling bell. “Tell the lord of Kei Province that he did a good job in taking such decisive action. Rulers bring ruin upon themselves. Some of your people even crossed the Kyokai to Kyou on rafts and scraps of wood. I’m sure they must be sighing in relief.”

She’d dare say that right in front of the king’s daughter? Shoukei was struck by a sudden urge to lift her head, though she willfully suppressed it. It was discourteous to lift one’s head in the presence of a queen without permission. Besides, Shoukei did not want to look at her. Judging by her voice, she was probably a young girl. Shoukei did not want to see a girl her own age wearing silk and jewelry on a lavish throne.

“Anyway,” said the queen at length, “is that Shou Son?”

Hearing her birth name spoken, Shoukei bit her lip. That single utterance told her that the queen of Kyou knew exactly who Shoukei was.

“Indeed, that is so.”

“She is now mine to do with as I please. I ask that the common people and ministers forget about her.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The messenger’s forehead stayed pressed against the floor.

“Tell the lord of Kei Province to forget about the dead king and work for the kingdom to atone for his crime. It is astonishing how quickly a kingdom without a ruler will decline. Let him be a pillar that saves the nation.”

“I will make sure he hears that.”

“I’ve heard that he is still in his provincial palace. Tell him to hurry up and take the throne already. It’s fine for him to be in charge until the next king or queen comes along. That way, he can work for the people,” the queen said stridently. “I’ll put this in writing. If anyone complains, you can tell them that the queen of Kyou recommended him.”

“What?!” Shoukei lifted her head. She could bear it no longer. “Gekkei is a traitor to the kingdom! He murdered his liege!”

Her eyes met with the queen on the throne. She looked to be about twelve or so, a girl with an innocent, cherubic air. The man who stood behind her was probably Kyouki, given that his hair was a coppery gold.

“Rulers bring ruin upon themselves.” The words spat out of the girl’s coral-colored lips. “Kings and queens are never murdered for crimes they didn’t commit.”

With that, the girl turned her eyes to the messenger.

“All right, there’s no need for you to stick around here. Get back to Kei Province and help your lord.”

The messenger prostrated himself deeply, evidently overcome with emotion, as he thanked the queen. Then he left the room, leaving Shoukei to stare up at the girl on the throne, all thoughts of etiquette absent from her mind.

“Which would you prefer? I make up an identity for you and plop you in town, or you become a palace maidservant?” asked the queen.

Shoukei’s cheeks burned at the question. A maidservant worked odd jobs around the palace, putting them at a lower position than even the most minor of officials. They didn’t even receive sagehood. This runt of a girl was basically saying, “Become my servant.”

The girl giggled. No doubt she saw the flush on Shoukei’s face.

“I can see you’ve got a lot of dignity to your name, if nothing else,” she said, then paused. “I’m not nearly as nice as the provincial lord of Kei. It’s your choice whether you go to a community house or become a maidservant. You can stay at a community house until you’re of age, but since you’re not a citizen of Kyou, you won’t get any land. You’ve got to work somewhere once you leave. Now which option do you prefer?”

“That’s hardly a choice…”

“I dislike you, you see.” The girl beamed. “The reason I took you in is because your presence hurts Hou as a kingdom. You’d better not get the impression that I feel sorry for you. Now what will you choose?”

I could never put up with being this girl’s plaything, Shoukei thought, but her memories soon stifled that feeling. The pigsty standards of living, the backbreaking labor, the windy houses. Her experiences in Hou put a damper on her ire.

“I’ll be your maidservant…” she said slowly.

“I see,” the girl murmured and then smiled. “Then you should learn how to prostrate yourself in front of a ruler. Don’t lift your head and don’t speak without being asked. That’s lesson number one.”

“Your Majesty.”

The queen’s servant spoke up as soon as they were back in the inner palace.

Shushou, queen of Kyou, turned around to look at him. “What is it?” she said in a singsong voice.

The golden-haired servant had a look of consternation on his face. “Your actions toward the princess are too severe.”

“Nonsense,” Shushou declared. “I’d sooner feel sorrier for the people of Hou who can’t let go of their hatred. You Kirin always let your compassion get the better of you. It really makes you lose sight of the forest for the trees.”

“But—”

Shushou smiled and peered up at Kyouki, who towered over her. Although Kirin tended to be slender in build, Kyou’s Kirin had a rather stocky frame.

“I’m the one who makes the rules,” she said, enunciating every word. “Got it?”

“But it is also the ruler’s duty to have compassion for the people,” Kyouki said sheepishly.

Shushou snorted. “I might be a queen, but I didn’t sign up to be a saint. Leave me out of that. Besides, last time I checked, you’re the servant here. Right?”

“Right…”

“Then keep your nitpicks to yourself,” Shushou said. “I’m not taking any advice about the Shoukei matter. Ruling a kingdom is a really big deal, you know. I’m not going to spare any pity for someone who goofed off and never thought about reprimanding her father once. I’m not like a Kirin—I only have so much sympathy in my soul.”

The Kirin’s face turned even more sheepish. The large man visibly wilted. “But…it’s a bridge too far to commend the provincial lord of Kei for the throne after he committed a violent rebellion. It’s almost as if you endorse hi—”

“I do endorse him.” Shushou plopped herself down on a chair. “He should rule the kingdom because he offed the king. I want him to at least have the temerity to call himself the king.”

“The heavens decide the ruler. I can’t believe you’d encourage someone who murdered a legitimate king. What if your actions bring ruin to Hou?”

Shushou rested her chin on her hands and sighed. “When we get refugees from Hou, it’s my problem.”

“Think about their troubles, not yours.”

Shushou pointed her finger at Kyouki. “You really are such a dummy sometimes. Don’t you have any thoughts in that noggin besides feeling sorry for people? Hou is already on the road to destruction. The lord of Kei Province needs to take responsibility and do what he can to support the kingdom. After all, Hou doesn’t have a Kirin right now.”

Kyouki looked around himself hurriedly. “Your Maje—”

“No one’s around,” Shushou declared. “The messenger couldn’t exactly say so, you know? Mount Hou has no Kirin at the moment. It’s going to take many more years than they imagine until the kingdom gets a shiny new ruler. If they spill the beans on that, the people will fall into despair and things will get even worse.”

The Kirin of Hou was meant to choose the next ruler, yet there were no Kirin on Mount Hou. The sage women there served the gods, and given that the kings and queens were forbidden from setting foot on the mountain, news of any strange happenings there was unlikely to spread.

Three years ago, a Shoku raced across Kyou and toward Hou. What if it broke out in the Five Great Mountains? When Shushou made inquiries, she learned that every palace door at Mount Hou was shut. The doors would have been open for a Kirin if one was around.

When asked if Houki—the Kirin was male, apparently—was well, the sage women only gave vague replies. Upon further investigation, Shushou’s suspicion became certainty. There were no Kirin on Mount Hou.

Shushou sighed.

“The lord of Kei Province has got to take the mantle. The man understands how things work. Nobody knows how long it will take for a Kirin to appear and choose Hou’s next monarch.” She paused. “That’s why I egged him on. Do you have a problem with that?”

“Your Majesty…”

Shushou wriggled her legs, sending her shoes flying.

“It’s Chuutatsu’s fault that this is happening. His fault, and everyone who enabled him. That’s why I dislike Shoukei,” she said tartly. “If you can get that through your softy brain, go and get me my shoes.”

2

“IT’S FREEZING.”

Rangyoku’s breath left a white trail in the morning air.

She was in Kokei in Hokui County in Ei Province in the Eastern Kingdom of Kei. Hokui County was situated northwest of the kingdom’s capital of Gyouten. The Hokui County palace at Kokei enjoyed a long history, owing to its strategic placement on the intersection of a highway that connected the Kyokai to the east and the Blue Sea to the west. Because of this, Kokei itself was referred to interchangeably as “Hokui.”

Towns generally evolved out of villages, and Kokei was no exception. Its adjoining town expanded in scope over the years, however, eventually taking over the key position on the highway. As a result, the tiny village clung northeast to the enormous town, appearing like a lump from a distance. Although “Kokei” was written on the town gates, nobody called it that. As far as everyone was concerned, the town was Hokui and the tiny village attached to it was Kokei.

Rangyoku crouched in an inconspicuous corner of Kokei, scooping water from a well as she gazed around at her surroundings. Beyond the tall walls, she could see a mountain; its trees were withered from the winter’s onslaught. The treetops, bereft of their leaves, glistened white from dew. The clouds hung heavy in the sky.

“I’m guessing it’ll snow,” Rangyoku muttered.

She walked through the back entrance of the house—or rather, the community house. Rangyoku had no parents, hence why the community house took care of her.

“You’re up early, Rangyoku.”

When Rangyoku entered the kitchen, an old man lifted his head from the brazier. He was sitting on the dirt floor, feeding charcoal to the fire. The man’s name was Enho, and he was the administrator of the community house.

“Good morning,” Rangyoku said politely.

“It takes a rare youngster to start the day earlier than us old folk. Here I was, planning on waking you all up after getting everything ready, but that’s not happening anymore, I see.”

Rangyoku giggled as she emptied her pail of water into an earthenware pot. She was fond of the local administrator. She knew that he wouldn’t get out of bed earlier than her out of concern that he might accidentally wake up the children. Knowing him, he would just wait in his bed for them to rise.

“It looks like it’s going to snow.”

“That explains why the water’s so cold. You’d best scoot over here by the fire.”

“I’m fine.” Rangyoku smiled as she placed a lid over the large pot on the stove. Warm steam wafted across the room.

Enho placed one of the small braziers by the taps to make things easier for Rangyoku as she made breakfast. She boiled scraps of vegetables and meat in a broth, then dropped a clipping of pasty wheat into the mix.

“A new girl’s coming today, right?” Rangyoku looked back over her shoulder. Enho nodded, confirming that the community house would receive a new addition. “I wonder if I should make breakfast for her.”

“Why? I suppose she’ll be here in the afternoon or evening.”

“You have a point.”

When Rangyoku first left the town, the local administrator had been an irascible old woman, but she had passed away when Rangyoku returned. Her replacement, Enho, was not originally from this village. Rangyoku felt uneasy when she first learned that the new administrator was an unfamiliar face, but now she felt grateful to him.

“Morning!” Keikei bounced into the room.

“Oho, you’re an early riser too, Keikei,” said Enho.

“The cold woke me up.”

Chuckling at the way her younger brother stamped his feet on the dirt floors, Rangyoku poured him some water from the bucket. She then placed a stone she’d warmed over Enho’s brazier inside it. The quiet hiss it made felt like the embodiment of winter.

“Make sure you wash your face properly. Tip the water out outside, okay?”

“’Kay.” Keikei nodded before plunging his head straight into the bucket.

Rangyoku smiled as she watched him. There were three other children in the community house, but they were slow risers who took advantage of the fact that Enho never scolded them. Being longtime residents, they probably thought of Enho as a pleasant change of pace from their previous strict administrator. Enho was no doubt aware of that, given that he told them to sleep in for as long as they wanted.

“It’s soooo cold.” White breath emanated from Keikei’s mouth as he opened the back door and tipped the water out.

“It’s better than last year, though, wouldn’t you say? There’s less snow too.”

It had been half a year since the new queen’s succession. The natural disasters came to a complete stop, just as the elders said they would. Kei saw unusually heavy snowfall last year that outright wiped out some of the affected villages.

“I prefer the snow,” Keikei said.

Braziers were the main source of heat. On especially cold days, people would boil a large pot of water on the stove and huddle together around the steam for warmth. Rich families owned their own hearths, and the even wealthier ones possessed heated platforms known as kou, which passed warm air through the walls and floor. Very few people in Kei could afford those, however.

The houses here seldom even had glass in their windows. It was common to place wooden shutters across the windows and strips of paper on the inside so that some amount of sunlight could shine through while blocking the wind. Cotton was a precious commodity, so people mainly stuffed their straw stocks from the fall into their bedding. It was hard to even obtain cotton for clothing. The charcoal for braziers didn’t come cheap either, which meant that houses were always chilly.

The northern kingdoms were far colder than Kei, but Kei’s impoverished state meant that it was ill-equipped to fend off the cold. As a natural consequence of this, the winters were harsher in Kei.

Rangyoku liked winter in spite of it all. She was not alone in this—all the children in the community house felt the same. People generally lived in hamlets on the outskirts of town between spring and fall, leaving only the community house residents or the village hall officials around for most of the year. In the winters, the hamlet dwellers returned to the village, where they would weave clothes and baskets in large ensembles. The company was nice to have.

Rangyoku opened the pot lid.

“Go wake everyone up, Keikei. Breakfast is ready.”

Rangyoku was divvying up the dumpling soup into the bowls when she heard an abrupt scream from the courtyard.

She swung around, startled, just as Keikei came sprinting back from the other building.

“Sis!”

“What happened?!”

Keikei was not the one who screamed—in fact, the screaming was ongoing.

“It’s…a youma!” Keikei sobbed.

Enho stood up. Rangyoku clapped her hands to her mouth, stifling a scream of her own.

“Go out the back and head for the village shrine.” Enho nudged Keikei’s back. “Run to the Riboku and stay put there. All right?”

“What about you, Mister Enho?”

“I’ll be right there. Wait there for me.”

Enho gave a nod to Rangyoku. You go on ahead, he was telling her. Rangyoku nodded back at him and grabbed Keikei’s hand. Just as they rushed through the back entrance, she heard the flapping of wings outside. It had to be a massive creature to produce such a searing sound.

Rangyoku instinctively backed off and closed the door. Not a second later, she spotted a winged tiger swoop downward—a Kyuuki.

Enho was out of the room and en route to investigate the source of the screaming when he heard her. “Rangyoku?” He turned around.

“Out back,” Rangyoku gasped. “A Kyuuki!”

Keikei let out an anguished cry and began to bawl. Kyuuki devoured any human on sight. A vicious, man-eating youma spelled the end of the village. Deep chaos still ravaged the land.

Bam! The back door rattled. Rangyoku sprang back, pulling Keikei along with her. Enho practically carried them into the main hall. Behind him, the Kyuuki clawed the door apart, sending chips of wood flying. Rangyoku closed the door of the main hall, then sprinted for the courtyard.

They had to make it to the village shrine. Youma never attacked anything under a Riboku.

The hallway to the courtyard went by in a blur. They sprinted down the stone steps and emerged onto the front garden. Behind them, the children carried on screaming.

Rangyoku wanted to help them, but she had no power to do so. She keenly understood that abandoning them was an awful thing to do—if Keikei were there, she would have run back for him, no matter what it took.

I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.

Just when they reached the bottom of the gates, Keikei let out a scream. Rangyoku instinctively glanced over her shoulder at where he was looking. The Kyuuki was crouched on top of the inner gates. Rangyoku could only watch as it lunged straight for them.

“Get moving!” Enho cut in front of her. “Get out of here and don’t look back!”

“No!” Keikei gripped Enho’s sleeve.

“I can’t allow children to die.”

“Mister Enho!”

Rangyoku tugged Keikei’s hand. As long as he gets out safe! Even if it meant abandoning Enho and using herself as a human shield down the road, Rangyoku was satisfied as long as her little brother lived.

The Kyuuki licked its lips and crouched low. When she saw it swoop, Rangyoku pulled Keikei’s hand—and in that moment, a streak of red ran right past her eyes.

“Huh?”

A flash of red hair. The afterimage of a person dashing past.

When Rangyoku turned around, she saw a flutter of red and the sharp glint of a naked sword blade tracing an arc through the air.

It appeared to be a slender boy. When he and the swooping Kyuuki clashed, Rangyoku squeezed her arms around her little brother’s body.

The Kyuuki sported claws, fangs, and thick, log-like limbs. Its entire body was forged like a deadly weapon, yet the sword danced through it with perfect ease. Blood spurted as its arm was dislodged, its steely claws still extended. The youma threw its head back and howled, which was exactly when the sword’s tip plunged into its throat. The boy then drew the sword back out and slashed deeply into the Kyuuki’s thick neck.

Thud. The Kyuuki landed sideways. Nimbly evading the youma’s collapsing form, the boy ran up to its head. He plunged his sword down, both his hands on the hilt. The sheer downward momentum forced him to one knee. The head came off in a single instant.

Rangyoku fell weakly to her knees.

“No way,” she breathed.

She couldn’t believe it. How could anyone slay a Kyuuki?


[image: ]


There was no time to close her eyes. Or even scream. Rangyoku sat on the ground, clutching Keikei in her arms. The boy shook the blood off his sword as he turned around.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

She shook her head. It was the only response she could muster. Enho stared open-mouthed, his arms frozen in a raised position from when he was trying to shield the children. After a moment, it finally occurred to him to lower his hands.

“You are—” Enho began.

But then Keikei screamed at the boy, “Behind you!”

The boy swung around without missing a beat. Just as he unsheathed his sword, another Kyuuki came flying from inside the complex. It lunged at the boy as if it were attempting to ram into him.

The boy, however, dodged smoothly, causing the Kyuuki’s blood-smeared fangs to gnash at nothing but air. The boy then retaliated with a downward slash on the back of the youma’s head. When the Kyuuki threw its head back, the boy stabbed its shoulder. Then, in the same motion in which he pulled out the sword, he ran the blade through the Kyuuki’s twisting, writhing neck.

Once again, he made it look easy.

The boy pulled the sword out of the dead Kyuuki’s neck and tottered forward. Rangyoku found the sight strangely endearing. The boy looked so light and flimsy next to the Kyuuki.

“That was awesome!” Keikei exclaimed, pulling away from Rangyoku’s arms and standing up.

The boy shook the blood off the sword once more and turned around. “You don’t seem hurt.”

“Yeah, I’m good. Hey, Mister, you were totally amazing.” An easy smile came to Keikei’s face.

Meanwhile, the boy turned his gaze to the community house complex. “The screams have stopped…”

Enho staggered to his knees, his eyes transfixed in the direction the boy was looking.

“The other children—”

The boy did not let him finish the sentence. Without the slightest bit of difficulty, he leaped over the Kyuuki’s corpse and dashed off inside. Rangyoku and the others hurriedly followed him into a side room—where they encountered the scene of a tragedy.

Nobody was breathing. Not one of the three children, whose ages ranged between seven and fifteen, was alive. They had all been part of the community house right up until that very morning.

The window was wide open, and the door swayed in the silence. A cold breeze blew inside, causing a chill to fall over the surroundings. With all the blood sprayed across the room, still fresh and pungent, it was a wonder that it produced no steam.

Rangyoku and the others lay the deceased down in the courtyard and covered their bodies with mats. The villagers came over when they heard the commotion and soon got involved, offering condolences to the community house’s remaining residents and mourning the dead as they carried the remains to the village hall. At some point, the news must have spread to other parts, because unfamiliar faces swarmed the scene.

Rangyoku glanced at the gawkers, then looked up at the boy, who stood in the courtyard with his sword raised as he paid respect to the dead. He had red hair and deep green eyes. His skin showed a healthy tan. Although he wore a short, plain-looking hou, his swordplay against the Kyuuki was a feat to behold.

“Um…thank you,” Rangyoku said hesitantly. “You saved us.”

“Don’t mention it,” the boy replied. His voice was quiet, though it also came off as curt. Guessing from his height, Rangyoku thought he looked a little younger than she was. He was roughly as tall as her.

“Are you from Hokui?” she asked, seeing as she had never spotted his face around the village.

To this, she received a no, which she found puzzling. The fact that all of this happened in the early morning was the biggest source of mystery. The gates opened at dawn, which implied that he camped outside the village the night before and entered first thing in the morning.

When Rangyoku mentioned this, the boy nodded smoothly. “I camped, yes. Although I considered asking a hamlet to take me in for the night, none of them were occupied.”

The idea of someone begging to stay in a hamlet at this time of year was bewildering to Rangyoku, though she quickly revised her train of thought. “Did you come from the south, by any chance? From Kou or Sou?” She’d heard that in the warmer kingdoms far to the south, many people stayed in their hamlets during the winter.

“No. En.”

“En’s a cold kingdom, isn’t it? The hamlets there would be empty around now.”

“I suppose they would be.”

Rangyoku heard chuckling. She turned around and saw Enho approaching. He had just come back after dropping Keikei off to a neighbor’s care.

“The kid’s a Kaikyaku,” Enho said.

Rangyoku looked up at the boy in surprise.

Enho’s gaze trailed up at him too. “You’re Youshi Chuu, aren’t you?”

“That’s right,” said the boy. “I suppose you would be Enho-san, then?”

Enho nodded and turned to Rangyoku. “This is the girl I told you about. She’ll be staying in the community house. I hope you can be friends.”

“What? But…”

Rangyoku stared at the individual before her. Enho had told her that the newcomer would be a girl around her age.

Finally, Rangyoku exclaimed, “Oh, gosh, I’m sorry! I made a wrong assumption.”

The other girl flashed a smile. “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it.”

Enho glanced at Rangyoku. “Youshi, this girl is Rangyoku. She’s part of the community house. She’s the older sister of that kid you saved earlier.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Youshi bowed lightly.

“Likewise.” Rangyoku smiled.

Enho nudged Rangyoku. “Now go and get changed. You’d best go see Keikei. He got quite the scare.”

“Right.” Rangyoku trotted off.

Once she was gone, Enho looked back up at the girl beside him. “I cannot speak to you with deference. It could expose you to others.”

“That’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

“My apologies, but I’ll be treating you as a member of the community house.”

“That’s exactly why I came here.”

Listening to the girl’s quiet voice, Enho met her eyes and nodded. “I must thank you for saving us.”

“I see that youma still attack villages like these.”

“They show up less often,” Enho said, “now that Kei has a new queen.”

3

AS SHE WAITED FOR THE BOAT TO DEPART, SUZU leaned on its side and peered closely at her Seiken passport. A Seiken was a small wooden token that travelers carried on their person.

The kingdom gave people the land upon which they lived, which meant that when a person left their assigned land, they would lose their government protections. This was where the Seiken came in. Its front displayed the individual’s surname, while the back showed the name of the administrative office that issued it. The bureaucrats would place the Seiken over the individual’s family registry and carve three notches with a knife. Comparing the two would prove the Seiken’s veracity in case of a dispute. Sometimes, the back of the Seiken would even list the name of the individual who certified it.

