
  
    
      
    
  


  


  
    Chapter 1 - A Rainy Night's Visit


    
      At the deep, deep bottom of the sea, stretched out in the silence of the night, I am always waiting.


      _________


      



      In the dead of night, Ishiha woke up. He quietly rose from his bed so as to not make any sound. He felt like he just had a bad dream. It was because his throat was dry. The rain he had been hearing before he fell asleep had already stopped, but the damp scent of rain that was characteristic of the end of a shower drifted in the air.


      ――It’s different from the scent of the sea.


      It was different from the smell of the tide, mixed in with that somewhat fishy smell, that clung to his skin. Ishiha hugged his knees on his bed. He hated waking up in the middle of the night. That was when he was the loneliest and the saddest. Memories of his hometown and of the time when he was made into a eunuch swirled around in his head, making his chest squeeze tight. He was having trouble breathing and he pressed his forehead against his knees. He choked back a sob.


      “…You can’t sleep?”


      He heard Onkei’s voice in the darkness. He felt him getting up in the bed next to his. Ishiha shared a room in Yamei Palace with his senior, Onkei. He hastily apologized.


      “I’m sorry, I woke you up.”


      It was dark, so his tear-stained face couldn’t be seen, but he sounded nasal. He could feel Onkei staring at him. Onkei slipped off his bed and left the room. Just as Ishiha was panicking, wondering if he had irritated him, Onkei immediately returned.


      He was holding up a candlestick. His face emerged from the darkness with the flickering flames of the candle.


      “Here.”


      Onkei held out a cup. It was filled with water. He seemed to have drawn it from the water jug in the kitchen. “You must be thirsty.”


      “Y…yes. Thank you very much.”


      Ishiha drank the water, wondering how did he know. His parched throat now quenched, he let out a sigh of relief.


      “Everyone has nightmares for a while after they become a eunuch.”


      That was all Onkei said in his quiet voice. He was a beautiful man, but there was an unapproachable coldness in his appearance that made Ishiha too nervous to approach him. However, the gentle smile that sometimes appeared on his lips told him that he was a warm person at heart.


      “Mr. Onkei, was it like that for you as well?”


      There was no answer to that question. Onkei blew out the candle and darkness returned to the room. The faint wisp of smoke from the blown-out flame faded quickly. The smell of smoke and water mingled together. There was the sound of Onkei crawling into his bed, and Ishiha laid down as well. The water that soothed his throat slowly seeped into his chest and loosened his stiffened heart. His eyelids naturally drooped, and he was lulled to sleep as though rocked by the waves. In the waves, the image of his hometown floated and disappeared. His parents, the village elders. The fireside on stormy days, the sound of the wind beating at the window, and the starry sky after the storm had passed, like silver sand scattered across the sky. The elders’ tales. The islands born from the chopped-up god. The lost souls blown into the cove. The one or two new lives raining down from the river of stars. He wondered if the baby born next door was growing up healthy. He wondered how his siblings were doing. How was his childhood friend, Ayura, doing——


      _________


      



      It seemed that the rain had stopped. Jusetsu turned her attention to the latticed window. Late at night, beyond the lattice, all she could see was a deep indigo darkness. Water was seeping into the darkness. When the rainy season began, there would be large downpours of rain all at once, but they didn’t last long. After the rain, the soil, greenery, and even the darkness became fresh, as if they had come back to life. The scent of life was strong. Jusetsu didn’t care for this time of the year. No, it might be Wulian Niangniang who didn’t like it. She didn’t know. Jusetsu looked at the table. What she had been looking at until then was placed there. It was a necklace of two strands of black pearls. A delicate rainbow pattern played on the jet-black surface in the light.


      These black pearls were the feathers left behind by the “Owl.” The remains of what was once Shougetsu, who was created by the Owl. Shougetsu had turned into feathers and disappeared, but Jusetsu had gathered those feathers and stuffed them into a hemp sack. They turned into black pearls overnight. She asked the Directorate for Imperial Manufactories to string them into a necklace.  


      We were born from sea foam—that was what the Owl had said. Was that why his feathers turned into pearls? Jusetsu let out a sigh, placed the pearls in a mother-of-pearl box, and put it in the cupboard. It wasn’t as though she would know the answer just by staring at it.


      Jusetsu no longer knew who she was. Was she the Raven, was she “Jusetsu,” or was she a mixture of both? The Raven came here from the distant Kakurenomiya. This was the taboo island where gods who committed crimes drifted to. The Raven was trapped in Jusetsu so that she couldn’t escape. Just as the Owl made the doll called Shougetsu, Jusetsu was a vessel for confining the Raven. If she was shattered, would her body turn into feathers and become pearls as well?


      Jusetsu let out a small laugh. At night, when she had her attendant Jiujiu retire for the night and was left alone, an unbearable emptiness began to take root in her chest. Loneliness could be endured. However, emptiness ate into her heart little by little. Right now, she wasn’t being swallowed up by it because Jiujiu and the others were here with her. Even if she was disobeying Reijou’s words in the process.


      Xingxing, who had rested its wings at Jusetsu’s feet, raised its head. Jusetsu looked back at the door. Xingxing spread its wings and made a fuss. Jusetsu gently flicked her hand and opened the doors. It was a visitor who had come to ask for a favor from the Raven Consort.


      Now, she could understand painfully why the Raven Consorts had accepted the requests of the people of the inner palace until now. They wanted to be connected to people. As they weren’t even sure of their own minds, if they couldn’t rely on anyone, they would at least like to be useful to someone and have a connection with others, even if it was just a thin thread.


      “L-Lady Raven Consort. I have a matter I wish for you to…”


      Before she could speak, the doors opened, and the flustered palace lady falteringly said this.


      “You may enter.”


      Jusetsu sat down in a chair. The palace lady also sat across from her while looking around nervously. Judging from her appearance, she seemed to be an attendant of some palace. Her ruqun was of fine silk, and her sash was adorned with an ornament of white coral with a violet-colored decorative cord.


      “I am the Crane Consort’s attendant at Hakkaku Palace. My family name is Ki, and my given name is Senjo.”


      The attendant introduced herself. She was a thin woman with a slender and pale face. Her hands were tightly clasped together in front of her chest, and her body was trembling slightly.


      “What is your business here?”


      When Jusetsu asked her that, Senjo took a deep breath. Hesitant to speak, her gaze wandered, then she looked at Jusetsu with imploring eyes.


      “A ghost has been visiting me.”


      Senjo’s nails were digging into her clasped hands. She closed her eyes and repeatedly exhaled and inhaled, perhaps to calm herself. She touched the white coral hanging from her sash, and as she stroked it, her breathing finally evened, and she spoke again.


      “…The ghost only comes on rainy nights. It comes to the door of my room. It doesn’t even knock on my door, much less come in. How do I know that a ghost is visiting me? I hear its footsteps. Footsteps walking in the rain. It walks steadily and stops in front of my door. When the rain stops, its presence disappears. There is a puddle in front of the door. It cannot be a person. A few times, I couldn’t help but peer through the lattice window. I see a black shadow there. But I can’t make out its appearance. It’s right there, but I can’t see it. Only its feet in long boots are visible. All that I can see other than that is water dripping from its clothing. No matter how hard I look, its face is indistinguishable, as if it’s covered in shadows.”


      After speaking with a trembling voice, Senjo let out a deep breath. Her shoulders were heaving. While she was talking, even now, she was stroking the white coral frequently. It seemed that she couldn’t calm down unless she was fiddling with something. Jusetsu got the impression that she was high-strung, but that might be because she was haunted by a ghost. Her almond eyes, which would be charming otherwise, were red.


      Jusetsu peered at her face, and then spoke.


      “When did this begin happening?”


      “It began on the first rainy night on my journey from my hometown to here.”


      “It didn’t start after you came to Hakkaku Palace?”


      “Yes. I have always been an attendant of the Saname clan—”


      “Saname clan?”


      “It is Lady Banka’s family. Do you not know it?”


      “I know not. Who is Banka?”


      Senjo’s eyes widened in surprise. Perhaps remembering that the Raven Consort was someone isolated from society, she cast down her eyes and said, “I beg your pardon.”


      “The Saname clan is a wealthy family from Ga Province. They are a clan that migrated from the country of Kakami a long time ago, and they were once feudal lords who governed the whole of Ga Province, but now they have stepped away from government and are a powerful family with a large number of manors. Ga Province is a rich land, and the Saname clan is in no way inferior to that of a great merchant.”


      Jusetsu recalled hearing that the Crane Consort’s family was wealthy when she visited Hakkaku Palace before.


      “This Banka is the Crane Consort, yes?”


      “That is correct, Lady Raven Consort.”


      “Despite her family name sounding foreign, her given name is in the Shou-style.”


      “Lady Banka’s name was given to her by His Majesty when she entered the inner palace. Since long ago, the Saname clan has never revealed their true names to others. Since the head of the Saname clan, Lady Banka’s father, calls himself Chouyou, His Majesty gave Lady Banka her name to match him.” (1)


      [1. Banka is written with the characters 晚霞 which means “evening glow,” while Chouyou’s name is written with the characters 朝陽 which means “morning sun.”]


      “I see, afterglow, huh.”


      It was a stylish name. That man could do something so elegant? Jusetsu thought of Koushun’s face, which always lacked expression.


      “Master Chouyou was also very happy. And—um…”


      Her face said, What were we talking about again?


      “We were talking about when the ghost appeared. You said that it was after you left your hometown, and you have been an attendant of the Saname clan for a long time.”


      “Yes, that was the case. So, nothing happened when I was with the Saname clan in Ga Province. When it was decided that Lady Banka was to be married to His Majesty, on the way from Ga Province to the capital, there was a night when it rained, and that was when it started. It happened when we were staying at an inn.”


      Seeming to recall that time, Senjo trembled.


      “Even after the rain stopped and the ghost disappeared, I couldn’t sleep for the whole night. Even now, when it starts to rain after dark, I’m out of my mind terrified. Tonight as well—”


      “It was raining just now, was it not?”


      Senjo nodded while trembling.


      “After I confirmed the rain had stopped and the ghost had left, I couldn’t bear it any longer and came here. I have no other choice but to rely on you, Lady Raven Consort.”


      “Do you wish for me to drive away the ghost?”


      “Yes. Please fulfill my request. I will prepare compensation for you, so please—”


      Jusetsu thought about it for a moment. A ghost that only appears on rainy nights—?


      “…I’m quite curious.”


      “Eh?”


      “The fact that it doesn’t come through your door weighs on my mind. You say that it only stands there and does nothing?”


      “Yes, but,” Senjo was about to protest, but Jusetsu held up her hand to stop her.


      “On the other hand, I am also concerned about the fact that it is following you. It seems that it isn’t a ghost that has settled down in the inner palace.”


      Senjo paled at the words “following you.”


      “I wish to investigate where the ghost appears. Tomorrow, I shall visit your room. And then—”


      Jusetsu stood up and brought over a piece of hemp paper from the cabinet.


      “’Tis merely for peace of mind, but I’ll give you this amulet. It is for protection. It’s the type of thing that sorcerers walk around giving out, but weak ghosts will not come near you with this.”


      Senjo gratefully accepted the amulet, which had strange characters written on it in ink.


      “Do you not have any clue as to the identity of that ghost?”


      At Jusetsu’s question, Senjo hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. “No.” She hugged the amulet against her chest and quickly left the pitch-black palace.


      _________


      



      Jiujiu was always noisy in the morning. She talked incessantly while bringing in the water basin for washing her face or while getting breakfast ready. It was like the chirping of a little bird. She rambled on about things like how it wouldn’t rain today because winter wrens were flying high in the sky, or how it was good weather for laundry, or how the rice cakes in the kitchen had mold on them.


      “In my hometown, they say that if the Fishing Star looks hazy, then it’s going to rain,” Ishiha said as he helped prepare breakfast.


      “They don’t say that around here. We don’t have the custom of looking up at the night sky because they close the doors at night.”


      Ishiha’s hometown was a small fishing village. For those who made their living by fishing, the stars were an important guidepost for finding directions.


      “For us, it’s very important to know where the stars are and when they appear.”


      “Then, your tribe isn’t afraid of the night, then? They say that Yeyoushen appears at night.”


      “No, we’re afraid of Yeyoushen. That’s why we wear charms against our skin and don’t go fishing on starless nights. We’re afraid of monsters coming out of the waves and dragging our boats down to the bottom of the sea on dark nights.”


      It was very interesting to hear about Ishiha’s hometown, which was very different from this area. Jusetsu had never actually seen the sea with her own eyes. The exception was through the eyes of the Raven who slipped out of the inner palace on nights of the new moon.


      “The sea must be a terrifying thing.”


      Jusetsu murmured as she scooped up her porridge with a spoon. Ishiha laughed brightly. His tanned skin wrinkled tightly.


      “It’s scary, but it’s also warm. It’s like a cradle.”


      “A cradle?”


      “The waves. They come and go, like a very big cradle,” Ishiha gestured like he was rocking a cradle. “Besides, they tell us that you have to be afraid. Otherwise, people will underestimate the sea. We should be afraid of it.”


      “Did your village elders tell you that?”


      “Yes. They taught us a lot about the sea and the stars.”


      Jusetsu supposed that it was similar to what Reijou was like to her. She blew on her scooped-up porridge to cool it. The congee with snow fungus and dried day lilies was so hot that it would burn her throat if she didn’t cool it down enough. It would be nice if they could serve it a little cooler, but the old servant Keishi would never allow it. She always said that food must be served when it was hot because it would quickly get colder and colder. She finally put the cooled porridge into her mouth. The crispy snow fungus was one of Jusetsu’s favorites. The pine nuts sprinkled on top of the porridge were fragrant and nourishing. In Keishi’s mind, Jusetsu would always remain a small, underfed child, and she still only prepared nourishing food for her.


      “Niangniang, what are your plans for today?”


      Jiujiu asked. Usually, her answer was “nothing in particular,” but today was different.


      “I’m going to Hakkaku Palace.”


      “Oh, you’re going out? It’s been a while,” Jiujiu suddenly sounded excited. “Then, this is a good opportunity for you to wear the clothing that was given to you by Hua Niangniang recently. The pale purple raw silk robe and peach-colored skirt…the crystal hairpin will do.”


      She spoke like a full-fledged attendant. “I don’t need to dress up so excessively,” Jusetsu reminded her, but the exuberant Jiujiu wasn’t listening. Since she seemed to be in a good mood, Jusetsu thought, Oh well, and gave up. Jiujiu liked dressing up Jusetsu. According to her, it was boring how Jusetsu usually dressed in black.


      As soon as she finished breakfast, she was made to change clothes. The colorful clothing was a gift from Hua Niangniang—the Duck Consort, Un Kajou. Kajou wanted to take care of Jusetsu as if she were her younger sister. She often had garments tailored and sent to her even though she said she didn’t want them, and Jusetsu, unable to ignore them, reluctantly accepted the gifts. Why did those around her never listened to her?


      Jiujiu kept changing the sash and hairpins, taking on the task of changing her clothes until she was satisfied. Jusetsu simply stood there. She kept silent, because it would only prolong the process if she interfered. “Are we finished?” Jusetsu asked Jiujiu, satisfied with the pale red crystal hairpin and the dangling gold hairpins. “I believe so,” Jiujiu nodded with an air of importance. Kougyou, who was helping with Jusetsu’s change of clothes behind her, had her shoulders shaking with amusement.


      Leaving the care of Xingxing to Ishiha, Jusetsu left Yamei Palace with Jiujiu. For some reason, the usually-difficult Xingxing had taken a liking to Ishiha and became attached to him. Xingxing—didn’t the Owl call it Harara? Could that be its real name? As Jusetsu passed through the woods surrounding Yamei Palace, she looked up at the treetops. With a cry of “gah,” a bird landed there. Brown wings with white spots. It was the spotted woodpecker. She thought that bird had also disappeared when Shougetsu scattered into feathers, but it was living in this forest.


      ――Didn’t he say that this bird is a tsukaibe?


      Was that why it was staying here? Nothing could be gleaned from the eyes of the woodpecker—Sumaru.


      They went through the woods and headed north of the inner palace. Onkei, who was Jusetsu’s bodyguard, was most likely watching over her from somewhere in the shadows. That was why she was walking without much caution. Within the inner palace, it was filled with trees, blooming flowers, waterways, and sturdy mud walls. The tiled roofs of the palaces looked like waves as they reflected the sunlight. Just as Jiujiu said, it didn’t look like it would rain today. Senjo must be relieved as well.


      “What business do you have at Hakkaku Palace?”


      Jiujiu asked as they walked down the alley between the mud walls.


      “I received a request.”


      “Ah, so a visitor did come last night. You slept until quite late this morning, so I wondered if that was the case,” Jiujiu pouted a little, like she was sulking. “That’s why I always asked you to let me stay up until much later.”


      “One never knows when visitors like that will come. It is useless to stay up late for them. You and the others have to wake up early in the morning.”


      “But…”


      Jiujiu didn’t look happy. Jusetsu would lose if they continued this quarrel, so she changed the topic.


      “Do you know the consort of Hakkaku Palace?”


      “Was it the Crane Consort who visited last night? No, I’ve never met her.”


      “It was the Crane Consort’s attendant. Even if you’ve never met her, do you know anything about her?”


      Jiujiu tilted her head.


      “I don’t really know much. Hakkaku Palace doesn’t have a very high rank within the inner palace, and it’s located on the outskirts. Rumors about it don’t reach this far. I believe she is a princess of Ga province. I heard that she is the youngest daughter of an old and powerful family, and that she is a generous person without the primness of a rich young lady.”


      Jusetsu also heard that she was very generous in giving away fabrics and hairpins before. Senjo had also been wearing fine clothing.


      “There’s talk that since the position of Magpie Consort is now empty, the Crane Consort or Swallow Mistress might be promoted. If anything, it seems more likely that the Swallow Mistress——”


      “…”


      Jusetsu still felt depressed when she thought about the Magpie Consort. The image of her blood splattering as her throat was bitten open flashed through her mind.


      Jiujiu, who seemed to have sensed Jusetsu’s feelings, changed the subject in a panic.


      “Oh, Niangniang. By the way, we have the peaches that His Majesty gifted us the other day. I’ll peel them for you when we return to Yamei Palace.”


      “I can peel a peach by myself.”


      “But your hands will get all sticky. Ishiha makes quite a mess of himself, getting the juices all over his face.”


      “He is a child, so it can’t be helped.”


      Jusetsu let out a soft laugh. Ishiha wasn’t accustomed to eating fruit, so he always made a big mess. It was quite adorable to see his mouth sticky with fruit juices.


      A hedge of juniper trees came into view. It was Hakkaku Palace. There were crane ornaments on the roof tiles. Jusetsu went around to the back entrance. When she came here before, she also entered from there. Just as before, there were palace ladies drying clothes nearby. There was a palace lady who remembered Jusetsu and had a look of “Oh?” Jusetsu called out to her.


      “There is an attendant I would like you to call for me.”


      “Aren’t you an attendant of Yamei Palace?” She tilted her head in confusion. “But you aren’t dressed like an attendant today.”


      It would be bothersome to explain, so Jusetsu didn’t answer her question. “Call an attendant named Ki Senjo here. She’ll understand if you say it’s someone from Yamei Palace.” However, before the palace lady could leave, there was the sound of running footsteps.


      “Lady Raven Consort,” it was Senjo. “I’ve been waiting for you. I didn’t expect you to come from the back entrance.”


      Apparently, she had been waiting for at the front gate. Looking between Senjo, who was out of breath, and Jusetsu, who was called the Raven Consort, the palace lady’s eyes widened. The palace ladies drying the clothes at the back were whispering to each other about something. There was awe in their eyes. It was the fear directed towards the Raven Consort, who lived quietly in a jet-black palace, darker than the darkness of night, deep within the inner palace, and took on any request from searching for lost things to curse killings. Jusetsu glanced at one of them, sensing something different in her gaze. Standing a short distance away, a palace lady was staring at Jusetsu. There was no fear in her eyes. That said, she didn’t know how to describe it. It was neither friendly nor hateful. It was, dare she say it, something like earnestness. Did she have a request for the Raven Consort?


      “Lady Raven Consort, please come this way.”


      Led by Senjo, they headed for the palace. They were guided to a palace next to the consort’s residence in the center. It was the residence of many attendants. Across the courtyard was the building used by the emperor when he visited. Double-layered gardenias were blooming in the courtyard. The white flowers were as vivid and distinct as summer clouds, and their fragrance was strong. Their whiteness and scent would be recognizable even in the middle of the night.


      “Apparently, peonies used to be planted here,” Senjo explained after following Jusetsu’s gaze. “I heard that His Majesty ordered the garden to be reconstructed. He must be pained by the memory of his mother.”


      Koushun’s mother was the previous emperor’s Crane Consort. “I see,” was all Jusetsu said, and she looked away from the garden.


      Senjo’s room was in a corner of the palace. It had a door and lattice window facing the outer corridor. When Jusetsu entered the room she saw that there was also a door and window at the back, and guessed that the ghost came from that side. She tried opening that door and going outside. The back was poorly lit, shadowed and cool. It was even darker because of the trees planted there. Beneath the shade of the leaves, Jusetsu stared closely at the ground. This was where the ghost was standing.


      ―There is certainly indications here.


      The faint remaining presence of a ghost.


      ――But, this is…


      “How is everything, Lady Raven Consort?”


      Senjo timidly asked from inside the room. Jusetsu turned around.


      “There is no doubt that there is a ghost coming here.”


      Senjo paled and pressed her hand to her chest. Jusetsu took a step back and pulled out a peony from her hair. She blew on it. The flower instantly turned into smoke and spread like a thin curtain as it wavered. Soon, the figure of a person began to appear beyond the smoke. It was indistinct at first, but gradually became clear. Its contours took distinct form, and vacant eyes and slightly opened lips emerged. Bloodless, pale lips. The ashen face belonged to a man in his twenties with a dishevelled topknot. Loose strands of hair fell over his forehead, and there was no light in his sunken eye sockets. There was the sound of water dripping. A puddle was created at his feet. No, it wasn’t water. It was red. Something red was dripping from the hem of the man’s robes. It was blood. His body was slashed from the base of his neck to his chest. Fresh blood poured down from his neck unceasingly. His blood stained his clothes and dripped onto the ground.


      Senjo collapsed onto the floor with a sharp, shrill scream. Jusetsu blew on the smoke and the man disappeared. She rushed over to Senjo and was relieved to find that she hadn’t fainted. She and Jiujiu helped her to a couch.


