
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Chapter 1 - The Jade Earring


    Deep within the inner palace, there resided a consort called “The Raven Consort.”


    This consort was special, as she never slept with the emperor despite having that title. She lived quietly in a jet-black palace and rarely came out. Among those who have seen her, there were those who claimed that she was an old woman, and those who say she was a youthful girl.


    It was whispered that the Raven Consort was an immortal female sage or, no, a terrifying revenant. It was said that she used a mysterious power. The biggest rumor was that if asked, she would take on anything from putting a deadly curse on a hated rival, invoking the dead, exorcising, to finding lost things.


    She lived in the inner palace, but was not one of the consorts that the emperor visited. ——Or at least, that should be the case.


    That night, two shadows moved towards the Raven Consort’s palace.


    ——–


    “Yamei Palace is in-name only, huh.”


    While walking in a covered walkway lit by the light of the hanging lanterns, Ka Koushun gazed at the palace he could see at the end of his path. The jet-black walls of Yamei Palace—the name signifying that the palace that shined brightly even at night—were blacker than the darkness that surrounded it. If the moon was out, it would have illuminated the blue-glazed roof tiles as though they were wet, but unfortunately the clouds hid it tonight.


    “I believe it is because the hanging lanterns are not lit.”


    Ei Sei, holding a candlestick, said quietly. He, who was a eunuch, had a high voice, but it resonated clearly, and it was as beautiful as his appearance.


    There were lanterns hanging from the eaves of Yamei Palace, but none were lit.


    “The eunuchs of the Internal Affairs Ministry are terrified of Yamei Palace and don’t even try to approach it. We must take caution.”


    “Why?”


    Koushun’s voice was also quiet as he asked that short question. It wasn’t that he was concealing his voice which lorded over his surroundings—it was like that normally. His voice was deep but not cold, like sunlight filtering through trees in winter.


    “It seems that an uncanny bird appears here.”


    “Uncanny bird?”


    “I have heard that it is a large bird that shines golden. It is said that it will attack you when you approach that palace.”


    “Oh ho.”


    Koushun said, not seeming particularly interested. His eyes were turned towards the jet-black palace. There were not even any lights spilling from that silent building, and it looked completely deserted.


    Ei Sei glanced up at Koushun’s masculine profile.


    “Dajia, are you truly going to visit the Raven Consort?”


    “That’s what I’m coming here for.”


    Koushun’s reply was blunt. When the eunuchs called someone Dajia—Your Highness, they were referring to only one person in this country, Shou. It was the emperor.


    “I am visiting a consort, so it’s not as though there will be any problems.”


    “The Raven Consort is different from the other consorts. If you meet with her, disaster may occur——"


    Koushun laughed lowly. “I never would have thought you would believe those rumors as well, huh, Sei.”


    Ei Sei held his tongue.


    “There appears to be various rumors, ranging from plausible to idle gossip, but the Raven Consort is——"


    Koushun stopped. At the end of the cobblestone steps, there was a large pitch-black door. It was tightly shut to deny visitors.


    “It is best to leave the details for later. When we meet her, we will know if the Raven Consort is a female sage or a revenant.”


    They stepped onto the stones. When Ei Sei stood in front and was about to push open the door, it soundlessly opened a crack. Surprised, Ei Sei stepped back, and from the opening of the dim doors, something flew out along with a piercing cry.


    Ei Sei dropped his candlestick, enveloping their surroundings in darkness. They heard a strange cry and the flapping of wings, but they could not make out its form in the dark.


    “Dajia, please step back.”


    Just as Ei Sei said that, a particularly intense sound of flapping wings and a cry resounded. The sounds immediately ceased, and there were only the sounds of weakly flapping wings. When his eyes became accustomed to the dark, Koushun saw that Ei Sei was gripping a large bird by the scruff of its neck.


    “…Is that a chicken?”


    The thing that was caught by Ei Sei and writhing around looked like a round, fat chicken. However, as though its feathers were colored by brushing gold dust, it faintly shimmered even in the dark.


    “It nearly injured your person. Shall I strangle it?”


    As Koushun tried to stop Ei Sei, who said that coldly and was about to twist the chicken’s neck, with a “No, wait"——


    "——Let go of Xingxing, servant.”


    The door opened wide, and a clear voice sounded from within. It was a sweet young girl’s voice that pleasantly remained in one’s ears, like ripples.


    The chicken escaped from the hand of Ei Sei, who was struck by the voice, and flew deep into the chamber. There were thin silk curtains hanging in layers at the back of the spacious chamber, and then suddenly, a white hand slipped out from a gap between them.


    In front of the curtains, there was a lantern in the shape of a lotus flower, casting a faint light. Its light illuminated the person who appeared from the curtains.


    For a short while, Koushun and Ei Sei both forgot how to speak.


    The gentle light illuminated a beautiful girl with a white face. A young girl with a slender figure. She looked around fifteen or sixteen. Her hair was tied up into twin hoops with jade hairpins and gold hair ornaments. Eye-catching peony flowers, which seemed to be as small as the girl’s face, adorned the spot beneath where her hair was gathered. What was startling was how the garments that dressed her body were jet black from head to toe. Even the robe and skirt that was pulled up all the way to her chest were black. The robe was black satin with a luster like it was wet, with detailed embroidery of flower and leaf designs, and her skirt had a pattern of gorgeous flower-eating birds woven into it. The shawl hanging from her shoulders was also a black thin silk, but perhaps there were obsidian stones sewn into it, for it glistened like evening dew.


    Just like her name of the Raven Consort, her dress resembled a raven.


    The escaped golden chicken was caught in the girl’s arms. She lifted her long eyelashes and turned her eyes towards Ei Sei.


    “This is a valuable magical bird. If you had slain it, you would not have been able to compensate for it by any means. See that you take care.”


    A girl with a remarkably old-fashioned way of speaking, Koushun thought. As well as self-important.


    The girl turned her black agate-like eyes towards Koushun.


    “I see the emperor is only accompanied by an attendant. What sort of matter do you have with me? I will not come to your bed. Know that well.”


    “I did send a messenger ahead of time.”


    "I know not. Xingxing drove them away.”


    The girl put down the golden chicken—Xingxing. There was a rug with woven floral designs spread out on the floor.


    Ei Sei opened his mouth with a stern face at the girl’s words and behavior, but Koushun held him back with a hand. He advanced into the room and stood before the desk with a twill brocade overlay spread on top of it. All around, the scent wafting from silver incense burners filled the air.


    “I have a request for you, the Raven Consort. Hear me out on it.”


    Telling her so, Koushun sat down on a chair. The girl’s brows gathered and she made no move to approach the desk. Without minding that, Koushun put his hand inside the breast of his clothing and placed the item he took out on the desk.


    “Deadly curses, exorcisms, finding lost things—you take on anything if asked. I have heard that is your role, am I wrong?”


    The girl’s brows gathered closer and closer, staring at the object that Koushun had placed on the table. It was a jade earring. It was not a complete pair, only a single one. It was a somewhat large teardrop-shaped jade with gold filigree.


    “…Not anything. I do not accept requests with prices that could not be afforded.”


    “What do you mean by price?”


    “If you curse someone, dig two graves—a life for a deadly curse. Your assets for an exorcism. The matter of finding lost things is an agreement obtained through consultation.“


    “What if I say that I want to know who owns this?”


    Koushun held the earring between his fingers. The jade, deep green as though one was peering into a plunge pool, was filled with a viscous light in the dim illumination.


    “I refuse.”


    “Why?”


    “As to things like the owner, you will know it swiftly if you ask. Is it not possible for you to do so, or is this merely a whim to kill time? Whichever one it is, I am afraid it is not satisfying enough. I have no wish to get involved into troublesome things.”


    A smart girl, Koushun thought as he stared at it.


    “——It is said that the Raven Consort is either a female sage or a revenant. However…” Putting down the earring again, Koushun stood up. He approached the girl. “You are human. Isn’t that right?”


    He said quietly and took her hand. It was a human hand filled with warmth. The girl stiffened.


    “I have heard that you were discovered when you were still young and taken here. ——Come to think of it, I still haven’t heard your name. What is it?”


    The girl’s gaze wandered about, and then she whispered in a small voice. “…Jusetsu.”


    “So you are Ryuu Jusetsu? A fine name.”


    He said detachedly, and Jusetsu glared up at him. Her cheeks were tinged with red. For some reason thinking that she was like a cat with its fur standing on end, Koushun looked down at her hand that he was grabbing. The arm was pale and thin, but he saw a small bruise on the skin. It was a reddish-black bruise, shaped like a flower. It looked like a burn——


    Jusetsu shook off his hand.


    “I will not hear your request. Leave now.”


    Jusetsu said sharply, then immediately took out the peony flower from her hair. She placed it on her palm, and its shape collapsed, becoming smoke before transforming into a light pink flame. Even Koushun, who didn’t stir at most things, was shocked, and he took a step back.


    Jusetsu blew on the flame. Thereupon a strong wind blew, and Koushun felt strangely dizzy. He closed his eyes tightly and turned his head away from the wind. When he steadied his staggering feet and looked up, he found the jet-black doors staring back at him.


    “——”


    Koushun stared at the doors, dumbfounded. ——What was that?


    “You forgot this,” Jusetsu called out, the doors opening slightly. The earring was thrown from the crack, and Koushun quickly put out his hand to catch it. The doors slammed shut with a bang.


    “…It seems that we have been locked out.”


    Ei Sei was next to him. He had a confused expression on his face.


    “Was that the mysterious magic that the Raven Consort uses?”


    Koushun tucked the earring in his breast and sighed.


    “So it seems. I appear to have offended her.”


    ——Her name is Jusetsu, but she is a girl like the heat haze of summer.


    Koushun climbed up the steps and turned back onto the path. Ei Sei picked up the dropped candlestick and followed him.


    “Who is the Raven Consort?”


    “Well, she’s something like a priestess.”


    “A priestess?”


    “I suppose you could call her a descendant of the priestess who served the goddess Wulian Niangniang. She used to have a shrine here. The previous dynasty built the palace there,” Koushun spoke as though he was reading from the history book Soutsuten. “The emperors were fervent admirers of the priestess’ mysterious magic, so they enclosed her within the inner palace and gave her the title of a special consort in order to monopolize her power. That is the Raven Consort—at least, that is what was written in one book.”


    Koushun’s grandfather, who took over the throne from the previous dynasty’s emperor and established the current dynasty, retained the capital and palace as it was. That included the Raven Consort.


    “The Raven Consort does not change with the succession of emperors. The previous Raven Consort was from the previous dynasty. It was only two years ago that she was replaced with the current Raven Consort Ryuu.”


    That was before Koushun ascended the throne.


    “Apparently, the Raven Consort’s successor is found by that golden bird. Sei, it was good that you didn’t strangle that bird. You’re too fast for your own good.”


    Ei Sei looked embarrassed.


    “But Dajia, why do you have to ask that little girl for a favor?”


    Ei Sei couldn’t stand Jusetsu talking to the emperor on equal terms, or rather, as though she was of higher status than him.


    “No one can order the Raven Consort to do anything. She is special. I can’t just violate customs that have been in place for a long time.”


    Koushun hated violating customs. Reason must be respected, and both humanity and morality must be upheld.


    “Dajia, you are too serious.”


    Koushun smiled faintly at the grumbling Ei Sei.


    “Sei, do you know? The walls of Yamei Palace are said to be painted black because they are dyed with the blood of those who tried to harm the Raven Consort.”


    Ei Sei screwed up his face, as though he could smell the blood.


    Koushun patted his breast. The jade earring was there.


    “Now, what to do.”


    He must have Jusetsu accept his request, even if he had to curry her favor.


    Because this was most likely something only she could do——.


    —


    After placing fragments of agarwood on the ashes of the incense burner and waiting for a while, thin smoke slowly drifted from the burner. A strong fragrance filled the room.


    Jusetsu stepped away from the burner and sat down in a chair. The scent was comforting, but it didn’t clear her despondent feelings. The source of her troubles was the young emperor who visited her last night.


    ——That person will most likely come here again.


    How bothersome, she thought. She could deal with the modest requests of the women of the inner palace, but an emperor’s request would be extremely bothersome.


    Jusetsu rubbed her arm through her robe. It was the arm Koushun grabbed last night. Seeing him from up close, the emperor was younger than she thought, but he seemed much more mature than his age would suggest, and he had a calm gaze that was like winter sunlight. She had expected him to be more terrifying.


    The emperor ascended the throne a year after Jusetsu succeeded the previous Raven Consort. Apparently, there was some sort of trouble regarding the appointment of the previous emperor’s successor, but having been brought here at the age of six, enclosed within the palace and made to devote herself to training, Jusetsu didn’t know the details and had no interest in them either.


    Xingxing, who was sprawled out on the flower rug, raised its head with a twitch. It suddenly fluttered its wings and started making a loud ruckus. It ran around the room, shrieking.


    “Xingxing, stop that.”


    Jusetsu tried to restrain it, but Xingxing didn’t seem to be listening at all as it scattered its feathers and screamed. This golden bird never listened to Jusetsu. It was obedient to the previous Raven Consort, though.


    There were legends that spoke of the golden bird being able to determine the location of gold or find dead bodies. It was an uncanny bird, a rarity in this world with golden feathers. It used to be slim, but perhaps because it was fed luxurious food in the inner palace, it became round and fat. I bet it’ll be tasty if it’s roasted whole——that was Jusetsu’s first thought when she saw the bird, and it seemed to have sensed that, for Xingxing was still wary of Jusetsu even now.


    Jusetsu sighed and pointed her finger at the doors. When she gestured like she was pulling on a string, they doors soundlessly swung open.


    At the entrance, same as last night, there stood Koushun and his eunuch attendant.


    Koushun had the same calm and emotionless face he had last night. He is like an imperturbable winter mountain, Jusetsu thought. A winter mountain that quietly slept until spring, silent and unmoving.


    “No matter how many times you come, I will not hear your request,” Jusetsu said coldly, but Koushun stepped into the room without heeding her. “Are you listening to me?”


    In front of Jusetsu, whose brows were knitted together, Koushun signalled the eunuch behind him with his eyes. The eunuch stepped forward as though this was all arranged. He was holding a tray in his hands. There was a bamboo steamer on the tray.


    “…What is that?”


    The eunuch wordlessly placed the tray on the table and lifted the lid. Instantly, hot steam drifted out.


    “…!”


    Inside, there were plump and round white baozi.


    “I had the dessert kitchen made these just now. The filling is lotus seed. I heard these are your favorite.”


    He was right. Jusetsu’s eyes became fixed on the baozi. However, Koushun sat across from her, put the lid on the steamer, and pulled it closer to him.


    “Will you listen to what I have to say?”


    Jusetsu looked between Koushun and the steamer. She hesitated for a while. She expected him to bring some kind of bait to tempt her, but she underestimated him, thinking that he would bring money or hair ornaments. Jusetsu had no interest in such things, but she was fixated on food. Until she came here at age six, she lived a life where she didn’t know when her next meal was going to come.


    Jusetsu gulped back saliva and glared at Koushun.


    “…I shall listen, but nothing more than that.”


    Koushun smiled faintly. This was the first time she saw something like an expression on his face.


    “A few days ago, this was found in the inner palace,” Koushun took out the single jade earring he showed her last night. “Do you know who lost this earring?”


    “I know not.” Jusetsu easily said while biting into a baozi. The baozi’s skin was soft and damp, and the lotus seed filling was warm and sweet.


    “You don’t know? Is the Raven Consort not supposed to know everything?”


    “Do not speak foolishness. I am not a god. ——I would know if it is the opposite. If you asked me to find something you lost. If I follow your chi, I will be able to find it easily. However, I cannot do the opposite. There is not enough chi from an object to find a person, and there are too many people to find without enough chi.”


    “…I see.”


    She was doubtful if he actually understood, but Koushun slowly nodded.


    “If you understand, then leave.”


    While stuffing her cheeks with baozi, Jusetsu waved her hand like she was shooing away a dog. However, Koushun didn’t stand up. He folded his arms, as though deep in thought.


    “…Then, I’ll change my request. Truthfully, the matter concerning this earring is turning into a bit of an issue.”


    “Issue?”


    Even if he said so, it wasn’t something Jusetsu knew about. …Or so she thought.


    “There seems to be a ghost possessing this earring.”


    Jusetsu raised her eyes from the baozi she was enjoying.


    “What do you mean, ‘seems.’ Did you see a ghost?”


    “Only once. I didn’t see her clearly, though.”


    Koushun’s gaze shifted towards the earring.


    “It was a woman wearing a red dress. She was only wearing this earring in her left ear. ——Would you be able to find out who that woman is, at least?”


    Jusetsu’s brows gathered as she looked at the earring.


    “If there are things I understand, there are also things I do not. However, what will you do even if you know? Whether the owner who dropped it or the identity of the ghost, is this a matter that requires you to attend to it?”


    “I only wish to know. I am the type of person who must get to the bottom of something once it is on my mind.”


    A complete lie——Jusetsu thought as she stared at Koushun’s face. He looked nothing like a young man brimming with curiosity. He didn’t seem interested in anything. To put it nicely, he had a self-possessed attitude. To put it bluntly, he was an emotionally dull man who was like a wooden doll.


    “If you can’t find the person who dropped this earring, then it would be good enough to find the identity of the ghost. If you ask to hear unnecessary things, that would only add to the troublesome matters. You hate troublesome things, correct?”


    He was speaking the truth, but it irritated her to be told that. When she stayed silent, Koushun pointed at the steamer. It was already empty.


    “Work for the baozi. How about that? Wouldn’t you feel bad if you only ate for free?”


    She felt indignant at being told that she “only ate for free.”


    “Your personality is much worse than I expected.”


    “Do I look like I have a good personality? That is the first time I’ve been told that.”


    Koushun matter-of-factly replied. Jusetsu was silent, a wrinkle forming between her brows.


    “You are much more adorable than I expected.”


    Jusetsu’s face suddenly turned crimson. She got up in spite of herself, knocking over her chair. Xingxing, who was sleeping next to her, jumped aside in a panic.


    “Sei, the chair,” Koushun said quietly, and the eunuch set the fallen chair upright. Jusetsu glared at Koushun with her still-red face and sat back down.


    Koushun held out the earring to Jusetsu. Still glaring at him, Jusetsu held out her hand and accepted it.


    The jade was cold to the touch, but she could feel a strange warmth in the mesmerizing deep green color. The stone had an aura that felt like it was enveloped in the murmuring of a stream and the silence of a forest.


    Jusetsu placed the earring in one hand and used her other hand to take out the peony in her hair. This wasn’t a regular peony. It was Jusetsu’s power in the form of a peony.


    When she placed the peony in her palm, it instantly transformed into pink flames. Jusetsu blew on them. The flames swayed, turned into smoke and enveloped the earring.


    The pink smoke gradually thinned. In turn, a human figure appeared on the other side. It was faint at first, but soon became more solid. It was a woman wearing a red dress. Her high hair bun was messy. Her head was hanging down, and next to it, a single jade earring was swinging. One of her sleeves was torn off, exposing her white arm. On the inside of her wrist, Jusetsu saw a golden mark. Three circles in a line, like a trio of stars.


    The woman slowly raised her head.


    “Ugh.”


    The eunuch pressed his hand to his mouth. The woman’s face was purple and swollen, and her eyes looked like they were going to pop out of their sockets at any moment. There was a shawl tightly wrapped around her thin neck. Her tongue was lolling out of her open mouth, and her fingers were clawing at her neck.


    “——No good. She will not be able to speak in that state.”


    Jusetsu stood up and blew out a breath at the figure. The smoke scattered and the figure dissipated.


    She heard the eunuch breathe out a sigh of relief. He was wiping the sweat from his pale face.


    Jusetsu sat down and returned the earring to Koushun.


    “Because she cannot speak, I will not be able to know the ghost’s name. ‘Tis better to give up.”


    Koushun, whose face didn’t change even when seeing the appearance of the ghost, folded his arms in contemplation.


    “…Does that mean the ghost was killed by strangulation?”


    “I know not whether she was killed or committed suicide.”


    “She was a concubine, huh.”


    “…It seems to be the case.”


    There was a golden mark on the ghost’s wrist. A mark of three stars. That was a symbol of the concubines who resided in the inner palace. Also, it was from the current dynasty. The three stars were the emblem of the current ruling clan, the Ka clan.


    “That ghost is probably a concubine from the inner palace of my grandfather or father.”


    “She might be your concubine.”


    “None have died in my reign as of yet.”


    Jusetsu felt a little somber at the word “yet.” In the inner palace, where concubines and palace ladies competed for the emperor’s favor, it wasn’t rare for deaths to occur.


    Poisoning, drowning, execution… There were also consorts who came to her requesting death curses. Though they all left when they learned that the price to pay was their own lives.


    Koushun took the earring in his hand.


    “We don’t know if she had been killed or she committed suicide, but did that ghost possess this due to her unfortunate death?”


    “That seems to be the case.”


    Ghosts were generally like that.


    “Can’t we do something for her?”


    “What?” Jusetsu blinked at Koushun’s words. “What do you mean by ‘something’?”


    “They say that when people die, they go to the paradise on the other side of the sea. Ghosts aren’t granted that and have to continue suffering. Can’t we save this ghost?”


    Jusetsu stared at Koushun’s face. She couldn’t grasp any expression in his face. He was a man whose thoughts were unreadable.


    “…It is not that I cannot do so.”


    There were several ways to send a ghost to paradise. You could appease them with a repose ceremony. You could expel their lingering regrets. Basically things like that.


    When she explained that to him, Koushun momentarily fell into deep thought again.


    “Whether she was killed in the inner palace or driven to kill herself, she must have had nothing but regrets,” Koushun said. His tone was detached, but it contained a strange gentleness. His voice lacked coldness despite his emotionless face.


    Koushun’s words also made ripples in Jusetsu’s heart. The pitiful appearance of the ghost from earlier appeared in the back of her mind. Since she was a concubine, she must have been beautiful when she was alive. Anguish and fear were etched into her face. She wondered how much pain she had to suffer.


    “Can’t you save her?” Koushun asked. Jusetsu was at a loss as to how to answer. She wanted to avoid troublesome things. She didn’t want to get too involved with the emperor. However——


    The jade of the earring quietly glittered in Koushun’s hand.


    “…There was also a mark on your arm.” Koushun said that to an indecisive Jusetsu. She pressed her hand against her arm.


    “This is not a mark of the inner palace. ‘Tis only a bruise.”


    “I know. The position is different, as well as the shape.”


    So what was your intention in saying that? She thought as she peered into Koushun’s face, but as expected, she couldn’t read what he was thinking at all.


    “It’s shaped like a flower. It looks like a burn——”


    Jusetsu stood up.


    “Enough with this irrelevant talk. Very well. I will accept this matter of the earring ghost.”


    She leaned forward and snatched the earring from Koushun’s hand.


    “However, I cannot promise that I will be able to save her. Are you fine with that?”


    “Yes, that’s good enough. I’ll leave this to you.”


    After saying that, Koushun also stood from his chair. Jusetsu looked up at his face.


    “…Why are you taking such pains over that ghost? Is this just for the sake of the earring you found?”


    Koushun only said one thing in response to her question.


    “I suppose you can call it pity.”


    Jusetsu’s brows knitted together. She couldn’t think that was all there was to it.


    “——Very well. Now then, prepare for me a name register of the concubines for the previous emperor and the emperor before the last. I must ascertain the identity of the ghost first.”


    She needed detailed information such as the name and birthplace for a repose ceremony, and she might be able to determine the reason for the ghost’s regrets from that information.


    “A name register? I cannot do that.” Koushun flatly dismissed it.


    “Why not? If you order it so, it will immediately be prepared for you.”


    Jusetsu had heard from the previous Raven Consort that the name register of concubines and eunuchs, as well as their death records, were all managed by Palace Servants Bureau. Only the Raven Consort’s name wasn’t recorded. Concubines who had died from strange causes should be in the records. That is, only if the records were accurate.


    “If I order that, my movements would be known.”


    “What?”


    “It will be troublesome if that happens. There are those who strangely suspect my every move.”


    “…”


    “Sei,” Koushun called to the eunuch behind him. The eunuch bowed in understanding.


    “I shall pull some strings. It might take some time, though.”


    Koushun looked back to Jusetsu.


    “If we can prepare it, we’ll bring it here.”


    He made a vague promise. It seemed that giving an order for a quick response was actually more troublesome.


    Jusetsu pondered for a while, then smiled. “If that is the case, then prepare something else for me.”


    “What is it?”


    Koushun seemed a little taken aback by what she requested.


    —


    The next day, Jusetsu slipped out of the doors of Yamei Palace. The sound of the drums had only just marked the hour of the Dragon (around 7-9 am). For her to leave her palace this early in the morning was…no, she rarely left her palace in the first place. Although this was considered early, it was an hour when bureaucrats were already heading to work.


    Walking down the walkway, Jusetsu’s outfit was quite different from what she usually wore. She was wearing a plain coral dress with no embroidery or prints, and her hair was tied high on top of her head with not a single hair stick. This was the outfit of the palace ladies who belonged to the Palace Cleaning Bureau. It was the thing she told Koushun to prepare for her last night.


    Rather than waiting who knows how long for the name register, it would be faster to do her own investigation. Jusetsu was an impatient person.


    She dressed all by herself. There was only an old servant woman working at Yamei Palace, and Jusetsu didn’t have an attendant. I have no need for one, she had refused. She grew up on the streets, and she could take care of herself. There were also things that she didn’t want anyone to see——


    The walkway curved, and she could see the lapis lazuli tiles of a palace. What place is that——she wondered briefly, but when she saw the tiles with swallow decorations on the roof, she knew. That was Hien Palace. The concubines who were next in rank after the empress and consorts lived there.


    As she got closer, the yellow waves surrounding the palace caught her eye. They were banksia roses. They crawled around trellises prettily. Is it that season already, Jusetsu thought, captivated by the little yellow flowers.


    Just then, she heard the sounds of people talking from nearby. This was the back of Hien Palace. The voices came from the back entrance for palace ladies and servants of a building that was old even among the several structures there.


    “Here, I’m leaving this to you. Have it ready by tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow is impossible!”


    “It’s just a bit of mending. You can do it a minute, I’m sure.”


    “I can’t shorten a hem in a minute. I have my own work too——”


    Jusetsu secretly peeked in at them from behind the banksia roses. She could see two palace ladies facing each other in the shadow of the damp building with bad drainage. One of them was a petite palace lady wearing a pale yellow dress, and the other one was wearing a blue dress. The pale yellow dress was the uniform of the Palace Table Bureau (in charge of the emperor’s meals), and the blue dress was the uniform of the Palace Secretarial Bureau. The palace lady in the blue dress was trying to push some clothing onto the girl in the pale yellow dress, who was refusing it. The blue dress palace lady seemed to be pressing her to mend the clothing.


    “Can’t you just do it after you finish your work?”


    “That’s…”


    The girl in the pale yellow dress, having no way out, looked like she was about to cry.


    If she doesn’t want to do it, she should just turn her down and walk away from there immediately, Jusetsu thought as she watched the events unfold.


    “Isn’t this usual? Don’t grumble about it now. If you say you’re not going to do it, I’ll tell Father, and then your family’s store will be destroyed.”


    “You can’t!”


    Hmm. Jusetsu was crouching down near the roots of the banksia roses. Since it would be bothersome to get involved, she decided to pretend not to see them and pass them by.


    Jusetsu stood up and stepped out from the shade.


    “You are not a young child. You can do your own mending.”


    The two palace ladies turned around in surprise.


    “Ex—W-Who are you?”


    The girl in the blue dress asked, flustered.


    “Just as I look, I am a palace lady,” Jusetsu thrust out her chest. “That girl next to you does not seem as though she wishes to do what you ask. Can you not do your own work?”


    The girl in the blue dress gave Jusetsu a suspicious once-over.


    “Isn’t it a waste of time to do something yourself when you could have someone else do it for you? You have no right to criticize me.”


    Although she said that, she surprisingly backed off easily. “Whatever. I’ll forgive you for today.” Jusetsu was a bit disappointed by this anticlimax. The girl in the blue dress ignored the girl in the yellow dress like she had already lost interest and left.


    The girl in the pale yellow dress let out a sigh of relief.


    “Um…thank you very much.”


    She thanked Jusetsu with a bird-like voice. She was a pretty girl. Concubines and palace ladies were chosen from the daughters of high-ranking officials and respectable families, but in addition to those, there were also those who were specially selected for their looks. This girl seemed to be the latter.


    “She’s always like that, asking me to do unreasonable things. But I couldn’t go against her…my family runs a rice cake shop, and her father is an auxiliary official who works in the imperial treasury.”


    The imperial treasury was the government office that managed the marketplace. If he was an auxiliary official there, there was no reason to think that he was going to destroy one or two rice cake shops just because of some petty reason.


    “That girl seems to be a palace lady of the Palace Secretarial Bureau. Did she come all this way here merely to push an unreasonable demand onto you?”


    Unlike the palace ladies of the Palace Table Bureau and Palace Cleaning Bureau, who were assigned to each individual palace, the Palace Secretarial Bureau was stationed in the inner palace’s Library Building. It wasn’t particularly close to Hien Palace.


    “She took the opportunity when she saw me. Apparently, she’s exchanging letters with a eunuch here.”


    “Oh ho.”


    There were those among the palace ladies who became intimate with eunuchs. But if that is the case, then she should just give her letter and leave, Jusetsu thought. Is that girl the kind of person who is not satisfied unless she does something ill-natured?


    The girl in the pale yellow dress stared fixedly at Jusetsu’s face.


    “Say, which palace do you serve? We’ve never met, right? You seem to be a palace lady of the Palace Cleaning Bureau, though.”


    There was a great number of palace ladies, so it wasn’t strange to see an unfamiliar face. Jusetsu thought about coming up with the name of a suitable palace, but it would be awkward if she had an acquaintance there. Therefore, she answered with “Yamei Palace.”


    “Eh, the Raven Consort!? I heard that they don’t have any palace ladies there, though.”


    “Why would there not be?”


    It was true that there weren’t any, but it was normal to have them, so the other girl seemed to be convinced with a “That’s true…that’s true.”


    “What’s the Raven Consort like? Is it true that she’s a young girl?”


    “She is sixteen years old.”


    “Wow!”


    She’s so young, the other girl was shocked.


    “Is it true that she has a mysterious power? Can she guess the weather? How about knowing who’s about to die?”


    She seemed like a meek girl, but she was surprisingly chatty. She was like a skylark with a high-pitched chirp. When Jusetsu stayed silent, the other girl pressed her hands to her mouth with a gasp.


    “Oh, are you not allowed to talk about her?” She said stiffly. Since it would be a pain to explain, Jusetsu nodded. The other girl nodded back many times and changed the subject.


    “But it’s such a waste that you’re a palace lady. You’re so pretty. What’s your name? I’m Jiujiu.”


    It was a common name among the people.


    “Jusetsu.”


    “Jusetsu, you talk in such a strange way. Even the consorts these days don’t talk in that stiff and old-fashioned way.”


    “…Is that so?”


    Jusetsu was under the impression that this was how the upper class talked. It was the previous Raven Consort who taught Jusetsu, who was raised on the rough streets, to talk this way. She was from a distinguished family, but she was elderly, so Jusetsu didn’t know the way she spoke was old-fashioned.


    Perhaps realizing that Jusetsu was astonished, Jiujiu hurriedly spoke.


    “But, I think it suits you. Mm-hmm. An otherworldly beauty. Are you a young lady from a well-off family?”


    Jusetsu silently shook her head.


    “Really? Then, you were chosen for your beauty, I see. I’m sure you’re the prettiest among all the palace ladies.”


    That’s why it really is a waste, Jiujiu said again.


    “There are concubines who have never been visited by the emperor, but it’s impossible for a palace lady to be made the emperor’s mistress.” Jiujiu smiled resignedly. Whether you were a concubine or palace lady, after you entered the inner palace, you had to spend the rest of your life here. Even if you thought there was a chance to win the emperor’s favor, it was a distant story for a palace lady.


    “I would rather avoid being made the emperor’s mistress.”


    When her brow furrowed as she recalled Koushun’s shrewd and expressionless face, Jiujiu blinked in surprise.


    “Jusetsu, you’re strange.”


    When she said that, someone called out from the palace’s back entrance.


    “Jiujiu! Are you there? Why are you slacking off?”


    “I’ll be right back!” Jiujiu hurriedly responded. “All right then, see you later. I’m truly thankful for what you did for me earlier.”


    Jusetsu followed Jiujiu as she was about to head towards the door.


    “Eh? What’s wrong?”


    “I shall help you with your work.”


    “What? But what about your own work?”


    “I am not occupied at the present.”


    She didn’t say that from the kindness of her heart. She thought that she could gather information while helping.


    “I guess the Raven Consort’s place is different from a regular palace,” Jiujiu seemed suspicious, but she convinced herself on her own.


    They stepped into a spacious kitchen. There were several large stoves alongside the wall, and there was a servant woman building fires in them. On the wall behind the stoves, there were stove god talismans and hanging scrolls with evil-warding couplets affixed to it. It was the same for Yamei Palace, but it seemed that the concubines’ kitchen didn’t have very different customs from a commoner’s kitchen.


    For the opposite wall, there were large earthenware pots lined up in a row by the wall. At a large table in the center, Palace Table Bureau palace ladies were grinding sesame seeds with pestles and sifting beans with sieves.


    “Is breakfast not ready here yet?” Jusetsu asked.


    “Of course not. We’re doing dinner preparations,” Jiujiu said.


    Jusetsu was shocked. So early? For Yamei Palace, where there was only Jusetsu and the servant woman, it was unimaginable.


    “Hey, it’ll be a problem for us if you’re bringing in a palace lady from another place.”


    They were questioned by another palace lady, but Jiujiu said, “She’s my friend. She said she’s going to help me,” pulled Jusetsu’s hand and took her to a corner. There were mortars there. Some sort of plant roots were in them.


    “Okay, can you pound them?” Jiujiu passed Jusetsu a pestle.


    “Why are we pounding them?”


    “We soak the crushed stuff in water, dry them, and then grind them. It’s bracken starch.”


    I see. Jusetsu started pounding the bracken roots. Jiujiu also did the same thing with mortar and pestle next to it. The satisfying sounds resounded monotonically.


    “Did you enter the inner palace during the reign of the current emperor?”


    “Yes. I started here a year ago.”


    “Then, you have no knowledge of the inner palaces of the previous emperor and the emperor before the last?”


    “I don’t know about them directly, but for the previous emperor, I’ve heard a lot of stories from the long-serving palace ladies. I’ve never heard anything about the emperor before the last one, though.”


    She almost stopped her hand, and the sounds became disturbed.


    “What do you mean by ‘a lot of stories’?”


    “This is the inner palace, so a lot of things happened here. Especially during the time of the previous emperor, you see, the empress…”


    Jiujiu looked around a little bit, and then lowered her voice.


    “The empress?”


    “The current empress dowager. She’s confined.”


    “Confined?”


    She raised her voice, and Jiujiu shushed her.


    “We’ll get yelled at if we talk about it openly. ——Jusetsu, you don’t know? About the empress dowager.”


    “I know not,” she answered, and an astonished expression appeared on Jiujiu’s face.


    “Then, what about the fact that the current emperor used to be the deposed crown prince?”


    Jusetsu shook her head. Jiujiu’s large eyes were blinking more and more rapidly. Her face reminded Jusetsu of the skylarks that perched on the window lattices at her palace. This girl really was like a skylark.


    “The emperor has been through a lot of hardship. This is just a rumor, but they say that the empress dowager killed the emperor’s birth mother. And then, he was deposed while he was the crown prince.”


    Apparently, Koushun was pushed into a corner of the imperial palace, virtually imprisoned.


    “But, the emperor never gave up and built up strength, and then he rebelled. He won over the Forbidden Army as his ally, and then defeated the bureaucrats and eunuchs who fawned on the empress dowager…”


    Jiujiu spoke like she had seen it all happen. Apparently, it was the talk of the town. Jusetsu hadn’t known. She only knew that there was some sort of trouble regarding the succession. The previous Raven Consort hadn’t said anymore than that.


    “The emperor’s birth mother was called Sha-shi, and they say she was very beautiful. I heard that’s why the emperor is also beautiful. I want to lay my eyes on him just once.”


    Her cheeks were flushed. Jiujiu seemed to be fantasizing something, and Jusetsu resisted the urge to say, “He is a dull man.”  


    “His birth mother was the fourth-ranked consort who lived at Hakkaku Palace. She had a low rank among the consorts.”


    There were rank differences among the consorts. Hakkaku Palace was not a very large palace. The consort given that palace was called the Crane Consort, but she was fourth among the consorts. Despite giving birth to the crown prince, the fact that she was at that position was either because she was of low birth or because she had no backing.


    “So, what do you mean that a lot of things happened in the previous emperor’s inner palace?” Jusetsu returned to the subject.


    “You see, the empress dowager killed the emperor’s mother, made pregnant consorts have abortions, cut out the tongues of palace ladies she didn’t like…there was a consort who was executed for having an illicit affair, and a consort who was poisoned by another consort, and then the consort who poisoned her hung herself——”


    “Wait.”


    “What is it?” Jiujiu was puzzled when Jusetsu stopped her.


    “There was a consort who hung herself?”


    “It’s that kind of story. She hung her shawl over a beam in her room…”


    As she spoke, Jiujiu puckered up her cute face in terror.


    “Her name? What is that consort’s name?”


    “Huh? Well…what was it, I don’t remember.”


    “Would the palace lady who told you that story know?”


    “Yes, I think so, but——ah, wait!”


    Jusetsu put down her pestle, took Jiujiu’s hand, and headed towards the door.


    “Lead me to that person.”


    “We can’t, there’s still work——”


    “We will do it later.”


    She dragged Jiujiu out of the kitchen. Jiujiu followed her as though she had given up on resisting. She said that the palace woman was from the Palace Dyeing Bureau, so she was most likely in the washing place, so Jusetsu had her lead her there.


    When they went around to the back of the building where the palace ladies lived, they arrived at a laundry-drying area where there was a multitude of fabrics and threads being hung out to dry. Next to a well, palace ladies were washing cloth in washbasins. Jiujiu called out to one of them.


    “Gugu!”


    It was an honorific for an older palace lady. A woman who looked about forty turned around. Though the wrinkles stood out in her tanned skin, she had pretty features, as might be expected from someone chosen as a palace lady.


    “What’s the matter?”


    “This girl wants to hear a story. The one with the consort who died from hanging herself.”


    The woman looked at Jusetsu dubiously.


    “Now? I don’t mind, but I’m busy, so lend me your hands.”


    She directed them to wash pieces of cloth that were put in the water. Jusetsu obediently did what she told them to do. Jiujiu, who got dragged into it, also helped.


    “What’s your name? Jusetsu? Hmm. I’m Ashuu.” Ashuu rubbed the fabric in the water as she washed it. “New palace ladies seem eager to hear these kinds of stories. Scary stories about the inner palace, or stories about scandalous love affairs.”


    She seemed unfriendly and angry at first, but that didn’t appear to be the case.


    “There’s no other entertainments here, after all. ——The consort who hung herself was called Han-shi. She was an Oujo, a Nightingale Woman. I forgot which seat she held, though.”


    A Nightingale Woman was a low-ranked title even among the concubines. It had a fixed number of people.


    “Han-oujo was a beautiful woman with a slightly fragile air about her. She wasn’t someone who stood out. She lived in the third consort’s palace.”


    Only high-ranked concubines were given their own independent palaces, and the low-ranked ones borrowed a room in one of the palaces. The third consort was the Magpie Consort, who was given Jakusou Palace. Incidentally, the one who held the first rank was the empress.


    “That consort, the Magpie Consort—I don’t know what her name was—was young and beautiful, and she was the daughter of a chief vassal. She was young, so she was ignorant of the ways of the world. It seemed that she was conceited and impertinent because of that. The Magpie Consort died from poison in her broth. She was pregnant at the time, so the Palace Etiquette Bureau investigated thoroughly. And then, they found euphorbia in a chest in Han-oujo’s room.”


    Euphorbia was a poisonous plant. Its roots were deadly.


    “On the day it was discovered, Han-oujo hung herself. She hung herself with her shawl on a beam in her room.” Saying so, Ashuu dropped her voice to a whisper. “Afterwards, for a while, there were rumors circulating that Han-oujo’s ghost has appeared. She was walking with her long hair hanging down her face, her skirt trailing behind her as she wept…”


    No, stop! Jiujiu exclaimed in fear.


    “Gugu, you’re trying to scare us with that. You must have made that last part up.”


    “Ah, but that’s because there are girls who said they really saw her.”


    “Did this Han-oujo—” Jusetsu cut in. “——wear earrings?”


    “Earrings?”


    “Jade earrings.” Ashuu tilted her head. “Hmm, I don’t know. I’ve only saw Han-oujo once or twice. I’ve never directly spoken to her.”


    “…So, you are turning people whom you have never spoken to into material for gossip for the sake of entertainment?”


    “Pardon?”


    “’Tis nothing. ——What befell Han-oujo’s attendant? Her maid? Are they still in the inner palace?”