With a Seiken in hand, a citizen could seek protection at the nearest government office even when abroad. This applied to domestic and foreign travelers alike. Those without a Seiken were called drifter ex-citizens, and they forfeited legal protections. Even a trip to a next-door village required a Seiken if it operated under a different government jurisdiction. Thus, everyone made it a habit to keep it on their person at all times.

Suzu’s Seiken had the royal seal on its back, meaning that the queen of Sai herself issued it. She also gifted Suzu a generous travel allowance, which she deposited in the Kaishin at Yuunei.

The Kaishin held considerable influence. It had strong ties with organizations—called guilds—across different cities in the Twelve Kingdoms. They issued seals of certification called Rakkan, which they branded onto a small strip of wood affixed to the Seiken. Anyone with a Rakkan could withdraw money at any guild-affiliated Kaishin. The Rakkan had a withdraw limit written in code that only the Kaishin could read.

“Incredible,” Suzu murmured, stashing the Seiken neatly away into her pocket and tying a string across the sash inside.

It was a pity that she couldn’t work in the royal palace, she thought, but this was still a step in a positive direction. Kouko ordered a minor official to escort her to Eiso on the coast of the Kyokai, where she would be allowed passage across the sea. That leg of the journey took ten days on beastback.

At the coast, the minor official asked if Suzu preferred a passenger or cargo boat. The passenger craft only traveled as far as Sou, which meant that she would have to take multiple boats to reach her destination. Meanwhile, the cargo ship would circle the Kyokai with a stop at Kei on its way to En. Suzu said that she didn’t mind the cargo ship, so the minor official put in a word for her to the captain.

With that, her journey to Kei began. With a Seiken stamped by the queen of Sai herself, it wouldn’t be difficult for Suzu to arrange an audience with the queen of Kei.

I can meet her.

A fellow compatriot of Hourai. The one and only person in this land who could understand Suzu.

The boat was small and had only one tan-colored sail. Given the lack of good ports outside the Twelve Kingdoms, large vessels could not travel through the Kyokai. This ship mainly transported goods, though it also took human passengers on request.

A small wheel was attached to the top of the mast. Called the Fair Winds Wheel, it was a good luck charm created by the kingdom’s Ministry of Winter.

How nostalgic.

Suzu peered down at the dark waters from the side of the boat. A jet-black sea with twinkling lights like stars. It was the first thing she saw after she was swept away from her beloved homeland. Suzu didn’t know a thing back then. She couldn’t have fathomed just how far her old world would fall beyond her reach.

She hadn’t even known that the twinkling lights in the sea were fish. The ayakashi fish looked tiny because they emitted light from deep underwater, but they were actually huge enough to swallow a barge. Still, they weren’t dangerous, given that they never surfaced unless there was a storm. Most of the youma that attacked humans were mammals and birds that came from the Yellow Sea.

The boat departed from a southern port in Sai, heading east along the Kyokai. The reason it traveled along the Kyokai instead of going across the inland sea was because they wouldn’t be able to get to Kei without stopping at Kou that way. Kou was currently in chaos due to the passing of its king.

“Normally, you don’t see huge swarms of youma. Maybe once every three or five years,” explained a sailor she’d gotten to know. “They’re worse than the natural disasters. It’s particularly bad at the Sonkai Gate, which connects to the Reison Gate. We had some people come back from En via the inland sea, and they said the youma were coming out in droves from the Yellow Sea. They were blotting out the sun, even.”

“Wow…”

The Vajra Mountains formed a circular wall around the center of the world, and on the other side lay the Yellow Sea, which could only be accessed through the four Rei gates. The southeast gate was called the Reison Gate, and the body of water that separated Kou and the Yellow Sea was known as the Sonkai Gate.

“The king of Kou must have screwed up big time. It’s only been a matter of months since he died, but look at the mess he made. The people of Kou are in real trouble. Who knows how bad things are gonna get before their next ruler shows up?”

“Right…”

This world was such a strange place, Suzu thought. A god in the sky apparently created everything, babies literally grew on trees, and there were so many strange creatures lurking about. It was enough to make Suzu think that maybe there was a god—but in that case, why didn’t he make it so that the kingdoms stayed healthy?

If there is a god, he should have made it so that there’s no Kaikyaku.

He should have saved Suzu.

The boat traveled east along the coast of Sou, making three stops along the way. The last stop was at a small island port away from Kou’s mainland. From there, the boat headed north along the sea between Kou and Shun. The waters were now dark navy blue—ever so slightly lighter than before.

“Why is the sea a different color…?” Suzu asked, resting her elbows planted on the side of the boat. Just as she sank her chin in her hands, a voice suddenly chirped up beside her.

“’Cause it’s shallower.”

A flustered Suzu turned around and saw a young boy right next to her, stretching as he gazed out at the sea. Although Suzu was the only passenger at first, eight more people came on board across the three stops. She recalled that at Bokko, the last port they moored at, a child came on board.

“What do you mean by shallow?” she asked.

“The less water there is down below, the bluer it gets,” said the boy. “Wow, lady, you don’t know much about the world, huh?”

Suzu glowered slightly at the rascal. “I’ve never lived near the sea before.”

“Huh. Makes sense.” The boy let go of the handrail and flashed her a grin. He seemed about twelve or so. He had a lightly freckled face and orange hair. When he smiled, his whole face seemed to light up.

After a pause, Suzu asked, “Are you headed to En? Or Kei?”

“Kei,” he answered.

“Oh, really?” Suzu smiled. “I’m Suzu. Nice to meet you.”

The boy cocked his head. “Weird name.”

“Yeah. I’m a Kaikyaku.”

“What’s that?”

Apparently, there were things that even the people from this side didn’t know.

“I came from Hourai. The sea carried me here.”

“Whoaaaa!” The boy’s jaw dropped. “Really? That’s crazy!”

“It is, but not in the way you think. I’ve had it really rough. I can’t ever go back home again.”

“Hmm.” The boy hummed and stretched again. He peered over the side of the boat and into the sea. “You got unlucky, lady.”

“Yeah…”

The waves glistened as they splashed against the ship’s side, vivid and clear against the water’s dark surface. When Suzu turned her eyes to the open sea, the horizon carved a distinct line against the sky.

The land of Suzu’s birth lay somewhere far, far beyond. How bitterly she wept when she heard that it was impossible to return. When she learned that sages were capable of crossing the Kyokai, she dreamed naively of rising through the ranks by serving Riyou. Hope transformed into despair when she discovered that it was a right only given to flying immortals of haku rank or higher.

“Cheer up.” The boy prodded Suzu’s arm. “You’re not alone in not being able to see your family again. Plenty of people are like that.”

Suzu scowled at him. “Not plenty. There aren’t many Kaikyaku around at all.”

“It’s not just Kaikyaku, though. When a kingdom goes off the deep end, the houses burn down and people wind up stranded.”

“That’s different! You can at least return to the same location. If your house burned down, just rebuild it. Do you know what it means to be separated from a place you love forever?”

The boy looked up at Suzu with an awkward frown. “It is the same thing, though…”

“You don’t get it because you’re a kid.”

The boy puffed out his cheeks. “Doesn’t matter if you’re a kid or an adult. Sadness hits the same. It hurts when you can’t go home. Plenty of people know what that’s like.”

“How many times do I have to tell you it’s not the same thing?!”

The boy pouted harder. “Whatever. Cry yourself a river. Sorry for interrupting your pity party,” he said tartly, turning around.

All the people here are like this. None of them understand a thing.

“Stupid kid!”

The boy did not turn around.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Seishuu,” he said, his back turned to her.
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Chapter Six

1

“YOUKO SKIPPED TOWN?!”

Rakushun’s furry tail stood on end. Rokuta watched him in amusement, then motioned with his finger for him to calm down. He glanced around the hall, which was filled with diners and waiters.

“Keep it down.”

“Ah… Sorry.”

Rokuta grinned. He picked up the bandana that had fallen to the floor and brushed it with slight irritation. He looked like a normal boy as long as his hair was covered.

“She just left home for a bit… Said she wanted a passport.”

“But why would she—?”

“Who knows?” Rokuta stuffed a dumpling into his mouth. “Bet she’s got a lot going on. She seemed kinda down when we last saw her.”

“Yeah,” Rakushun muttered.

“Youko takes her job seriously, and the people over there are massive sticks-in-the-mud. None of them are the type to chill out just because you tell them to.”

Rakushun nodded. He picked up his chopsticks again, then paused. “Shucks, I was planning on paying her a quick visit…”

The university had a long break over the two months in which the New Year celebrations took place.

“Talk about a mother hen.” Rokuta cast Rakushun a look of wry amusement.

Rakushun’s whiskers drooped in dejection. “And I wanted to pick up Mom while I have the chance.”

Rakushun’s former home—the Kingdom of Kou—was in shambles, for its king had finally passed. Rokuta recalled Rakushun saying that he would invite his mother to his new home.

“Plus, I wanted to learn a thing or two about the other kingdoms and get a look-see at Kei.”

“It’s nice to broaden your horizons… Oh, right.” Rokuta pointed his dumpling skewer at Rakushun. “I can get your mom out of Kou. Do you wanna check out Ryuu?”

Rakushun blinked. “Ryuu?”

Rokuta nodded and lowered his voice. “Youma have been showing up on the coasts of Ryuu these days.”

Rakushun blanched. “Really?”

“People have been saying they’re drifting over from Tai, ’cept youma never cross the borders into healthy kingdoms. Something’s fishy.”

Rakushun seemed to mull over this.

“I’m looking for someone who’s got the time and interest to scope the place out. What do you say, Rakushun? You’d be doing me a favor.”

After a pause, Rakushun said, “Fine, I can go.”

Rokuta flashed him a toothy grin. “Nice. I’m getting a weird feeling about all of this. Tai, Kei, and Kou are circling the drain. And now Ryuu too? None of the kingdoms around En seem to be getting a break.”

“You can say that again.”

“If there’s something up at Ryuu, I gotta know pronto. Sorry to impose on you like this. I’ll make up for it by looking out for Youko and your mom.”

Rakushun nodded. His thoughts turned to the east.

“Youko will be okay,” said Rokuta.

Rakushun glanced at him.

“Have faith in her. Sure, she’s in a messy situation for now, but knowing her, she’ll pull through just fine,” Rokuta said. “You know the saying, ‘Nostalgia for the virtuoso’?”

“No,” Rakushun said quietly.

“It’s what they say in Kei. People there look back on the good old days when they had a king. Can’t really blame them when they had a string of terrible queens. I had the same thought when I heard they were getting yet another queen.” Rokuta paused. “But hey, my worries didn’t last long. People are doubting Youko because she’s a woman. We gotta believe in her if no one else will.”

Rokuta grinned, prompting Rakushun to follow suit with a smile of his own.

“Yeah… You’re right.”

Ei Province, home to Kei’s capital of Gyouten, had a curved, bow-like shape. Hokui County lay at the northeast tip of the bow, which meant that it was still quite some distance west of Gyouten in the center. At the eastern tip of the county was the town of Kokei, which people called Hokui. Just across the river was Wa Province, and the largest city in the vicinity was Takuhou.

Rangyoku clapped her hands together at a small cemetery outside the town of Hokui. The graves were for the community house’s deceased children. The community house took care of them after their parents died, but thanks to the youma that continued to roam the land, there was to be no happy ending for them either. Even half a month later, Rangyoku’s heart weighed heavily whenever she thought of the fear and anguish they must have experienced in their last moments.

She eventually returned to the cemetery’s gate, where she left the mountain goats, and led them back to the village. During the daytime, she let them roam around the vacant fields near town. Now she was on her way back to the barn.

Rangyoku lived in Kokei, the village adjacent to Hokui. When she happened to glance up in the direction she was walking, Kokei looked like an outgrowth. It was a somewhat miserable sight, she thought, as she shepherded the goats through the cold breeze. She entered the town via Kokei’s gates and returned to the community house.

She had just walked through the community house’s back entrance and into the barn when Keikei came running out of the same entrance for his evening chores. Rangyoku saw Youshi next to him.

“Welcome home,” Keikei chirped loudly.

Youshi, meanwhile, simply offered a light greeting. As Rangyoku returned the gesture with a small smile, she found herself reflecting on the girl’s oddities. She said she was a Kaikyaku—perhaps that explained it. Although Enho said she was a new resident to the community house, he treated her more like a guest.

Villages were generally run by the village chief and local administrator. The chief presided over the village hall and officiated at the shrine, while the administrator served as a consultant and aide. The administrator was always the village’s most senior citizen, and they also doubled as the elementary school teacher and overseer of the community house. Enho, however, was not originally from Kokei. When Rangyoku asked around, she found out that he came from Baku Province in the western part of Kei—which was all well and good, except villagers usually appointed fellow locals as chiefs and administrators.

Enho’s a strange one, now that I think about it, Rangyoku mused. She had no idea how he ended up in his role. The village chief treated him as a person of much higher authority. He also entertained many guests from distant parts who would stay over at the community house and chat with him. Who they were or why they visited Enho in particular were mysteries to Rangyoku. He never gave her a straight answer when she asked him. All she knew was that every visitor asked Enho to teach them things with utmost respect, and they would always stay in a building specifically for guests.

A community house generally consisted of four buildings. One was the main residence for orphans and the elderly. Another was the communal hall, where the villagers got together in the winters. During the day, it was a workshop for making clothes and miscellany, while at night it was a place for mingling and drinking. The guest quarters were for villagers or outsiders to stay. This was attached to a garden, which contained a study where Enho spent most of his time. The residents of the community house worked to ensure the hospitality of everyone else who used the facilities.

Youshi stayed in the guest quarters on Enho’s orders. People who didn’t live in the main residence didn’t count as members of the community house. Only locals could live in a community house, after all, and Youshi was certainly not a local.

This is weird.

Rangyoku left the goats with Keikei and returned to the kitchen with Youshi. She watched Youshi as she tipped water from the well outside into a jug, just as Rangyoku instructed her to.

Other than the fact that she slept in the guest quarters, Youshi lived almost identically to any other community house resident. She helped out in the kitchen and cleaned. The only difference was that she used her free time to visit Enho’s study to talk with him after the chores were done.

“Youshi’s a Kaikyaku, so I’m teaching her about the way of things in these parts,” Enho had told Rangyoku, although she wasn’t quite convinced that this was the whole story.

“Is something the matter?” Youshi asked suddenly.

Rangyoku blinked. At some point, her hands had gone still, which Youshi apparently noticed.

“Ah… No. It’s nothing.”

Youshi still looked puzzled, so Rangyoku decided to pitch a blunt question. “Why did you come to Kokei?”

“Ah,” Youshi said quietly. “Somebody introduced me to Enho when I mentioned not knowing much about things around here. One thing led to another, and here I am.”

“Is Enho an important person? He seems to have a lot of guests.”

“I’m not sure. When I speak to him, I get the impression that he’s a wise man.”

“Hmm…”

Having finished drawing water, Youshi went on to wash the vegetables. Then, as Youshi chopped the vegetables, Rangyoku raised a tentative question.

“Um… What’s it like in Hourai?” The elders said it was a land of the gods, a utopia with no suffering or sorrow.

Youshi smiled wryly. “It’s not much different from here. It’s got war and natural disasters.”

“Oh, I see…” This revelation came as both a slight relief and a disappointment.

“Can I ask you something?” Youshi asked.

Rangyoku paused what she was doing. “What is it?”

“Is Rangyoku your courtesy name?”

“No. It’s my birth name.”

“It’s confusing how people have so many different names here,” Youshi said. She sighed with such genuine befuddlement that Rangyoku couldn’t help but laugh.

“I take it that you don’t have courtesy names in Hourai. Your family name at birth is what they write in the register. Your courtesy name is what people call you. Apparently, people in the past never called others by their birth names, and even nowadays there are some old-fashioned types who hate being addressed that way, but I don’t mind it. My surname is So. When I come of age, I get to pick my own surname and how to spell it, but I’m not an adult yet.”

“Adult” referred to the age of majority. When an individual turned twenty, the kingdom gave them their own land so that they could live independently. This was known as “field gifting.” The age of majority for field gifting was uniquely calculated by the traditional age reckoning system where everyone’s ages went up on New Year’s Day, regardless of the date they were born. This was because the field gifting took place during the farming off-season around the New Year.

Youshi grimaced. “The fact that there are all these different ways of counting ages is also confusing.”

“Most of the time, we count ages based on birth date. Makes sense, since we have conscripted labor here. If you based it on the New Year, then two people could be seventeen but have completely different body sizes, you know?”

People received their land and paid taxes when they reached the age of majority, but conscripted labor applied to anyone, regardless of age. In extreme emergencies, even children as young as ten could be conscripted to build flood banks, dig trenches, build villages and hamlets, and so forth. Some unlucky individuals were conscripted for war, though this very rarely applied to people under the age of eighteen. Nevertheless, in times of great duress, the age of conscription inevitably lowered.

“Apparently, they used the New Year system to count the ages for conscripted labor back in the past. That was a really long time ago,” Rangyoku explained.

“Hmm…”

“Is there no conscripted labor in Hourai?”

Youshi shook her head. A faintly wry smile came over her lips. “No…although it did feel as if we were in conscripted labor all year round.”

“Oh?”

“Adults work until late at night. Children study until late at night,” Youshi said. “We weren’t forced into doing it, but you stood to lose a lot of things if you didn’t work yourself to the bone. Some people worked until midnight or even dawn.”

“That sounds excessive…” Rangyoku muttered.

Just then, Keikei came running toward them, having finished tending the goats. “Done!” he announced in a chipper tone.

When he asked for his next job, Rangyoku said, “Okay, wipe down the table and bring out the bowls and chopsticks.”

“’Kay.”

Keikei scampered off with a dish cloth. Youshi watched him with smiling eyes. “Keikei’s a hardworking kid.”

Rangyoku nodded readily. “I know, right?”

Youshi smiled at the pride in Rangyoku’s tone. Then, after a thoughtful pause, she asked, “Is Keikei his birth name?”

“It’s a nickname. People call him that because he’s a child. His real name is Rankei.”

Youshi chuckled. “This place really is confusing.”
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YOUKO DID NOT HAVE A DETAILED PICTURE OF who Enho was. Keiki had arranged for her to stay at this community house and asked Enho to be her tutor. According to Keiki, Enho was a most excellent teacher, though he offered no further details when pressed. The most he said was that he was an administrator in the village of Kokei.

Evidently, Enho was in communication with Keiki, because the day after Youko arrived at the community house, he told her to come to his study every day in the afternoon and after dinner. The first few days were for small talk. Over the next several days, he asked about her personal history. Then he questioned her about Hourai—what was it like to live there? What was its geography? What kind of industries existed? How did its governance work? What did the people there think? What did they desire?

Whenever she talked with Enho, Youko frequently caught herself feeling dismayed. How could she know so little about her former country? She had to admit it was pathetic.

She put the lunch utensils away and slipped down the hallway to the study, sighing as she did so. She wondered if this was going to be another question-and-answer session. Youko was starting to realize how little she knew with each passing day.

Enho wasn’t in the study when she arrived. Looking around, she found him in the garden, sitting in a gazebo-shaped arbor designed for drinking tea.

“Here you are.” She strode down the hallway toward the arbor.

Enho beamed, his expression as sunny as the sky smiling on him. “It’s a lovely day today. Why don’t you take a seat too, Youshi?”

“All right.” Youko obediently sat down on a stool in the arbor.

“This is your first winter in this land. How are you faring?”

“It doesn’t feel much different from Japan.”

“I see.” Enho nodded. “Kei is blessed in that sense. Its winters are mild compared to the northern kingdoms. Those who have lost their homes and cannot afford to stay at inns set up tents of cloth and sticks to protect themselves from the elements. That would not be an option for them in the north, for they would certainly freeze to death. Moreover, the crop yields are slim in those parts. In the warmer kingdoms, you can scrape together a living as long as you sow seeds, but such is not the case over there.”

Then Enho asked, “What do you believe is the most essential thing in winter?”

“A…warm house?”

Enho stroked his beard. “I see. So that is what a life in Hourai would lead you to think. No, the answer is not a house. It is food. Your opinion is that of a person who has never lived in a starving country.”

Youko hung her head in embarrassment.

“It is a particularly severe problem in the northern kingdoms. If the summer is even slightly poor, it will affect crop yields in fall. Taxes must be paid on even a modest harvest. Then you must store a fraction of the grain to plant in the next year. Should you consume it all, you will most certainly perish from hunger in the future. Even if you do have plenty, it can be difficult to move the goods around in winter. There are kingdoms where the soil is too frozen for even a starving person to dig for roots.”

“Right,” Youko said quietly.

“I can see from our discussions that you are perturbed.”

Youko gazed at the side of Enho’s face. “Were you…testing me?”

“No. I would not do such a thing. I merely wished to ascertain the root of your problem… Youshi, I can see that you are unfamiliar with our ways. The differences between our lands are vast. You would struggle to understand any kingdom on this side.”

“Right.” Youko gazed at her feet.

For his part, Enho looked at the garden for a while in wordless silence.

“A kingdom is built upon its land,” he declared suddenly. Youko instinctively straightened up. “Every citizen receives land when they come of age. An individual receives a single pu, which is a hundred mu, or a hundred square bu. There is one sei for every nine pu. Eight households together own one sei, one ri, and nine hundred square mu.”

Youko winced. “Wait a moment. The measurements…”

Rokuta, the Kirin of En, frequently crossed the Kyokai, and was quite knowledgeable about the two sides. He even brought back textbooks and small tools from his travels. According to him, one bu was equivalent to about 135 centimeters.

“If a bu is 135 centimeters, and a ri is 300 bu…”

Enho chuckled as he watched Youko perform the conversions. “What a peculiar way of thinking about it. A bu is two ki. This is a ki.”

Enho took one step forward.

“A stride is one ki. Two strides is a bu.”

Youko was silent for a moment. “Oh,” she mustered finally. “I see.”