      “That was Saku Hashuu.”


      Senjo said with a pale face. Her voice was trembling and shrill. Her breathing was erratic, so Jusetsu rubbed her back to encourage her to take deep breaths. After taking two or three deep breaths, Senjo’s complexion improved considerably. She squeezed the white coral hanging from her sash.


      “…That ghost just now was named Saku Hashuu.”


      Senjo said after drinking some water brought by a palace lady and calming down. Her voice was still trembling.


      “Was he an acquaintance?”


      “Hashuu was my fiancé. We lived in the same neighborhood, and we had been friends since childhood…even though it was called a betrothal, it wasn’t so formal that we didn’t even know each other’s faces until the bride’s veil is lifted at the ceremony, but rather a relationship where we knew each other well,” Senjo spoke softly, sometimes at a loss for words. “In our region, we have a tradition of paying a visit to the shrine of the local god before getting married. Three years ago, we went to visit the shrine. I was accompanied by my mother and a servant, and Hashuu was accompanied by his parents and a servant. It takes two full days to get to the shrine on the mountain and back, so it was a bit of a sightseeing trip. Pilgrims would dismount from their horses at the foot of the mountain, and from there they either ascend on foot or by palanquin. Hashuu was a good walker, but everyone else were women or elderly, so we had to go by palanquin. That was a mistake.”


      Senjo sighed with deep regret.


      “Starting from the first palanquin, Hashuu’s parents, my mother, and I rode in that order, and the servants followed Hashuu’s parents and my mother on foot. Hashuu accompanied my palanquin on foot, and since it was a mountain road, the palanquin bearers walked slowly and without haste. We proceeded without issue in this way for a while, but then it began to rain. The rain was getting heavier and heavier, and I could no longer see the palanquin in front of me, but it seemed that only the palanquin I was riding in was falling farther and farther behind. Hashuu became suspicious and urged the bearers to go faster, but the two bearers only gave vague replies and made little progress. I had heard that some bearers were miscreants who would threaten customers with exorbitant prices or even mug them, I had never imagined that I myself would cross paths with such wicked bearers. When we were picking bearers, we picked young men who looked as simple and honest as possible. They decided that it would be easier for them to attack me and Hashuu, who were unaccompanied by escorts. In the rain, they finally bared their fangs. They abandoned the palanquin and pointed knives at us, demanding money and goods. If that was all, Hashuu might have obeyed them for the time being. But they were also trying to kidnap me. Because of that, he——”


      Resisted.


      “Hashuu held the bearers back and told me to run. He told me to follow my mother’s palanquin and ask for help, and he wouldn’t be far behind. I ran. I fell many times because my feet got stuck in the wet ground. I had never hated the rain so much as I did during that time. By the time I returned after calling for help, Hashuu was already…”


      Senjo couldn’t get the words out. She took a breath and then said in a hoarse voice, he was already dead.


      The bearers had fled the scene, but they were soon caught by the police. Since they mugged and murdered someone, they were of course sentenced to death. They had already been executed.


      “…If Hashuu hadn’t let me escape during that time, I don’t know what would have happened to me. I can’t believe that he…didn’t cross over to paradise and wanders around as a ghost…”


      Senjo covered her face with her sleeve. However, it wasn’t unusual that he would become a ghost if he was killed. Jusetsu wondered if Senjo had vaguely foreseen this. Last night, when she asked Senjo if she knew anything about the ghost, she had hesitated in her answer. She probably didn’t want to consider it, her betrothed becoming a ghost.


      But, that ghost…


      Jusetsu turned to the door again and looked outside.


      “The ghost didn’t appear when you were still in your hometown, yes? Also, he doesn’t come in through the door.”


      Senjo turned around. “Yes,” she answered and nodded.


      “One thing is certain,” Jusetsu pointed at the door. “That ghost is what we call a tsukaibe.”


      Senjo tilted her head. “A tsukaibe…?”


      “Someone has set him to work and sent him to you. To put it simply, he’s being used as a tool. As a tool of a curse.”


      Senjo’s eyes widened. “A…a curse?”


      “The traces of sorcery are immediately recognizable. But I know not the curser or their goal. There’s no meaning in a sluggish curse where the ghost is simply standing outside a room only on rainy nights without haunting its target to death. I don’t understand their intentions.”


      Jusetsu frowned.


      At this stage, I can only think that they simply want to scare Senjo.


      “Returning a curse is easy. However, it’s not wise to return a curse without a clear idea of the other side’s intentions. This level of curse will not kill the curser even you return it. Rather, by returning it, they might even cast a new curse on you. Do you have any idea who is likely to curse you?”


      Senjo shook her head vigorously.


      “Then, I’ll have to investigate a little more now.”


      “Investigate…what do you mean by that?”


      “The people around you.”


      “Haa…” Senjo looked worried. “Are you saying that someone I know has cast this curse on me?”


      “A curse wouldn’t be put on you if the person had nothing to do with you. In fact, it would be easier to find you if they did.”


      Senjo ducked her head and looked around.


      “What…what should I do?”


      “Think carefully about whether there is any reason someone would cast a curse on you, or anyone around you who can cast curses.”


      “Yes…” Senjo nodded nervously.


      “For now, I’ll put a ward around your room. It seems that the ghost doesn’t enter your room for now, but this is just in case he tries to enter.”


      Okay, Senjo pressed her hands to her chest, looking a little relieved. Jusetsu took out a shaft with thread wound around it from her pocket. She unwound the thread and circled the room with it, from corner to corner.


      “…This technique was originally used by sorcerers. My arts aren’t suited for delicate work.”


      Jusetsu muttered as she unspooled the thread across the floor. The principle was the same as the barrier that was previously used on the Jakusou Palace pond. The arts of sorcerers and the Raven Consort were similar yet different, different yet similar. Were they originally the same, or were they completely different—?


      Jusetsu tied the ends of the thread in front of the door.


      “This will do,” she said and stood up. Senjo thanked her profusely. “This is not a fundamental solution, though.”


      “No,” Senjo shook her head at Jusetsu, who was bewildered by her gratitude. “I can sleep peacefully knowing that no one will come in.”


      “…I see.”


      Jusetsu studied her pale face.


      What good would it do to curse such a frail, powerless woman?


      She couldn’t figure out the curser’s goal. Curses were more or less magic that placed a burden on oneself. If it was returned to you, it could kill you, depending on the degree of the curse, and the greater the power of the returner, the greater the danger. It wasn’t something with much benefit.


      Is the curser a sorcerer who’s this confident that the curse can’t be broken?


      However, if that was the case, she didn’t understand the point of aiming for a mere attendant like Senjo. It would be different if it was someone with status like Koushun.


      The more Jusetsu pondered it, the deeper the wrinkles between her brow became.


      I sense something troublesome.


      These kinds of hunches were usually right.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      Jusetsu, who decided to return to Yamei Palace, noticed a group of people walking down the outer corridor. “Ah!” Senjo let out a small cry and rushed to the side.


      “That’s the Lady Crane Consort,” she whispered to Jusetsu. Jusetsu looked at the girl walking behind them with her attendants accompanying her. She was nothing more than a girl. She wasn’t a mature older woman like the other consorts she had met.


      She’s like a butterfly.


      That was what she thought at first glance. The Crane Consort’s steps were light, as though she was weightlessly flitting between flowers. The hem of her deep purple skirt, embroidered with silver thread, fluttered, and silver shoes peeked out from underneath. Her lustrous black hair was tied into twin hoops with the rest hanging down, and her dark eyes shone like the surface of shimmering water.


      A butterfly with beautifully fluttering wings. A butterfly that showed an unaffected interest in the unknown.


      The Crane Consort was staring straight at Jusetsu with her large eyes.


      “Pardon me, are you the Raven Consort?”


      Her voice was also light. Standing in front of Jusetsu, she observed her without reserve in her large dark eyes. She was a little taller than Jusetsu, and she was probably about the same age.


      “You look like a small bird,” the Crane Consort said after observing her thoroughly.


      “Do you know a bird called a willow tit? You look just like that little bird.”


      Koushun also talked about that bird.


      He said that Jusetsu resembled it. Were they that similar?


      “It has a black head and a white body. Its wings look silver in the sunlight and are very beautiful. I adore the color silver.”


      She said and narrowed her eyes in pleasure. Jusetsu frowned slightly. Could she possibly know that my hair is silver? The Crane Consort’s shoes were covered in silver embroidery, and her hairpin was also silver. It was rare, because gold was mainstream for the hairpins of consorts. She must simply love silver.


      “Did Senjo have a request for you? She hasn’t been feeling well recently, so I’ve been worried about her. When you’re dealing with a ghost, you can’t drive them away by giving them money. It’s quite troublesome when the other party doesn’t understand the way of the world.”


      Isn’t that right? She tilted her head and asked for agreement.


      “It isn’t only ghosts who don’t understand the way of the world.”


      “Oh, truly? You and my father are quite similar.”


      “Huh?” Wasn’t she a willow tit?


      “Like you, my father is calm and collected.”


      It seemed that she wanted to say that her appearance resembled a willow tit and her mannerisms were similar to her father. But since Jusetsu didn’t know how to answer her, she decided to keep quiet.


      “Lady Raven Consort, what is your name?”


      “…Ryuu Jusetsu.”


      “Lady Jusetsu. I’m Banka. His Majesty gave me this name.”


      Jusetsu knew that. She nodded lightly.


      “Lady Jusetsu, would you like to have tea with me now? I’d love to talk with you.”


      What did she want her to talk about? Ghost stories? Jusetsu couldn’t quite grasp this girl called Banka.


      “I have no desire for tea. I’m on my way back.”


      She said flatly and flipped her sleeves. Talking with Banka didn’t seem likely to yield anything about the curse. It would be better to ask the attendants later. She glanced at the ones standing behind Banka. No one had a particularly strange attitude. Like Senjo, they were wearing fine clothes, and some of them were also wearing white coral ornaments on their sashes. Perhaps it was trendy here.


      Banka tilted her head slightly as she stared at Jusetsu, who quickly left.


      _________


      



      “Lady Raven Consort…Lady Raven Consort.”


      A palace lady called out to Jusetsu as she was about to leave Hakkaku Palace through the same back door she used before. Jusetsu recognized her as the palace lady who had stared at her like she wanted to say something. She was a petite girl with dry, red, adorable-looking cheeks.


      “Um…I’m a palace lady who worked at Jakusou Palace until recently,” the girl hesitantly said in a thin but clear voice.


      “——At Jakusou Palace?”


      After the Magpie Consort passed away, the palace ladies and eunuchs attached to Jakusou Palace were reassigned. The doors of the palace were closed, and there was no longer anyone there.


      “I was the one who lent the palace lady uniform to the consort.”


      Jusetsu’s eyes widened at those unexpected words. Those clothes—the palace lady’s ruqun the Magpie Consort was wearing when she secretly visited her. Was that the one?


      “At that time, I knew that the Lady Magpie Consort’s heart had been hurting for some time. But I just kept quiet and lent her my clothes.”


      The girl’s voice was thin and trembling.


      “The Magpie Consort seemed to be growing weaker and weaker by the day. Even when she was awake, she seemed like she was wandering around in a nightmare. We palace ladies had to inform someone when we feel that something is wrong with her. And yet…”


      We didn’t do anything, the girl said, and hung her head. Jusetsu could feel the regret festering in her eyes. Jusetsu stared at the girl’s trembling eyelashes.


      “…Each person who goes through life day by day has their own limits. The phrase ‘know your limits’ is commonly said,” Jusetsu said. “Your hands are too small to save the Magpie Consort. But when you look back at what has passed, your hands seemed much bigger.”


      Yes—it was the same with Jusetsu. She looked at her own hands. What she could do with them was, as a matter of fact, insignificant. Even so, she couldn’t escape the regret that she could have done more with her hands.


      “Rather than lamenting, it is better to hold a memorial service for the deceased. So the soul of the Magpie Consort reach the end of the sea, cross the sea of stars, and become a healthy new life.”


      Prayer exists to scoop up feelings you can’t do anything about, she thought.


      “You should pray for her.”


      The girl looked up at Jusetsu with wet eyes and slowly nodded.


      “Thank you very much. ――I’m glad that you’re here, Lady Raven Consort. I’m sure the Lady Magpie Consort feels the same way.”


      The tormented look on her face softened. The girl returned to her work.


      “It was good that you came here today, Niangniang,” Jiujiu said, who was standing by her side. “I’m sure she feels much better now.”


      “I—do not think I said anything remarkable.”


      “I don’t think it needs to be anything remarkable. Right now, that girl wanted you to listen to her, she wanted your words. All she needed was for you to listen to her and find words for her.”


      “…Is that it.”


      Jusetsu—the Raven Consort wasn’t that kind of existence. Still, she wondered if there was anyone in the world for whom these words became their salvation.


      _________


      



      As night fell, the grey clouds became thicker. It might rain. It was a very humid night, and the wind wasn’t blowing at all. Jusetsu was sitting on the edge of the window, slowly fanning herself with a large fan. A moist, warm breeze caressed her cheeks. The darkness outside the window was more dense than deep, like the mud settled at the bottom of water.


      A small light flickered in that mud. Jusetsu stopped fanning herself.


      “Is His Majesty here?” Jiujiu, sharp-eyed, noticed the change in Jusetsu’s demeanour. “I have to prepare some tea.”


      “Tea would not do in this humid weather,” Jusetsu was astonished to see Jiujiu hurriedly heading for the kitchen.


      “Then, shall I peel some peaches and serve them? We have some chilled in the well.”


      “Rather, I’m sure he brought something himself.”


      “Oh, I have no doubt you’re right, Niangniang. I wonder what His Majesty brought tonight.”


      Jusetsu’s prediction was correct. When Koushun arrived, he had his personal attendant, Ei Sei, carry a basket of melons. They were sweet melons that had been offered to court as a gift.


      “These are melons from Tou Province. There’s nothing like these melons in the summertime,” Koushun said, but he didn’t look particularly hot. Since he lacked facial expressions, it was difficult to tell whether he was unwell or healthy.


      Even so, he must be feeling hot, since he was loosely dressed in silk robes. The light indigo color was cool to the eyes.


      “Melons are good for the body because they take the heat out of it,” Jusetsu said after she sat across from Koushun. “If you don’t sweat in hot and humid weather, the heat will be trapped inside you.”


      “I see. Then I’m glad I brought these,” Koushun answered dispassionately. His voice was as quiet and calm as ever, making one think of a composed and firm mountain in winter.


      Jiujiu brought over the sliced melons. “I heard you visited Hakkaku Palace,” he suddenly said as brought a slice of melon to his mouth. Perhaps Onkei or someone else had reported it to him. “Is there any danger?”


      Since the incidents with the Magpie Consort and the Owl happened, Koushun seemed somewhat worried these days.


      “No. ——I think,” the case of the curse from before came to mind, so she couldn’t definitively say that there was nothing wrong.


      Koushun observed her closely. “Should more guards be added?” he asked.


      “Even if they can use a sword, there is no one who can use sorcery. There are times where there is nothing we can do.”


      “The sorcerers were expelled by my grandfather…the Flame Emperor. But having a sword is better than no sword.”


      Swords and bows were rather more effective on Shougetsu. Having Onkei as her only guard in an emergency scared her. It wasn’t that she was afraid of danger approaching her. She was afraid of sacrificing Onkei.


      ――But, on the other hand, increasing the number of people by my side is…


      She took a slice of white melon and put it in her mouth. When she bit down on it, her mouth was filled with a refreshing juiciness.


      “…Just one. It would be helpful if you could send me a capable person.”


      If she placed someone by her side, she would have to place another person there to protect them. More and more—more and more people. That was how it worked. That was why Reijou strictly admonished her. She didn’t need an attendant. She shouldn’t have a eunuch. The Raven Consort was a solitary existence——.


      As the number of people increased, they would become the shields and swords of the Raven Consort. They would become the Raven Consort’s—the Winter King’s stronghold. Whether she wanted them to or not.


      She knew that in theory. But Jusetsu no longer had the heart to forsake everyone around her.


      ――I’m weak. I became weak.


      She didn’t know what to do.


      “I’ll send you someone from the rokuboushi. Those men are as tough as any military officer.”


      These were the eunuchs who were allowed to carry a sword and dealt with crimes in the inner palace. They were also an agency under the direct control of the emperor. When Jusetsu was attacked by Shougetsu, they were a great help to her.


      “Who should we send?” Koushun glanced back at Ei Sei, who was standing behind him.


      “How about Tan Kai? I think he would be a good match with Onkei,” Ei Sei’s expression was cold as he answered. He always seemed to be in a bad moon whenever he was in Jusetsu’s presence.


      Koushun lightly nodded in agreement. Turning to Jusetsu, he said, “I’ll send him to you tomorrow.”


      “I heard that the Crane Consort is from Ga Province.”


      “Yes. She’s the youngest daughter of the Saname clan. Saname is—”


      “I heard. They’re a powerful family that came here from Kakami.”


      “They did, but that was a very long time ago. It was back when Ikahi Island still existed.”


      A long time ago, between Shou and Kakami, there was an island called Ikahi Island. It was used as a halfway point for ships, both business and personal, coming and going between the two countries. However, the island sank at some point, and traffic between the two countries became much longer.


      “Ga Province is a good land. It is a fertile plain surrounded by mountains, and it has a port as well. Recently, they have been focusing on raising silkworms, and they have yielded high quality raw silk. They are somewhat far from the capital, but they can deliver their goods faster by using waterways.”


      Shou, an island nation, had many mountain ranges in the inland area, so the routes to the capital were mainly by sea, but the time it took to reach the capital had been shortened considerably thanks to the river-to-river canals built in the previous dynasty.


      “If we can get high quality raw silk, we will not only be able to supply the capital, but also be able to do good business with other countries.”


      It was a casual remark, but Koushun’s eyebrows twitched slightly. Thinking that it would be a pain if there were complicated circumstances, Jusetsu decided to change the subject. “I heard you gave Banka her name,” she said as she ate a melon.


      “Yes, that’s right. The members of the Saname clan never reveal their true names to outsiders. Only their parents know their true names.”


      “They’re controlling of their children.”


      To know someone’s name was the ability to control someone. The Saname clan probably had stronger parental authority than others.


      “I hear the children have a lot of respect towards their elders. Have you met the Crane Consort?”


      “I have.”


      “How did you think of her?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I’m not good at dealing with that girl.”


      “Huh,” Jusetsu stared at Koushun. It was rare for him to say something like that. “I haven’t interacted with her enough to answer your question, but she seems to be a good-natured girl.”


      “She has no malice. But—I can’t tell what she’s really thinking.”


      “But everyone is like that,” Jusetsu said, but she somewhat understood what Koushun was trying to say. Banka was a slippery girl. One couldn’t tell what she thought of you, whether she liked you or not.


      “The Crane Consort’s father is also a man who’s difficult to read. The Sanames aren’t governors of the province nor do they hold any central government office, but they are the de-facto rulers of Ga Province. The native ruling families and officials dispatched from the capital do not get along. That’s natural. But the Crane Consort’s father is doing just fine. It seems that he is winning the officials over. ――If you’re going to frequent Hakkaku Palace, you should be careful.”


      Jusetsu wondered if he deliberately made the daughter of someone he was wary of his consort. In other words, she was a hostage.


      Is Banka a hostage to curb the Saname clan?


      Koushun spoke plainly, but she couldn’t identify the feelings behind his words. She mused that he and Banka’s father might be very similar.


      “Come to think of it, the Crane Consort told me that I resemble her father.”


      Koushun tilted his head slightly. “No, not at all.”


      “It’s not our appearances. She said that we are both similarly calm.”


      “Is that so…?” Koushun looked even more puzzled.


      “She told me that I resembled a willow tit. You’ve also told me that before.”


      “——A willow tit. The Crane Consort said so?” Koushun frowned slightly.


      “Yes.”


      Koushun fell silent with a grave look on his face. Was he thinking about the fact that the willow tit’s plumage was silver?


      “…The request came from the Crane Consort’s attendant?”


      “Yes. She’s being haunted by a ghost.”


      Koushun looked at her face. “Isn’t it hard for you?”


      Jusetsu blinked. Koushun suddenly lowered his gaze, seemingly searching for the words.


      “Isn’t it hard to live a life where all you do is listen to the requests of those who come here?”


      He was talking about the Raven Consort’s way of life. A bitter smile appeared on Jusetsu’s lips.


      “Too late for that now.”


      “I’m asking because it is now.”


      This was all because he heard what the Owl said.


      “——Nevertheless, there’s nothing that can be done. That isn’t allowed.”


      For the peace of Shou, the Winter King must exist, and the Raven Consort must not appear officially as the Winter King. Jusetsu couldn’t leave the imperial palace and must live here for the rest of her life. All the while suffering the pain of being split apart every night of the new moon.


      Koushun was silent, seemingly thinking about something. Jusetsu didn’t speak any more than that and simply turned her face to the latticed window, staring into the darkness. In the past, she might have gotten irritated by Koushun’s kindness. But now, his words quietly and calmly seeped into her heart like rain.


      On the contrary, it pained her all the more.


      When Koushun was about to leave, he glanced at Jusetsu’s sash.


      “You’re wearing it.”


      The fish-shaped ornament was hanging from her sash. It was a wood carving made by Koushun. Its tail was a bit chipped, but Jusetsu wore it as it was. The chip came from the time when Koushun defended Jusetsu from the Owl’s blade.


      Jusetsu also looked down at the fish and toyed with it slightly with her fingertips. She thought that it was adorable how it swung when she walked.


      “I—like it very much.”


      Koushun paused for a bit when she said that. Perhaps he was surprised that she was being surprisingly straightforward.


      “I see. I’m glad to hear that.”


      He said, and laughed just a little bit.


      _________


      



      The strong scent of gardenias hung in the air. The fragrance of these flowers sweetly masked both the scent of the air after rain and the scent of grass. It looked like the petals had absorbed the moonlight, and perhaps their beauty was more striking in the evening or in the deep darkness rather than in the morning sun.


      Enveloped in the suffocating scent of gardenias, Jusetsu was led to Senjo’s room once again.


      “The ghost came again last night, but thanks to the reassuring power of your ward and amulet, Lady Raven Consort, he was not as terrifying as before.”


      Thank you very much, Senjo said. Indeed, her color did look much better today.


      “And—now I know the ghost is Hashuu,” Senjo smiled sadly. “I don’t think he would do me any harm even if he becomes a ghost.”