    Ashuu seemed a bit taken aback by Jusetsu’s way of speaking, but answered, “I think they’re probably still here…but I don’t know where they are assigned now. This is a big place.”


    Jusetsu was disappointed. She thought that Han-oujo’s attendant or maid would know if she wore jade earrings or not. There was no deciding factor as to whether or not that ghost was Han-oujo.


    “Are there any others who have died from hanging or were strangled to death?”


    “I don’t know, but I feel like there were. The emperor’s birth mother, Consort Sha, died from poison. There was also a consort who was executed by having her head cut off. But the most common method is poison. Even with a food taster, it isn’t something you can’t protect against perfectly.”


    Jusetsu pondered.


    “…Did Han-oujo truly poison the Magpie Consort? You say that euphorbia was found in her chest, but ‘tis possible that another person planted it there.”


    Ashuu smiled wryly.


    “Well, that’s true. It’s unsure if the consort who drowned herself really jump into the pond by herself, and it isn’t known if the consort who had an illicit affair truly did have an affair. If there is any plausible evidence, that’s the end of it.”


    Jusetsu dropped her gaze to the washbasin. The water was cold. It seemed to chill her all the way to her heart.


    “——What was the inner palace of the emperor before the last like?”


    Jusetsu pulled herself together and continued her questioning.


    “I haven’t heard much stories from the time of the Flame Emperor.” The Flame Emperor was the posthumous title of the emperor before the last. “I didn’t enter the inner palace during that time, but the Flame Emperor was getting on in years and had heirs, so there were not many concubines here in the first place, and governing was difficult, so he had no time for the inner palace.”


    The Flame Emperor ascended the throne by the abdication of the emperor of the previous dynasty. It was ceded to him, but it was against a background of political power and military force and half-extorted, so it took some time to purge the opposition forces.


    “Yes…however, I have heard this story. They say that when the Flame Emperor was visiting the empress’ palace at night, he spends the entire night with the lanterns and candles all lit up. The reason for that is that at night, ghosts appear in front of him. ——The ghosts of the imperial family of the previous dynasty.” Ashuu whispered in a low voice, her face tinged with seriousness. “The ghost of the emperor is spewing out curses while blood spills from his mouth, and the empress, princes, and even the young daughters are standing in a row in front of his bed. Their beautiful silver hair all disheveled——”


    In this country where the hair color was generally black, the imperial family members of the previous dynasty all strangely had silver hair.


    “Apparently, until the Flame Emperor passed away, he was continually troubled by those ghosts. …He killed too many people.”


    Her last words were so quiet that it was hard to make them out, but there was a hint of criticism in them.


    After the Flame Emperor ascended the throne, he killed the emperor of the previous dynasty who ceded him the throne. He didn’t stop at that and ordered the massacre of the entire imperial family. He didn’t even spare the women and children.


    It was justified with the reasoning that he had to strike at the root of the problems, but even before coming to the inner palace, Jusetsu had heard whispers on the streets that he had gone too far.


    “No, I won’t be able to sleep at night after hearing that story!”


    Jiujiu sounded like she was about to cry. Ashuu grinned and scared her. “They might still be haunting this inner palace, so they might come to your bed.”


    Jusetsu instantly stood up and wiped her wet hands on her skirt.


    ——I dislike laughing at the dead.


    “You were helpful. My apologies for interrupting your work. Forgive me.”


    She turned around and left the washing place. Jiujiu hurriedly followed her.


    “Jusetsu, are you okay? You don’t look very good.”


    “Ah…”


    Jusetsu rubbed her cheeks.


    “You don’t like scary stories either? It’ll be scary if one shows up, since we can’t escape from here.”


    “I do not fear ghosts. They are sad beings.”


    “Eh, really? I don’t like them.”


    Jiujiu seemed to be a timid person, as she was clinging to Jusetsu. Afterwards, Jusetsu and Jiujiu returned to the Hien Palace kitchen and resumed pounding the roots.


    By the time they crushed the roots and soaked them in water, it was already past noon. It was her first time pounding something with a pestle, and her palms had turned red, but it was easy work compared to the labor she had to do before she entered the inner palace.


    When she left the kitchen, Jiujiu chased after her.


    “Here, take this,” she said and held out a yomogi mochi on a taro leaf. “A reward for helping me.”


    “…Thank you.”


    Apparently, it was a sweet treat used for tasting, a privilege only reserved for the palace ladies of the Palace Table Bureau. She sat down on a pot next to her and put the grass-colored mochi in her mouth. The scent of yomogi filled the air. It was delicious. Jiujiu also stuffed her cheeks with hers and narrowed her eyes as she savored it.


    “Is it really okay for you to be away from your post for this long?” Jiujiu asked, worried about Jusetsu spending the entire morning at another palace.


    “'Tis not an issue.”


    “Yamei Palace sounds so lenient. That’s nice, I wish I could work there. But this place isn’t that strict either.”


    After all, we can sneak snacks like this, she said and tossed another mochi into her mouth.


    “Oh, but Yamei Palace must be scary, right? I heard there are monsters there.”


    “…There is a strange bird, but it is not frightening.”


    “What’s that about?”


    After finishing her mochi, Jiujiu suddenly looked up at Jusetsu’s profile and reached out her hand.


    “Oh, Jusetsu, are you the type to get white hair young? There’s a white——”


    Jusetsu quickly stood up and stepped away from Jiujiu. She pressed her hand against her hair.


    “Sorry, were you worried? It’s not something to be that concerned about. It might be a white hair or just the light.”


    “No…” With her hand still on her hair, Jusetsu stepped back. “I am returning now. You have been very helpful.”


    After telling her that, Jusetsu turned towards the walkway and ran off. Jiujiu watched her go, open-mouthed.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    The drums signaling midday sounded, and Koushun leaned back against his chair in exhaustion. With this, his official business in the outer court was over. The bureaucrats who arrived at the palace before sunrise also returned home at this hour.


    “Your Majesty.”


    Right when Koushun was about to stand and leave the room, Secretariat Director Un whispered into his ear. This grand chancellor, who had a magnificent white beard, was formerly the Grand Preceptor of the Crown Prince’s Office and a close aide to Koushun since he was young.


    “Teirui Palace seems to be restless.”


    Teirui Palace was the villa where the empress dowager was confined.


    “…Understood. Meiin.”


    Koushun summoned an intellectual-looking man in his forties to his side.


    “How is the flow of money there?”


    “As of now, there are no suspicious activities,” He, who was the chief imperial scholar, also served as an assistant minister in the Ministry of Finance, which oversaw government finances. “However, there are most likely hidden assets. She is issuing official ranks at such a rapid pace, after all.”


    The empress dowager was using her position to continuously sell government positions. The confiscated money didn’t match with the estimated sum.


    “So as expected, eunuchs’ movements are the key.”


    The director of the Palace Servants Bureau nodded when all eyes turned to him. “Understood, Your Majesty.”


    The empress dowager didn’t quietly resign herself to her house arrest. She was the woman who seduced or threatened the previous emperor and seized power along with her relatives, and then forced Koushun to abandon his title as the crown prince. It seemed that among the eunuchs, there were still those who had connections to her.


    “In the end, she couldn’t understand Your Majesty’s kindness.”


    Un sighed as he stroked his beard and left the room after they worked out plans for countermeasures. Koushun brought Ei Sei along with him to the inner court, the residence of the emperor. Even though his work in the outer court was finished, he still had to do what he could in the inner court. There was much to be done.


    ——I didn’t spare the empress dowager because of kindness.


    Koushun thought as the palanquin heading towards the inner court swayed.


    When he led Forbidden Army to storm the empress dowager’s—the then-empress’s—palace, but didn’t cut off her head, it was because Koushun at that time didn’t have enough power for that to be excused. If he killed the highly influential empress, it would cause a huge wave of backlash. The seizure of power was not accomplished with a single game of Go. Like taking away Go stones one by one, from then on Koushun steadily and soundly gained power in the court.


    That was why, now he was able to sentence her to execution. With solely Koushun’s will, they could fabricate a crime for her and execute her. Just like the empress dowager did in the past. That was what power was.


    However, Koushun didn’t do that. He wanted unshakeable evidence to punish her.


    “…”


    Koushun stared ahead. Ahead of him, he could see Gyokou Hall, where he lived, and his main residence in the back. So far away that it couldn’t be seen from here, there was a palace called Gyosou Palace. It was a palace that was abandoned a long time ago, covered in rust, its roof rotted away, and the walls blackened with mold.


    At age thirteen, Koushun was deposed as the crown prince and moved from the East Palace to there. From that point, until he marched into the empress’ palace at eighteen and was reinstated as the crown prince, he lived in such a terrible situation that he had to worry about getting enough to eat each day. He didn’t know what would have happened to him if he didn’t have Ei Sei and the aides who secretly supported him.


    His mother Sha-shi was killed before he was deposed. She was poisoned. The empress had one of her eunuchs frame his mother’s attendant, who was quickly executed. However, no clear evidence was left to indicate that this was the empress’s scheme.


    ——If I killed her without definitive evidence, I would be no better than the empress dowager.


    If he forced things to go his way, it would eventually collapse. He didn’t want to walk the same path as the empress dowager. He wanted a reason that was inescapable, something that would be perfect both legally and logically. He wanted it so badly that he could taste it.


    Some people described Koushun as a rational man. He wasn’t driven by emotion and honored the law. Others called him compassionate.


    Koushun thought that they were both wrong.


    No one knew about the rage that ate away at his chest.


    ——I want to kill her so badly.


    —


    The scent of tea filled a room in Gyokou Hall. Ei Sei had placed a kettle on a lit stove and was boiling tea. He picked up some salt from a silver salt bowl and added it to the water. His flowing movements were beautiful.


    Ei Sei spooned the boiled tea into a cup and reverently placed it in front of Koushun.


    “Your tea, Dajia.”


    When he put the cup to his mouth, it was engulfed in gentle steam and a clear fragrance. The tea had a mellow taste, and when he swallowed it, the warmth spread in his stomach. The stiffness of his body slowly loosened.


    “The tea you make is still the most delicious.”


    When Koushun said that, Ei Sei’s eyes narrowed in pleasure. “Thank you very much.”


    He was a eunuch who Koushun met when he was ten and immediately taken into his service as his personal attendant. Ei Sei probably knew Koushun’s preferences and thoughts the best.


    “…How did that thing go?”


    He asked without stating the particulars. It was because they didn’t know if there was anyone listening outside the room. Ei Sei understood that.


    “The osmanthus flower mark belongs to the You clan.”


    Ei Sei answered shortly. ——Koushun had him investigate the bruise-like mark on Jusetsu’s wrist.


    “If it’s a brand, then that means she was probably a house slave.”


    “Yes.”


    Koushun was silent. That bruise that looked like inflamed skin was a scar from a brand. Households that bought slaves would brand them like they were livestock.


    Jusetsu was a house slave of the You clan.


    “The You clan?”


    “Their current head is a low-ranking official. They had someone who served as an assistant minister in the Ministry of Personnel several generations ago, but they have not been able to pass the examinations since.”


    You couldn’t become a senior official unless you passed the examinations. There were many prominent families that were ruined in this way.


    “They do not have a good reputation. Their financial situation is quite good for their official position. There are rumors of them extorting bribes and being involved in private salt trafficking. They also seem to treat their servants horribly. Apparently, she was sold to them at age four.”


    Koushun furrowed his brow. At that age…


    “However, I was unable to obtain information on her life before that point. It is not even clear which slave dealer she was bought from.”


    There were various circumstances for one to become a slave. One might be a hereditary slave, a poor peasant from an impoverished region, or a member of a respectable family that had been reduced to poverty.


    With Jusetsu’s looks, he would be convinced if someone told him she was a sheltered princess from somewhere——.


    “I do not think it is the best idea to be involved with someone of unknown background.”


    “…I understand your concerns, but this is necessary.”


    Ei Sei pursed his lips. He had that look on his face when he would follow Koushun’s words because they came from him, but he didn’t agree with them.


    “They most likely don’t know why I’m visiting the Raven Consort, and they’re probably confused over what to do. …It would be more helpful if the Raven Consort was an existence that stood out.”


    Then, Koushun’s voice became even lower.


    “Have your subordinates said anything to you?”


    He asked. Ei Sei answered into Koushun’s ear. “The eunuch and palace lady in question have not made any movements at the moment.” Koushun had installed several of Ei Sei’s subordinates as spies at key posts.


    “…It would be easier if they made their move right away.”


    It wasn’t difficult to choke off the empress dowager’s side. She didn’t understand that Koushun was simply not doing so. She still thought she had power, even though it had already slipped out of her hands.


    He took away her Go pieces, one by one, driving her into a corner and blocking her escape route. That was what Koushun had been doing ever since he imprisoned the empress dowager.


    He couldn’t forgive the woman who brutally killed his mother and friend.


    Even though the room was bright with the morning light, it seemed like a dim shadow shrouded his body. He felt like something blue-black was eating into him from his fingertips, and he was rotting from the inside out. However, he couldn’t stop it. The hatred and anger that raged within his chest had frozen and necrotized his heart.


    “Just a little more…”


    Whispering low enough that Ei Sei might or might not have heard him, Koushun drank up the tea.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    ——I was heedless. I knew I had to do it before long, but…


    Jusetsu pressed her hand to her hair as she returned to Yamei Palace and took out a rosewood box from a cabinet. She placed it on a table, then brought over a druggist’s mortar from the kitchen. It was a tool for grinding medicinal herbs and the like. Jusetsu opened the lid of the box, took out some dried alder cones and areca nuts, and tossed them into the mortar. She began grinding the ingredients with familiar motions.


    She crushed the ingredients finely. The finer, the better. As she was single-mindedly grinding the ingredients, Xingxing suddenly flapped its wings violently behind her. Just as Jusetsu was about ask what was the matter, she turned around with a start.


    She almost let out a cry. There was someone standing there. It was Ei Sei.


    “W-Where did you come from?”


    The front doors had not opened once. “I entered from the back door so that I would not be conspicuous,” Ei Sei answered with a cold expression.


    Ei Sei glanced at the mortar, but then returned his gaze to Jusetsu, seeming uninterested.


    “Has those clothes been helpful to you?”


    He was looking down at Jusetsu’s palace lady dress. Her heart was beating wildly because of the shock, but Jusetsu nodded to not let it show on her face.


    “Yes, it has been helpful.”


    “In what way?” His tone was polite as he questioned her from beginning to end.


    Jusetsu’s brows knitted together as she answered. “I heard a story from a palace lady. I have ascertained that the earring ghost is possibly Han-oujo, who died during the reign of the previous emperor.”


    Han-oujo, Ei Sei muttered.


    “Do you know of her?”


    “I have been Dajia’s personal attendant for a long time, so there are many things I do not know about the inner palace during the previous reign.”


    Especially during the time when he became the deposed crown prince, was what he was saying.


    “So, can you investigate the current whereabouts of the palace ladies who served as Han-oujo’s attendants or handmaids?”


    Ei Sei got a serious look on his face.


    “In order to investigate, we must peruse the palace lady register in the Palace Servants Bureau. There has to be a reason for perusal, and it would be considered suspicious if we try to check the register without a reason. Dajia did tell you this yesterday. He does not want our movements to be known by those around us.”


    How bothersome. Jusetsu was fed up.


    “——Well then, let us do this.”


    What is it now? Ei Sei’s eyes seemed to say.


    “I wish to take on an attendant.”


    “…An attendant?”


    Now? Ei Sei seemed puzzled.


    “The girl named Jiujiu from the Palace Table Bureau will do. I do not know her family name.”


    “Huh?”


    “However, with the surface reason of selecting an attendant for me, you should check the palace lady register in the Palace Servants Bureau. It is true that you are preparing an attendant for me, so there is nothing unusual about this. What do you think of that?”


    Ei Sei’s eyes widened slightly, but he bowed with his hands clasped in front of his chest. “Very well, I accept your plan.”


    Their conversation ended, and he took his leave—or so she thought. Before he turned towards the back door, Ei Sei brought his face close to Jusetsu’s ear and whispered into it.


    “Are those ingredients dried alder cones and areca nuts?”


    Jusetsu’s face stiffened.


    Ei Sei touched Jusetsu’s hair, and then removed his hand.


    “——Who exactly are you?”


    When it was late at night, Jusetsu left Yamei Palace. She was heading towards a small pond on the western side of the palace. There were no flames burning in the hanging lanterns, and only the moonlight illuminated her surroundings. All was silent except for the sounds of insects in the grass.


    She was holding a small bowl in her hands. It contained a substance that consisted of the powdered alder cones and areca nuts mixed with ashes and other ingredients, then kneaded with hot water.


    Without minding that her nightclothes were getting wet, Jusetsu stepped into the pond. She bent over and dipped her loose hair in the water. The water was still cold at this time of the year. Even more so now that it was night time. Feeling like she was about to freeze, she washed her hair many times over. The color gradually faded from Jusetsu’s black hair. She ran her fingers through her hair, which shined silver in the moonlight.


    Striking silver-colored hair.


    It was Jusetsu’s original hair color. From the time she was brought to Yamei Palace, she had dyed her hair black and applied makeup to her eyebrows and eyelashes. When she had been a servant girl, her hair had been grey from all the dust and sand covering it. It was thought to be grey hair, although it was no less oddly colored. ——That was how she narrowly escaped death.


    Silver hair was the mark of the previous imperial family.


    The clan was originally a group of people who wandered down from the north. It was said that they were the descendants of a family that once ruled the country or the descendants of priests, but nothing was certain. It was possible that those stories were made up in order to give themselves dignity.


    They were a small tribe living in the highlands who left their land after tribal warfare and consanguineous marriage nearly destroyed them. The members of the tribe had distinctive features. Small chins and narrow noses. Large eyes. Long, thin limbs. Above all, they had shining silver hair, something no other tribe had. Many of those who inherited the blood of the clan had silver hair.


    After the emperor before the last ascended to the throne, he relentlessly tried to exterminate the previous imperial family. He searched high and low for any escaped imperial family members and killed them all, even the young children.


    Jusetsu was able to bypass his blade because her mother, who was still a young child at the time, was the daughter of a lowly servant woman, so she was not acknowledged as an official imperial family member. That was why she was left out of the list of those ordered to be killed and able to blend into the city by dyeing her hair. It was quite ironic.


    Afterwards, Jusetsu’s mother became a prostitute in the red-light district and gave birth to her. There would have been no problem if Jusetsu had black hair. However, just like her mother, Jusetsu also had silver hair.


    May this hair be a blessing, not a curse——. With that wish, her mother named her “Jusetsu.” She dyed Jusetsu’s hair and raised her secretly while hiding her from the outside.


    Jusetsu didn’t know how they got found out and who did it. One early afternoon, the Entertainment Bureau, which was in charge of the red-light district, brought soldiers of the Southern Command to them. While everyone at the brothel helped them buy time, Jusetsu’s mother escaped with her.


    Pursued by the soldiers, Jusetsu’s mother, holding her in her arms, desperately ran away from them through the bustling alleys, but it seemed that the soldiers were only looking for her mother. They didn’t know about Jusetsu, who was raised in secrecy. Everyone at the brothel knew, of course, so it must have been an outsider who reported them. Was it the work of a customer who her mother had been cold to? Even now, she still didn’t know.


    Her mother, who realized that she was the only one the soldiers were chasing, sat Jusetsu in the shadow of a gate and instructed her.


    “Hide here. No matter what you hear, you must not leave this spot.”


    Her mother’s fingers bit into her shoulders.


    “Don’t move and stay here. Don’t make a sound. After this, leave this spot before the gate closes at sunset and go home.”


    Okay? Her mother whispered, hugged her tightly one more time, and then ran out of the gate.


    The shouts of the soldiers and rough noises came immediately after.


    The sound of vessels breaking, the sound of a wooden fence being kicked, a scream—Jusetsu shrank her body. Was that her mother’s voice? She desperately wanted to do something, but she couldn’t move her legs. She could only tremble. If Jusetsu left her spot, she would be captured. She didn’t know why they had to run away, but she could tell from how her mother was acting that it would be very bad if they were captured. She was scared. Her legs were paralyzed from the loud sounds of things breaking and the rough shouts of men. She had to help her mother—but even though she thought that, she couldn’t even stand up.


    There was another scream. Jusetsu pressed her hands to her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. She waited for time to pass as she shook.


    Before she knew it, the noises had stopped. Jusetsu removed her hands from her ears, which hurt from being pressed too hard, and slowly stood up. She stepped away from the gate and went towards the site of the disturbance. However, other than the grim-faced shopkeepers who had the stools in front of their shops broken and the employees cleaning up shattered vessels, there were only people milling back and forth as though nothing had happened. She had no idea if her mother was captured, and if so, where she was taken. Jusetsu wandered around aimlessly, at a loss. Her mother told her to return to the brothel, but on top of being held, Jusetsu was only four, so she didn’t even know the way home.


    In the streets, where various types of people lived, no one cared if there was a child wandering around by themselves. Shopkeepers would even chase them away from their stalls to prevent them from stealing food. While she was wandering around, the sun set and the gate closed. Whispering “Mother” and crying, Jusetsu leaned against the corner of a door and fell asleep.


    The next day, she found her mother. She didn’t know where or how she got there. It was probably the execution site.


    Her mother’s head was being exposed.


    Her mother’s hair had returned to its original silver color. It was stained with blood and clinging to her face. Her dry lips were slightly parted and it seemed as if she was just about to say something to Jusetsu.


    She was later told by the previous Raven Consort that her mother had been executed for the crime of treason. She was told that there was fear that she would take revenge on the emperor.


    Before Jusetsu knew it, she was cowering on the roadside. She hadn’t eaten since she ran away, but she didn’t feel hungry. Her heart was emptier than her stomach, and she couldn’t move.


    Afterwards, Jusetsu caught the eye of a slave dealer and was sold to the You clan as a servant girl. The hair dye soon faded from her hair, but it seemed that everyone around her thought that her slightly dirty white hair was due to the harsh manual labor.


    ——One autumn day, about two years later, an arrow flew from somewhere and pierced the roof of the You house’s gate. Master You was furious, asking what was going on, but his color changed when an envoy from the imperial palace came.


    The arrow shone gold. It was a strange radiance, different from “beautiful.”


    The envoy brought Jusetsu to the palace. She wondered if she was going to be killed, but she didn’t have any desire to resist. Ever since she abandoned her mother and saw her decapitated head, Jusetsu had become empty on the inside.


    Passing under the gate on the western side, the envoy took Jusetsu to a large palace. That was Yamei Palace. The envoy was a eunuch.


    Inside the palace, she was met with an old woman dressed in beautiful clothing. That was the previous Raven Consort, Reijou.


    She told her that the arrow was transformed from the feather of a golden bird, that it would fly to the next Raven Consort, and that Jusetsu was that very Raven Consort.


    Reijou looked at Jusetsu with sorrow-tinged eyes.


    “You must live here from now on.”


    What a cruel fate, Reijou sighed. After that, she told Jusetsu why her mother had to run away, and why she and her mother had silver hair. Reijou knew everything.


    If Jusetsu’s true identity was discovered, she would meet the same fate as her mother. However, since she was chosen, Jusetsu had to live here.


    Reijou dyed Jusetsu’s hair and raised her in the palace without letting her go outside to the best of her ability. Even when she was dying, she was still concerned about Jusetsu’s future.


    From Reijou, Jusetsu learned how to read and write, how to speak, and how to use the arts of the Raven Consort. Although Jusetsu wasn’t born with any uncanny powers, she had mysteriously acquired them after her arrival at Yamei Palace, and with Reijou’s guidance, she was able to use them at will.


    It was Reijou who once again filled the empty Jusetsu. Reijou poured all kinds of things into her. Her knowledge, wisdom, and love.


    ——However, deep down in her chest, there was something missing.  


    It would never be filled.


    Jusetsu rose from the pond and wrung her dripping hair. Now she was going to re-dye her hair. She placed her knee on the side of the pond and reached for the bowl with the dye. That was when it happened.


    “!”


    She sensed the presence of people and looked up with a start. And then, she gasped.


    Standing there on the other side of the pond was Koushun. Ei Sei was standing behind him. She couldn’t see their expressions from this distance. However, there was no doubt that they could clearly see Jusetsu’s silver hair shining in the moonlight.


    Jusetsu stood and broke into a run like a scared rabbit. She hurried back to her palace and closed the doors. She then sank down on the spot.


    There was no way that he, the emperor, didn’t know the significance of her silver hair. She had been careless. She should have been more cautious. This was all because she had panicked, thinking that she had to re-dye her hair immediately. When Ei Sei had pointed out the alder cones and areca nuts, Jusetsu had answered, “This is medicine.” It wasn’t a lie; these ingredients were used in medicine. However, because Ei Sei had pointed them out, she was spurred on by the thought that she had to dye her hair all the more immediately before she raised any suspicion. Panic is the greatest cause of failure—Reijou had told her that.


    This was the end. Jusetsu was going to be executed.


    There was a quiet knock on the doors. Jusetsu stiffened.


    “…You forgot your bowl by the side of the pond. I’ll leave it here.”


    The voice belonged to Koushun. A momentary silence followed. Holding her breath, Jusetsu strained her ears to hear what he was about to say.


    “Make sure to wipe your wet body properly. You’ll get sick if you don’t.”


    I’m returning to my palace tonight, he said, and she heard footsteps leaving the doors. Jusetsu stood up and cracked open the doors slightly. Koushun turned around.


    “…Do you not have anything more to say?” Jusetsu’s voice was shaking.


    “No,” Koushun answered without even moving an eyebrow. “I didn’t see anything tonight.”


    Jusetsu held her breath. What does he mean? She turned over his words in her mind many times. As though anticipating that, Koushun added, “I mean exactly that.”


    Koushun turned his back on Jusetsu and descended the steps. Ei Sei, who had been waiting below, followed him, and they went back through the walkway. Jusetsu watched them until she could no longer see their backs.


    —


    After noontime the next day, Koushun came to visit again. He was accompanied by Ei Sei and a young girl today.


    “I brought the attendant you wanted.”


    The girl was Jiujiu. Having been suddenly brought along, she was looking around anxiously.


    Jusetsu glanced up at Koushun. His expression didn’t change. His face was blank, just as it had been on his first visit here.


    ——What is he thinking?


    Does he honestly intend to pretend to not see what happened last night? Why?


    As she was pondering, unsure of his intentions, she heard a whispered “…Jusetsu?” She looked up and saw Jiujiu’s eyes widening.


    “Indeed. You have my gratitude for helping me yesterday.”


    When she said that, Jiujiu’s mouth dropped open as well.


    “…Huh? What do you mean? Weren’t you a palace lady?”


    “I am the Raven Consort. My apologies for the deception.”


    Huh? Jiujiu pressed her hands to her cheeks in confusion.


    “I want to have you as my attendant. You don’t have much to do, though.”


    “Attendant…why me?”


    “You told me before. That you wished to work at Yamei Palace.”


    “I did, but…” Jiujiu seemed bewildered.


    “…Was I mistaken?”


    She had recommended Jiujiu to Ei Sei because she had said that, so she thought it was perfect.


    “I was just saying things, or rather, I was just impulsive…”


    When Jiujiu looked around the room uncomfortably, Jusetsu looked down, thinking, So that is the way it is? After spending time together yesterday, she had thought it might be fun to be with Jiujiu.


    “It won’t be for such a long time. But, if you do not want to——”


    Even Jusetsu didn’t intend to keep an attendant for a long period of time. It was just an excuse to check the name register, and having an attendant by her side all the time could lead to her secret being discovered.


    “Sei, bring that over.”


    Koushun, who was quietly watching the two’s conversation, gave instructions to Ei Sei. Ei Sei was holding a tray with clothing placed on it, but he presented it to Jiujiu.


    “This is the attendant’s uniform. Please change into these.”


    At Ei Sei’s words, Jiujiu’s eyes became glued to the clothes.


    “I…I can wear this? Such fine——”


    “You’re an attendant, after all,” Koushun said. “But if you would rather stay in the Palace Table Bureau, then we could choose another person.”


    “No! That would be absurd. I shall happily work here.”


    Jiujiu hugged the clothes to her chest. When she met Koushun’s eyes, she hurriedly looked down. She was turning bright crimson. Jusetsu had mixed feelings about the fact that she readily agreed with just a single garment.


    “Now, the main topic,” Koushun spoke after Jiujiu went to the attendant’s antechamber to change. “Thanks to you, we were about to go through the register.”


    Koushun spoke as dispassionately as ever.


    “Han-oujo had an attendant in her service, and that attendant had a maidservant of her own. The maidservant died of illness.”


    “Illness…?”


    “The details aren’t known. As for the attendant, she was transferred to another consort after the death of Han-oujo, but currently she is in Sen’e House.”


    Sen’e House was the place where elderly court ladies or court ladies who had sinned were sent.


    “Her name is So Kougyou. By the way, there are no other consorts who died by hanging themselves or strangulation.”


    Then, that ghost truly is Han-oujo—Jusetsu stroked her sash. The jade earring was tucked underneath it.


    “Well then, I shall visit this So Kougyou.”


    “You, go to Sen’e House?”


    A hesitant color creeped into Koushun’s expressionless face, and he looked at Ei Sei.


    “It is not a place where the Raven Consort should visit,” Ei Sei said. Jusetsu laughed scornfully. That wasn’t a line to say to Jusetsu, who was a former servant girl.


    “It does not bother me. If I meet this person, I shall know if this earring belongs to Han-oujo or not.”


    Right at that moment, Jiujiu came into the room, having finished changing.


    “Jiujiu, we are departing.”


    “Huh? Where to…I mean, where shall we be heading to, Niangniang?”


    Without answering, Jusetsu opened the silk curtains hanging in the back of the room. The palace lady uniform she had thrown off was still there on the bed.


    “I will be changing now. The both of you, leave.”


    She said that towards Koushun and Ei Sei. Koushun silently stood up from his chair, and Ei Sei momentarily had an irritated expression on his face. Jiujiu’s eyes widened at how Jusetsu was ordering the emperor around.


    Without waiting for the two to leave, Jusetsu closed the curtains and untied her sash.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    “A-Are we really going there, Niangniang?” Jiujiu said as she followed Jusetsu, on the verge of crying.


    “I’ve said so from the beginning. And refrain from calling me ‘Niangniang.’ I am currently a palace lady, so speak normally.”


    “But…” Jiujiu lowered her eyebrows as if troubled. She seemed to be at a loss as to how to maintain a distance from Jusetsu.


    The two girls were heading to the southwest of the inner palace. As they crossed a vermillion-lacquered bridge over a creek, Jiujiu suddenly cast her face down and hid behind Jusetsu. Just as Jusetsu wondered what was going on, she saw a palace lady on the other side of the willow trees planted near the creek. It was the Palace Secretarial Bureau palace lady who high-handedly ordered Jiujiu to mend her clothes. She seemed to be hurrying towards Hien Palace. She didn’t notice them.


    “——She has left.” Jusetsu told her. Jiujiu nervously raised her face. After checking the opposite bank, she let out a sigh of relief.


    “Was that the palace lady who was exchanging letters with a eunuch of Hien Palace? She seems to be quite eager to visit it frequently. Even though she has her own work to do.”


    “Yes, however, she denies it. She said that there was no way she would ever be involved with the likes of a eunuch, and that she was only doing it as a favor for someone. She also told me to stay quiet about the correspondence.”


    “As a favor for someone?”


    “Apparently, another palace lady from the Palace Secretarial Bureau asked her to deliver letters on her behalf. But then, that palace lady would have done it herself, wouldn’t she? I think she’s hiding her embarrassment, though.”


    Oh? Jusetsu tilted her head. Certainly, it seemed unlike that that palace lady would be so kind as to assist in the exchanging of letters.


    They started walking again and crossed the bridge. They passed through several gardens, progressed through a walkway with earthen walls, and passed by palace buildings. The scenery around them soon became desolate. There were no beautiful gardens to be seen, and the buildings were simple and plain. These were the dormitories of the servants.


    Sen’e House was located on the outskirts of the inner palace. Large and small canals ran through the palace, but the land was low and poorly drained in the outskirts of the inner palace. That was why it was always damp and the buildings covered in mold and moss. Because it was a place of banishment within the inner palace, the surrounding area was a cesspool of ill-natured low-ranking eunuchs and palace ladies, and the law and order there was bad. As one approached, the spots with collapsed walls became more and more noticeable. Roof tiles were falling off. The path was no longer gravel, weeds were growing out of the unplowed ground, and rocks littered the ground. There were eunuchs, red-faced and possibly drunk on cheap alcohol in the daytime, leaning against the walls and sleeping, and eunuchs scrutinizing Jusetsu and Jiujiu as though evaluating them. Jiujiu clung to Jusetsu’s back in fear.


    “No need to be afraid,” Jusetsu told her. They wouldn’t attack them thoughtlessly, and it wouldn’t be a big deal even if they did. It would be different if they came at them with killing intent——


    However, it seemed that that “different thing” was happening.


    The two eunuchs staring at them staggered towards them. Jusetsu put herself on guard, and then another pair of eunuchs appeared from behind a collapsed wall. They were all dressed in the robes of low-ranking eunuchs, but their eyes were sharp. Just when she realized that they weren’t simple rogue eunuchs, they pulled out daggers from their breasts, and Jiujiu let out a hoarse scream. They quickly surrounded the two girls.


    “What is it that you lot want? We do not have any money.”


    They didn’t answer her and, without saying a word, slowly closing the distance. This might be problematic, Jusetsu tensed.


    Jusetsu brought her hand to the back of her head—but she recalled that since she was currently dressed as a palace lady, she didn’t have her flowers. Clicking her tongue, she dropped her hand and turned her palm upwards.


    Heat gathered in her palm. The air wavered, and when one thought a heat haze had been produced, light pink petals appeared on her palm. The petals appeared in succession, linked together, and gradually became a peony flower.


    The eunuchs, upon seeing this, stopped in their tracks, shaken. They looked at each other in bewilderment, trying to see what the other would do. You should retreat if you are scared, Jusetsu had a sliver of hope, but it seemed it was all for naught. Letting out a yell, one of the eunuchs rushed forward.


    Jusetsu blew on the peony.


    Upon doing so, the peony became a gust of wind and assailed the eunuchs. They cried out at the sharp blades of wind. Taking that opportunity, Jusetsu took Jiujiu’s hand and tried to slip between them.


    “Kyaaah!”


    However, a eunuch grabbed Jiujiu’s collar.


    “Jiujiu!”


    Jusetsu tried to use her arts again at the eunuch who raised his dagger overhead, but she couldn’t make it in time. Right when she kicked off the ground and was about to put herself between Jiujiu and the blade, the eunuch fell sideways.


    “What are you all doing!” A eunuch had tackled him from the side. He looked to be in his thirties, with drooping eyes and good-natured features. “Why are you mugging two helpless palace ladies?”


    The eunuch shouted angrily. He hung over the fallen eunuch and tried to take away the knife. The fallen eunuch kicked the other eunuch in the stomach and got up with the knife in his hand. Just as he was about to point the blade at the eunuch who came to help, a stone came flying in from somewhere and hit his hand cleanly.


    A groan came from somewhere else. Looking in that direction, a young eunuch who came out of nowhere was twisting the arm of a eunuch who was holding a knife and pressing him against the ground. That wasn’t all. The other eunuchs were also groaning, clutching his arms and legs. ——It seemed that in an instant, this young eunuch had disarmed them completely.


    “Get out of here!”


    The eunuchs attempted to flee as though they had lost their heads. The young eunuch released the arms of the eunuch pressed against the ground. He also frantically stood up and fell over himself as he chased after his escaped associates.


    “Are you hurt, Niangniang?” The eunuch turned back to Jusetsu. It was an unfamiliar face. He had a beautiful face and looked to be just before twenty years old. His long, single-lidded eyes were especially beautiful. Even the straight scar running down his cheek looked like an ornament.


    “Attendant Ei has ordered me to guard you. I am Onkei. I have been following you in the shadows. Please forgive me for my discourtesy.”


    Onkei, with his well-proportioned and slender body, bowed gracefully with his hands clasped.


    “I see, Ei Sei…”


    He was a shrewd man.


    “You saved us. You have my gratitude. ——Who were those men? They do not seem like simple muggers.”


    “I don’t know. However, they are most likely subordinates from the emperor dowager’s faction.”


    “The empress dowager…?” Wasn’t she supposed to be confined? And why were they attacking Jusetsu now?


    “…Come to think of it,” Jusetsu looked around. She was searching for the eunuch who helped them first, but he was nowhere to be seen. “Was that eunuch not Ei Sei’s subordinate?”


    “I don’t know. I presumed he was just coincidentally passing by.”


    If she remembered correctly, that man was dressed like a low-ranking eunuch with dark gray robes and a black cap. He must have been a very chivalrous person, if he was only passing by and plunged into the middle of a group of ruffians with knives. If she had the chance to meet him again, she would have to thank him.


    “Jiujiu, are you unhurt…” Jusetsu asked, turning around, but Jiujiu’s legs had collapsed beneath her, and she was on the verge of tears. It was understandable.


    “Are you alright?” When she held out her hand, Jiujiu clung to Jusetsu and began to cry. “I’m sorry. I involved you in danger. You should go back to Yamei Palace.”


    She raised her head to tell Onkei to escort her back, but Jiujiu shook her head and let go of Jusetsu.


    “No, I shall accompany you, Niangniang,” she said and wiped her tears.


    “But…”


    “You tried to save me, didn’t you?” She was referring to when Jusetsu tried to step between her and the eunuch’s knife. “I will accompany you.”


    Saying only those words, Jiujiu sniffled.


    “…Thank you.”


    Somehow, an itchy feeling tickled her chest. It was the first time she had ever felt this way. 



    —


    Flanked by Jiujiu and Onkei on both sides, Jusetsu stood in front of Sen’e House. The entrance was half-collapsed and tilting, and the gateposts were on the verge of rotting away. When they passed through it, they saw palace ladies in earth-colored dresses washing clothes in washbasins with tired expressions. All had pale faces, and some of them were elderly. They didn’t raise their heads even when Jusetsu and the others passed by them. Jiujiu stood close to Jusetsu’s arm and looked around fearfully. ——This place was called the palace ladies’ graveyard.


    As soon as they stepped into the building with mossy roof tiles, a musty smell assailed their noses. The walls were covered in mold. The eunuch in charge of this place led them to a room in the back.


    “This is So Kougyou’s room. ——However, I think it would be a waste of time trying to ask her anything,” the eunuch said over his shoulder, not even turning his lifeless eyes towards Jusetsu and the others.


    “Why is that?”


    “You’ll know once you see her.”


    Well then. The eunuch left. There was no door at the entrance, only a slightly dirty curtain. Onkei stood guard in front of it, and Jusetsu entered the room.


    A simple bed was set up by the window of the cramped room, and a woman was lying on top of it. The eunuch told them that she had been lying in bed since yesterday with a fever. Sen’e House took in many of those who could no longer move from illness.


    The woman’s hair was thin and half-greying, and both her face and body were emaciated. At first glance, she looked like an old woman because of her dull skin and deep wrinkles, but upon closer look, she didn’t seem that old.


    “…Sou Kougyou?”


    Jusetsu asked, bending over the bed. The woman half-opened her eyes and looked up at Jusetsu. Her gaze wandered, but she made no answer. Jusetsu was about to ask again when the woman opened her mouth. She involuntarily startled and drew her body back.


    There was no tongue in the woman’s mouth.


    The woman’s gaze chased Jusetsu and she uttered a few sounds that didn’t sound like words. Jusetsu thought that she probably meant “Yes.”


    ——Now I understand what that eunuch said it would be a waste of time asking her anything.


    There was no way for her to answer any questions. She had heard that in the inner palace, cutting out the tongues of palace ladies was a rare punishment, but she hadn’t thought it would be a real thing. It was atrocious.


    ——I can only ask her questions where she can answer by nodding her head yes or shaking her head no.


    “…I am the Raven Consort. I live in Yamei Palace. I came here to question you about some things.” Jusetsu took out the earring from underneath her sash. “Do you know this——”


    Earring? She was about to finish, but before that happened, Kougyou’s expression clearly changed. Her eyes widened, and her face was a mixture of fear and shock. She was eagerly trying to say something, but only moans and drool came out of her mouth.


    “Does this belong to Han-oujo?”


    She nodded her head many times. And then, she eagerly moved her mouth and gestured with her hands like she was writing something.


    “…You wish to communicate by writing?”


    When she asked that, Kougyou nodded vigorously. Jusetsu turned to Jiujiu. “Borrow a writing brush and paper from that eunuch.”


    Jiujiu went out, but returned after a few moments with a troubled face.


    “He said that there are no such things here. He also said that she can’t write, so it’s no use communicating with writing…”


    Jusetsu turned her eyes to Kougyou, who shook her head and stared intently back at her. She was different from her lifeless self when she was lying down; her gaze was strong.


    “——Then we shall take her to Yamei Palace. Onkei, carry her.”


    After wrapping Kougyou in the thin bedding, Onkei lifted her in his arms. When they were about to take her outside, the eunuch rushed up to them.


    “You can’t just take her out of here.”


    “I am the Raven Consort. I am taking this person under my authority. If anyone complains, tell them to come to Yamei Palace.”