“In terms of height, one stride is one bu, and in terms of area, a bu is one stride across a square distance.” Enho paused. “This is a shaku.”

He laid out his palms, fingers outstretched.

“These hands cover one shaku. A shaku is ten sun. A sun is about the length of one finger.”

“I see.”

“A jyou can be tricky to discern because they can vary in size, though it is generally about the size of a person. A shou is the approximate amount you can scoop up in both hands. But,” Enho went on with a smile, “a large man’s ri covers more distance than a standard ri. A small man’s shou is smaller than an average shou. You must take this into account in order to reach an accurate measurement.”

Youko smiled thinly. “Makes sense.”

“A pu, in other words, is a unit of land that covers one hundred square bu—that is to say, four hundred bu walked in a circular fashion. That is quite a lot of farmland. Now, nine pu make up one sei. This area is distributed across eight households. A sei is the smallest unit of land for administrative purposes.”

“Why nine pu for eight households?”

Enho smiled readily. “One pu is shared land. Eight households get a pu to themselves, and the last pu is shared with the governing body. Eighty percent of it is what’s known as public land, the reapings of which are paid as tax. The last twenty percent is for houses and vegetable gardens.”

Something clicked in Youko’s mind. She recalled how the land had looked to her. The farmlands were dotted with human settlements, and those settlements generally had the same number of buildings. Individually, there weren’t enough of them to make up a village, but it was a different story when she took them as a whole.

“To put it in terms of mu, eighty mu is public land, while the other twenty is for housing,” Enho went on. “How much is twenty mu?”

“Um…two thousand bu.”

“That’s right. Each household uses two hundred bu on their vegetable gardens and fifty for their house. How much space would there be in a two-hundred-bu garden?”

Youko hesitated. “I don’t know.”

“The people grow fruit and berry trees to surround their gardens. The rest of it they dedicate to vegetables. This would be enough to feed a family of two. A fifty-bu house is small. It has two bedrooms, one living room, and one kitchen. To put it in your country’s terms, it would be a two-el-dee-kay.”

Youko giggled. “A 2LDK.”

Enho laughed too and then went on, “For counting purposes, a household is generally considered a unit of two people. A hamlet is a collection of eight households, each with the fields, gardens, and housing to support two people each. Three hamlets make a village. A village is the smallest district of administration, which is twenty-five households in total—three hamlets with eight households each, plus the community house.”

“People have houses in the villages as well, right?”

“Indeed. The hamlets are in the fields, but there’s no use staying around during the offseason. The twenty-four households return to the village for the winter.”

Youko smiled and pricked her ears to the sounds outside. She could hear the hustle and bustle from the community house’s spacious front hall. One room was filled with women sewing and weaving clothes, while another had men making mats and baskets. All the while, they chattered about their time in the hamlets.

“In any case, blocks of land generally consist of one ri and one square sei. Given that the arrangement of the blocks resembles the character for “well,” it is known as the well-field system.”

Youko sighed. “This was on the Scroll of Earth of the Steadfast Edicts. So that’s what it meant, huh?”

“Oh?” Enho lifted a white eyebrow.

“I’ve read hardly any of the texts.”

After all, it was all in kanji, and there wasn’t any punctuation to boot. To make matters worse, it was filled with indecipherable words, and there weren’t any Chinese-to-Japanese dictionaries around. To be perfectly frank, Youko’s ability to parse classical Chinese script was nonexistent. Although she did try her best to get through it by having Keiki read it aloud to her, she still couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

“If I’m able to understand the spoken language, I might as well have gotten the ability to read it as well…”

Youko sighed, prompting Enho to burst out laughing.

“Good! You’re familiar with the concept,” he said. “You already have what it takes to get by if you apply yourself.”

Youko straightened her posture.

“Say you’re a household living on the smallest unit of land. If you work hard, you should be able to live a life without starvation, provided there are no heaven-sent disasters. Every citizen receives this baseline from their kingdom. Of course, to truly experience a full and healthy life depends on one’s resourcefulness.”

Youko digested this. “But what if there are disasters?”

“That is your duty to consider. Do not concern yourself with shouldering every burden of the people. Your priority should be managing the water and land and tempering yourself so that your reign lasts longer.”

“Do you think so…?”

“Your priorities are limited in scope. Dig reservoirs to safeguard against droughts. Maintain the health of the waterways. Build embankments to reduce flood damage and keep the rivers under control. Store grain in case of crop shortages. Ready soldiers to combat the youma. Manage the laws. That is all—not too complicated, is it? And most of those tasks are what your ministers should be doing, not you. So? Does anything about what I said trouble you?”

Youko smiled. “You’re right.”

“Your focus should be on building the kingdom’s material wealth. Other concerns can come later. For now, just think about averting disaster.”

Youko sighed. It was as if a weight finally slid off her shoulders.

“Thank you so much,” she said quietly.
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“IT’S FASTER GOING BACK? WHY’S THAT?”

Suzu stood on the ship’s deck, feeling the wind. When she heard the boy’s voice, her face twisted into a scowl.

“’Cause in winter, the wind blows from the north,” a man’s voice responded to the question. “The currents flow from north to south as well. Makes the return trip much quicker.”

“Oooooh.”

Turning around, Suzu saw Seishuu sitting near a sailor, looking very small next to the adult man.

“Boats are so cool. Maybe I should be a sailor when I grow up.”

“Not a bad idea.” The sailor smiled.

It took almost half a month for the boat to get from Sou to a southeastern port in Kei. The journey was already half over. Since there weren’t many passengers on board, Suzu was familiar with almost all of them. Seishuu was the youngest among the ranks. He was never shy about approaching anyone, and his observations were clever and insightful. The sailors doted on him, calling him “Smartie.” Suzu found it an irritating sight.

Well, of course he doesn’t get it. He’s just a kid.

It ground her gears when he told her that her experiences were “common.” All the pain and misery she went through, being separated from her homeland forever…common?

How many Kaikyaku are there in this world, huh? Come on, Smartie.

Suzu swung right back around and strode into the cabin.

The cabin reeked of the smell of oil. Suzu found it rather unbearable at first, though she was used to it now. Yet even after all this time, the rocking and the stench made her feel ill. This was probably why almost everyone went on the deck on sunny days like this one. Suzu was the only one inside.

The cabin was a wide-open area, which was split into only two rooms. Everyone slept together, packed like sardines. There were separate sections for men and women, but that was only because there weren’t many passengers on board at present.

Suzu sat on the floor and sighed. Behind her, a grating voice reached her ears.

“Hey, lady, could you quit giving me the stink eye?”

Suzu didn’t turn around. She pulled her luggage toward her and opened the wrappings, pretending to look very busy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know An-chan, the sailor? He scolded me just now. Said I must have played a prank on you.”

“I see.”

“Hey, c’mon.” Light footsteps approached Suzu. Seishuu sat down next to her. “What’s got you so grouchy?”

“I’m not grouchy.”

“Wow, you’re so childish…”

She heard an exaggerated sigh. At this, she turned to give the boy a dismissive look. “I’m not mad. I’m an adult. There’s no point getting wound up over what a kid does.”

For a brief moment, Seishuu stared hard at Suzu’s face.

“What?” she asked, breaking the silence.

“Wow, lady, you might look nice, but you’re actually kind of a jerk.”

Suzu’s expression abruptly hardened into a glare. “What are you talking about?”

“Has no one ever said that to you? You’re a total downer.”

Don’t lose your temper. That’s letting him win, Suzu thought, though she couldn’t stop her blood from boiling.

“I’m guessing you didn’t have friends? Nobody liked you?”

Suzu snapped. Before she could catch herself, her arm shot forward and struck Seishuu.

“That’s so uncalled for!”

Riyou. Kouko. Everyone had it in for Suzu. They treated her with such coldness.

Seishuu’s eyes sprang wide open—and then he broke out into a smile. “See, I was right.”

“Get out!”

“People get mad when they hear the truth.”

Suzu rasped, “I told you to get out.”

“Does it really bother you that I said your problems are like everyone else’s? I wasn’t wrong, you know. Plenty of people can never return to their homes. Everyone’s got it rough. You’re not special. People get annoyed at you because you’re self-absorbed.”

“What the heck? You dumb brat, I hate you!”

Suzu couldn’t take it any longer. She broke down into tears.

It hurt because it was the truth. Nobody Suzu had met in this world liked her. Not a single one empathized. They didn’t even pity her.

Why?

“Why is everyone so hard on me? The Lady bullied me so relentlessly, and now you’re at it too? What did I ever do to you?!”

“What lady?”

“The mistress of Suibi Cavern. In Sai.”

Suzu talked on and on. She spoke about what a cruel master Riyou had been, how much she endured under her thumb. She recounted how the queen of Sai helped her, only to drive her away just when she thought salvation was in her grasp. She told the boy everything, even though it accomplished absolutely nothing.

“No wonder that happened,” was what he had to say. “You’re a bigger brat than me, lady.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, listlessly this time.

“Do you like yourself?”

“Huh?” Suzu’s eyes widened.

“Do you think you’re a nice person?”

“I don’t particularly like myself, no…” How could she, when she was so pathetic?

“Then how can you expect other people to like you? People are kindest to themselves. Isn’t that what it means to be human?”

Suzu’s eyes popped wide.

“Don’t you think it’s presumptuous as heck to assume people will like you when you can’t even like yourself?”

“That’s not…” Suzu hurriedly corrected herself. “That’s not what I mean. Of course I like myself. That just goes without saying. But nobody likes me, or if they do, they don’t say it. I don’t like how I get treated so badly—that’s what I mean when I say how I don’t like myself.”

“Okay? So it’s their fault for not liking you? If you put on a different act, they’ll change their tune? That’s even more presumptuous. That, right there, is the reason people don’t like you.”

“I…” Suzu clenched her hands. “You don’t get it! Like I said, I’m a Kaikyaku! I’m different from the people around here! That’s why people hate me for no reason!”

“I hate people like you…” Seishuu sighed. “It’s your attitude that stinks. Always looking for ways to make yourself miserable and blaming that for your problems.”

Suzu gasped. This brat annoyed her so much that she saw red.

“It’s so stupid,” he said. “You’re just boasting about how much worse you have it than everyone else. Even when you don’t have it so bad, you force yourself to be miserable.”

Suzu finally retorted, “You little snot! Why do you have to be so harsh? My life hasn’t been easy!”

“You think you’re so great because you had a bad time? Because you put up with hardship? If I were you, I’d do something to improve my life.” Seishuu cocked his head. “Can you really say that your life would be so much better if you weren’t a Kaikyaku? You’re a sage. You don’t get sick or grow old. You won’t be in trouble if you don’t eat. What about someone suffering from illness? A person dying from starvation? Can you honestly say that you’ve had it worse than everyone else?”

“I don’t need you lecturing me,” Suzu said tartly. “You’re only acting high-and-mighty because you’ve had it easy.”

“Me? Had it easy?”

“You were born here, surrounded by family. You have a home to go back to.”

“I don’t have a home.”

“Huh?” Suzu’s eyes widened.

“I’m from Kou. My whole hamlet got wiped out. Like heck I’ve got a home,” Seishuu said, hugging his knees. “It was on the edge of the Kyokai. The cliff came crashing down, and everything fell into the sea. Bunch of people died, like my aunt and her kids. Not me, though, I’m still around. But since everyone else is dead, I wouldn’t get anywhere just moaning by myself. Besides…” He smiled. “I ought to count myself lucky that I got out of there alive.”

Suzu could not find anything to say. She remembered the hamlet that took her in when she first washed up in Kei, how it had clung to the very edge of the cliff. If the cliff crumbled and fell…

“You see plenty of stories like that in Kou now that the king’s dead. Taiho’s done and dusted too, so it’s gonna take a long while for the next ruler to show up. Everyone ran out of Kou. Nobody knows when the next ruler will arrive, but we can’t go back until then. We might never be able to return at all.”

“But…”

“But you know what? My hamlet was close to the border of Sou. I was lucky I had somewhere I could run to. Things are only gonna get worse for Kou. Won’t be long before you can’t get out even if you try.”

“But…you left of your own free will.”

“Nobody wants to uproot their lives. You wanna be where home is. So many people fled the kingdom that there were lines at the border. The youma came out and devoured tons of people. Even if they had homes to go back to, they can’t now.” A tear slid down Seishuu’s face. “That’s what happened to Dad…”

“What about your mother?” Suzu asked hesitantly.

“She’s dead,” Seishuu said with a humorless smile. “We were meant to get on the boat together to Kei, but she died before the boat arrived at the port. I gave her ticket to the old fart.”

Seishuu first came on board with a scrawny, middle-aged man.

“The old guy’s from Kou as well. He left with just the clothes on his back. Didn’t have money for the boat fare.”

“Why Kei? You could have run to Sou.”

Sou was the most affluent country among all the Twelve Kingdoms.

“The two of us were originally from Kei.”

This gave Suzu pause. “You were?”

“Before the queen of Kei—I mean, the one before the current queen—took the throne, the kingdom was in a baaaad state. We escaped to Kou when I was really little. Then, just as things were calming down over there, that happened to our hamlet. Mom told me to go back to Kei now that there’s a new queen in charge,” Seishuu said with a sigh. “Mom and Dad had rotten luck. They suffered so much, and then they died…”

Suzu glared at Seishuu in annoyance. “My parents suffered too. Our family was poor, and we never had anything to eat. Then, when they had a bad harvest, they sold me off to be a live-in servant. They…kicked me out.”

“Hmm.” Seishuu considered. “But at least they didn’t die, right?”

“You’re only saying that because you were fortunate enough to have nice parents. Mine were rotten enough to sell off their own child.”

“Yeah, they were nice. But it sucks being the only one left.”

“Well, I’m alone too. You’re fortunate. You got to be with them when they passed. I was cut off from them entirely. I will never see them again. I have no idea what things are like on the other side these days, but I’m sure my mother and father are long dead by now.”

“Then you’re in the same boat as me.”

“No, it’s completely different. You’re lucky that you got to see them in their final moments. I wanted to be at their deathbeds.”

“Well, sure, I got that for Mom…but Dad, he got eaten by a youma. Not the kind of final moment I wanted to see.”

“But at least you were with him to the end! I wanted to be there for my parents, no matter what kind of tragic end it was for them. I never wanted to leave their sides—”

Seishuu cocked his head. “Hey, lady, aren’t you forcing yourself to be miserable right now?”

Suzu blinked. “Huh?”

“You’re being a real jerk. Why are you even quibbling about whether it’s better to watch a youma rip your dad apart and eat him? I sure as heck didn’t want to see that. You know I had to force myself to run away, right? I couldn’t run up and help Dad. He doesn’t even have a grave. I never got to pay respects or anything. You’re really saying I was lucky?”

Suzu hurriedly pressed a hand to her mouth. “I—”

“There’s no point saying one person has it worse than the other. Everyone goes through rough times. And when you go through a rough time, it feels just as bad as anyone else’s rough time. If there’s anyone out there who’s never had a bad day in their life, I’d love to see ’em.”

“I’m sorry, I…” Suzu hung her head in shame. No young child could possibly be fortunate for witnessing his father’s brutal death.

“When people are really suffering, they’re desperate about escaping. If you don’t have the urge, then I’m guessing your suffering isn’t as bad as all that,” Seishuu said.

Suzu said listlessly, “But…”

“Was not knowing the language so bad that you couldn’t do anything about it at all? Nothing? No matter how hard you tried?”

“Well…no…”

“Then it’s simple. You haven’t experienced anything so bad that it makes you desperate. No one’s gonna sympathize with someone who wallows in self-pity. Everyone’s focused on their own lives, after all. When you’ve got your own problems to deal with, you’re not gonna like someone getting up in your face, begging you to feel sorry for them.” Seishuu paused. “Isn’t that obvious?”

Was that the answer? Did that explain why everyone was so hard on Suzu? Still, she found it hard to imagine that Riyou and Kouko had experienced suffering.

“Hey…” Suzu looked up, poised to ask that question, when she noticed that Seishuu’s head was buried in his knees.

“What’s the matter?” she asked hesitantly.

“You’re such a brat, lady. Makes my head hurt.”

“Well, don’t you have a mouth on you?” Suzu glared at Seishuu without much anger.

That was how she noticed the cold sweat on his forehead.

“Hey, are you in actual pain?” she asked. “What’s up? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine…”

Seishuu rolled over to his side. His face was deathly pale.

“Wait there. I’ll get someone—”

“It’s fine. I just need to lie down a little, is all. I’m used to it.”

Suzu peered at his very not-fine-looking face. “Does this happen often?”

“Yeah. My head hurts sometimes. That’s all.”

“Is that an injury, or—?”

“A youma whacked me real good. Back of my head. Still aches sometimes.”

“Oh dear…”

“Like I said, I’m fine. It’ll go away…”

Suzu hurriedly took out a blanket from her luggage and placed it over Seishuu.
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SHOUKEI WAS PLACED UNDER THE COMMAND OF the Shousha, who managed the buildings within the Ministry of Heaven. To be precise, she became a servant to the minor officials under the Shousha.

Her days began before dawn. Her superiors roused her before any pinpricks of light sprouted in the distant sky. She started by wiping every speck of dust off the furniture. Then she polished the windows, mopped the floors, wiped them with straw, and mopped them again. Everything had to be wiped completely dry before the queen and her ministers rose.

When the important people entered their offices, Shoukei moved to the gardens. She pruned the grass, cleaned and polished the stone paving, and made sure everything was dry before the high officials finished their work for the day. Then, when they left their offices, she would rush inside and clean up after them. She washed the voluminous pile of rags used for cleaning, then went straight to bed for an early night after dinner.

If the queen or any of the ministers happened to pass by while she was mopping the floor or pavement, she would have to prostrate herself right in the middle of the puddle. Either she continued working on her hands and knees or waited in a kowtowing position for the individual to pass. Failing to do so would mean carrying around the mountain of cleaning rags in a basket on her back. If anyone complained to her about a dirty spot, she would have to prostrate herself instantly and clean the mess.

She stayed in lodgings inside the palace complex, where she was given clothes to wear and food to eat. Winters in Kyou were milder than Hou, and life was undeniably easier above the Sea of Clouds than below—yet Shoukei lived in greater disgrace now compared to that wintry village in Hou.

The other maidservants took pride in working in the palace, but Shoukei couldn’t share their sentiments at all. Three years ago, she was the one who walked on polished floors while others prostrated before her. And now here she was, back inside a palace, pressing her forehead against the ground. Nothing made her feel more pathetic.

Meanwhile, Shushou, the queen of Kyou, pointedly ignored Shoukei. She never spoke once to Shoukei after the day she arrived. Shoukei could only grovel before her on her hands and knees, watching the queen out of the corner of her eye as she strode past. Bright silken garments, fragrant perfume, and the cool colors of jingling accessories ebbed and flowed away from her. They were all things that had once been in Shoukei’s grasp.

“Even this…”

She put down the rag she had been using to wipe the furniture and picked up a floral accessory—a peony carved out of a translucent ruby called a nankougyoku, grown in the Kingdom of Tai. It consisted of multiple petals, delicate enough to bend with one’s finger, portraying a flower in bloom.

“I used to have so many of these… The ministers fought over who could give them to me first.”

She was in the royal treasury. One of the shelves contained a neat array of fashion accessories.

She wondered what happened to her belongings. No doubt they were sleeping inside Hou’s treasury. Wrapped up in cloth with no owner to wear them, they would only be touched for the sake of cleaning and preservation. There, they would wait for the next king—for his consort, perhaps, or his princess. The vault was fit to burst with treasures passed down through the generations.

Or maybe we’ll have a queen next.

Shoukei was struck with a sudden urge to dash the floral accessory against the floor.

Like the queen of Kyou. Or the queen of Kei.

There were people in this world who basked in good fortune. Meanwhile, Shoukei was merely the daughter of a past king, living in utterly miserable circumstances.

“There’ll be an end to them eventually…”

Every reign had a close. The day would come when the monarch’s corpse thudded against the palace floors.

Shoukei tried to comfort herself with this thought, but it failed to console her one bit. Her own life would come to an end well before the queens of Kyou and Kei faced their own reckoning…

“Are you finished?”

Shoukei inwardly jumped upon suddenly being addressed. An old lady was peering at her—she was in charge of supervising the Shousha’s maidservants.

“Um, yes.”

“Then don’t dillydally here. If you don’t get a move on, you won’t finish in time for dinner.”

“Sorry.” Shoukei hurriedly wrapped up the accessory.

A smile flitted across the old woman’s face. “I see it was a mistake to put a young lady in here. I understand how you feel, but you mustn’t touch the treasures. You could get in big trouble if you damaged them by accident.”

“Right…” Shoukei put the accessory back on the shelf.

“I’m sure you’re wondering how you would look with that in your hair. I suppose even a plain woman like me would become a beauty with one of those. When I was a young little thing, I tried putting them on in secret.”

Shoukei blinked back at her overseer’s wrinkled face. The woman smiled.

“And I was always disappointed. It never looked right on me. It was the same thing with silk clothes. You need to have pearly skin—no hint of a tan—for it to suit you. I felt so silly, like I’d stuck a flower on a scarecrow.”

Shoukei picked up a cleaning rag, clenching it tightly.

“But on the other hand, we’ve got the bodies of workers—strong physiques and honest, steady temperaments. We might not have any fancy titles or accessories, but we don’t need them to look our best,” declared the old woman. “Don’t mind that sort of thing, my dear.”

I’m not like you. The words made it all the way up Shoukei’s throat, but she forcefully swallowed them down.

Ignorant of what went on in Shoukei’s head, the old woman smiled. “Besides, you’ve got your youth. And you’re very pretty too. Don’t take what you have for granted. You’ll waste your own good qualities if you pine over such unbecoming things,” the old woman said crisply. “Now then, since you’re done here, off to the next room.”

Keeping her head down, Shoukei practically dashed out of the room. When she entered the next room, she closed the door. For a short while, she simply stood there, heaving deep sighs.