      “Ghosts are transformed beings. ‘Tis best to keep that in mind,” Jusetsu cautioned.


      Senjo nodded obediently and said, Yes. Jusetsu told Jiujiu, who was accompanying her, to stay in the corner of the room, and then opened the back door. Even in the morning sun, it was dim here.


      “Yesterday, after you left, I was thinking about what you told me…” Standing in front of the window, Senjo nervously clasped her hands together. “I still don’t really know who could cast curses or who might be able to carry out a curse. I might have unknowingly caused someone to hold a grudge against me, but…I don’t remember having an argument with anyone around me.”


      In general, grudges were incurred without the knowledge of the person in question. The most likely factors for someone to hold a grudge against you would be in your usual sphere of life. In this case, the Crane Consort’s surroundings.


      Should I investigate the other attendants?


      “Did all the Crane Consort’s attendants come with her from Ga Province?”


      “Some are, but there were others who were newly recruited by Lady Banka when she entered the inner palace. They are all from Ga Province, though.”


      Since the curse began before she entered the inner palace, if there was any connection, it would have to be with an attendant from before.


      “I would like to talk to one of the veteran attendants. Preferably one who is as loose-tongued as possible.”


      “Haa…the oldest attendant here is Miss Kitsu Rokujo, but she’s a strict person, so she might not be suitable. There is a young girl named Tou Koujo who became an attendant after me. Because of her youth, she’s quite talkative…”


      Jusetsu asked her to bring this Tou Koujo to her. A little while after Senjo went to go get her, she heard high-pitched chatter coming from outside.


      “Miss Senjo, I was told by Miss Rokujo to prepare the flowers. We’re decorating the emperor’s residence. If I’m scolded by Miss Rokujo for still not preparing them yet, will you explain the situation to her properly? She keeps complaining about the decorations not being good enough or the scent of the incense being too subpar. His Majesty is coming here tonight, after all.”


      ――Koushun’s coming here?


      Come to think of it, the palace did seem busier than yesterday. The emperor was visiting, so the palace was probably in a flurry of preparations.


      “Yes, yes, I’ll make the excuses for you, so please listen to what the Raven Consort has to say. And please keep your voice down.”


      Senjo, looking fed up, had Koujo enter the room. Koujo was one of the attendants standing behind the Crane Consort yesterday. She was a lovely girl with glossy skin and large round eyes. Perhaps because she was the type who couldn’t get the details right, both her hair bun and ruqun were a bit sloppy. Koujo’s eyes fluttered as she stared at Jusetsu sitting in a chair, as if looking at a rare animal.


      “There are a few things I wish to ask you,” When she broke the ice, Koujo nodded.


      “Yes, I heard it from Miss Senjo. It was the curse, right? I don’t know anything about that kind of thing. Are you asking if anyone has a grudge against Miss Senjo? I’ve never heard anything about that either. After all, Miss Rokujo has great authority over us,” Seeing the question in Jusetsu’s eyes, she explained, “She said that we would incur divine punishment if we bore grudges, get jealous, or get angry. She told us that if we kept our hearts and minds pure, we will be happy. These are very important lessons from Lord Hakumyoushi.”


      “——Hakumyoushi?”


      “He’s the god of the Eight Truths Sect. They haven’t heard of him yet around here? He’s quite famous in Ga Province, there has been many temples built for him there.”


      “Eight Truths Sect…”


      She thought she heard that name from somewhere. ——No.


      ――That was the “Moon Truth Sect”…


      It was a religious cult created by Ran Hyougetsu. Their names were similar, but were they related? Or did all such sects have similar names? She knew that new faiths were flourishing in many places these days. The Moon Truth Sect was just one of them. It was said that faith in Wulian Niangniang was waning, and her temples were only becoming more and more deserted. The Winter Ministry’s Seiu Temple was in a terrible state as well.


      “Most of the attendants are believers, even Miss Senjo. Right?”


      Koujo looked back at Senjo. She nodded.


      “I spent my days in tears after Hashuu died, but thanks to Lord Hakumyoushi, my heart has become much more at peace.”


      Senjo stroked her white coral ornament. She frequently caressed it in order to calm herself down.


      “What is that ornament?”


      “It’s a token of the Eight Truths Sect believers. I have one too. Look,” Koujo showed the ornament tied to her sash. “Well, I’m more wearing it because it’s cute than because I’m a believer.”


      “…Is the Eight Truths Sect connected to the Moon Truth Sect in any way?”


      “Moon? Huh?”


      Senjo and Koujo looked at each other blankly.


      “’Tis fine if you don’t know. Who is this Hakumyoushi?”


      “We told you, he’s our god. Since he’s a god, no one’s ever seen him before. There’s a priestess, though. What was her name again?”


      “It’s Lady Injou,” Senjo said reproachfully.


      “Oh, that’s right. She’s a little girl. And there’s the founder as well. He’s in charge of all kinds of things.”


      Jusetsu’s brow furrowed as she pondered all this.


      “The Crane Consort dislikes gods and faiths, so she herself isn’t a believer nor does she wear the white coral, but she lets her attendants do as they like. There aren’t any inconveniences in particular. In that way, the Crane Consort is free, or maybe she’s uninterested in other people.”


      “You’re going too far, Koujo.”


      “Oh, did I say something bad? I don’t think I did. After all, isn’t it a good thing that she isn’t a consort who fusses over everything? She bestows ruquns and hairpins like candy. Miss Senjo, you received a pine-colored cloth the other day, but isn’t it too plain? There was a beautiful purple one, so I wondered why you didn’t go with that one. Were you deferring to Miss Rokujo?” Koujo’s open and frank chatter didn’t stop for a minute as she smoothly switched topics.


      “No, I thought I’d tailor that piece of cloth and present it to Mother-in-Law, so I accepted it.”


      “Mother-in-Law…? Oh, you mean the mother of your deceased fiancé? You also gave her a gift the other day, didn’t you? I don’t mean to be insensitive, but it all happened before you were married, and your fiancé has died, so why do you need to devote yourself so much to her?”


      Koujo said in an exasperated tone. Senjo smiled sadly.


      “Mother-in-Law and Father-in-Law are now the few threads that connect me to my fiancé.”


      “Haa, so that’s how it is,” Koujo looked like she didn’t understand at all.


      “The two of them were very concerned about me coming here with the Crane Consort. The inner palace is a place of both splendor and horror, unfortunately. I hear a lot of ghost stories as well…”


      “I hear a lot of them too. They’re entertaining, aren’t they?” Koujo seemed to like ghost stories. In contrast, Senjo, who had experienced them for herself, frowned.


      “’Interesting’? Really, Miss Koujo——”


      “Oh, please don’t tell Miss Rokujo. Are you done with me, Lady Raven Consort? Can I go back?”


      Jusetsu, who was deep in thought, raised her head when she was asked that.


      “Ah, yes, I have what I need. I apologize for interrupting your work.”


      “No, I should thank you. I’m glad to have an excuse to slack off. Oh, don’t tell anyone.” Koujo laughed mischievously and ran out of the room. She was a restless girl.


      “I apologize for her lack of manners… She comes from a family from the lowest echelons of the Saname clan, but she wasn’t brought up very strictly.”


      “I mind it not. I feel cheered by her.”


      When she said that, Senjo smiled.


      “Indeed. I’m glad to hear that. I also feel a little cheered up when I’m with her.”


      “There are people like her out there. It would be better for you to stay with her.”


      “Haa…is that so.”


      An expression of “that’s going to be absolutely unbearable” appeared on her face. Jusetsu thought that Senjo should stay together with Koujo, because Koujo was capable of eliciting such emotions from her.


      “Do not hold grudges, do not envy others, do not get angry, and keep your heart pure—was that right?” Those were the teachings of the Eight Truths Sect.  “Those are teachings that must attract the weary.”


      “The weary?”


      “It’s exhausting to be resentful and angry. Letting go of those things would leave your heart at peace. But telling people not to resent or be angry is tantamount to telling them not to feel or think anything. I feel that it is healthier to tell people to come to terms with those feelings rather than telling them not to feel them. However,” Jusetsu lowered her lashes. “I suppose that for those who are tired of holding grudges, it’s sometimes easier not to feel or think anything at all.”


      Senjo only listened in silence as she considered the meaning of Jusetsu’s words.


      “…The Eight Truths Sect. Are there any sorcerers within the sect?”


      Senjo blinked at the sudden question. “Sorcerers? Yes, there are. Among the believers and among the temple guards as well. Even the founder, Master Hakurai, is a sorcerer.”


      “If one is a sorcerer, then one is able to cast curses.”


      “What are you saying?” Senjo exclaimed in shock, then hurriedly covered her mouth. “Are you saying that someone in the Eight Truths Sect cursed me?”


      “Curses aren’t something you can do half-heartedly. Is there anyone else you know who can cast curses?”


      “That’s… But isn’t it a bit hasty to suspect the sorcerers of the sect just because there’s no other suspects?”


      “I’m saying that it’s the most likely possibility. If someone connected to you wanted to curse you, who would they ask? Is the Eight Truths Sect so widespread in Ga Province that most of the attendants are believers?”


      “But I don’t believe that means the Eight Truths Sect would do such a thing as—cursing me,” Senjo squeezed the white coral ornament. “After Hashuu was killed, I was unable to eat or sleep. I hated the men who killed Hashuu, but they had been executed, so there was nothing more to be done about it. You don’t know how many times I regretted going to the god’s temple or getting into that palanquin. It was Hashuu’s parents who took me to the Eight Truths Sect’s temple. The founder was there, and he told me that I should leave all my hatred and regrets here. The rest will be taken care of by Lord Hakumyoushi. Then, he gave me this ornament. As soon as I touched the white coral, I remembered feeling very refreshed, like a breeze was blowing through me. I was indeed comforted then.”


      Jusetsu silently listened to her story.


      “…Hakumyoushi will take care of it…?” she muttered and looked at the door. “Where do those feelings go after he takes them?”


      “Huh…?”


      Ignoring Senjo’s confusion, Jusetsu continued. “There are several methods for casting curses, but the most common one is to give the curse tool to the person you wish to curse. For instance, creatures like snakes, toads, and insects are concealed inside gifts. Or combs, rings, and necklaces. Curse tools vary greatly. Did you receive any gifts before leaving Ga Province?”


      “If it’s gifts…I received many of them from my relatives.”


      “Do you have them now?”


      “I couldn’t bring all of them with me, but I did bring some.”


      When Jusetsu asked to see them, Senjo opened her chest and took out a box. It was a beautiful box, crafted of cypress with brocade affixed to its surface.


      “This box was given to me by my uncle on my mother’s side. I keep the gifts inside, because they’re important. This is a piece of thin silk I received from my paternal grandparents. This is a sash I received from my maternal grandparents. Ga Province produces good quality raw silk, so I received many textile gifts. This is from my paternal—”


      “What is that?” Jusetsu pointed to a cloth bundle in the bottom of the box. It was a thin, small package. The cloth was light indigo, dyed fast with a white floral pattern.


      “I received it from Hashuu’s parents. It’s a charm from the Eight Truths Sect. I was told that it was a talisman for good health and that I should put it under my bed, but I didn’t want to accidentally throw it away or tear it, so I put it away in the box.”


      Jusetsu opened the bundle. Indeed, there was a talisman inside. It was a piece of hemp paper with characters and patterns written on it in ink. Jusetsu stared at the talisman in silence.


      “Um, is something wrong…?”


      “——This isn’t a talisman for good health.”


      A “Huh?” slipped out from Senjo’s mouth.


      “It’s an incantation. Words for a curse,” Jusetsu looked at her. “This is a curse tool. One of the curse talismans used by sorcerers. It must have been written by one. If this is a talisman from the Eight Truths Sect, then it must be from one of their sorcerers. And it was given to you by Hashuu’s parents. They disguised it as a talisman for good health and told you to carefully place it under your bed. ——It is said that a curse is most effective if you bury it under your bed or hide it above the beams of the ceiling.”


      Senjo’s smile froze on her face. After a while, her cheeks twitched, and her mouth opened.


      “Are you saying that Hashuu’s parents cursed me?”


      Jusetsu didn’t answer. This talisman represented the truth. And Senjo would know best what kinds of words were used by Hashuu’s parents when they gifted her with the talisman.


      “That’s impossible…no, I’m sure that my in-laws gave it to me without knowing that it was a curse. After all, they——”


      Senjo was trembling. Jusetsu looked down at the talisman again. If Hashuu’s parents had given this to her without knowing it was a curse, then why did the curser curse Senjo? Above all, this curse used none other than Hashuu’s ghost as a tsukaibe.


      When she heard that Senjo was still close to Hashuu’s parents, she thought briefly, That’s dangerous. After all, Hashuu was killed, and Senjo was still alive—. Jusetsu wondered uneasily how Hashuu’s parents felt as they received her, and how Senjo would perceive this.


      Jusetsu didn’t attempt to tell Senjo about those thoughts. They were nothing more than her imagination. She didn’t think it would be good to voice them out loud. What she could do was limited.


      “I shall return the curse.”


      Senjo looked up in surprise.


      “The curse shall return to its executor. It will return to the sorcerer and the ones who asked the sorcerer to curse you. The purpose of the curse isn’t killing, so they will not die. I hope the sorcerer isn’t a dimwit.”


      But even as she said that, Jusetsu glanced at the talisman. This sorcerer is far from a dimwit. They are most likely a first-rate one.


      A first-rate sorcerer created a curse for mere harassment?


      Jusetsu wondered what their intention was for doing this. She frowned.


      “Once the curse is returned, the tsukaibe will be released as well. Hashuu’s ghost will disappear quickly. Then, he will finally be able to cross over to paradise.”


      Jusetsu pulled out a peony from her hair. The petals turned into pale pink smoke into her hand and twined around her fingers. She tossed the curse talisman into the air. Jusetsu blew the smoke at the talisman as it fluttered and fell.


      The talisman burned silently. It billowed and sprang up as though it was writhing in the air. Jusetsu flipped her hand and sent a breeze towards the door.


      “Return to your master.”


      The flames turned into an arrow, then flew out of the door with a mighty rush. There was a sound like glass breaking. The arrow flew high and far, and it was out of sight in no time at all. Only a faint trail of pale red remained in the slightly overcast sky.


      Jusetsu drew back a little. The ghost, freed from its tsukaibe bonds, was beginning to appear on the other side of the door, shimmering like a flickering flame. Gradually, his outline became clearer. Hashuu was standing there with his blade wounds and dripping blood still there.


      Senjo ran up to him noiselessly. She stopped at the door and teared up in front of Hashuu.


      “…Hashuu…”


      Senjo was about to take a step towards the ghost, but Jusetsu grabbed her arm and pulled her back.


      “Lady Raven Consort? What are you—”


      There was a gurgling sound. It was the sound of blood flowing out from Hashuu’s opened mouth. His wide-opened eyes were fixed straight on Senjo. But there was no love or tenderness in them.


      His eyes were dark with sadness and anger.


      “Sen…jo…” Hashuu tried to speak through the sound of gurgling blood. “Why…did you…run away…and…leave me…behind…?”


      With each word he spoke, bubbling blood, mixed with drool, gushed from his mouth. Hashuu reached for Senjo, His hands were covered in blood.


      “You traitor.”


      Those were the only words that resounded clearly and lowly. The ghost flickered again, and then quietly, as though burning out from the tips of his fingers, it disappeared. All that remained was a dim shadow.


      Senjo collapsed on the spot. Her eyes were wide open and unblinking. Tears welled up from the edge of her eyelids and streamed down her cheeks. They dripped onto her clothes, leaving stains behind.


      “…Did Hashuu die thinking that?” A voice like an empty husk leaked out from Senjo’s mouth. “Did he think I was a traitor who abandoned him and ran away?”


      Senjo lowered her head and stared at the floor.


      “Back then, it was true that I…abandoned him and ran away. While he was holding the palanquin bearers back, I left him to go call for help—that’s the truth. But, I knew that Hashuu wouldn’t get away. And if I stayed there to help him, I might have gotten killed as well. I—was scared. I was scared of being killed. That’s why I took advantage of Hashuu telling me to escape and ran away. If he says that I abandoned him and ran away, then he’s right.”


      Not wiping away the tears that kept streaming down her face, Senjo’s gaze wandered through the air.


      “Would it have been better if I had died with Hashuu? Was that what my in-laws, who cursed me, wanted? Did Hashuu also wanted me to die with him? Is it wrong that I’m alive?”


      Senjo lay down on the floor and sobbed. Jusetsu looked down at her trembling body. This is me, she thought. Jusetsu understood Senjo’s feelings of being afraid very well. She had been afraid, horrified, hugging her knees tightly and shaking. That was how she abandoned her mother to her death.


      How did her mother feel when she left Jusetsu and ran away?


      She didn’t know. What she did know now was only a little bit about ghosts.


      “…I told you that ghosts are transformed beings,” Jusetsu said softly. “People’s feelings are not singular. Just as you said you were afraid of being killed, Hashuu must have been afraid of being killed as well. Do you think it strange that he tells you to run away, but also doesn’t want you to go at the same time?”


      Senjo lifted her face. Her cheeks were wet with tears.


      “That ghost merely showed you just one of his emotions. He was used for a curse, so his resentment and sadness are brought into the open and exploited. The curse-users—Hashuu’s parents’ feelings must have been there as well. It was a mixture of all those things. However,” Jusetsu put the words together matter-of-factly. “Even so, Hashuu chose to let you go. Do not forget that. Though feelings are changeable and difficult to discern, the actions we take do not change no matter how much time goes by. The fact is, you are kept alive because of Hashuu. Don’t deny his actions.”


      Oh, I see.


      As she spoke each word to Senjo, Jusetsu felt her heart stir.


      I’ve always denied my mother’s choice.


      Part of her had always hated her mother’s choice to go to her death. She wished she had died with her then, so that she wouldn’t have to suffer the pain of abandoning her and running away.


      But…


      Senjo’s mouth was slightly open, and she was looking up at Jusetsu with wet eyes. Eventually, she bowed her head deeply. Yes, she said in a hoarse voice.


      “Jiujiu,” Jusetsu called to Jiujiu, who was standing by in a corner of the room. Jiujiu, who had been watching them with bated breath, hurriedly straightened her back and said, “Yes?”


      “Go get Tou Koujo. And then, some hot water.”


      Jiujiu quickly left the room. Jusetsu looked down at Senjo. “You better have her stay with you for a while. That girl is like the embodiment of lively spirit,” she told her.


      “The curse didn’t wish for your death. It means that Hashuu’s parents didn’t think that far. It’s just that—they had nowhere for their feelings to go.”


      The uncontrollable feelings that were exorcised in the form of a curse—Jusetsu thought about the sorcerer who created this curse. All the hatred and regrets you carry can be left here—so the founder of the Eight Truths Sect was said to have said. Hashuu’s parents must have left their anguish within this talisman. And thus they were freed from suffering. The sorcerer turned the entrusted suffering into a curse.


      I don’t like this, she thought. Feelings with nowhere to go shouldn’t be made into curses. How could that be salvation?


      “For helpless feelings, what is needed isn’t curses. …It surely must be prayer.”


      Surely—that was all she could say. Perhaps prayer was also a type of binding spell. However, Jusetsu wanted to pray rather than bear grudges.


      Jiujiu came into the room, bringing the hot water as well as Koujo, who looked confused as to why she was called here. Jusetsu only said to her, “Keep Senjo company,” and left through the back door. In the dim light, humidity enveloped her skin. It might rain tonight. But the ghost that stood there was no longer there.


      _________


      



      Even though there was no wind, the copperplate banners lined up all over the room rustled against each other. In the center stood a man wearing a stone mask. Dressed in a long white robe, he wore neither a topknot nor a futou. His black hair, streaked with grey, was simply tied into a loose ring on his back.


      The curse is returning here.


      The dry sound of a hard object cracking echoed. A banner split right in half. One after the other, the banners cracked, and the room was filled with a deafening noise. The man exhaled a puff of air, and pursed his thin lips. At that moment, the mask shattered and fell to the floor. A stream of blood trickled down from his forehead. The man casually wiped it away with a handkerchief from his pocket and glowered into the air.


      “…Is that the best you can do?”


      His voice as he muttered that was low, akin to a groan. His face was as pale as his robes, and his eyes are sharply upturned. He was a little past forty, but it was difficult to tell how old he was, as he looked both mature and youthful at the same time. He was a tall man who carried himself well with a high strung-seeming shadow to his oval face.


      “It seems to be true that Wulian Niangniang has weakened.”


      He spat out in a somewhat bitter tone and left the room. He went to the courtyard from the outer corridor and headed for the gazebo.


      She’s probably here.


      He thought, and sure enough, there was a girl lying asleep in a chair. She was curled up like a cat. She was around ten years old, maybe younger. She still had an innocent face. Her white ruqun was stained with mud in places, probably from playing in the courtyard. The man frowned.


      “Injou.”


      He called her name in a voice that contained irritation, but the girl didn’t wake up. The man sighed and was about to leave the gazebo, but then turned around. He took off his long robe and gently put it on the girl who was curled up and sleeping.


      “——Master Hakurai.”


      There were footsteps running down the outer corridor. The man quietly left the gazebo and turned that way.


      “What?”


      “There you are. Oh, you’re injured, sir?” The servant, a young man, panicked exaggeratedly upon seeing the man’s—Hakurai’s forehead.


      “It’s just a scratch. It’s nothing. What do you want?”


      “Y-Yes, the master is calling for you.”


      Hakurai glanced at the gazebo, then nodded at the young man.


      “Okay. I’ll be right there.”


      He walked down the corridor with long strides. The young man followed him. Both had white coral ornaments swinging from their sashes.

    

  


  


  
    Chapter 2 - The Turtle King


    
      The new bodyguard sent to Jusetsu, the eunuch Tan Kai, was somewhat different from who she had imagined.


      “Ei Sei said he’s good match for you, so I assumed that he would be a quiet and obedient person.”


      In response to Jusetsu’s words, Onkei, with a very serious expression, said, “This is Attendant Ei’s harassment.”


      “Harassment? Towards me?”


      “No, towards me.”


      Jusetsu stared at Onkei. “…Do you not get along with Tan Kai?”


      “I do not like him.” His tone was so flat and decisive that it was bracing, but he added, “But in regards to the mission of guarding you, we can indeed compensate for each other’s deficiencies.”


      “And by that, you mean…”


      “Tan Kai is good at archery, and I am good at martial arts.”