    Hearing the words Raven Consort, the eunuch backed away in shock. The Raven Consort was rumored to specialize in curses and killing curses. Even the eunuchs in charge of lighting the lanterns didn’t dare go near Yamei Palace.


    After leaving Sen’e House with Kougyou, Jusetsu hurried back to Yamei Palace.


    Yamei Palace didn’t employ any palace ladies, so there were plenty of empty rooms. They placed Kougyou in one of them, and Jusetsu prepared some hemp paper and a brush. Jiujiu grinded ink in an inkstone and placed it on the stand next to the bed. Kougyou sat up and took the brush.


    “A palace lady at Sen’e House taught me how to write.” Kougyou wrote in clumsy handwriting. “But if they knew I could write, they will surely kill me. That’s why I pretended I couldn’t write.”


    Jusetsu furrowed her brows at the word “kill.”


    “The servant was killed. However, killing an attendant would have been too conspicuous, so they cut out my tongue so I couldn’t speak.”


     By servant, she probably meant her own maidservant. It was written in the register that she had died from illness, but she was actually murdered?


    “I was made the attendant of another consort, and then they deliberately made up a charge for me and cut out my tongue as punishment.”


    Kougyou’s words were messy, as though her desire to write was rushing forward. She bit her lips, a frustrated look on her face.


    “…Who did such an act to you? Who exactly is going to kill you?”


    Kougyou’s hands were shaking. She took in a deep breath, and then continued writing.


    “The empress dowager.”



    —


    The empress dowager poisoned the Magpie Consort, Kougyou wrote. The Magpie Consort—the third-ranked consort. She was a young consort who was the daughter of a chief vassal. Apparently, she was pregnant at the time of her death. That incident was framed on Han-oujo.


    “It was because the Magpie Consort was pregnant. Her father wasn’t in the empress dowager’s faction. Han-oujo was charged with that crime. My maidservant was talked into it with money, and they had her plant euphorbia in the chest. I saw it happen. However,”


    Kougyou stopped her brush there. The tip of the brush wandered about in the air several times, but Kougyou bit her lip and lowered the brush.


    “I also did what the eunuch told me to do. He told me that they would kill my family. I let Han-oujo die without doing anything to help her.” Kougyou’s shoulders shook, and she stopped her brush again. “I learned to write so that I can at least let the truth be known one day. Since you have that earring, you must be Lady Han’s ally.”


    “Eh?”


    Kougyou raised her head.


    “Am I wrong?”


    Jusetsu didn’t know why she thought she was Han-oujo’s ally, but she explained that Koushun was the one who found the earring in the inner palace, and that a ghost was possessing it.


    Kougyou paled at the word “ghost.”


    “Is it Lady Han’s ghost?”


    “If this earring belonged to her, then that would be the case,” Jusetsu held out the earring in her hand.


    “The earring did belong to Lady Han. I remember it very well. At any rate, she only had one.”


    “Only one?”


    “Yes. There was only one, but even so, Niangniang always wore it.”


    Niangniang probably referred to Han-oujo. Kougyou had a distant look in her eyes as she remembered.


    “She told me about it once. She said that she gave the other earring to her betrothed back in her hometown.”


    “Betrothed…?”


    “Niangniang has been engaged to him since they were children, but her father, who was a civil official, forced her to enter the inner palace. Niangniang gave the earring to her betrothed and enter the palace. When she touched that earring, she seemed to recalling her betrothed.


    “Niangniang was not a bright and cheerful person, but she was kind. I was the daughter of a small noodle shop, but I was chosen to be a palace lady and entered the inner palace. Almost all the other palace ladies were the daughters of respectable families, but it was a difficult place for me to live because I was unable to read and write well, and I had no refinement. Unable to just watch, Niangniang made me her attendant. And yet…”


    Kougyou’s hand stopped. However, she seemed to have collected herself and continued to write.


    “One day, she gave the earring away to someone else.”


    “Gave it away?”


    “When she returned from the courtyard, she was no longer wearing the earring, so I thought she dropped it and asked her about it in shock. She laughed and said she gave it away to a crying child. Perhaps they had a difficult time in the inner palace. I’m sure that child knows Niangniang’s kindness. That she would never poison anyone.


    “That is why I thought that since you have that earring, you must have been that child or someone who knew her. If that’s the case, then you must be an ally who knows that Niangniang is innocent.”


    Kougyou put down the brush and let out a breath. Jusetsu placed her hand on her forehead. It was hot. Her fever might be going up.


    “Understood. Rest for the time being.”


    However, Kougyou took the brush again and hurriedly wrote something down.


    “Niangniang wasn’t only falsely accused. She was murdered. She was killed by eunuchs. Please punish them. I shall receive punishment as well.”


    After writing that, Kougyou lost consciousness. Jusetsu laid her down on the bed, wrote down “bupleurum root,” “goldthread,” and “crow dipper” on a leftover piece of paper, and then gave it to Onkei.


    “Tell the medical office to prepare only these herbs.”


    With the paper in hand, Onkei immediately exited the room. She had Jiujiu look after Kougyou and returned to her own room. She placed the earring on a table and stared at it.


    ——On top of being falsely accused, she was murdered…


    Was that why Han-oujo became a ghost and possessed that earring?


    Who was the person she gave her earring to? They were probably the one who dropped it. If they dropped it in the inner palace, that meant they were still here. Perhaps a long-serving palace lady or eunuch who had been here since the reign of the previous emperor——?


    Jusetsu pressed her hand to her temple. What should she do? In any case, she should tell Koushun immediately.


    Jusetsu stroked the jade of the earring. If she dispelled Han-oujo’s regrets, would she be satisfied and saved? Conversely, unless she did so, even a repose ceremony wouldn’t be able to save her soul.


    Jusetsu took the earring in her hand and shook it before her eyes. 


  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    After she boiled the herbs Onkei brought back and had Kougyou drink them, her fever went down the next morning. When she was fed gruel with carrots and licorice for nourishment, her color improved somewhat. While they were taking care of her, the sun set and Koushun arrived. Jusetsu had sent word for him to come.


    “Do you know the name of the eunuch who ordered you to keep quiet and killed Han-oujo?”


    Koushun asked Kougyou. When the situation was explained to him, he didn’t look surprised. Kougyou nodded and wrote down the name on a piece of paper. Koushun glanced at it, then passed the paper to Ei Sei.


    “A hanger-on of the empress dowager. Someone of low status. He’s currently in the Palace Servants Bureau.”


    I’m glad I didn’t finish it all back then. Only Jusetsu and Ei Sei, who were right next to Koushun, heard him mutter that. By “back then,” he must be referring to the empress dowager’s expulsion.


    “Do you know the name of the man who was betrothed to Han-oujo?”


    Koushun asked. Kougyou immediately wrote, “Niangniang always called him Juurou-sama,” and then seemed to fall into deep thought. “Juurou” was a seniority rank, and it could only be a nickname meaning that the man was the tenth son in the same generation of his clan.


    After a while, she seemed to recall the name and hurriedly wrote it down.


    The name Kougyou wrote was “Kaku Kou.”


    “Kaku Kou…?” Koushun muttered puzzledly.


    “Do you know that name?” Ei Sei asked. Koushun put his hand on his chin, seemingly trying to recall.


    “I remember hearing it. I believe it was from Meiin.” Meiin was the imperial scholar. He was an advisor to the emperor. “Kaku Kou is a genius. He passed the civil service examinations in the top spot. He is currently an editor at the palace library.”


    How well he remembers, Jusetsu thought. Koushun crossed his arms, deep in thought.


    “If they were a family of high enough status to enter their daughter into the inner palace as a concubine, then the betrothed must also be a man from a respectable family, so it is reasonable that he would become a civil official, but…”


    ——What does that betrothed think of Han-oujo?


    After his betrothed was taken to the inner palace—in other words, to the emperor, she died.


    Jusetsu pressed her hand against the place where she tucked the earring in her sash.


    “…Can we not meet this person?” Jusetsu raised her head and asked Koushun. “You?” Koushun asked back. Consorts of the inner palace, unless it was their family, were fundamentally not allowed to meet with people from the outside.


    “It appears that Han-oujo pined for her betrothed even after she entered the inner palace. I wish to ask him how their relationship was like.”


    If Han-oujo was deeply in love with her betrothed, then it was possible that that was where her regrets lay. If he was in their hometown, then it would be difficult for Jusetsu, who couldn’t leave the palace, to meet him, but it was possible to meet him somehow if he was a civil servant. Although, that depended on Koushun’s cooperation.


    “Very well,” Koushun seemed to deliberating on something, but he answered without a moment’s delay. “I’ll arrange for you to meet him.”


    Jusetsu studied Koushun’s face for a moment. Although this was his request, the emperor went to the trouble of visiting to listen to a mere palace lady’s appeal and granted Jusetsu’s request readily. She wondered just what exactly that jade earring was to him.


    “…I have asked you this at the beginning, but why are you exerting yourself so much? All things considered, it is simply an earring that you found.”


    It wasn’t something the emperor did.


    Koushun only glanced at Jusetsu’s face and stood up without answering. Indignant at having her question be ignored, Jusetsu followed Koushun as he was about to leave the room.


    Right as he was about to leave the palace, Koushun stopped. He opened his mouth without turning around.


    “I believe I’ve also told you this at the beginning,” Koushun’s voice was quiet. Jusetsu stood next to him and looked up at his face. “I want to know who dropped that earring.”


    “I told you that I cannot—”


    “That’s why, if I know the identity of the ghost possessing it, there might be a way of finding out who it was.”


    “…So you had me investigate?”


    “Thanks to you, I know that this earring belonged to Han-oujo. I give you my gratitude.”


    “Even if you knew that, you wouldn’t be able to know who dropped it.”


    The person who probably dropped it was a eunuch or palace lady from the previous emperor’s reign to whom Han-oujo gave the earring. They didn’t know how many people fitted that description.


    “You never told me why you wanted to know in the first place.”


    Koushun seemed like he was answering her questions properly, but he was actually evading them. He was like this from the start. He seemed like a serious man, but she didn’t think he was trustworthy.


    Koushun glanced down at Jusetsu from the corner of his eye, and then stooped down a little. “If I tell you, I think it would add to your troubles,” His face was so close that Jusetsu almost backed away, but his voice was even quieter than before, so she stayed in place. This was something he didn’t want anyone overhearing.


    “You have already imposed a mountain of troubles onto me.”


    “…I wasn’t the one who found that earring.”


    Jusetsu looked up at Koushun.


    “Then, who?”


    “My spy in the inner palace.”


    “Spy…”


    “The person who dropped it might be a witness to a certain plan. If that’s the case, they would be a great help to me.”


    “Dajia,” Ei Sei spoke up. “You do not need to say that much.”


    Koushun glanced at him to silence him.


    ——A plan?


    The person who dropped the earring would be a witness to it.


    Jusetsu furrowed her brow.


    “So, you were working hard for that reason? Not for the sake of the ghost.”


    Was saying “I suppose you can call it pity” a lie as well?


    “I’ve answered all your questions.” Without changing his expression, that was all Koushun said before he started walking away. Jusetsu glared at his back. ——However.


    ——Can’t you save her?


    Recalling Koushun’s words, the tension dissipated from between her brows.


    If all he wanted to do was to reach the person he dropped the earring, he didn’t have to make such a request. However, Jusetsu was at a loss after realizing that. She wondered what it was.


    She was sure that Koushun still wasn’t telling her the truth.


    “…”


    Jusetsu, watching Koushun’s back as he left, stepped forward.


    “Wait.” She called out to Koushun just as he was about to head towards the walkway. She approached him as he turned around. “I still need to talk to you.”


    “If it’s about the earring—”


    “It is not about that.”


    Jusetsu interrupted him. There was one thing she had to ask him. She couldn’t leave it as it was.


    Koushun looked at her face for a moment and then exchanged a look with Ei Sei. Ei Sei looked at Jusetsu hesitantly, but bowed and stepped away from Koushun. Koushun walked towards the pond. It was a windless night, and the dark surface of the water reflected the moon’s face.


    “…Why are you letting me go? I do not understand your intentions.”


    Standing by the pond, Jusetsu looked up at Koushun. He was feigning ignorance of her true identity, and she couldn’t read his true intentions at all. What exactly is this man thinking—that was something she had always been curious about.


    Koushun looked down at Jusetsu and opened his mouth.


    “I have nothing to gain from exposing your true identity.” A quiet and detached voice, like the faint winter sun. No emotions could be read from that voice or his face. “In fact, the disadvantages are greater. If I execute you, we will lose the Raven Consort, and the people will criticize me for being cruel.”


    Grandfather went too far, Koushun murmured as he stared at the water surface.


    “As soon as he took the throne, he became frightened. His paranoia grew worse with age, and he even killed his sons, believing that everyone around him was trying to steal his throne.”


    The emperor before the last had executed two of his sons, who were kings, for treason.


    “There’s no need to kill you. It would be another story if you want to kill me, though.”


    Koushun turned his gaze towards Jusetsu.


    “…I do not wish that.”


    When she answered with that, Koushun stared at her, as if trying to determine the truth or falsehood in her answer.


    “You don’t hate me? Or perhaps, my grandfather or father?”


    Jusetsu let her gaze wander. Moonlight fell onto the water, and it glittered coldly.


    “I do not know. I have never thought about hating others. If I do hate someone, then it is myself.”


    Koushun’s brows furrowed. “Why?”


    “Because I abandoned my mother. When she was arrested, I was cowering and holding my breath. So that I would not be found.”


    So that only herself was saved.


    “I watched my mother die.”


    Muttering that, Jusetsu stared at the moon reflected in the water.


    Those were the thoughts that had been tormenting and tearing at her heart. She had abandoned her mother and ran away on her own. She heard her screams, but all she could do was cover her ears and tremble. She only prayed that that terrible time would pass. She foolishly thought that if she just let it pass, everything would go back to normal.


    The moment she saw her mother’s head, what crushed Jusetsu’s heart was regret. Why did she abandon her mother? Why couldn’t she jump out back then?


    The depths of Jusetsu’s heart chipped away, and there was nothing to fill them.


    “…If you are not going to kill me because there is no gain, there may come a time when you will kill me if there is a gain.”


    I do not mind that, Jusetsu said carelessly and turned on her heel.


    “Jusetsu.”


    Koushun called her name for the first time. The sound of it struck her chest in a strangely gentle and quiet way.


    When she turned around, Koushun removed an ornament he was wearing on his sash and held it out to her.


    “…What is it?”


    When she frowned in confusion, he took her hand and placed the ornament in her hand. It was a small fish-shaped ornament made of amber.


    “I’ll give you this as a proof of my promise. Take it.”


    “Promise?”


    “I promise I will not kill you.”


    Jusetsu looked between his face and the amber fish. Koushun’s eyes were a deep black, and as clear as a spring.


    For some reason, feeling like she couldn’t stare at him too intently, Jusetsu looked away.


    “…I do not want it. People would mistake me for a thief.”


    Jusetsu thrusted out her hand with the amber fish, but Koushun didn’t take it back and turned away.


    “Wa…wait!”


    Jusetsu tried to chase after him, but Koushun looked over his shoulder briefly.


    “Jusetsu, I’m the same as you.”


    “What?”


    “I also abandoned my mother to her death.”


    Koushun said simply. His jet black and empty eyes seemed to absorb even the darkness. ——There is also something missing in this person’s heart, and there is nothing to fill it, Jusetsu felt.


    The moonlight shone on Koushun’s back as he walked further into the distance. The light was also shining on the amber fish in the palm of her hand.


    Koushun was ten when his mother died.


    He frequently visited his mother, who was prone to depression during that time. His mother was depressed because of the harassment from the empress dowager—the empress at that time.


    Koushun was installed as the crown prince, but his mother was made to remain as a consort. That was because she had weak backing. It was, in fact, due to the weakness of her backing that Koushun became the crown prince. The empress’s son died at a young age, and in his place, there was Koushun, who was the perfect choice, as he had no powerful maternal relatives who might butt in.


    The emperor, a fainthearted man who hated quarrels and had the philosophy of not rocking the boat, was afraid of the empress and her relatives and neglected Koushun’s mother, never defending her. He only thought that if he left them alone, they would eventually get bored. He was a man who didn’t understand people’s pain at all.


    In that respect, the empress understood people’s pain very well. In a wicked way. She knew how to make people suffer.


    His mother also hated quarrels, so perhaps she and his father were a good match in that sense. He had no way of knowing that now, though.


    His mother tried her utmost not to complain about her suffering. Even when she was mocked in front of a full house with her own father, a low-ranking official, used as a pretext, even when she was laughed at after being forced to dance a dance she wasn’t good at, she endured it. As a child, he felt ashamed of his mother, who only endured and never tried to fight back—that was because he didn’t understand anything.


    “Please stop coming here so frequently. I’m sure there are plenty of things you have to do at the Eastern Palace.” (1)


    [1. The Eastern Palace is the traditional residence/title for the crown prince in Japan]


    When his mother told him that, he felt like he was being pushed away. Even though he worried so much about his mother, he was being treated like a nuisance.


    He had gained some wisdom, but his heart was still immature. Koushun stood up in a huff and said, “All right, I understand. I won’t come here again,” and returned to the Eastern Palace.


    ——Why did I say such a thing?


    That was the last time he saw his mother alive.


    After his mother’s funeral, Koushun visited his mother’s now-empty palace. His mother wasn’t there in her room or on the bed. Koushun sat down on a chair in a daze and stared out the door, where he could see the garden.


    “The reason why your exalted mother didn’t resist the empress is because she feared that you would be harmed.” It was Tutor Un who admonished him. That was why she told him not to visit her too often.


    He heard about his mother’s death just as he was about to visit her.


    Every time he thought about the last words he hurled at her, he felt a sharp pain in his chest as if he had been stabbed by a blade, it caved in, and left a gaping hole. He was empty on the inside. In front of the peonies in the garden, Koushun cried.


    When he thought about his mother, who couldn’t rely on the emperor, had her son say cold words to her, and died alone, he no longer knew how to atone for it all. The time for atonement had passed. Because his mother was dead.


    ——That was the moment a shadow fell over Koushun’s back.


    “…Who’s this? What’s the matter? Are you crying?”


    Koushun remembered that woman, who called out to him in a delicate voice, very well.


    “—Dajia.”


    Koushun awoke from his doze and looked at Ei Sei. He put his hand on his brow and stood up from the lounge chair. Ei Sei had made him a cup of fragrant-smelling tea, and after taking a sip, his head became clear.


    He was lying down in his room in the inner court after finishing the morning’s government affairs. The things he had to do were increasing these days, making him stay up until late at night, and it was getting to the point where it was taking a toll on his body.


    ——But, this is a crucial time.


    He couldn’t afford to make any blunders. He fell into deep thought as he stared at the rising steam. Ei Sei was quietly spooning honey-boiled dates into a bowl so as to not disturb him. After garnishing it with lychees, he presented it to Koushun. He brought the dates to his mouth as he pondered. The lychees were juicy, and the sweetness of the dates soaked into his tongue. It seemed to soothe his fatigue.


    “Dajia, this is from Yamei Palace.”


    Ei Sei received a letter from an errand-running eunuch and passed it to Koushun. When he opened it, he saw beautiful handwriting on water ripple paper. (2) It was probably Jusetsu’s handwriting. After perusing it, Koushun let out a slight chuckle.


    [2. A special type of paper that is “marbled” with wavy lines and graphics for the aesthetic. It originated from the Tang dynasty.]


    “Is something the matter?”


    ‘It’s nothing,” Koushun folded the letter and tucked it inside his breast. He immediately summoned Ei Sei to his side with a gesture. “Have you summoned Kaku Kou to Koutou Academy?”


    “Yes.”


    Koutou Academy’s official name was Koutou Palace Academy, and it was a place where preeminent scholars undertook the work of collecting and collating books. They had summoned Kaku Kou, who had passed the palace exams in the top spot, there under the excuse of asking him to translate a classic manuscript.


    “Prepare two eunuch uniforms and send them to Yamei Palace.”


    The letter contained a request to let her meet Kaku Kou as soon as possible. It sounded rather self-important.


    “Yes…” Ei Sei complied, but he didn’t look happy.


    It would be troublesome for Jusetsu to wear the garb of a consort at Koutou Academy, which was outside the inner palace. Even consorts can go outside if they received permission, but it would be too troublesome and conspicuous just to ask a single civil servant questions.


    Dressing as a man was the fashion of the day, and even in the inner palace, there were those who dressed in men’s robes, but Jusetsu would only look like a woman dressed in men’s clothes. He thought that they would be able to just barely pull it off if she was dressed like a boy eunuch.


    “Dajia, you are doing things that are unlike you,” Ei Sei muttered. “When it comes to that consort.”


    Koushun hated breaking customs. However, he overlooked Jusetsu, the last survivor of the previous imperial family, had her dress as a eunuch and took her out of the inner palace.


    “There are times when things like these are needed.”


    Ei Sei didn’t look like he was satisfied with Koushun’s answer at all. Even as he was saying it himself, Koushun didn’t understand why he was doing this either. He felt like he wanted to see what that girl would do. It was a movement of his heart he hadn’t felt for a long time after losing his mother and his friend.


    Koushun stood and took out an accessory case from the cabinet. He took off the lid and tucked the contents within his breast.


    Ei Sei reluctantly called an errand runner and ordered him to prepare two eunuch uniforms.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    “It is all men here.”


    Jusetsu was looking around curiously. Ei Sei’s eyes seemed to say, “That’s a given.” Koushun didn’t say anything.


    They were walking down the hallways of Koutou Academy. Scholars were coming and going. Their guide was a scholar named Ka Jun, courtesy name Meiin. Even when he caught sight of Jusetsu and Jiujiu dressed in eunuch uniforms, he only glanced at Koushun briefly and didn’t change his expression. He was a man who looked over forty with an intellectual face.


    “This way, please.”


    Meiin led Jusetsu and the others to a room. It was a book storage room. The shelves that lined the walls were filled with bamboo slips and scrolls, and the smell of ancient ink filled the room. The center table was piled high with scrolls and papers, but there was a young man sitting at the corner. At the sight of Koushun, he hurriedly stood up and knelt.


    “Are you Kaku Kou?”


    “Yes, Your Majesty.”


    Koushun sat down in a chair. At the same time, the moment Jusetsu saw Kaku Kou’s face, she stood there in blank amazement.


    “You are…”


    Koushun turned at Jusetsu’s shocked voice, and Kaku Kou also turned his gaze to her. He looked dubiously at Jusetsu dressed in a eunuch uniform for a moment, and then exclaimed, “Ah!” His face paled so quickly that one could almost hear the blood draining from it.


    She had only saw him once, but there was no mistaking him. Drooping eyes and good-natured features. He was now wearing a bureaucrat’s uniform, but he was the eunuch who saved Jusetsu from being attacked.


    “What is the meaning of this? Are you not a eunuch? Why are you here?”


    “No, that’s—”


    Sweat broke out on Kaku Kou’s face and his lips trembled. Then, he squeezed his eyes shut and prostrated himself on the floor.


    “My deepest apologies!”


    “…What’s going on here?” Koushun sought an explanation from Jusetsu. However, even she didn’t know what was going on. She explained that this was the person who saved her from the eunuchs who attacked her.


    “Oh ho,” Koushun raised an eyebrow. “In other words, this person snuck into the inner palace?”


    Was that what happened? Jusetsu stared at Kaku Kou’s pale face. When one looked at the things with no explanation, that seemed to be the case.


    “Why did you do such a foolish thing?” Meiin reprimanded. “You should know what will happen to you if you’re discovered.”


    “…If so, he risked discovery to save me,” Jusetsu walked over to the cowering Kaku Kou and kneeled down. “What was your reason for sneaking into the inner palace?”


    Kaku Kou hung his head, seeming to hesitate over whether to tell her or not.


    “Was it regarding Han-oujo?”


    Kaku Kou raised his head in shock at her words.


    “How do you—”


    “We heard that you were Han-oujo’s betrothed,” it was Koushun who said that.


    “Y-You know that much?”


    “The person who was once Han-oujo’s attendant told us.”


    “Attendant—” The panic disappeared from Kaku Kou’s face and he sidled up to Koushun. “Where is that person!?”


    Ei Sei swiftly stood between him and Koushun and prevented him from getting closer. Kaku Kou continued to talk in spite of this.


    “I want to ask her some things. Shousui’s attendant should know that she would never poison any—”


    Ei Sei pushed away the excited Kaku Kou. Jusetsu lend a hand to help him up.


    “…Is Shousui Han-oujo’s nickname?” Koushun asked quietly. Kaku Kou seemed to have regained some of his composure at the sound of his calm and collected voice.


    “Yes.”


    “You want to ask her attendant about the poisoning of the Magpie Consort at the time, correct?”


    “Yes, Your Majesty. Shousui would never do such a thing. And on top of that, hanging herself—”


    Kaku Kou choked up, and he hung his head down.


    “Did you sneak into the inner palace in order to search for her attendant?”


    “…Yes. So that I can find the truth behind Shousui’s death,” he said, and then clenched his fists on top of his knees. “When I heard that Shousui died, I didn’t know that she had hung herself or that she poisoned another consort. Her father only said that she died from an illness. I thought it was strange since her body wasn’t weak, but there was the possibility of her dying from a disease that was spreading around. At that time, I only mourned her death.”


    It wasn’t until he became a civil official that he learned of the circumstances that led to her death.


    “I heard many rumors surrounding the previous emperor. About the consorts and the empress as well. I was shocked when I heard her among them,” Kaku Kou bit down on his lip hard. “Shousei would never poison anybody. She would never kill herself while being suspected.”


    “…But that doesn’t mean you can sneak into the inner palace.”


    When Koushun said that, Kaku Kou hung his head.


    “I do not think Your Majesty would understand the feelings of one who had his betrothed stolen by the emperor.”


    “How rude,” Ei Sei’s eyes sharpened at Kaku Kou’s tone. Koushun raised a hand to hold him back.


    “We have been engaged to each other since we were young. Shousui and I never doubted that we would get married when the time came. But then suddenly, I was no longer allowed to see her because she was being sent to the inner palace. The night before she left for the capital, Shousui came to me without her parents’ knowledge. She then put one of her earrings in my hand and asked me to keep it as a memento. It was the jade earring she inherited from her mother.”


    Kaku Kou’s face slackened. He looked like he was about to cry.


    “…And I lost even that in the inner palace…”


    “What?” Jusetsu’s eyes widened when he said that in a small voice.


    ——He lost the earring in the inner palace?


    It can’t be, Jusetsu took out the earring tucked in her sash.


    “Was it this earring?”


    Kaku Kou’s eyes widened so much that they seemed to almost pop out of his head.


    “T…That’s the one! The metal fitting has a scratch on the edge, but—oh yes, this is the one. This is Shousui’s earring!”


    He accepted the earring with trembling hands, his cheeks red with excitement.


    So her betrothed was the one who possessed the earring. Jusetsu was surprised. She had thought the earring was something Han-oujo had given to someone in the inner palace. Because it was lost in the inner palace. She never would have thought that it was her betrothed who had dropped it after sneaking in.


    “Are you the one who found it?”


    “No, it was that man.”


    Jusetsu looked at Koushun. To be more accurate, it was his spy. Come to think of it, Koushun was searching for the person who dropped it, because they were a witness. That would mean Kaku Kou was that witness, but Koushun showed no indication of referring to that at the moment. It wasn’t something for Jusetsu to talk about as well, so she kept silent.


    Kaku Kou seemed startled that Jusetsu called the emperor “that man,” but since no one around them was calling her out for it, he seemed to have presumed something.


    “That earring is being possessed by a ghost. That man wanted me to save it, so I ended up being recruited.”


    “His Highness—” Kaku Kou looked at Koushun, and then returned his gaze to Jusetsu. “Did you say ‘ghost’? Don’t tell me it’s Shousui’s—?”


    “It is.”


    His eyes became pained, and Kaku Kou stared at the earring.


    “…So even after she died, she is still suffering,” Muttering that, Kaku Kou leaned toward Jusetsu. “You said you were recruited to save the ghost. Does that mean you are the Raven Consort? They say you can use mysterious arts.”


    “Precisely,” Jusetsu nodded proudly, but became troubled when she was asked, “Can you save Shousui?”


    “…I know not.” She answered honestly. Kaku Kou was obviously discouraged. “When she no longer has any regrets, she will go to paradise without any help from me. If her regrets of being killed is the cause of her becoming a ghost, she will soon be able to clear her name—is that not so?”


    Jusetsu looked at Koushun for confirmation. He nodded.


    “Preparations are underway to capture the eunuch who framed and killed Han-oujo.”


    Kaku Kou let out a sound that was somewhere between a faint cry and a sigh.


    “So then, Shousui is indeed innocent? And—and she truly was killed…?”


    He sank down to the floor as if all strength had left him, and his face contorted in frustration.


    “Why? Why did Shousui had to meet with such a fate?”


    “The other side was targeting the Magpie Consort. Han-oujo, who lived in the same palace as her, was the most convenient person to frame as the criminal. That was probably all there was to it.”


    That was the reason? Kaku Kou buried his face in his hands. After taking a few deep breaths to hold back his anger that had nowhere to go, Kaku Kou raised his head. He straightened up and looked at Jusetsu.


    “Lady Raven Consort, I have something to ask of you.”


    “What is it?”


    “Can you allow me to meet Shousui’s ghost?” Kaku Kou gripped Jusetsu’s sleeve, as though clinging to her. “Please, I beg of you.”


    Jusetsu hesitated when the tormented eyes of Kaku Kou beseeched her. The ghost wasn’t the Shousui who was most probably beautiful, but a pitiful figure who was strangled to death. She hesitated to show such a figure to Kaku Kou.


    “That ghost is not the Shousui you know and love. It is the figure of a ghost that is congealed regret and lament.”


    “I don’t care what she looks like. As long as I get a glimpse of Shousui, that’s all that matters.”


    Kaku Kou said desperately. Infiltrating the inner palace was a capital crime. He knew that, and that was why he was desperately begging her. One last glance.


    Jusetsu felt something painful spreading in her chest.


    “…Very well.”


    She gently held out her hand. The palm of her hand turned hot, and petals appeared on it. One by one, the petals increased, eventually becoming a peony.


    The peony was filled with a faint light. It slowly transformed into a pale flame. Jusetsu took Kaku Kou’s hand and picked up the jade earring he was holding. And then, she blew on the flickering pale red flame.


    The flame dissolved like smoke and enveloped the jade earring. Beyond it, a figure appeared. A woman in a red dress—Shousui. Just as she appeared at Yamei Palace, her face was swollen purple, the shawl biting into her neck.


    Kaku Kou gasped at the terrible sight of her, but even so he didn’t avert his eyes.


    “Shousui…Shousui…”


    He reached out his hand to the ghost. But his hand couldn’t touch her. Shousui didn’t look at Kaku Kou, but simply stared upwards. Kaku Kou’s voice didn’t reach her.


    Kaku Kou’s head drooped. He murmured Shousui’s name many times over.


    Although Shousui recalled her former betrothed by touching her earring, she wondered if the ghost had any feelings left towards him.


    Or was it because this was the earring given to Kaku Kou, and the earring she had used as a memento wasn’t here?


    However, they didn’t have time to look for the earring she had given to someone else in the inner palace. Jusetsu was impatiently racking her mind over how she could Kaku Kou’s voice to reach Shousui when Koushun called out to her.


    “Jusetsu.”


    ——I feel strange when this man calls my name.


    Koushun’s voice was low and gentle. Although he had a face that showed no emotion, his voice was gentle and warm, like a faint ray of sunlight. It shook Jusetsu from the bottom of her heart.


    Stifling her discomposure that seemed to raise goosebumps on her chest, Jusetsu turned to him.


    “…What is it?”


    “Here,” Koushun took out something from his breast. Jusetsu reflexively reached out her hand, but she widened her eyes when she saw what was put in her hand.


    “——What is the meaning of this?” Koushun had given her a jade earring. An earring with a somewhat large drop of dangling jade. “This earring is—”


    It was just like Shousui’s earring—no, it was identical. Jusetsu held the two earrings in front of her eyes and compared them. The earrings with gold filigree and dangling jade were in a set.


    “Why do you have this?” Jusetsu was confused.


    Shousui had given one of the earrings to Kaku Kou and the other to someone in the inner palace. ―To someone.


    “Don’t tell me…”


    “…It happened when I was ten. After my mother’s funeral, I met her in the garden.”


    Slowly, quietly, Koushun began to speak.


    “I didn’t know who she was, but she gave me a single jade earring. Finding that strange, I asked her about it, and she told me that she gave the other one to someone precious to her. She said that when she wore her half, she feels like she’s connected to that other person. …I thought that it was something quite bold for a concubine of the inner palace to say, but she most likely said that to distract me, since I was crying.”


    I was crying, he easily said. Jusetsu recalled the words Koushun told her before. “I also abandoned my mother to her death.” She wondered what kind of feelings were in his heart as he cried.


    “…I did something terrible to her. I asked her to give me that earring. I was jealous of her, whose important person was alive even though she couldn’t see him, and I couldn’t bear it.”


    Koushun spoke quietly, like water seeping into a rock. His emotions from that time seemed to steadily permeate Jusetsu’s heart as well.


    “She gave me her earring. She was smiling. She didn’t give it to me because I was the crown prince. She was consoling a crying child…”


    Koushun stopped talking briefly. His eyes were wavering, and he blinked. He let out a soft breath and began to speak again.


    “I immediately regretted taking the earring from her, but I lost the opportunity to return it,” Koushun stared at the earring. “I wanted to return it one day.”


    Was that why he was so concerned about the owner of the earring? Jusetsu finally understood his heart.


    ——Can’t you save her?


    Those words were indeed Koushun’s true feelings.


    Jusetsu held out the pair of earrings to Kaku Kou. He stared at them, and then accepted them with great care. He enfolded them in his hands and held them close to his chest.


    “Shousui…”


    Kaku Kou suddenly raised his head. The ghost in front of him was transforming. Her face that had been swollen purple changed into a pale and slender face. The shawl that strangled her neck disappeared, and her disheveled clothing transformed into a dress the color of vividly green grass.


    Shousui’s lips were gently curved. It was a graceful smile.


    Kaku Kou stood up. He stretched out his hand to touch her cheek, but of course, he couldn’t touch it. However, Shousui’s eyes narrowed as though his fingers truly did touch her. She stretched out a white finger, stroked Kaku Kou’s cheek, and touched his lips. Shousui then brought the finger to her own lips and kissed it.


    Tears spilled from Shousui’s eyes. However, she was smiling. It was a smile that couldn’t have been happier. ——Just for this.


    Shousui’s figure began to waver like smoke. She faded, unraveled, and dissolved like purple smoke trailing away. When Kaku Kou reached out his hand, the smoke lingered around his fingers, as though reluctant to part, and then finally disappeared.


    ——For Shousui, being able to see him for only a short time is her solace. Jusetsu’s heart ached as if it was being squeezed tight.


    Kaku Kou collapsed onto the floor. The sound of sobs came from him as he hugged the earrings to his chest. His wails were the only thing that resounded in the room. 



    ーーー


    “——Thank you very much.”


    After his sobs finally settled down, Kaku Kou wiped his face and thanked Jusetsu. And then he turned to Koushun and bowed.


    “With this, my regrets have disappeared. I shall pay for the sin of sneaking into the inner palace with my death. –But before that, there is a matter I wish to report to Your Majesty.”


    ——Something he wants to tell Koushun?


    Jusetsu peeked at Koushun, but he only nodded and said, “Go ahead.” Kaku Kou raised his face respectfully.


    “When I snuck into the inner palace, I pretended to be a mallard man and blended in with the mud-sweepers in the drains of the inner palace.”


    Mallard men were low-ranking eunuchs who engaged in manual labor. There was a large number of these eunuchs, and there were frequent personnel changes. Even when they went back and forth between the inner palace and outside to dispose of the mud, the guards wouldn’t ask their identities one by one. That was why it was easy to sneak in, Kaku Kou explained. They would need to know how he infiltrated the inner palace for future security purposes.


    However, Jusetsu was stunned by what he revealed next.


    “The palace ladies like to gossip. I would hide myself in the bushes and listen to their chatter. I wanted to hear something about Shousui. As I was doing this, I overheard a conversation between a certain eunuch and palace lady. ——It was at night, in the shade of a tree with no one around. I couldn’t understand them at first because they didn’t use clear phrasing, but they seemed to be secretly working on a plan to poison His Majesty.”


    “Poison…!?”


    A tension ran through the room. Jusetsu looked at Koushun, but he was calm and composed, his expression unchanged. Did he already know about this from his spies’ reports?


    “…Where did you hear this conversation?”


    Koushun quietly inquired. “In a corner of Kinkou Hall’s courtyard,” Kaku Kou answered. Kinkou Hall—that was the Library Tower. “The eunuch and palace lady were in the shade of a sweet olive tree, and I was in a nearby thicket.”


    Koushun nodded at that response. “A palace lady who was formerly an attendant of the empress dowager works at the Palace Secretarial Bureau in Kinkou Hall,” he said. “The eunuch was also someone who worked for the empress dowager. Currently, he is demoted to the Internal Affairs Ministry. Most of the eunuchs and palace ladies who worked for the empress dowager have been punished, but not all have been hunted down.”


    That is why, Koushun matter-of-factly continued.


    “In the inner palace, I set spies on the eunuch and palace lady who used to work for the empress dowager. We were aware that there were suspicious activities going on around these people. However, my spies were unable to obtain any conclusive evidence. Then one night, they found the eunuch and palace lady talking in secret.”


    Koushun glanced at Kaku Kou.


    “From my spy’s location, they couldn’t hear what they were discussing secretly. The two left after they finished their talk, but afterwards, they saw someone hurriedly running away from a nearby bush. They seemed to be a eunuch, but my spy couldn’t be sure. They tried to chase after him, but they lost sight of him in the darkness of the night. ——However, he left a parting gift. Perhaps he had dropped it because he was in a panic. It was a jade earring.”


    ——In other words, it was that earring that Koushun brought to Jusetsu.


    Kaku Kou’s mouth was hanging wide open.


    “Then…then, you already know about the poisoning plot, Your Majesty?”


    No, Koushun denied.


    “Just as I said, my spy didn’t obtain any definitive information or evidence. That’s why you are an important witness. What you have revealed here is of great significance. I thank you.”


    Kaku Kou stared at the floor with a complicated expression.


    “Dajia does not need to apologize,” Ei Sei interrupted coldly. “If this person had reported this to you immediately, we wouldn’t have to act in such a roundabout way by finding the person who dropped this earring. He kept quiet until now because if he had told us, his infiltration into the inner palace would have been discovered.”


    He was more concerned for his own self-preservation than for Dajia’s life, Ei Sei said in a severe tone.


    Kaku Kou hung his head.


    “…When I heard the conversation between the eunuch and palace lady, I didn’t feel compelled to tell His Majesty immediately. To be honest, I don’t have good feelings towards the imperial family. My betrothed was taken from me, after all.”


    Perhaps because he had no more regrets, Kaku Kou stated what was on his mind without hiding anything. Ei Sei and the others raised their eyebrows.


    “However, His Majesty made a great effort to save Shousui. And thanks to His Majesty taking good care of her earring until now, she was saved. In order to repay that debt, I told him everything that I knew. But…Your Majesty, were you working so hard so that you could find me? So that you can get my testimony?”


    There was a look of disappointment in Kaku Kou’s eyes. Koushun didn’t answer in any way.


    That is not so, Jusetsu thought. The fact that Koushun had always kept the earring and the fact that he asked her to save Shousui were all true. It must have been his own wish to save her, which was different from the purpose of finding Kaku Kou.


    Also, if he only wanted to find the witness, he should have kept quiet about the spy and other things. If that was the case, Kaku Kou would only hold feelings of gratitude towards Koushun. Koushun wasn’t so foolish as to not know that. Did he purposely told Kaku Kou everything because he felt it was only fair to do so?


    ——This man is not a dexterous person.


    Finally, Jusetsu began to understand him somewhat. Koushun was unable to express his emotions and had no way to communicate his true feelings. She didn’t know if it was because of his mother’s death or the period of time when he was the deposed crown prince, though.


    Jusetsu opened her mouth.


    “…If he only wished to find you, there are many methods that are quicker. It is nothing but slow and cumbersome to ask me for help. But I had to be the one to save Shousui. –This man told me to save her.”


    That was most likely the best answer.


    Kaku Kou stared at Jusetsu, and then looked at the earrings in his hand. If he thought about it calmly, he should understand what Jusetsu was saying.


    “…Yes,” After a while, Kaku Kou nodded. “It is as the Lady Raven Consort says. Thanks to this, I was able to see Shousui.”


    I said something insolent, Kaku Kou bowed his head and thanked Koushun formally.


    “Thank you for everything you’ve done for Shousui.”


    “I was only repaying the favor I owed to Han-oujo,” Koushun said, and then stood. “You can return now. Do not tell anyone about what happened today.”


    “——What?” Kaku Kou’s eyes widened. “‘You can return now’…I’m not being sent to the Autumn Ministry?”


    The Autumn Ministry was the government office in charge of criminal punishment.