The jewel of Youshun. With her pearly skin, her navy hair—the color of the sky before dawn—and her dark purple irises reminiscent of a blooming flower, Shoukei lapped up constant compliments about her beauty. Then, in one single instant, she lost it all. And through no fault of her own.

“I used to have tons of these things…” she muttered as she walked up to a shelf.
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The room was dedicated to the queen’s six ceremonial dresses and her accessories. They were intended for the queens, the queen consorts, and the princesses to wear on formal occasions—clothing woven from firebird feathers, and crowns with images of firebirds stitched out of parasol tree branches. They were studded with black pearls the size of poppy seeds. Any monarch could get their hands on pearls in spades from the gemstone springs in the Kingdom of Tai. The real, high-value pearls could only be harvested from the waters south of the Red Sea.

It was gone now, all of it. Every beautiful item in Shoukei’s possession lay in the vault for the next king or queen.

“But they were mine.”

Her retainers worked together to make them for her. They presented the gifts specifically to her. Why did she have to give them away to the next queen? It hit Shoukei that Hou’s next ruler would be a queen—she was convinced of it.

It’s got to be a queen. And she’ll probably be the same age as I am now—just like the queen of Kei.

In one fell swoop, a girl who just happened to possess a bit of luck would take all of Shoukei’s possessions. She would wear them all without a care in the world, all while Shoukei groveled and slaved away, aging into a withered old hag.

How dare she?

The queen of Kei owned everything Shoukei had lost. She was just an ordinary scrap of a girl until a short while ago. But then, because a Kirin chose her, she became everything Shoukei was not. She received everything that should have lingered eternally out of an ordinary girl’s reach.

She was probably jumping in glee in Kei’s royal palace right this very second. She wouldn’t even dream of the inevitable day when she lost it all like Shoukei did, so busy would she be trying out her endless supply of dresses and hair accessories.

I wish I could snatch it from her hands. Shoukei yearned to take back what she had lost.

Her hands moved automatically, placing the firebird crown on her own head. She lifted a curtain hanging over a large mirror in the corner of the room and peered at herself.

I can still look the part. She just had to wear the right clothes and arrange her hair properly. How would the queen of Kei like it if I swiped this from her?

Usurping the throne.

If the world allowed Gekkei—that detestable man who slew Shoukei’s father and consigned her to these miserable circumstances—to get away with it, then Shoukei could get away with it too.

For a moment, Shoukei glanced in the direction of the queen of Kyou’s room. She considered rising up against the little brat, but it didn’t feel right unless she took from the queen of Kei.

“I’ll usurp her throne…”

Then she would come to the queen of Kyou, all smiles. You gave Gekkei your approval, so it’s my turn now, she would say. Only then would she feel that justice was served.

Shoukei took off the crown, wrapped it up neatly in its cloth, and returned it to its shelf. Meanwhile, she perused the shelves for some small accessories and sashes, which she stashed into a basket piled with cleaning rags. If she disassembled these baubles and sold the gemstones, she would make enough to cover the journey to Kei.

Her crime would be discovered, of course. The room was under the jurisdiction of the Minister of Accoutrements, whose subordinates would come by every day to clean and polish every item. But she would only have to worry about that tomorrow. The minor officials had already finished their tasks for today.

Taking careful note of where everything was positioned on the shelves, she filled in all the empty space left behind. Then, with an innocent face, she hid the valuables in a bush in the garden as she completed her cleaning duties. With an even more innocent face, she washed the cleaning rags and ate her dinner. She returned to a room she shared with four maidservants. There, she pretended to sleep as she waited for the night to grow long.

Late that evening, Shoukei hoisted the basket across her back and headed for the Forbidden Gate. When she told the gatekeepers that the queen instructed her to clean her saddle as punishment for a mistake she made at work, they let her through, albeit with some reservations.

Shoukei couldn’t escape from the Forbidden Gate unless she had access to a flying mount. Although there were youjyuu in the stables outside the gate, no mere maidservant was capable of riding one—but Shoukei was no mere maidservant.

When she walked into the stables, her eyes fell on a Kitsuryou. She wasted no time putting a saddle on its back.

“I used to have my own Kitsuryou.”

With a cheeky grin, Shoukei flung the stable doors wide open. As the gatekeepers sprinted toward her, she laughed and kicked the Kitsuryou off into the air.

“What a piece of work.”

Shushou plopped herself down on a chair. She had just learned that a maidservant had stolen a youjyuu and flown off from the Forbidden Gate, ignoring the gatekeepers’ attempts to stop her. Upon further investigation, the maidservant in question turned out to be Princess Shoukei from Hou, and numerous items from the treasury were missing.

“I didn’t think she had the guts…”

“She must have felt driven to it,” said the Kirin who came off as stout rather than beautiful. He frowned in consternation. “You did go overboard in how you treated her.”

Shushou shot her servant a wry look and grinned. “Did you know? That breaking the law under any circumstance is called a crime?”

“You must consider what compels someone to commit a crime.”

“I see.” Shushou flashed a smile. “Come here, Kyouki.”

Kyouki approached. When Shushou beckoned for him to squat, he did so obediently, climbing down to his knees and gazing up at his master’s eternally childish face. Then something came flying at the side of Kyouki’s face—a palm. The minor officials winced as the slap connected.

Shushou was perfectly nonchalant about striking her kingdom’s Saiho. Evidently, the slap was a double-edged blow, for she blew on her hand.

“I wish I could have had a little Kirin like En’s Taiho,” she said finally. “It’s so annoying how my hand can’t reach you when I want to beat some sense into you.”

“Your Majesty…”

“Look here.” Shushou smiled brightly. “I’m sure Shoukei did it because she was angry. It must have felt humiliating for a prideful girl like her to live as a maidservant, yes? I can’t think of any other reason. I was trying to make her life difficult.”

“Your Majesty!”

“The poor princess, working all day as a maidservant and prostrating herself to others—but was she forced to loot the palace and run? This is why I can’t take a Kirin’s compassion seriously.”

With a snort, Shushou lifted her head and swept her gaze across the minor officials, all of whom were looking studiously at the floor.

“Can’t you see that when you Kirin sympathize with selfish fools, you’re snubbing all the other servants who live honestly?” She gazed down at her thoroughly chastened Kirin. “Nobody lives in more wealth than royalty. The reason I’m more privileged than a maidservant is because my responsibilities are that much greater. It’s why they bow their heads to me and don’t begrudge me for wearing silk. And if I didn’t take my job seriously, they’d lop my head off, just like what happened to the king of Hou. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

“You are quite right,” Kyouki mumbled.

“Shoukei hasn’t cottoned on to the responsibilities. She didn’t do a thing to deserve her privilege. If you rush to make excuses for her because she ran away from physical labor, you’re slighting everyone who does those jobs properly. What about all those people who work all day, just like she had to for a hot minute? They didn’t steal a thing, but if you pretend she’s the same as them, where are all the honest people supposed to go?”

Shushou sighed as she looked down her nose at the dejected Kyouki.

“I know it’s your fundamental trait and all, but try not to sympathize with the wrong people, yes? Keep up the misplaced shows of pity, and I’ll make you a gravekeeper instead. You’re just the right kind of person to have at funerals. I’m sure the grieving families would feel much better if there’s a Kirin crying right along with them.”

“My deepest apologies…”

Shushou called a minor official. “Send the Royal Army to chase Shoukei. Send the word to Han and Ryuu. Tell them there’s a criminal on the loose. Bring her to me if they find her.”

“As you command.”

Shushou turned her gaze to the Shousha’s head maidservant, who was prostrating herself on the ground.

“Raise your head,” she declared. “I understand that your job carries many temptations. I thank you for your powers of restraint.”

“No…that’s beside the point,” the woman gasped. “I should have kept a stricter eye…”

“What she did was not your fault. I’m grateful to you for taking your job seriously. Keep up the good work, yes?”

“Your Majesty…”

The old woman was evidently overcome with emotion. As he watched her, Kyouki brushed his cheek and sighed.
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Chapter Seven

1

“YOU CAN SAFELY ASSUME THAT THE MIDDLE OF A kingdom is where you will find the province containing its capital.”

Enho spread a map of Kei on the table, although nothing here was as precise as the maps Youko saw in her former country. It only gave a vague idea of where the landmarks were located.

“In Kei’s case, that would be Ei Province. The other eight provinces surround it. That, too, was arranged according to the Steadfast Edicts. Taiho presides as Ei’s provincial lord.

“The land in Ei Province is generally given to the kingdom’s top ministers as compensation for their services. They do not receive a direct stipend. Instead, they draw their wealth from the land. The taxes first go to the kingdom’s coffers, and the ministers take what remains as their salary.

“Villages are the smallest administrative blocks. They pay tax in the form of their agricultural yield. Half of that is the poll tax, and as much as fifty percent of it goes to the local bureaucrats’ salaries.

“Prefectures are the largest administrative blocks. The region’s lord can decide who manages the government offices,” Enho explained. “The same applies to the districts within a province’s capital.”

“So they parcel up the capital’s districts and give them to the provincial ministers. That’s how they get paid,” Youko said.

“Precisely. What do you think is the strength of this system?”

Youko cocked her head. “I’m guessing it’s because paper currency doesn’t exist here. If you paid a bureaucrat’s salary in money, they wouldn’t be able to bring it home… Something like that?”

Enho smiled. “We have money orders, so that’s not a worry. We give ministers land so that when there is famine, the bureaucrats feel its impact.”

“Oh, that makes sense. Their salaries will fluctuate without the need for top-down adjustments.”

“Exactly.” Enho paused. “Now what is the downside?”

“The bureaucrats can tyrannize people on their own turf?”

“Indeed,” said Enho. “A province with a kingdom’s capital will always have a Bokuhaku. The Bokuhaku dispatches overseers to every county and prefectural office, but their eyes cannot probe every corner of the kingdom. Although an overseer technically occupies the same rank as a prefectural governor, they have been known to collude with the governors. Taxes might be determined on the national level, but the local governments have discretion over the levies, which they can embezzle for themselves. So whenever a regional lordship changes hands, the people are both happy and anxious.”

Youko silently absorbed this information. “I see.”

“Hokui County, where our village of Kokei is located, is currently considered Golden Territory. That is to say, it has no regional lord. Taiho is in charge.” Enho paused. “It was once under the domain of Wa Province’s lord.”

“Wa’s provincial lord… Gahou?”

Youko frowned. Gahou had the worst reputation among the provincial lords. People said he was conniving and spiteful. Many described his style of governance as inhumane and called for him to be replaced, but Youko didn’t have cause to make a move.

“When the Prophet Queen took the throne, she appointed Gahou as the Grand Minister of War, which is the head of the Ministry of Summer. He received Kokui Prefecture in Hokui County as his domain, which includes the town of Hokui. Later, when he became the provincial lord of Wa, many citizens wept for joy at the thought that they would finally be released from Gahou’s clutches.” Enho paused. “Gahou is like a wild animal without a tail. As dangerous as he is, he is too slippery to be caught.”

“The Six Ministries don’t know what to do with him,” Youko remarked. “They’re investigating him, but they haven’t found proof of anything that would justify dismissing him.”

“I figured as much,” said Enho. “Anyway, I suppose we should get back on topi—”

Someone knocked on the door, prompting both Enho and Youko to look up.

“There’s a message for you, Mister Enho.” Keikei bounded into the study.

“Oho. My thanks.”

Enho took the letter from Keikei and opened it on the spot. When he read its contents, he cast an ever so slightly perturbed look in Youko’s direction.

“Is something the matter?” Youko asked hesitantly.

“No.” Enho packed away the letter. “My apologies, Youshi, but I’ll be with a visitor tonight.”

Youko nodded, understanding that this meant that there would be no lesson after dinner.

Keikei looked up at Enho. “A visitor? Guess we should bring food to your room.”

“Ah, you needn’t concern yourself with that. The visitor will arrive after dinner and leave before the day is over. I’ll be perfectly fine, so you just focus on getting some good sleep.”

That night, Youko received a surreptitious visitor in her sleeping quarters. His name was Hyouki, and he was one of Keiki’s Shirei.

“How are things on the other end?”

Youko did not direct her voice to any discernible figure. Nobody was present in the bedroom besides her.

“No problems at present.”

It was impossible to determine where the reply came from. An eavesdropper might assume that it came from beneath the floor. This would not have been off the mark. Hyouki concealed his form within the earth.

Shirei could use the earth and sky’s veins to move around, undetectable to human senses. This was known as the Door of Hiding. Keiki himself could use the wind veins to access the Door of Hiding, though he could not travel a terribly long distance. At least, he couldn’t go all the way from the inner palace in Gyouten to Hokui.

Thus, he sent his Shirei in his stead. Hyouki reported on every minute detail he observed within the palace walls. When he returned to Keiki, he would tell him how Youko was doing.

Hyouki said, “There have been no new leads in the search for Koukan, it would seem.”

Youko nodded. Having plotted murder against his liege, Koukan was still at large.

“Some ministers speculate that you fled to En out of fear of Koukan, Your Majesty.”

Youko giggled and smiled. “I figured they’d say that…but let’s put that aside for now.”

“Still, I must urge you to stay vigilant. Koukan may discern your whereabouts and scheme for your death once more.”

“Don’t worry. I have Hankyo and Jyouyuu with me.”

“I shall communicate that to my master.”

After seeing Hyouki off—although technically there was nothing to see, given that Hyouki used the Door of Hiding to vanish on the spot—Youko left her sleeping quarters.

The buildings here operated under a “one public, two private” system, where each open area was attached to two sealed-off rooms. Youko’s quarters were no exception. To use a standard of measurement from her old world, her sleeping quarters consisted of a four-and-a-half-tatami-sized area and two adjoining three-tatami-sized private rooms.

In large houses, one of the private rooms would have the bed, while the other was essentially a study, complete with couches, chairs, desks, and shelves. The hall wedged between them functioned as a living room. On pleasant days during the milder seasons, the doors would stay open, while partitioned screens ensured privacy. The doors themselves were thin and foldable, and it was quite commonplace to leave them open all the way up to the front entrance. Youko got the impression that a building did not contain “rooms” so much as one big open space with tables and chairs positioned at certain sections.

The community house’s doors contained no glass. Paper was pasted across the fine-patterned latticework like a shoji screen.

At present, the doors were closed. Unless the occupant wished not to be disturbed, it was considered standard etiquette to leave one’s living room door somewhat open at night, regardless of the weather—so Youko cracked hers open just a tad.

Her timing could not have been more impeccable. Right at that moment, she caught a glimpse of someone walking down the hallway toward the study, which was sandwiched between the courtyards. Youko strained her eyes to make out the sight.

All she could tell was that the visitor was a man. Not young enough to be called a boy and not old enough to be considered elderly. That was the extent of her observations. The man wore a cotton overcoat over his very plain garb. Then there was his headpiece. His hat was unobtrusive, but a black veil covered his face, and he had a shawl around his neck and head. This made it practically impossible to discern his facial features.

“Who…is that?”

She could only conclude that the man was deliberately obscuring his face. The strange figure kept his head low as he hurried into the study. Youko watched him disappear with a frown on her face, then left her living room and made for the community house’s halls.

“Hey, Rangyoku.”

Rangyoku looked up upon hearing the voice from the hallway. Keikei sprang to his feet and peered past the partitioning screen. When he saw that it was Youshi, he instantly cheered up and pulled her inside.

“What’s the matter?” asked Rangyoku.

“Bet she’s here to play,” said Keikei.

“Could I talk with you for a bit?” asked Youshi.

“Sure thing.” Rangyoku smiled and picked up the earthenware teapot from the brazier. This was how she kept the tea warm after brewing it in the kitchen. “Oh, I get what’s up. You don’t have a lesson today because of the visitor.”

“Yep.” Smiling, Youshi accepted Rangyoku’s tea. “Who was that person?”

“Are you talking about the visitor? I don’t know. I never heard they were coming,” Rangyoku said.

Keikei tugged her sleeve. “It was that guy, Sis. You know, the one with the brown spots on his beard. He’s the one who gave me the letter.”

“Oh, right.” Rangyoku nodded. Rou, he’d said his family name was. He was a man who had black hair with brown spots. He came by every now and again to visit Enho. Apparently, he was a messenger for someone, but Rangyoku didn’t know the details. “Rou-san, huh? I wonder who that creepy visitor is, then.”

“What do you mean by creepy?” asked Youshi.

“He’s always hiding his face. He visits Enho sometimes. He always makes sure to send Rou-san as a messenger first. The man himself comes at night, and only when it’s very late. I know he’s coming when Enho tells me not to bother closing the doors.”

“Where does he come from?”

“No clue. Enho never gives a straight answer when I ask… Seems fishy,” Rangyoku declared.

Keikei nodded along with her.

Youshi asked, “Are you talking about that guy?”

“I reckon he’s a bad sort,” Keikei said, looking at Rangyoku.

Rangyoku chided him lightly. “You shouldn’t say that about people you don’t know.” Then she paused. “But whenever the guy comes around, Enho always seems down the next day.”

“Why?” Youko asked tersely.

“Don’t ask me. He never tells me a thing,” Rangyoku said. “It’s why I worry about him. I can’t help but imagine things. You know what I mean?”

“I do…completely.”

After chatting with Rangyoku and her brother for a short while, Youko returned to her room. Although the hour had grown very late, the light in the study was still on.

Youko broke the silence. “Hankyo.”

“You summoned me?”

“Follow that man when he leaves. Find out where he’s staying.”

He had to be at an inn somewhere. The gates were closed at this hour.

“As you command.”

2

THE BOAT PASSED THE KOUSHUU MOUNTAINS at the border between Kou and Kei. The Koushuu Mountains were the mountain ranges that stood at the border of every landlocked kingdom. There was only one point of entry—three at most. Given that every kingdom had them, the word Koushuu was used interchangeably with “border.”

From what Suzu heard, it would take four days to reach the port of Goto on Kei’s northeastern coast.

“Hey, lady, lemme show you something neat.” Seishuu ran up to Suzu as she was on the deck, looking out at the sea. “Look!”

He proudly showed her a dried apricot, boiled in sugar.

“What’s this?”

“You gave me the apricot,” Seishuu said with a grin.

Strange kid. After coming down so harshly on Suzu, she assumed that he would keep his distance around her, but nothing was further from the truth. In fact, he made it a point to hang out with her more and more often. He was even so sneaky as to enter the girls’ room and sleep next to Suzu.

Suzu no longer had the energy to gripe at him. She knew that if she insulted him, it would come back to bite her in the rear. The boy certainly had a way with words.

In part because they slept in the same room, Suzu began spotting Seishuu in pain more often. Almost every morning, he would clutch his head and moan in agony. Although he didn’t seem to be lying when he claimed that the pain went away with rest, the incidents would sometimes cap off with vomiting. Even if he did feel better afterward, his legs would shake, and he would often walk at a crawling pace.

I wonder if he’s got a chronic illness. Those don’t look like ordinary headaches.

He’d said he was attacked by a youma. Suzu saw the evidence of it for herself once. At the back of his head, right where he tied up his hair, was a small gash. Although Suzu was relieved to see that it didn’t look grievous, Seishuu claimed that he’d been suffering from the headaches ever since.

“Hey, Seishuu, are you sure you’re okay?”

The boy shot Suzu a quizzical look as he dangled the apricot over his mouth. “What are you talking about?”

“Your injury. The fact that it’s still hurting means it hasn’t healed. Are you sure it’s fine?”

“Hmm. Probably.”

“Have you shown it to a doctor?”

“Nah.” Seishuu shook his head. “Didn’t have time. But I’m fine, trust me. I feel better after a nap.”

“Has it been getting better? Worse?”

Suzu got the impression that, as time went on, he groaned for longer and longer. It also took quite a while for his staggering to go away after he woke.

Seishuu grimaced. “I guess it’s not improving…”

“You’ve been rubbing your eyes these past few days. Are your eyes hurting too?”

“It’s getting harder to see.”

Suzu sighed. “Yep, something’s wrong. Don’t make out that you’re all better when you keep going through the same loop. Make sure you see a doctor when we arrive at Kei.”

“Uh-huh…”

“Have you decided where you’re headed?”

Seishuu shook his head. “Mom’s not around, so…”

“Good grief. You’re just going to wander Kei randomly? You might as well have stayed in Sou.”

Seishuu pouted and looked away. “Mom told me to come home. So I’m doing it.”

Suzu sighed. “Anyway, first order of business is getting you to a doctor. If you die, I’m not standing for it.”

Seishuu’s shoulders trembled. “Can you tell because you’re a sage or something? That I’m…not gonna hack it?”

“Seishuu.” Suzu gazed at the boy’s frightened face. “I only mentioned the possibility. I don’t think you’ll actually die.”

“Wow, lady, you’re a jerk.”

“My bad. But hey, you’re not one to talk. And you know what they say—the good die young,” Suzu said.

“True.” Seishuu laughed. For a short while, Suzu gazed at the smile on his face.

“Hey, kid, you seasick?” a sailor said with a chuckle.

“Nope!” Seishuu protested.

Suzu poked her head out from the cover and frowned at what she saw. Seishuu was staggering awfully. The sun was already setting, and he still hadn’t improved.

“But maybe you have a point. I’m kinda dizzy.”

“What are you straining yourself for? Take it easy, boy. Are you nervous about seeing Kei again?”

“No way!”

The reason the sailor said that was because Seishuu’s hands were shaking—or, more accurately, spasming.

“Well, you ought to go lie down if you’re seasick. You’re gonna fall into the sea if you’re so unsteady on your feet.”

“Fiiine.” Seishuu smiled and disappeared into the cabin. Suzu felt somehow relieved to see him go. Watching Seishuu filled her with an indescribable fear. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so unsettling if it was just headaches or staggering, but the combination of the two and the fact that his symptoms were worsening by the day filled her with a deep sense of foreboding.

Suzu followed Seishuu into the cabin. He was sitting idly by himself.

“Are you okay?” Suzu asked hesitantly.

Seishu turned around, then cocked his head a few times, squinting. He blinked in quick succession and rubbed his eyes.

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m not feeling so good… My eyesight’s super blurry.”