      “I see, so close range and long range. ——Ah, could it be that Tan Kai was the one who shot the arrow when I was attacked by Shougetsu?”


      Onkei nodded. “He was the one who shot Shougetsu’s shoulder.”


      Indeed. As one would expect from someone recommended by Ei Sei, he seemed to be skilled.


      However.


      “Lady Raven Consort, Kougyou has peeled some pears for you.”


      Tan Kai came into the room with a bowl of pears in his hand. He was holding an unpeeled pear in his other hand and biting into it as they watched. He was a young man who was a little taller than Onkei, with a somewhat refined face and alluring almond-shaped eyes. But he was as carefree as the wind and too unfettered like a feral child.


      “Tan Kai,” Onkei’s voice was sharp and cold. “Know your place.”


      “Whoa, your reprimands got shorter.”


      “We’re in Niangniang’s presence. I’ll tell you every single thing you did wrong in detail later.”


      “I can’t remember each and every one of them, you know.”


      He seemed to be aware that his manners were so poor that he couldn’t remember all his missteps.


      Jusetsu didn’t care about etiquette at all, but she wondered how he survived in the inner palace with that personality of his.


      “I’ll just say one thing for now. Don’t hold the bowl with one hand.”


      “That’s all?”


      “If you hold the bowl with both hands, you won’t be able to hold a pear and eat it.”


      “Haha, I see,” after saying that in a completely unimpressed tone, Tan Kai put the bowl on the table. “Shall I call Ishiha as well? He’s outside playing with Xingxing.”


      Jusetsu nodded at Tan Kai’s words. He grinned and left the room. I feel like I somewhat understand why he was able to survive in the inner palace with those manners of his. He had an amiability that couldn’t be hated, and an allure that drew people to him.


      “I sincerely apologize for him, Niangniang,” Onkei was already fed-up just from this exchange. “I mind it not,” Jusetsu answered. In fact, she really didn’t mind.


      Tan Kai brought in Ishiha, who was holding Xingxing. Everyone ate the pears, including Jiujiu and the rest. Yamei Palace had become even livelier with the addition of Tan Kai. The austere and frightening atmosphere of the palace where the Raven Consort lived was completely erased during the daytime.


      No, it’s not quiet at night here either.


      “Lady Raven Consort, you had guests last night as well, right?” Tan Kai said, leaning against the door and biting into a pear.


      “Yes…” Jusetsu popped a piece of pear into her mouth and nodded. The well-chilled pears were full of moisture and made one feel revitalized when eaten in the hot and humid weather.


      “With such frequent nighttime visitors, it’s impossible for a single guard to protect you. It was right to add me.”


      “No, I don’t expect those kinds of risks…”


      More and more people were visiting Yamei Palace.


      “My neck has been feeling stiff lately. Is this a curse from someone?”


      “My younger sister has received a marriage proposal. Could you tell whether or not it’s a good match?”


      “Is there any charm that works for love?”


      Those were the only types of visitors she received. She understood that they were all in a predicament, but why did they keep swarming to her?


      “I heard that you heard a request from a Hakkaku Palace attendant the other day, Niangniang,” Jiujiu said after leisurely chewing a pear. “And, you also consoled a palace lady. Before, you went to Hien Palace and interacted with Hua Niangniang, so you’re gradually seeming less and less like a mysterious and fearsome consort. People are starting to realize that you’re a kind person, Niangniang.”


      Jiujiu smiled happily.


      Jusetsu had weakened. How did things become like this? The choices that had been made one by one, had now piled up and changed the world around her.


      That’s why I can’t forgive myself for a single one of them.


      She had placed an attendant by her side, she had helped a eunuch, she had received gifts. She had made those choices while knowing that they were wrong.


      An unexplainable frustration burned in her chest. This wasn’t right. It couldn’t be.


      But then, where should she start to make things right? It was no longer possible to let go of everything and be alone.


      “I wonder if it would be better to increase the number of attendants if things are going to be like this. But I’d just hate it if there are too many attendants here,” Jiujiu murmured. Jusetsu turned her gaze to her, and she ducked her head in embarrassment. “Because I’ll get jealous.”


      “Jealous…?”


      “Niangniang is a kind person, so I’m sure you’ll also treasure your other attendants.”


      Jusetsu tilted her head in consideration, then said, “You’re the only attendant I need.”


      “Really?” Jiujiu seemed happy. Is it really something to be so delighted about, Jusetsu wondered.


      “The Lady Raven Consort doesn’t seem to know what jealousy is,” Tan Kai said. When Jusetsu turned to him, he narrowed his eyes into a smile. Tan Kai always had an easygoing smile affixed to his face.


      “If you’re talking about knowing it personally, then I most probably don’t know.”


      Tan Kai nodded, still with a faint smile on his face. Onkei, who was wiping Ishiha’s hands, kept glancing at him. He seemed to be worried that he would say something insolent again.


      “I’m sure you’ll learn about it in the future.”


      It sounded like a prophecy. Jusetsu peered at Tan Kai’s face. One type of divination was to divine one’s own destiny from the casual conversation of others. For instance, if you heard the word “death,” it meant that you were about to die. Tan Kai’s words just now, which he himself might have said without any deeper meaning, had quietly crept into Jusetsu’s heart and sunk to the bottom.


      “That reminds me, have you heard of this rumor?” Tan Kai’s voice was strangely cheerful, as if switching the atmosphere of the room. “There’s a rumor I heard at the rokuboushi the other day, about a ghost haunting the inner court.”


      This wasn’t the type of story to be told in a cheerful tone. Jiujiu frowned in displeasure. Tan Kai continued to chatter on, disregarding her.


      “Apparently, late at night, the ghost of an elderly drudge wanders around.”


      Elderly drudge? Ishiha whispered in confusion, and Tan Kai grinned. “It means an old servant,” he explained.


      “He doesn’t seem to be a eunuch. From the shape of his cap to his attire, he seems to be someone from a very long time ago. He totters around with his back bent—like this, see—and his clothes are tattered. He’s holding a small vessel with both hands as he drags his feet.”


      What a pitiful tale, he said.


      “This ghost took up residence in the inner court?”


      “This is a rumor that’s only being talked about recently. I heard about it the first time the other day.”


      “Why is a ghost from so long ago wandering about?”


      “I wouldn’t know. Well, it’s just a rumor. We don’t even know if it’s true or not.”


      “Don’t you know someone who actually saw him?”


      “I don’t know anyone,” Tan Kai said easily. “It’s related to the inner court. I work in the inner palace, so I wouldn’t know anything.”


      The inner court was the residence of the emperor, and the inner palace was the residence of the consorts. Each had their own eunuchs.


      Jusetsu sighed. “There are plenty such stories of uncertain authenticity here. I’m tired of hearing them.”


      “No, no, trivial rumors are still important, Lady Raven Consort. Rumors are clusters of information. They are places where you can find fragments of unexpected secrets. To play your cards well, you have to have sharp ears.”


      “I see. So that’s how you’ve managed to stay safe all this time.”


      Tan Kai smiled affably.


      “I’m here to be useful to you. If there’s information you desire, I will get it for you.”


      “I don’t particularly need information about others here. There’s no need for you to useful,” Jusetsu said, then added, “Don’t do anything dangerous.”


      “Haa,” Tan Kai blinked as though let down. “Lady Raven Consort, you’re kind of…”


      He scratched his ear in confusion, as though she was different from what he was used to.


      “She’s very kind,” Jiujiu interjected.


      “She’s kind, or rather, she’s too soft.”


      “Hey!” the corners of Jiujiu’s eyes raised.


      “It’s my job to cross dangerous bridges, so this is the first time someone’s telling me not to do anything dangerous.”


      Tan Kai looked at Jusetsu with narrowed eyes as if he was trying to guess what she was thinking, but then he suddenly cracked a smile. He glanced at Onkei, then turned his attention back to Jusetsu.


      “Understood, Niangniang. I won’t get involved in anything dangerous. But, if you’re ever in danger, I will do my utmost. I will repay you for your concern for my well being.”


      As Jusetsu had only known him for a short time, she couldn’t tell how serious his words were. But, she decided to take them at face value. “Mm,” she nodded. The affable expression returned to Tan Kai’s face.


      “Although, Niangniang. It might be unwise to have the carefree attitude that you don’t need to know what’s going on around you. It might have been fine until now, but from now on…”


      “Why?”


      “Because the Raven Consort is no longer the Raven Consort she’s always been. You are no longer the mysterious consort isolated deep in the depths of the inner palace. You are intimate friends with Dajia. That’s problematic. It’s very problematic.”


      She had also been lectured frequently by the previous Winter Minister, Gyoei, to not close to him.


      “Reason?” Her question was curt.


      “Secretariat Un is impatient. He’s the prime minister. His granddaughter is the Duck Consort, Lady Kajou. Secretariat Un’s ‘ears’ are planted within the inner palace. He bribes palace ladies and eunuchs to obtain information. He is puzzled by the fact that the Rave Consort, who had been completely disregarded until now, had suddenly started interacting with Dajia. At any rate, there’s not much information on you. He’s frantically trying to find out just who the Raven Consort is and how close she is to Dajia.”


      “…He would know that we don’t have the kind of relationship to be frantic about once he investigates.”


      “I wonder about that. Since you are a consort who doesn’t perform night duties, it’s true that there wouldn’t be any danger of an heir being born. However, depending on the situation, that might be more troublesome.”


      Why? Jusetsu frowned.


      “Producing heirs is the emperor’s duty, so Dajia takes good care of his consorts. But your relationship with him doesn’t fit within that framework. And yet, he’s always visiting you——”


      “…He is not the kind of man who is kind to others out of obligation.”


      Koushun didn’t possess that level of dexterity.


      Tan Kai showed an unreadable smile.


      “I guess that’s what it is about you.”


      “What?”


      “I’ve taken a liking to you as well, so I’ll gather useful information within a safe range. If I don’t do that, you’ll get dragged into troublesome things occasionally.”


      After saying that, Tan Kai opened the door and left. He was most likely taking a look around outside. Onkei let out a sigh. “He is a strange one,” Jusetsu said, taking the initiative.


      “It’s not so much he’s strange as that he’s selfish.”


      Onkei looked fed up, but his melancholic face looked exceptionally beautiful. “Is something the matter?” he asked when he noticed Jusetsu staring at him. She shook her head. If she said what she thought, she was likely trouble him even more. But, Jiujiu readily said, “Beautiful people still look beautiful even when they look sorrowful,” and Ishiha also nodded seriously. Onkei, with a perplexed look on his face, let out another deep sigh.


      _________


      



      Dewdrops glistened on some of the lily pads that were battered by last night’s rain. The buds also looked moisty and puffy with water. Squinting at the glare of light reflecting off the dew, Koushun put his hand on the parapet. Although the outer corridor facing the lotus pond was in shadow, there was no way to block the heat and humidity. Ei Sei had been fanning him, but his retainer, Ka Meiin, was approaching him from the corner of the corridor, so he had Ei Sei step back. He asked Meiin, who was bowing, to come closer.


      “Today’s council went on for quite a long time. I expected it to be, though.”


      The main agenda was to determine the successors to vacant official positions. The Magpie Consort’s father, who was the vice director of the Secretariat, had been demoted to regional administrator, and the director of the Ministry of Personnel was dismissed after arranging for Shougetsu to be admitted into the inner palace at the request of Gyoei, so both positions were vacant. The council had quarreled over who should be appointed to those positions.


      “Secretariat Un didn’t concede either.”


      “That was also expected…”


      On one side, Un Eitoku, the prime minister, recommended people from distinguished families, and on the other side, Meiin recommended people who weren’t from those sorts of families—commonly called a “cold” faction or cold families—thus dividing opinions into two.


      “A long time ago, the Secretariat were the stars of distinguished families, and the Ministry of Personnel was the stronghold of distinguished families. They are desperate to regain that position.”


      In the past, if you were the child of a prominent family, that alone was enough to get you a government position. Although that system still existed today, most of the so-called star officials were those who had passed the court examinations with excellent grades. Nevertheless, it wasn’t so difficult for children of prominent families who could spend enough time and money on studying to pass the examinations, unless they were exceedingly dull-witted. That was why many people from prominent families held high positions even now. On the other hand, there were people who didn’t come from prominent families who could also “spend sufficient time and money on studying.” For example, wealthy merchants, large landowners, and powerful clans. It was those people who were now rising in the bureaucracy.


      “I’m sure they especially want to regain the Ministry of Personnel. After all, they would have the authority to manage government officials. Once they take it, we’ll be back to the era where prominent families are at the height of their power,” Meiin made a gesture like he was putting down a Go stone. “—At least, they think so.” Then he shook his head.


      “People’s activities cannot go backwards. Therefore, government must also move forwards.”


      Koushun simply stared at the lotuses in silence. The one he chose in the end were those recommended by Meiin. Un Eitoku’s betrayed face was still flashing through his mind.


      Meiin wasn’t from a prominent family. He was the son of wealthy merchant who lived in the capital. At the time when he passed the examinations, prominent families were still exercising their authority, and it was difficult for sons of merchants to hold a position in government, even if they passed the examinations with excellent grades. The only positions those people could take were Winter Ministry acolytes, and other than that, officials whose roles weren’t prescribed in the civic codes—unspecified officials. Meiin served as an unspecified official in the countryside for a long time. It was Un Eitoku who recognized his talent and chose him as his son-in-law. Eitoku recommended Meiin to Koutou Academy as a scholar. Eitoku had a good eye, and Meiin was now the foremost scholar and the chief imperial scholar. If Eitoku was Koushun’s right-hand man, then Meiin was Eitoku’s left-hand man.


      “Secretariat Un is the head of the noble Un family after all…” Meiin murmured in a somewhat dry voice.


      “I doubt he’s a stickler for things like cold factions and prominent families, since he discovered you.”


      “No, I’m not so sure about that,” Meiin smiled thinly. His intellectual appearance was bright and vivid. “There’s a difference between making someone your son-in-law and letting them take authority.”


      Sometimes, Meiin would show a glimpse of cynicism. He, for his part, seemed to have an inferiority complex in regards to prominent families.


      “…I hope I never let a talented person like you slip through my hands.”


      Koushun tried to shift the subject, but he wasn’t very good at such things. However, Meiin seemed to have sensed that and matched him.


      “Nowadays, no one is turned away simply because they aren’t from a prominent family, so this has been improved. But still, it is a closed door for those without money or backing. Oh yes, pertaining to that, I have something I wish to request of you, Your Majesty.”


      “What is it?”


      “I have a friend from back when I was working in the provinces. He is a deputy inspector in Ga Province.”


      A deputy inspector was an unspecified official.


      “As you know, they are not centrally appointed officials, but hired at the discretion of their superiors. He is a very talented man and is sought after in many regions. As it should be, since he passed the examinations with top marks. However——”


      “He’s the type to get turned away at the door?”


      “Yes. He was originally an orphan and was adopted when he was fourteen or fifteen years old. He also thinks that it’s better to work freely in the provinces than to be forced to become a government official and be confined to the capital, so he has remained a provincial official until now.”


      “He’s now interested in going to the capital?”


      “No, it was I who recommended it. He told me that he was going to resign from his post of deputy inspector in Ga Province. Apparently, there was something he disliked there. That’s why I invited him to work for me. Of course, since Koutou Academy is under Your Majesty’s direct supervision, nothing can happen without Your Majesty’s permission.”


      “…Ga Province, huh.”


      “Yes. It’s the hometown of the Crane Consort, if I remember correctly. It’s a difficult region to work in if you don’t have good relations with the Saname clan, whether you’re a government official or unspecified official.”


      “Did he not get along with the Saname clan?”


      “That seems to be the case.”


      “Did you ask him the reason in detail?”


      “No—” Meiin looked perplexed. “It’s not uncommon for people to move away because of disagreements with the powerful people of a region…shall I ask him? He is staying at my house right now.”


      “No,” Koushun thought about it a little, then said, “If that’s the case, bring him to Koutou Academy.”


      Meiin’s eyes widened. “Your Majesty, you’re going to meet with him in person?”


      “I will have to meet with him anyway. I’m sure that anyone recommended by you is more than worthy, but I want to see who he is.”


      “Of course,” Meiin nodded. “Then, I shall bring him to you on a fine day.”


      “Very well. What is his name?”


      “Reiko Shiki, Your Majesty. He was born in Reki Province, northeast of the capital.”


      Reki Province, Koushun muttered in his mind. That was the place where Kajou’s lover died. He was engulfed in a riot caused by the Moon Truth Sect.


      While thinking, What a strange coincidence, he was about to end the conversation there when Ei Sei appeared. “Secretariat Un is—” Before he could finish, Un Eitoku came hurrying towards them from the corner of the outer corridor. His gait was so quick that it was hard to believe that he was an elderly man.


      “What’s wrong, is there something urgent?” Koushun said.


      Eitoku bowed, and then replied, “You won’t deign to meet with me unless it’s an urgent matter?” Koushun smiled wryly.


      “Don’t say such contrary things. Come here and admire the lotus flowers,” he pointed to the side. Meiin gave up his spot. Eitoku glared at him. As expected, he was in a bad mood because of what happened at court.


      “I see the two of you have been trying to exclude this senile old man lately.”


      “He who considers himself a senile old man is not a senile old man. Just because we didn’t agree with your opinion doesn’t mean that we want to exclude you. Don’t be so sullen.”


      “…Your Majesty, please do not try to appease me so frivolously.”


      Koushun had said this to ease Eitoku’s irritation, but it had the opposite effect. Eitoku’s face turned crimson. He was the only one among Koushun’s retainers who could show so much unconcealed emotion towards him. He was his mentor who had always supported him through his time as the crown prince, the deposed crown prince, his restoration to the throne, and his accession.


      “It is true that I do not wish to exclude you, Tutor Un.”


      Koushun called Eitoku the way he used to call him when he was a child. For a moment, there was an intense nostalgia in Eitoku’s eyes, and then his face became even more sad.


      He’s gotten old.


      Koushun thought as he looked at his face. He felt a cold, painful sadness, as if a blade had sunk into his chest soundlessly.


      Eitoku apologized for his rudeness and left. After his bent back disappeared beyond the outer corridor, Meiin spoke in a mutter.


      “Secretariat Un was most likely going to advise you on unspecified officials.”


      “Unspecified officials?”


      “In the provinces, unspecified officials are already becoming more powerful, and the officials dispatched from the central government are becoming less and less influential. And in order to confer stipends, government positions are added for convenience, so the position becomes meaningless. Recently, he has been bitterly complaining about how proper officials are becoming in-name-only figures and how unspecified officials are throwing their authority around, making the codes meaningless.”


      Unspecified officials had it convenient. The directors could be decided at the sole discretion of the emperor, and the directors could employ subordinates without having to ask the central government for their decision. As their name suggested, they weren’t bound by the codes. They were gap-filling positions that couldn’t be filled by government officials. They were outmaneuvering professional positions.


      In addition to that, Meiin must also be a reason for Eitoku’s apprehension, Koushun thought as he glanced at his profile. He was afraid of being outmaneuvered by him. Scholars were also unspecified officials.


      The Eitoku from five years ago…no, three years ago would not have feared such a thing.


      Will old age dampen his spirit, dull his instincts, or cause him to look only to the past instead of the future…?


      Koushun considered how to handle Eitoku, and by extension, the faction of the prominent families.


      _________


      



      Rocked by his carriage, Eitoku headed towards the Un estate from the imperial palace. The mansion of the Un clan, one of the Seven Great Clans (1), was located not far from the imperial palace. When he arrived in front of the main gate of the estate, he dismounted from the carriage and passed through the gate. Soon after, servants arrived and welcomed him. Gyoutoku, his second son, poked his head out from the inner door.


      [1. This is a reference to the historical “Five Surnames and Seven Hopes,” the collective title for the seven most powerful clans from the Warring States Period to the Tang Dynasty. They consist of the Cui Clan of Boling, the Li Clan of Longxi, the Cui Clan of Qinghe, the Zheng Clan of Xingyang, the Wang Clan of Taiyuan, the Li Clan of Zhaojun, and the Lu Clan of Fanyang.]


      “You’re late, Father.”


      “Yes, indeed.”


      “We have steamed rice cakes. I shall prepare tea for you.”


      “…Eating is the only thing you’re fervent about.”


      Eitoku was exasperated as he stared at Gyoutoku’s puffy and round face.


      “Food is the source of everything. It’s important. If you are hungry, you cannot think, and you cannot be kind to others. To have a broad mind, you must be full.”


      “Ah, yes, yes. That’s enough.”


      Eitoku waved his hand. Is it alright for the heir to the Un clan to be so carefree? He thought. Gyoutoku had a round body and a round and amiable personality. This made him deeply virtuous among officials, but he lacked the level-headedness that was sometimes necessary. Eitoku was exceedingly anxious about leaving the estate to him and retiring.


      If only Chitoku was here.


      How many times had he thought that? His eldest son, Chitoku, grew tired of the intense ups and downs of bureaucracy and quickly left home to become a merchant. Now, he has made a fortune as a respectable sea merchant.


      Chitoku, contrary to Gyoutoku, was a bit too sharp, which was why he was quick to turn his back on his family. How much better would it have been if the two of them had been able to help Eitoku by compensating for each other’s shortcomings.


      It’s far too late to say any of this, though.


      He sighed. He had no other sons besides his eldest and second sons, and he chose a son-in-law who he thought would be a good choice for his youngest daughter. That was Meiin. In terms of excellence, Meiin certainly lived up to Eitoku’s expectations. But, perhaps he was somewhat misreading his stubbornness and ambition.


      His Majesty as well…


      He had never left his side since he was a child. He intended to teach him politics, preach righteousness, and raise him with love. When he ascended the throne as emperor, he was moved to tears, thinking, Finally.


      But he is no longer a little child.


      He was not a child who Eitoku must guide and instruct. There would be times when he would disagree with Eitoku. That was natural. That should be celebrated as growing up.


      However, he felt a feeling of “betrayal” deep within him that couldn’t be wiped out. The discerning Koushun must have realized this. That was why he said what he said to appease him.


      While changing in his room, Eitoku looked at his hands, which were thin and fleshy and covered in wrinkles. Their elasticity and moisture had long since disappeared.


      “Master, a guest has arrived.”


      He had been putting his arm through the sleeve of his robe when the servant informed him.


      “Who is it?”


      “He calls himself Hou Sanrou. He is a silk merchant.”


      “Hou? An unfamiliar name. He must not be a silk merchant from the capital.”