    “Any man who infiltrates the inner palace without permission will receive the death penalty, but those who have the emperor’s permission may go in and out. You have been ordered by me to sneak into the inner palace to investigate the eunuch’s movements.”


    He was saying, I’m overlooking this.


    Certainly, he couldn’t kill Kaku Kou, who was an important witness.


    But, Kaku Kou raised his voice. “I didn’t tell you what I heard in order to beg for my life. I am not asking you to overlook—”


    Kaku Kou was growing angry. A man who shows emotions freely, Jusetsu thought somewhat inappropriately. She was slightly envious of him, and also thought that it was precisely because he was like this that he was able to go to such lengths for Shousui.


    “I told you, didn’t I? I wanted to repay the favor Han-oujo did for me. You are one part of that,” Koushun’s way of speaking was curt. “This won’t bring Han-oujo back to life, however.”


    It was curt, but there was a sense of unfathomable loneliness in that murmur. Kaku Kou was silent. Perhaps he had also picked up on it.


    “It would be a shame to lose one of our capable officials over something as trivial as that. ―Now all that’s left is to find the poison they’re hiding.”


    Koushun looked at Ei Sei, who shook his head. “According to the spies’ reports, no poison was found in Kinkou Hall or the Internal Affairs Ministry.”


    It seemed that they had already done their investigation in that area.


    “In the first place, they shouldn’t have had an opportunity to obtain poison.”


    The other side knew they were being watched by spies, so they had no way of getting poisons or weapons from the outside.


    “However, since they were talking with each other about poisoning me, they must have been able to obtain poison. I want to get the evidence before we arrest them. We can make them tell us the location of the poison after we arrest them, but if they have collaborators we don’t know about, the poison will get disposed of in the meantime.”


    I don’t believe they would hide important assassination tools somewhere out of sight, Koushun said with a difficult look on his face. Even if they managed to steal away from the spies’ eyes, the places they could hide the poison were limited. There was no evidence they were in contact with collaborators. While Koushun and Ei Sei were discussing this, Jusetsu was deep in thought. Something tugged at her mind, ringing a bell in her head.


    ——Kinkou Hall…a palace lady of the Palace Secretarial Bureau…eunuch.


    What was it. Haven’t I heard those words a little while ago?


    “Palace lady of the Palace Secretarial Bureau…eunuch…”


    She muttered the words aloud, searching her memory. The mention of the palace lady caught on something in the corner of her mind—.


    “—Ah!”


    She let out an unexpectedly loud cry. Koushun and the others turned their gazes to her.


    “What is it?”


    Koushun asked, but Jusetsu didn’t answer him. She turned to Jiujiu, who was standing behind her.


    “Jiujiu, you had entanglements with a troublesome palace lady from the Palace Secretarial Bureau, did you not?”


    “Huh? Ah, yes,” Suddenly being asked to speak, Jiujiu nodded, flustered. “Yes, that is true.”


    “That palace lady is a newcomer, just like you?”


    “Yes, she is.”


    “I see…”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Koushun asked. Jiujiu blushed when he turned his gaze on her.


    “Um, well, a palace lady I’m acquainted with works at the Palace Secretarial Bureau. She is exchanging letters with a eunuch at Hien Palace—ah, she told me to keep quiet!”


    Jiujiu hurriedly covered her mouth. Palace ladies belonged to the emperor, so love affairs with eunuchs weren’t things that were openly discussed. Although, they were overlooked in reality.


    ——However, that wasn’t the reason why that palace lady told Jiujiu to keep quiet about it.


    “If I remember correctly, you said that she herself wasn’t the one exchanging letters with a eunuch,” Jusetsu confirmed, and Jiujiu nodded. “Yes,” she said.


    “That palace lady was asked to deliver letters. If she was running an errand, it must have been a high-ranking palace lady who asked her to do so, and she most likely received something in return.”


    High-ranking—a veteran palace lady. Koushun’s gaze sharpened.


    “Jiujiu, that palace lady was forcing difficult tasks on you to create a distraction.”


    “Distraction?” Jiujiu was puzzled.


    “A distraction from the fact that she is delivering letters.”


    She thought it was strange that she would pester Jiujiu every time she went to Hien Palace. Also, the fact that a new palace lady could frequently abandon her post. If it was a high-ranking palace lady, it could have been handwaved in some way.


    “——What is the name of the eunuch at Hien Palace who is exchanging letters with her?”


    Koushun asked. His voice was low and heavy. Jiujiu’s body stiffened at his severe tone, and she answered with a nervous look on her face. “Haa, um, his name is Chou Eki.”


    “He is not a eunuch who once worked for the empress dowager. What’s the name of the palace lady from the Palace Secretarial Bureau who is delivering these letters?”


    “Ri Juushijou—her given name is Shuuyou. She is the daughter of an imperial treasury official.”


    “Have you heard the name of the palace lady who asked her to deliver the letters?”


    “No…” Jiujiu’s eyes moved around restlessly like she was desperately trying to remember. “Oh, but she told me that there was a palace lady who was very considerate to her…and that she was going to be promoted to attendant with that palace lady’s recommendation. The palace lady’s name was Shin-shi.”


    Ei Sei suddenly looked at Koushun. Koushun’s eyebrows twitched for only a moment, but Jusetsu could see the waves of emotion within him trembling.


    “Shin-shi was a former attendant of the empress dowager,” Koushun said quietly. “She is the palace lady holding secret talks with the eunuch from the Internal Affairs Ministry. I don’t know if Chou Eki is her friend or lover, but they are keeping in touch with each other using that new palace lady as a cover. Letters wouldn’t be the only thing she is sending to Chou Eki. ——Sei, the poison isn’t in Kinkou Hall or the Internal Affairs Ministry, it’s in Hien Palace. Search Chou Eki’s room.”


    “Yes,” Ei Sei bowed and left the room.


    Jiujiu, upon learning that a palace lady she knew was involved in the poisoning plot, turned pale. “Ri Shuuyou most likely cooperated without knowing everything,” Jusetsu told her. “I don’t believe she has that much gall. She was used with the chance of becoming an attendant as bait.”


    “Yes…” Jiujiu weakly nodded. Jusetsu looked over at Koushun. He was looking into space, as though he was thinking about something. Jusetsu recalled the color of the emotion that flashed across his face when he heard that the palace lady’s name was Shin-shi. Wasn’t that the color of joy?


    Koushun’s profile as he stared ahead of him was as still as clear water, and it was impossible to see the emotion in the depths of his eyes. 



    ーーー


    The palace lady of the Palace Secretarial Bureau, Shin-shi, and the Internal Affairs Ministry eunuch Ko Gen were arrested soon after.


    In Chou Eki’s room, a packet of heartbreak grass, a kind of poisonous plant, was discovered. Chou Eki hadn’t known that it was poison or that it was for assassinating the emperor. He was asked by his lover Shin-shi to hold onto it and not let it be found, so he hid it.


    Shin-shi, whose parents were medicine sellers, had concealed her possession. Heartbreak grass was also the poison used to kill Consort Sha during the reign of the previous emperor. After the empress dowager was placed under house arrest, Shin-shi was transferred to the Palace Secretarial Bureau, a leisurely post, when she was approached by Ko Gen with the assassination plot and took part in it. However, even if they wanted to proceed with this plot, they were being watched by spies and couldn’t make a move, so they decided to use Ri Shuuyou to leave the heartbreak grass in Chou Eki’s custody.


    Ko Gen confessed that he had been bribed by the empress dowager to plot this assassination.


    The eunuch who framed and killed Han-oujo was also captured at the same time. He also admitted the empress dowager’s involvement.


    After the above matters were solemnly tried by the Autumn Ministry, the decision was made to execute the empress dowager. 



    ーーー


    Feeling a presence, Jusetsu looked up. The door opened, and at the same time, Xingxing flew out. Ei Sei easily caught the bird as it came flying towards him and held it by the neck. From behind him, Koushun entered. Jusetsu sat on the bed surrounded by thin silk curtains and watched. When Koushun came to the curtains, he ordered Ei Sei, “Let it go.”


    Koushun opened the curtains slightly. Jusetsu glared at him.


    “I did not say you may come in.”


    “Then you should have barred the doors.”


    “…What is it tonight? You no longer have any business here.”


    Without giving any regard to Jusetsu’s harsh comment, Koushun looked around the room. His eyes landed on an incense burner on top of a cabinet.


    “When I first came here, I thought that scent of incense in this room was overpowering, but was it to mask the smell of hair dye?”


    Jusetsu frowned. Had he come here just to say that?


    “Leave.”


    Jusetsu raised her hand to the peony in her hair. “Wait,” Koushun calmly stopped her.


    “You were a great help to me, so I thought I had to give you a reward and brought you this.”


    “Reward? I have no need for money.”


    Koushun walked behind the curtains without asking and stood in front of Jusetsu. Jusetsu recoiled slightly, leaning her body back.


    “W-What is it?”


    Koushun put his hand in his breast pocket and tossed a silk pouch onto Jusetsu’s lap. While thinking, What a crude motion, she opened the mouth of the pouch and saw that it contained dried jujubes.


    “…This is quite paltry for a reward.”


    It was like a reward given to a child.


    “I had the idea earlier and that was what I had on hand. I will prepare an official one with a certificate later.”


    “I have no need for overblown gifts.”


    This will do, Jusetsu said and bit into a jujube. The more she bit into it, the more the distinctive sweetness spread in her mouth.


    Koushun sat down on the couch. Why is he sitting? Jusetsu thought as she shifted to the side slightly.


    “…It all ended today.”


    Koushun muttered in a low voice. Just as she was about to ask what he was talking about, she realized. ——Today was the day of the empress dowager’s execution.


    Koushun’s eyes were wandering in space. He seemed tired.


    “I’ve been wanting to kill her for a long time,” Koushun said, the words like dirt peeling off a wall. “That woman killed my mother and my friend. Off-handedly, like plucking the wings of insects.”


    “Friend…?” She had heard about his mother, but this was the first time she was hearing of this.


    “However, I made up my mind that I wouldn’t kill her out of hatred. I would judge and execute her righteously according to the law. I would not act cowardly or underhandedly. Because I am different from the empress dowager. ——So when I thought I might be able to get evidence, I was elated. Now I could finally kill that woman.”


    Koushun threw himself down on the cushions behind him and stretched out. She wanted to tell him to not sleep on someone else’s bed without permission, but he closed his eyes, seeming exhausted. Jusetsu found it difficult to protest.


    “But there is no such thing as killing someone righteously, is there,” he murmured faintly and opened his eyes slightly. “All that remained was regret that I couldn’t save anyone. I always consoled my heart by longing to kill her.”


    Koushun turned his face to Jusetsu.


    “You have never hated anyone. How did you hold yourself together?”


    Jusetsu looked down at Koushun, and then averted her gaze.


    “I know not. I was empty once. It was the previous Raven Consort who filled me up again.”


    “…Is that so.”


    Koushun let out a deep sigh.


    “Then, I am now empty.”


    His voice was hoarse. Jusetsu didn’t say anything. She was painfully aware why this man came here tonight, but she couldn’t think of any words of comfort.


    Thinking something, Koushun was about to reach out his hand to Jusetsu, but then stopped. He then languidly raised himself up and loosened his collar as he spoke.


    “About the eunuchs who attacked you.”


    “What?”


    What is he talking about? She thought, but then recalled the previous incident where she was attacked on the way to Sen’e House.


    “As expected, it was instigated by the empress dowager. When she learned that you were doing something on my orders—”


    “How could the empress dowager have known that? Your guard is too wea—”


    She was about to say it, but closed her mouth. ——He made it weak. On purpose. He had loosened the net and was waiting for them to get caught in the trap.


    “Thanks to that, we were able to flush out the remnants of the empress dowager’s faction along that line, but I am sorry for putting you in harm’s way. I apologize.”


    His matter-of-fact tone didn’t sound like he was truly sorry. When she remained silent, Koushun continued to speak.


    “I placed a guard on you, so I thought you would be fine. I’m sorry.”


    He seemed to feel apologetic in his own way. His facial expression didn’t indicate this, however.


    “…It no longer matters.”


    When she said that, Koushun blinked a little and stared at Jusetsu’s face.


    “What?”


    “——Have you any interest in becoming my consort?”


    “Excuse me?”


    Jusetsu frowned.


    “What are you talking about, there is no coherence between any of your thoughts. Are you half asleep?”


    “I’ve been so busy today that I haven’t slept properly. But I am not talking in my sleep when I said I wanted to make you into my consort.”


    “You must be talking in your sleep. I am the Raven Consort—”


    “There is no law against the Raven Consort cannot become the emperor’s consort.”


    “Because it’s a matter of course, there is no need to make it into law.”


    It was not as though Koushun didn’t know that. Jusetsu was irritated by the words that were nothing but a joke. Jusetsu couldn’t become a consort, and she couldn’t go anywhere. She couldn’t hope for anything. —There was nothing she could do except shout and rave about the absurdity of what he said to this man. Jusetsu only looked away.


    “I am fed up with this drivel. Get out of here.”


    She spoke coldly, but Koushun didn’t move. Just when she was about to kick him out, he reached out his hand and touched her hair. Jusetsu stiffened.


    “…When I saw you by that pond, I thought, ‘So this is what a goddess looks like.’”


    Koushun cast down his eyes, as though recalling that scene.


    “Your silver hair shining in the moonlight, I never saw anything as beautiful as that…”


    His quiet whispering voice fell from over her head. Jusetsu was at a loss as what to reply. As her gaze roamed about, Koushun brought his body closer, flustering her even more.


    “Wha—”


    What are you doing? She was about to raise her voice, but Koushun’s body tilted to the side and fell on top of the cushions. “…Huh?” Looking at him, she saw that his eyes were closed and he was letting out the breaths of sleep. Koushun was sound asleep.


    “…Hey.”


    Jusetsu called out to him, but Koushun’s eyes didn’t open. In its place, she only heard the sound of his breathing as he slept. Jusetsu shook his shoulders in a panic.


    “Hey, wake up. This is my bed, do not sleep here.”


    Koushun showed no indication of waking up. On top of that, he was gripping her hair. Even when she tried to pull her hair away, he didn’t let go. On the contrary, his grip grew stronger.


    “E-Ei Sei! Ei Sei! I know you are here. This man has fallen asleep. Take him back.”


    She could sense Ei Sei on the other side of the curtains.


    “I cannot do something as irreverent as waking up Dajia and taking him back. You wouldn’t understand how tired he is. Please at least display the consideration of letting him sleep here soundly.”


    “Wha—this is not a joke. Then where am I supposed to sleep?”


    “Would you be fine with resting on the floor?”


    After saying that, Ei Sei’s presence disappeared from the other side of the mirror. It had occurred to her before, but his attitude towards her was much too thorny.


    “That…”


    Jusetsu glared at the curtains, then looked down at Koushun with bitter feelings. Even though this was someone else’s bed, he was in a deep sleep. He showed no sign of letting go of her hair.


    However, whether he slept or woke up, it would be an easy thing for her to chase him out. Jusetsu put her hand to her peony and removed it from her hair. If she blew on it once, Koushun would be outside the doors.


    Jusetsu stared at Koushun’s sleeping face. ——How is this man sleeping with such a peaceful face?


    The peony in her palm turned into a light red flame. Jusetsu gently cupped it with her hands and held it above Koushun’s head.


    “…Only for tonight,” Jusetsu murmured. “I will grant you good dreams.”


    The flower petals disappeared when they touched Koushun’s body. As to what kinds of dreams he had that night, Jusetsu didn’t know. 


  


  
    Chapter 2 - The Flower Flute


    Past the second watch at night (9pm to 11pm), Jusetsu made her way down a passageway in the back of her room and opened the twill silk curtains. There was a small room on the other side, and there was an altar placed alongside a wall.


    Jusetsu blew on a candlestick, creating a flickering white flame that resembled smoke. Even she hadn’t burned incense, there seemed to be a strong musky scent.


    Jusetsu bowed her head in front of the altar. On the wall behind the altar, there was a painting of large black uncanny bird that covered the entire wall. It had four glossy wings, its torso was like a pig’s, and its feet were like that of a large monitor lizard. However, only its face was that of a beautiful woman. She had white skin, red lips, and her hair, tied up, was decorated with gold and silver jewels.


    It was a portrait of Wulian Niangniang, the goddess who came from the other side of the sea. She was the goddess of the night and the lives of all things.


    Around Wulian Niangniang, there were birds of various sizes and species. Sparrows, spotted nutcrackers, nightingales, mandarin ducks, and little birds she didn’t even know the names of—they were the followers of Wulian Niangniang.


    Jusetsu took out a peony from her hair and placed it on a white glass bowl on the altar. There was a sound like a bell ringing from far away, and the flower disappeared in the blink of an eye. Jusetsu turned on her heel and exited the room. At the same time, the white flame was extinguished from the candlestick.


    When she returned to the room, Xingxing was flapping its wings and making a fuss. Jusetsu glanced at the door. There was a visitor.


    “——Lady Raven Consort, are you here?”


    It was a delicate woman’s voice.


    “What is your business?”


    Jusetsu responded curtly. “I have a matter I wish for you to entertain.” The woman spoke the Raven Consort’s stock phrase. The women who came here all used it like a password. Jusetsu had heard that stock phrase too many times since the previous Raven Consort’s time.


    “——Enter.”


    She flicked her hand and the doors opened. She saw women standing at the entrance. There was an attendant standing next to the doors—she was probably the one who spoke—and at the back, there was a woman hiding her mouth with a fan. She was probably the mistress. Next to her, there was a palace lady who seemed to be her attendant, and two eunuchs holding lanterns standing by. Their mistress with the fan in her hand slowly entered. There was a beauty mark under her cool eyes. It seemed to be natural, not makeup. There was a hairpin ornately decorated with seven gemstones (1) in her hair that was tied high on top of her head, but she wasn’t dressed particularly resplendently. Although, judging from her bearing, she wasn’t a low-ranking concubine. The strangest thing was the flower flute—a round jade flute used for mourning the dead—hanging from her sash. The flute, shaped like a magnolia flower, was a beautiful and exquisite item, but sashes were usually adorned with jade pendants or colored threads.


    [1. The seven gemstones (七宝) refer to gold, silver, pearls, agate, crystal, coral, and lapis lazuli.]


    She sat in the chair the eunuch pulled out for her. Jusetsu didn’t sit and studied her face from the front. Her eyes weren’t the only things that were cool. Her features and air were both like a refreshing wind. She was wearing a mint robe and matching verdigris skirt, and her shawl was a thin silk that resembled mist. Her cool and refreshing outfit suited her well.


    “Why don’t you have a seat?”


    She indicated the chair across from her with a hand, her voice as cool and calm as her appearance. Jusetsu sat down, keeping her eyes fixed on her. The other woman signaled her attendants with her eyes, and they quietly stepped to the doors. She then turned to face Jusetsu.


    “I am the daughter of the Un clan. My name is Kajou. I am the lady of Enou Palace.” (2)


    [2. Enou Palace (鴛鶯宮) literally means “Palace of the Mandarin Duck.” In Chinese culture, the mandarin ducks are believed to form lifelong couples.]


    Jusetsu was shocked by the fact that she so uprightly gave her name—most of the people who came here didn’t reveal their identities—but she was also shocked at her rank. The lady of Enou Palace was the consort who ranked second after the empress. Since she was given Enou Palace, she was called the Duck Consort.


    Since Koushun still didn’t have an empress, she was in effect the highest-ranking consort. What business does she have with me? Jusetsu was suspicious.


    “Your business here?” she asked curtly.


    Kajou stared at Jusetsu’s face closely. It was presumptuous and straightforward behavior for a consort.


    “I’ve heard that His Majesty often comes here,” Kajou said, sounding somewhat amused. “What is his business here?”


    Jusetsu grimaced without knowing it.


    “I know not what he wants. He only loiters around here for a little while before leaving.”


    Even after the matter of the jade earring, Koushun visited her. For Jusetsu, it was nothing but a nuisance.


    Kajou nodded like she had understood something. “I see that you’ve been a conversation partner to His Majesty.”


    “I do not talk with him.”


    “He does not ask you to do something for him like the others do, does he.”


    Jusetsu looked at Kajou. The slender Kajou was taller than Jusetsu, so she naturally looked up at her.


    “He had made a request. I will not say what it was.”


    Kajou knit her brows together like she was thinking something.


    “…He didn’t ask you to perform a curse killing, did he?”


    What a strange thing to ask. Jusetsu tilted her head.


    “The emperor could easily have someone’s head cut off without asking for a curse killing.”


    Kajou narrowed her eyes, and a smile appeared on her face. She nodded in satisfaction.


    “Precisely. There are many in the inner palace who don’t understand even that.”


    “What?”


    “His Majesty has executed the empress dowager. There are those who say that he has asked the Raven Consort to perform a curse killing.”


    Jusetsu tilted her head to the opposite side.


    “If she was executed, then there was no curse killing. That is illogical.”


    Kajou’s smile deepened. “Exactly. She was only punished for her own sins.”


    “Then why is there talk of curse killings?”


    “Some people are illogical. There are also those who are jealous of you.”


    “Me?”


    “His Majesty rarely visits the concubines, but he visits you frequently.”


    Jusetsu frowned, feeling deeply displeased.


    “He is not visiting me in that sense.”


    “Because you are the Raven Consort,” Kajou was nodding magnanimously. “I’m sure His Majesty has his own ideas.”


    Whether he did or didn’t, she didn’t know. Koushun sometimes brought sweets as presents, and sometimes he simply dozed off in Jusetsu’s bed. He did as he pleased.


    “So, you came to sound out the situation?”


    When she asked that, Kajou smiled faintly with her eyes downcast.


    “I came to check on things. I am entrusted with the inner palace, after all.”


    The mistress of the inner palace was the highest-ranking consort. In other words, Kajou was the one who managed anything that went on within the inner palace.


    “I’m glad I was able to meet you. My heart is put at ease.”


    Kajou stood up.


    “So, do you have any favor to ask of me?”


    Or was that just a cover-up? Kajou glanced at Jusetsu and moved her mouth. No sound came out. ——“See you tomorrow.”


    It seemed that it was something she didn’t want her attendants to hear. I hope it is not a troublesome request, she thought.


    When Kajou turned her back to Jusetsu, the flower flute hanging from her sash swayed along with the tassel that hung underneath it. For some strange reason, Jusetsu’s eyes lingered on it.


    The eunuch lit the candlestick in his hand again, and similar to when they arrived, the party quietly left.


    “——Hua Niangniang is such a beautiful person.”


    Jiujiu, who had been making herself small in the corner of the room, sighed and came to her side. Jusetsu still kept her as her attendant.


    “Hua Niangniang?”


    “That’s what most people in the inner palace call her.”


    “Because her name is ‘Kajou’?” (3)


    [3.  The kanji for Kajou is 花娘 and 花 is pronounced Hua in Chinese.]


    “That’s one reason, but you see, she wears a flower flute hanging from her sash. She always does. Even though it would be bad luck to wear it…”


    Flower flutes were originally objects that were hung from the eaves at the end of winter. They were hung in mourning for those who had died that year. It was said that the dead would return with the wind that heralded the coming of spring and sound the flute. They were made of precious stones, porcelain, or wood and carved in the shape of flowers, and had holes in them to allow air to pass through, making a high, thin, chirping sound whenever the wind blew.


    “Why is she wearing a flower flute?”


    “No one knows the reason. Hua Niangniang never speaks of it.”


    “Huh.”


    What a strange consort. She wore a flower flute on her person for some inexplicable reason, but Jusetsu didn’t sense from her any of the obsessed sentimentality that was characteristic of the women who came here. She only felt a cool and refreshing wind. She was——.


    “As expected, Hua Niangniang didn’t get angry about His Majesty frequenting this place,” Jiujiu said, impressed.


    “Most likely because she understood he only comes here to kill time.”


    “Oh no, you misunderstand. Hua Niangniang doesn’t get jealous over things like that. She and His Highness are bosom friends.”


    “She is the second-ranking consort, so they must know each other well.”


    “That’s not it. The two of them are childhood friends. I believe Hua Niangniang is three years older.”


    “Childhood friends?”


    “She is Prime Minister Un’s granddaughter. The Un clan is one of the distinguished families known as the Five Surnames and Seven Clans. Prime Minister Un has been a close aide to His Majesty since he was the crown prince, so through that connection, they have been playmates since they were young. Since she has known him for a long time, so she is very magnanimous.”


    I see, Jusetsu responded half-heartedly. “You should take a little more interest in the affairs of the inner palace!” Jiujiu was miffed. It isn’t worth talking to you about it, she was saying.


    She had no interest in the relationships of the inner palace. However, Kajou’s flower flute weighed slightly on her mind. After having Jiujiu retire, Jusetsu went to bed. Kajou had said, “See you tomorrow.” She wondered what she was going to request from her. 



    ーーー


    The next morning, Jusetsu woke up and got out of bed, then walked to the kitchen in her nightwear. The old servant woman was crouching down to start a fire in the stove. Next to her, So Kougyou was chopping parsley. When she noticed Jusetsu, she neatly bowed. Jusetsu had decided to employ her here after she recovered. She rationalized it by saying that she was getting a little uneasy leaving the old servant woman to do all the kitchen work by herself. She approached the water jug in the corner of the kitchen, scooped some water with the ladle, and moved it to a silver washbasin. When she was about to carry it, a voice came from behind her.


    “Gracious, Niangniang! Didn’t I say I would bring you water?”


    It was Jiujiu. Jusetsu, whose face was hidden by her unbound hair, turned her head a little.


    “I’m here now, so I will help you get ready in the morning. Otherwise, there’s no meaning in me being here.”


    Jiujiu wanted to be helpful to Jusetsu. She was here under the pretext of being her attendant.


    “I have been doing this by myself for a long time. I do not need help.”


    “But, then…”


    Jiujiu’s shoulders drooped in disappointment. Bewildered, Jusetsu ordered, “Then, you will help prepare for the morning meal as well. It will allow you to familiarize yourself with it.” Jiujiu agreed happily like a fish that had found water. When she returned to her room, Jusetsu sighed. ——I have done something troublesome.


    Just as she had thought, she shouldn’t have kept unneeded people here. In fact, she had intended to have both Kougyou and Jiujiu return to their original places once the whole matter was over. If they were always here, they might one day discover Jusetsu’s true identity. Even Koushun turned a blind eye, if it was made public, even he wouldn’t be able to defend her. Because the massacre of the previous imperial family was coded into law.


    However, she had already grown accustomed to the chatter of the skylark-like Jiujiu and Kougyou’s attentive gaze like she was watching over them all. They ate into Jusetsu’s body. When she imagined her room without them, her heart became as stiff as when the piercing cold rose up from one’s feet to numb one’s flesh and bones in winter.


    ——I am going to tell you something cruel. Do not think about establishing bonds with other people. It will create a tear.


    The words of Reijou—the previous Raven Consort—came back in her mind. Do not keep an attendant, you only need one servant woman, she had told her. The more people she trusted, the more the danger would increase.


    She washed her face with the water in the washbasin and wiped it with a hand towel. She put on her black garments, tied her hair up, and peered into the octagonal mirror adorned with mother-of-pearl. On her pale face, her silver lashes were swaying with worry. She couldn’t show this face to Jiujiu. She applied makeup, checked her hair carefully to make sure the color wasn’t fading, and left the mirror.


    When she parted the curtain, the morning meal was being laid out. On the table, there was thin rice porridge with parsley and pine nuts and mantou. As she was eating them, Jiujiu brought her some hot soy milk.


    “Shall I bring seconds?”


    “No need,” Jusetsu shook her head with a mantou in her mouth.


    Found out by Koushun, living with Jiujiu and the others—little by little, she could feel tears being created. Jusetsu didn’t know where this would all lead to. But as she moved forward, a darkness seemed to be waiting for her, casting a shadow over her heart. Would Wulian Niangniang give her an answer?


    Koushun was the main culprit. Ever since his visit here, troublesome things began to happen.


    That main culprit came to Yamei Palace at sunset.


    “I heard that Kajou came here.”


    That was the first thing that came out of Koushun’s mouth. As always, Ei Sei was behind him. Jusetsu frowned at Koushun, who calmly sat down in a chair like this was his own room.


    “’Tis because you come here so often. Better to go to your consorts’ palaces promptly.”


    “I do visit the consorts properly. Enough that I won’t get lectured.”


    “You should not come to me. Leave at once.”


    “Did Kajou ask you to do something for her?”


    Koushun, ignoring Jusetsu’s complaints, asked.


    “…She did not. She said she would come here again today.”


    “I see.”


    That was all he said. He seemed as though he knew what Kajou was going to request.


    “Do you know what her request is?”


    After a short pause, Koushun answered, “Perhaps.” She couldn’t surmise what he was thinking from his expression that didn’t seem like an emotion. There is a feeling of winter from this man, Jusetsu thought. Quiet and motionless, with a warm sun, but something was crouching in the shadows.


    “That consort is——”


    She was about to say, but then she turned her eyes to the doors. Xingxing was flapping its wings.


    “——Pardon me.”


    It was a woman’s voice. It belonged to—Kajou.


    “It’s me. Could you please open the doors?”


    Jusetsu moved her hand in a beckoning gesture. The doors opened. Kajou was standing there with two attendants. Kajou gave the attendants a look, and then walked in alone. The doors closed with the attendants still standing there. Kajou stepped up to Jusetsu and the others, and then bowed to Koushun.


    Koushun rose.


    “If you have a request for the Raven Consort, then it would be better for me to excuse myself.”


    “No, you are welcome to stay.”


    Kajou smiled. There were only two chairs, so Jiujiu and Kougyou hurriedly brought in a chair from another room. Kajou sat down on it.


    “Please listen as well, Your Majesty.”


    “…If you insist.”


    Koushun sat down again. The atmosphere was somewhat like Kajou was the one in control, and the two of them seemed more like an older sister and younger brother than man and woman or husband and wife. It wasn’t only because of their ages. The two of them were—.


    “I would like you to have a look at this.”


    Kajou removed the flower flute hanging from her hip and placed it on the table. It was a magnolia flower flute made of jade with a faint celadon green color. There were several holes bored into the petals to make sounds.


    “This flute has never once made a sound. It was made for a certain person, but it has never made a sound. ——What do you think is the reason for that?”


    Jusetsu took the flower flute in her hand. It was of fine make. It wasn’t a defective item.


    “Does it not make a sound because that person has not returned to me?”


    The sounds of a flower flute are a signal that the person being mourned had returned. If the flower flute remained silent, it meant that they hadn’t returned.


    “…Who is this person?” Jusetsu asked.


    “He was once my lover,” Kajou answered without her expression changing. Jusetsu glanced at Koushun’s face. He was as expressionless as always. He probably knew.


    “Three years ago, he—Ou Genyuu—passed away. In the spring of that year, I hung this flower flute for the first time and waited for his spirit to return, but…”


    The flower flute didn’t make any sounds.


    “Why is that? Why did he not return?”


    Kajou’s tone was quiet, but Jusetsu felt like she could see a hint of emotion from her for the first time. Her emotions were there—with her deceased lover. Jusetsu looked at Koushun again, and then directed her gaze at the flower flute.


    “Can you make this flower flute work? Can you call him?”


    “Is that your request?”


    Kajou nodded. “Yes, it is.”


    Jusetsu placed the flower flute on the table.


    “Very well. I shall try summoning that person’s soul.”


    Kajou’s eyes widened. “Are you able to do that?”


    “I can only summon a soul from paradise once. Know that.”


    Jusetsu took an inkstone and brush from the cabinet. While grinding the inkstone, Jusetsu asked Kajou, “Is Genyuu his courtesy name?”


    “Yes.”


    “What is his given name?”


    “Shou.”


    She took out a small lotus petal-shaped paper from her breast and wrote “Ou Shou” on it. She placed it on the table, and then put the flower flute on top of it. Jusetsu took out a peony from her hair and blew on it. The flower turned into smoke and surrounded the flute. The flower flute was gradually absorbed into the smoke, and its shape became hazy. Kajou made to get up, but she looked at Jusetsu and returned to her position. Jusetsu thrust her right hand into the smoke. The smoke was cool and soft, coiling around her fingers like smooth mud. Jusetsu was about to summon the spirit as though reeling in a thread in the midst of the smoke, but her brow furrowed at the sense of wrongness.


    ——This is…


    Jusetsu pulled out her hand and blew out a breath to clear away the smoke. The smoke dispersed and the flower flute began to take form again. When the smoke completely disappeared, the flute returned to its original shape.


    “I cannot summon him.”


    She told Kajou bitterly. “Eh?” Kajou asked back. “What does that mean?”


    “The soul you are seeking cannot be found in paradise. That is why he did not answer the soul invocation call.”


    “That means—”


    “This Genyuu is either still alive, or in a state where his soul cannot be involved because of some kind of circumstance.”


    Kajou’s eyes shook in bewilderment.


    “He cannot be alive. I have seen his body with my own eyes, and his funeral has already taken place. What do you mean by some kind of circumstance…?”


    “I know not. This is also the first time I have not been able to summon a spirit.”


    She had heard from Reijou that there were times when she couldn’t summon a spirit, but Jusetsu never experienced that until now.


    “Under what circumstances did this person die?”


    She asked. It was Koushun, not Kajou, who answered.


    “Three years ago, Ou Genyuu was sent to the province of Reki to serve as a military consultant under the regional inspector. He lost his life in a riot that broke out there. A thrown stone had unfortunately hit him in the head.”


    Ou Genyuu was also an acquaintance of Koushun’s, so he had seen his body. It happened before he ascended to the throne.


    “He was an excellent civil servant. That was why he was dispatched to Reki Province. At that time, a strange faith called the ‘Moon Truth Sect’ became popular in that area. There were rumors of collusion with the government, and we had replaced the regional inspector in order to investigate that. The riot was caused by their believers.”


    In the end, the riot was suppressed, and the faith died out.


    “‘Moon Truth Sect’…I have never heard of it.”


    On the streets, it was not uncommon to suddenly see temples being built with people claiming to be divine oracles, or people worshipping driftwood that had washed ashore as a deity. In some cases, these new temples might outnumber those of Wulian Niangniang. There were those who said that the worship of Wulian Niangniang was old-fashioned.


    “Apparently, they don’t actually worship the moon. They only worship a person called Father Moonlight as a living god. It is said that he had a reputation for predicting the future or guessing one’s past, but I heard guesses that he might be some sort of sorcerer. It is all very suspicious-sounding, but he was arrested after the riot, sentenced to caning for misleading the public, and then banished.”


    “A sorcerer, huh…”


    They were folk spellcasters. Some were highly skilled magic users, but there were others who were frauds. She wondered which of these types Father Moonlight belonged to.


    After thinking for a while, Jusetsu turned her eyes to Koushun.


    “I would like to know a little bit more about this Father Moonlight.”


    “Father Moonlight? –Very well.”


    He most likely isn’t alive, he said. Even if his punishment was caning, the criminal was beaten a hundred times with a hard cane, so it was no different than the death penalty. Even if he didn’t die on the spot, most of them were released half-dead and died afterward.


    Kajou gently took the flower flute in her hand and stared at it.


    “Can you make this flower flute work?”


    Jusetsu hesitated for a moment, and in the end answered honestly. “I know not.” Kajou smiled slightly and stroked the flower flute.


    “Please, I entrust this to you.”


    Kajou stood up gracefully, flipped the sleeves of her robe, and headed for the doors. Even the rustling of her clothing was refreshingly beautiful.


    After Kajou left with her attendants, Jusetsu gave a side glance to Koushun.


    “Why is she in the inner palace?”


    “What?” Koushun’s eyebrow twitched at Jusetsu’s question. “What do you mean?”


    “She does not even attempt to hide the fact that she still pines for her deceased lover in front of you. You also allow that. She won’t be your wife.”


    That was the reason why she didn’t feel any passion for Koushun from Kajou.


    In Koushun’s expressionless face, a shade of something like awkwardness appeared.


    “…Kajou is like an older sister to me.”


    “You put someone like that in the inner palace?”


    “Kajou’s grandfather is my advisor and tutor. This is the best way to solidify our connection. Besides…” Koushun looked a little towards the doors through which Kajou had left. “After Genyuu died, Kajou had no place to go. Once her partner died, she had to marry someone else. She wouldn’t agree to that, so I gave her this place.”


    If she was forced to marry someone else, she might have chosen death.


    “I thought that she would be able to live here quietly while cherishing Genyuu’s memory, but…”


    It didn’t turn out the way I expected it, Koushun let out a small sigh. “I never would have thought that the flower flute would not sound. ——There are no defects in that flute, are there?”


    He asked as if he was concerned, and Jusetsu nodded in puzzlement.


    “I see. That’s good. That was something I made.”


    “You made it?” The unexpected words caused her to let out a sound that was unlike her, and she cleared her throat. “Are you sure you do not mean you had it made instead?”


    “I make those sorts of things as a diversion. In the past, there was someone who taught me.”


    It was said that every human being had one special skill, and it seemed that Koushun was quite dexterous with his hands.


    “Shall I make something for you as well?”


    He said that with no emotion on his face, so she couldn’t tell if he was saying that seriously or if he was joking around.


    “I have no need for it.”


    She answered immediately. Ei Sei, standing behind Koushun, shot her a murderous look.


    “Unless you have business here, leave. And do not come here again.”


    “I’ll come again,” Koushun didn’t listen to Jusetsu’s words at all.


    “This is not a place the emperor should visit. The Raven Consort and the emperor are incompatible with each other.”


    When she said that, Koushun furrowed his brow slightly. “What do you—”


    Jusetsu flicked her hand and opened the doors. She wordlessly prompted him to get out. Koushun obediently stood up. If he opposed her, he would be tossed out by Jusetsu’s magic.


    After Koushun and Ei Sei left, Jusetsu, still sitting in her chair, pondered for a while. Why did that flower flute not make any sound? 


  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    The next day, after finishing the morning meal, Jusetsu put on the palace lady’s dress Koushun had given her before and left Yamei Palace. If she was going to prowl around the inner palace, then this getup was more convenient.


    “Niangniang, please wait!”


    Jiujiu followed Jusetsu, who was walking quickly.


    “Are you really going to Hua Niangniang’s palace?”


    “I am.”


    As they walked along the white sand path, a magnificent palace came into view. The roof tiles were decorated with mandarin ducks, and there were also mandarin ducks depicted on the hanging lanterns. The pillars were a vivid vermillion, and they were set off nicely by the blue sky. The palace was surrounded by hedges of roses (1) in full bloom, and the air was filled with a sweet, clear scent. Jusetsu treaded on the pebbles spread out in front of the palace and headed towards the entrance.


    [1. Specifically, China roses.]


    “It would be nice if Yamei Palace had flowers planted around it as well…”


    Jiujiu seemed envious as she stared at the roses planted next to the pebbles.


    “Flowers do not grow in that place.”


    “Huh? Is that so? Why?”


    Before Jusetsu could say anything, a voice came from behind them.


    “If you would like, you may take some.”


    It was Kajou. She was accompanied by a large host of attendants. She was the very picture of an imperial consort. Kajou ordered an attendant next to her to cut a rose branch and presented it to Jusetsu. The thorns were properly removed. Jusetsu put the red flower in Jiujiu’s hair. The small flower, which was still nearly a bud, suited her well. A shy smile appeared on Jiujiu’s face. Kajou gave another branch to Jiujiu, and she placed it in Jusetsu’s hair.


    “It really suits you, Niangniang.”


    She couldn’t see the flower in her hair, but she gently touched the petals with her fingertips and said, “Thank you.” Her fingers touching the petals felt a bit warm.


    “Please, come inside.”


    Kajou indicated the front of the palace. Jusetsu and Jiujiu walked on top of the paving stones accompanied by Kajou. The attendants followed close behind. Jusetsu turned her head towards the walkway that connected to the neighboring palace. Palace ladies were coming and going through there. Each of them held boxes in their hands.


    “Those are goods sent to us by sea merchants.” (2) Kajou said, following Jusetsu’s gaze. “Lapis lazuli bowls, silver dishes, jeweled belts (3)…and other unusual items from countries across the sea.”


    [2. In the original Japanese, the furigana for 海商 literally reads “haishan,” but I decided to translate it to English since there’s really no reason not to.]


    [3. The term used here, 玉の帯, specifically refers to a “special leather belt used in ceremonial court dress, covered in black lacquer and decorated with stones and jewels." ]


    To sum it up, they were tributes from the purveyors for the inner palace. When Kajou asked if she would like to take a look at them, Jusetsu shook her head. Jiujiu looked disappointed.


    When they entered Kajou’s room, she told her attendants to manage the tributes and had them withdraw.


    “Are you here regarding the flower flute?”


    Kajou asked as she brewed the tea herself in a kettle. A soft carpet was laid out at her feet, and a beautifully woven brocade partition was used as a room divider. The covering for the table was embroidered with mandarin ducks.


    “I wish to ask about Ou Genyuu.”


    When Jusetsu said that, Kajou’s hand stopped stirring the hot water with a spoon.


    “About Genyuu…? What do you want to ask about?”


    “Anything will do. I wish to hear what you know.”


    She had asked Koushun to find out more about Father Moonlight, so she decided to investigate Ou Genyuu.