“How bad is it?” Suzu scrambled over to Seishuu. She got onto her knees to his right and peered up at the side of his face. “Are you in pain? Do you have a headache?”

Seishuu turned his eyes between Suzu and the wall in front of him a few times, as if comparing the two.

Then he said, “Um, hey, I can’t see you.”

“What?”

“When I look straight ahead like this, I can’t see you.”

Suzu hurriedly turned to face the same wall. Humans possessed a wide field of vision. She could easily see Seishuu next to her in the corner of her eyes.

“What’s happening to me?” Fear washed over the boy’s face.

“Seishuu…”

Seishuu’s face twisted in anguish. Just when Suzu thought he was about to cry, he smiled, though the fear still clouded his eyes. “Looks like I’m one of the good ones…”

“Seishuu.”

“Yeah, I think I’m gonna die.”

“No, you’re not! Don’t talk nonsense!”

Seishuu’s face contorted.

“Come with me.” Suzu took his trembling hand. “I’m headed for Gyouten. Want to go together?”

“Gyouten…?”

“I’m seeing the queen of Kei. I’m sure a queen could find a cure for you. The palace is full of esteemed doctors.” Suzu took a breath. “So come with me to Gyouten, okay?”

Seishuu hung his head. “Don’t bother… Someone that important is never gonna meet me.”

“But you’re in pain, right? Your headaches are getting worse, aren’t they? What are you going to do if they spiral further?”

Seishuu hesitated. “I wonder if they really can find a cure for me…”

“If the queen of Kei turns you down, I’ll take you to Sai. The queen of Sai will help you out, I’m sure.”

“Okay.” Seishuu nodded. A tiny tear slid down his cheek.

He was silent for a moment. Then, he said, “I’m scared of dying.”

“Seishuu.”

“I know everyone dies someday, but it’s hard to face your own death…”

“Don’t be a dummy. You won’t have to, since you’ll be fine.”

“Heh heh heh,” Seishuu chuckled through his tears. “Looks like I’m not the beacon of virtue I thought I was.”

“Cut that out.”

“Mm-hmm.” Seishuu lay his head on Suzu’s lap.

Suzu took another breath, and said, “You’ll be fine. Trust me. You’ll be fine.”

“Mm-hmm.” Seishuu nodded.

Suzu stroked his back.

The boat arrived at Goto three days later. Though it was called a port, there were no real facilities for docking boats. A line of jutting rocks stood off the coast, forming a slight circle. When the boat stopped inside the boundary, several barges approached it from the cliff. The barges took the passengers to a floating pier at the foot of the cliff which had a winding stone stairway leading all the way up to the top.

Suzu let Seishuu lean on her left shoulder. His eyesight had yet to recover. Ever since he told her that he couldn’t see, the blind spot lingered on the right side of his vision. He stumbled as he climbed the steps, almost falling over on multiple occasions. Suzu’s legs struggled to support him, and she almost slipped herself. Seeing this, a man at the port offered to carry Seishuu on his back.

Panting, they made their way up the cliff. When finally they reached the top, the mountains and fields below spread out before them like a panorama. A small hamlet hugged the edge of the cliff.

Kei’s northeast region was known as Wa Province. Goto lay at the very eastern tip.

When the man let Seishuu down, Seishuu surveyed the sprawling view. Suzu clutched his hand.

Let’s go to Gyouten. I’m sure the queen of Kei will save him.

3

THE KITSURYOU PRANCED THROUGH THE SKY. AS Shoukei observed the landscape below, the weight on her chest finally lifted.

I should have done this earlier.

She should have run from the very start instead of meekly going to that community house or lowering herself to the level of a maidservant. Nobody would ever make Shoukei kneel again.

She plotted a course straight for the Black Sea and arrived at a coastal town before the gates shut. There, she sold off an earring, purchased travel clothes, and booked a night at an inn. For the first time in a very long while, she savored the feel of silken fabric, a hearty meal, and a bed with cotton sheets. After a highly satisfying night of rest, she sold off a second earring and took off for the Black Sea.

A Kitsuryou could cover the span of a kingdom in two days. It took no effort to cross the border into the Kingdom of Ryuu, where she stayed the night at an inn. The next day, she went north along the coast of the Black Sea, and she arrived at a port town called Haikyou before evening. Located in the kingdom’s center, it was closer to En than Kyou.

“Can I stay the night here?”

Pulling the Kitsuryou’s reins, Shoukei passed through the large gates. The walls had latticed windows, allowing plenty of sun to stream through. Floral decorations hung from the main entrance. Torches hung beneath the eaves, filling the front garden with a cozy light. Shoukei stood at a large inn.

An employee came running up to greet Shoukei. When they heard her question, they smiled and bowed their head. “We have a good room available for you, Miss.”

“Oh?” Shoukei beamed back. “I’ll take it then, if you don’t mind. Could you handle my Kitsuryou, please?”

While a manservant untied Shoukei’s luggage from the reins, a stable hand rushed over to take the Kitsuryou’s reins and guide it into a stable beside the gate. Shoukei strode into the main entrance just past the front garden.

Inside the reception room, customers chatted idly at tables by the walls. When an employee walked over to her, Shoukei gingerly removed one of the silver hairpins she was wearing.

“Will this do?”

Travelers disliked carrying large amounts of money on their persons, and so they often paid with checks or physical items. Large inns had small vendors inside for converting ornaments into money. If the traveler paid in excess, the inn would give them the change when they departed.

The employee took the hairpin, inspected its craftwork, and gave an affirmative nod. “This will certainly suffice. We’ll keep hold of it, thank you.”

“Do tell me if you need more.”

“Thank you. How will you be dining?”

Smaller inns had restaurants facing the street, while the guest rooms were either upstairs or deeper inside. Large inns like this one, however, served food in a dining hall by the garden or directly to the guest rooms.

The rooms were also humbler affairs in smaller inns, consisting of a bit of bedding on a wooden floor and perhaps a basin to wash one’s face—though even that luxury was not often available. The even shoddier inns only had a line of beds across the dirt floor in a single wide room, lacking partition screens for privacy. The middle-range ones had curtains and canopies on the beds, along with a dresser and table.

This particular inn was a large one, so not only was it equipped with a proper bed, it had two private rooms where Shoukei could put her feet up. These were attached to a living room that also functioned as a dining area.

“I’ll eat in my room.”

“My apologies,” the inn employee said sheepishly. “A boat has just come to shore. Due to the influx of guests, we are unable to provide our full facilities at the moment. Would you be open to a half-room?”

Given that the traditional building structure called for two private rooms per each main room, inns adopted a “half-room” system. When there were no further vacancies available, guests who booked a room to themselves could opt to share their room with others.

“Must I? I’d rather not share a room with a stranger.”

“My deepest apologies. I can recommend you to another establishment, but I’m afraid that every inn is full today.”

“Fine, then,” Shoukei said grudgingly.

“Thank you for your understanding,” said the inn worker. “Shall I show you to your room?”

Shoukei’s room was on the third floor. The inn worker guided her through a hallway overlooking a small courtyard and into a room deeper in the complex. It did not appear to be a particularly good room. Buildings like this one did not have towering ceilings. The genuinely high-quality rooms were next to the garden.

“This is your room.”

The manservant stopped in front of an ornate fretted door at the farthest area in the back. The door was fitted with glass, offering a view of the living room. The furniture inside didn’t appear too shabby.

Two thick doors stood at either side of the living area, marking the bedrooms. Although those doors were locked, the same could not be said of the living room—hence the half-room system.

“Thank you.” Shoukei handed a small tip to the manservant after he deposited her luggage into her bedroom.

Then, when he was gone, she sank into a chair in the living room.

“Child’s play.”

A giggle slipped out of her.

Shoukei felt not even a shred of remorse over what she had done. The queen of Kyou greeted her with hostility, so what was wrong with responding in kind? It wasn’t as if the loss of a few trinkets would bankrupt the queen. If someone was going to benefit from them, it might as well be Shoukei.

“Even taking my time, it’ll only take six days to reach Kei…”

Gyouten, capital of the Eastern Kingdom of Kei—if the queen was anywhere, it would be there. Shoukei wondered what she would do when she got there. She ought to concoct some sort of plan. At any rate, she had to figure out how to get into the palace so that she could make contact with the queen.

That was easier said than done. Shoukei had no passport to verify her identity—that got left behind in Hou. She’d heard that some bureaucrats were willing to issue false passports for money, but how was she supposed to find these corrupt officials?

If she had a passport, it wouldn’t be impossible for her to worm her way into the palace. With a new queen on the throne, the palace would be reshuffling its personnel. Shoukei had an education, which meant that her chances of being recruited as a minor official were quite good.

Meanwhile, a freshly crowned ruler was in a mentally fragile state. Even a mere minor official or bureaucrat would catch the queen’s eye if they showed her a bit of kindness. It was not out of the realm of possibility to win her over, nor would it be impossible to strike when her guard was down.

Shoukei knew exactly how things worked inside a royal palace—it was her home ground, after all.

“Perhaps I should approach Tai…” A kingdom ravaged by the loss of its king would surely possess avenues for acquiring a Seiken.

Two years before Hou’s change in administration, Tai’s king took the throne. However, just half a year later, messengers from Tai came to each kingdom to announce the king’s demise. Tai’s newest ruler sent the messengers, though this was hardly required when the firebirds in every royal palace shared the news. In this instance, however, the firebirds said nothing about the king of Tai. At least, Hou’s firebird stayed silent when Shoukei lived at Youshun Palace. There was no justification for a new monarch if the old one was still alive, which meant that a false ruler presently sat on Tai’s throne.

Nobody knew what exactly transpired within Tai. The kingdoms tended not to broadcast their internal affairs to the rest of the world.

Although Tai and Hou were alike in their absence of a ruler, Shoukei certainly couldn’t go back to Hou. I’ll head to Tai for now, she muttered inwardly.

“If I may ask, what is your destination, Miss?” asked the manservant when he brought Shoukei’s food to her.

When Shoukei saw that he was juggling multiple plates, she frowned.

What a bother.

The meal was for two. While Shoukei grimaced at the prospect of eating with a perfect stranger, the manservant called out to the other bedroom—apparently her roommate was already there—which prompted an even less pleasant sight to unfold. If eating with a random person wasn’t bad enough, the figure he cut was even worse.

A hanjyuu.

They were people born as half-animals. There weren’t many of them around, though they weren’t rare either. In Hou, no hanjyuu would ever stay in an upper-class inn like this one. At the very least, he would have been barred from entering the premises in his animal form.

The hanjyuu in question appeared not to notice Shoukei frowning. He trotted over to the manservant and said, “Thanks.”

Although he had a child’s voice and his rat body was about the size of a child, he wore the outer garments of an adult. When the manservant bowed to him, he passed the man a tip. Then the rat sat on a chair, and it was only then that he apparently seemed to realize Shoukei’s presence.

He bowed his head. “Nice to meetcha.”

“Likewise,” Shoukei replied curtly.

“I was surprised how many people there were. Is Ryuu always like this?”

Shoukei did not reply to that. She turned her head away, feeling quite repulsed about dining at the same table with a hanjyuu.

“Today’s a special case.” It was the young man who answered, who stayed behind to wait on the table. “A ship came from En. Were you one of its passengers, sir?”

“Oh, right,” said the hanjyuu. “Sure was.”

“Half our guests today disembarked from that ship, and another half will be boarding a ship tomorrow.” The young man paused. “Where are you headed, if I may ask?”

“I was thinkin’ the capital.”

“Ah, yes.” The young man smiled. “Shishou’s a nice place. But I am surprised that you would travel during such a cold season.”

“It ain’t much different from En, I guess.”

“Oh, is that so?”

“En’s chilly too, yeah. It might be further south, but the seasonal winds blow down there.”

“Interesting,” said the young man before turning to Shoukei. “And where are you headed, Miss?”

“Tai,” Shoukei said simply.

The young man’s eyes instantly boggled. “Tai? Really?”

“It’s in chaos, I know. That’s why I’m making the journey. I’ve got a friend there, and I’m worried.”

“Where in Tai are they?” the young man asked.

Shoukei’s heart skipped a beat. “Why do you ask?”

“Well…” The young man smiled sheepishly. “I was once a sailor, and our ship traveled between Ryuu and Tai…”

“Oh,” said Shoukei. “Is that so?”

“We traded grain for gems. Tai doesn’t have much grain of its own, you see.” The young man paused. “But the trip’s impossible now. Too many youma around.”

“Oh dear…”

“It’s scary when a sea-locked kingdom falls into strife. As soon as the youma emerge, the country gets completely isolated from the rest of the world,” the young man commented. “I wonder how the folks in Tai are eating this winter…”

The young man didn’t seem to expect an answer, so Shoukei stayed silent and thought of Hou. Its circumstances were almost identical to Tai. The fields produced barely enough grain to feed the populace, and they lacked the means to source it from other countries whenever there was a bad harvest.

“Your friend might have already left Tai.”

“Perhaps…”

“A fair number of folks ran off to En, I’ve heard. We have quite a lot of refugees in Ryuu as well. On our last voyage, we carried people over. The port was swarming with people clinging to the boat, begging us to take them away. We couldn’t exactly leave them there. Things were so desperate that I reckon they might have commandeered the ship if we had turned them down.”

“I see,” said Shoukei curtly.

“In the end, we stopped making the trip because it was just too dangerous. My father helped me get my current job. I wonder if folks are still waiting for ships…”

“I suppose so.”

“A good thing you have a Kitsuryou, Miss. I doubt you can get to Tai by sea anymore. Apparently, En suspended their regular boat services too.”

Shoukei’s eyes widened slightly. “When did you hear that I ride a Kitsuryou? I only just got here.”

The young man laughed. “We don’t see guests with such a magnificent mount every day. Oh, but…” He turned to the rat, who was quietly eating his meal. “Your Suugu is even more impressive, sir. It was everyone’s first time seeing one. We all went over to the stables to get a glimpse.”

The rat’s whiskers twitched. “Nah, it ain’t all that. It’s not mine—I borrowed it.”

That explains it, thought Shoukei as she glanced at the rat. His mount was so impressive that the inn treated him as a dignified guest, regardless of the fact that he was a hanjyuu and a child—so she assumed.

“But, Miss, I’m sure the skies are dangerous as well these days.”

Shoukei hurriedly nodded upon being addressed. “Right…”

“Yeah, you might be better off going to Kei.”

Shoukei blinked. “Kei?”

“Mm-hmm. There’s still some armed ships there making the round trip every so often. They pick up refugees from Tai.”

“Really?”

“There’s a philanthropist in Kei gathering up refugees from Tai. In exchange for having them work the fields, they give them land and citizenship. Back when I was still going to Tai, boats from Kei would take refugees on the regular. I hear they still do it, though much less often now. It might be a good idea for you to get on one of those boats.”

“I see…”

Shoukei barely managed to bite back a smile.

She would go to Tai. From there, she would get on a boat to Kei, obtain an ID, and head for Gyouten. It was all so childishly simple.

“Thank you for the information,” she said quite earnestly.

She would go to Kei by way of Tai.

Satisfied with her plans, Shoukei wasted no time returning to her private room for sleep. Between the cotton bedding and the heating device in the bed, the warmth soon lulled her into slumber. Late that night, however, a sharp rapping on the door woke her up.

“Who is it?”

Shoukei frowned. Did that rat want something from her?

“My apologies,” a voice replied. It belonged to the young man who had served the food.

Shoukei rose sluggishly, draped a robe over herself, and walked over to the door. As she unlocked it, she called out to the other side, “What’s the matter?”

“There’s something I remembered about Tai.”

Shoukei removed the key from its lock. Just as she was about to nudge open the door slightly, it abruptly swung open with violent force. Shoukei flinched. Standing there in the living room was the young man—along with several soldiers in blue armor.

“What…?”

Her heart thumped wildly in her rib cage. Somehow, Shoukei managed to ignore her racing pulse.

“May we see your passport?” a soldier asked bluntly.

Shoukei felt the blood drain from her face. “Why are you asking at this hour? Leave it for tomorrow,” she rasped in protest, only for the soldiers to force their way into the bedroom and surround her.

“Where is your Seiken?”

Shoukei’s knees began trembling. “Well, um, I lost it…”

“What is your name?”

“Gyokuyou. Gyokuyou Son.”

The soldier turned his expressionless face from Shoukei to his colleagues, then back to her again. “You have a Kitsuryou, yes? Where did you get it from?”

“I don’t…recall,” Shoukei blurted out. She was much too suspicious. Shoukei bit her lip, fully aware of how feeble her excuse sounded.

“We’re checking your luggage.”

“Stop! Don’t mess with my things!” Shoukei yelled.

It’s over, she thought. She had managed to get all the way to Ryuu only for the queen of Kyou to extend her nasty, ensnaring fingers. Shoukei looked around wildly, desperate for an escape route, but the soldiers clamped her shoulders. Even if there was a way out, she couldn’t run.

The soldiers went over to the bed and fished out a small bag attached to a leather belt. They opened it and snatched out the assorted items crammed between Shoukei’s clothes. One of the soldiers held a piece of paper, comparing the items to a list.

“A sash, a golden dragon and firebird crest, firebird-shaped earrings, a malachite ornament… It’s all here.” The soldier read the words aloud and turned to Shoukei. “A set of earrings and one hairpin are missing. Where did they go?”

Shoukei did not reply. To be precise, she was trembling so hard that she could not muster a sound.

They would arrest her. Question her. Lay down judgment. The realization occurred to her belatedly. For some reason, it didn’t cross her mind when the soldiers first stepped into her room.

What was the punishment for theft? Shoukei fumbled through her memories as a chill ran through her entire body. Crucifixion. You were tied to the road, and nails would be driven into you. It was a form of capital punishment.

“What’s all this kerfuffle?”

The opposite bedroom door opened, and the rat poked his head out. As the hanjyuu rubbed his eyes drowsily, Shoukei flung her finger in his direction.

“I don’t know what’s going on!” she screeched. “He planted that stuff on me!”

“Huh?” The rat started.

The soldiers turned to look at him. “Where’s your passport?”

“Over there…”

“Your name?”

The rat’s jaw seemed to harden. “Chuusei,” he said.

The soldier stood there impassively as he checked the documentation. Then he thrust his chin toward his fellow soldiers.

“Take them away. Both of them.”
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Chapter Eight

1

“I DIDN’T DO SQUAT TO YOU, FAR AS I CAN RECALL.”

They were in a prison cell in the Kingdom of Ryuu. Shoukei was not alone in this freezing cubicle, where frost threatened to descend. The soldiers had captured the rat as well.

“Can you at least tell me what’s going on?” the rat asked.

Shoukei did not answer. There was nothing she could say. She had been so frightened of her punishment that she instinctively foisted the crime onto someone else. That was all there was to it.

“What’s your name?”

“Shoukei,” she blurted out despite herself. Perhaps the guilt loosened her tongue.

“Shoukei, huh? Wasn’t that the name of Hou’s princess?”

Shoukei’s head jolted up.

“Princess Shou Son,” the rat mused. “Her courtesy name was Shoukei.”

“I…”

How in the heavens did this hanjyuu from En know that? People did not commonly know the names of royalty. Given their high status, they were seldom referred to by their given names.

“Some say she bit the dust. Others say she’s still kicking,” the rat went on.

“Who…are you?”

The rat’s whiskers twitched. “I’m Rakushun. Just your average student.”

“What kind of average student rides a Suugu?”

“Like I said, it’s not mine.” Rakushun changed the subject. “Were you on the run ’cause you’re a princess?”

Shoukei did not reply. She did not forget the indignities she suffered after she carelessly let her identity slip.

“Hey, if you’re in a bind, I can lend you an ear.”

“Shouldn’t you be worrying about yourself right now?” Shoukei’s lips twisted sardonically. “Do you know why you’re in this cell? You’ll be crucified if they find you guilty.”

Rakushun’s whiskers twitched. “Crucified? Are you talking about Hou? That’s the only kingdom that punishes theft with execution. ’Sides, even Hou’s abolished that law now.”

Shoukei blinked. “Oh…really?”

“They say the king of Hou was a harsh guy,” Rakushun said. “He considered theft a crime worthy of execution, especially if you swiped anything from the royal family. First, you’d get flayed. Stealing clothes, jewelry, and accessories gets you crucified. Heck, they’d even cut your head off and display it on the streets just for pinching food. Least, that’s what I recall. But hey, that’s just Hou we’re talking about. Normally, we’re talking a hundred lashings. In Ryuu, it depends on what you stole, but…I’m guessing in your case, it’ll be a hundred cane lashings and ninety days of mandatory labor.”

Shoukei looked at the rat in shock. How did he know the laws of other kingdoms? Although it was technically a requirement for bureaucrats, very few extended that knowledge to other kingdoms, not even the ministers of justice.

Shoukei said as much and questioned him again. “You can’t possibly be an ordinary person, can you?”

“I am an average student, I swear,” Rakushun said. “It’s common knowledge in En.”

“Are you in a provincial academy?”

“No. University.”

Shoukei’s eyes boggled further. Every province had a provincial academy, while only one university existed in each kingdom. They were attached to the national government office, and since they only accepted about a hundred students at any given time, it was no easy matter securing one’s enrollment. Given that attending university was a gateway to becoming a high-ranking official, many dreamed of studying there, but some spent their entire lifetimes without ever passing a single yearly entrance exam.

“A kid like you? In university? How old are you?”

Rakushun’s whiskers drooped. “How long are you gonna look at me like a kid? Well, whatever. I’m twenty-two.”

Shoukei blinked. Twenty-two wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, but it was still young, all things considered. Even the provincial academies had cutthroat requirements, never mind the universities. Quite a few students were past the age of thirty.

“Wow…good for you.”

The rat had bright prospects as a bureaucrat. Shoukei, meanwhile, had nothing. Not a single miserable thing. All she could do was languish in prison and await judgment.

“Nah, I wouldn’t say that. They’ll expel me if I have a criminal record,” the rat said.

Shoukei looked at him. University students were selected not just for their knowledge but for their character. Rakushun would most certainly be expelled if he was convicted of a crime.