      “He says that he comes from Ga Province.”


      “Ga Province?”


      Eitoku stroked his beard for a while, then spoke.


      “Very well. I’ll meet with him.”

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      At night, Koushun came to Yamei Palace.


      “You smell good,” Jusetsu sniffed around him. “You’re like a dog,” Koushun said, taking a round fruit from his pocket. It was a large, golden citrus fruit.


      “This is a Summer Treasure yuzu. (1) I picked it from a tree in the Gyokou Hall garden.”


      [1. A yuzu is a citrus fruit from the East Asian region]


      “You did?”


      “Yes.”


      Koushun put the fruit in Jusetsu’s hand. It was large enough to cover her hand. The skin looked tough and thick. When she brought it close to her face, the scent grew stronger. It was the refreshing scent of citrus.


      “Don’t citrus fruits ripen in winter?”


      “They do bear fruit in winter, but they are too sour to eat at that time of the year. The sourness becomes more moderate if you wait until summer. It is a valuable citrus fruit that can be eaten in summer. It was discovered in the countryside during my grandfather’s reign and offered up to him as an auspicious omen. They call it a sign of the gods’ blessing on the Ka dynasty. That’s why it’s called a Summer Treasure yuzu.”


      Huh, Jusetsu said, but she was only half-listening to him. She sniffed the fruit. Citrus were the produce of the winter, but it certainly did smell like summer. It was the scent of vibrant life that enclosed sunshine.


      “The skin is thick, so it’s better to use a knife to peel it.”


      Well then, Jiujiu approached her, but Jusetsu shook her head.


      “I’ll eat it tomorrow and leave it here for tonight, since it smells good.”


      Jusetsu put the fruit on the table and stared at it. It shined golden, like the sun. Jiujiu had the sense to extinguish the incense that was burning.


      “How is your new bodyguard?”


      Koushun sat down across from Jusetsu. He seemed to have come here today because he was concerned about that.


      “He’s doing just fine.”


      “I heard that he and Onkei don’t get along too well.”


      Jusetsu glanced at Ei Sei, who was standing behind Koushun. Ei Sei feigned ignorance.


      “I see. Should I send someone else, then?”


      “No, Onkei said that won’t be necessary. I will also keep an eye on the situation.”


      “Tan Kai is talented, but he’s also a smooth talker and has sharp ears. He does have a capricious side to him, though.”


      “He’s a bit too easygoing. But, very well. Speaking of sharp ears, I heard from Tan Kai about a ghost haunting the inner court.”


      “Ah…” Judging from Koushun’s response, he seemed to already know about the rumor.


      “Is there actually a ghost?”


      “I’ve never seen it, but some of the eunuchs said they have.”


      “Then, does that mean it’s true?”


      “It only totters along and doesn’t seem to do any real harm, so we left it alone.”


      But a ghost is wandering around.


      She felt a twinge of pity when she imagined the old ghost tottering alone in the darkness.


      “I want to investigate it.”


      When Jusetsu said that, Koushun didn’t seem to like that idea. “You want to go now?”


      “You don’t want me to?” Koushun was reluctant, and Jusetsu was surprised. “Up until now, you were the one who kept bringing up the subject of ghosts to me.”


      “That’s true, but…” Koushun stared thoughtfully at the fruit on the table. “You once told me that you didn’t want to actively get involved with ghosts.”


      “…I suppose I did.” It was back when they were dealing with the ghost who possessed the cloth mask.


      “That was why I held it back.”


      “You decided to not even mention the ghost in the inner court?”


      “That’s right.”


      “You’re too considerate at times,” Jusetsu said with a furrowed brow. Koushun looked at her intently.


      “Do you think so?”


      “I do. I’m sure you must have offended people by considering things too carefully.”


      “…I can’t say I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      She had assumed that an emperor would be more arrogant and careless of his surroundings. However, after observing Koushun, she found that he looked at things from many angles and was carefully attentive, to the point where she was afraid that he would have a nervous breakdown.


      “You should direct that consideration to yourself a little more.”


      Koushun listened to Jusetsu’s advice with a serious face. “Is that so. I’ll bear that in mind from now on.”


      “…I didn’t say anything of that magnitude.”


      “I will try to remember what you said.”


      “You don’t need to remember it. I don’t remember every single word you say either.”


      Is that so? Koushun, still expressionless, tilted his head a little as though considering her words. Being too serious is something he should also think about, Jusetsu thought. Koushun didn’t know when to relax his shoulders, and he didn’t know how to express his emotions.


      “Then, shall we go?” Koushun said and stood up. “Where?” she asked. “You want to see the inner court ghost, don’t you?” he asked back. Come to think of it, that was the original topic.


      They left the palace and headed for the inner court. It was east of Yamei Palace. Ei Sei, holding a light, was leading the way, and Onkei was shadowing Koushun and Jusetsu. Tan Kai was left behind to guard Yamei Palace. Jiujiu was also left behind, much to her annoyance.


      “I heard that the ghost was apparently a servant from a very long time ago.”


      “It seems to be true. That’s why it’s walking around with some sort of vessel.”


      “I doubt it’s a rumor that’s been around for a long time.”


      “Yes, this is the first time I heard it. I wonder why it appeared now.”


      Jusetsu also wondered about that.


      They passed through Ringai Gate, which connected the inner palace with the inner court. The inner court consisted of various palaces with Gyokou Hall at their center. Goushi Hall was nearest to the gate, and Koshi Palace was at its back. All of them were places where Jusetsu had been before.


      “Where does it appear?”


      “It wanders around, so there is no fixed location. Some say they saw it near the walls that surround Gyokou Hall, while others say that it was near Goushi Hall. It’s said that the ghost disappears into thin air after watching it for a while.”


      The flickering light stopped. Ei Sei had stopped walking.


      “Dajia, look at that.”


      Lowering his voice, Ei Sei pointed to the left. Tonight, clouds covered the sky, and the moonlight was unreliable. Under the scanty shimmering moonlight, the tiled roof of the palace was visible. In front of it, in a corner of a coldly glossy clearing paved with polished stones, there it was.


      He was an old man with a hunched back, dressed in a dirty linen robe. His gray hair was wrapped in a black kerchief, and he was holding a small vessel in front of his face. His head was hanging down, so only his gaunt cheeks could be seen. He staggered along slowly, one step at a time. It looks as if he was limping.


      He was wearing a short jacket with a belt of straw rope and short hakama pants, and his feet were bare. The way his topknot was tied and wrapped was different from how it was done today. Certainly, he was an old man who looked like a servant from ancient times.


      Jusetsu approached the ghost. He continued to lurch forward. Rather than walking with a singleminded aim somewhere, his gait was as though he was wandering around without a goal.


      She couldn’t see his face even from up close. His figure was also somewhat hazy and unfocused. She couldn’t even make out the shape of the vessel he was holding. Jusetsu pulled a peony from her hair and blew on it. The pink smoke surrounded the ghost and made him stand out clearly.


      The ghost’s decrepit old face appeared. His cheeks were hollow, his eye sockets were sunken, and even his wrinkles and blemishes were visible. Fatigue, sadness, and despair was in his face. His half-opened lips were dry and cracked, but they were pale with no blood welling up. His lips were quivering faintly, but no sound escaped them even when she strained her ears. She had thought it was a vessel that he was holding up, but it seemed to be a small ornament. It was a turtle figurine. The ghost’s hands were as thin as a dead tree. His hands were also trembling.


      The turtle figurine seemed to be carved out of stone. It was bluish black with stripes.


      “…That’s a stone turtle casket.”


      Koushun had come up beside her without her knowing and murmured that.


      “What is that?”


      “That vessel is a stone turtle casket. It’s in the treasure room.”


      A casket was a container. And being in the treasure room meant that it was the emperor’s treasure.


      “The shell is the lid. At first glance, it looks like an ornament.”


      “Is there something in it? Or is it empty?”


      “It’s said that it used to contain medicine, but it is now empty. I think it belonged to a dynasty from long ago. The contents must have been lost in the meantime.”


      “Medicine…”


      Jusetsu returned her attention to the ghost. The expression on his face remained unchanged and hollow. Jusetsu blew out a breath to clear the smoke. The ghost disappeared as well.


      “The treasure room, huh,” Jusetsu looked up at Koushun.


      “You want to enter it,” Koushun said before she could make her request. “I’ll make the arrangement. Just like before, I’ll send a messenger in the morning.”


      “Ei Sei?” Jusetsu glanced at him. He was the one who came to get her when she visited the treasure room. She had been greeted with a look of unparalleled disapproval.


      “Okay,” she said. Koushun turned to Ei Sei. “I’m entrusting this to you.”


      In front of Koushun, Ei Sei obediently replied, “Yes, Dajia,” but his eyes as he glanced at Jusetsu were still full of disapproval.


      _________


      



      When the sky began to lighten, Ei Sei came to Yamei Palace. He gave a perfunctory bow and immediately started walking. Since Koushun wasn’t here, his attitude towards her was open and blatant. Jusetsu had already become accustomed to this side of him and could no longer imagine an affable Ei Sei.


      “Ei Sei,” Jusetsu called out to Ei Sei as she looked up at his back while he went on ahead. “You sent Tan Kai here knowing that Onkei wouldn’t like it.”


      “Is there an inconvenience?” Ei Sei said without looking back.


      “I don’t care if you do it to me, but there’s no need to harass Onkei.”


      She thought that he didn’t like the fact that Onkei was close with her. Ei Sei glanced at her.


      “Considering his abilities, he was the most suitable for the job. I’m sure Onkei knows that as well.”


      “Sly bastard,” Jusetsu glared at him, and Ei Sei knitted his brows together in annoyance.


      “If you don’t like Tan Kai, then we can choose someone else.”


      “I never said that.”


      “That is akin to what you are saying.”


      Jusetsu was at a loss for words. It was true that the more she complained about Tan Kai, the more it seemed like she was saying Tan Kai was inadequate.


      “…You’re an unpleasant fellow, aren’t you…” she said in frustration.


      “I feel the same way about you,” Ei Sei said, cool-faced.


      “Aren’t you being a bit too direct?”


      “You aren’t a consort stipulated by the codes, and you aren’t recorded in the inner palace’s registry either. The ‘Raven Consort’ is a separate existence from ‘consorts.’ Therefore, I do not consider it necessary for you to be treated with the same courtesy as with the other consorts.”


      He spoke smoothly and decisively. Certainly, in regards to the laws, he was right.


      Ei Sei coldly looked down at Jusetsu. “You call me an unpleasant fellow, but you assume you won’t hear the same from me? Because I’m a eunuch?”


      Jusetsu’s breath caught, and she turned red. He had hit the nail on the head.


      She lowered her head in shame. It’s just as Ei Sei said. She had thought that because he was a eunuch, a subordinate, he wouldn’t say such things. Although she usually said that she didn’t care about manners, it was still deeply ingrained in her consciousness.


      I’m the one who’s unpleasant.


      “…I’m sorry.”


      Ei Sei looked at her, then silently started walking again.


      “It’s true that I am a sly and unpleasant fellow.” Those were the only words he said after a while.


      As they walked in silence, Ei Sei stopped and turned around just before the Ringai Gate. “Could you please stop making such a pathetic face?” he sounded irritated. “Dajia will reprimand me if he finds out.”


      “…I can’t see my own face. What do you mean by ‘pathetic face’?”


      Ei Sei frowned. “You look like you’re about to cry.”


      Jusetsu turned her face away. “I am not making such a face.”


      “Didn’t you say you couldn’t see your own face just now?”


      “I know without needing to see it. I am not crying.”


      “I said that you looked like you’re about to cry. To think that you can’t even remember what someone else just said.”


      “I…I don’t want to talk to you anymore!” Jusetsu raised her voice like a child about to throw a tantrum.


      “Is that so? Then I suppose we are on the same page,” Ei Sei said without changing his expression.


      This was the moment when Jusetsu realized that she would never be able to match Ei Sei in a war of words. Even with Koushun, she had never felt more acutely like a mere sixteen-year-old girl than she did now. In front of Ei Sei, Jusetsu was nothing more than a child.


      _________


      



      An old eunuch in a charcoal-colored robe was kneeling and waiting for them in front of the door to the treasure room.


      He was Ui, the keeper of the treasure room.


      “I’m sure you’ve already heard, but I wish to see the turtle vessel.”


      When Jusetsu said that, Ui looked up. He was full of wrinkles but his cheeks were as smooth and ruddy as ever. The fact that he showed no expression on his face also didn’t change.


      “I shall fulfill your request. Please, this way, Lady Raven Consort.”


      With those words, he easily opened the heavy-looking door of the treasure room. She had also wondered this before, but where did he get such strength from?


      Before going inside, Jusetsu looked back at Ei Sei. “I know. You’re going to tell me to be careful not to break any of the treasures,” she said, anticipating his words.


      Ei Sei raised his eyebrow a bit and looked bored. Feeling a little triumphant at that, Jusetsu marched into the treasure room with satisfaction. Ui closed the door.


      Inside the room, numerous treasures were tucked away in boxes and lined up on shelves. One of the walls was covered with a painting depicting the island nation and the sea surrounding it, as well as the palaces of the gods beyond the sea.


      “Please come over here, Lady Raven Consort.”


      After saying that, Ui disappeared between the shelves. Almost immediately, he returned with a box in his hands. He put it on a table and opened the lid. There was a cloth bundle inside. He removed the cloth and unveiled a turtle vessel, the same one the ghost was holding last night.


      “This is a stone turtle casket.”


      It was a casket made of smooth stones. “These stones are called wave stones. Their beautiful striped patterns are their distinctive characteristics,” Ui explained. The carvings were finely detailed, with the patterns on the carapace, the eyes, the mouth, and even the claws on its limbs meticulously rendered. Colored stones were set in its eyes. “Amber is used for the eyes,” Ui said as though reading Jusetsu’s mind. “May I touch it?” she asked. “Of course,” he answered, so she reached out to touch the shell. She then held it up and discovered that the inside was empty.


      “It once contained pills. Pills for prolonging life.”


      Ui spoke as though he knew that to be the truth, not just a story.


      “Life-prolonging medicine. Do you know the specifics?”


      “It was medicine made from grinding the claws of a god.”


      “What?”


      “The claws of a god,” Ui repeated calmly.


      “The claws of a god…do you mean Wulian Niangniang’s claws?”


      Ui shook his head. “No.”


      “Then, whose?”


      Ui stared at Jusetsu’s face intently. There was no emotion in his eyes, and Jusetsu felt a strange sense of deja vu. Ui’s expression felt familiar. Why was that—?


      “Ui?” Jusetsu called out. Ui’s eyes fluttered, and then he opened his mouth.


      “The Gou-no-Kami. Gou means Great Sea Turtle.” (2)


      [2. Gou (Ao in Chinese) uses the same character as the mythical sea turtle in Chinese mythology. The goddess Nuwa chopped off Ao’s legs to support the sky after a disaster.]


      “The Great Sea Turtle…God?”


      “Yes.”


      “You’re saying that medicine grinded from the claws of that god was contained in this casket?” Jusetsu stared at the turtle vessel. “You said this casket is called a stone turtle casket, yes? So, is this casket modelled after the Great Sea Turtle God, then?”


      “Yes,” Ui repeated without intonation.


      “This is from a very old dynasty, right? I heard so from Koushun. When exactly is it from?”


      “It is from around the time of the Hi dynasty. That was about one thousand and eight hundred years ago.”


      “One thousand and eight hundred…so old?”


      She truly was surprised. At the fact that such an ancient thing still existed, and the fact that it was so skillfully crafted.


      Then, that ghost is also…


      He was most likely someone from that time as well.


      “Do you know the origin of this casket?”


      “It is something that a king of the Hi dynasty had an excellent craftsman make for him.”


      There seemed to be no other origin for it.


      “Then, have you heard any stories about ghosts or something like that regarding this casket? Such as an elderly servant possessing it?”


      Ui tilted his head to the side somewhat.


      “I do not know.” His voice was still monotone. Jusetsu was disappointed. She stared at the turtle vessel. It was as if the amber eyes were staring back at her.


      “The Hi dinasty and the great sea turtle god, huh…” she muttered as she looked into those eyes.


      Jusetsu returned the vessel to Ui, stood up, and left the treasure room.


      _________


      



      After returning to Yamei Palace briefly, Jusetsu decided to head for the Winter Ministry.


      “I was going to go straight to the Winter Ministry, but Ei Sei insisted that I mustn’t do so, so I came back. He said that it would attract too much attention if I left from the inner court’s gate. He is not a man of flexibility,” Jusetsu muttered while changing into her eunuch’s uniform.


      “Niangniang, you really don’t get along well with Attendant Ei, do you?” Jiujiu laughed as she helped her change. “You’re like a cat and dog.”


      “Which one of us is the dog, and which one is the cat?”


      “Attendant Ei is like a guard dog, and Niangniang is like a kitten with a lustrous coat.”


      “A kitten…”


      “Yes, like a kitten who desperately making its fur stand on end with all its might. Ishiha, you worked for Attendant Ei for a short time, right? Was it hard?”


      Ishiha, who was practicing his writing at the table, looked up. He was supposed to be practicing his penmanship in his free time. Jusetsu, Jiujiu, and Kougyou took turns teaching him. In some rare cases, Onkei and Tan Kai also taught him sometimes. Right now, the one watching him was Kougyou.


      “It was…not hard at all. Attendant Ei was strict, but he never said anything unreasonable. He taught me everything one by one in detail.”


      He was a bit scary, though, he added apologetically in a small voice.


      “Oh, so he’s surprisingly a kind person,” Jiujiu said. “He has nothing but harsh words for Niangniang, though.”


      “…I will not quarrel with him anymore,” she grumbled sullenly.


      “Because you will lose?” Jiujiu said bluntly, and Jusetsu glared at her. Jiujiu ducked her head.


      Jusetsu finished changing and stepped out from behind the curtains. Onkei was waiting for her outside the thrown-open doors. She left Yamei Palace with him.


      “Onkei.”


      While walking, Jusetsu looked back at Onkei. “Please face forward, lest you trip,” Onkei cautioned and quickly came up to her side. “What is it, Niangniang?”


      “What do you think of that ghost?”


      “The ghost in the inner court?”


      “Yes.”


      Jusetsu had thought that he would be bewildered by such a question, but surprisingly, Onkei thought it over with a quiet expression on his face before opening his mouth.


      “He is a man of loyalty.”


      “A man of loyalty?”


      “That man has the appearance of a servant, but more than that, isn’t because it’s obvious that he is a deeply loyal person that everyone who saw him concluded that he is the ghost of a servant?”


      “…Why do you think that he is deeply loyal?”


      “I can only explain it by his ‘feel,’ but he is someone who only has one thing in mind. He is bowing his head for that one thing.”


      I am a eunuch, after all, Onkei continued. “And those who witnessed the ghost in the inner court are also eunuchs, so they can tell that he is someone who serves another and swore loyalty to them.”


      A man of loyalty.


      Loyal to whom?


      “That was very helpful. Thank you.”


      “Not at all,” Onkei replied shortly and moved back behind her again, even though she would have liked to have someone next to her to talk to.


      The Winter Ministry was located on the outskirts of the imperial palace, and Seiu Temple, which enshrined Wulian Niangniang, was located there. When they passed through the gate, it was as shabby as ever, but it was still clean and tidy. They headed for the Winter Ministry building in the depths of the temple and were greeted by the Winter Minister Senri and the acolytes. Senri led Jusetsu to the outer corridor. There was a table with a Go board set up out there. She recalled Gyoei and Koushun playing Go here.


      “Did you play Go with someone?”


      “No, I was playing by myself. I was coming up with various moves while remembering a game I played with Master Gyoei before.”


      “For a rematch?”


      Senri smiled. “…That’s right.”


      Senri, who was over forty, was a man whose impresion at first glance was very different from who he actually was. He was tall and thin, and because of his gaunt face, his gaze seemed sharp and highly strung, but when he opened his mouth, his tone was gentle and his laugh was unexpectedly cheerful.


      “Are you feeling alright?”


      Sitting across from him on the other side of the Go board, Jusetsu observed Senri’s pale cheeks and asked that question. He was prone to illness and had been bedridden for several days recently when the heat and humidity increased. She felt like his cheeks had become even more sunken.


      “Yes, I am. I apologize for making you worried. My body can’t keep up when it suddenly gets hot.”


      “You should take care of yourself without pushing yourself too much.”


      “Thank you. ――Is there something you would like to ask me today?”


      Senri was perceptive. Jusetsu nodded.


      “Have you ever heard of the Great Sea Turtle God?” she asked without any preamble.


      “The Great Sea Turtle…you mean Gou-no-Kami, yes? He’s also known as the Turtle King,” Senri answered without hesitation. “He was a god widely worshiped in ancient times. Sometimes, the ruins of his former shrines have been excavated. There are still a few shrines in the countryside, but they are few and far in between.”


      “You’re very knowledgeable about him.”


      “That’s because I’ve been researching temples and folk beliefs in various places for many years. Also, he was worshipped as a god of prolonging life and longevity, so one of the shrines where my parents went to pray for me was his…”


      It seemed that because of his sickly condition, his parents visited various shrines to pray for his recovery and prolong his life.


      “That’s why I’m a bit familiar with the gods of that aspect.”


      I see, Jusetsu nodded.


      “Have you heard of a medicine that’s made by grinding the claws of the Great Sea Turtle God?”


      Senri tilted his head, then shook it. “No, I don’t remember hearing about that or reading about that.”


      “I also do not know anything about it, but there is a turtle vessel in the treasure room that once contained the medicine.”


      Jusetsu told him about the ghost with the turtle vessel in his hands. Senri quietly listened to her without interrupting.


      “Apparently, the turtle vessel is from the Hi dynasty.”


      “Hi dynasty, you say?”


      That’s before Wulian Niangniang, Senri said.


      This country had two histories. The official history that was publicly taught, and the story of the Summer King and Winter King that could never be told. In the official history, the existence of the Winter King had been erased. The two kings ruled the country peacefully for about five hundred years, and then afterwards, after losing the Winter King, Shou entered a long period of war. Many ruins and artifacts were destroyed during this time, and there was little to no way of knowing the details of the previous eras. It was fortuitous that there were some treasures left in the treasure room.


      In official history, the Hi dynasty was just one of many dynasties. It was so long ago that it was almost mythical. On the contrary, in the history of the Summer and Winter Kings, the Hi dynasty was a milestone dynasty.