    “Genyuu…oh, yes, he was like boiled water that had been cooled.” As she stared into the water in the kettle, a smile appeared on Kajou’s face. “Warm and gentle…There was passion in him, but he never used his heat to hurt others. ——But cooled water is only at just the right temperature for a short while. He, too, passed away before I knew it.”


    Kajou ladled out the tea, poured it into a cup, and gave it to Jusetsu.


    “Cooled water is good for the body,” That was all Jusetsu said before blowing on the cup. After letting the tea cool, she slowly drank it down, enveloped by the fragrance, and felt the warmth spreading in her stomach.


    “He was a civil servant who worked his way up after passing the examinations, not someone from a noted family. My grandfather favored him and sent him to Reki Province because he could get a promotion if he made accomplishments there. He told me that he had to get an impressive position so that he would be able to marry me, before departing in high spirits. I should have kept him here. Promotions and things like that…”


    Kajou’s voice trembled and broke off. Her face twisted for a moment beyond the steam, and then she brought her cup to her lips and emptied it in one gulp.


    “…Tea is not something that is meant to be consumed in this way.”


    Kajou poured another cup for herself and blew out a thin breath before holding it in her mouth.


    “I wonder if his soul had gotten lost in Reki Province. He was clever and sensible, but he could also be rash…”


    “Souls get lost from time to time,” Jusetsu said, and Kajou raised her eyes from her cup.


    “Is that so? Then, can you guide him correctly?”


    “I can. I can summon him and send him to paradise.”


    Kajou’s eyes lit up with hope. Jusetsu felt slightly guilty, wondering if she had overstated it too easily. Genyuu’s soul hadn’t gotten lost, it couldn’t be found. But, sitting in front of Kajou, she felt compelled to offer words of encouragement. Even though Reijou had told her, You must not show too much sentiment for those who come to the Raven Consort for help.


    It wasn’t like this before. This was because she had never associated with other people. It wasn’t good to have one’s emotions shaken. It clouded one’s judgement. You didn’t know what to do——.


    “Lady Raven Consort, how does His Majesty look to you?”


    Jusetsu, who was somewhat agitated, was slow to react to Kajou’s words. “…Eh? What do you mean by ‘how’?”


    “His Majesty seems to have changed a little. Ever since he met you.”


    Jusetsu tilted her head. Kajou continued.


    “For some reason, he is not someone who expresses his emotions openly. But it seems that it is different when it comes to you.”


    “He is as expressionless in front of me as he is in front of everyone else.”


    Kajou smiled. “He may be so in front of you, But when he talks about you to me, I think he is more expressive than usual.”


    That is most likely because he relaxes his guard around you. It has nothing to do with me, Jusetsu thought, but didn’t say anything because it would be too troublesome.


    “I cannot imagine him being expressive.”


    When she said that, a despondent smile appeared on Kajou’s face.


    “I understand why you think that way…you might not be able to imagine it now, but when His Majesty was a child, he laughed and got angry freely. He stopped showing emotions openly after Tei Ran——”


    “Tei Ran?”


    “Do you not know about him?”


    When Jusetsu answered no, Kajou hesitated before speaking.


    “He was a eunuch who served His Majesty when he was young. He was a eunuch, but His Majesty adored him. …He died a horrific death.”


    By the order of the empress dowager, Kajou murmured. She hung her head with a somber look on her face, perhaps recalling that time.


    Jusetsu suddenly remembered what Koushun had mentioned before. “That woman killed my mother and my friend.” He was referring to the empress dowager. He said that on the night of her execution day.


    “——Was he Koushun’s ‘friend’?”


    Kajou raised her head and blinked her eyes.


    “Yes—he was. His Majesty called him his friend,” Kajou nodded, her voice somewhat hushed. “Do not say that name in front of him. It will open old wounds.”


    That was how deep the wound was. Jusetsu almost recalled Koushun on that night before shaking her head. It was best not to think about it too much. Koushun’s emotions were not something for her to imagine. She would get pulled away by her sentiments.


    “To begin with, I do not have the type of relationship with that man where we would chat over tea.”


    Saying that curtly, Jusetsu stood up.


    “Are you returning already?” Kajou also stood up. Jusetsu briskly walked towards the door, so Jiujiu, who was standing to the side, hurriedly followed her.


    Jusetsu descended the steps and was about to leave the palace when she suddenly stopped in her tracks. She looked towards the neighboring palace. The palace ladies were busily continuing to organize the tributes.


    Jusetsu tilted her head. Was it just her imagination? ——She thought she sensed the presence of a ghost.


    However, it was only for an instant, and she was unsure if it was actually there or not, and now she could no longer feel it. There were many ghosts who appeared and disappeared in the inner palace. Was this one of them? She couldn’t be bothered to pay attention to every single one of them.


    Jusetsu started walking again, her shoes crunching the pebbles at her feet. She didn’t notice that she was being watched from behind from far away. 



    ーーー


    From a distance, she could hear the sound of the night patrol eunuchs announcing the time and the sound of drums. When she could no longer hear them, she opened her closed eyes. She got out of her bed and pulled open the silk curtains. Xingxing was raising a fuss.


    “So he has arrived.”


    Muttering that, she flicked one of her fingers to open the door. Koushun was the one who came. And of course, Ei Sei was following behind him like a shadow.


    “As expected, Father Moonlight died.”


    Koushun spoke as soon as he sat down in a chair.


    “Are you certain?”


    “His sentence was to be caned and then be banished to outside of the province, but he died before he was caned a hundred times. Apparently, he was extremely emaciated, so he most likely couldn’t endure it.”


    “Since he is elderly, it would be so.”


    “No, he was called ‘Father,’ but he wasn’t an elderly man.”


    “Why is he called ‘Father’ if he is not old?”


    “No one knows for sure. His real name is unknown as well. He came from somewhere and became famous for his divination and fortune-telling. It is also said that he could use sorcery. Also——”


    Koushun briefly stopped talking and quickly looked around the room. Jiujiu had already retired for the night, so there was no one else in the room.


    “——There’s a rumor. They say that Father Moonlight was a member of the previous imperial family.”


    Jusetsu felt her cheeks stiffen.


    “Preposterous.”


    “There’s no evidence. There’s only this secret rumor. It might be words spoken without much thought, used to gather believers.”


    That was probably the case. It was a common method of deception to make people believe the plausible lie that the person in question was actually the illegitimate child of the emperor or the son of a high class noble.


    “…What kind of divination, fortune-telling, and sorcery was that person said to have performed?”


    “From trifling things like searching for lost items, to accusing people of murders that no one knew about and revealing adultery. He was also good at predicting the weather. For sorcery, Father Moonlight was said to have used a phantom tiger to attack those who mocked him, and to have turned a rod into a snake.”


    I don’t know how much of that is true, he said.


    “Illusions and transformation arts…”


    Those were the arts that sorcerers were skilled at. Jusetsu couldn’t grasp the extent to which Father Moonlight was a powerful sorcerer. Finding lost things or predicting the weather were things that could easily be faked. However, if the illusion-type magic was true, then he was a sorcerer in his own right.


    Watching Jusetsu, who was deep in thought, Koushun continued to speak.


    “There is also this story. Some say that Father Moonlight isn’t one person. Apparently, there were times when he seemed like a different person. It almost seems like divine possession.”


    “Does he have a twin?”


    “Some officials suspected this and questioned him severely—but then, one of them would have made their escape—but apparently, that wasn’t the case.”


    “Is that so…”


    The more she heard, the less she understood. Who exactly was Father Moonlight?


    “That’s about all we learned. I’ll let you know if we learn anything else.”


    After saying that, Koushun quickly stood up. That was rare. He always lingered even when she tried to chase him out.


    “I’m visiting Kajou tonight.”


    “I did not ask.”


    Koushun put his hand in his pocket and took out a twill brocade pouch. He tossed it to Jusetsu. Since it was thrown at her, she had no choice but to hold out her hand. It landed in Jusetsu’s hand.


    “Do not throw things.”


    “They’re dried apricots.”


    Eat them, he said. Whenever he came here, Koushun would often give Jusetsu things like these. She disliked this behavior, as though he was accustoming a monkey by feeding it, but the things he gave her were delicious.


    “…Kajou told me that you have changed recently,” Jusetsu said while peering into the pouch.


    “Changed? In what way?”


    “She said you became more expressive.”


    When you talk about me. But she kept that part secret. Koushun expressionlessly tilted his head to the side.


    “She must be mistaken.”


    With those few words, Koushun left the palace.


    While eating the apricots, Jusetsu watched his back for a while, wondering how someone like him could seem expressive. 



    ーーー


    The scent of roses was thick in the silence. Koushun walked between the roses in the darkness and approached Enou Palace. Kajou was waiting in front of the steps along with her attendants. Ei Sei, who was holding the lantern, moved behind him. Kajou sank to her knees and bowed in front of Koushun. Koushun was impressed at how the girl who was once a bit of a tomboy and always beat him in tag had become so graceful. But he did not say so, because he would get twice as much sarcasm from her.


    “Did you go see the Raven Consort?” Kajou said as she sipped her tea, after having her attendants retire.


    “I did.”


    Kajou stared at Koushun silently. There was a smile on her face, but he knew very well that she was reproaching him. She had always silently taken him to task.


    “I only went to there to report information.”


    His voice naturally took on a tone of making excuses. Like a younger brother being scolded by his older sister. Kajou let out a sigh.


    “You should not visit the Raven Consort so often. It is a source of bad rumors.”


    “I don’t go there that often.”


    “The Raven Consort is different from the other consorts. She is not someone Your Majesty can fall in love with. It would cause trouble for her as well. Why are you so attached to her, like a child?”


    “Attached?”


    “You are attached to her, are you not?”


    “…I only want to see her and talk with her.”


    He was interested in Jusetsu’s reactions. He wanted to see what she would say and what kind of face would she make, so that was why he couldn’t help but go to her.


    “If you wish to converse with someone, do it with another consort. That is not the Raven Consort’s responsibility. Your Majesty, you are spoiled by her kindness.”


    “She is kind?”


    She was the girl who chased him out with brute force if she was displeased with him.


    “She has a kind heart. She is someone who cannot abandon anyone. That is why she listened to my request.”


    Koushun stared at his teacup. Warm steam was rising from it. ——Certainly, during the jade earring incident, Jusetsu had been working that hard because she felt pity for that ghost.


    “You must not cause her any trouble or hurt her unnecessarily. You will regret it, Your Majesty.”


    “…I understand.”


    Koushun answered honestly. He had never been able to go against Kajou.


    It was now the third watch of the night (eleven p.m. to one a.m.), and Koushun left Enou Palace. The night had darkened still more, and the fragrance of the flowers was strong. Koushun, who was walking between the roses, quickly came to a stop.


    “Have I changed in any way?”


    He asked Ei Sei, who was behind him like a shadow. After a short pause, Ei Sei answered, “I shall humbly say, I do think that there are some aspects that have changed.” After another short pause, he added, “When it involves the Raven Consort.”


    “Oho,” Koushun responded, as if they were talking about someone else. He did have some self-awareness. He had an interest in Jusetsu. To the point where he asked her if she would become his consort—it was, just as Jusetsu had said, half sleep talking.


    For example, what was Jusetsu thinking on this night, alone in that jet black palace? He was thinking that.


    Koushun looked up at the sky. The moon shone through the clouds that were like thin silk. The bottomless black sky was like the feathers of a raven.


    ——Yes, that girl is alone.


    She had a palace lady and attendant now, but until then, she only lived with a servant woman who took care of the barest minimum of needs. She lived quietly, as though hiding away from the eyes of others.


    “The Raven Consort is…”


    Ei Sei caught his mutter. “Have you said something?”


    “No, it’s nothing.”


    Koushun said, and started walking among the roses again. This was a quiet night.


    An incident occurred the next day. 


  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    The days during this season were long. Past the first watch of the night (7 pm to 9pm), when the sky was gradually becoming a deeper blue, a messenger from Enou Palace arrived. The attendant seemed to be in quite a hurry, as she was running. It was rare for a consort’s attendant to run. Jusetsu judged that since an attendant was sent and not a low-ranking palace lady or eunuch, there was some urgent news that needed to be kept confidential.


    “Could we please request your presence at Enou Palace?” The attendant pleaded after a hurried bow.


    “Did something occur?”


    “That’s…”


    The attendant coughed and drank the water provided to her by Jiujiu. Deciding that it would be quicker to go to Enou Palace rather than hearing the explanation, Jusetsu headed there. Today she was still dressed in black. Under the evening sky, her clothes looked all the darker. Turning over her silk shawl with a pattern of scattered stars, Jusetsu hastened towards her destination.


    “Finding a lost item?”


    Jusetsu asked the attendant, who was talking to her as they ran on the path to Enou Palace.


    “Yes. It was an item a merchant presented the other day…”


    Jusetsu lost interest. “That is all? I assumed that it would be something more valuable.”


    But the attendant’s face remained pale.


    “It is valuable. Those items are in the custody of Enou Palace, but as they are gifts, they belong to His Majesty.”


    “They don’t belong to Kajou?”


    “They were granted by His Majesty to Niangniang. If they were lost, the palace ladies and attendants who moved them must take responsibility.”


    “By responsibility——”


    Did that mean the death penalty? That was why the attendant was so pale.


    Also, the attendant added. “One of the palace ladies disappeared.”


    “——Does that mean that palace lady took the item and ran away?”


    “We don’t know. The other palace ladies say that she wasn’t the kind of person who would do such a thing. But…” The attendant shook her head in bafflement. “They say that recently, there are times when she would be acting strange.”


    “What do you mean by strange?”


    “They say that there are times when she was like a different person…”


    ——I heard this somewhere before, she thought.


    “…Like she became someone else?”


    “Yes.”


    ——What could this mean?


    When they reached Enou Palace, they were met with a flurried atmosphere. Palace ladies were going this way and that. Were they searching for the missing item, or were they searching for the palace lady? Kajou came out of the palace and greeted Jusetsu.


    “What is the missing item?”


    “It’s a pot. A copper pot with a seal.”


    “A seal…?”


    “A paper seal. According to the catalog, it is a pitch-pot—” It was a pot used for a game where one threw arrows into the pot. “And it seems that there is nothing inside, but I thought that I would open it after confirming it with His Majesty.”


    “And the missing palace lady?”


    “She is from the Palace Sewing Bureau. While we were in the middle of searching for the pot after we realized it was missing, we discovered that she had gone missing as well.”


    Jusetsu looked around.


    “Lead me to that palace lady’s room.”


    The building where the palace ladies lived was on the outskirts of Enou Palace, and several people lived in one room. When they entered the room of the missing palace lady, Jusetsu stood in front of her bed. There was a box next to her pillow, and when she opened it, she found that it contained combs, scissors, and handkerchiefs. It seemed to be a box of personal belongings. There were clothes hanging from the partition screen next to it. There was no difference from the other palace ladies. Jusetsu stared at the bed, and then narrowed her eyes slightly. ——There is a faint hint of a ghost. It was vague, coiling about the bed like thin smoke. The ghost was here not too long ago.


    Jusetsu pondered for a moment. And then, she pinched several strands of hair that had fallen onto the pillow and turned around to the palace ladies who were peeking into the room.


    “What is the name of the missing palace lady?”


    They looked at each other, but then looked behind them and immediately moved aside. Kajou entered the room.


    “Her name is You Senjou.”


    Jusetsu nodded lightly and had an inkstick and inkstone prepared for her. She took out a small wooden doll from her pocket and wrote “You Senjou” on it with a brush. She then wound the strands of hair around the doll and placed it on top of the pillow. She pulled out the peony in her hair and blew on it. The flower petals scattered like glass breaking, and they fell onto the doll as they glittered.


    Upon that, the doll began to shake faintly. It swelled out and twisted in shape. The coiled hair became buried inside, and the doll turned soft and black like candy. Gradually, it began to take the shape of a bird, sprouting wings and a beak. When its candy-like body was covered in feathers, it trembled wildly. Its dark eyes lit up and its wings moved up and down. A raven was now standing there.


    The raven flicked its wings a few times as if to check the feel of them, and then took off. It moved fast, flying out of the room and causing the palace ladies to let out little cries. Jusetsu slipped between them and told Kajou and the others, “Stay here,” and followed the bird.


    Jusetsu chased the bird, running next to the roses and leaving Enou Palace. She couldn’t chase after it if it left the palace, but it probably hadn’t reached that far yet. Running on gravel, she passed through a grove of aspen trees and by a pond. The raven was heading towards the western side of the inner palace. After a while, it circled one spot and then descended. It was an area of dense old pine trees. Jusetsu went towards that spot.


    Jusetsu stepped into the pine grove and came to a stop when she spotted the raven. It was perched on a girl’s hand. She was wearing the uniform of the Palace Sewing Bureau. ——She was most likely the missing palace lady. Her arm was wrapped around a copper pot.


    “You Senjou?”


    When Jusetsu asked who she was, the girl, expression unchanging, opened her mouth.


    “Well, who knows? I don’t even know her name.”


    There was a strange quality to her voice, like it was one voice split into two or two voices overlapping with each other. Jusetsu happened to know what this was.


    Double voice—when a single voice sounded like it was split in two. That occurred when a person’s soul became unstable. Because they were being possessed by a ghost.


    When Reijou was alive, she had encountered someone like that. As expected, with a voice like that, she was possessed by an ill-natured ghost. This person seemed to have become completely different. It was just as she had been told. And she had heard about a case like this recently. The case of Father Moonlight.


    “Who are you?”


    Jusetsu braced herself, and the other person laughed a little. Jusetsu glanced at the pot. A paper was stretched over the pot’s opening, and there were strange characters written on it.


    “Do you have any connection to Father Moonlight?”


    The other person raised their eyebrow.


    “Oh? Why do you think so?”


    “You tamed my raven. That is something no ordinary person can do. And the characters on that pot. That reads ‘ferrule,’ (1) most likely written in the script used by sorcerers. You are a sorcerer. ——They say that Father Moonlight sometimes seemed like a different person. He must have been possessed by a ghost. But I heard that he was skilled at illusion and transformation arts. If he was that skilled, then he would not have been possessed. In that case, it was the ghost possessing him who was the excellent sorcerer. Just like you.”


    [1. A ferrule is a stopper, basically. The Japanese is 封嘴 which literally means “shut up” in Chinese lol.]


    “I see,” they laughed again. The next moment, they quickly struck the raven with their hand. There was a dry sound like cracking wood, and the bird disappeared in a black haze. Jusetsu bit her lip. Although it was a simply made familiar bird, it was no ordinary sorcerer who could easily defeat Jusetsu’s arts.


    “Who are you?”


    There were not so many ghosts who were excellent sorcerers and were willing to possess and manipulate people. This ghost had possessed Father Moonlight, and it was now possessing the palace lady.


    “I am Hyougetsu.”


    Surprisingly, the other party readily gave out their name. However——


    “It’s Ran Hyougetsu, Raven Consort.”


    “Ran——”


    Jusetsu gasped. ——Did he say Ran?


    That was the family name of the previous imperial family.


    “I am the same as you. Isn’t that right, Raven Consort?”


    Jusetsu peered cautiously into the palace lady’s face, but she had become only a vessel for the ghost, so she couldn’t read the ghost’s true meaning in her expression at all.


    “…I am called Ryuu. I am not of the Ran clan.”


    That was the false family name Reijou had given her.


    “I have no interest in false names. Your blood calls to me, telling me that you are my kin. ——You survived well. And in a place like this.” There was a longing in the ghost’s voice. “When I discovered you, I was shocked. I never would have expected a member of the Ran clan to become the Raven Consort. I thought we were all hunted down and destroyed a long time ago.”


    Their voice was sad, as though sinking into a dark abyss.


    “I was also caught and lost my head. When I returned to the capital, I still feel a chill in my blood. Even though I no longer have a body.”


    Then why did you come here? Just when she thought that, the other party stared at her face intently, and then a small smile appeared on their face.


    “But, it is a quirk of fate that I found a member of the Ran clan here. I invited you here because I wanted to talk to you.”


    Oh, Jusetsu thought. Was that why he stole the pot, left hints of his presence in the palace lady’s room, and made me chase him.


    “I was a man of the imperial family, but I was also a sorcerer. I don’t know if you know this, but in the time of the previous dynasty, there were many sorcerers in the palace. But the current dynasty despises sorcerers and chased them out of the palace entirely. That is why there are many sorcerers in the rural regions. The man called Father Moonlight was also one of that number. Well, his skill in the art was entirely in the domain of fraud, though.”


    Jusetsu had heard from Reijou that there used to be many sorcerers in the palace a long time ago. They didn’t hold official ranks, but they were personally favored by the emperor, the imperial family, and high-ranking officials, and they could even freely enter and exit the inner palace. However, this Hyougetsu person, who claimed to be a member of the imperial family as well as a sorcerer, was probably an unusual case.


    “Even so, that sorcerer wannabe was amusing. When I possessed him, he spread it around as him having a god descend upon him. Even now, I still don’t know if that was also a deception or if he really believed that. That man made quite a lot of money with that. He ripped off all he could from the rich to the poor, and stored the money in a pot which he buried in the ground. It is still buried there. Shall I tell you the location?”


    Jusetsu answered with a scowl. Hyougetsu snorted, as if he wasn’t amused, and continued.


    “If you can read these characters, then you know what this pot is, correct?”


    Hyougetsu raised the pot up high. Jusetsu stared at it intently. “Ferrule” meant seal——for souls.


    “…Whose soul is sealed within?”


    “It’s certainly not Father Moonlight,” Hyougetsu stroked the pot. “I heard that your lot wants to summon the soul of a man who died in the Reki Province riot.”


    Jusetsu’s brows knitted together further. “Are you saying——”


    “Souls that have died far away from their hometowns get lost on their way to their destination. At that time, there were a number of souls drifting about in the air. I gathered them and sealed them into this pot. I was going to use them as servants.” (2) Hyougetsu looked at Jusetsu’s face. “But now I have an unexpected and different way to use them.”


    [2. The term here is tsukaibe which means “low-ranked bureaucrat”, in charge of miscellaneous business.]


    “What do you mean?”


    “I’ll give you Ou Genyuu’s soul. In return—I have a request for you,” Hyougetsu said, retracting the faint smile he had on until now.


    “Request…?”


    “That is why I came here. To this inner palace——”


    He was in the form of the palace lady and had her voice, but Hyougetsu’s air took on an earnest heat. Jusetsu was bewildered by his straightforward fervor.


    “What is your request? What exactly was your goal in coming here?”


    “I’ll tell you if you listen to me. And if you say you can’t do it…”


    Hyougetsu removed the knife from the ornament on his sash and pushed it against his neck—or rather, the palace lady’s neck.


    “I will kill this person.”


    Jusetsu reflexively tried to run forward, but had to stop because Hyougetsu pressed the blade more forcefully against the palace lady’s neck.


    “After I kill this person, I will escape. Ou Genyuu’s soul won’t return either. What will you do? There’s no time to hesitate. I will escape if others arrive.”


    Jusetsu looked around. Kajou and the others must have obeyed her order of “Stay here,” as she could sense no one else around them or hear running footsteps right now.


    “Most likely, there is no one coming here. Therefore, there is no need to rush. Put away that blade.”


    Hyougetsu wordlessly kept the blade at the palace lady’s neck.


    “There is no need to threaten. I will listen to you. What is your request?”


    “I——”


    The palace lady’s expression suddenly slackened. Jusetsu felt like she could see Hyougetsu’s wavering heart beyond that. The knife left the palace lady’s neck for just a second. Jusetsu was about to move forward when she heard a sharp sound of something cutting through the wind.


    The knife dropped from the palace lady’s hand with a dull sound. A stone fell next to the knife. That stone had hit her hand. Jusetsu swiftly pulled out a peony from her hair, crushed it, and threw it at the palace lady. The pale pink petals scattered for an instant before hanging in the air like thin smoke and coiling around the pot the palace lady was holding. When Jusetsu turned over her hand, the paper seal tore soundlessly, and the pot split down the middle into two halves.


    The branches of the pine trees shook and rustled. Lights resembling fireworks flickered between the pot shards and burst forth in the next instant. There was a sound like lightning splitting the air, and then the palace lady’s body collapsed to the ground. Jusetsu covered her face with her sleeve and approached the broken pot.


    The pot and paper were cleanly split open as if done with a knife. Jusetsu looked up at the sky. Faint beads of light were flittering about like fireflies between the trees. There were about four of them.


    “Ou Shou.”


    Jusetsu called towards the lights and stretched out her hand. Upon that, one of the wandering lights glided down to her. It settled down onto her palm, and she gently cupped it with both hands. In her hands, the light transformed into the form of a light amber comb. Jusetsu tucked it into her hair.


    “Lady Raven Consort.”


    Jusetsu turned around at the voice. Nearby, there was a young eunuch with beautiful almond eyes on his knee.


    “Was that you, Onkei?”


    He was her personal guard eunuch. He was the one who hit the palace lady’s hand with a stone. How long had he been there? She hadn’t sensed him at all.


    Jusetsu turned back. The palace lady was lying at the roots of the pine trees. She seemed to be unconscious.


    “What is her condition?”


    “She has only lost consciousness. Her hand might become swollen, though.”


    Jusetsu nodded and looked around. In the shade of a tree a little further away, there was a young man standing there. There was a sensual allure to his fair face and almond eyes, but his face was clouded with melancholy. He was dressed in silk robes embroidered with a luan (3), and his long hair, which was tied, was swept over his shoulder. His hair was a magnificent silver that looked like collected moonlight.


    [3. A luan is a bird in East Asian mythology, looks a bit like a peacock. The Ran clan’s family name (鸞) is literally the character for luan in Japanese.]


    “…I made a blunder. Raven Consort, I admit my defeat this time. I shall call again.”


    His voice was also somber. It reminded her of the autumn night air, cold and perfectly clear.


    “Wait. Your request——”


    “Raven Consort, why are you contented with being enclosed within the inner palace? You could have everything if you but wish for it.”


    Hyougetsu said, and then he turned around. His silver hair swayed and he was gone in the next moment, as though erased.


    Jusetsu was about to step towards Hyougetsu, but she quickly turned around and looked down at Onkei. He had the same posture and expression as before, and his eyes were downcast.


    “Did you hear those words just now?”


    “What are they?”


    Jusetsu stared at Onkei’s face for a while, but eventually shifted her gaze.


    “I am returning to Enou Palace.”


    She ordered Onkei to carry the palace lady’s body before turning on her heel.


    At Enou Palace, Kajou had been anxiously waiting, but she ran over when she saw Jusetsu and Onkei carrying the palace lady.


    “She is——”


    “She has only lost consciousness. She had been possessed by a ghost. Look after her.”


    An attendant led Onkei to the palace ladies’ dorm. Jusetsu prompted Kajou and entered the palace.


    Jusetsu took out the comb from her hair.


    “This is Ou Genyuu’s soul.”


    Kajou’s eyes widened, and Jusetsu held out the comb to her on her palm. The comb’s form melted away and it became a faint light that resembled the glow of a firefly.


    Kajou gingerly stretched out her hand. The firefly glow gently flew up and landed in her hand. Kajou held her breath. She stared at the light intently.


    “…It’s warm,” Kajou cupped the light in her palms. “Like cooled boiled water, never hot…”


    Her murmurs turned quiet and disappeared. Kajou hugged the light to her chest.


    Not all souls became ghosts. Some souls, no matter what kind of death they suffered, went to paradise without any trouble, while others became ghosts, eternally unable to leave this place. The souls sealed in the pot didn’t become ghosts and went to paradise. Genyuu would have been one of them too, but Jusetsu kept him here for a while.


    “Ah——” The light left Kajou’s hands and floated up into the air. “Wait, just a little longer——”


    The light flew around Kajou, who called out. A wind was whipping up, and the dangling hair ornaments in her hair made faint sounds as they brushed against each other. The light became like smoke and stroked her hair and cheek along with the wind. The flower flute hanging at her hip swayed. It made a high, chirping sound.


    The sound trailed in the air for a long time, and the flower flute sounded twice, and then three times. It was a warm, bright, and cheerful tone, as though it was singing.


    At long last, the wind tinged with a faint light parted from Kajou and danced up high. The door of the palace opened by itself and the wind flew out. Kajou chased after it. The wind flew into the sky and drifted west—drifting towards the sea.


    “Genyuu…!”


    Kajou’s voice, which spilled out of her mouth, seemed to also be blown up towards the wind.


    Even when she could no longer see the faint glimmer of brilliance left by the wind, she didn’t move from where she stood.


    “He will return to you again. When spring arrives.”


    When Jusetsu told her that, Kajou nodded silently. And then, she covered her face and sank down on the spot. 



    ——


    Later, Kajou came to Yamei Palace, bringing along a set of silk garments.


    “Here is my gratitude for the soul invocation.”


    The attendant placed a tray on the table. Jusetsu took the silk garments on the tray in her hand. A purple outer robe with a pattern of waves and birds wax-dyed into the fabric, and a silk under-dress in goose yellow and woven pearl-circle patterns. (4) A pink shawl made of silk so fine that it seemed like it would dissipate if you touched it——


    [4. 連珠文 or renjumon is a type of design where circles meant to resemble pearls are arranged in a line or circle and contain a design within the circle.]


    “Wow, how beautiful…!”


    Jiujiu, who was standing at the side, seemed to have let out a cry without thinking, and immediately covered her mouth.


    “Everything was made at my palace. The under-dress was sewn by the Palace Sewing Bureau girl who you saved.”


    Jusetsu pushed the tray back.


    “I have no need for such things.”


    “I think it would be more convenient to have clothing other than black. For traveling incognito, I believe these suit the Raven Consort more than dressing like a palace lady.”


    Kajou said, albeit gently, and pushed the tray back to Jusetsu. Bewildered, Jusetsu looked between Kajou and the clothing. “Lady Raven Consort, if you have no need for them, then all you have to do is to dispose of them. Though, the palace ladies had taken great care to dye and sew everything…” Jusetsu had to give in after she was told that. It wasn’t something she should be that obstinate about.


    “Very well. I shall accept it.”


    “I’m so pleased to hear that. The palace ladies will be glad as well. Please come and visit us as Enou Palace in these clothes.”


    “I―”


    “I shall prepare cakes when you come visit. Steamed buns with white sugar kneaded into them, fuliubing (5), and, aah, baozi with lotus seed paste. I have heard that you like them.”


    [5. I have no idea what this is but apparently it’s some kind of ancient Japanese sweet? Here’s the original Japanese: 浮餾餅.]


    “…”


    The Raven Consort was not someone who enjoyed tea and chatted with other consorts during the daytime. The Raven Consort lived in solitude at night. However——


    “We will always be waiting for you.”


    Kajou smiled refreshingly. Jusetsu suddenly thought that if she had an older sister, she might be someone like this.


    Gentle steam rose from the tea Jiujiu poured, and a bowl of honeyed apricots prepared by Kougyou was placed beside it.


    Just as the snow that remained stubbornly into spring slowly succumbed to the sunlight, a warmth crept into Jusetsu’s chest. It was a sweet, melting warmth, terribly difficult to reject—and it was poison.


    


    


    That night, Koushun visited. Jusetsu was the one who called him, saying that she had a request.


    “What is your request?”


    She thought he might say something sarcastic, but that was the only thing he said.


    “I wish to learn about Ran Hyougetsu,” Jusetsu straightforwardly answered.


    “Aah…” Koushun spoke after taking a sip of tea. “I don’t know much about him myself.”


    “I believe he was the son of the emperor’s youngest son. In other words, the emperor’s grandson. The youngest son wasn’t a member of the central government, and his son Hyougetsu was also a nonconformist who was apprenticed to a sorcerer. But it was said that he had uncommon talent as a sorcerer. He had his head cut off the same day the emperor and his father were executed. That is all I know.”


    “Do you know any more details?”


    In the end, Jusetsu didn’t know why Hyougetsu was so fixated on the inner palace, or what his request was. Those things weighed on her mind.


    “I can’t say for sure, but if we check the records, perhaps…” Koushun looked at Ei Sei. He bowed his head, even as he looked somewhat displeased with the fact that Koushun was following Jusetsu’s request.


    “I believe that man will visit me again.”


    “I see.” That was all Koushun said in response. Jusetsu peered cautiously into his face. She couldn’t read any emotion from his inexpressive face. ——Did he not receive a report from Onkei? Did Onkei not tell him because he did not understand, or did he truly not hear Hyougetsu’s words at that time?


    Koushun opened his mouth.


    “Why did Ran Hyougetsu possess Father Moonlight?”


    Jusetsu looked away from Koushun and reached for her teacup.


    “I know not as well. However, he seemed to have had some reason to come to the inner palace. ‘Tis most likely that he possessed someone in Reki Province and had them bring the pot of souls here…”


    “The person he possessed was most likely a sea merchant who offered goods to the inner palace. It was the merchant who brought the goods that I recently bequeathed to Enou Palace. He is based in Reki Province. His consciousness has been vague and indistinct for these past few months, and it seems that he thought he was just tired.”


    He was most likely being possessed during that time. After the pot was brought to the inner palace, Hyougetsu switched to the palace lady.


    “…What exactly does he wish to do, coming all this way here…?” Jusetsu murmured. Koushun stared at her as she did so. Noticing his gaze, she looked up.


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing,” Koushun said and stood up. It seemed that he was already intending to leave.


    “Are you going to visit Kajou?”


    “No…” Koushun said vaguely and fumbled around in his pocket. He took out something wrapped in a silk handkerchief and placed it on the table. He unfolded the bundle himself. The object that was wrapped was an ivory comb. It was in the shape of the surging sea and a bird, perhaps a nightingale.


    “What is this?”


    “I heard that you received clothing from Kajou. I think this would go well with it.”


    “I have no need for it.”


    “If you don’t want it, you can just throw it away,” Koushun said, and then turned to leave.


    “Did you learn those words from Kajou?”


    Koushun left the palace without answering. Jusetsu gritted her teeth. ——Once you show weakness, you can no longer escape. I knew I should have pushed those clothes back at her.


    If physical objects remained, the connections remained as well. Jusetsu would surely go to Enou Palace if she was invited by Kajou. Even if Koushun visited, she could no longer drive him out as she had done the first time.


    Jusetsu bit her lip. She approached the cupboard and took out a black accessory box. Opening the lid, she looked at the amber fish placed inside. She had received it from Koushun. Jusetsu furrowed her brow and stared at it, then closed the lid again and put it back inside the cabinet along with the wrapped comb.


    Should she give it to Jiujiu before long? Would that also create another connection?


    She didn’t know. How could she go back to being alone again?


    ——I wish to live alone in the night, without sentiment, without self.


    


    ——


    “Sei.”


    As they walked down the walkway, Koushun quietly called out to Ei Sei.


    “Tomorrow afternoon will do. Summon the Winter Minister to Koutou Academy.”


    “The Winter Minister…Your Majesty?” Ei Sei’s voice had a tone of bewilderment.


    The Winter Minister was the head of the Department of Divinities. He resided in an old, abandoned-looking palace south of the imperial palace—at least, that was supposed to be the case.


    “The current Winter Minister is Setsu Gyoei, huh.”


    “It has been Lord Setsu for a long time now. Since the position of Winter Minister is a sinecure, there are no applicants for it, and though the same person has served in the office for many years, we have not heard any complaints.”


    “I see. ―Tell him that I want to ask him about the Raven Consort.”


    “Yes…”


    Ei Sei respectfully obeyed, but couldn’t hide the puzzlement in his eyes.

  


  
    Chapter 3 - Princess Skylark


    There was the sound of a bird. It wasn’t Xingxing’s cry. There were several skylarks perched at the latticed window of the palace. They were pecking at the millet that Jusetsu had scattered. It was one of those birds that was chirping.


    “A newcomer, huh.”


    As she murmured that, Xingxing approached that new skylark and let out a single chirp. Upon that, the skylark chirped something shrilly. After that, Xingxing flapped its wings to threaten the skylark, causing it to set off from the window and fly around inside the palace.


    “Xingxing, do not bully small birds,” she said, but Xingxing didn’t listen. While Xingxing flapped about, scattering its feathers, Jusetsu held out her hand in the direction of the skylark. It landed on her fingers. A somewhat cool feeling ran through her fingers.


    “What troubles would a bird have? ‘Tis better for you to go to paradise at once,” Jusetsu said to the skylark. This skylark was different from the others. That was why Xingxing was acting so wildly. ——A bird whose body has already died. How rare, a skylark’s ghost.


    Birds were the messengers and familiars of Wulian Niangniang, and once their lives had ended, they could enter the paradise on the other side of the sea. They didn’t get lost and become ghosts—rather, they even served as guides for the souls of humans.


    “Do you not know that you have died?”


    The skylark left Jusetsu’s hand and flew in circles near the ceiling. “Oh, a skylark,” Jiujiu, who was bringing tea, said happily when she heard its chirping. “This is a quiet palace, so even the singing of a little bird makes things lively.”


    “That is not a living skylark.”


    “Eh?” When she said that, Jiujiu visibly paled. She was as timid as ever.


    “It seems that it failed to cross over to paradise.”


    “My…so something like that can happen as well. Ah, then—” Jiujiu, seeming to have realized something, looked up at the skylark. “I wonder if that skylark was Princess Skylark’s.”


    “Princess Skylark?”


    “There was a princess who was called by that name, during the reign of the previous emperor.”


    That meant she was the current emperor’s half-sister.


    “Why was she called Princess Skylark?”


    “There was a skylark who was very attached to the princess. It seemed—” Jiujiu’s smile became clouded here. “—that she was a lonely person. Her mother died when she was young, and she grew up without anyone in the inner palace caring about her.”


    “But she was a princess?”


    “Yes. However, well…her mother was only a palace lady.”


    A palace lady of little status as a mother would have no supporters. No supporters meant that she was isolated and helpless in the inner palace.


    “Duck Consort, Magpie Consort, Crane Consort, Swallow Lady, Nightingale Woman…these titles are given to the concubines of the inner palace, but not palace ladies. But, some concubines call palace ladies by this name—‘Sparrows.’”


    “Sparrow?”


    How adorable, Jusetsu said, but Jiujiu’s face didn’t brighten. It seemed that it wasn’t a very pleasant name.


    “They say that it’s a restless and ugly bird that delightedly picks at the grains fallen on the floor…”


    “There is nothing ugly about them. Words are the mirror of the heart. ‘Tis the hearts of those who can only think that way that are uglier.”


    Jiujiu finally grinned. “Niangniang, you’re so kind.”


    “No…” Jusetsu thought that she said something that didn’t suit her, but held her tongue. Jiujiu had looked sad, so it had slipped out of her mouth.


    “I wish this inner palace only had people like Niangniang and Hua Niangniang, but…as I mentioned, the princess’s mother was a palace lady, so calling her Princess Skylark (1) was also meant to ridicule her for that.”


    [1.  Skylark in Japanese (雲雀) contains the character for sparrow (雀). I don’t think those two birds are closely related biologically though.]


    The figure of a girl who was made fun of, neglected by everyone, and only had a skylark as a friend came to Jusetsu’s mind. Her brows naturally knitted together.


    “…You have been talking in the past tense since earlier. What happened to that princess?”


    “She died when she was thirteen. Apparently, her foot slipped and she fell into a pond, and she had already stopped breathing when she was discovered. The strange thing is, around the time the princess fell into the pond, her skylark was crying out loudly and flying around all over the inner palace. It was desperate, like it was trying to tell people about the princess’s dilemma. But no one thought anything of it and pretended to be unaware of it…finally, the skylark ran out of strength and fell to the ground towards its death. Since then, it’s said that sometimes in the inner palace, one can hear the mournful cries of a skylark.”


    Jusetsu and Jiujiu looked up over their heads. The skylark was still chirping shrilly, flying around in a restless manner. Just when it seemed to finally flew into a wall, it disappeared.


    “…It seems that it went somewhere else.”


    “Niangniang, can you send even a little bird like that to paradise?”


    “Because it is a bird—I suppose I can do something for it.”


    After all, it was a retainer of a goddess, so as long as she could put it on a path, Wulian Niangniang would help with the rest. When she said that, Jiujiu’s eyes filled with supplication.


    “If so, then please save it. It’s too pitiful to leave it as it is.”


    Jiujiu herself was a palace lady, so she probably sympathized strongly with Princess Skylark and her skylark friend.


    “…Well, I do not mind.”


    “Oh, I have to give something in payment if I request something from you. What I should I do, I don’t have much—”


    “I have no need for payment. ‘Tis only a bird.”


    “Are you sure?”


    There was an obvious look of relief on Jiujiu’s face. This girl was quite easy to read.


    “There is no rumor that Princess Skylark herself became a ghost?”


    “I’ve never heard any. But it’s strange that the skylark is the one who is still lost in this world, even though the princess could pass over. There might be rumors about her that I don’t know about.”


    “’Tis not strange. Even if one becomes a ghost, the more people that wishes to see them, the less chance they have of becoming a ghost.”


    “Haa, so it’s something like that…”


    Jiujiu nodded, looking like she didn’t understand it at all.


    Past noon, Jusetsu left Yamei Palace, dressed in her palace lady clothes. She didn’t take Jiujiu with her. She might be angry to learn that Jusetsu had left the palace alone around this time. She thought that it would be a problem if they got into the habit of doing everything together.