But wait, thought Shoukei. She would be taken back to Kyou to face the queen’s wrath. It was quite possible that the punishment would go overboard. The rat probably wouldn’t lose everything, but Shoukei might well perish if she played her cards wrong.

“Well, I’m sure things will work out,” said Rakushun. “So anyway, what exactly did you do? Why’d those Ryuu soldiers come storming into the inn?”

Shoukei did not answer the question. She turned her back to Rakushun, leaned against the walls, and closed her eyes, indicating that the conversation was over. Her ears picked up a light sigh.

After a shivering, sleepless night that she pretended to rest through, Shoukei left the prison. As the jailer dragged her out, she glanced back in her cell. The rat sat there with his head cocked as he stared at her intently.

The prison was located deep within the government office. Shoukei had no inkling whether this one operated on a district, county, or prefectural level. Perhaps it was more local in scale. The presence of a courthouse would indicate that it was prefectural level or above. Although provincial offices did not handle criminal cases, every government office had jail cells.

The jailer brought Shoukei to the government office’s main building, then made her sit on the reception room floor with the ropes still around her body. A rotund middle-aged man sat on the platform in front of her. The jailer pushed Shoukei down, forcing her into a kowtow.

The man said, “You must be Shou Son, princess of Hou.”

“No. I could never hope to be such an eminent person.”

The man chuckled in amusement. “Oh? According to the queen of Kyou, Hou’s princess made off with her valuables. Her Majesty has requested your arrest. She has also sent a Seichou with a very precise list of what was stolen. How do you explain why the contents of your luggage matched the list almost exactly?”

Seichou were messenger birds used in government offices.

“They weren’t mine…sir,” Shoukei spluttered, her forehead pressed against the floor. “The hanjyuu I was sharing a room with gave them to me.”

As bad as she felt for the rat, the last thing she wanted was to go back to Kyou. So Shoukei made her claim, feeling guilty all the while.

The man on the platform suddenly burst out laughing. “What kind of bureaucrat would believe such a pathetic lie?”

“But—!”

“I see, you appear to be quite the naive princess,” said the man. “Look at you, cheerfully whiling away your time at inns after making off with Kyou’s royal treasures. You brought the Kitsuryou with you, not even bothering to replace it with a less conspicuous mount. Instead of selling away all the items at once, you kept them neatly stashed in your luggage.”

Shoukei bit her lip. To be perfectly honest, even she felt that she’d gone about things poorly. She’d been so giddy with freedom that she didn’t bother thinking about anything else.

“The fact that only feminine accessories were stolen points to a female criminal. You painted a target on yourself.”

“Prefectural Governor,” somebody said, directing their voice to the platform. From this, Shoukei assumed that she was in a prefectural-level office. “A royal princess surely wouldn’t commit such witless actions. By that token, this girl cannot be the princess, wouldn’t you say?”

“That’s a sound argument right there,” an elderly voice chimed in.

The prefectural governor said merrily, “I see, you have a point. I’ll ask again, girl. Are you Princess Shou Son?”

“No!” Shoukei howled at the floor, clutching at straws.

“I take it, then, that the princess pushed the stolen goods onto you in order to throw the authorities off her trail. But after all the effort she went through to steal them, why would she give them away to another person? That doesn’t sound right at all. What do you think, girl? Did you actually receive those items?” The governor paused. “Or did you steal them?”

Shoukei couldn’t answer.

“Raise your head and look me in the eyes,” said the governor. “Did you steal?”

Shoukei looked up at the man’s ruddy face. He was grinning in self-satisfaction.

“I…did not steal.”

“Then you did receive the items from someone else? Now who would commit that kind of tomfoolery? Or maybe…” The governor’s voice turned coaxing. “They belonged to you from the start? Fearing blame for a crime you did not commit, you claimed they were not yours? It would mean that their resemblance to the list is a coincidence, and they have no relation to Kyou’s treasures.”

Shoukei saw the meaningful look in the man’s gaze and nodded.

“That’s right,” she mustered.

“They seem rather fancy for you to be carrying around, don’t they?”

“But…they’re mine,” Shoukei said hesitantly. “It’s true.”

“How strange,” said the governor. “But the government offices are busy, you know, with all kinds of matters. We don’t have the time to chase up every little thing just because it seems fishy. You can have your freedom, provided you’re willing to pay for it.”

Understanding the implication in the man’s words, Shoukei inwardly shook her head in exasperation. He was looking for a bribe. Even the minor officials in the hall were grinning.

“If…you’re willing to overlook my misdemeanors, I will be happy to offer you the items in my luggage and the Kitsuryou.”

“I see.” The prefectural governor slapped his knee. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, young lady. I have no further questions for you, then. Although your possessions bear some similarity to the items on the list, I’ll chalk that up to a coincidence. I could never take any treasures belonging to the queen of Kyou, but if they’re yours, that’s a different story.”

“They’re mine,” Shoukei declared.

Smug grins sprouted all around her.

“Glad to clear that up. All right, you’re free to go. I’ll take the trinkets and the Kitsuryou. You can have your bag and money pouch back. Now off you go.”

Shoukei rasped, “Thank you very much.”

She kept her head down to conceal the smile on her face.

With her bag and money pouch in hand, Shoukei stumbled out of the government office. A cold wind howled across her surroundings as she made for the town.

What a lucky break.

At the very least, she came out of this episode with her life intact, and she wouldn’t be sent back to Kyou. On the flip side, the royal treasures were gone, nor could she travel on a Kitsuryou any longer—and that wasn’t all.

Shoukei’s hand dove into the folds of her clothes, brushing up against her now featherlight money pouch.

They confiscated the hairpin she used as payment at the inn. When the bureaucrats handed Shoukei her much-diminished pouch, they explained that they took the inn fee from her coin collection.

I might have practically no money, but this is far, far better than being sent back to Kyou, Shoukei told herself as she adjusted her leather overcoat and wrapped a shawl firmly around her neck.

But what was she supposed to do now?

In order to get to Kei, she had to go to Tai first to get a passport, and to get to Tai, she had to get on a boat from Kei. The only things she had in her bag were clothes and some paltry accessories she purchased the other day. How far could she get by selling them off? The amount she had left wouldn’t even last her five days.

Did this mean she would have to travel on foot and stay in the cheapest, nastiest inns? And when that option was no longer available, she would have to beg for day jobs and board in ordinary people’s houses. She couldn’t imagine groveling for scraps and relying on others’ pity.

As she left the government office, her mind clouded by a fog of helplessness and dejection, a voice called out to her from the side. “Seems like you pulled through.”

Shoukei hurriedly turned around to see the rat holding the reins of the magnificent Suugu.

“It’s you,” she said belligerently.

“I was worried about how things shook out for you. I’m guessing you were found innocent?” His jet-black eyes crinkled into an expression that looked vaguely like a smile.

“Not really.” Shoukei whipped her head away and started walking.

The sound of footsteps came plodding behind her. “You weren’t found innocent?”

“They said they’d let me off the hook with a bribe, that’s all. So now all my things are gone.” Shoukei spat on the road. There was no point taking out her frustrations on the rat, but his big show of relief got on her nerves.

The rat was silent for a moment.

“That’s strange,” he said in a low voice. Shoukei turned around and looked at him. “Have Ryuu’s bureaucrats really fallen that low?”

“That’s how it went. It’s not weird or anything. Every kingdom in every era has people who exploit their authority to line their own purses.”

“But Ryuu’s got a high reputation for its law enforcement. The king of Hou based his reign on Ryuu’s example.”

Shoukei’s feet came to a stop.

“Ryuu is a bit different in the sense that it’s got more laws for cracking down on bureaucrats than the general populace,” the rat insisted. “Ryuu’s bureaucrats can’t be corrupt—the laws are around to stop that. And you’re saying they brazenly demanded a bribe at the prefectural office? Interesting.”

“What are you trying to say?” Shoukei said finally.

“That the entire system for holding bureaucrats accountable has gone rotten,” the rat declared. “Say, Shoukei, you said you were off to Tai, right? Are you getting there from Ryuu’s port?”

A self-deprecating smile came to Shoukei’s face. “I don’t have the fare to get to Kei.”

“I reckon you should give up on that idea.”

“Why?” Shoukei asked tightly.

As they walked through the crowded street toward the gate, the rat kept his voice low. “There are youma in the Kyokai.”

“I heard as much yesterday.”

“Half of them come from Tai’s shore, but the other half come from Ryuu.”

“What?”

Shoukei stopped and stared at the hanjyuu. His black eyes gazed back at her unflinchingly.

“Ryuu’s on its way to collapse,” he said.

Shoukei took a while to absorb those words.

The king of Ryuu had ruled longer than Kyou’s queen. Given that his reign was over 120 years and counting, it was safe to call him a benevolent ruler. Shoukei had always believed that Hou’s three closest neighbors—Han, Kyou, and Ryuu—were indestructible. They had remained stable throughout her entire life.

“So what are you gonna do?” Rakushun asked suddenly.

Shoukei turned to look at him. Lacking any particular direction, she was swept toward the town gates by the crowd. “What?”

“Didn’t you say you wanted to go to Tai? Your stuff was taken. Do you have money for your travels or what? I’m gonna wander around Ryuu for a bit and head back to En. If you’re up for it, do you wanna come with me?”

Shoukei gaped at him.

“Wait…are you seriously willing to take me with you to En?”

“As far as Kankyuu, sure. You’re gonna have to walk for a bit, though.”

Shoukei took a while to find her voice, at which point she said, “Are you insane? You know that I was trying to frame you as a thief, right?”

Rakushun laughed. “Yeah, but I wasn’t on hot coals or anything, I’m pretty sure. The guy vouching for me on the back of my passport is kinda important.”

“That’s not the point…”

“’Sides,” he went on, his smile broadening. “I seem to attract weird twists of fate wherever I go.”
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THE NEW YEAR DAWNED. IT TOOK HALF A MONTH for Suzu and Seishuu to reach Shisui County on the western tip of Wa Province. If they followed the highway west, they were bound to arrive at Ei Province, where the kingdom’s capital of Gyouten was located.

The reason it took half a month despite traveling by cart was because Seishuu’s condition worsened by the day. No matter what they tried, his pain would start as soon as he woke up, leaving him groaning throughout half the day. Naturally, whenever he suffered a particularly bad attack, he was in no state to travel the next day. It was in the midst of this belabored journey that Suzu and Seishuu greeted the New Year.

Seishuu’s eyes did not show any signs of recovery either. His dizzy spells were consistently severe, making it almost impossible for him to travel by foot. Seizures always followed his headaches, and he started vomiting as a matter of course.

“I’m sorry,” Seishuu said to Suzu as he lay trembling in a wagon.

The cart merely had a tarp draped over the wagon bed and a mat spread across its floor. Most of the time, they traveled with people from nearby hamlets, who agreed—for a small fee, of course—to give travelers a lift in their empty wagon beds after a trip to town. Horse-drawn carriages known as Chisha were made specifically for transporting travelers, but these were generally used by wealthy people who would never accept the likes of Suzu and Seishuu on board.

“Have you got enough money? I can walk, you know. Might be a little slower, that’s all.”

“I’m fine. It’s not something for a kid to worry about.” Suzu poked him in the forehead.

Seishuu laughed but still bit back with an insult. “Like you’re one to talk, you big brat.”

His smiling face was thin around the edges. This only made sense, considering that he had just thrown up the contents of his stomach.

Even the way he spoke was peculiar. Suzu could hear him distinctly because she was a sage, but everyone else—like the cart driver, for instance—said that he mixed up his words. Apparently, he exhibited a peculiar speech impediment.

“If you’ve got the time to run your mouth, you might as well sleep,” Suzu said.

“I’m worried. You seem flaky, lady.”

“Thanks for the concern,” Suzu said sarcastically as she broke out into a smile.

The reason the insults bounced off her was because there was no malice in Seishuu’s tone. Although he did say aggravating things sometimes, she could tell he told the truth without sugarcoating it. She’d rather be told bluntly, “I don’t feel sorry for you,” than receive fake pity from someone just trying to be polite.

Suzu threw a glance at Seishuu. “Maybe Riyou-sama was the same way…”

“What are you talking about?”

“Everyone at the cavern hated Riyou-sama, but nobody had the guts to tell her so when she asked them outright. Instead, they’d all shake their heads and say, ‘Heaven forbid!’ and Riyou-sama would always have a nasty comment about that.”

“Who the heck likes being told, ‘I hate you’? But I guess it would suck to know someone hates you, but they keep saying they don’t.”

“In that case, she should stop doing things to make people hate her…”

“Hmm.” Seishuu looked at the tarp ceiling. “You know how people take out their frustrations on other people when they’re mad? You can’t help but do it even when you know it’s not helping your case.”

Suzu thought about it. “Yeah, that can happen.”

“Times like that, you think, ‘Wow, I’ve done such a bad thing.’ So you ask, ‘Do you hate me now?’ and when the other person looks all awkward and says no, it ticks you off. Sure, it might be worse if they outright said, ‘I hate your guts,’ but it still stings.”

“True…”

“If it goes on for long enough, you might wind up being mean just to get a genuine reaction,” Seishuu mused. “Maybe that’s what was going through her head.”

Suzu blinked. “You sound like you’ve been in Riyou-sama’s shoes before.”

“Just using my imagination.”

“You might be right about her.”

Looking back, Suzu had never once extended her imagination to what Riyou might be thinking. She’d been too distracted by how unpleasant she was.

“To be honest, I’ve never considered Riyou-sama’s feelings. I just thought of her as a force of nature to put up with. Riyou-sama would react to that by saying, ‘Do you really despise me that much? Am I such a pain to you?’ and when she didn’t like how I answered, she would foist a ridiculous task on me,” Suzu mused aloud. “I only ever caught my breath when I was in bed. And even then, she’d sometimes force me awake.”

Seishuu sighed. “Wow… That kinda sucks…”

“Yeah, my life was pretty crazy.”

“I’m not talking about you. You stuck around when you could have left at any time,” Seishuu said. “I feel bad for this Riyou person.”

Suzu glared at Seishuu in annoyance. “You feel sorry for Riyou-sama, not me?”

“Must have been tiresome for her to keep up the pointless bullying. I bet even she knew she was doing the wrong thing. She probably hated herself. And she couldn’t run away from her own skin.”

“Maybe.” Suzu looked away sullenly and peered at the road visible through the gaps in the tarp. “You might laugh at me, but my life really did suck. I was at my happiest on cold nights, when I got into my freezing bed and had time to myself. Isn’t that just sad?”

“Weren’t there other people as well? You didn’t talk to them?”

“I told you before, didn’t I? I’m a Kaikyaku. There’s a whole lot of things I don’t understand. Every time I asked about something, people would laugh at me. It really put me off talking to other people. Sure, I’m partly to blame since I didn’t put in the effort to learn, but of course I’m not going to be motivated if people always laugh at me as if I asked a dumb question.”

“So,” said Seishuu slowly, “you threw pity parties for yourself in your bed?”

“Don’t put it like that…” Suzu blushed slightly—Seishuu was right on the mark. “I wasn’t just pitying myself. I had all kinds of thoughts, like, ‘This is a dream, and I’m going to wake up in my old bed at home any second now.’”

A forlorn smile came over Suzu’s face as she spoke.

“When I heard about the queen of Kei, I started fantasizing about her. I bet she’s homesick for Hourai. So I thought, ‘What if we chat and sing about our homeland…?’”

Suzu could only imagine how delighted the queen would be. Then she, in turn, would tell Suzu about her former life…

Suzu sighed. “But then I’d come back to reality, and everything was just pointless. Riyou-sama was still horrid to me. The others were mean as well…”

Seishuu looked exasperated. “Lady, you’re such a brat. Why should you expect anything to change when you didn’t do a thing?”

Suzu’s eyes blinked wide.

“Jeez, lady,” Seishuu sighed. “Daydreams don’t count as work. Way easier to goof off and dream than take steps to make your life better. Aren’t you just shoving your problems aside? Of course nothing’s gonna change.”

“True, but…”

“This is why you’re still a kid after all this time, ’cause you’re all stuck in your head.”

“You can be such a jerk sometimes.”

“Boo!” Seishuu stuck his tongue out at her and curled up into a ball. “You cry all the time, lady. I hate crying.”

“Sorry for being a crybaby,” said Suzu. “When I was little, people used to tell me that I was patient. That I was a good girl who didn’t cry.”

That was what the man who bought her said when he took her along the mountain pass. He liked that she didn’t cry.

“But my life’s been hard enough to turn me into a crybaby. I’ve gone through a lot.”

“I cried a lot too, you know.” Seishuu looked at Suzu. “When my house in Kei burned down, when so many people in the hamlet died, when I looked at the burned remains and realized we didn’t have anywhere to go. I was so miserable that I couldn’t hold it in. I’m a brat, ya know, so I have a lot of tears to let loose. But it wasn’t like the normal crying. I felt like I was gonna cry forever.”

“You too?”

“Yeah. That’s when I realized that there’s two types of crying: when you feel sorry for yourself, and when you’re just…sad. Crying when you feel sorry for yourself—that’s the way babies cry. They want someone to come in and fix their problem, whether it’s Mom, Dad, or the lady next door.”

Suzu simply gazed at Seishuu’s face.

“Babies don’t have any way of protecting themselves. That’s why they cry like that,” he said.

“Ah,” was all Suzu could say in response.

For a while, Seishuu kept his mouth shut.

“Hey.” Suzu broke the silence. “Where was your house in Kei?”

“Hmm, somewhere in the south.”

“Wanna go there when you’re all healed?”

“You’re coming too?”

Seishuu lay down and wrapped himself in Suzu’s clothes. Because it was so cold inside the wagon, he pulled the clothes all the way up to the tip of his nose. Only his eyes were visible as he peered at Suzu’s face.

“Yeah,” Suzu said. “Together. You don’t like that?”

“Being with you sounds like a pain,” Seishuu said, giggling.

Suzu smiled too.

3

THE VILLAGE OF KOKEI WAS ATTACHED TO THE town of Hokui like a lump in its corner. With the village hall as its sole government office and only twenty-five households within its walls, it was a city of the smallest scale.

Youko and Rangyoku walked through the community house’s gates and into the horizontal crosswalk.

Tall walls, about a hundred bu in height, generally surrounded a village in all directions. A path lined the inside of the walls. To the north of the village stood the village hall, the shrine, and the community house in a row. The wide street in front of those buildings was called the horizontal crosswalk, and it cut through the village in an east-west direction. The straight road that stretched from the village shrine in the north to the gates at the south was called the vertical crosswalk.

The village hall contained the government office and the elementary school. The village shrine, meanwhile, was technically an assortment of multiple places of worship. The altar of soil and grain, where one paid respects to the landlord deities and the god of the Five Grains, was commonly placed west of the Riboku. The east side was reserved for the ancestral shrine. Together, these were all officially called “the shrine,” although as far as the villagers were concerned, the Riboku garnered the bulk of worship. This was because the tree provided the villagers with their children and livestock.

“How fascinating…” Youko muttered to herself.

Rangyoku cocked her head. “Hm?”

“Oh, I was just thinking about how the tree shrine takes up all the attention, and the landlord god and ancestral spirit shrines feel like an afterthought.” In fact, they were both rather small and generally unobtrusive.

Rangyoku giggled. “You get fascinated by such weird things.”

“Do I?”

“I mean, we owe the fact that we have children to the Riboku. The other gods aren’t going to guarantee us a good harvest or protect us from natural disasters, no matter how hard we pray,” Rangyoku explained. “That’s why the Riboku comes first. You can see why that is, right?”

“The people here are very practical-minded,” Youko commented. “But I’m guessing the Lord Above and the Queen Mother of the West are special cases.”

Many village shrines doubled as a place of worship for the Lord Above and the Queen Mother of the West, though larger towns tended to have a separate shrine for worshipping the two deities.

“Well, they’re the ones who impart the children.”

“The Lord Above and the Queen Mother of the West?”

“Uh-huh. Married couples who want children pray at the Riboku and tie sashes to the branches.”

“Do they have to be married?”

“Yeah,” said Rangyoku. “The goddess of childbirth records the names of everyone who wants a baby and informs the Queen Mother of the West. The Queen Mother then consults with the Lord Above and selects the most suitable parents from the list. Then, she ultimately orders the goddesses to create a Ranka.”

“Interesting.” Youko thought that this sounded very different from the myths in her former country—not that this was her area of expertise.

“The goddess of conception plants the child in the Ranka, and the goddess of deliverance carries it to the Riboku,” said Rangyoku. “Is that not how it works in Hourai?”

“Not in the slightest.” Youko grinned sheepishly. “Do you believe in all that stuff, Rangyoku?”

Rangyoku laughed at the question. “I don’t know the actual truth, but I do know that a Ranka fruit bears life. And you can never take one off a tree unless it’s attached to the branch you put the sash on. Mysterious, isn’t it? Really makes you think the gods are behind it.”

“I see.” Youko smiled. “I heard farm animals also come from the Riboku.”

“That’s right. You pray to the Riboku on the first seven days of a month. On the first day, you pray for birds like chickens and ducks. The second day is for dogs, the third is for sheep and mountain goats, the fourth is for boars and pigs, the fifth is for cattle, the sixth is for horses, and the seventh is for people.”

“People? Humans have a day too?”

“Traditionally, yeah. Nowadays, you can pray for them any time between the seventh and ninth days of the month. That said, people do say that you’ll get a good child if you pray for one on the seventh. My mother said that’s why Keikei’s such a sweet kid.”

“Ohh, interesting.”

“The animals take a month to hatch. You can tie multiple sashes to the tree at the same time, but there’s no guarantee that all of them will bear fruit. You can only get one human child at a time.”

“Okay, so twins don’t exist here.”

“Twins?”

“Two children born at the same time. In Hourai, there are even cases of birthing five at a time.”

“Whoa. That’s really interesting,” Rangyoku said before turning her head back to the village shrine. “The eighth day is for grain. Only the king or queen can pray for that.”

“Ah, so there’s a day for grain as well.”

“The Five Grains grow by themselves, you know? All you have to do is plant them and the rest will happen naturally.”

“I suppose they do.”