      “After the fall of the Hi dynasty, Wulian Niangniang came to this land…”


      It was exactly before the time of Wulian Niangniang. That meant the era before she came from Kakurenomiya. Jusetsu didn’t know anything about what happened before. That was because the Soutsuten in Yamei Palace didn’t contain any details about that time. For the Raven Consort—the Winter King, what happened before the arrival of Wulian Niangniang was meaningless.


      However, there was of course history between the birth of the country from the corpse of a god and the subsequent arrival of Wulian Niangniang.


      “It is a vessel from that time? It must be very well preserved.”


      “Perhaps it’s because it’s made of stone. What do you think of that ghost? I’m curious as to who he is, but I’m also curious about why it appeared now.”


      “I am as well…” Senri put his hand on his slender chin and pondered.


      “Have you thought of something?”


      “No,” Senri hesitated for a moment, like he wanted to say something, but he ended up shaking his head. “My apologies. I don’t know.”


      “I see…I thought you would know something, because you’re so knowledgeable.”


      “You’re overrating me. I am not even close to Master Gyoei in terms of knowledge.”


      Senri smiled wryly. It was a nostalgic, wistful smile.


      I saw that smile before, she thought. Not from Senri, but Koushun. I think it was at Koshi Palace, when we were talking about Gyoei——.


      Jusetsu peered at Senri’s face. He smiled at her. A cheerful smile, different from the one before.


      “So, Lady Raven Consort, do you want to save that ghost?”


      “…Yes, if possible.”


      “If he’s a servant, then he must have a master. Perhaps that master lies at the root of it all.”


      Onkei also said that he was a man of loyalty. So was his master the key to all of this, then?


      “I’m not sure if I think this because I am ill, but perhaps the servant’s master was also ill. The fact that he is holding a vessel that contained a medicine to prolong life is…”


      After saying that, Senri stared off into the distance.


      _________


      



      Koutou Palace Academy—generally known as Koutou Academy, was overflowing with books in every room. Wooden strips, bamboo strips, scrolls, transcribed books, and sheafs of paper were piled up on the shelves… The smell of ink was strong.


      “Paper gets damp at this time of year, which becomes a problem.”


      Meiin said after he led Koushun to a room. It was quiet inside. He thought that there was no one there, but then heard a noise at the back of the room. Meiin called out in that direction.


      “Shiki, His Majesty has arrived. Come over here.”


      A young man appeared from the other side of the shelves. He stepped forward before Koushun and knelt. It was a gentle movement with no exertion. He was a man who seemed to be a year or two over thirty, and had the air of a third son from a wealthy merchant family, rather than a capable official who had traveled around the rural regions. He wasn’t particularly beautiful, but he had a gentle and refreshing appearance.


      From the way Meiin spoke about him, Koushun had imagined a somewhat brusque and obstinate young man, but at first glance, he appeared to be an agreeable young man.


      “Raise your head.”


      After Koushun told him that, he slowly got up. His eyes were gentle, but he noticed that there was a shade of sadness in his face. There was a shadow over his eyes. Koushun suddenly sensed something similar to himself in his eyes. He had an intuition.


      This man holds hatred deep inside his heart.


      A smouldering flame of hatred with nowhere to go burned in the depths of his eyes.


      He had no proof, but somehow he was convinced of that. Koushun sat down in a chair. “Over there,” he pointed to the seat across from him and prompted Shiki to sit down. Shiki glanced at Meiin with a hint of bewilderment, but Koushun repeated, “We can’t have a long conversation there,” so he obediently sat down.


      “I heard that you were in Ga Province until recently.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      His answer was short, but his voice was clear. He had a mellow and deep voice.


      “I want to know the situation there,” Koushun said point-blank, and Shiki’s eyes widened in surprise.


      “Are you concerned about Ga Province, Your Majesty?”


      “I am a little concerned. Did something happen there?”


      Shiki looked away in deliberation, then spoke.


      “I don’t know if it can be called an issue that happened, but…do you know of the Moon Truth Sect?”


      Koushun nodded lightly.


      “Its successor is now spreading in Ga Province.”


      “The Eight Truths Sect? Is that the Moon Truth Sect’s successor.”


      “So you knew about it? The person who was once the evangelist of the Moon Truth Sect became the founder.”


      Koushun peered at Shiki’s face. “How do you know so much?”


      “I investigated them. Because of that, my life became endangered, so I resigned my position and left Ga Province,” Shiki explained with his gentle expression.


      “Wasn’t it because your relationship with the Saname clan had deteriorated?”


      “Ah, yes, that isn’t necessarily wrong either. The Saname clan seems to be…somewhat patronizing the Eight Truths Sect.”


      “The Saname clan?”


      “I don’t have any proof because I’ve never publically became a believer or donated money. I was just trying to obtain some proof when I was poisoned.”


      Shiki said that so casually that Koushun was slow to react.


      “…Poison.”


      “Shiki, this is the first time I’m hearing this as well.”


      Meiin was also startled. On the other hand, Shiki looked like it was of no concern to him.


      “It wasn’t fatal poison. It was a threat. The Saname clan are poison users, after all.”


      “Poison users?”


      “It was a rumor that had only been whispered of in Ga Province, but it was true. The Saname clan originally hailed from Kakami. It is said that they have a secret poison. There was a frightening rumor that they obtained it by killing a god.”


      I don’t know how much of it is true, though, he added.


      “So, I left Ga Province, making it seem like I escaped out of fear.”


      “Ho…” Koushun stared at Shiki’s face and expressionlessly responded. Shiki smiled gently.


      “You don’t believe me, Your Majesty? Well there’s no proof that the Saname clan poisoned me, so if you say that it’s all a result of me overthinking, then that’s the end of it.”


      No, Koushun answered.


      “I’m thinking about whether or not Saname believed you. Did they believe that you were the type of person who would give in to threats and run away?”


      “I suppose I’m still alive because they believed it. They are also taking the approach of letting me go freely and watching me.”


      Or it could be that Shiki is working for Saname—though neither of them said it aloud.


      “The Ga Province inspector was Kou, I believe. Were you working under his orders?”


      “No, it was my own arbitrary decision. Inspector Kou has no suspicion towards the Saname clan.”


      The inspector was an important post that directly answered to the emperor and was appointed by him. The deputy and lower ranks were chosen at the inspector’s discretion. Shiki, who was a deputy inspector, had ignored his superior’s inclinations and acted on his own accord?


      This man seems to be acting on some other motive.


      He didn’t know what that was yet, though.


      Do I have to send spies to Ga Province…?


      Normally, the province’s governor or other official dispatched from central would report any suspicious activity without having to do such a thing.


      An unspecified official.


      Had the real power been transferred to the inspector and he was unable to do a good job?


      Koushun looked at Meiin, who nodded as though he fully understood the situation. He would make the necessary arrangements.


      “Is it because of the precedent of Reki Province that you decided to probe into the Eight Truths Sect?”


      When Koushun suddenly asked that, Shiki looked as though the emotions had slipped off his face.


      “Yes, well…”


      “You were from Reki Province, weren’t you.”


      Yes, he answered and frowned slightly. It seemed to be a topic he didn’t want broached.


      “I also lost an acquaintance in the Reki Province riots. It was the man who was supposed to be my friend’s…husband,” Kajou’s face flashed through his mind.  “Things like that shouldn’t happen.”


      Shiki lowered his eyes. “Yes—precisely.”


      Koushun had a feeling that he too had lost someone important to him.


      _________


      



      Koushun invited Shiki to the lotus pond. It was located on the same site as Koutou Academy. Walking along the corridor, they moved from the palace and came to the outer corridor where the beautiful lotus pond could be seen.


      “Even though the waterways have been built and the transportation of goods have become faster, Ga Province is still a long distance from here. There must be many things that cannot be seen and voices that cannot be heard there. Even the government there is hard to grasp, so it would be even more so when it comes to the people,” Koushun spoke plainly as he stared at the closed lotus buds. “This doesn’t only apply to Ga Province.”


      “…This country is divided by mountains, after all.”


      Koushun nodded. The capital was located in the east of the island, with steep mountainous terrain to the north, much of which was unexplored, and a soaring mountain range in the center, impeding travel between the east and west. Although the roads were built on relatively gently sloping terrain, it took many days to travel on them because they took detours around the mountain range. The sea route was somewhat faster, but this was also dependent on the weather.


      “The fragmentation of information is very frightening. It can become irreversible at times.”


      Shiki nodded. “Yes.”


      “That’s why a man like you, who has seen so much of the country, is very valuable. And you know the people well as well as the government. I would like to increase the number of people like you.”


      For this purpose, unspecified officials who directly answer to the emperor were very convenient. But there were also downsides. It was difficult to find the right balance, so to speak.


      “Your Majesty…is a very serious person,” Shiki said in a tone that was either impressed or astonished.


      “I’ve thought about expressing my opinions in a non-serious way, but it was difficult.”


      He said with Jusetsu in mind. Shiki laughed in amusement. “You have?”


      “Yes, driven by necessity.”


      Shiki’s shoulders shook. The air around him was gentle, and there was no hint of timidity even when dealing with the emperor. However, he wasn’t overly familiar. He was relaxed and gentle in a proper manner—and there was sense of loneliness coming from him at the same time. His air was different from anyone he had met so far. Was it because Koushun had sensed something similar to himself in the depths of his eyes?


      “Who is it that you hate?”


      Those words suddenly came out of his mouth. Shiki’s smile disappeared, and his face became blank. There was a shadow over his eyes.


      “I can assure you that it is not you, Your Majesty.” He then added, “Can you tell that because you also harbor a similar hatred, Your Majesty?”


      He stared into Koushun’s eyes as he said that, as though probing him.


      “…The person I hated is no more.”


      Koushun murmured, and Shiki narrowed his eyes as though in sympathy.


      “Then, you feel empty right now, don’t you, Your Majesty.”


      This man understands me very well.


      Koushun turned his eyes toward the lotus pond. There was no breeze, just a sweltering heat and humidity. He wasn’t even sweating. It was simply agonizing.


      Koushun wondered what Jusetsu would say to them if she was here.


      “Have you ever seen a ghost?”


      Despite the suddenness of his question, Shiki answered “Yes” without any hesitation.


      “I’ve traveled to many different regions, so I’ve heard many stories about ghosts. People in all regions like ghost stories and strange tales.”


      “I see. There are many such stories here in the imperial palace as well. I’ve also seen some with my own eyes.”


      “You have, Your Majesty?”


      “Yes. Ghosts are tragic beings, aren’t they.”


      The ghost that haunted the jade earring, the ghost that stood under the willow tree, and finally the ghosts of his mother and the eunuch flashed through his mind before disappearing.


      “Last night, I saw the ghost of an old servant. He wanders the inner court with a treasure from the treasure room in his hand.”


      “A treasure?”


      “A treasure called a stone turtle casket. It is a turtle-shaped vessel that once contained medicine. He seems to be a ghost from ancient times, but no one knows why he’s wandering around…”


      It was pitiful, almost painful, to see the old servant tottering about, holding up the vessel like an offering.


      After Koushun told him about the ghost, Shiki was silent, looking perplexed.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “No…it’s only that I remember hearing a similar story in the provinces.”


      “A similar story?”


      “It’s not about ghosts. It’s about a pitiful elderly servant who was killed over medicine…”


      “What kind of story is it?” Koushun’s interest was piqued, and he turned towards Shiki.


      “I don’t know if I can remember it exactly, since I’ve heard it many years ago. I heard it from the people of Raku Province, which is located at the foot of the northern mountains next to Reki Province, while I was working as a patrolling inspector there.”


      “Raku Province was said to be where the capital was located in ancient times, during the Hi dynasty.”


      Yes, Shiki nodded.


      “In the era when the capital was still there, there lived an old servant who served a noble family. The family had already fallen into ruin, and there was only the young lady and old servant in the deserted house. The young lady was bedridden with illness, so the few other servants that were there had given up on her and left. The old servant served and nursed the young lady very attentively. One day, he heard of a life-prolonging elixir in the castle. It was the medicine of the gods, stored in a turtle vessel. He went to the royal family, with whom the young lady’s family had a slight connection, to ask if they might share the medicine with them. The royal family listened to his request and handed over the medicine. However, it was a fake medicine. They were annoyed by the old servant who repeatedly came to ask for help and handed over the drug in order to get rid of him. The young lady died. The old servant, who learned that it was a fake medicine, blamed the royal family but was tortured to death after angering them. After that, the royal family died of a mysterious disease, and it is said that that was the old servant’s curse.”


      Shiki sighed.


      “It was one of those kinds of stories… One of the legends in that region. I am sure some of it has changed over time, but it is also interesting as a story about a dynasty that died out.”


      “It certainly is,” Koushun nodded. “Sometimes there’s unexpected truth behind those legends.”


      The old servant and the turtle vessel…


      “I’ll tell Jusetsu about this,” he murmured without thinking.


      “Jusetsu?” Shiki tilted his head in confusion.


      “No, it’s nothing.” Koushun cleared his throat.


      _________


      



      Koushun arrived just when the sun was about to set. Looking at his face, Jusetsu thought that he must be in a good mood. There was no change in his expression, but he somehow seemed like that.


      “I heard a story about the turtle vessel and the old servant from someone who worked in the provinces.”


      That was the first thing that came out of Koushun’s mouth.


      “I was wondering what urgent business you had…you came here to tell me that?”


      “Yes.”


      “A letter would have sufficed.”


      “I wanted to tell you directly.”


      Jusetsu remained silent, unable to answer.


      Because it was still early, Jiujiu and Ishiha hadn’t yet retired for the night. “Have you improved in your handwriting?” Koushun asked Ishiha. “Yes,” Ishiha replied respectfully, then added, “A little.”


      “There’s no need to rush. Just work steadily. I taught Ei Sei how to write, and now he’s more skilled at calligraphy than me.”


      “Really, Your Majesty?”


      Ishiha looked up at Ei Sei. “It’s all because I had a wonderful teacher,” he said with a cool face.


      “Ishiha is a quick learner, so he is improving very quickly. He has also improved a lot in reading.” Ishiha smiled bashfully when Jusetsu praised him.


      “Shall I bring some books? Something that Ishiha can read,” Koushun said.


      “We have the books Kajou lent us. She brought all kinds of books,” Jusetsu pointed at the cabinet. Several books were stacked on top of it. When she had asked Kajou if she had any books that children could read, she happily brought them herself.


      “Kajou seems to like reading books,” Jusetsu remarked.


      “She does,” Koushun nodded. “I also gift some to her from time to time. They please her more than flowers or hairpins. It’s about time I bring her some new books.”


      “She said she wants to borrow some classics from Koutou Academy. She wants to read classic poetry.”


      “Okay. I’ll give her permission.”


      Even consorts could leave the inner palace with permission. Kajou sometimes went to Koutou Academy or the chronicler’s pavilion in the imperial palace to borrow books.


      Jiujiu brought tea, and Jusetsu drank it with Koushun. She had misgivings about drinking hot tea in hot weather, but Keishi, Kougyou, and Jiujiu all said that it was better to sweat to get rid of the heat. She blew on the tea as she drank.


      As they drank tea, Koushun told her the story about the turtle vessel and the old servant that was handed down in Raku Province.


      “An old dynasty…the Hi dynasty?”


      “Yes. It’s said that their capital used to be at the foot of the northern mountains.”


      “The turtle vessel in the treasure room is also supposed to be from the Hi dynasty…”


      Was that old servant the ghost who was tricked with fake medicine and killed?


      “It’s still a mystery why a ghost from so long ago would appear now,” Koushun said, and Jusetsu nodded.


      “Mm-hmm. I heard that the vessel once contained medicine made from the claws of the Great Sea Turtle God.”


      “The Great Sea Turtle God?”


      “Apparently, he was a god that was widely worshipped in ancient times, so he must also have been commonly worshipped in the Hi dynasty. When I asked Senri about it, he said that the old servant’s master might have been ill. If what you told me is true, then he hit the nail on the head.”


      But even if it turns out to be correct, we still don’t know what to do about it…


      “Medicine…he’s fixated on medicine…?”


      The ghost of the old servant holding up the turtle vessel. Did he still want the medicine he never got while he was alive? For the sake of his mistress.


      Jusetsu pondered this for a while. “Can I see the treasure room again?” she asked Koushun.


      “I don’t mind, but…what are you going to do there?”


      “I want to search for the medicine. Even if it isn’t in the vessel, it may be somewhere in the treasure room.”


      “The Great Sea Turtle’s? I don’t believe it’s in the treasure room ledger.”


      “It might not necessarily be in the ledger. I’ll ask Ui.”


      Mm, Koushun made a sound.


      “Because he is a strange keeper, indeed,” he nodded. “Are you going tomorrow morning?”


      “Oh—no, Kajou said she’s visiting tomorrow morning. She’s going to bring new books for Ishiha.”


      “The afternoon, then. I’ll go with you as well if that’s the case. It won’t be too much trouble that way.”


      Jusetsu peered at Koushun’s face.


      “I asked this before, but are you allowed to just let me in many times like this?”


      “It doesn’t change whether it’s one time or many times. I don’t think of those treasures as only belonging to me to begin with.”


      They don’t only belong to the Summer King, but also to the Winter King—he was saying.


      Then, Koushun’s eyes softened a little. His expressionless face took on a gentler shade.


      “Besides, it’s not bad to have you ask me for a favor.”


      Because we’re friends, he said.


      It was at times like these that Jusetsu didn’t know how to respond. However, she could feel a slight but definite warmth in her chest.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      The next morning, Kajou came to Yamei Palace with several books. It was a casual visit accompanied by only one of her attendants. Kajou, dressed in a light green dress, reminded one of a cool breeze.


      “Thank you,” Jusetsu thanked her and accepted the books.


      “It was my pleasure,” Kajou said happily. “Since it was a request from Ah-mei, I picked them out enthusiastically. If you need more, please let me know. I have many more in my palace.”


      Jusetsu became a little puzzled by the happy Kajou.


      “You don’t find this a nuisance?”


      Kajou gave a refreshing and broad smile. “Goodness, of course not. I’m very glad that you’re relying on me.”


      “…Is that so?”


      “It is.”


      Koushun also seemed to be pleased with Jusetsu’s request. Jusetsu still didn’t understand his feelings.


      “This is for you, Ah-mei,” Kajou said, then took out a vessel from the pail the attendant was holding. Dumplings (1) covered in white honey were piled up in the celadon porcelain vessel. Jusetsu’s eyes were drawn to them, and Kajou smiled.


      [1. The Japanese reading for this word is “dango”]


      “Let’s eat together.”


      She sounded like an older sister. Jusetsu, whose eyes were captivated by the dumplings, nodded.


      “——Oh my, a ghost holding a turtle vessel?”


      Jusetsu and Kajou were sitting across from each other, scooping up the smooth dumplings with spoons and eating them.


      “And, there’s apparently an old tale passed down in the north, about an old servant who was killed.”


      She told her what she heard from Koushun. The dumplings with white honey were sweet, chewy, and delicious.


      Kajou, who was listening closely, put her finger on her cheek in thought and remained silent.


      “Is there something wrong with the story?” Jusetsu asked.


      “You said it was a story handed down. Stories handed down orally are bound to change.”


      Jusetsu tilted her head a little. Kajou continued.


      “An old servant who served a fallen noble house died after being treated unjustly and brought down a curse on the people involved—I’ve sometimes read such variant tales in books.”


      “Variant tales?”


      “It means stories that are very similar to each other. There is a certain template. There are probably similar stories in various places, and they are compiled in books and spread to even more regions. The story you told me is more in line with the pattern of the story in that book. ——What I mean is, the story might have been that type of story originally, but it could also have been in a different form.”


      “A different form…” She never even considered it.


      “So, this story might not have much to do with the inner court ghost?”


      When she said that disappointedly, Kajou seemed to be in deep thought again.


      “No…I’m not saying that it has nothing to do with the ghost, because the points about the turtle vessel and medicine are distinctive. However, I think you should think more carefully about taking this story as it is and confronting the ghost.”


      Hmm, Jusetsu nodded. “I see.”


      “I’m sorry if it was unnecessary,” Kajou smiled.


      No, Jusetsu shook her head. “It’s interesting to hear different opinions from different people. It’s fascinating.”


      Onkei had immediately replied that the ghost was a person of loyalty. Senri felt that this person must have had a sick master. Each of them said what they said because they were who they were.


      “It’s fascinating…” Jusetsu murmured again.


      _________


      



      Past noon, Koushun came to get her himself. Of course, he was accompanied by Ei Sei as usual.


      On the way to the inner court, Jusetsu talked about her conversation with Kajou.


      “Indeed,” Koushun replied calmly. “Kajou has a point. Even written materials can become wrong when they are transcribed.”


      “So, I thought about it a lot, but…”


      “What is it?”


      “Medicine can also be poison.”


      Koushun looked at her profile. “Oh?”


      “Even good medicine can become poison if you give the wrong dosage. Even if it’s life-prolonging medicine, it might work for some people, but make others sicker. In the first place, all medicines that prolong life and longevity since ancient times are all poison.”


      “Cinnabar is one of those.” (2)


      [2. The ancient Chinese believed that ingesting cinnabar will make you immortal]


      “I don’t know if it is divine medicine or not, but even if the royal family in that story handed over the real thing, it’s not known if that sick young lady would have been saved. Rather—”


      “You think she might have died instead?”


      Mm, Jusetsu nodded. And, maybe——


      “…”


      Jusetsu had fallen silent, and Koushun didn’t speak to her any more than that.


      Gyoukou Hall, which was usually only visited by the emperor and eunuchs, was quiet even in the early afternoon. Perhaps it was because it was cloudy and looked like it might rain at any moment, but the inside of the palace was dimly lit and strangely cold, even though the weather was hot and humid. Only the sound of footsteps on the stone floor could be heard. They passed through the corridors and arrived at the treasure room. As expected, Ui was standing in front of the door.


      “I’ve been waiting for you.”


      He bowed deeply. Invited into the treasure room, Jusetsu immediately asked, “Does the medicine that was in the turtle vessel still remain anywhere?”


      “It does not,” Ui said in a monotone voice without his expression changing in any way.


      “Are you sure? There must be some old medicine left here. Is it not there?”


      “There isn’t any,” Ui said flatly. Jusetsu took in a faint breath.


      “Is that so? –Then, regarding that medicine, does it matter if someone who is weak and sick takes it?”


      Ui looked at Jusetsu with round eyes for a while, as if he didn’t understand the intent of her question or he was searching through his memories. He tilted his head slightly.