    As expected, I am lighter on my feet when I am alone, Jusetsu thought as she walked along the white gravel path. Princess Skylark lived in a small palace called Sourou Hall (2), located on the north-eastern outskirts of the inner palace. It was a palace built on the edge of a grove with a pond, and rugosa roses, honeysuckles, and chrysanthemums were growing freely and lushly around it. She heard that there was no one living here now, and it had become a favorite haunt of tanukis and weasels. The doors had fallen off their hinges due to rust, and none of the furnishings remained, perhaps because they hadn’t been any from the beginning, or they were taken away after the princess’s death. As Jusetsu walked around the rooms, startled animals fled through holes in the stripped mud walls and ceiling. ——There was not even a hint of Princess Skylark’s ghost. She went to the pond where she was said to have drowned, but didn’t sense anything there either. As expected, she hadn’t become a ghost and went to paradise without trouble.


    [2. Sourou Hall (滄浪殿) literally means “Hall of Blue Waves”.]


    The pond, surrounded by laurel and juniper trees, was dim and damp. Arrowheads, sweet flags, and fritillaries were growing on the banks. This pond wasn’t created by drawing water from a canal, but rather water gushing out of the ground. Even though there was no wind, there were ripples and the water was so clear that it made her pale. It looked cool even in summer. If someone fell into the water here, they would lose their body heat and weaken.


    Jusetsu was walking along the bank when she suddenly stopped in her tracks. There were picked flowers placed on the bank. White chrysanthemums, which she had spotted in Sourou Hall’s garden earlier. They were still in bud, but some branches had been cut and tied together with grass stalks. Since they were in that state, they must have been placed here intentionally rather than being carelessly plucked off and discarded here—they were an offering.


    Jusetsu stared at the flowers for a while, then let out a “Hmm” and turned on her heel. She was searching for the palace closest to Sourou Hall. There was a palace close by with crane decorations at the corners of the blue-glazed roof tiles. It was Hakkaku Palace.


    She walked around the wall of junipers (3) that surrounded the palace and looked inside through the small back gate. Nearby, palace ladies were drying the clothes they had washed. They probably belonged to the Palace Dyeing Bureau. Jusetsu approached them quietly.


    [3.  Unlike the junipers from before, these are Chinese junipers.]


    “There is something I want to ask you.”


    “Wah, you scared me!” When she approached a palace lady and called out to her, she jumped up with the clothes in her hands. “Wait, who are you? You don’t work here.”


    “I am from Yamei Palace. I wish to ask you about Princess Skylark.”


    At the words Yamei Palace and Princes Skylark, the palace lady looked around in bewilderment. The other palace ladies were shuffling closer. “Did you say Yamei Palace? The Raven Consort’s?” “What’s your business here?” “Princess Skylark is the previous emperor’s, you see—” They were all talking to each other, so Jusetsu cleared her throat. The palace ladies closed their mouths.


    “Sourou Hall is near here. Is there anyone here who was close to Princess Skylark?”


    The palace ladies looked at each other while cocking their heads in puzzlement.


    “It is near here, but…”


    “That all happened during the previous emperor’s reign.”


    “We only know the rumors.”


    “Ah, but if I remember correctly,” In the midst of all that, someone raised their voice. “The previous Crane Consort would sometimes have food sent to Sourou Hall.”


    The previous Crane Consort—in other words, Consort Sha, Koushun’s mother.


    “Apparently, Princess Skylark lived in poverty and was scraping by each day. I heard that the Crane Consort helped her secretly because the empress would take notice of her if she was too kind to the princess. The palace lady who was the errand girl still works in this palace. She is now the current Crane Consort’s attendant.”


    “What is the name of that attendant?”


    “It’s You-shi.”


    “I see.”


    Jusetsu thanked her and was about to head towards the palace, but the palace ladies stopped her.


    “You can’t meet her right now. The Crane Consort is selecting the fabrics for her new dress. She has her room filled with fabrics, and she’s fussing over things like how this fabric matches this hairpin, but if matching it with this pair of shoes…she’s having her attendants working feverishly, bringing in all sorts of things. I wonder if she will finish it today.”


    “All that for selecting fabrics?”


    The palace lady raised her eyebrows at Jusetsu’s manner of speaking, but then she only shrugged and didn’t censure her. She probably shared her sentiments.


    “The fabrics that the Crane Consort doesn’t choose will be bestowed upon her attendants, so it is a pleasant occasion for them as well. That’s why they won’t come out even if you call them. Perhaps they might even receive a hairpin or dress that the Crane Consort doesn’t need anymore.”


    “The Crane Consort is very generous, after all.”


    “Her attendants are very pleased with themselves, since they get to work in a palace that has more benefits than the others.”


    Benefits, Jusetsu repeated to herself.


    “I heard that some palaces don’t do hand-me-downs. I guess it’s the consort’s backing that makes all the difference. The Crane Consort comes from a wealthy family,” a palace lady said knowingly.


    “…Is it a custom for consorts to give gifts to attendants in all the palaces?”


    “There’s no place that doesn’t do it. It all depends on the consort’s generosity. It would be a failure on their part if they don’t do it.”


    “Failure…”


    Jusetsu had never given her attendant Jiujiu anything. That went for Kougyou as well, of course. Reijou didn’t keep any attendants as well, so she had no way of knowing.


    ——So that is how it is.


    Judging that she most likely wouldn’t be able to see the attendant today, Jusetsu left Hakkaku Palace. She returned to Yamei Palace while deep in thought. Yamei Palace was located deep in the inner palace—in other words, in the center. It was situated past a dense thicket of laurel trees and rhododendrons, but the poisonous rhododendrons seemed to prevent people from visiting, which seemed quite typical of the Raven Consort’s residence. Even though there were such trees in the surrounding area, there was no garden to admire seasonal flowers in Yamei Palace. Even the abandoned Sourou Hall was lush with flowers and grasses.


    When Jusetsu returned to Yamei Palace, Jiujiu was furious, as expected.


    “Didn’t I tell you to ask me to accompany you if you are going out?”


    Why are you going out alone? She was offended. She had lost face as an attendant.


    “You do not always need to accompany me.”


    “Then what is an attendant to do if she doesn’t accompany her lady? Are you saying that I’m not needed?”


    “That is not…”


    Jusetsu trailed off. That is the case. Jusetsu had never needed an attendant. In fact, it was better for her to not have one. If she told Koushun, he should be able to make her an attendant to another consort, or return her to her palace lady position.


    “Jiujiu—”


    ——Do you not want to be the attendant of another consort?


    Jusetsu was about to ask that, but then closed her mouth and headed towards her cabinet. She took out the handkerchief-wrapped bundle and held it out to Jiujiu.


    “I shall give you this.”


    “Eh?” Jiujiu blinked in surprise. “Why so suddenly?”


    Jusetsu wordlessly pressed the bundle into Jiujiu’s hand. Jiujiu opened it. It was the ivory comb Koushun gave her.


    “Isn’t this His Majesty’s gift to you?” Jiujiu panickily rewrapped the comb. “You mustn’t give this to me. I can’t accept it.”


    “Since I said I would give you to you, there should be no problem.”


    “It is a big deal! Giving me a gift from His Majesty is—”


    “Would you rather clothing?”


    When Jusetsu said that, Jiujiu looked hurt for some reason.


    “I never said I wanted anything.”


    “But being able to receive things is better.”


    Jusetsu was thinking about what she heard from the palace ladies earlier, but Jiujiu’s mouth dropped open like she was taken aback.


    “I’ve never considered receiving anything from you, Niangniang. Do I look that greedy to you?”


    “No—”


    “Yes, at the beginning, I became your attendant because I was ordered to, but I intend to serve you with sincerity in my own way. And yet, acting like I’m only after money—that’s unfair.”


    Jiujiu thrust the bundle with the ivory comb back at Jusetsu and ran out of the room through the kitchen doorway. Kougyou was peering worriedly from the doorway. Jusetsu stayed where she was with the comb in her hand, not knowing what to do. ——It appears that I have angered her.


    Jusetsu glared at the comb and put it back into the cabinet. She drew the silk curtains around her bed and sat down.


    It doesn’t matter if I made her angry. I was just thinking of having her transferred to another palace——


    “…”


    Even though she thought that, why did she try to give Jiujiu the comb? It was as though she was trying to put the angry Jiujiu in a good mood.


    Jusetsu hugged her knees to her chest and closed her eyes. 


  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    After the morning meeting, Koushun didn’t go to the inner court, where Gyokou Hall was located, but headed towards the south of the palace. Away from the rows of main government buildings such as the Secretariat and Palace Administration Ministry, there was a quiet temple encircled by mud walls. The mud was falling off the walls in various places, the vermillion paint on the gates were flaking off, and the plaque was slightly tilted. Koushun alighted from his palanquin in front of the gates. It was customary for the emperor to descend from his horse or palanquin here. Koushun looked up at the plaque.


    ——Seiu Temple.


    That temple was dedicated to Wulian Niangniang. The Winter Minister, the head of the Department of Divinities, had his office here. Passing through the gates, they found that the path to the temple entrance was paved with stones, but they were chipped and broken in many places. The pagoda of copper hanging lanterns standing at the side was cloudy with green rust, and the three large incense burners in front of the temple were unlit. They were originally meant to be lit to burn incense to the point of creating smoke.


    The temple had noticeably peeling paint and some areas appeared to have been eaten by insects. Many of the lanterns hanging from the eaves had been mended where they were torn. The banners had also been mended, but their damage was severe. The inside was empty and cold, and the painting of Wulian Niangniang on the front wall stood out like a terrifying thing in the pale sunlight. The altar had been wiped clean, but there was no way to hide the old, peeling lacquer.


    In front of the temple, all the members of the Winter Ministry were out in full force, waiting for the emperor’s visit. Although “full force” was much less impressive than it sounded, as the number of people who worked at the Winter Ministry only numbered eleven. All of them were dressed in dull robes the color of a cloudy sky, but one old man standing in the front was dressed in dark grey, bluish-black robes—the Winter Minister. Grey robes were said to be the symbol of Wulian Niangniang’s servants. The old man attempted to bow to Koushun, but perhaps because of his age, he staggered and dropped to his knees. When Koushun told him to raise his head, two grey-robed young men behind the old man supported him as he was about to get up. They were acolytes, subordinates to the Winter Minister.


    “I am the Winter Minister, Setsu Gyoei.”


    Despite appearances, the old man introduced himself firmly.


    “I’ve heard that you have been in bed with illness for a while. Have you already recovered?”


    “I am very sorry to hear that you were concerned for my health, Your Majesty. As you can see, I am an old man, and I am prone to illness. But I have been feeling much better for the past few days.”


    When Koushun entered the temple, he sat down in a chair placed next to a latticed window. Ei Sei stood by his side.


    “I sincerely apologize for forcing to send a messenger to me many times. And I am very much awed that Your Majesty has come to visit me. As you can see, it is an old temple. Gracious, there is not even the budget to repair it. Please forgive its unsightliness.”


    Gyoei’s tone was courteous but somewhat light. Is he making light of a young emperor? Koushun probed Gyoei’s expression. What is your business here? Gyoei asked. Koushun narrowed his eyes slightly at the thin sunlight streaming in from the latticed window and stared at the wall painting of Wulian Niangniang.


    “I want to ask you about the Raven Consort.”


    “Haa, so you say…”


    Gyoei’s eyes, buried underneath long white eyebrows, fluttered. Koushun noticed that his eyes were surprisingly sharp.


    “The Raven Consort was said to have been enclosed within the inner palace so that the emperor of the previous dynasty could monopolize her power. This is only written in Tsushinshi, and it is not described in the official history Soutsuten. It was the Winter Minister of the previous dynasty who left the Tsushinshi behind. And so I thought that if anyone would be knowledgeable about the Raven Consort, it would be the Winter Minister.”


    Gyoei stroked his chin in thought.


    “I am sure that everything regarding the Raven Consort was prescribed in the decrees. It is Wulian Niangniang who I serve, not the Raven Consort.”


    What a crafty old man, Koushun thought as he glanced at Gyoei.


    “The decrees only describe the Raven Consort’s treatment. I want to ask about the Raven Consort herself. There are some things that I vaguely found strange. My grandfather—the emperor before the last hated magic to the point that he banished all sorcerers from the capital, and yet he left the Raven Consort, who similarly used strange arts, as she was.”


    The faint feeling of discomfort had been growing in Koushun lately. There was also Onkei’s report to him. The words Hyougetsu spoke.


    ——Raven Consort, why are you contented with being enclosed within the inner palace? You could have everything if you but wish for it.


    Gyoei stroked his beard with a complicated expression on his face.


    “…The Flame Emperor loathed sorcerers because the emperor of the previous dynasty valued them highly. The Flame Emperor was contemptuous of curses and anything of that sort. But then the ghosts appeared.”


    “What?”


    “The ghosts of the emperor and imperial family of the previous family had appeared in the Flame Emperor’s bedroom. This troubled him so much that he finally appealed to the Raven Consort to do something about it.”


    “…Was that not just a rumor?”


    Koushun had assumed it was an absurd ghost story.


    “It is the truth. The Raven Consort exorcised the ghosts. Thus, the Flame Emperor could finally sleep soundly at night. That was why he could no longer treat the Raven Consort roughly. That is what happened.”


    Koushun crossed his arms.


    “I know that. Well then, what else?”


    Well now, Gyoei stroked his beard. “I am merely the Winter Minister of this desolate temple, so there is much I do not know.”


    “Understood. I will tell the Ministry of Finance’s officials to lend money for repairs.”


    Gyoei raised an eyebrow. His long slit eyes peered out, making Koushun think that he must have been a beautiful young man once.


    “Your Majesty, I did not grudgingly give you information for the sake of such bargaining. It is upsetting. If this temple becomes deserted and the people’s faith is turned away from Wulian Niangniang, then that is the way of the world. I am fine with that.”


    Koushun had received reports that the temples of Wulian Niangniang were becoming deserted in many places, not just the capital. The Winter Minister had been a sinecure for a long time, so one could only imagine what was happening in the provinces.


    “They say that the Raven Consort was also Wulian Niangniang’s priestess.”


    “That is so.”


    “So her priestess is imprisoned within the inner palace, and her priest is a do-nothing job?”


    Gyoei’s mustache twitched. It seemed that he was smiling.


    Koushun leaned closer and whispered low enough that no one else could hear.


    “——Even though the Raven Consort could have everything if she just wished for it?”


    The crafty old man mask peeled away from Gyoei’s face. His eyes widened, and he was speechless.


    “Where did you—”


    “There is something else I find strange. Yamei Palace, where the Raven Consort lives. It is directly opposite my Gyokou Hall. Why is that?”


    The palace that shined brightly even at night, and the hall where light condensed. Yamei Palace was positioned in the center of the inner palace, as though it was its master.


    “Who exactly is the Raven Consort?”


    ーーー


    Sly old geezer, Koushun cursed in his mind as the palanquin swayed.


    “What a strange thing to say. The Raven Consort is the Raven Consort, as she should be.”


    Gyoei had immediately regained his composure and spoke evasively without substance.


    “I have no connections with the inner palace, so I do not know about the Raven Consort. You should ask her about the Raven Consort. ——Oh yes, I have heard that she can purge the evil spirits that disturb one’s sleep. Has Your Majesty considered asking her for help? You have not been sleeping well lately, have you? Your complexion does not look good.“


    He knew that while saying he didn’t know anything about the Raven Consort. Koushun rubbed his brow. It was true that he wasn’t sleeping well. Did he really look that unwell? Ei Sei had indeed been concerned about him.


    Koushun let out a sigh and parted the curtain slightly.


    “Sei, I’m changing our destination. We’re going to the inner palace, not Gyokou Hall.”


    Yes, Your Majesty, came Ei Sei’s reply.

  


  

  ~ ~ ~


  Jusetsu walked along the banks of the pond. It was the pond where Princess Skylark drowned. She was checking the plants and flowers growing next to the pond when she suddenly heard the chirping of a skylark. It was that skylark. She looked around, trying to see where it was, but couldn’t find it.


  The pond surface was dimly lit even in the late afternoon under the shadows of the trees. Jusetsu was staring absentmindedly at the fleeting sunlight rippling faintly on the water when she suddenly looked up. She heard the sound of footsteps and clothes rustling. She waited, and a palace lady who appeared to be in her twenties appeared from the shade of a laurel tree. Judging from her attire, she was the attendant to a concubine. She was hugging rugosa roses to her chest. She was a dainty girl with pale skin. Although her features weren’t particularly outstanding, there was an appealing charm to her slim figure and long neck. Her single-edged, downcast eyes had a shadow that drew one’s attention.


  The attendant stopped in her tracks when she saw Jusetsu standing by the pond, looking completely stunned. The flowers she was holding fell to the ground. She probably didn’t expect anyone to be here. She hurriedly picked them up.


  “Are you offering those flowers to the deceased?”


  “Eh?”


  “Those flowers. Are you offering them to Princess Skylark?”


  The attendant stared at Jusetsu in bewilderment, and then ambiguously affirmed it with an “Ah, well…” She seemed to be on guard against an unfamiliar stranger.


  “I am the Raven Consort. You are?”


  The palace lady seemed more and more bewildered after she introduced herself as the Raven Consort. She was flustered, as though she couldn’t quite believe it.


  “Are you You-shi, attendant to the Crane Consort?”


  “——You know who I am?” The palace lady knelt, looking fearful. “As you’ve said, my family name is You, and my name is Juujou. I apologize for my rudeness.”


  Juujou seemed to think that Jusetsu had guessed her name with uncanny powers. Jusetsu had only guessed that she would be the only attendant who might offer flowers to the princess, based on what she had heard from the palace ladies.


  “I have been waiting for you.”


  “For me…?”


  When she saw the flowers laid on the banks of the pond, she knew that there was someone who mourned the princess’s death. She had come here because she guessed that she would be able to meet that person if she waited here.


  “I wish to know about the princess. I have heard that you would occasionally bring food to her, but were you close to her?”


  “Ha…” As Juujou was about to answer, she broke into a small coughing fit. “My apologies.”


  “Are you ill?”


  “No, I wouldn’t say I’m ill, but…I get a cough when the seasons change.”


  It seemed to be her physical constitution. She might be frail because of her slim figure.


  “’Tis cold by the water. You should be cautious.”


  Jusetsu led Juujou from the side of the pond to the shade.


  “Thank you very much. ——The princess also had a weak constitution, and perhaps it was for that reason that she often worried about me. Even though she was suffering far more than I…”


  “She had a weak constitution?”


  “It wasn’t serious enough that she had to see the court physician, but on occasion she would get a fever and be confined to bed. She didn’t take any medicine, saying that she would get better if she slept—she couldn’t get any from the medical office even if she asked. They couldn’t prescribe medicine on their own, and she needed the permission of the empress to ask for the court physician, so Consort Sha was unable to do that much for her…”


  If Consort Sha looked after her too much, she would attract the empress’s attention. She seemed to have been afraid of that.


  “She didn’t have any attendants, so she was someone who could do anything by herself. When I first met her, she was twelve years old, and I was the same age. Even though she was left alone in such a dreary palace at such a tender age…she was an admirable person who lived a quiet life without blaming anyone. I had just entered the inner palace and was missing home, and I had some very hard times, but the princess comforted me a great deal,” Juujou smiled nostalgically. “She was a down-to-earth person who didn’t mind doing kitchen work or working in the soil. She grew vegetables and flowers in her garden, and I sometimes helped her with that.”


  “She grew vegetables and flowers by herself?”


  “Yes. The flowers are still growing here. Honeysuckles and rugosa roses. These are cut from that garden. They were the princess’s favorite flowers.”


  “I see.”


  Jusetsu nodded. Juujou seemed to have suddenly recollected herself.


  “Pardon me for asking—but why are you interested in the princess at this time, Lady Raven Consort?”


  “There was a skylark who was attached to the princess, yes?”


  “Yes,” Juujou immediately nodded. Since it had become famous enough to be the princess’s nickname, there was no need for her to trace her memory.


  “Do you know that that skylark has still not left inner palace?”


  Aaah, Juujou let out a sigh and spoke with pain in her voice.


  “I do know that. I thought it was just a rumor, but I see that it really is true.”


  “Yes. I wish to do something about it.”


  When Jusetsu said that, Juujou nodded several times as if to show her gratitude.


  “Thank you very much. If that is the case, I’ll tell you everything I know.”


  Please ask anything you’d like, she said, so Jusetsu decided to ask her without hesitation.


  “Was that skylark so attached to the princess?”


  “The princess fed that skylark millet and doted on it every day. Sparrows and skylarks often came to her, but one in particular had taken to her, and it would sing happily whenever it saw her.”


  “That skylark seemed to have also died when the princess passed away.”


  “Yes…” This time, she answered waveringly. It wasn’t because she was hesitating over the answer, but because it was too painful to remember. Juujou hung her head.


  “She was screaming for help so heartbreakingly, but I hesitated and was too late to get to her. If I had been able to help her right away, it might have made a difference…”


  “Since she had a weak body, the coldness of the pond would have been fatal to her. Even if you had been able to pull her out of the water quickly, I think it would have been difficult to save her.”


  Juujou smiled slightly. “Thank you very much. But…”


  “You said you hesitated. Why?”


  “That’s…” Juujou cast her eyes down and her expression darkened. “The day before, I had an argument with the princess.”


  “An argument with the princess?”


  “I was disrespectful towards her without bearing my position in mind. I asked the princess if she could ask His Majesty—the previous emperor—for help since her situation was so wretched. She shook her head and said that she didn’t want to do anything about it and that she was fine with it. I thought she was so noble, but at the same time I felt so frustrated…because she had done nothing wrong. I thought she should have been more dissatisfied and expressed it.”


  But, the princess only shook her head.


  “She was so stubborn that she wouldn’t listen to me, and at the end I got angry—and excused myself from her,” A self-deprecating smile appeared on Juujou’s lips. “I’m sure that deep down, I also looked down on her as a mere palace lady’s daughter. That was why I could talk to her like that. When I returned to my room, I realized this and was horrified. I’m sure the princess noticed that part of me as well, since she was very discerning…thinking that, I was so embarrassed that I couldn’t face her.”


  That was why the next day, even when the skylark was singing for help, she hesitated. ——And then, the princess died.


  “I have always regretted it. She died all alone. I wish I could have held her hand before she passed away. I wish I could have told her that I was by her side. When I think about how sad and lonely she must have felt when she passed away—”


  Juujou choked up and covered her mouth with her sleeve. She was coughing, so Jusetsu rubbed her back.


  “I’m sorry, it’ll go away soon.”


  “Ask the medical office for a fritillary decoction. ‘Tis a cough suppressant.”


  “Yes…thank you very much.”


  Jusetsu turned back to the banks of the pond and stared at it for a while.


  “Do you know the reason why the princess fell into the pond?”


  Juujou shook her head.


  “I don’t know. She sometimes took walks here, so I thought her foot might have slipped somehow or other.”


  “I see…”


  Juujou looked anxiously at Jusetsu, who was deep in thought.


  “Can you help that skylark?”


  “I can.”


  When she answered succinctly and resolutely, Juujou let out a sigh, like she was relieved.


  “Thank you very much. I cannot help but think of the skylark as the princess herself.”


  Please save that skylark, Juujou repeated, and then left. Jusetsu started walking around the pond again.


  ——The princess was…


  A gentle breeze created ripples on the water, making a sound that was like flowing sand. Smelling the dampness, Jusetsu crouched by the water’s edge. Flowers were blooming there. As she approached the ground, the scent of decayed greenery and earth grew stronger.


  “So you were here?”


  Jusetsu stood up at the voice. Koushun appeared from the woods. Ei Sei was behind him.


  “When I went to Yamei Palace, they told me you were at Sourou Hall, so I came searching for you. Jiujiu was troubled because you went out by yourself again.”


  “I do not like taking an attendant with me when I walk.”


  “If you don’t need an attendant, why don’t you return her to Hien Palace?”


  “That is—” Jusetsu turned towards Koushun without thinking. And then she turned back to the pond again. “I do not mind keeping her at Yamei Palace.”


  Koushun walked to Jusetsu’s side.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I am investigating Princess Skylark.”


  “Aah—they said she was good friends with a skylark,” Koushun looked around the pond. “Come to think of it, this was the pond where she died.”


  For Koushun, she was his younger half-sister.


  “Have you ever met her?”


  “No.” Koushun’s answer was short.


  “But she was your younger sister.”


  “Half-siblings are more likely to be seen only occasionally in ceremonies, if at all. We had no acquaintance with each other.”


  Furthermore, Princess Skylark was a princess who seemed to have been completely forgotten because her mother was a palace lady.


  “What are these flowers?”


  Koushun spotted the sprigs of rugosa roses nearby and picked them up.


  “They were offered by a palace lady who had interactions with the princess.”


  “I see,” Koushun stared fixedly at the flowers. “So she had someone who would offer her flowers.”


  “Those flowers are called rugosa roses. Do you know them?”


  “Who knows. I forget the names of flowers no matter how many times I hear them. These don’t seem to be in the Gyokou Hall gardens.”


  “Apparently, they were planted in the garden by the princess herself. There were also honeysuckle and chrysanthemums.”


  “Oh ho,” Koushun’s eyes said, So what?


  “Those flowers can all be used in medicine.”


  “Oh ho,” Koushun said again in response. This time he sounded surprised.


  “Honeysuckles can be used as fever medicine. Rugosa roses improve the circulation of qi. Chrysanthemums can alleviate fevers and serve as painkillers. The princess was said to be weak and often had fevers, but no medicine was prescribed for her. Therefore, she most likely made her medicines and took them herself.”


  Jusetsu didn’t know where she learned that knowledge, but it was probably from her mother.


  “And so—” Jusetsu looked towards the pond. “The reason she fell into the pond also lies there.”


  What? Koushun asked, and Jusetsu pointed at the plants at their feet. Green-tinged white flowers shaped like temple bells were blooming there. There was a black mesh pattern on the inside of the petals.


  “Those are fritillaries.”


  “Fritillaries?”


  “The bulbs are used as a cough suppressant.”


  These are medicine as well? Koushun knelt down and stared at the flowers. He then looked around. “I see, she tried to pick them, but her foot slipped.” The area where the fritillaries were growing was sloped, and the ground was muddy from the water.


  “She didn’t have to try so hard to pick them.”


  Koushun muttered. Jusetsu was silent. ——The princess attempted to pick the fritillaries for You Juujou’s sake. The princess tried so hard to pick the flowers because she got a cough when the seasons changed. This was probably for the sake of making it up to Juujou after their argument.


  That wasn’t something she could tell Juujou by any means. That was why Jusetsu didn’t tell her that earlier. It was better for her to not know.


  Jusetsu looked overhead. She could hear the cries of a skylark from within the woods.


  “How have you progressed with that?”


  “That?”


  “The wooden bird. You told me that you would finish it by the time you visited me again.”


  “The swiftlet? It’s done.”


  Even though he couldn’t remember the names of flowers, he was attentive to the names of animals. Koushun took out the wooden carving from his pocket and handed it to Jusetsu.


  “…You did a fine job.”


  Jusetsu was impressed as she looked at the sparrow figure in her palm. It was so lifelike that she could almost feel the bird’s heat. The finely carved feathers looked soft, and its round eyes were adorably animated-looking. She felt like she could feel a small heartbeat if she stroked its swelled chest.


  “Will it be useful? I don’t know what you’re using it for, though.”


  “This is how I will use it.”


  Jusetsu whistled. She was imitating the high-pitched call of a bird. A few moments after she did that, a skylark flew down from between the laurel trees. It landed on a tree branch next to her. It was the skylark from before.


  Jusetsu took out a peony from her hair, and it transformed into pale pink mist in her palm. She blew on it. The mist turned into a small maelstrom, making her sleeves flap. Jusetsu waved her hand, and the maelstrom unraveled and turned into a gentle wind. Her other hand held the wooden sparrow aloft. The sparrow trembled gently, and then immediately gave a great shake and transformed into a real sparrow.


  “Go forth.”


  Jusetsu told the sparrow, and it took off from her hand as though responding. It flapped its wings and rose up.


  “Now, you should follow this bird. The princess is waiting for you at the end of your journey.”


  The skylark took off from the branch. The pale pink wind enveloped it. As though pushed up by the wind, the skylark followed the sparrow.


  Riding the wind, the two birds flew away. Towards the sea, and towards the other side of it. When she could no longer see the wind or the birds, Jusetsu let out a light breath.


  “That is good. That sparrow will lead the skylark to paradise.”


  “Then it’s good that it was a bird that could fly well.”


  Yes, Jusetsu nodded. “That bird will be able to fly all the way to the other side of the sea without incident.”


  “It’s good that I was the one who made it, then. I don’t think that the bird you were carving would have been able to fly up.”


  “Be quiet.”


  Jusetsu glared at Koushun and stepped away from him. However, she stopped in her tracks after taking two or three steps.


  “…You have my gratitude for making a bird that can fly well for me. You were helpful.”


  Thank you, she continued in a low voice. She then began to walk without turning around, but was pulled back by her hand.


  When she turned around, she was met with Koushun’s face right in front of hers, but he only stared at her, saying nothing. A slight tinge of wonderment was in his expressionless face.


  “What is it? Is that surprising for me to thank you?”


  “No—” Koushun looked down and let go of her hand like he was surprised. “I was certainly surprised, but more than that, it was refreshing.”


  “Refreshing.”


  “I felt happy, as though a cat who had never taken to me very well has at last taken to me just a little bit. ——Aah, oi, wait!”


  “I have not taken to you at all, not a single bit, not even one iota.”


  “Understood. Then, that will do.”


  “What do you mean by ‘that will do’? I—”


  “Hold out your hand.”


  “What?”


  “Your hand.”


  “I refuse.”


  Koushun forcibly took Jusetsu’s hand. He put something small in it. It was a wooden carving of a bird. A cute little bird.


  “What is this bird?”


  “It’s a willow tit.”


  He was strangely specific again.


  “I would have liked to paint it. It’s similar to you.”


  “…Because it is small?”


  “It’s small and adorable.”


  “…”


  She assumed he was talking about the bird. If he felt that way about Jusetsu, then he was completely out of his mind. How could he think that a cantankerous and annoying little girl like her was adorable?


  Jusetsu stared at the willow tit. It was smaller than the swiftlet, but it was just as elaborate. The fine feathers looked fluffy, and its slightly tilted neck was charming. It was well made.


  “…The person who taught you wood carving must have been very skilled.”


  “Apparently, he wanted to be a jade craftsman. He said that if he worked with his hands, he didn’t have to talk to anyone.”


  Jusetsu tilted her head, wondering what he was getting at. Koushun looked nostalgically at the willow tit.


  “Tei Ran was mute. He came from a respectable family, but was put up for adoption because it was impossible for him to become a civil servant, and then he was turned into a eunuch and sent to the inner palace for money. After working in the Palace Maintenance Bureau, he was transferred to the Eastern Palace because of his honesty. As my caretaker.”


  Tei Ran, who was skilled with his hands and could make anything well, seemed to have quickly captured the young Koushun’s heart.


  “He was a cheerful and easygoing person. Even without speaking, I could understand what he was thinking. Whether he was happy, sad, or troubled. Maybe it was because I was with him all the time.”


  Koushun’s eyes softened as he spoke, but his expression suddenly dropped from his face.


  “Tei Ran died when I was the deposed crown prince and sent to Gyosou Palace. On the day it happened, he had gone to the Garden and Ponds Office in the inner palace to ask them for mallow. It was the season for harvesting mallow, and pickled mallow was one of my favorite dishes. Even though I told him that I didn’t need it, Tei Ran only laughed and went out. That was the last time I saw him alive. On his way back from the office, he was arrested by the empress’s eunuchs. The empress dowager knew how much I relied on him. That was why she was waiting for a chance to take him away from me. ——They pinned him with the crime of stealing the mallow and tortured him to death. When I ran over there, it was too late. His corpse, covered with the bruises from being hit with sticks and the wounds from being punched and kicked, was like an old rag.”


  Despite the gruesome nature of his words, Koushun’s way of speaking was eerily quiet. It was as calm as the surface of the water without wind—or rather, like the stillness of night. It was as if an unfathomable monster was breathing quietly in the depths of the darkness.


  She thought she saw a glimpse of the quiet hatred that laid deep within him. His hatred was hungry. Even after the execution of the empress dowager, that hunger hadn’t disappeared. The quieter it was, the more it became a beast that devoured the depths of his heart.


  “—Have you reconciled with Jiujiu?”


  He changed the topic so suddenly that Jusetsu didn’t know what he was talking about for a moment. She answered after she understood.


  “…We do not have a relationship where we have to reconcile with each other.”


  Jusetsu hadn’t given the sipaotang to Jiujiu, and they didn’t have anything resembling a conversation. However, the two of them were consort and attendant, not friends, so it didn’t matter if they made up with each other or not.


  “You shouldn’t act tough like that. It will become pointless. You want to be friends with that girl, don’t you?”


  “I have never wanted that.”


  “Even though you’re worried that you had offended her?”


  “——”


  She tried to talk back, but couldn’t find the words and closed her mouth.


  “You have the freedom to employ an attendant or not. Even though you yourself wish for it, why do you deny that?”


  Jusetsu bit her lip.


  “Do you push other people away because of your circumstances?”


  He was referring to the fact that she was the last remaining Ran clan member. Jusetsu turned her face away from Koushun.


  “’Tis my nature.”


  “Your lie will not last long. You aren’t so coldhearted that you can force your way through.”


  “What are you calling a—”


  “Is it because you’re the Raven Consort?”


  Jusetsu turned towards Koushun again. “What did you say?”


  “I’m asking you if the reason you must distance yourself from people isn’t due to your circumstances, but because you’re the Raven Consort.”


  Jusetsu stared at his face carefully. ——How much does this man know?


  Without saying a word, she looked away from him.


  “Jusetsu.”


  “I have no obligation to answer your question, and you have no authority to demand an answer from me.”


  That was who the Raven Consort was.


  Jusetsu turned her back to Koushun and started walking away. “Jusetsu,” he called her again, but she only said “What is it?” without stopping.


  “You should make up with her.”


  Jusetsu stopped.


  She thought about saying, “None of your business,” but only turned around silently.


  “It’ll be too late once they’re gone.”


  Koushun’s words were quiet, but they rang heavily. Jusetsu stared at his face for a while, and then left.


  When she returned to Yamei Palace, Jiujiu was wiping the latticed windows. Since she had nothing to do, she usually cleaned the palace during the day. When she saw that Jusetsu had returned, she stopped her work and bowed. “I have sent that skylark on to paradise,” she informed Jiujiu. Her expression brightened.


  “Is that so? Thank you very much.”


  Jusetsu felt relieved at seeing Jiujiu happy. It seemed that all the complaints about going out alone again today had been put to rest with this. Jusetsu sat down in a chair.


  ——You should make up with her.


  Koushun’s voice echoed in the back of her head. From the start, they didn’t have that kind of relationship. Jiujiu was only working as her attendant, and in contrast, Jusetsu didn’t know what to do with an attendant. However—.


  “…I apologize for yesterday.”


  Jiujiu, who was preparing to boil water, stopped her hands in surprise.


  “I heard that consorts give their attendants gifts. That was why I thought that I should give you something as well. I thought that—you would be happy about that.”


  That’s right. She wanted to make her happy. She wanted to make her feel glad that she was Jusetsu’s attendant. It was foolish.


  “Niangniang,” Jiujiu knelt down on the floor, wide-eyed and ashamed. “No…you have nothing to apologize for. I said something I deserve to be struck down for, for being disrespectful as an attendant. No servant should argue with their master. Even Kougyou-san scolded me. She told me that I shouldn’t forget my place because Niangniang is so relaxed and familiar.”


  She said she wondered when she would be punished or thrown out.


  “I am not such an impressive person. I have never had an attendant before, so there is much I do not know.”


  “Then, will you still keep me here?”


  “Do you wish to stay here?”


  “That’s because I’m worried about leaving you alone, Niangniang.”


  “Until you came here, I did everything by myself.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about. Niangniang, you must be lonely, right?”


  Jusetsu blinked.


  “…I have never felt lonely.”


  “That can’t be true. I don’t know anything about your situation, Niangniang, but you always seem strained. You must be quite tired every day.”


  Her words struck home. This girl had seen through the essence of Jusetsu. Even though she didn’t know anything, she understood her just by being around her.


  ——She is right. I am tired. I truly am tired. But I cannot complain about it to anyone.


  Her eyes became misty. She let out a small sigh.


  “…The tea is boiling.”


  “Oh no!”


  Jiujiu put salt in the kettle of hot water and stirred it with a spoon. The steam spread and the aroma of tea filled the air. Jusetsu closed her eyes and inhaled. She hid her trembling fingertips in her sleeves.


  “Here you go, Niangniang.”


  Jiujiu offered her a cup of tea. Jusetsu looked at it for a few moments, and then sniffed the warm steam and aroma.


  “I know that you dye your hair, Niangniang.”


  Jusetsu opened her eyes.


  “But neither me nor Kougyou-san will ever reveal that to anyone. You must have some reason for it. That’s why, you can be more relaxed in here.”


  Jiujiu smiled. Jusetsu stared at the cup.


  “…Thank you.”


  Jusetsu reached out for the cup.


  ―With this, the number of things I cannot forsake increases.


  Along with that gentle warmth, she was at a loss, as though a heavy stone was tied to her legs. Layers and layers of chains were surrounding her body.


  The tea that went down her throat was so warm that it was bitter. 



  ーーー


  Koushun woke up in the middle of the night. Though he had awakened, he hadn’t been sound asleep until then, only dozing. He had been nodding off while dreaming. Koushun got up from his bed and looked at the curtains. As his eyes became accustomed to the dark, the thin silk curtains appeared vaguely white in the darkness. However—.


  He saw a shadow on the other side of the curtains and got off his bed. He parted the curtains and stepped out. There was someone standing in front of the door to his room. It was two people. They just stood there, not moving a step. This happened every night for some time now. Strangely enough, even in the darkness, the two figures stood out clearly. It was a sign that they weren’t ordinary people.


  “…Mother. Ran.”


  In front of the door stood Koushun’s mother and Tei Ran. Koushun slowly approached them. However, neither of them moved an inch. They were standing still, as though guarding the door. They didn’t look good. His mother coughing up an immense amount of blood from her mouth, and her clothes were stained with crimson. Her face was pale. She had been killed with poison. Next to her, Tei Ran’s robes were torn and stained with mud and blood. His face, which always had a gentle smile, was swollen and mottled with reddish-black and blue bruises from being beaten. Blood dripped from his limbs and fell to the floor.


  The two of them only stared at Koushun. He didn’t find himself afraid of them.


  ——Always, in the morning, Koushun found himself on his bed, and there was not a single trace of them remaining in front of his door. 



  
    Chapter 4 - Praying to Quartz


    A nightingale was singing. It was able to sing peacefully because the inner palace detested owls and didn’t keep them. It was said that Wulian Niangniang disliked them, so they would die even if they were set free. Jusetsu opened the latticed windows. The lanterns on the palace’s eaves were unlit as usual, so it was completely dark outside. The gentle spring night air glided over her skin. She felt like she was going to melt into the night and become one with it.


    “I wonder if His Highness will visit tonight,” Jiujiu said as she arranged the pillows.


    “He need not come.”


    Koushun always came suddenly. There was no warning beforehand. It was bothersome to entertain him, so it would save her the trouble if he didn’t come.


    “You’re saying that again. And yet you’re opening the windows and waiting for him impatiently.”


    “…” Jusetsu closed the windows. Jiujiu was misunderstanding things. She thought Koushun was coming here to lavish money on her.


    “Listen to me, Jiujiu. I am the Raven Consort who does not serve the emperor.”


    “Yes, I understand that.”


    Jusetsu had a feeling she didn’t understand. She had Jiujiu retire for the night and opened the windows again. She sat on the edge and exposed herself to the night air.


    On the streets, people were discouraged from walking around at night. That was why when the sun set, the gates were closed and everyone was confined to their own residences. That was because it was believed that the night-wandering gods would appear. It was customary for parents to force children back home, saying, “The night-wandering gods will kidnap you.” The same was true in the imperial palace, where the more than a hundred gates, large and small, would be shut, and no one was allowed to come and go. However, there were always exceptions to this rule, and the inner palace and the pleasure quarters were the exceptions. Taking advantage of the custom of avoiding nighttime outings, secret meetings and shady business deals took place.


    “Kidnapped by the night-wandering gods, huh…”


    Jusetsu muttered as she stared into the darkness. She spotted a single dot of light in the distance and got down from the edge of the window. ——Incorrigibly, he was visiting her again.


    Jusetsu closed the windows, walked past a frenzied Xingxing, and went inside the curtains. She sat down on her bed and stared at the doors. After a while, they opened. Koushun and Ei Sei had arrived. Ei Sei blew out the fire of the candlestick in his hand.


    Jusetsu stepped out of the curtains. Koushun sat down in a chair by himself.


    “What is your business here today?”


    “The only time I came to see you because I had some sort of business was at the very beginning.”


    She turned upon him. “If you have nothing to do here, leave.”


    “What did you do with the sipaotang from before?”