“Grass and trees aren’t living creatures, after all. But still, someone has to ask for new grain, you know? The monarch is the only person fit for that job, and only at the tree in the royal palace. They say that when the heavens answer the ruler’s prayers, the palace’s tree will bear fruit, and then the Riboku across the entire kingdom can bear Ranka the next year.”

“Wow, really?” Youko’s eyes widened. She had no idea that this was one of her duties. She made a mental reminder to ask Enho about it in more detail later.

“Then there’s the Yaboku. They grow the animals and birds that aren’t livestock. Did you know there are trees underwater too?”

“I had no idea,” said Youko. “I’m guessing they grow fish?”

Rangyoku smiled. “Yup. And Yaboku are also responsible for grass and tree seeds.”

“Grain grows by itself, but other plants don’t?”

“Oh, they do. I’m talking about new grass and trees, though. Apparently, they show up on their own. No one knows when or where new grass will sprout. That’s why people sometimes check the Yaboku to see if there’s any unfamiliar grass growing around its roots. If they do find something new, they take it back home and cultivate more of it. Drifter ex-citizens do jobs like that. It’s called tree hunting. They travel around looking for new Ranka. Trees have their quirks, you see—some trees easily grow Ranka, while others don’t grow much at all. The tree hunters keep a tight lid on the locations of easy trees. In fact, they’re so eager to keep the secret that they’ll kill you if you follow them, they say.”

“Whoa…”

“They’re a bit scary, even if they do bring back rare herbs and crop seeds to sell.”

Youko nodded in silence. This world had its discriminated classes too. Given the lack of an inheritance system, there wasn’t much prejudice when it came to occupations. Every child, regardless of lineage, received public land when they turned twenty. Large business owners were barred from passing the reins to their children. Communities also tended to look after the disabled with kindness and warmth. Yet in spite of all that, a distinct prejudice existed against hanjyuu and drifter ex-citizens.

“What’s the matter?” Rangyoku asked.

Youko shook her head.

Her friend was a hanjyuu. Out of gratitude toward him, Youko sought to abolish the laws discriminating against hanjyuu—but the bureaucrats wouldn’t agree with her.

She considered making it the First Edict, but the thought didn’t sit right with her. The First Edict was a significant milestone in Youko’s mind. At some point, the idea got stuck in her head that it ought to be a statement of purpose for her reign.

“Did I say something to offend you?” asked Rangyoku.

“Not quite. Just a few things on my mind, that’s all.” Youko paused. “Anyway, this is goodbye for now.”

Just as the words left her mouth, her feet arrived at the village gates. Rangyoku would be heading off into the vacant fields. Youko, meanwhile, had business in the town of Hokui.

“Okay,” Rangyoku said hesitantly. “Hope you feel better soon.”

Youko smiled. Rangyoku probably assumed that whenever Youko fell into pensive thought, it was because she pined for Hourai. Youko appreciated the sentiment, even if her pity was misplaced. Casually, she lifted an arm in farewell before turning west.

She stuck to the path circling the village walls on the inside. Most villages only had one gate, but Kokei had two. This was because Kokei originated within the town of Hokui. All towns expanded out of villages, adding government facilities to the side. Once the community reached prefectural size, the logic reversed, and the government office became the center of the town. The once prominent village hall would be relegated to a corner of the town—the northeast one, specifically.

In Hokui’s case, the village of Kokei got pushed even further out of the town’s bounds. A single gate tenuously connected the two areas.

Youko entered the town in question and made a beeline for the government office. Tall walls surrounded the administrative sector. Youko followed the circular path around the walls toward Hokui’s southeast district.

“Where is it?” she mumbled quietly to herself in the thick of the crowd.

An even quieter voice responded by her feet. “Go right at the next turn.”

Youko followed the directions, cutting through the bustling streets until she emerged at a small house.

In theory, the kingdom distributed the houses in towns, making them the sole property of the village residents. In practice, however, people sold their land and houses so that they could move elsewhere. One person might sell their hamlet house and farmland to buy land and a shop from the government office. Another might buy up farmland and hire laborers to till the extra fields. Someone else might decide to make do with what the kingdom gave them. Quite a few individuals desired the town life and did not hesitate to sell off their farmland without so much as a backward glance.

Youko wondered what circumstances drove this particular homeowner to this property. Whatever the story was, his name was Rou. He was the messenger working for the mysterious individual who visited Enho.

When Hankyo followed the man, he found that the individual stayed at Rou’s house rather than at an inn. The man left Hokui the next day and headed north.

Okay, what now?

Youko looked up at the house. She doubted that the man would tell her who his client was if she asked.

As she gazed from the opposite end of the street, the front gate abruptly swung open. Youko quickly looked away, pretending to survey the street.

“All right,” she heard a male voice say. “The goods—”

The man appeared to notice Youko, because he cut himself off there. He was short and middle-aged with brown speckles in his hair. Next to him was a considerably larger man with a boulder-like physique and very unremarkable black hair. This man also eyed Youko for a moment before averting his gaze.

“All right, I leave it to you.”

“Okay.”

It was all they said before they parted ways. The short man practically dashed back into the house, while the large man started walking briskly down a side road.

He might be an ordinary visitor.

But still, the way the short man abruptly cut off what he was about to say did strike Youko as suspicious.

As Youko walked in the opposite direction from the large man, she quietly summoned Hankyo.

“Are you curious about this man?” asked his disembodied voice.

Youko nodded. “Sorry, but can I ask you to follow him? He might be an ordinary visitor, but there’s something about Enho’s attitude that bothers me…”

Just as Rangyoku said, Enho seemed terribly downhearted the day after a visit from that man. The latest visit was no exception. He even canceled their lessons for the day. This left Youko with nothing much to do, so she decided to check out Rou’s house.

“As you command.”

The quiet voice drifted away and disappeared.

Hankyo returned late that night to tell her that the man lived across the river in Takuhou, a town in Shisui County in Wa Province.

“Takuhou…”

Takuhou was east of Hokui, yet the mystery man went north after his visits to Enho. Did the big man have something to do with any of this?

For a while, Youko was lost in thought.
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Chapter Nine

1

“I WAS BORN IN KOU,” THE HANJYUU NAMED Rakushun explained as they traveled. “Sad thing is, hanjyuu ain’t allowed to enroll in the provincial academies over there. So I went to En to study.”

This reminded Shoukei that hanjyuu weren’t allowed in Hou’s provincial academies or university either. When she said as much aloud, he nodded.

“Same thing with drifter ex-citizens and refugees. If you ain’t on the family register, tough luck. Plenty of kingdoms are like that. Kou’s the only place that doesn’t give citizenship to hanjyuu, but that was the rule everywhere way back in the day. Tai’s new king was about to change its citizenship laws, but the false ruler came along before the reforms could get through.”

“I see,” Shoukei said curtly.

“Hou, Kou, Shun, and Kei are all pretty much the same in barring hanjyuu from government work and higher education.”

Rakushun’s style of traveling was rather haphazard. Despite the fact that the Suugu would get him to Shisou in less than a day, he deliberately stopped in multiple towns along the way. He even traveled in the opposite direction from Shisou on numerous occasions. The Suugu made the journey entirely painless, but Shoukei still had to wonder what was going through Rakushun’s head. She couldn’t figure out what he was trying to accomplish.

Meanwhile, Rakushun went on talking. “Most kingdoms don’t let drifter ex-citizens or refugees become bureaucrats or attend school. The laws against Sankyaku and Kaikyaku are even worse. They’re treated like drifters for the most part, ’cept in Kou, where they’re on an even lower rung. At least some kingdoms are the opposite and treat ’em nicely, like Sou, En, and Ren. Sankyaku and Kaikyaku bring over rare stuff—paper, pottery, printing technology, and medical knowledge.”

“Do Sankyaku and Kaikyaku actually exist?” Shoukei had never seen one for herself, at least.

“The first foreign temple ever built was in Hou.”

“Really?”

“During the Decisive King’s reign, a Sankyaku came over, built a temple in the mountains, and started teaching that ‘Buddhism’ thing. It’s why people in Hou cremate the dead to this day. Only Hou, En, Sou, and Ren do cremations.” Rakushun paused. “I’m pretty sure that in Hou, they build the village shrines to look like Buddhist temples ’stead of the ancestral ones. It’s a different architectural style.”

“Who’s the Decisive King?”

“I think he was the twelfth or thirteenth king of Hou. Somewhere thereabouts.”

Shoukei shot an annoyed look at the hanjyuu. Rakushun knew more about Hou than Shoukei, a Hou citizen and princess. It was utterly infuriating.

“All right,” Rakushun suddenly announced. “I reckon you’ll be in a bit of a tight spot tomorrow, Shoukei.”

He said this when they were just about to enter a set of gates. Shisou was behind them, and they traveled for two more days on the Suugu after that. The road to the gates was deserted, which only made sense given that sundown was still far off. Rakushun tied a small cylindrical object around the Suugu’s neck. Shoukei saw him put a letter inside the cylinder earlier that morning.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“As of tomorrow, we’re walking back to En.”

Before Shoukei could even raise her voice in protest, Rakushun patted the Suugu. “Go on ahead, Tama. I’ll trust you with the letter.”

With an affable growl, the Suugu leaped into the sky. It danced in the air like a kite, and its long tail twirled as it raced away like a gust of wind.

“What are you going to do now that you let the Suugu go? It’s still a long way to En!”

“About five days or so, yeah,” Rakushun said. “Don’t get on my case. I ain’t takin’ no more detours.”

“That’s not what I’m getting at! Where are we staying tonight?!”

The hanjyuu got the cold shoulder wherever he went. The employees always grimaced whenever Rakushun walked into a high-class inn. Nevertheless, they changed their tune when they saw he had a Suugu with him. Without it, it was quite likely that he would be refused lodging altogether.

“No biggie. We don’t gotta stay at the fancy places. Now that we don’t have Tama to worry about, we don’t need a place with a stable. The cheapest inns will do the trick just fine.”

They’d always stayed at higher-end establishments. Although Shoukei understood that this was because the Suugu needed a proper stable to stay in, that did not stop her from scampering after Rakushun as he strode toward the gate.

“Don’t tell me you plan to cheap out with the inns! Are you kidding me?”

Rakushun blinked. “Why do you say that?”

“Why?”

“It doesn’t really matter where you stay so long as you get your sleep,” Rakushun said. “Not that I’d want you to stay in a place with a shared bedroom, of course.”

“But what about the bedding? The cheap rooms are so dirty,” Shoukei declared.

Rakushun sighed as he walked through the gate. “Wow, you really did grow up like a princess… It’s fine. Those hard beds ain’t so tiny you’ll fall off ’em, and it’s not like you can’t sleep on the floor.”

“I know that,” Shoukei said sharply. “I hate it because I know what it’s like. I’m never sleeping like that ever again.”

The very notion made her flush with shame. She’d been staying solely in high-class inns ever since she left Kyou. The idea of lowering her standards at this point was unbearable.

Rakushun scratched the fluffy tuft of fur below his ear. The main street of the tiny town was just as deserted as the highway.

“Most folks sleep on hard beds. Plenty snooze on the floor…and some even sleep on dirt.”

“Stop telling me things I already know.”

“Seems to me that you know but ain’t aware.”

Shoukei frowned. “What are you trying to say?”

“You only know those things as facts. I get the feeling you don’t know what it’s like firsthand, if ya don’t mind me sayin’.”

“Stop kidding around,” said Shoukei. “I slept in a hard bed with thin sheets for years, in a cold, drafty room. I don’t know about you, but I’m done with that life.”

“Why are you done?”

Shoukei’s eyes widened. She couldn’t believe her ears. “Why? You don’t get what an indignity it is being slapped awake before dawn in a filthy pigsty to work on an empty stomach? I’m no stranger to hunger. I know exactly what it’s like to be too famished or cold to sleep even when I’m dead tired. I’ve been forced out of bed even when I’ve had no sleep to do yet more work. Everyone insulted and ridiculed me. I don’t want to even think about that life anymore. You can’t get that through your head?”

“Sorry, but I’m lost. What exactly is bad about any of that? Why is it an indignity just to have experienced it? That’s how every hardworking farmer lives. They’re a poor lot, so it’s only natural to get hunger pangs. I don’t get why just the recollection of it makes you shudder,” Rakushun said.

Then he stopped.

“Ah.” He looked to his right. “Let’s try that place.”

He was looking at a small inn that didn’t look terribly popular. Several tables lined the dirt floor on the first floor. If not for the sign indicating that it was an inn, Shoukei would have assumed that it was a regular restaurant.

“You’re kidding me, right? They won’t have proper beds in a place like that,” Shoukei said. “Besides, we’re dressed too nicely to stay in a hovel.”

“If that’s how you feel, why don’t you buy some new clothes?” Rakushun pulled out some small change from his pocket and thrust it at Shoukei. “I’m staying there. It’s up to you whether you use that money to get new clothes or go your own way.”

“This is so unfa—!”

Before Shoukei could finish moaning, Rakushun whipped around and walked straight toward the inn. Shoukei watched in dazed bewilderment as the rat called out to the innkeeper.

The amount of money Rakushun gave her was enough to buy only the poorest quality clothes. She would have to settle for the plain garb she once wore at the community house in Hou—and secondhand at best. In this cold weather, an overcoat and furs were not essential, though they were extremely handy to own. She would probably get by comfortably enough if she had those, but it would mean selling her silk clothes. Rakushun was telling her to stoop to that level once more.

But you don’t have much money of your own, a voice in Shoukei’s head reminded her. If Rakushun abandoned her here, she’d have no choice but to sell her clothing either way. It certainly wouldn’t be enough to get her to En. It was debatable whether she’d reach the border even if she stuck to the cheapest food and lodgings.

Even as she resigned herself to the inevitable, the thought of regressing to that undignified state after finally managing to break free was so frustrating that it made her want to cry. Her blood boiled at the very thought of walking around in rags with that hanjyuu. And there was no more Suugu either.

Shoukei bit her lip and searched for a used clothing store. After she exchanged her spare clothes for a plain outfit, her shoes looked out of place. She ended up selling them off as well in favor of simple leather ones. This time, the clothes on her body clashed with the shoes. She had no choice but to borrow the partitioning screen in the corner of the store and change her clothes right there on the spot.

She wept as she pulled her arms through the sleeves of a coarse dress.

Right now, at this very second, there’s a girl in Kei being fitted with the finest silk jukun you can imagine. She’s wearing fine clothes, an embroidered coat, and enough accessories to weigh her down.

Shoukei returned to the inn, biting her lip all the while. Her cheeks burned when she told the inn workers that she was with the hanjyuu. Hot shame filled her body as they led her down the derelict hallway.

“Here,” the inn worker told her unceremoniously.

When Shoukei opened the door, she found the hanjyuu sitting nonchalantly on a wooden floor in front of a brazier.

Rakushun looked at Shoukei and scratched below his ears. “I don’t understand girls… Is it really that embarrassing to walk inside a dirty inn in silk clothes?”

“You’re the one who told me to do it.”

“True, but I didn’t think you’d actually go ahead and do it,” said Rakushun. “But I reckon that’s the way to go for the journey ahead. We ain’t gonna be traveling in style.”

For a moment, Shoukei was at a loss for words.

“You’re awful.” She sat down in a huff.

Rakushun peered into the brazier. “Like I said, everyone wears what you’re wearing right now. A princess upbringing did you no favors, huh?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You don’t have a sense for what’s normal. When the fancy stuff is your baseline, you probably think your current getup is hideous.” Rakushun paused. “You ain’t the only one who wants to wear silk, Shoukei.”

“Well, I—”

“Every girl dreams of that stuff. When you really get down to it, everyone wants to live like a queen—or like a princess.”

“But not everyone’s a princess. That’s just how the world works.”

“Yeah,” said Rakushun. “But you’re still a princess, huh?”

“I’m—” Not, she was about to protest, but Rakushun’s tail rose slightly like a silencing hand.

“You are a princess,” he said, “not that I think one way or another about it. The people of Hou seem to hold a grudge against you, though.”

“How…do you know that?”

“I’ve spoken with refugees from Hou. They all despised the last king. Nobody stood up for you either.”

“It’s not my fault!” Shoukei shouted. She had no idea why every last person hated her.

“It’s your responsibility,” Rakushun said, “because you’re the princess.”

“But it was my father who—”

“Your father was the king, and that’s what made you the princess. Sure, you didn’t do the things he did, but the same way a king assumes responsibility the moment they take the throne, you took up responsibility when you became the princess. Whether you like it or not.”

Shoukei gazed vacantly at the hunched rat.

“Right now, there are two kingdoms with royal children—Ryuu and Sou. The queen of Sai had a son, though he died before she succeeded the throne. The prince of Ryuu is a high official, I’m pretty sure. He works directly for the kingdom. Sou’s prince and princess assist the king. The princess is the head of the state health department,” Rakushun went on. “In the past, people used to rest at home and ask a doctor to come ’round. Nowadays, they go into clinics with doctors in ’em and ask them to check out their condition. Sou’s princess is the one who started that system. Now what have you got to show for yourself, Shoukei?”

“Huh?” Shoukei responded dumbly to the sudden barbed question.

“Some princesses were even killed by their fathers because they stood up to them when they lost the Way. Look no further than the last king of Kou. His son and daughter went off to work as laborers. They couldn’t stop the kingdom’s downward spiral, but they took responsibility and acted. And now they’re hard at work to keep the kingdom together until the next king or queen comes along.” Rakushun paused again. “And what about you?”

“But…my father said I didn’t have to do anything…”

“He was wrong about that. You should’ve corrected him.”

“But—”

“Are you gonna say you didn’t know? About what other princesses do?”

“I didn’t know,” Shoukei said sullenly.

“You should’ve known. I know more about Hou than you do, and you’re the princess. Can’t you see that’s more embarrassing than a downsized wardrobe?”

“But,” Shoukei began, but the words died in her throat. She had no idea how to continue the sentence.

“You’re embarrassed about wearing wool? But that’s what pretty much everyone in society wears. No one’s ashamed of it because it’s the best they can get for their labor. Sure, some people get to wear silk without lifting a finger, but nobody likes those types. Anyone who’s ever worked an honest day in their lives is gonna be annoyed at someone who gets luxuries they did nothing to deserve,” Rakushun went on. “That’s just common sense. Wouldn’t you resent someone who got what you lost without any effort?”

“Of course not,” Shoukei was about to say, but then she clamped her mouth shut. She did, in fact, resent a certain queen.

“You don’t understand the worth of things because they were handed to you on a silver platter. That’s why the people have a grudge against you.”

“But—”

“You lived in the lap of luxury, right? You just took from others and never gave back, huh?”

“Oh, come on!” Shoukei pounded the floor. “Are you trying to say it was all my fault? That everything went wrong because of me?!”

She wouldn’t accept that. She didn’t want to accept that.

“My father said I didn’t have to do anything! Mother said it too! It’s not like I could rebel against them! I didn’t go to university. I never got the chance to learn anything. Why am I at fault for not having an education?! So many people are in the same position, but they get to live in luxury,” she declared, almost entirely in one breath. “Why am I being singled out?!”

“People don’t get things without earning them. If they did, it’s a mistake. The mistakes of others don’t excuse you.”

“But—!”

“You had a mountain of silk clothes, I’m guessin’? I’m sure you know a lot about them. But do you know how they’re made? Do you know what kind of work goes into ’em? Have you ever stopped to consider how they ended up in your hands? Did you ever wonder why the maidservants wore wool while you got to wear silk? If you wanna really understand what I’m saying, start there.”

“Don’t you dare lecture me!” Shoukei threw her head to the floor and covered her ears. “I don’t want to hear it! I’m begging you! Don’t make me listen to this!”
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“ALL RIGHT, LET’S GET GOING, SHALL WE?”

At Rakushun’s nudging, Shoukei obediently picked up her luggage.

The night before, he got off his seat and left the room while she cried herself into an exhausted sleep. She didn’t see him again until he woke her up in the morning. She warmed her freezing body with some congee from the restaurant, and then they left the inn behind them. Rakushun didn’t say anything, so Shoukei said nothing either.

They left the town on foot and headed east. Ryuu was less snowy than Hou, though it did have piercingly cold winds instead. The coldest time of year was upon them. Small icicles threatened to form on her nose unless she covered her entire face with her woolen shawl. She had to keep her hair covered for similar reasons.

Most people traveled by horse and wagon during this season. They covered the wagon beds with a thick tarp and laid out straw and cloth on the bottom. There, the passengers inserted a wooden brazier and huddled together for warmth. During the offseason, the local farmers would offer use of their wagon beds as an additional source of income. Hou had a similar system as well, although they used sleighs instead of wagons.

Most of the time, they rode down the highway with young girls and elderly people. The strong, healthy men walked. One of Shoukei’s fellow passengers, a woman, asked Shoukei, “Where did you two come from?”

“Hou,” Shoukei replied as she hugged a warming device nestled in her clothing. The object in question was a round metal box containing hot water and charcoal. The surface was filled with small indents, which had tiny holes for asbestos. During the winters, travelers kept these flat bottles of hot water around their necks.

“Hou’s in a lot of trouble these days, huh? The king passed away and all.”

“Yeah…”

The thick tarp shrouded the wagon bed in darkness. There was only a single lamp for light.

“What about you, boy? Where did you come from?” the woman asked Rakushun, prompting Shoukei to chuckle to herself underneath her shawl.

“I was born in Kou.”

“Oh dear. Didn’t Kou’s king die last year?” said the woman. “Three years ago, it was Hou. Two years ago, it was Kei. And Tai’s still up in the air too. It’s hard to find a break these days.”

“Ryuu has it pretty good. Its king is fairly long-lived.”

“A drop in a bucket compared to En, but yes.” The woman smiled. “His reign is much longer than what Hou and Kou had. I suppose you could say we’re blessed.”

And yet, Shoukei thought, recalling how the highway looked, I would have thought this kingdom was more prosperous. The landscape was bleaker than she had imagined. The towns seemed to cling to the ground with hardly any tall buildings in sight.

When Shoukei mentioned this, the woman burst out laughing. Even the other passengers joined in.