      “I do not know.”


      “Didn’t you say that it was a life-prolonging elixir? Is it true that anyone who takes it will prolong their life?”


      “I do not know,” Ui repeated the same thing.


      “In other words, there are no stories of such people left?”


      Ui tilted his head to the other side this time. “I don’t know of any such stories.”


      Jusetsu nodded. “I see. Thank you. –May I see that casket one more time?”


      “Of course.”


      Ui disappeared between the shelves like the wind. He almost immediately came back with the box in his arms. He wasn’t even breathing hard.


      Holding the turtle vessel in her hands, Jusetsu looked at it intently. Koushun was also looking at it from the side.


      “It isn’t a flashy masterpiece, but it’s a finely crafted item,” he quietly evaluated.


      “Precisely, Your Majesty,” Ui responded. “This stone is a precious rock that can be mined from the northern mountain range, but it was considered too solid and difficult to work with, so the best craftsman of the time put their heart and soul into carving it. The design is both intricate and generous—”


      “Ui.”


      Jusetsu interrupted Ui, who was speaking like he was reading out from a book. Ui closed his mouth and stared fixedly at her.


      “A ghost holding that vessel is wandering about. How do you think such a ghost can release its attachment to this world and cross over to paradise.”


      That question always brought back unexpected answers, depending on the person she asked it to. She was curious as to how this person would respond, but the answer she got was succinct.


      “Breaking the vessel will release the ghost.”


      “Huh?”


      “Breaking the vessel will—”


      “Are you saying that I should break this vessel?”


      “Yes.”


      “Why?”


      “If the ghost is holding the vessel, then it has an attachment to it. If you break the vessel, the attachment will disappear.”


      It was a very simple and crude solution.


      “Breaking the vessel is—not allowed. Right?”


      Jusetsu looked at Koushun. Before, she had asked if she could destroy the biwa that was stored here. Koushun looked troubled. It seemed that it wouldn’t be allowed.


      “Breaking it would be…problematic,” Koushun looked somewhat baffled as he said it.


      “Is that so, Your Majesty.”


      No one expected the keeper of the treasure room to suggest destroying a treasure. Jusetsu looked at his expressionless face. It was different from Koushun’s blank face. It was flat and lifeless.


      “Then,” Ui continued in his monotone voice. “It is better to borrow the power of Gou-no-Kami.”


      “What?”


      “Gou-no-Kami’s—”


      “No, what do you mean?”


      “Goushi Palace is the answer.”


      “…? Hmm?”


      “You should bring that vessel to Goushi Palace and pray.”


      Jusetsu glanced up at Koushun. He also looked like he had no idea what Ui was talking about.


      “Why is that so?”


      “The shell of Gou-no-Kami is used to decorate Goushi Palace. The ‘Gou’ in Goushi means Great Sea Turtle, the same as the Gou in Gou-no-Kami. (3) It is imbued with divine power.”


      [3. I don’t feel like typing the characters out but the “Gou” in “Gou-no-Kami” and “Goushi Palace” are different characters but very similar looking]


      Jusetsu was speechless for a while.


      “——What?”


      A god’s shell was used as decorations? She was deeply confused.


      “This is the first time I’m hearing of this,” Koushun said in a calm voice.


      “The first emperor who built this imperial palace arranged it to be so.”


      “The first dynasty of this palace…the Ran dynasty. It was Ran Yuu?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      “Why did he do that?”


      “It was for protection against Wulian Niangniang, just in case. It is the same as a shaman. You may think of it as a wall.”


      Jusetsu and Koushun looked at each other. What did he mean?


      “He told me that he couldn’t feel safe without the power to fight back.”


      “Told you? Who—”


      Ran Yuu?


      “Ui, you—”


      Jusetsu took a step toward Ui, but he closed his mouth and stared vaguely ahead with nothing reflected in his smooth eyes.


      “Please go to Goushi Palace,” he repeated. He showed no more sign of speaking beyond that.


      “Shall we go there?” Koushun asked. After thinking it over for a while, Jusetsu nodded.


      “I still have things I want to ask you,” she told Ui before leaving the treasure room with Koushun. They were heading to Goushi Palace. It was a palace located near the inner palace.


      “Defence against Wulian Niangniang…just in case…”


      Jusetsu muttered as she walked briskly. What does that mean? What was Ran Yuu thinking?


      They climbed the steps and entered the palace. It wasn’t a very large building. They had a musician play the biwa for them and send a ghost possessing a cloth mask to paradise. At that time, she didn’t get a good look at the palace’s structure…


      Jusetsu looked around the palace. It had a cold stone floor, several pillars supporting beams, and couches, a table and folding screens.


      Jusetsu suddenly pulled back. The stone floor. It was laid with polished round stones—but that wasn’t the only thing. Something that looked like mottled tortoiseshell was embedded here and there. They were light grey, not brown, and difficult to distinguish from the stone. Looking at the entire floor, one could see a large floral pattern made from these embedded objects.


      Is it these?


      Jusetsu headed towards the center of the pattern while staring at her feet. There was a table at the center of the flower.


      “…Koushun.”


      She received the turtle vessel from Koushun and put it down on the table. She moved back a little and knelt down on the spot.


      She touched the flower pattern with her fingers. It was hard, but not as cold as the stone and contained a mysterious warmth. Suddenly, she smelled a fishy, damp smell.


      “This is…the smell of the sea,” Koushun murmured.


      The smell of the sea. Jusetsu never smelled it. But she also felt a feeling of nostalgia, like she knew it well. Her fingertips suddenly felt wet, and she drew back her hands in surprise. The flower pattern wavered and rippled.


      Water?


      The flower pattern swayed like the surface of a lake and shone a faint silver. Before she even had time to be startled, bare legs appeared from behind the turtle vessel on the table. She looked up to see the ghost of the old servant standing there with his head hanging down. He was holding out the vessel. His hands were trembling.


      He’s wailing.


      Looking up at him from the floor, she could see his expression clearly. The ghost was crying.


      “I’m sorry.”


      His voice was hoarse and thin. Sobbing, the old servant apologized again and again.


      “My lady…my lady…it’s all my fault…”


      He was constantly blaming himself in between his sobs. Jusetsu listened to him intently.


      “I thought that if you took the medicine…you would be saved…”


      As I thought.


      Jusetsu stared at the old servant’s face.


      “You gave that life-prolonging medicine to your mistress, didn’t you.”


      The old servant didn’t react. It seemed her voice didn’t reach him.


      “…Then, in other words?” Koushun asked.


      “The medicine he received from the royal family was most likely the genuine article. He gave it to the sick young lady. However, rather than prolonging her life, she died.”


      “…So the medicine became poison?”


      Jusetsu nodded. The old servant thought that the young lady would get better if she drank the medicine. And yet—


      “It must have been too strong for the sickly lady.”


      The people who gave the medicine to the old servant probably did so out of the goodness of their hearts. Perhaps they felt sorry for the old servant’s desperation.


      Jusetsu could only furrow her brow and stare at the sobbing old servant. There was nothing she could say to him, nor would she ever be able to reach him. What could she do?


      She looked at the floor. The flower pattern still shone with a faint silver color and was undulating. She slowly brought her hand closer.


      “…Gou no Kami.”


      Did he have another name? She didn’t know. She simply called out to the god.


      “Will you save this person?”


      She touched it with her fingertips. It didn’t feel cold. It had the warmth and feel of lukewarm water. Like water warmed by the sun. It swayed and bumped against her fingers, making a watery sound. It felt terribly nostalgic, even though she had no memory of it.


      The sea.


      Suddenly, her fingers were drawn in with a strong force. It wasn’t that they were grabbed and pulled in. It felt like a power of absorption. Her hand was sinking into the water.


      Jusetsu put her hands on the floor and resisted the force. However, the power of absorption was so strong that it felt like if she exhaled, she would be swallowed up in that moment.


      “Jusetsu!”


      Koushun held her in his arms. Jusetsu could finally breathe. As she inhaled, she pulled her hand back with all her strength.


      Let go of me!


      She chanted that in her mind, and her chest became hot. Heat flowed from her chest to her arms, from her arms to her fingertips. The force that was sucking her in seemed to slacken, and her arm slipped loose. There was a dry sound, like something popped, and Jusetsu fell backwards with Koushun.


      “Dajia!” “Niangniang.” Ei Sei and Onkei, who had been watching the situation, rushed over to them. Koushun lightly raised his hand to restrain them and got up. Then, he put his arm around Jusetsu’s shoulders and held her up.


      “Are you alright?”


      Jusetsu nodded. She was out of breath and couldn’t speak for a while. She pressed her hand against her chest. That heat. An unpleasant heat.


      She suddenly looked up at the table and let out a small “ah.” The vessel had split right into two. The ghost had also disappeared. The flower pattern on the floor had gone back to normal, no longer that silver glittering water.


      “It’s broken,” Koushun said nonchalantly. It was the emperor’s treasure. Everyone except Koushun stared at the treasure with bated breath.


      “There’s nothing you can do about something that’s been destroyed. This is how the ghost disappeared, right?” he asked Jusetsu.


      “…Yes.”


      There was no sign of that ghost anymore. She couldn’t hear his crying either.


      “If that’s the case, then it’s fine.”


      It was a quick thing. Jusetsu let out a small sigh.


      Right at that moment, a charcoal-colored sleeve stretched out from the side and picked up the vessel that was on the table. No one had noticed him approaching.


      “Ui.”


      With that expressionless face, Ui stood there with the pieces of the vessel in his hands. No emotion or intention could be sensed from that face.


      “W-When did you—”


      Ei Sei was unusually flustered. He was looking at Koushun, seeming to be at a loss as to how to deal with this. Koushun stood up.


      “Ui, just as you said, the ghost disappeared once the vessel was broken.”


      “Yes,” Ui replied in his monotone voice. Jusetsu stood up as well. She stared at Ui’s face intently. She had always thought that it seemed familiar. It was just as she thought. This expression wasn’t a face.


      “Ui, you…”


      You have the same expression as Shougetsu.


      “You’re a doll—a tsukaibe.”


      His eyes that looked like gaping holes were directed at Jusetsu. Eyes that were smooth and seemed to reflect nothing.


      “Yes, I am.”


      Ui said it like it was nothing.


      “Whose tsukaibe are you? Wulian Niangniang’s? I don’t believe you’re the Owl’s.”


      Ui tilted his head to the side a little. “Until this moment, I was Wulian Niangniang’s tsukaibe. Before that, I belonged to Gou-no-Kami. I was created by Gou-no-Kami.”


      Gou-no-Kami’s tsukaibe.


      “Gou-no-Kami has gone into hiding, so I was made Wulian Niangniang’s property. But, Gou-no-Kami has summoned me again—”


      The flower pattern on the floor wavered again and emitted that silvery light.


      “This is the end. It seems that Wulian Niangniang is no longer strong enough to detain me. This is where I take my leave. So long, princess of Ran—no, princess of Hi.”


      The ground beneath Ui’s feet transformed into water, and his body sank down.


      “I shall leave you for a short time.”


      Ui and the turtle vessel he was holding sank into the water. At the same time, the light disappeared and the floor returned to how it was before. No one spoke for a while.


      “…Did he call me ‘princess of Hi?’” Jusetsu’s voice was hoarse. “What does he mean by that?”


      Even at a time like this, Koushun spoke with a quiet, unwavering voice. “The Ran clan was from a minority tribe in the north. It’s said that they descended from a old dynasty, but…”


      Jusetsu had also heard that story. They were the descendants of a family that once ruled the country or the descendants of priests.


      Was that the Hi dynasty?


      After thinking about it for a while, Jusetsu shook her head. So what did that mean? Being a Ran survivor was already a troublesome fact, but what was the significance of a long-gone dynasty like the Hi dynasty?


      “What’s certain is that we’ve lost one of our treasures, and the treasure room’s keeper…”


      Koushun murmured, sounding just a little lonely.


      _________


      



      That day, Jusetsu headed for the Winter Ministry.


      “I see, the treasure room’s keeper…”


      Jusetsu told Senri about what happened to the turtle vessel as they sat at a table in the middle of the outer corridor.


      “It was the Great Sea Turtle who created Ui, but because the god had ‘gone into hiding,’ he became Wulian Niangniang’s possession, and now he has returned to the Great Sea Turtle—what does all that mean?”


      Senri blinked and looked at her face.


      “Before, you told me that you wondered why the ghost of the old servant has appeared now of all times. At that time, I was at a loss as to whether or not to say it, but…”


      Come to think of it, he did seem like he wanted to say something.


      “What is it?”


      “…This is my personal theory, but faith comes in waves,” Senri spoke in a voice as gentle as basking in the sun. “It may safely be said that it has trends.”


      “I understand that,” Jusetsu nodded. There was the desolate Seiu Temple and the new beliefs in new gods arising in many places. Beliefs came and went.


      “Why is it that the shrines of Wulian Niangniang have become deserted in rural areas, and the belief in other gods has grown stronger? The Great Sea Turtle god, who was worshipped in ancient times, is now nowhere to be seen. –I believe these are all due to the weakening of those gods.”


      “Weakening?”


      “If a god’s power weakens and no longer brings benefits to the people, their faith will fade away. Little by little, like the waves receding. And then, faith will gather in a god with a different power. I believe that gods can also be replaced like that.”


      “A god’s…replacement?”


      “It’s more like a struggle for supremacy. There are many temples to many gods in this country, from big to small ones. Aren’t the gods competing against each other for power?”


      Jusetsu recalled Shougetsu’s…the Owl’s words.


      Koushou made the Raven eat flowers. She continually fed them to her. They were poison.


      The Raven has already—lost itself.


      And then, Ui’s words.


      It seems that Wulian Niangniang no longer has the power to detain me.


      Was Wulian Niangniang weakening?


      “Then…does the fact that Ui has returned to the Great Sea Turtle God means that that god’s power has returned?”


      “I believe there’s a high possibility of that.”


      “But on the other hand, Wulian Niangniang…”


      Senri had a difficult look on his face. “I can’t say for sure that my theory is correct. However, I believe that Wulian Niangniang was in a similar crisis in the past.”


      “Crisis?”


      “When the Winter King was killed. The world was plunged into war after that. A new Winter King hadn’t appeared during that time, and Wulian Niangniang remained silent. Why was that? It is said that the country was devastated because of this silence, but since the war continued, it is natural that it was devastated. However, I also think that the silence was due to some kind of crisis that Wulian Niangniang had to deal with. It is all hypothetical, just my supposition.”


      “No…it was very helpful. It is not something I would have thought of, since I have no knowledge of such things.”


      When she said that, Senri’s eyes narrowed into a smile. “Thank you very much.”


      “Lady Raven Consort, Master,” an acolyte approached them. “His Majesty is calling upon you.”


      “What, Koushun also comes to see you?”


      “Yes, sometimes. I play Go with him in Master Gyoei’s place.”


      “It must be tough playing against him.”


      Senri smiled at Jusetsu’s words. It seems that he was a good opponent. A strong one.


      “You’re here too?” Koushun, who appeared in the outer corridor, said after seeing Jusetsu. “Do you play Go with Senri too?”


      He probably said that because of the Go board on the table.


      “No,” Jusetsu shook her head. “I came to ask his opinion.”


      “I see. I came here to play Go with him.”


      However, Senri pointed to the chair he was sitting on. “Why don’t you play a game with the Lady Raven Consort today?” he suggested.


      Jusetsu frowned. “I won’t play with him.”


      “Because you hate to lose.”


      Jusetsu hated how Koushun said that with a cool face.


      “You don’t think you can lose?”


      “I don’t care about losing, though.”


      She considered throwing the stones at him.


      “Sit there.”


      Jusetsu pointed to the chair across from her. She then took off the lid from the bowl and gripped a stone. Koushun obediently sat down. Senri bowed with a smile and quietly left. Jusetsu watched him from behind. He wore the same grey color as Gyoei, but he looked completely different from behind compared to Gyoei.


      “…It’s helpful to hear other people’s opinions.”


      “It is.”


      “It makes me realize how little I know.”


      “Is that so.”


      “I’ve been meaning to ask you this for a while.”


      “What is it?”


      “Gyoei died, didn’t he?”


      Koushun’s hand, about to put down a Go stone, stopped.


      “Looking at how you and Senri remained silent, I don’t think it’s because of his age. Was it suicide?”


      “…”


      “Then, he must have taken responsibility. –Was it Gyoei who let Shougetsu into the inner palace?”


      Jusetsu repeated her words with a calmness that surprised even herself.


      “He must have hated me,” Reijou appeared in her mind. Reijou, who lived alone, grew old, and died, just as the Raven Consort should. “I suppose it’s natural.”


      “…Jusetsu.”


      Koushun’s voice that quietly called out her name was something that shook the bottom of Jusetsu’s heart. It always did. This time it sounded even deeper and stronger. Feeling a sharp pain at the back of her nose, Jusetsu swallowed her breath.


      “I’ve told you this before, you’re too considerate. You’re so considerate and thoughtful that it makes people angry instead.”


      “…You did say that.”


      Are you angry? He quietly asked.


      Jusetsu shook her head. “You’re concerned for me…but then, who will take care of you? Are you going to keep the pain of losing Gyoei to yourself and never tell anyone?”


      All the while keeping those wounds open.


      “…There are many who worry about the emperor.”


      That wasn’t what she’s talking about. The back of Jusetsu’s chest hurt. This pain was for Koushun’s sake.


      “You accept your wounds as a matter of course. That’s because you think of them as your punishment. I thought that way as well. But…” Jusetsu looked down at the Go stone in her hand. “Some time ago, I exorcised a curse put on an attendant of Hakkaku Palace.”


      Koushun nodded.


      “The attendant’s life was saved by her betrothed, but she deeply regretted leaving him to his death. However, I think that regretting like that would also mean denying the choice that her betrothed staked his life on. So, I—”


      Jusetsu sighed.


      “I can’t say it well. But I…don’t want to deny my mother’s decision at that time.”


      She tried to say more, but couldn’t find the right words.


      “Is that so,” Koushun said. He seemed to understand what she was trying to say. “I see…”


      He didn’t say anything more after that. He also stared at the stone.


      “I’ve never considered it a good thing to associate with others,” Jusetsu put a stone on the board. “But there are many things that you are able to see when you interact with people.”


      Even if that’s the wrong path for the Raven Consort.


      What people did with the best of intentions didn’t always bring good results. So maybe this was all a mistake as well. I might be falling into a dark pit, little by little, little by little.


      Still, I cannot think that I would have been better off without the connections that I have now.


      _________


      



      After she returned to Yamei Palace, a familiar attendant visited. She was no longer wearing the white coral ornament on her sash. It was Ki Senjo.


      “I have come to deliver a letter from the Lady Crane Consort.”


      Senjo was holding a tray in her hands. There was a letter on the ostentatious brocade cloth. Wondering what it was about, Jusetsu picked up the letter and spread it out. The writing was beautiful, as one would expect from a consort. Contrary to the Crane Consort’s mysterious impression, the contents were terribly ceremonious and formal. However, it was simply an invitation to tea.


      “…She shouldn’t have gone out of her way to send a letter like this.”


      Senjo, who apparently didn’t know what was in the letter, looked dumbfounded.


      “She asked me to have you write an answer. May I please ask you to do so?”


      Jiujiu started to grind ink with an inkstone. Jusetsu hesitated over how to reply. Her eyes caught on Senjo’s tray. The brocade cloth was embroidered with tortoiseshell crests in gold and silver threads.


      “Are those turtles?”


      Senjo looked down at the tray after she murmured that.


      “Are you talking about this cloth? Of all the ones that the Crane Consort owns, this one is the finest. The Lady Crane Consort was reluctant at first, saying that the tortoiseshell pattern wasn’t cute, but after much deliberation, she chose this one, saying that the ones with dyed flower patterns were too light and that she couldn’t find any other brocade that she liked.”


      “All that for a single piece of cloth?”


      “Since this is the first letter she’s delivering to the Lady Raven Consort, she agonized over how to write it. The Lady Crane Consort wants to get along with you.”


      That was surprising. Jusetsu’s impression of her was that of a “girl who’s difficult to grasp.”


      “Not cranes, but turtles?” the person who cut in was Jiujiu, who was rubbing out the ink. “Since it’s Hakkaku Palace, I thought you would use a crane crest more often.”


      “Tortoiseshell crests are everywhere at our palace. The attendants also favor that pattern for their ruqun… It is the crest of Lord Hakumyoushi, after all.”


      Hakumyoushi. The god the Eight Truths Sect worships.


      Jusetsu, who was about to pick up the brush, lifted her head.


      “The tortoiseshell crest is the crest of Hakumyoushi?”


      “Yes. Because Lord Hakumyoushi is the Great Sea Turtle God.”


      The brush fell onto the table.

    

  


  


  
    Chapter 3 - The Hand Pulling The Sleeve


    
      There were several archives within the imperial palace that collected books. The Koutou Palace Library was one of them, and it had a particularly valuable collection of books. Some of the books were written for scholars on foreign laws and history, while others were elaborately bound manuscripts and rare editions of strange tale collections. (1)


      [1. The word used here is  志怪 which translates to “tales of the miraculous/strange.” They deal with the supernatural, and gods, ghosts and spirits]


      “Have you ever been to the Western Territory?”


      Koushun asked that question to Shiki in a room at Koutou Academy. This country, separated down the center by a mountain range, had long been divided into the Eastern and Western Territory. The capital was located in the Eastern Territory, and Rouko, home to Ishiha’s Hatan tribe, was located in the west.


      “I have been in Dou Province and Gei Province. I served as the western chief military secretary in Dou Province and an assistant inspector in Gei Province.”


      Even the gentle-faced Shiki’s low voice was mellow and smooth. And just like the shadows on his face, his voice was tinged with a touch of sadness.


      “Dou Province, huh. You must have had a difficult time there.”


      There was an island of exiles. There were also several other small islands, which were quite difficult to manage and govern. Koushun heard that the waves were rough and the weather was harsh there.


      “The winter cold was hard to withstand,” Shiki answered, nodding.


      “Crops don’t grow well there because the winds are too strong. Because of that, iron manufacture and crafts flourish there. Since many of the woodturners and foot bellows operators were roughnecks, so bookish government bureaucrats are no match for them. However, it isn’t enough for warriors to simply suppress them with force.”


      “Is the regional military governor handling things well?”


      “The governor who summoned me at that time was a well-educated military officer. I have heard from others that the current governor is also a man of good reputation.”