    “I gave them to Jiujiu and the others.”


    “I see. Then, what about these?”


    Koushun took out a wrapped bundle from his pocket and placed it on the table. A faint sweet scent drifted out from it. Jusetsu sat across from Koushun and opened the bundle. There was another paper-wrapped bundle inside, and when she opened that up, she found fuliubing inside. It was a sweet made by kneading flour and baking it, and then dipping it in white honey.


    “You assume that all will be fine as long as you bring food.”


    “You don’t want them?”


    “If I did not, I would have driven you two out long ago.”


    “As long as you like them.”


    “I did not say I like them.”


    “I did have some business with you when I came here today.”


    Koushun advanced the conversation of his own accord. You should have said that from the start, Jusetsu thought.


    “It seems that a ghost has appeared in the inner palace.”


    Jusetsu frowned.


    “I tire of hearing that sort of talk. Why now?”


    “It is a little late for that, I know, but listen anyways. Apparently, this ghost doesn’t always appear. Do you know that there’s a willow tree to the south of Enou Palace? It’s said that the ghost appears in the shadow of the tree night after night when the flowers are in bloom, and it no longer appears after the willow fluff fly away.”


    “…Might it not be a willow spirit?”


    “No—” Koushun hesitated a little and glanced at Jusetsu.


    “Apparently, it’s a silver-haired ghost.”


    Jusetsu stared back into Koushun’s eyes. He didn’t say anything more than that. –He means that this was a Ran clan ghost.


    “…’Tis a pointless rumor with unclear veracity.”


    “I haven’t seen it with my own eyes either. But, it seems that the rumor about the ghosts of the Ran emperor and his family appearing in the Flame Emperor’s bedroom was true.”


    “You cannot be serious.”


    “Apparently, they were exorcized by the previous Raven Consort. Have you heard about it?”


    “…I have not.”


    Reijou hadn’t told her about anything like that. Jusetsu hadn’t been born yet during the Flame Emperor’s lifetime. She wondered if she hadn’t told her about it on purpose.


    “If the willow ghost is a member of the Ran clan, it would be a ghost that didn’t appear to the Flame Emperor. I wonder what it’s doing under the willow tree if it didn’t appear in front of the person who killed it.”


    Jusetsu was deep in thought.


    “…Is that ghost male or female?”


    “I don’t know. It seems to have long disheveled silver hair and red garments, but no one has seen it any clearer than that. ——What are you thinking about?”


    “I wonder if the ghost is Hyougetsu.”


    He was the ghost who appeared before Jusetsu and threatened her, saying that he had a request. In the end, she didn’t find out what his request was.


    “Do you know any more about Hyougetsu?”


    She had asked Koushun about him before. He nodded lightly.


    “He is the son of the emperor’s youngest child, and he was an imperial family member who stayed away from politics, there aren’t many records about him. However, there are several anecdotes about his eccentricities as a sorcerer. He was said to have seen through a curse placed on the empress, transformed disrespectful eunuchs into fish in the inner palace’s pond, and found a lost item for the princess. Also, it was said that he was one of the most, if not the most, beautiful people in the imperial family.”


    He seemed to be a man who left his name more in the realm of romances than official history.


    “And there are also stories that said that, for whatever reason, he was going to be adopted by his sorcerer master as his successor, or he was already adopted by him.”


    “Adopted—”


    In other words, he was removed or about to be removed from the imperial family. Being a sorcerer was largely a matter of personal talent, so lineage had nothing to do with it. Therefore, there was no need to carry on family names. So what was the reason for this?


    “…You said that ghost appears when the willow flowers bloom.”


    That occurred during this season. Rather than thinking about this and that, it was quicker to confirm with her own eyes. Even if it wasn’t Hyougetsu, if it was a ghost, she had to send it to paradise. Jusetsu stood up.


    “Take me there.”


    “Alright.”


    Koushun made no complaints but assented without expression and headed towards the doors. In his place, Ei Sei looked like he wanted to voice a hundred complaints.


    The candlestick was lit, and they went into the night with Ei Sei leading the way. The moon was out tonight, so their surroundings had a faint tinge of blue when their eyes became accustomed to the dark.


    “I heard that the night-wandering gods can’t roam about on nights with a bright moon. Is that true?”


    “Indeed. They despise bright light.”


    “Is that why the pleasure district and the inner palace are brightly lit?”


    Koushun glanced at the neighboring palace that was some distance away. The lanterns hanging from the eaves of the walkway and palaces cast a bright light. It was completely different from the perpetually dark Yamei Palace.


    “You would not know anything about the pleasure district.”


    “I’ve heard stories about it.”


    “The pleasure district is bright on the outside, but there are not many lights inside.”


    “Is it to prevent fires?”


    “It is so that faces cannot be seen clearly. The inelegant reason is that thick makeup and wrinkles cannot be concealed by bright lights.”


    “Oh ho,” Jusetsu couldn’t tell if Koushun was impressed or amazed. “I’ve learned something new today.”


    “The night-wandering gods hide among the people from time to time. Even when you walk in the inner palace, you might find them mixed in with your accompanying eunuchs. Be careful.”


    “Is that so? I will.”


    He spoke seriously, but not knowing if he was only humoring her, Jusetsu knitted her brows.


    “I am not jesting.”


    “I didn’t think it was a joke, though.”


    It seemed that he wanted to say he found it regrettable, but it was difficult to tell because neither his expression or tone changed. I cannot grasp his mood no matter what when it comes to this man, Jusetsu thought bitterly.


    “You have never threatened people with jokes, and you don’t say things that aren’t for the sake of others. I know I can trust you to say what you mean.”


    He answered plainly. Jusetsu felt strange. She felt the same way when Koushun called her by her name.


    Jusetsu fell into silence, and Koushun said nothing more either. They walked quietly to Enou Palace, and then further south. The scent of rugosa roses hung in the air. Koushun removed the knife hanging from his sash and cut off a rugosa rose branch. He removed the thorns with the tip of his knife and wordlessly offered it to Jusetsu. Enticed by the flower’s scent, Jusetsu accepted it.


    “Is it true that flowers don’t grow at Yamei Palace?”


    Koushun asked Jusetsu, who was sniffing the flower. “’Tis true.”


    “What’s the reason?”


    “Because Wulian Niangniang loathes them,” She didn’t know why she was answering honestly right now. As expected, she was knocked off balance when she was dealing with Koushun. “She only likes the peonies I make.”


    “…I’ve heard that Yamei Palace was originally a temple dedicated to Wulian Niangniang,” Koushun said, sounding doubtful. “Is it still dedicated to her even now?”


    Thinking that she spoke too much, Jusetsu closed her mouth. Hesitating over whether or not she should toss the flower away, she tucked it in her sash.


    “Dajia,” Ei Sei stopped walking. “The tree is just ahead.”


    At the end of the rugosa rose hedges, there was a forest. It seemed to be a peach grove. As they walked on, they saw a row of willow trees in front of the peach grove. They were just in bloom, and their ears were hanging down. They seemed to glow faintly in the moonlight.


    Jusetsu exhaled slightly. There was a single shadow between the hanging willow flowers. Its silver color swayed and gleamed. The moonlight made that silver-clad figure stand out, as though it was sprinkling it with scales.


    A woman with long flowing silver hair was standing there. Her pale face, tinged with melancholy, was slightly hanging down, but they could tell with a single glance that she was beautiful. She was dressed in a crimson ruqun and skirt—no, they weren’t crimson. It was blood. Her clothes were dyed in blood. Looking at her closely, there was a gaping wound across her slender neck with blood gushing from it.


    Ei Sei muffled a cry and covered his mouth. Jusetsu had noticed this before, but he seemed to not be good with this type of thing. Koushun was calm.


    Jusetsu gazed at the ghost carefully from top to bottom. The unbound silver hair, the gash that split her neck open, and her luxurious clothes. Her silk ruqun had phoenixes woven into it, her skirt was printed with a pattern of large waves, and her shawl was dyed in seven colors. There was a beautifully polished gemstone affixed to her waist.


    The willow flowers swayed without a wind. At that moment, the ghost disappeared like a puff of smoke.


    “…So it was a woman,” Koushun said. Jusetsu nodded. It wasn’t Hyougetsu.


    “There’s no mistake that she was a member of the Ran clan with that silver hair, but…she was a princess.”


    “Her clothes have phoenixes woven into them,” Phoenix garments were the symbol of a princess. “Do you have any inkling as to who she is?”


    Jusetsu asked. Koushun stroked his chin.


    “There were three princesses at that time. It’s hard to know for sure without investigating it. I heard that when soldiers stormed the inner palace on Grandfather’s orders, there were those among the women of the inner palace who chose to kill themselves rather than suffer disgrace and humiliation.”


    Was the gash on the ghost’s neck something she did to herself?


    “That ghost from earlier seemed to be wearing an agate stone. I’ve seen it in the treasury at Gyokou Hall.”


    “Gyokou Hall’s treasury?”


    “Treasures are stored inside. Including the treasures of the Ran clan.”


    “Even ornaments torn off from corpses?”


    Jusetsu hadn’t known about it and took on an accusing tone. Koushun was silent. It wasn’t something that he did, so there was no point in blaming him for it. Jusetsu turned her attention to the willows.


    “If you have it, then you know who that ghost is?”


    “There is an offerings book. It will say who it belonged to.”


    “I see. Then, show it to me.”


    “——The offerings book? To you?”


    “The inside of the treasury. That would be the quickest way.”


    Koushun had government affairs to look after. If she waited for him to be available, the blooming season might end and the ghost would disappear by that time. Then they would have to wait until next year to send her back to paradise.


    “That…would be difficult. The rule is that only me and Ui—the eunuch in charge of managing the treasury—can enter.”


    “No one would know if you kept silent about it.”


    When she said that, Koushun was silent, his mouth open. Ei Sei glared at Jusetsu, his eyes seeming to say, “What are you saying?”


    “——How far does the Raven Consort’s authority extend…in the codes…”


    Koushun muttered, folding his arms. “Lady Raven Consort,” Ei Sei whispered to Jusetsu in a suppressed tone.


    “Please stop imposing unreasonable demands on Dajia. He is a sober and serious person, so it will only trouble him. To say nothing of instigating him to break a rule like that—”


    Jusetsu paid no attention to Ei Sei’s grievances and stared at the willow tree. She wondered why that ghost was loitering there.


    “All right. You can do as you please,” Koushun said. Jusetsu turned to him. “I’ll come and get you before dawn. I have a council meeting, but I’ll give you the key so you can investigate it all you like.:


    And then, Koushun peered intently into Jusetsu’s face.


    “——If the Raven Consort can have everything if she but wished for it, then taking a look at the treasures in the treasury shouldn’t be a great issue.”


    So Koushun did receive a report from Onkei. Jusetsu didn’t answer him and simply looked up at him. For a while, the two stared at each other silently.


    It was Koushun who looked away first. He looked towards the willows.


    “Why does she only appear in the season of the willow flowers?”


    He changed the topic. Jusetsu went along with it.


    “She could only appear with the help of the willow flower spirits. I know not if she had a connection with that willow before her death.”


    “I see. So there are all sorts of ghosts.”


    “Dajia,” Ei Sei, who was looking discontented but barely interrupted until now, opened his mouth. “You should discuss that matter with the Lady Raven Consort.”


    “Discuss?” Jusetsu looked between Ei Sei and Koushun. “What do you mean by that?”


    “I thought that was what you were going to discuss with her tonight.”


    “Sei, that’s enough.”


    “But, if things remain as they are, your body will—”


    “I said that’s enough.”


    At his quiet voice that didn’t allow for any retorts, Ei Sei bowed and said, “My apologies.”


    “What are you talking about?” Jusetsu asked, but Ei Sei had already closed his mouth tightly like a shell and didn’t answer her. Jusetsu turned her gaze towards Koushun.


    “Has a ghost appeared to you as well?”


    One of Koushun’s eyebrows twitched up, but he didn’t say anything.


    “—So I am right?”


    “I don’t need you to do anything about it.”


    Koushun turned his face away. Jusetsu stared at his profile.


    “…Is it your mother’s ghost, or your friend’s?”


    She guessed that if it was a ghost he didn’t want her to do anything about, it would be one of those two ghosts, and it seemed that she was right. Koushun still didn’t say anything, but that was akin to an affirmation.


    Jusetsu looked at Ei Sei. He spoke quietly, as though afraid of Koushun hearing him.


    “Dajia is not sleeping well recently…”


    Now that he mentioned it, Koushun’s complexion was dull. Ei Sei seemed to be incredibly worried about it.


    “That’s enough of that talk. We’re leaving, Sei.”


    Koushun said and quickly began to walk away. Jusetsu watched his back as he left, deep in thought.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    Past the fifth watch of the night (four a.m. to four-thirty a.m.), Ei Sei came to get her at Yamei Palace. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but the edge of the sky was faintly white. It was already the time for Koushun to begin his morning council.


    “I have come to receive you.”


    Ei Sei bowed politely, but he was probably extremely discontented with leaving Koushun’s side and coming to get Jusetsu. He was taciturn and unfriendly. Jusetsu followed him and left Yamei Palace. She had to go into the treasury, so she left Jiujiu behind. While arranging Jusetsu’s hair, Jiujiu kept reminding her to be careful. It wasn’t as though she was jumping into danger, but she seemed to be worried about her leaving the inner palace. Even when one left the inner palace, one ended up in the inner court which was the residence of the emperor, not the outer court. There was no change from the inner palace. Jusetsu was dressed in black as usual. It would be less troublesome this time to stay in her Raven Consort dress.


    Ei Sei showed the guards a letter with Koushun’s signature, and Jusetsu left the gates of the inner palace. They walked to Gyokou Hall without using a palanquin. As they walked, the sky calmly began to brighten. The eastern edge was tinged with coral, and one by one, the stars disappeared from the sky that was shifting from ultramarine to pale blue. The atmosphere slackened like it was dozing off. In spring, the nights and mornings were somewhat mellow, and the boundary between oneself and the air around you became vague and fuzzy.


    After cutting across a clearing paved with pebbles and passing through several gates, Gyokou Hall finally came into view. The light of dawn bounced off the blue-glazed roof tiles and sparkled as though covered in precious stones. It was aptly called “Gyokou Hall.” (1)


    [1. Gyokou means “congealing light”]


    There were two eunuchs standing at the front of the palace, and they respectfully opened the doors when Ei Sei and Jusetsu climbed up the steps. The inside was cool and quiet. Other than the vermillion pillars, there was a vacant hall with only porcelain and bronze vases placed on flower stands and a hallway that led to the back of the palace. Faint light shone through lattice windows from three sides. Hard footsteps echoed as they walked on the floor with floral patterns formed from colored stones. Jusetsu opened her mouth.


    “Did the ghost appear last night as well?”


    She was talking about the ghost who appeared before Koushun. Ei Sei, who was walking ahead of her, didn’t turn around and stayed silent for a while. However, when they approached a turn in the hallway, he turned around. His brow was furrowed, and there was a conflicted expression on his face.


    “Will you keep silent about what I have told you to Dajia?”


    It seemed that he was reluctant to talk about what Koushun had forbidden him to mention to others. However, the fact that he still wanted to talk about it was probably out of concern for Koushun’s well-being.


    “I shall,” Jusetsu answered shortly. Upon her answer, for some reason Ei Sei got an even more conflicted expression on his face.


    “What is it?”


    “No…I just assumed that you would have a more malicious answer.”


    “Who exactly do you think I am?”


    She wondered if he thought of her as a wicked woman who was leading the emperor by his nose. Looking at the results, she was the one who was always being used as he wished.


    “I apologize,” Ei Sei said, and continued walking again.


    “It seems that it was only in the past month or so that Dajia became haunted.”


    Ei Sei began to speak as they walked.


    “I only found out recently. I was concerned about how unwell he looked, but he told me he was fine… The Winter Minister had also pointed out Dajia’s lack of sleep, so with my suspicions confirmed, I repeatedly asked him about it until he finally told me.”


    He must have pressed him persistently, in a formal manner. It was hard to imagine. ——However.


    “The Winter Minister? So he met the Winter Minister? He is not an official who appears at council meetings.”


    “Dajia went all the way to Seiu Temple to ask about the Raven Consort.”


    “…He went to a lot of trouble, I see. It must have been a waste of a trip.”


    Ei Sei glanced back at Jusetsu, but quickly resumed the conversation.


    “At midnight, the ghosts of Lady Sha and Tei-da’ge stand in front of his door.”


    “Big Brother Tei? Are you referring to Tei Ran?”


    “Yes. I used to call him by that name. He was old enough for me to call him father, but he told me that it was more lighthearted to call him this way.”


    I see, Jusetsu responded. It seemed that Ei Sei was also very attached to Tei Ran.


    “So there are two ghosts? Those two are only standing?”


    “Yes. I told Dajia that I would stay with him at night, but he said I didn’t need to, so I don’t know what is actually happening. Dajia said that they only stand there and not talk or do anything, so just leave them be…”


    Jusetsu sighed. “That fool.”


    Ei Sei stopped and turned around. His eyebrows were raised. “What a rude thing to call Dajia.”


    That came quickly. Jusetsu turned her face away in annoyance. She could see the hallway dividing. Her eyes stopped at the end of it.


    “Is that the main residence?”


    The hallway extended and connected to the palace at the back. “Yes,” Ei Sei nodded. Jusetsu stared intently in that direction.


    ——This sensation is…


    “Can you do something about those two ghosts?”


    “’Tis a simple thing to do. However—” Jusetsu tilted her head a little. “Did you say that the ghosts started appearing a month ago?”


    “Yes.”


    Jusetsu said no more and looked towards the main residence.


    “A little ingenuity is needed.”


    “Ingenuity…?”


    “Let us settle the manner of the treasure room first. Where is it?”


    “Haa…it’s this way,” Looking puzzled, Ei Sei nevertheless led the way. They turned several corners and walked through a crossroads as Ei Sei led Jusetsu to the far back of the palace. Jusetsu didn’t think she could make it back to the entrance by herself. Eventually, a door came into view. It wasn’t very big, but it was a sturdy-looking iron door. That seemed to be the treasure room. In front of the door, there was a small, elderly eunuch waiting for them. He was dressed in a pale charcoal robe, and his dark gray futou (2) had snow goose feathers inserted into it. The old eunuch bowed deeply to them. His face was sagging and covered in several layers of wrinkles, but his complexion was good and his skin was glossy, which gave a strange and inconsistent impression.


    [2. A futou is a Chinese headwear worn by government officials.]


    “I am the Ui. I have been expecting you.”


    He announced his official position in a thin, high-pitched voice.


    “What is your name?”


    “I do not have one. Please just call me Ui.”


    Jusetsu thought that he must have had a name before he became the Ui, but she only nodded and said nothing. Ui took out a key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock. The lock turned, and Ei Sei and Ui pushed the metal door together. The door creaked open.


    “I cannot go inside, so I shall wait here,” Ei Sei said. “Please be careful not to damage any of the treasures inside.”


    The “please be careful” part was emphasized, but she ignored it, since she wasn’t a child. Ui respectfully motioned for her to come inside. Jusetsu stepped in and looked around. It wasn’t a large room, but there were many boxes of various sizes on shelves lined up in rows. It was stifling, but that was probably due to the lack of windows.


    After she went all the way inside, Jusetsu stopped in her tracks. There were no shelves on the left wall, and the entire wall was covered in a painting. It depicted a round island that was almost a circle and wave patterns surrounding it, probably representing the sea. They were blue in color. At the eastern and western edges of the sea were depictions of something that looked like forests of fruit trees. Both of them were palaces of the gods. It was a map. It was an old painting. The colors must have been preserved so well because it was in a dark storehouse. Jusetsu had once been shown a painting like this by Reijou. The round island was this country, Shou.


    “Lady Raven Consort. Please, this way.”


    Ui called to her from the back of the room. She went over there and found him holding a wooden box. It was small enough to fit in both hands. Ui placed the box on a table next to him. He opened the lid, and Jusetsu saw a gemstone inside. It was a red onyx stone.


    “This stone is Princess Meiju’s pendant.”


    “Princess Meiju…?”


    “She was the second princess of the Ran dynasty’s last emperor. She was renowned as a great beauty.”


    Ui answered smoothly in his high voice. He lacked intonation, so it sounded like he was woodenly reciting everything from memory.


    “She died at twenty-four years of age. When the Forbidden Army marched into the inner palace, she did not want to fall into the hands of the enemy, so she died under a willow tree by plunging her blade into her own throat. This was the pendant she was wearing at that time.”


    “Under a willow tree——” Jusetsu’s eyes widened. “Are you speaking the truth?”


    “I was also the Ui at that time, so I am quite familiar with this matter. The knife she used to commit the deed is over here.”


    Ui opened the other box that was on the table. It was a small knife in a sheath decorated with jade.


    “This is the offerings book.”


    A scroll was spread out on the table, and it seemed that it was opened up to the section where those two items were recorded. Indeed, they were labeled “Princess Meiju’s pendant” and “Princess Meiju’s knife.”


    “…Did you say she died at twenty-four years of age? So, a princess who was renowned as a great beauty lived in the inner palace without becoming wedded at that age?”


    “That is indeed the case.”


    “Why is that?”


    Ui tilted his head slightly. He didn’t have anything that could be called an expression, so he looked like a well-made doll tilting its head. She had considered Koushun to be expressionless, but he was much more human than this eunuch.


    “I do not know,” he said, and immediately returned his head to its original position. “Would you like to see a picture of Princess Meiju?”


    While bewildered by Ui’s lack of life, Jusetsu nodded. Ui silently disappeared among the shelves and returned after a while with a folding screen. It seemed heavy for the small-framed Ui, but he carried it lightly. He opened it in front of Jusetsu. It was a folding screen with six panels. Each panel had a portrait of a person. There were women as well as men. They were all young and beautiful.


    “The folding screen depicts the six people who were praised as being especially beautiful even within the Ran clan. Princess Meiju is over here.”


    Ui pointed to the leftmost panel. It depicted a beautiful woman in blue with her silver hair tied up. Her slender limbs looked delicate, but the lines of her white cheeks and eyes were soft, and their elegance was surpassing. Her appearance was reminiscent of a mellow nephrite, shining like dewdrops. This was the ghost she saw under the willow tree. The impression was quite different, though, because she wasn’t covered in blood.


    There was an unusual accessory in Princess Meiju’s bun. It was a milk-white tinted quartz comb. It seemed to be in the shape of waves and peony flowers. In the portrait, she had her hand gently on the comb.


    “——Is that quartz comb here?”


    When she asked Ui that, he brought his face close to the portrait and squinted. And then, he spun around to Jusetsu.


    “No, this comb is not here.”


    “Not here? A valuable item like that?”


    “At that time, there were many treasures taken away from the inner palace. Many fine items are scattered and lost.”


    “…I see.”


    While contemplating, Jusetsu looked at the folding screen. On the panel next to Princess Meiju, there was a picture of a girl who seemed to be younger than her. Did that innocent-looking girl dressed in gold and jewels also become the victim of ruthless blades? Next to her, there was a boy who seemed to be the same age as her, and on the panel next to him, there was a young man who looked about twenty, and next to him, there was a woman who also looked to be about twenty. And on the rightmost panel—.


    Her eyes stopped on the panel at the right end. A young man was depicted on it. He was beautiful, dressed in blue robes with his silver hair loose and flowing down his back. Unlike the him who Jusetsu saw, there was no shadow of melancholy in his eyes. He had a cold and untouchable beauty, like a clear moon.


    It was Hyougetsu.


    “That is the imperial grandson Hyougetsu,” Ui said, following Jusetsu’s gaze. “He was a renowned sorcerer. His beauty, above all, was said to be the finest in the imperial family.”


    The anecdotes Ui told her were the same as the ones she heard from Koushun. His monotone way of speaking was like water flowing, and Jusetsu wondered if he had all sorts of historical facts and anecdotes memorized in his head.


    “I see. I have heard plenty.”


    After she finished hearing about Hyougetsu, Jusetsu decided to return. As she was heading for the door, she stopped in front of the wall painting again. She looked over it once and began walking again.


    “Thank you for your help.”


    At the door, she turned around and thanked Ui. He bowed humbly with his hands locked in front of his chest.


    “I am unworthy of those words. If the Lady Raven Consort is in need of anything, I will be happy to fulfill your request. I am a servant of Wulian Niangniang, after all.”


    ——Grey garments are the mark of Wulian Niangniang’s servants.


    Jusetsu suddenly asked him a question.


    “…You said you were also the Ui during the Ran dynasty. How old are you?”


    “I do not know my birth year.”


    She opened the door and found Ei Sei waiting. Leaving behind Ui, whose head was still deeply bowed, Jusetsu exited the treasure room. While following Ei Sei through the hallways, she stared at the back of his dark green (3) robes.


    [3. The term used here is 鉄鼠 (tetsunezu), which is this color.]


    —


    Past the hour of the Monkey (three to five p.m.), Koushun, who had finished his government affairs, had a palanquin take him to Seiu Temple. This time, he wasn’t received in the temple, but the building behind it. Although it was as clean and tidy as the temple, it still showed its age, with its faded latticed windows, creaking floorboards, and the grating of rusted hinges every time one opened a door.


    In the room where he was ushered to, the Winter Minister, Setsu Gyoei, knelt down and bowed. Taking into consideration his old age, Koushun suggested that he sit in a chair. The room, which only had two weathered cabinets in addition to a table and chairs, was dim and cold even though it was spring.


    Koushun stared at Gyoei, who was sitting across from him. He was wearing dark grey robes and a dark grey futou with pintail duck feathers. The uniform of the Winter Ministry was similar to the eunuch uniforms, but they weren’t eunuchs. But they were different from the other government officials, not having houses near the imperial palace and instead living in this palace. Those who joined the Winter Ministry cut their ties to worldly things and devoted themselves to Wulian Niangniang.


    Other than the acolytes who brought them tea, no one passed in front of the room, and it was quiet. Koushun’s guards, as usual, didn’t make a single sound.


    “I wish to learn more about the Winter Minister called White Smoke who wrote the Tsuushinshi.”


    The Tsuushinshi was the only book that had a description of the Raven Consort.


    “I went back through the records, but there was no name for White Smoke, the previous dynasty’s Winter Minister. Why is that?”


    Gyoei picked up his white beard between his fingers and slanted his gaze. Not answering the emperor’s question was an exceedingly irreverent thing to do. Ei Sei would have raised his eyebrows if he were here.


    “I don’t understand why you are so fixated on the Raven Consort, Your Majesty.”


    Koushun fixed his gaze on Gyoei. Gyoei stared back into his eyes without flinching. ——He isn’t just an ordinary old man, he felt.


    Koushun turned his eyes to the latticed window. A faint light was shining in.


    “——That girl is alone.”


    He murmured. Gyoei raised his eyebrows that were as white as frost. “Pardon me?”


    “I think Jusetsu is forced to be alone. What is the reason for that?”


    Jusetsu lived in that palace alone with no attendants or palace ladies, only a single bird as her companion. He thought that it might be to hide the fact that she was the sole descendant of the previous dynasty, but there was more to it than that. He couldn’t help but think that it was to hide an even bigger secret.


    But, if so…


    “Isn’t that miserable for Jusetsu?”


    Gyoei’s eyes, hidden by his eyebrows, fluttered, and his eyes opened reluctantly.


    “That is what the Raven Consort is.”


    “So you know the Raven Consort’s name, then.”


    Koushun said immediately. Gyoei raised his eyebrows even higher than before. His widened eyes could be seen from behind his eyebrows.


    “That is—”


    “The only people who know Jusetsu’s name are me and those close to me. Who did you hear it from?”


    “…”


    Gyoei’s eyebrows lowered and he fell silent. His mask of easygoingness was now removed, and he had a complicated look on his face. He finally let out an exhale.


    “I’m getting senile now. ——I heard her name from the previous Raven Consort.”


    “The previous?” At that unexpected name, Koushun asked him back. “Did you have a relationship with her?”


    “I wouldn’t call it a relationship…we merely greeted each other when her role was succeeded.”


    “The Raven Consort took the trouble to tell you Jusetsu’s name. Is it because both of you serve Wulian Niangniang?”


    Gyoei nodded as though he had given up. “Yes, precisely.”


    “However, the Raven Consort doesn’t publicly worship Wulian Niangniang. Similar to this temple. Even though she’s a special consort, she lives in the inner palace. Isn’t that strange?”


    “…”


    “I’ll get back to the main topic. Who is the White Smoke?”


    Koushun placed one arm on the table and slouched forward, bringing his face close to Gyoei’s.


    “I am asking you. Why do you think you can get away with not answering? There must be a reason for that as well.”


    “…Because we are made to do the bidding of the Raven Consort.”


    “What?”


    “But, I suppose it’s fine. ——White Smoke is another name for the pintail duck. The pintail duck has black feathers, but the area from the breast to the eyes is white. The pattern looks like smoke, hence the name ‘White Smoke.’”


    Gyoei took out the feathers from his futou. They were pintail duck feathers.


    “In other words, White Smoke refers to the Winter Minister. All successive Winter Ministers are White Smoke.”


    “——”


    Koushun stared at Gyoei.


    “So, we don’t know which Winter Minister wrote it?”


    “No, it was written by the first Winter Minister of the previous dynasty.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “That is what was handed down to us.”


    “Handed down—” Koushun looked at the feathers. “What exactly was handed down to you?”


    Gyoei put the feathers back into his futou.


    “The history of the past and how we continue to bury it.”


    “History?”


    “May I ask you to order your guards to leave, Your Majesty? I will tell you if you will keep it in your heart alone.”


    Koushun turned to his guards, who were standing in front of the door, and ordered them to wait outside. Once it was just the two of them, he felt that Gyoei’s face looked strangely young again. He almost mistaken him for a fearless military official instead of an old man.


    “In this country, there is the history book called the Soutsuten.”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you know why it’s called the Soutsuten?” (4)


    [4. The Sou in “Soutsuten” means “paired”]


    “Because it’s divided into two volumes. The first volume consolidates the administrative and civil codes, and the second volume describes historical facts.”


    Gyoei shook his head.


    “It’s because there are two of them.”


    “Two of them?”


    “Even if the historians were ordered to write falsehoods, their pride compelled them to leave the truth somewhere else. There is another book that contains the true history.”


    Falsehoods—and, the true history?


    “——What do you mean? If there is a book like that, then where—”


    Koushun stopped. Don’t tell me, he groaned.


    “It’s Yamei Palace, isn’t it.”


    “Well discerned, Your Majesty.”


    Koushun pressed his hand against his forehead. The palace built opposite to Gyokou Hall, Yamei Palace—the palace that shined brightly at night—


    “That book is kept secret, and the truth remains buried. The White Smoke have replaced the origins of the Raven Consort. That is our duty. The faith has already faded, and soon this temple will decay, and then the Winter Minister will no longer be needed. The day will come when the Raven Consort will no longer need to serve. So be it. Then we will finally be able to finish our duty. We are simply waiting for that day. I am waiting, as well as the Raven Consort—”


    Koushun leaned forward.


    “What is the true history?”


    “Ask the Raven Consort. Tell her you wish to see the other Soutsuten.”


    “Ask Jusetsu? Would she show me—”


    “I’m sure that the Raven Consort must also sense the movement of the stars. You are of the Ka clan, and the Raven Consort has winter in her name. (5) Is this also the guidance of Wulian Niangniang, or is it a fated encounter that transcends even her…?”


    [5. Ka is 夏 (summer) and Jusetsu’s name contains the character for snow (雪) ]


    “What do you mean?”


    Koushun asked, but Gyoei had closed his mouth, ending their conversation there. He seemed to be telling him to ask Jusetsu for the rest. Koushun stood from his chair and headed towards the door. Gyoei called out to him.


    “Your Majesty. Have you not discussed your lack of sleep with the Raven Consort?”


    “…There’s no need for that.”


    “I think it would be best if you consulted with her as soon as you can.”


    After saying that, he bowed like any other subject. Koushun could no longer consider this old man to be his own subject.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    ——How should I send Princess Meiju to paradise?


    At Yamei Palace, Jusetsu was lost in thought. The tea Jiujiu made had cooled down a long time ago, but she didn’t enter the room to pour a new cup in order to not disturb Jusetsu.


    ——And then, there is Hyougetsu.


    He was also a ghost she couldn’t ignore. She had guessed that he would appear in front of her again, but there was no sign of that so far. However, there was a strange unease in her heart. Was that because she didn’t know Hyougetsu’s goal? What exactly did he—.


    Sensing a presence, Jusetsu lifted her head.


    “You came here again?”


    She opened the doors with a flick of her fingers, thinking that he wasn’t someone who was idle so often. Koushun was standing there.


    “I already went to Gyokou Hall’s treasure room. That ghost is Princess—”


    Before Jusetsu could finish her sentence, Koushun strode to the table. From the doors, Jusetsu could see Ei Sei a little further off in the distance. He seemed to be hurriedly chasing after Koushun. Usually, he was the one leading the way.


    “Show me the Soutsuten.”


    Koushun’s voice was quiet, but it was unusually rough. This was the first time Jusetsu had saw him talking like that. His breathing was also rapid. Was it possible that he ran all the way here?


    “I heard about it from the Winter Minister. You have the other Soutsuten. He told me to ask you to show it to me. That man is—”


    Koushun’s expression was grim. This was rare for him, who always only showed indifferent expressions.


    “That man is not my retainer. He is your servant.”


    Jusetsu looked up at Koushun, still sitting.


    “…He is the servant of Wulian Niangniang. Not mine.”


    “He said that he follows the Raven Consort’s commands.”


    Jusetsu thought back to Ui’s face. He told her that he would be happy to fulfill any request from the Raven Consort. The servants of Wulian Niangniang wore grey garments.


    “The Winter Minister also said this. He said that you must also feel the movements of the stars. I am from the Ka clan, and you have winter in your name—what is the meaning of that?”


    ——Curse that Setsu Gyoei.


    He had revealed that much and left the rest to her? Jusetsu bit her lip.


    “What are you hiding?”


    “Why do you seek to know what is being kept from you?”


    Jusetsu spat out. She knew it would be a bad idea. She shouldn’t have gotten involved with the emperor—.


    Koushun stared at Jusetsu intently, and then opened his mouth.


    “Because I felt pity for you.”


    Those words froze Jusetsu to the core.


    “You’re forced to be alone in order to protect a secret, correct? But you don’t want to be alone, do you? In fact, you’re getting along well with your atten—”


    Jusetsu unconsciously seized her tea cup and splashed the contents onto Koushun with great force.


    “Pity me? How dare you…!”


    Ei Sei, horrified, was about to run over, but Koushun held up his hand to restrain him.


    “I apologize if my wording was bad. But it’s true that I feel sorry for you. Does that bother you?”


    Koushun looked into Jusetsu’s eyes, the cold tea droplets dripping from his hair. Jusetsu glared back at him and put the tea cup on the table. She wordlessly turned her back on him and went beyond the curtains. She took out a box from beneath her bed. It was a rosewood box. Holding it in her arms, she returned to Koushun.


    “Look over this and say the same thing you said before. If you can.”


    She opened the lid and took out what was inside. It was a scroll of bamboo writing strips bound with string. Jusetsu tossed it in front of Koushun. At that moment, the string binding the writing strips broke, and the bamboo strips scattered on top of the table with the dry sound of bamboo rubbing against each other.


    Jusetsu gasped and stared at the scattered bamboo strips. She had been told by Reijou to be careful with them because they were old.


    Koushun picked up the strips and arranged them one by one. Jusetsu snatched them from his hands and pulled them, along with the ones that had fell onto the floor, towards her.


    “…Only I can rearrange them. I read them enough to be able to recite them from memory.”


    Jusetsu put aside the pieces of string that hadn’t been torn off and rearranged the strips from one end to another. Koushun watched her in silence, the only sound in the room was the sound of the bamboo strips being placed on the table.


    “Reijou showed me these a year after I arrived here. I could not read or write, so I learned from her. I could not read these immediately, so she read them to me.”


    That was why it was etched more deeply into her memory by Reijou’s narrating voice than by the written words.


    “——Eight thousand and one nights after flying from Kakurenomiya in the west, Wulian Niangniang found this island where temple junipers grew and rested her divine wings in the branches. Here, she chose two from the people and made one the Summer King and the other the Winter King…”


    The words spilled out from her mouth without her even needing to read the strips. Jusetsu looked at Koushun.


    “Do you wish to hear it?”


    After a short pause, Koushun slowly nodded.


    “Let’s hear it.”


    Jusetsu let out a deep breath and closed her eyes. She began to speak.


    —


    The male Summer King was in charge of governing, while the priestess queen, the Winter King, presided over rituals. The Summer King was succeeded by a male lineage, while the Winter King was always a young girl who was chosen by an oracle. The Winter King received power from Wulian Niangniang and imparted her words. For more than five hundred years, the country was ruled peacefully by the two kings, from generation to generation, until war broke out. The Summer King, Shou, who was at that time a young and hot-blooded king, killed the Winter King, a maiden named Sui. The reason for this was not clear. There are stories that claimed it was because Shou fell in love with Sui and she rejected him, and stories that claimed he hated that his younger brother and Sui had formed an intimate relationship. Sui was said to be a maiden with a translucent beauty that seemed to radiate a refreshing light from within. Shou loved Sui, it can be said. To the point of wanting to kill her.


    For the next several hundred years, the army centered around the head priests under the Winter King and the army that sided with the Summer King fought each other. There had been several Summer Kings taking over from each other, but no new Winter King emerged. Wulian Niangniang was silent. The country was devastated, and soon the Winter King was forgotten and the Summer King also lost his name. Several dynasties arose, only to be quickly destroyed. One day, however, an army appeared from the provinces, breaking through the gates with irresistible force and heading towards the capital. It was the army of Ran Yuu, called the Silver General because of his unusual silver hair. He was a young lion-like man, not yet thirty years old. Ran Yuu was accompanied by a young girl marching in the army. Her name was Koushou, and she was a twelve-year-old girl. Ran Yuu had given her that name. She was once a slave, so she didn’t have a name.


    Koushou was the Winter King chosen by Wulian Niangniang. Ran Yuu was guided by a golden bird to find Koushou and rescued her from her slave master. Koushou used her power for Ran Yuu’s sake and helped him. With the Winter King on his side, it didn’t take long for Ran Yuu to gain supremacy. He was twenty-eight years old when he became king. After nearly a thousand years of separation, the Summer King and the Winter King were together once more.


    Ran Yuu understood. The loss of the Winter King was what started the war. The Winter King is someone who must not be missing. Without the Winter King, the Summer King would perish. It was the existence of the Winter King that made the Summer King king. The long silence of Wulian Niangniang was said to be a punishment for the Summer King who killed the Winter King. The country was devastated because it had lost the protection of Wulian Niangniang. The Winter King must not be lost, in order for him to remain the Summer King. Ran Yuu took this deeply to heart.


    However, Ran Yuu didn’t let Koushou call herself king. He said that having two kings would be the cause of war once more. It is unknown whether or not this was out of a desire to monopolize all the power to himself or if it was truly out of concern for another war. Ran Yuu had a palace built in the inner palace and confined Koushou there. He separated her from her priests, took away her authority, named her the Raven Consort, and counted her as one of his consorts—of course, he never had her wait upon him in her bedchambers. After all, he knew it was love for the Winter King that triggered the war.


    Koushou agreed to it. She made a covenant. She accepted to being confined and silenced. Because she loved Ran Yuu. For Koushou, Ran Yuu’s words were everything. She kept Wulian Niangniang under this palace and became the keeper. Since then, the Raven Consort has guarded Wulian Niangniang at Yamei Palace, and existed to enshrine the Summer King’s position.


    Ran Yuu compiled an official history. He created a false history book where there were never two kings. The names of the Summer and Winter Kings were buried here. The White Smoke switched the origins of the Raven Consort. She was made to be a mere descendant of the priestess who worshipped Wulian Niangniang. That was the Winter King’s will.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    “——That is roughly how it went.”


    Jusetsu let out a breath. When she looked up, she found Koushun staring intently at her. His expression was still unreadable. She could tell by his slightly widened eyes and parted lips that he was somewhat shocked.


    “…Is everything you just told me the truth?” Koushun quietly asked.


    “If you do not believe me, so be it. I know nothing else.”


    Koushun fell silent and dropped his gaze. The Flame Emperor had inherited the throne from the Ran clan, and both the capital and imperial palace were kept as they were in the Ran dynasty. It was only because it was more convenient that way, but that was why he was able to obtain the throne. Because he hadn’t gotten rid of the Raven Consort—the Winter King.


    “You mean to say that I’m emperor because the Winter King is here?” Koushun spoke again. “Are you—” He stumbled over his words, as though hesitating. “Are the Raven Consorts truly fine with that? Having their king titles taken away, and being confined here.”


    Jusetsu glared at Koushun.


    “What do you want us to do? Name ourselves the Winter King again? Even though it could turn into a needless war?”


    “So you will remain silent and live out your life here? You have neither the duty nor obligation to do so. Can you quit—”


    “If I could quit, I would have done it a long time ago!” Jusetsu shouted. “Who wants to be the Raven Consort? But the claws of Wulian Niangniang are deep within me. She is the one who chooses the Raven Consort—the Winter King. The golden bird only notifies people of this. The Winter King restrains that god here, and we are one in body and soul, so to speak. Therefore, the Winter King cannot leave this place. I cannot take a single step outside this palace. It would be a betrayal towards Niangniang.”