“Ryuu’s houses are underground,” said the woman. “It’s warmer there in winters and cooler in summers. That’s why all the houses tend to be more below than above the ground.”

She explained that Ryuu’s houses had large basements except in the rainy northeast region and the coast of the Kyokai. Although it was a cold kingdom without much industry, it was abundant in stones for masonry. People extracted those stones and used them to build houses underground. In some areas, they even created subterranean roads and pathways.

“Wow…”

Shoukei knew hardly anything about the other kingdoms. She had never stepped foot outside of Hou before, nor had she interacted with foreigners. The palace was almost entirely isolated from the rest of the world. She was never particularly interested in the other kingdoms, so the idea of underground cities struck her as extremely odd.

“Wouldn’t it be all stuffy down there? What about the smell?”

“There’s proper ventilation.”

“But the sun doesn’t shine down there, right? Wouldn’t it get awfully dark?”

“We have ceilings. The courtyards in Ryuu houses are like mine shafts that extend underground. The light comes in through there, so it never gets dark at all. The rooms with ceilings are very nice and comfortable.”

“But what about the towns?”

“They have ceilings too,” said the woman. “You haven’t seen them? The large towns have a long, thin building in the middle of the main street.”

Shoukei’s mind went back to those barnlike structures in the middle of towns. They were long, thin, and didn’t have roofs. She’d wondered what they were at the time.

“Oh, so those were ceilings? But what about the rain? Wouldn’t they get flooded?”

The woman laughed. “We don’t get much rain in these parts.”

“I see.” Shoukei nodded, then glanced at Rakushun beside her. “I’m guessing there were no inns underground? Or would we have found them if we looked for them?”

“People don’t stay overnight in the underground,” he said. “It’s where the owners live. Ryuu might have a sprawling underground, but it’s taxed to high heaven. Even worse if you do business there.”

The woman’s eyes crinkled in delight. “Clever boy, aren’t you?”

Rakushun scratched his ears sheepishly. The woman flashed him a smile, apparently oblivious to his embarrassment.

“Ryuu’s a nice place to live. Sure, there might not be much wheat to go around, but there’s plenty of minerals, stones, gems, and timber.”

“Hou had mines too,” Shoukei cut in. “Do people in Ryuu own livestock?”

“They do, but it’s hard to find good fodder,” the woman replied. “I’ve heard Hou has good horses, yes?”

“We have cattle and sheep too. Plenty of them, in fact.”

“Ryuu has those, just not in big numbers. There’s not much fodder to go around in the summers,” the woman said. “But I’d still say we’re lucky. Our king’s a good sort, and winters are hard wherever you go.”

“I was surprised by just how cold it is here.”

“I’ve heard it’s a lot better than Tai. Your nose’ll freeze right off if you go outside at night over there. You’ll get frostbite even during the day unless you rub your nose.”

“Wow…” Shoukei sighed slightly. “The world’s a big place… I had no idea about any of that.” She’d assumed everywhere was like Hou—isolated by snow in the winters and a sea of green pastures in the summers.

“It really is. They say that in the southern kingdoms, you can sleep outside during the winter. You can even reap the fields twice a year. Imagine that!” The woman looked at Rakushun.

Rakushun waved his tiny hand in protest. “The bit about twice-a-year harvests is true, but not that stuff about sleeping outdoors in winter. Well, maybe you might be all right in Sou, seeing as that’s the southernmost kingdom.”

Shoukei mumbled, “I wonder if Kei’s winters are warm…”

“Hard to say,” the woman said, sighing. “Things are different in Kei now that there’s a new queen. I hope the kingdom gets back to normal soon.”

Shoukei did not reply to this.

“It’s awful when a kingdom falls into decline. All the refugees from Tai seem miserable. When your house burns down, you freeze to death in winter, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Yeah…”

“Tai’s so beaten up that the youma are even showing up in Ryuu these days,” the woman went on. “That’s what people say, although I’ve never come across one myself.”

Shoukei instinctively glanced at Rakushun’s face.

Meanwhile, the woman went on. “The erratic weather these days sure isn’t helping. There was a huge snowstorm in the north just a short while ago. Apparently, the small villages there got blocked off. There was a big scare about people starving to death. I wonder why things like that have to happen when we’ve got such a nice king.”

The wagon wheels creaked. In a way, it felt symbolic of the kingdom’s strife. The powers at the top grew steadily out of sync with the world below. If the prefectural governor was so blatantly corrupt, then the situation had to be even worse above his head. Perhaps this kingdom truly was on the decline.

A kingdom without a king or queen fell into ruin. Natural disasters reigned, and the youma ran rampant. Fires and floods swallowed people’s houses, robbing them of their lifelines during the cold seasons.

Shoukei recalled the frigid winters at the community house. Even when the summers were fair, the people would have nothing to eat if locusts came for the wheat. Starvation was always but a single flood or snowstorm away.

I wonder if Hou will suffer that fate.

It was the first time the thought crossed her mind.

“I really…didn’t know anything,” Shoukei muttered.

They got off the wagon in front of the next town and walked toward the inn.

“You sure didn’t.” Rakushun’s reply was all too blunt. “But that’s easily fixed if you open your mind to learning. Not a problem at all.”

Shoukei’s feet stopped. “You don’t think it’s too late?” Shoukei should have known about these things sooner—about Hou, the royal family, how the other kingdoms and monarchs operated. And what it meant to be a princess.

“You were punished for not knowing the things you should have known as a princess of Hou.” Rakushun paused. “That’s behind you now. No use dwelling on it. But Shoukei, your life has only just begun. You’ve only been down here for, what, three years? Be patient with yourself.”

“You…think so?”

“Sure I do. Some things in this world are irreversible. Your life as a princess is over and you can’t redo it. Don’tcha think it’s best to come to terms with that and learn from your mistakes?”

“I suppose…”

“That’s the thing about being a king or a princess. Once you lose the throne, you can’t ever take it back. The ordinary folk have it better in that sense. So long as you’re not dead, you can always pick yourself up and try something again.”

“Yeah.” Shoukei looked down at the hanjyuu. His soft, brown-gray fur looked warm to touch, and his silver whiskers glinted beautifully in the light. “I only just noticed this, but you look snug, Rakushun.”

Rakushun laughed. “For now. Summers wear me right out, lemme tell you that.”

Shoukei chuckled back.
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“I’M SORRY FOR ASKING THIS, ENHO, BUT WOULD you mind if I left the community house today?” Youko asked Enho after breakfast, just as he was about to head out to the elementary school.

“I don’t mind, but where do you plan to go?” Enho paused. “Will you be back late?”

“I’ll be back before the gates close,” Youko said. “I’m going to Takuhou.”

For a moment, Enho’s bushy white eyebrows creased into a frown. He promptly cocked his head in puzzlement. “Why the sudden interest?”

“I just want to see the town,” Youko insisted. “Am I not allowed?”

Enho closed his mouth, as if in slight hesitation. Then he nodded, averting his gaze as he did so. “Why not go? It could be edifying.”

With that puzzling statement, Enho turned his back to her and stepped out into the courtyard.

Youko frowned as she watched him go.

Something’s going on here.

The Ei and Wa provinces were separated by the Gousui ravine. Shisui County lay just across the bridge. It took half a day to reach Takuhou, the county capital, by wagon. Underneath the wagon’s hood, Youko adjusted the outer layers of her clothing.

In En, most rivers had bridges unless they were excessively wide. The bridges were also well maintained, allowing passage by both wagon and boat. In Kei, travelers had to dismount the wagon at the foot of the bridge, and there also weren’t too many bridges to begin with. Although one did exist here in the upstream part of the Gousui where it was impossible to cross the ravine by boat, it was a suspension bridge. Wagons could not pass through, which meant that it could only be crossed on foot. Nevertheless, people counted themselves lucky that they could cross at all. When the other side was too far away, travelers had to take very long detours.

Kei is an impoverished kingdom, thought Youko as she eyed the wagons waiting on the other side, although I suppose anywhere looks poor next to En.

When she eventually arrived at Takuhou, she saw that its scars of devastation ran deeper than Hokui’s. Although Hokui’s houses did not escape unscathed from disaster, there were new buildings to replace them. Meanwhile, half-burned buildings still lined Takuhou’s streets, their state of disrepair plain to observe. Dilapidated shacks dotted the empty fields outside the town, and scores of people huddled around open fires. They were refugees, the likes of which Youko never saw in Hokui.

It occurred to Youko that Ei Province was relatively prosperous, all things considered. Ei’s provincial lord was Keiki himself, and given that Hokui was part of the Golden Territory, its people had faith that their lives would change for the better. Meanwhile, Wa Province was under Gahou’s thumb, and his poor reputation preceded him. Youko could see for herself what a difference this made.

She got off the wagon, paid the fare, and entered the gates. Following Hankyo’s whispering voice, she walked toward the southwest part of town.

Past a certain point, the houses turned small and shabby. Before long, she started seeing children with famished faces and adults with dull eyes sitting in the sun. Youko instinctively gripped the hilt of her sword, obscured beneath her cloak.

“Over there,” the faint voice whispered by her feet.

Youko peered at the far end of the street. There, she could make out a small inn that looked noticeably better than anything else around it. Indeed, it looked so out of place that one had to wonder why the owner would set up shop there.

Youko walked through the inn’s open doors. A group of shady-looking men turned their eyes to her as soon as she stepped inside.

“What do you want, kid?”

The man who stood up at the far end was the same giant Youko had spotted in Hokui.

“I’m looking for directions,” Youko said, then added, “Can I eat here?”

The other men were already looking away. Only the large man took interest in her. He strode over and pulled out a chair at a nearby table.

“Sit,” he barked. “You lost?”

“Something like that.”

Youko placidly took a seat. Something crawled down her spine—she recognized the presence as Jyouyuu, Keiki’s Shirei. His nerves were on edge, and he was readying himself against the danger. In fact, Youko could tell that despite looking the other way, the men at the table were straining to listen in on her conversation.

“Hey,” said the man, thrusting his hands on the table and leaning forward. Youko could not help but notice the slender ring around his thick, rugged finger—it was an incongruous sight. “Are you a girl?”

“So what if I am?” Youko looked up.

The man smiled thinly. “You’re a plucky one.”

“I’m flattered,” Youko said. “Are you from here?”

The man nodded. “Damn straight.”

Youko cast him a glance and smiled. “Have I met you before? In Hokui?”

“Nah,” the man muttered. “Can’t say I remember you.”

She couldn’t tell from his expression whether he genuinely had no recollection of her or if he was just pretending.

“Don’t tell me you’re here for me,” the man said.

“Thought I saw you somewhere, that’s all.” Youko decided not to pursue the question. Everything here was much too suspicious, from the man to his surroundings. She could order Keiki to investigate his identity. “I said I wanted food, remember?”

“Oh, right,” the man mumbled, twisting back. The eyes atop his hulking frame gazed down at Youko with evident respect. “You really are a plucky little lady. You got money?”

“Is this place expensive?”

“Sure is.”

“I see.” Youko stood up. “Doesn’t sound like my kind of joint. How do I get onto the main street?”

The man stepped forward. “Who are you?”

“A traveler.”

“You think I’d swallow that?” The man scoffed. “You’re too plucky, by far.”

With a hard glint in their eyes, the other men stood up from their seats and approached Youko. She gripped the sword inside her jacket.

After a pause, the man spoke again. “What did you come sniffing around for?”

“Directions.”

“Don’t take me for a fool.”

She was completely surrounded. There were six men, all tough and brawny. Just as Youko’s grip tightened around her sword hilt, a voice cut in—it sounded very out of place.

“Stop.”

Youko’s gaze slid to the speaker. The men also turned their heads toward the back of the building. The large man swung around, creating a gap in the human wall for a boy to come striding through. He looked to be about fourteen or fifteen years old. Next to the brawny men, he seemed hopelessly tiny.

The boy walked up to the large man and yanked his arm. “Let her go,” he said and glanced at Youko. “You can leave.”

“Watch it!” The man tried to shrug the boy off his arm, only for the boy to cling harder. There was a ring on his finger too—Youko found herself committing it to memory.

“Sorry if they scared you. They’re not used to girls.”

“I see,” Youko mustered in response.

The boy smiled as he rested his cheek upon the man’s thick arm. “Don’t hold a grudge, okay?”

Youko nodded and turned around. Reluctantly, the men relaxed their net around her. As she walked past them and toward the door, she briefly glanced over her shoulder at the boy—and then promptly raised her head and strode out of the inn.

After the girl was out of view, the man turned to the boy suspended from his arm. “Why’d you let her go, Sekki?”

With a light sigh, the boy let go of the man’s arm and smiled. “I wasn’t saving her. I was saving you.”

“What? You thought that little girl could do me in?”

“Her courage wasn’t ordinary…and besides—” Sekki glanced at the door the girl had left through. “She had something that could give you trouble.”

“Huh?”

“When her cloak hit the chair, there was a heavy sound.” Sekki’s eyes narrowed. “Judging by the length, I’d say it was a sword.”

All eyes turned to the door.

Youko walked down a secluded back alley, nagged by the overwhelming sense of unfinished business.

Something’s going on here.

She definitely saw that large man in Hokui. Not to mention all those other men—they all looked fierce and imposing, and restless to boot. Those were no ordinary guests at an inn… And then there was the boy.

Youko’s brow furled into a light frown. Just as she was about to emerge onto the main street, something happened.

Youko looked up. Toward the exit off in the distance, she heard screams—not from one or two people, but a whole crowd. She also heard wheels grinding against the ground, accompanied by the pounding of hooves.

Youko sprinted along the lane and leaped out onto the main road, where she saw a carriage retreating into the distance. Meanwhile, a group of people stood very still, watching.

A child lay prone in the middle of the road.

The rays of the setting sun brought the scene into stark relief.
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FINALLY, THOUGHT SUZU AS SHE STEPPED OFF the wagon and stretched her aching hips.

They were in Takuhou, the westernmost town in Shisui County, Wa Province. Past this point was Ei Province. Gyouten was only five days away from there.

Suzu smiled as she carried Seishuu down. “We’ll be in Ei Province tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” Seishuu smiled as well.

Abruptly, he slumped on the ground. He had gotten into the habit of doing this lately. When he tried to raise his body, getting onto his knees was the most he could manage.

“Are you okay?”

“So long as you carry me, yeah.”

“Once you’re better, I’m gonna be a total slave driver, you know,” Suzu said, which got a laugh out of Seishuu.

She couldn’t go looking for an inn with a child on her back, so she asked the driver to mind Seishuu for a short while. “I just need to find an inn, and then I’ll be back.”

“Sure. Mind you return before the gates close.”

A town’s gates closed when the sun went down. It was impossible to enter or leave after that point.

Suzu looked up at the sky. The sun was still far from the horizon.

“I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Seishuu sat by the gate and watched the bustle of traffic. The driver looked bored next to him.

“You can go back, Mister.”

The man grunted and looked over his shoulder. “Hm?”

Seishuu smiled and pointed out the gate. It seemed that the man had trouble understanding him. Apparently, Seishuu mixed up his words frequently, though he had no awareness of doing this. Suzu didn’t have any trouble understanding him, but everyone else had to ask him multiple times what he meant before they got it.

“You can go back.” Seishuu repeated himself slowly, and stood up in demonstration. His body wavered a little, but he managed to balance on his feet.

When the man saw this, he flashed Seishuu a smile. “Thanks,” he said, then ran for his wagon, waving as he left.

There was probably someone waiting for him at home. Seishuu waved back, then scanned his surroundings. There was no sign of Suzu yet. Seishuu was bored, but he knew that he might miss Suzu if he took off by himself.

For now, he contented himself with wandering around the gate. The path inside the gates formed a neat loop around the perimeter. Shop stalls lined the big street on both sides, though even with half the available space taken up, there was still quite a lot of room to walk.

With his typical staggering gait, Seishuu paced around the gate, apologizing to everyone he bumped into as he did so. His senses absorbed the crowds and vendors hawking their wares. Somewhere, the upbeat melody of a street performance streamed into the midst. He crossed the street, looking for its source.

What he did not hear over the music was the sound of a speeding carriage. When the vehicle came racing from the side, Seishuu did not see it—because it came from the right.

Seishuu only noticed the four horses bearing upon him when an adult facing his direction paled in shock. Hurriedly, he attempted to scramble out of the way, but this was close to an impossible feat for a boy who struggled to walk in a straight line even at the best of times. Far from reaching safety, Seishuu stepped on the foot bellows and stumbled right in front of the carriage.

The carriage ground to a panicked halt, prompting the horses to rear up and neigh in disgruntlement. Uh-oh, thought Seishuu. The carriage was a fancy one, designed for the aristocracy. He could face a scolding for blocking the path.

“What are you doing, whelp?! Out of the way!”

Predictably, an angry shout came thundering out of the vehicle.

“Sorry,” Seishuu muttered, hurriedly attempting to stand—only for his legs to give out from under him.

“You brat! What are you blocking the way for?!”

“Sorry. I’m…not feeling well…” Seishuu said, but the man in minister’s robes merely frowned in response. He did not understand what Seishuu was saying. Seishuu lowered his head and pointed at his feet in an attempt to communicate his plea.

“Don’t mind him. Keep going.” A male voice came from inside the carriage, his tone laced with amusement.

Seishuu desperately attempted to scramble to his feet but collapsed onto his rear. Not again. There were times, just like this one, when his body refused to obey his mind’s commands. Just as he tried to rise one more time, Seishuu heard the carriage move. A whip cracked. The horses neighed and started hurtling straight toward Seishuu.

Seishuu tried to get away, but his feet would not listen to him. All he could do was attempt to crawl in a sitting position, but he was too panicked and there was no strength in his body. His fingers uselessly scraped the ground—and then his face planted on the dirt, tasting the clouds of dust kicked up by the horses.

Seishuu stopped thinking. He became incapable of thought.

Screams surged across the street.

The carriage plunged mercilessly onward. Then, as soon as it was through, it dropped its speed and disappeared in the distance at a leisurely pace. The carriages behind it carried on behind their leader as if nothing happened at all.
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Those who witnessed the tragedy stood frozen to the spot. The boy who was trampled by the horses lay very still within a gap in the crowd.

Everyone wanted to go in and help him, but they were afraid of what might happen to them if the man’s followers turned back, for the flag they bore was all too recognizable. The carriage belonged to Shoukou, the county governor. Standing up to Shoukou was dangerous to the extreme. Every resident of this town knew that.

“Nghh…” The boy let out a moan.

He might still be able to be saved, but nobody could lift a finger until Shoukou’s carriage had at least turned the corner.

The boy lifted his head slightly only for it to instantly collapse in a pool of his own blood. A sloshing sound registered in his ears. He tried to lift his head once more to cry out for help, but he found it immovable.

Seishuu gazed hollowly at the onlookers. Wasn’t anyone going to help him? Couldn’t they see that he was failing to get up on his own?

It hurts, Suzu…

Someone sprang out of a nearby lane. They stopped in apparent surprise before darting over toward Seishuu.

“Are you all right?”

The person knelt beside him. Seishuu couldn’t discern their features. His eyes had already clouded over. The only thing he could make out was the red splotch on the cloth covering the person’s knee.

“Somebody! Bring over a stretcher! Something to carry the child!” the person shouted. Seishuu felt a warm hand on his shoulder. “Stay with me! You’re—”

“I…don’t wanna…die…”

“You’ll be okay.”

“Suzu’s…gonna cry…”

Once she gets going, she won’t stop. She’ll be so sad… I feel bad for her…

His thoughts ended there.

When Suzu ran back to the cluster of wagons outside the gate, Seishuu’s absence puzzled her. It did not take much looking around for her to notice the crowd nearby.

Did something happen?

She sensed a strange tension exuding from the street.

“Has anyone seen a boy about…this height?” Suzu asked the nearest person.

She naturally found herself drawn toward the crowd. There were so many people around, and yet the whole area was as quiet as a whisper.

“Um…have you seen an orange-haired boy?” she asked the wall of people.

Somebody answered from the other side. “Are you talking about…that kid?”

Suzu waded through the crowd and froze at what she saw. There was a person kneeling next to a fallen boy on the road.

“Seishuu!”

Did he fall over? He was very sickly lately.

Suzu ran over, stricken. How was there so much blood?

“Seishuu!”

Suzu knelt down and scanned the crowd.

“What happened?! Someone call a doctor!”

“It’s…too late,” someone said quietly.

Suzu flung her head around to look at the speaker. “We have to…call a doctor…”

“He’s already stopped breathing.”

Suzu stared, wide-eyed, at the stranger. They looked Suzu’s age, or perhaps a little younger. Their crimson red hair stood out brilliantly.

“No way…”

“What’s your name?”

Suzu shook her head. This wasn’t the time for that talk. She had to get him treated now, and not a moment sooner.

“If your name is Suzu, then the boy said that he does not wish for you to cry.” The boy—or was it a girl?—spoke with downcast eyes. “I believe that’s what he meant.”

“This can’t be happening…”

Suzu touched his body. She could still feel the warmth on her fingertips.

“Seishuu…”

Where did that awful wound come from? Blood, so similar to the color of his hair, was splattered all over him. Why were his hands and feet twisted at such unnatural angles? Why was his chest caved in?

“I don’t…believe it…”

They were just about to go to Gyouten. They were going to meet the queen of Kei, and she was going to heal him.

Suzu hugged the boy’s body close, as if snatching him back from an enemy’s clutches.

“What…happened?”

“I don’t know. When I ran over, the boy was already on the ground,” the stranger replied. “I suspect he was run over by a carriage.”

“Who did it?”

Suzu swept her eyes across the scene—looking for a culprit. Everybody she saw shook their heads.

“Show me the fiend!”

Who would commit such a monstrosity? Suzu clenched her fists as the words thumped in her mind over and over.

“Seishuu! This is too cruel! Who did this?! What fiend…?!”

The drums beat to signal the impending closure of the gates. One by one, the members of the crowd dispersed, leaving Suzu sobbing alone with Seishuu’s lifeless body.

“Seishuu…”

We were so close to Gyouten.
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