    Koushun’s eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean?”


    “The life of the Raven Consort is in the hands of Wulian Niangniang. If we betray her, she will merely take our life. There is nothing we can do.”


    Koushun’s eyebrows furrowed further in response to Jusetsu’s reply. There is nothing we can do, Jusetsu repeated as though spitting out blood.


    “…Wulian Niangniang only escapes from here at night, when it is dark and moonless, to roam around as a night-wandering god. She must have dug her claw into me on that night.”


    “That night?”


    “The night of the day when my mother ran away with me.”


    That night, Jusetsu wandered around until sunset, and, exhausted, fell asleep by the gate. It was a moonless night. On such a night, one must not stay outside in the dark. She was sure that on that night, she was chosen by Wulian Niangniang. On a whim.


    “I cannot escape from this place. In order to keep the secret and not to gather people under her command, the Raven Consort must not let others get close to her. That is what I learned from Reijou. I must have pride as the Winter King and maintain silence in order to not bring about unwanted misfortune. I must not covet, I must not wish for anything, for this will lead to disaster. Do you understand? How it feels to be trapped here because of the Ran clan—because of your own ancestors, and to exist for the bloodline of the emperor who killed your entire family? Do you know how difficult it is to live while holding your breath in this body, knowing that you would be killed if you are ex—”


    Jusetsu bit her lip. Her voice was trembling. If there was anyone who could answer her, she wanted them to tell her. Why must she live here? Why, of all places, here? She couldn’t wish for anything, she couldn’t truly communicate with anyone, and she couldn’t escape. Why!


    “Do you understand? Say it again with your mouth. Say that you pity me, as though this has nothing to do with you!”


    Jusetsu gripped the tea cup and slammed it against the wall. The thin ceramic cup broke easily, making a sound like the shattering of ice.


    Breathing hard, Jusetsu glared at Koushun. She knew that she must not cry. She didn’t want to be pitied. She didn’t want her heart and mind to be guessed with such worthless feelings. What kind of feelings Jusetsu had lived with until now and what kind of feelings she had to live with from now on—she didn’t want them to be summarized with the word “pity.”


    Koushun’s face was pale, and his lips were pressed together. It seemed that he couldn’t find the words to say.


    Probably hearing the sound of the tea cup breaking, Jiujiu peeked out from the back of the room. She looked surprised to see the pieces scattered on the floor and approached them. She crouched down and began to collect them. Jusetsu called out to her.


    “Jiujiu, leave them be. I will pick them up later. You will get hurt.”


    “No, but—”


    Jusetsu jerked back at that voice. It wasn’t Jiujiu’s usual voice.


    It was a voice with a strange quality, as though it was one voice split into two or two voices combined together.


    ——Double voice. Something that occurred when someone was possessed by a ghost.


    “Jiu-”


    “Don’t move, Raven Consort.”


    Jiujiu—no, the ghost possessing Jiujiu stood up with one of the shattered fragments in hand. Jusetsu, who was about to step forward, stopped. The sharp point of the fragment was pressed against Jiujiu’s slender throat.


    “―Hyougetsu!”


    Jusetsu spat out in anguish. Jiujiu’s lips were twitching open. The ghost seemed to be trying to laugh.


    “Correct. You catch on quickly.”


    The split voice sounded teasing.


    “There is no ghost who would so easily come up with such a low thing as using the life of a possessed person as a shield. You lowlife.”


    “Is that so? Those types were common when I was a sorcerer.”


    “Leave Jiujiu right now.”


    “I’m the one making the demands here, Raven Consort.”


    Whenever Jusetsu tried to move her hand, the shard would dig deeper into Jiujiu’s neck. Jusetsu had no choice but to bite her lip and remain still.


    “Is it the request you talked about before?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Are you planning the restoration of the Ran clan? Or a curse killing of the emperor?”


    Koushun glanced at Jusetsu. She wasn’t looking at him.


    “Of course not,” Jiujiu—no, Hyougetsu smiled sardonically. “I have no interest in such things. There is just—there is just someone I want you to save.”


    Hyougetsu changed his tone and his eyes half-closed, as though he was in dire need.


    “Raven Consort. Jusetsu. Listen to me.”


    With an earnest voice, Hyougetsu increased the pressure of his hand. The tip of the shard was pressing hard against Jiujiu’s neck. Jusetsu couldn’t breathe.


    “I told you before that I will listen to you. So remove yourself from Jiujiu.”


    Panic crept into Jusetsu’s voice. She couldn’t let him hurt Jiujiu. Jiujiu shouldn’t have had anything to do with Jusetsu in the first place. If Jusetsu hadn’t named her as her attendant, she wouldn’t have been here. She was an ordinary girl with a kind heart. That was why—


    “Jusetsu, I—”


    Hyougetsu took a step forward and appealed to Jusetsu. At that moment, the tip of the shard cut a line across Jiujiu’s skin. Red blood oozed out.


    The moment she saw that, something stirred from the innermost depths of Jusetsu’s heart. Goosebumps formed on her flesh.


    “Get away from Jiujiu!”


    Hair stood up from her fingertips. It was as if a hot wind was blowing over her skin. Even though she was staying still, her hair ornaments were swaying and making sounds. Gradually, the swaying became more and more violent, until finally the hair sticks and ornaments flew off. Her hair, which had been tied up, was untied and fell down her back. Her hair fluttered and became disheveled, like clothes becoming swept up by the wind. Not even a hint of wind was blowing. Jusetsu felt her heart becoming boiling hot and freezing cold at the same time. Feeling like she was no longer herself, she pointed at Hyougetsu and opened her mouth.


    “Do you not understand that I am asking you to get away from her? This is my command!”


    A gust of wind rose. The curtains turned over and the table moved. The wind swelled and became a wave that slammed into Hyougetsu—Jiujiu’s body. As soon as her legs lifted up in the air, she collapsed and fell down on the spot as though a thread had been cut. A scream that wasn’t hers could be heard faintly. At that moment, the storm vanished and ceased. The covering on the table gently fell to the floor.


    A young man was standing beside the fallen Jiujiu. He was stunned. ―It was Hyougetsu.


    “To think that you could tear me away by sheer force—”


    Before Hyougetsu could finish his sentence, Jusetsu turned her hand to him. Heat gathered in the palm of her hand, and the air shimmered and began to form petals. Pink petals were formed one by one, creating a peony. The petals glowed faintly.


    “If you cannot cross over to paradise, I shall send you there myself.”


    Hyougetsu backed away as if in shock. Jusetsu couldn’t hold back the torrent of heat that swirled in her chest. The fierce flames felt like they were going to burst in her body. She couldn’t hear what Hyougetsu was saying. She felt as if she was telling herself to stop from somewhere far away, but her body was being controlled by the heat and didn’t obey her voice. She took a step towards Hyougetsu. There was panic in his eyes. Not caring about that, Jusetsu held up her hand. The peony flower was about to turn into a pale red flame. She tried to stop herself, but she couldn’t. The torrent in her own body was swallowing her up. She was no longer herself—.


    Everything was about to be swept away by the tremendous heat.


    “Jusetsu.”


    Koushun grabbed her arm. Jusetsu gasped.


    Everything came into focus. She felt that the moment her name was called.


    Koushun’s voice shook Jusetsu’s heart like ripples, reaching all the way to her core. It was as if the curtains covering her body had been removed, and she felt as if light had suddenly burst into her body. She wondered what it was. She blinked repeatedly.


    The heat that had been raging for so long cooled down like a receding wave. The thing that had taken control of her body disappeared. Jusetsu looked up. Koushun’s face stood out clearly against their surroundings.


    ——She didn’t know why. Whenever she heard her name coming from Koushun’s mouth, it always sounded different compared to others.


    It made her feel strange. She couldn’t resist it.


    The peony disappeared from Jusetsu’s palm. She exhaled deeply and the tension released from her shoulders. Her body was quite stiff and tense. What had she been so nervous about?


    Koushun released Jusetsu’s arm. When she lowered her arm, Hyougetsu, whose face had stiffened, let out a faint sigh of relief.


    “Sei.”


    Koushun called out to Ei Sei, who was watching the situation with bated breath. Ei Sei’s fluttered as if he was coming to his senses and, as usual, he understood his master’s intention without him needing to say a word. He went to Jiujiu and picked her up. “She is merely unconscious,” he reported.


    “Lay her down over there.”


    Jusetsu pointed to the bed behind the curtains. Ei Sei nodded and carried Jiujiu over there. She followed him with her eyes, and then looked at Hyougetsu. He braced himself.


    “…What is your request? Let me hear it.”


    Even after she told him that, he was still wary and didn’t open his mouth, perhaps out of fear that he was about to be forcibly sent to paradise.


    “You said there is someone you want me to save. Who is it?”


    Hyougetsu was silent, as if hesitating. Jusetsu looked at his face and pondered for a moment.


    “Shall I take a guess? Is it Princess Meiju?”


    Hyougetsu looked as if he swallowed something bitter. It seemed that she was correct.


    “Princess Meiju…do you mean the second princess?”


    Koushun said as he stared into the air like he was searching his memory. Yes, Jusetsu nodded.


    “Hyougetsu, she is your aunt, yes?”


    “…She and my father had different mothers. She was also younger than me in age,” Finally, Hyougetsu spoke. His voice was low.


    “Many of the stories about you take place in the inner palace.”


    ——Stories about how he turned disrespectful eunuchs into goldfish in the inner palace’s pond, or he found a lost item for the princess…


    Jusetsu recalled the anecdotes Koushun told her.


    “That was why I thought you might have had a close relationship with Princess Meiju. Then, I learned that you planned to be adopted by your sorcerer master and leave the imperial family. How strange. What was the reason for receiving your master’s family name, which you had no need to inherit? Or, to put it the other way, why abandon your family name of Ran—”


    Hyougetsu’s gaze wandered about as though he was hesitating over how to answer. Jusetsu looked over at Koushun. It seemed that he hadn’t caught on.


    “You may not be interested in this, but in this world, there exist laws that ban marriage between family members and laws that ban marriage between people of different social standings.”


    People from the same family couldn’t marry each other, and prostitutes could be paid for by customers to get out of their bondage and become mistresses, but never a legal wife. Such were the rules.


    “Those didn’t exist in the past,” Hyougetsu said. “If you read history books and romances, in old dynasties, as long as they had different mothers, you would find many sisters who married their older brothers, and nieces who married their uncles. It only became forbidden starting in the Ran dynasty.”


    “In other words,” Koushun stroked his chin. “You wanted to marry someone from your clan, so you attempted to discard your family name and leave the Ran clan. Am I correct?”


    Hyougetsu was silent.


    “Is that person Princess Meiju, by any chance?”


    Koushun looked at Jusetsu when Hyougetsu didn’t answer.


    “The emperor and the other ghosts of the imperial family appeared in the Flame Emperor’s bedchamber and were fought by Reijou. If Hyougetsu’s beloved was among them, there would be no reason for him to still be here. If that is not the case, then why would he ask me to save her?”


    Then there was only one person, Princess Meiju.


    “I see,” Koushun said, but he expressionlessly tilted his head. “Why after all this time?”


    Hyougetsu had been possessing a third-rate sorcerer in Reki Province for a long time. Why would he ask Jusetsu to help him now?


    “…I was in the inner palace,” Hyougetsu answered in a murmur. “I wandered around as a ghost and found myself there. I searched for Meiju. Because I heard that she had committed suicide in the inner palace.”


    Hyougetsu let out a sigh. It was a clear sigh, filled with sadness.


    “We were about to hold the wedding soon. My grandfather—the emperor had given me permission to leave the clan. I had just presented her with my proposal gift. Meiju had been delighted. Everything disappeared.”


    After he was killed, Hyougetsu wandered around in the completely trampled and ruined inner palace, searching for Meiju. Searching for her body. The cobblestones were stained with blood, and the bodies of attendants and palace ladies were strewn haphazardly in the courtyards. The smell of smoke was thick in the air, as if some palace had burned down. That was the kind of place I was wandering in, Hyougetsu said.


    “I couldn’t find Meiju’s body. It must have been carried away afterwards. But—there was a ghost under the willow tree. Meiju’s ghost.”


    Hyougetsu dropped his gaze. His downcast eyes were shadowed.


    “She was standing there in her appearance during her final moments, bleeding from her neck. It seemed that she had died under that willow tree. My voice didn’t reach her. Something was occupying her mind, and she couldn’t hear me. That’s why, I couldn’t send her to paradise, nor could I travel with her. I decided to turn to my master to see what could be done. However, the Flame Emperor had either arrested or banished all the sorcerers, and those who worked for the Ran clan were executed. My master had apparently escaped, which was why I couldn’t track him down. I decided to leave the capital and search for a sorcerer who could save Meiju.”


    “Did it not occur to you to turn to the previous Raven Consort, as you did this time?”


    At Koushun’s words, Hyougetsu glanced at Jusetsu.


    “The Raven Consort exorcised the ghosts of the emperor and the other imperial family members. Exorcising is different from saving. It is driving them away to paradise without question. It is also said that the soul is annihilated. That’s why I couldn’t ask her. If I thoughtlessly approached her, I might end up getting exorcised.”


    Just like earlier, he said. That was why he always took caution to use someone else as a pawn when he came face to face with Jusetsu.


    “Even so, I occasionally returned to the inner palace to check on Meiju. I thought that the Raven Consort would not try to exorcise her ghost, which was helped by the willow flowers to only appear for a short time and never took revenge on anyone, but…Meiju would never react to my voice.”


    Every time he returned to Meiju, he would call out to her, hoping that this time she would hear him. Every time he would be disappointed and leave the inner palace to find a way to save her. Jusetsu felt her heart becoming worn down, just imagining that endless cycle.


    “Sorcerers were not easy to find, because the powerful ones hid themselves well. So, the first person I possessed was not a sorcerer, but a shamaness. She was a woman who passionately believed in the gods, and she was powerful. Thinking that this woman would be able to do it, I possessed her and tried to summon Meiju’s ghost, but it didn’t work. As expected, Meiju didn’t respond to my calls. After that, I tried to possess several other people, but it was all the same. The only time I could work on Meiju was the season when the willow flowers bloomed. Spring came and went again and again without anything being done.”


    Hyougetsu closed his eyes. Perhaps he was recalling the willow branches dancing in the wind after the willow flowers finished blooming. It was a signal that he would have to say goodbye to Meiju for another year.


    “After several springs, I decided to look for my master. He was the greatest sorcerer of his time. I thought that if I couldn’t find him, I would have him find me. So, I fixed my gaze on a third-rate sorcerer who was a good talker. Sure enough, he was good at attracting attention, and he even created the Moon Truth Sect. But, he was a little too showy. Before I could be found by my master, the government took notice of him.”


    Hyougetsu laughed sardonically. Jusetsu and Koushun both knew what happened after that.


    “But, perhaps it was thanks to this, when I returned to the inner palace, I learned that the Raven Consort had been replaced. Furthermore, it seemed that she was a member of the Ran clan. I thought that I might be able to negotiate with her if I played my cards right.”


    How stupid I was, Hyougetsu lowered his eyes. When he cast down his eyes, it was like clouds passing over the moon and hiding it. Just as his name implied, he was as beautiful as the cold moon.


    “…If you had not used a palace lady as a shield, I would have listened to you calmly,” Jusetsu said.


    “As if I would go before the Raven Consort completely defenseless. I won’t forget how the previous Raven Consort exorcised my grandfather and the others all at the same time.”


    Jusetsu was at a loss as to how to answer. Brushing her hair out of her face with a hand, she looked out the latticed window.


    “The sun has already set,” she murmured, and then turned towards the doors. Before she walked out, she turned to Koushun and the others.


    “Come with me.”


    Hyougetsu looked puzzled, but Jusetsu left the palace without minding that. The sky was divided into light pink and moon white. The melting evening sun was sitting on the branches of the laurel trees. She walked swiftly to the south of the inner palace. Towards Meiju. As she walked, Jusetsu recalled the folding screen she had seen in the Gyokou Hall treasure room. The one depicting Hyougetsu and Meiju. Hyougetsu was as beautiful as cold quartz, while Meiju had the mellow beauty of a jade.


    “Hyougetsu.”


    Jusetsu called out to him behind her. Koushun and Ei Sei were walking right behind Jusetsu, but Hyougetsu was following a little further behind. He left no footsteps or shadow, which gave off a strange feeling.


    “Do you know Princess Meiju had a quartz comb?”


    “A white quartz comb?”


    “Yes.”


    “I know. It was my gift. A token of my proposal.”


    “——I see.”


    When Hyougetsu said that he had given Meiju a proposal gift, Jusetsu had thought, Perhaps…


    “Do you know that it has gone missing?”


    “Missing?” Hyougetsu’s face changed. “Was it looted?”


    “That may be so, but I suspect it was not.”


    Passing by Enou Palace, the peach grove with willow trees came into view. The sky was gradually darkening, and their surroundings were turning a deep indigo color. At the same time, the moon, swollen and apricot seed-shaped, was beginning to shine faintly. Approaching the willow tree, Jusetsu stopped. Hyougetsu let out a breath. It was a painful, choking sigh.


    Under the blossoming willow tree, Meiju’s figure emerged. Contrary to the growing darkness, her figure seemed to glow with a white light. Jusetsu gazed at her hanging head.


    “Princess Meiju slit her own throat under that willow tree. ——Do you have any idea why it was this willow tree?”


    Hyougetsu answered.


    “Whenever I visited the inner palace, this was where we met. I also proposed to her here.”


    ——Is that why?


    Did she intend to die while holding her memories with Hyougetsu in her mind?


    “Then, it would be hard to believe that she would have tried to die without her precious quartz comb.”


    It was her proposal gift. If she chose this place to die, it was only logical that she would choose it as her adornment in her final moments.


    However, Jusetsu pointed at Meiju’s head.


    “She died without putting it in her hair.”


    The form of a ghost was not necessarily their appearance when they died. Hyougetsu was a good example. Sometimes, they appeared in the form that left a strong impression in the deceased person’s mind. If Meiju’s ghost wasn’t wearing that comb, it was either because that was what she looked like when she died, or because that appearance left a strong impression in her mind. ——Why? Either way, if it was the other way around, they would know. If she was wearing her treasured comb.


    “She must have thought when she died, the comb should not be on her body. Because it would be looted.”


    Ah, Koushun let out a faint sound that was neither an utterance nor a sigh.


    “Both Princess Meiju’s gemstone and the blade she used to kill herself are kept in the treasure room of Gyokou Hall. That was how it was done.”


    Jusetsu had criticized Koushun keeping jewelry torn off from corpses before.


    “It might fall into the hands of the Flame Emperor, who had killed Hyougetsu. I don’t believe she wanted that to happen, no matter what.”


    “Then…” Hyougetsu looked at Meiju. “Where’s the comb?”


    Jusetsu approached her step by step.


    “With the army closing in, there would have been no time to hide it somewhere. She came here, where she had chosen to die, and most likely—”


    Jusetsu crouched down in front of Princess Meiju. She placed her hand on the ground at her feet. The earth was cool.


    “Buried it here.”


    Taking a piece of wood from her pocket, Jusetsu began digging with it. She had no other tools to use. “Sei,” Koushun said, and Ei Sei reluctantly approached Jusetsu. He took out a dagger from his pocket and gouged out the dirt greatly in one go. Jusetsu wondered if he always carried such a dangerous thing around.


    “She would not have buried it very deeply.”


    After digging for a while, they hit the willow’s roots. They were still thin. Jusetsu stopped her hand. The roots were entangled around—or rather, protecting—a comb. It was covered in dirt, but it was a white quartz comb. Jusetsu hurriedly dug it out and wiped the dirt away from it.


    “Use this,” Koushun held out his handkerchief. When she wiped the comb clean with it, the form of a beautiful comb in the shape of waves and peonies emerged. It was a comb that possessed the clear moon-like beauty of Hyougetsu as well as the gentle beauty of Meiju.


    “I would guess that she could not leave this place because this comb weighed on her mind. Her whole mind was preoccupied with it.”


    For that reason, even the voice of Hyougetsu, who gave her that comb, didn’t reach her. What an irony.


    Jusetsu held up the comb in front of Meiju. Heat gathered in her other hand. Light red petals swelled out and formed the shape of a peony. When she breathed on it, the petals scattered and turned into smoke, enveloping the comb. As though noticing it, Meiju, whose head had been hanging down, looked forward for the first time. A light red smoke surrounded her. The comb glistened in the moonlight. Meiju’s vacant eyes slowly came into focus. On the other side of the comb, Hyougetsu was there. Meiju’s eyes widened.


    “―Meiju.”


    Hyougetsu called out her name and stepped forward. Meiju blinked. As the wind passed through, her expression changed dramatically. Her eyes sparkled as she blinked again, and light bounced off her smooth cheeks drew soft lines. Her silver hair was tied up, and the wound in her throat and blood disappeared. Her bloodstained clothes were replaced with a splendid upper garment embroidered with gold and silver threads and a skirt printed with patterns of waves. The princess in all her radiance was standing there.


    Hyougetsu stroked Meiju’s hair. Upon doing that, the quartz comb appeared in her hair. Without making a sound, Meiju smiled. Hyougetsu took her into his arms. He was also smiling faintly. He seemed to whisper something into Meiju’s ear, but Jusetsu couldn’t make out what he said.


    The two figures faded in the moonlight. The flowering willow branches swayed. Hidden among the drooping flowers, the lovers disappeared without a sound.


    A faint breeze shook the willow trees. Jusetsu silently gazed at the willow blossoms illuminated by the moonlight. No one said a word.


    “…We’ll bury that comb in their tomb.”


    After a while, quietly, as though slowly waking up from a dream, Koushun spoke.


    The tomb of the Ran clan was tucked away in a corner of the Forbidden Garden at the edge of the imperial palace. The original family mausoleum was destroyed, but the Flame Emperor didn’t want the people to pray for them, so they were buried in the Forbidden Garden instead of outside the imperial palace.


    “That would be good.”


    The comb was originally supposed to be with Meiju in death.


    “It would be better for me not to touch it. It should be in the care of the Ran clan.”


    Saying that, Koushun flipped his sleeves. Jusetsu looked down at the quartz comb. The moonlight softly enveloped the quartz like dew.

  


  

  
    ~ ~ ~


    There was one job left to do.


    As night fell, Jusetsu sat on the latticed window sill and looked outside. The darker the night became, the clearer and brighter the moon became. When she closed her eyes, the cries of a nighthawk came closer. Her breathing became shallow and she searched for its presence. The more she melted into the night, the further away her senses reached. The Winter King reigned over the night. What she couldn’t do during the daytime, she could do with the help of the night.


    ——Koushun is…in his main residence?


    There was a scent in the darkness. Around Koushun, there was—


    Jusetsu opened her eyes slightly. It was the thing she sensed when she went to Gyokou Hall in the morning. This sensation.


    She sniffed.


    “That idiot.”


    ——The man is a fool.


    Jusetsu climbed down from the window. As she headed for the door, Xingxing began to flap its wings and flail about. She glanced at it and only smiled with her lips.


    “Be at ease, Xingxing. I will return soon. I am not running away—you annoying Niangniang guard.”


    If you try to tell on me, I shall roast you whole, she said, and Xingxing became quiet. Jusetsu opened the doors and quickly went down the steps. She picked up her long skirt and glided over the stones in her brocade shoes. Leaving the black palace, she ran through the grove of laurels and rhododendrons towards the eastern gate of the inner palace.


    The eastern gate was the gate connecting the inner palace to the emperor’s residence, the inner court. It was called the Ringai Gate. There were watch fires lit at the gate. Gate guards were stationed there. Jusetsu pulled out one of the peonies from her hair. The flower disintegrated into small pieces and scattered. Jusetsu didn’t slow down as she approached the gate, and walked right past the guards. As she passed by, they vacantly stopped moving. Even when she went past the gate, they didn’t seem to notice her.


    She headed for Gyokou Hall as Ei Sei had guided her in the morning. Unlike Yamei Palace, there were brightly lit lanterns at the eaves of the hall. Jusetsu didn’t go to the front, instead going around to the back. The main residence was there. Passing through the garden, she looked for the outer door to the main residence.


    ——Aah…this scent.


    It was much stronger than in the morning.


    Jusetsu made a peony flower in her hand and put it in her hair. She found the door and flicked her finger. The door opened with loud bang.


    When she ran inside, Koushun, dressed in nightclothes, turned around. He was standing in the center of the room.


    “You—why?”


    Even at a time like this, Koushun’s voice was tranquil. Jusetsu moved her gaze to what was ahead of him. In front of the door facing the corridor, there were two ghosts standing there. They were a pale-faced woman with clothing dyed in crimson and a eunuch with a horrific appearance. These must be Koushun’s mother Consort Sha and Tei Ran.


    Jusetsu silently pulled a peony flower from her hair. She thrust it towards the two people in front of the door. Koushun grabbed her arm.


    “Wait. What are you doing?”


    “Be quiet and watch. This will end soon.”


    “No, they’re harmless.”


    Jusetsu glared at Koushun.


    “You have no clue what is harmful and what is not. This is my domain.”


    Jusetsu shook her arm free and blew on the flower. It turned into a pale red flame, which then transformed into an arrow. Jusetsu swung her hand down towards the ghosts. The arrow was released vigorously. It flew through the air, creating wind, and hit the two ghosts—or so it seemed, but it slipped through the gap between them. At the same time, the door behind the ghosts opened. The arrow flew towards it.


    At that moment, a tremendous roar rang out. No, not a roar, but a moan. It was the screaming of one’s last moments. The scream seemed to echo from the depths of the earth, shocking the air and piercing the skin. A stormy gale blew through, rocking the whole room, and then it finally died down. The screams disappeared.


    Koushun stared at the open door, stunned. He didn’t seem to understand what had happened. Jusetsu looked around and confirmed that the strong scent had disappeared.


    “What was―”


    “Why do you think they remained standing in front of your door?”


    Jusetsu looked at the two ghosts who were currently standing next to the door.


    “I—I thought it was because they had something to say to me.”


    “That is part of it. They are protectors.”


    “Protectors? Of what—”


    “You fool,” Jusetsu said over her shoulder. “You, of course.”


    Koushun, speechless, turned to the ghosts.


    “You said they only started appearing to you in the last month or so. What happened a month ago?”


    Koushun returned his gaze to Jusetsu.


    “——The empress dowager’s execution.”


    Jusetsu nodded.


    “And it was only afterwards that they appeared?”


    “Yes. But not right away,” Koushun said, puzzled. “What is the meaning of this?”


    “Listen. When I came here in the morning, I noticed a scent.”


    “Scent?”


    “A beast’s scent. It was the scent of a curse that used a beast.”


    “Curse—”


    I can’t believe it, Koushun muttered.


    “Check the palace where the empress dowager was imprisoned or the building where she was kept until her execution. There might be traces of a curse there. Yes, you should check under her bed or on top of the beams.”


    The empress dowager had left one last curse. In order to torment Koushun after her death.


    “Then, Mother and Ran…”


    “They were acting as your final defense, stopping that curse from entering your room.”


    Koushun opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out, and his gaze simply dropped to the floor. Then, he suddenly turned around. The ghosts of Consort Sha and Tei Ran were by his side. Their once heartrending appearances had been transformed. Consort Sha was now a beautiful woman with a slender face and her hair tied up with a hair stick, and Tei Ran had been transformed into a gentle-looking eunuch with kind eyes. They were just as they looked before their deaths. Both of them were smiling. With smiles on their faces, they quickly dissolved into the darkness and disappeared. After a moment, there was only a pale indigo darkness.


    Koushun’s hand was reaching towards both of them, but he dropped it without being able to touch them. Koushun stood there for a while, silently staring into the darkness.


    Jusetsu, without saying anything more, turned on her heel and was about to leave. However, Koushun stopped her.


    “Jusetsu.”


    ——Oh, how I hate this.


    She hated having her name being called by this man. It made her feel strangely discomposed, and she couldn’t calm down.


    “Why did you help me?”


    Jusetsu’s brow furrowed. “What did you say?”


    “Weren’t you angry with me? Do you not hate me?”


    Koushun quietly asked her. Jusetsu hesitated over her answer for a while.


    “…I am not angry with you, but with the past Summer King and Winter King.”


    It was their fault that Jusetsu was imprisoned in the inner palace.


    “Besides, those two would not be able to rest in peace if I let you die.”


    Consort Sha and Tei Ran, who even in death still tried to protect Koushun.


    “…I see,” Koushun cast down his eyes. “Thank you.”


    Thanked frankly, Jusetsu didn’t know how to react.


    “I do not want your gratitude.”


    “I owe you a debt now. How should I repay you?”


    “How—”


    Unsure whether or not to haggle over a reward, Jusetsu decided to stop thinking about it.


    “I have no need for that. Rather, I would prefer that you do not come to my palace anymore.”


    Koushun stared at Jusetsu’s face.


    “…What.”


    “Can I not help you?”


    Jusetsu’s eyes fluttered. She looked into Koushun’s eyes to see what he was going to say, but all she saw was a sincere light in his eyes. That was why she was puzzled.


    “…I do not need your help.”


    “But—”


    “Because this is most likely my punishment,” Jusetsu looked away from Koushun and gazed into the darkness. “My punishment for watching my mother die without helping her.”


    Koushun closed his mouth. In the darkness, silence hung in the air. Koushun was peering intently at Jusetsu’s face.


    “…Then, I received punishment as well,” he murmured. His voice was quiet and clear, like a winter morning. “I received a far worse punishment for failing to save Mother and Ran.”


    Jusetsu suddenly looked up. In the depths of Koushun’s eyes, there was a shade of sadness that couldn’t be removed. That sadness was surely similar to Jusetsu’s own.


    “If I am going to be punished with you, then it might not be so bad.”


    After saying that, Koushun walked towards his bed. Jusetsu remained rooted to the spot. When she saw Koushun go beyond the curtains, she returned to herself and headed for the door. Stepping out into the garden, she was surprised to see Ei Sei waiting just outside the door. Perhaps to not disturb Koushun’s sleep, he quietly closed the door without saying anything. He only gave Jusetsu a single glance and bowed.


    Jusetsu left Gyokou Hall and returned to the inner palace through the Ringai Gate, the same way she came here. Upon her return to Yamei Palace, Xingxing made a big fuss, but she ignored it and opened her curtains. Sitting down on her bed, she ruminated over Koushun’s words.


    “That man—truly is a fool.”


    Muttering that, Jusetsu laid down on her mattress, still dressed in her black clothes.


    —


    The purple upper garment was dyed with a pattern of waves and birds. The matching skirt was a goose-yellow twill weave with pearls woven in patterns. Jiujiu hung the thin silk shawl on Jusetsu’s shoulders. It was a pink shawl, similar to the morning sky in spring. All of the clothing were gifted by Kajou.


    “Which hairpin would you like to wear?”


    “Ah—”


    Remembering it, Jusetsu took out the ivory comb from the cabinet. It was a gift from Koushun. When Jiujiu laughed and said, “Oh my,” Jusetsu quickly said, “It was made to match this outfit,” as if to excuse herself.


    “I didn’t say anything, though.”


    “You intended to say it.”


    When Jusetsu arrived at Enou Palace, accompanied by Jiujiu, they were greeted with crimson roses in full bloom. Kajou, who was waiting with her attendants in front of the steps, said, “Those clothes suit you well,” with a satisfied smile. Jusetsu had come here because she received an invitation from Kajou.


    Kajou had prepared refreshments for Jusetsu, just as she had said before. Rice cakes, fuliubing, baozi with lotus seed fillings…a variety of sweets were lined up on the table. Kajou personally poured Jusetsu a cup of tea and offered it to her.


    “I wonder if you’re aware of this, Lady Raven Consort. It seems that His Majesty is currently reviewing the administrative and civil codes. He says there are many pointless laws. He seems to be very busy with it.”


    “I know not,” Jusetsu answered while stuffing baozi into her mouth. “I have no interest.”


    “He said in his letter to me that it would be a while before he can visit you. He asked me to tell you that.”


    “Why does a letter to you contain a message to me?”


    “He said that it was because the Lady Raven Consort would burn the letter before reading it.”


    “…”


    That is certainly true, but there was no need to make Kajou the messenger, she thought.


    “Lady Raven Consort, do you have any message you would like to send to His Majesty?”


    “No,” she immediately answered, and then said, “Tell him not to send me any trifling messages—no, do not tell him anything after all.”


    Jusetsu shook her head.


    “If His Majesty is going to send a message, it would be better if he could compose a poem or two. I know that anything related to poetry and music are his weakness, though.”


    Please forgive him, Kajou said with a smile. She sounded like an older sister apologizing for her younger brother’s failure. Her smile reminded Jusetsu of a warm and refreshing summer breeze.


    “Why don’t you try this one too?” Kajou said, offering her a rice cake. “There is plenty of food here.”


    There was a smile on her face as she watched Jusetsu fill her mouth with food.


    “I have ten younger brothers and sisters,” Kajou said. “My youngest sister hasn’t married yet, and she still lives at home. She is around the same age as you. This might be rude of me, but I feel like I’m looking at my youngest sister in this way, and it makes me happy.”


    “I do not think you are being rude.”


    “I see. Then, in that case, may I call you ‘Ah-mei’?”


    That was a name used to refer to a younger girl in an affectionate manner. Jusetsu was puzzled.


    “You can call me ‘Ah-jie’ if you like.”


    Kajou had a pushy side to her while seemingly acting modest. It was the same as when she had presented the clothes to Jusetsu. Jusetsu, at a loss for a reply, shoved a rice cake into her mouth.


    It was almost when she left Enou Palace. Kajou had been dressing her in various garments as though she was taking care of a younger sister. When she returned to Yamei Palace with several garments foisted on her, she found someone waiting at the doors. The evening shadows had fallen, but she recognized their standing figures. It was Koushun and Ei Sei.


    “I thought you wouldn’t open the doors, but it turns out you went out.”


    “Were you not going to come here for a while?”


    “You heard that from Kajou? It was taken care of quicker than I expected.”


    Koushun’s eyes were on Jusetsu’s hair as he said that. She remembered that she was wearing the ivory comb she received from him. “This is—” Thinking that it would be strange to say the same excuse she had said to Jiujiu, she closed her mouth. She lifted her skirt to climb the steps and passed by Koushun and Ei Sei. The doors opened on their own.


    Once inside, Koushun had Jiujiu draw back. As usual, he sat down in a chair himself without being prompted.


    “What are you here for?”


    The fact that he made Jiujiu draw back must meant that this was a secret conversation. Thinking so, Jusetsu sat down across from him. “Ah,” Koushun said, but was silent for a while.


    “—I was organizing the administrative and civil codes,” Koushun finally spoke.


    “I heard that from Kajou. What does it have to do with me?”


    “I abolished all the unnecessary laws. ——Including the decree to capture and kill members of the Ran clan.”


    Jusetsu gasped.


    “All the members of the Ran clan are dead. According to the name register. Therefore, that law was already as good as nothing. There was no need for it.”


    Jusetsu’s eyes widened and she listened to Koushun’s detached voice carefully.


    “If the Raven Consort is the one who makes the king who he is, then we cannot afford to lose you. For that reason, it is a law that must not remain.”


    Jusetsu remained silent. Koushun took a breath before continuing.


    “So, there is no more law to capture or kill you. You need not be afraid anymore.”


    Koushun quietly repeated his words and looked closely at Jusetsu. She looked into his eyes, wondering what his intentions were. However, his eyes were as still as winter snow, showing no more thoughts than what his words indicated.


    “I just…” Koushun started to say, but his eyes wavered in hesitation and he closed his mouth. He had been choosing his words very carefully. Realizing that, Jusetsu’s lips trembled slightly. He was carefully searching for the right words so as to not hurt her.


    Jusetsu pursed her lips tightly and looked down.


    “Have I offended you?”


    Koushun sounded somewhat panicked. The tone of his voice didn’t change much. However, Jusetsu had come to be able to hear the sadness, intensity, and tenderness in his voice much clearer than at the very beginning.


    Jusetsu shook her head. Not knowing what to answer or what kind of face to make, she kept her head down.


    Koushun was trying to nestle close to Jusetsu’s pain. He was trying to support her.


    She didn’t know if that was the right thing to do. Koushun had no need or obligation to understand her. Neither did she need him to understand her. She didn’t seek salvation there.


    But—


    “Here.”


    Koushun took something out of his pocket and placed it on the table. They were two fish figurines made of quartz. One was transparent, and the other one was milky white with a hint of pale red. Both had finely carved scales, and the grooves were painted with silver paint. Koushun placed the pale red one in front of Jusetsu.


    “This one is yours. The other one is mine,” Koushun took the transparent one in his hand. “Let’s make a pledge.”


    “Pledge…?”


    “Promises between me and you. Between the Summer King and the Winter King.”


    Jusetsu looked between Koushun and the pale red figurine. She slowly reached out and took the figurine. It was smooth and warm, perhaps because it had been in Koushun’s pocket. Jusetsu traced the carved scales with a finger. She raised her eyes and looked at Koushun.


    “What are the promises?”


    “One is the promise from before. I will not kill you. No matter what.”


    “No matter what?”


    “That’s right.”


    “…What is the other promise?”


    “We will not fight each other.”


    “I had no intention of fighting you in the first place.”


    “That means you will be kept here for the rest of your life, not as the Winter King, but as the Raven Consort.”


    “No other path is prepared for me.”


    A smile played at the edge of her lips, and Koushun fell silent for a moment. His eyes were downcast, and when he raised them, he looked directly into Jusetsu’s eyes.


    Koushun stood up and went in front of Jusetsu, and then knelt down on the spot. Jusetsu was startled. The face of Ei Sei, who had been standing in front of the doors, changed and he stirred. Seeming to not care about the two’s stunned reaction, Koushun clasped his hands together and bowed.


    “I’m showing my respect to not just you, but all the Raven Consorts who came before you.”


    Koushun’s raised eyes seemed to be looking far into the distance through Jusetsu. She was puzzled, but accepted his gaze. The thought of Reijou, who had died of old age in this palace, came to her mind and vanished. A faint sigh escaped her lips.


    Jusetsu glanced down once at the quartz in his palm and sat up. She looked down at Koushun. His eyes were as calm as ever. She held out her hand towards him. Koushun took her hand and stood up. It was a sign that Jusetsu had accepted his pact.


    Even if what Koushun did was wrong…Jusetsu thought, it was indeed a relief for her that he reached out to her in her suffering.


    “…Did you make these fish figurines?”


    She asked, looking at the quartz in her hand. Koushun’s eyebrow twitched. “No,” he answered. “Of course, I couldn’t make something this fine. I had the Directorate for Imperial Manufacturies (court workshop) make them.”


    His expression was somewhat frustrated. It was the first time she had ever seen such a face on him, where one could see the traces of a boy.


    As Jusetsu stared at him, thinking how rare it was, Koushun’s gaze wandered around uncomfortably.


    “I can make a wood carving in less than a day.”


    “No one has asked for it.”


    “I can make birds and flowers.”


    “Flowers? Ah, I remember. You made the flower flute.” Jusetsu recalled the crimson roses of Enou Palace.


    “―Even roses?”


    “Roses, lily magnolias, and hibiscuses.”


    “I would like a rose.”


    Koushun’s eyes blinked. “Understood.”


    “A wooden rose would not wither.”


    Jusetsu was about to smile, but drew it back when she noticed that Koushun was staring at her. She turned her head away and sat down in her chair. Koushun also sat across from her again.


    “You are not leaving yet? I believe you have done what you came here to do.”


    “I forget to tell you the rest of the pact.”


    “There is more?”


    “One more. ——I want to be your good friend.”


    For a while, Jusetsu stared at Koushun’s face. His eyes were still and clear, and Jusetsu suddenly imagined a scene where a winter sun was shining through a latticed window. The pale light was shining softly.


    “…Friend?”


    “Your friend.”


    Koushun replied with the utmost seriousness. This young man had probably been thinking seriously about the words Jusetsu had thrown at him and the suffering she had brought to his attention. The answer he came up with was the abolition of the Ran clan execution decree and this pledge.


    Jusetsu slowly gripped the quartz fish in her hand again. It was smooth and strangely warm.


    “You…are a complete fool.”


    “Is that so.”


    “That is not a pledge.”


    “It’s a pledge I’m making to myself.”


    Hmph, Jusetsu rolled the quartz around in her palm. “What do friends do together?”


    “I don’t know much about it myself,” Koushun replied detachedly. “Perhaps they would have tea with each other. ——Sei.”


    Koushun turned around and called Ei Sei. Ei Sei walked up to him without making a sound.


    “The tea Sei makes is delicious. Want to try some?”


    After a short pause, Jusetsu simply nodded. Ei Sei walked to the kitchen. After a while, the refreshing and gentle aroma of simmering tea wafted through the air. Jusetsu opened her hand and looked at the quartz. It would surely look beautiful under the moonlight.


    She felt that the quartz, filled with a clear light like dew, was fitting of a prayer called a pledge.    
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