      “I see,” Koushun nodded. It was he who had appointed the regional military governor. “Rouko is in Gei Province. The Hatan tribe lives there. I have several eunuchs from there around me.”


      “That land…isn’t very bountiful,” Shiki dropped his gaze somberly. “They can’t feed their children, so they give them away. But then there will be fewer workers. Their poverty doesn’t go away. It’s a vicious cycle. It isn’t very pleasant to see brokers coming to buy boys to make them into eunuchs.”


      After he said that, he looked up, seeming to remember that he was talking to Koushun. “I apologize for going on a tangent.”


      “No…”


      Koushun recalled Ishiha’s face. He was still a young child, about ten or so. Ei Sei had also been around that age when he entered the inner palace.


      “Generally, the western territories are poorer than the eastern territories. I hear the fish used to be so plentiful in the west that a palace could be built just with fishing.”


      “Ah, yes. Ishiha also said that the elders used to be nostalgic for that time…”


      “I…? Is he from the Hatan tribe?”


      It appeared that he could tell from the sound of the name.


      “He’s a eunuch from the Hatan tribe. He worked at Gyoukou Hall for a while. He currently works at Yamei Palace.”


      “Yamei Palace…”


      Shiki, who had just arrived in the imperial palace, might not know anything about the inner palace. Koushun was about to add an explanation, but before he could, Shiki said, “They say that the Raven Consort lives there.”


      “You knew that already?”


      “No, I learned about it after I came here. When I was in the provinces, I didn’t even know about the existence of the Raven Consort. Is it true that she undertakes everything from searching for lost items to curse killings?”


      “Oh, well…”


      He had never seen Jusetsu cast a curse, and he didn’t think she would.


      “Um—” Just as Shiki was about to say something after careful consideration, Ei Sei came to inform them. “Dajia, the Duck Consort has arrived.”


      “Oh, right. Was it today?”


      He had given Kajou, who wanted to borrow books, permission to come here.


      Kajou entered the room, accompanied by several attendants and eunuchs. She was a refreshing sight in her pale blue robes tinged with light grey. The dangling ornaments of her hairpins clinked together coolly.


      “Did you want to borrow the classical poetry book, Kajou?”


      “Yes, I have already borrowed it. There is a copy of a Kakami picture scroll in this room, I believe. I would like to borrow it.”


      I want to look at it together with the Raven Consort, she said. Kajou was extremely fond of Jusetsu.


      “A Kakami picture scroll?” Koushun looked at the lined-up shelves. “It must be somewhere around here.”


      “I shall bring it,” Shiki quickly moved. It seemed that he already knew where everything was.


      Kajou thanked him, who returned with several picture scrolls. “My, thank you very much. Are you a scholar? It’s my first time seeing you.”


      Kajou often visited the academy, so she was familiar with the scholars’ faces.


      “I was appointed here as a scholar recently. My name is Reiko Shiki,” Shiki bowed courteously.


      “Oh, is that so? Where are you from?”


      Koushun, with a start, said, “He’s from Ga Province.”


      “I used to be a deputy inspector in Ga Province. I was born in Hosui in Reki Province.”


      Kajou’s smile stiffened for just a moment at Shiki’s answer.


      “I see. –I shall look at the contents and choose which one I wish to borrow,” Saying that with a smile, Kajou moved to the long table in the back. The eunuchs holding the picture scrolls and attendants followed. Watching them, Shiki asked Koushun, “Should I not have mentioned Reki Province?”


      “Yes. …She lost someone she knew there.”


      That was all Koushun said, and he glanced at Shiki. He was shrewder than he thought he would be, showing off his competence in front of a consort and promoting his name.


      “——Putting that aside, weren’t you about to say something earlier?”


      “Yes…” Shiki lowered his eyes. “Um, will the Raven Consort accept a request from someone like me? Or does she only listen to requests from those in the inner palace?”


      “Do you have a request for her?”


      Koushun was a little surprised. Somehow, Shiki didn’t look like someone who would rely on such things.


      Yes, Shiki answered and rubbed his arms. His expression was dark, a shadow cast over it.


      “…I’ll try asking her. By the way, what sort of request do you have for her?”


      Shiki moved his gaze as if in hesitation.


      “I’m sure you’ll think me a fool, but…” After saying that, Shiki lifted his eyes.


      “I can see a hand pulling on my sleeve.”


      _________


      



      Jusetsu sat down in a chair and looked at the man kneeling before her. His name was Reiko Shiki. At first glance, he didn’t look like a government official. Jusetsu hadn’t seen that many government officials to the extent that she could conclude that, but he looked very different from the officials she had seen so far. Bureaucrats were generally somewhat cold. It wasn’t that they were cold-hearted. It was an intellectual coldness, like they were sharpening their reason with knowledge.


      However, this man named Shiki had no such coldness. His gaze was gentle, and there was a sense of cleanliness radiating from his ruddy skin and dress. He had an affable appearance. But, for some reason, Jusetsu could sense a shadow from him. Like the shade of early spring, there was a sudden chill and loneliness.


      Why is this man in the imperial palace?


      He didn’t seem to possess the spirit to work for his country or the ambition to make a name for himself. He simply looked terribly lonely.


      Men like him are dangerous.


      A eunuch offered a bowl of lychees to the frowning Jusetsu. The red skin was peeled in half and placed in a glass bowl for easy eating. Picking up the skin, Jusetsu put the white fruit flesh in her mouth. The sweet juices overflowed.


      Jusetsu directed her gaze diagonally. Koushun was sitting there. With an expressionless face, he was leaning slightly against the armrest and sitting calmly. Nobody was saying anything. The rain was so loud that they couldn’t hear each other when they spoke.


      This was the Tourin in the imperial palace, the emperor’s villa. It had a garden, a pond, and a beautiful pagoda. Under normal circumstances, she would have enjoyed the view, but the shower that suddenly started made that impossible. It felt as though this gazebo was about to be submerged.


      Well, it would probably stop before that happens…


      They couldn’t do anything with this kind of rain, so they could only wait for the time to pass. Jusetsu came to Tourin at Koushun’s request to meet with a scholar who had a request for her. That was why she was observing Shiki.


      A hand pulling on his sleeve, huh…


      She glanced at it and thought, indeed.


      There was a white hand holding Shiki’s sleeve. It was a thin, pale woman’s hand. It was neither pulling hard nor gripping it. It was pinching the sleeve between its fingers forlornly. Only a glimpse of a pale yellow sleeve printed with a tiny flower pattern could be seen, and there was nothing beyond that. There was only a hand.


      The rain finally let up and showed signs of stopping. Koushun opened his mouth.


      “This person says that he can see a hand pulling on his sleeve…”


      Jusetsu nodded. “It’s most likely a woman’s hand. She’s wearing a light-yellow upper garment with a pattern of small flowers.”


      Shiki suddenly flinched. “You can see it?”


      “Even now, it’s pulling on your sleeve. Reservedly.”


      Shiki let out a breath. “I can only see it once in a while. It didn’t seem like anyone else could see it…”


      He said that he thought that there was something wrong with his eyes because no one else could see it when he asked to confirm it.


      “There are those I can see immediately, and those I can’t see no matter what. One might call it compatibility.”


      She glanced at Shiki’s sleeve.


      “The owner of that hand seems to be very worried about you. If that’s the case, then you must know this person. Someone close to you. And you know why they are worried about you, don’t you? I don’t believe there is much for me to do here.”


      Shiki’s eyes widened. “You…can tell that much?”


      “I can reveal the ghost with my arts, but is that necessary?”


      No, Shiki shook his head. “That person’s sleeve and hand are both familiar to me. In particular, the hand…it is unmistakable. It’s Shoumei. She was my adopted younger sister.”


      Adopted sister, Koushun murmured as though in confirmation.


      “I only call her my sister, but we are not actually related by blood. I believe that you know that I was an orphan, and so was Shoumei. Orphans like us lived together. We wouldn’t have been able to survive otherwise.”


      Shoumei was three years younger than Shiki, and was a helpless child in everything she did, so he took care of her and helped her as if she was his little sister.


      “Shoumei also called me ‘Big Brother’ and loved me. In the town where we were born and raised, there was an old teacher who gathered the orphans and taught them how to read and write, and he was partial to me because I did well. Because of that, I was taken in by the current Reiko family. At that time, I asked if they would adopt Shoumei as well. It seemed that the couple wanted a daughter as well as an heir, so they decided to adopt us together.”


      “You have good parents,” Koushun said, and Shiki smiled faintly. It was a nostalgic smile filled with affection. That alone made it clear how he thought of his adoptive parents.


      “Yes, they are wonderful people. They weren’t well-off, but they said that it would be too pitiful if we were separated from each other. I can never repay my debt to them. And yet…I made them feel sorrow about Shoumei.”


      Shiki’s eyes darkened.


      “Shoumei married into a family in the neighboring town. There was a wealthy landowning family there, and both the husband and parents were very kind, so we were all overjoyed with such a good match. …It wasn’t until a few years later that something went wrong in the husband’s family. Perhaps their good nature was taken advantage of. They began to believe in the Moon Truth Sect, which was popular at the time. Only Shoumei rejected it. Apparently, they donated a lot of money to the sect… I heard that she reprimanded them many times, but her husband and in-laws didn’t listen to her. My sister would occasionally write to me, asking what should she do, but I was working in another province at the time and couldn’t return right away. I regret not leaving behind everything and going back home back then.”


      Shiki furrowed his brows and seemed to be in great pain to say any more.


      “…If it’s too painful to talk about, then you don’t have to talk about everything. Just a general outline will do.”


      When Jusetsu said this, Shiki nodded slightly. After a moment of silence, he exhaled and continued.


      “I still don’t know why her husband and his parents, who were so kind and good-natured, did such a thing. Is that what faith is? One day, Shoumei was encouraged by some men to join the Moon Truth Sect. It had happened many times before, but Shoumei refused each time. However, that wasn’t the only thing that happened that day. There was a quarrel, and eventually they became violent…in the end, Shoumei was beaten to death with sticks by them. I was later told that the men were yelling that by beating Shoumei with sticks, they were going to eradicate the evil things inside her. The men were quickly arrested and executed. By the time I returned, Shoumei was in a coffin, awaiting burial. They were waiting to bury her for my sake. Although it was difficult to tell because of the makeup applied to the dead, her body was covered in wounds. Her face too… That was months before the Moon Truth Sect was destroyed by riots.”


      Shiki lowered his head.


      “…It was about half a year after Shoumei died that I noticed this hand. The robe with the flower pattern was one I bought for her long ago, and it was her favorite. It wasn’t tailor-made from new materials, but secondhand, so it wasn’t anything much… But even if she wasn’t wearing that robe, I would recognize her immediately. When we were children, Shoumei would always hold onto my sleeve anxiously and follow me. Her way of gently and shyly holding onto my sleeve hadn’t changed at all. It’s like she’s alive, and there are times when I just wanted to grab her hand.”


      Shiki smiled sadly.


      “But, even though she was helpless and unreliable, Shoumei always seemed to be somewhat worried about me. I used to tell her to worry about herself before she worried about others, but…I guess she had that kind of temperament.”


      “…So, are you saying that is why she is still pulling on your sleeve?”


      Jusetsu asked, and Shiki lowered his head slightly.


      “I suppose so,” he said, nodding as if trying to tell himself that. Jusetsu silently stared at his face.


      “I wish to ask if it is possible to send Shoumei to paradise. If things remain this way, it would be too pitiful for Shoumei.”


      “If Shoumei’s worries disappeared, she would soon be able to cross over to paradise without me having to do anything. You are the reason why Shoumei is kept here.”


      And Shiki probably knows that reason.


      Shiki didn’t want to talk about it, so Jusetsu didn’t know what it was.


      Shiki hung his head and remained silent. Jusetsu glanced at his waist. There was an ornament hanging from his sash. It had been on her mind ever since they first met here. It was a white coral ornament.


      The symbol of the Eight Truths Sect.


      “…You said that you were the deputy inspector in Ga Province. Are you an Eight Truths believer?”


      “No,” Shiki bluntly denied.


      “Then why are you wearing that ornament? It’s the proof that you are a believer of the Eight Truths Sect.”


      “This is—” Shiki touched the white coral ornament. “This is something I wear in order to investigate the Eight Truths and the Saname clan.”


      “Shiki was poisoned while investigating the relationship between the Eight Truths and the Sanames in Ga Province,” Koushun cut in. Jusetsu glanced at him.


      “There’s a possibility that I’m being let go on purpose. There are believers in the imperial palace as well. This is to deceive their eyes.”


      There was an unpleasant feeling there, a sizzling sensation like skin being smoked. It was his wariness against the Eight Truths. Hakumyoushi was said to be the Great Sea Turtle God. Was this the same god that was worshipped in ancient times?


      Gou-no-Kami is summoning me once more…


      They had to be the same. Power had returned to an ancient god… And the Eight Truths, who worshipped that god.


      She had a bad feeling about this.


      “…You’re still investigating even now?”


      “Pardon?”


      “Even now, you’re still investigating the Eight Truths and the Saname clan?”


      “Yes,” Shiki nodded as though it was natural. “The Eight Truths is something that must not be left alone. They would surely cause a disaster in the future. They must be destroyed.”


      His voice felt dim and seemed to echo from the shadows. I see, so that’s where this man’s heart is, Jusetsu thought.


      “Do you hate the Eight Truths?”


      Shiki stared directly into her eyes. Dark flames dwelled in them.


      “I heard that the Eight Truths Sect was derived from the Moon Truth Sect.”


      She had heard that from Koushun. “Yes,” Shiki answered.


      “…The person who recommended that Shoumei’s husband and in-laws join the Moom Truth Sect is currently the leader of Eight Truths. He is a man named Hakurai,” Shiki spat out the words, his expression unbefitting of his face. “He was the man who taught that people who are possessed with evil spirits can be cured by beating them with sticks.”


      He despises that man.


      Jusetsu averted her eyes from Shiki and stared at the white hand that was pulling on his sleeve. I think this is what Shoumei is worried about, she thought. She was worried about this hatred. She was worried about his burning hatred intensifying and turning into the beast called revenge and running wild.


      Unless Shiki gave up his revenge and let go of his hatred, Shoumei couldn’t cross over to paradise. She couldn’t leave Shiki’s side. She continued to grab his sleeve and tried to hold him back.


      Jusetsu looked at Koushun. He was expressionless as ever, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking.


      “In any case, there is nothing I can do. I can forcibly tear Shoumei away from you, but that is not the same as sending her to paradise. If you want her to go to Kakurenomiya and turn her into a soul that traverses the river of stars, then you will have to remove her worries.”


      The souls of the dead were led to Kakurenomiya in the far eastern end of the sea. After a long time, the souls were swept away on the river that flowed from Kakurenomiya. The river was in the night sky. For the people of the sea, the sky wasn’t what laid above, but something stretched out in the sea. The river was a corridor that connected the sea of beyond to the sea. Souls turned into twinkling stars after flowing from there, and their lights fell onto the earth and became new lives. No one knew if a star would become a fish in the sea, a plant growing from the earth, or a human being.


      Every time a star’s light falls to the ground, a life is born.


      That was why people feared, respected, and yearned for starlight.


      “The wind that blows from the distant sea sounds the flower whistle, and the starlight reminds us of the deceased. If you wish to quietly mourn her, then put Shoumei at ease.”


      Shiki bit his lip and bowed his head. Then, slowly, he shook his head.


      “I’m sorry. It seems…that I still can’t send Shoumei to paradise.”


      Jusetsu frowned slightly. She looked at Koushun and saw him staring out the latticed window. The rain had stopped. Droplets of water were dripping from the leaves one by one outside the window.


      _________


      



      Ei Sei made tea for Koushun, who had returned to the inner court. As steam rose from the kettle and the scent of tea filled the room, Koushun felt the tension from his shoulders to his back slowly loosening up. He closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair.


      Ei Sei scooped the boiled tea with a spoon and poured it into a cup. When Koushun accepted it, the scent of fragrant and refreshing tea wafted from the cup even more strongly. He took a sip and found that it was faintly sweet.


      “Where did this tea come from?”


      “Bu Province.”


      “I see. It’s delicious. Your tea is the best, as always.”


      “Thank you very much,” Ei Sei smiled a faint, proud smile.


      Koushun asked while drinking tea, “How is the tracking of Hou Ichigyou coming along?”


      “It doesn’t seem like he left the capital. We are continuing the search for him.”


      Koushun nodded at Ei Sei’s reply. Hou Ichigyou was the person who brought Shougetsu to the capital and introduced him to Gyoei. His identity had come to light. He used to serve the previous dynasty as a sorcerer, and was also Ran Hyougetsu’s master. What kind of intentions did such a person have in sending Shougetsu to the inner palace? There were many things they needed to question him about. He must be taken into custody as soon as possible.


      Koushun threw another question at him.


      “Sei, what do you think of Shiki?”


      It was common for the two of them to ask each other questions out of context. That was how it went with Ei Sei.


      Ei Sei lowered his long, glossy eyelashes. “He seems dangerous,” he immediately replied.


      “Is that so?”


      “Dajia…you shouldn’t trust him too much.”


      “Does it look like I trust him?”


      Ei Sei closed his mouth, and Koushun peered at his expression. He stroked the rim of the teacup, which was painted with flowers and birds.


      “…I am wondering what Chouyou is thinking.”


      “The Saname…”


      “I’ve only met that man three times, but he’s completely unreadable to me. If the Sanames are involved with the Eight Truths, and if they are plotting something no good, he wouldn’t do anything that would arouse suspicion. That’s an absolute fact. He wouldn’t fail to kill Shiki or let him slip through his hands. If Shiki was able to escape from Ga Province, that was because of Chouyou’s will.”


      “——Does that mean Shiki is Saname’s pawn?”


      No, Koushun put the cup back on the table. “I am not sure about that. Did he only let Shiki go, or did he send him here? Is there a connection between Chouyou and Shiki? What is the relationship between Chouyou and the Eight Truths…?”


      Don’t rush. You’ll let him get away.


      Koushun folded his hands in front of his body and closed his eyes slightly.


      Saname Chouyou…


      The head of the Saname clan whose real name was unknown. He wondered where his intentions laid.


      “I’m concerned about the Ga Province silk merchants who have been coming and going from the Un estate lately.”


      Koushun nodded slightly at Ei Sei’s words.


      Tutor Un, don’t pretend to be stupid.


      Everything is falling away from between my fingers… In the end, there is nothing left.


      He couldn’t get those thoughts out of his mind.


      Ei Sei burned incense for Koushun, who had closed his eyes. Clove incense, pipe vine incense, zensen incense (2)…there had always been a variety of incense used here, but recently he had been preferring to burn agarwood incense. That was the incense Jusetsu often used.


      [2. Zensen incense is an incense made from fragrant wood. There is one on display at the Shoso-in.]


      As the gentle fragrance filled the air, he felt as if he was in Yamei Palace. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled.


      Jusetsu had told him that the deity worshipped by the Eight Truths was the ancient Sea Turtle God. He had sensed that something was stirring and reaching out to them. He wanted to know just what it was.


      “What’s the matter?”


      Koushun heard footsteps and opened his eyes. Standing beside Ei Sei was a serving eunuch with a tray in his hands. Ei Sei took the tray and placed it on the table.


      “This is a gift from Gei Province that arrived the other day.”


      “Ah…the large rare conch snell, was it?”


      Ei Sei lifted the cloth over the tray. It held a conch shell as big as Koushun’s face. It had a deep, dark color that sparkled in rainbow colors depending on the angle one viewed it from. It was named the “Brilliant Raven Shell. It was believed that large conch snails were the messengers of the gods who created the Peripheral Mirages—the fog at the ends of the sea. What was more, this was a rare raven shell that sparkled in many colors. Because of this, it was presented to the emperor as a symbol of good omens. Apparently, it was picked up a local fisherman after it had washed up on the beach.


      “It was a beach in Rouko, right? That’s Ishiha’s hometown. I heard all sorts of things are washed up there.”


      Did even corpses wash up there?


      He suddenly recalled the myth that this land was created from the corpse of a god who was chopped into pieces. It was said to be a god who was exiled from Kakurenomiya.


      “A country born from death. Is ruling it as an emperor the same as turning a corpse into a throne?”


      Koushun, who had the shell in his hand and was admiring its iridescent luster, suddenly felt that he heard a faint voice and looked around.


      “Is something the matter?”


      “Can’t you hear that voice?”


      Ei Sei stopped his movements to listen carefully. “No, I don’t hear anything.”


      Koushun gestured to the bewildered Ei Sei to stop talking. He could still hear it.


      What was this? It was like a whisper, but it wasn’t a distant voice. It sounded from nearby. And yet it was far away.


      “Summer King.”


      Koushun startled. It was a familiar voice.


      A voice that was neither low nor high. A sound like intense waves. This was…


      “Shougetsu…no, the Owl?”


      Koushun looked down at the shell in his hand. The voice is coming from here. Impossible.


      “Summer King—would it better if I called you emperor? Your names are quite complicated.”


      “What’s happening? Where are you talking from?”


      “Dajia?” Ei Sei was flustered. “What’s wrong?”


      “Can’t you hear him?”


      Astonished, Koushun looked between Ei Sei and the shell.


      “My voice can only be heard by those who wear my mark.”


      “Your mark?”


      “I injured you. That must have left a bruise.”


      Koushun’s hand went to his arm. The scar he had received from the Owl had already disappeared, but the faint bruise that had appeared still remained. It was a brown bruise, shaped like an owl’s feather.


      “I can’t move. I can’t even make tsukaibe anymore. All I can do now is send my voice elsewhere.” There was a sound like a sigh. “I’m in prison. I’m completely powerless here.”


      “Prison?”


      “I told you that interference was forbidden. Didn’t I say that? I don’t know. Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve been punished and sent to the goal. That’s why I had this large conch snail act as my messenger.”


      “I thought you said you couldn’t make tsukaibe.”


      “This isn’t a tsukaibe. Conch snails can only perform simple things. Right now, it’s conveying my voice. The shell is in your hands, and the snail itself is drifting in the sea, relaying my voice. The trouble is that whether or not it reaches you depends on the tides.”


      Koushun stared at the shell and frowned.


      “Why exactly are you doing this? You can’t kill the Raven Consort with just your voice.”


      The Owl’s goal was to kill the Raven Consort—and consequently, the Raven.


      “Yes, I can’t kill her. But, once I get involved, I can’t stand just watching. I want to help the Raven.”


      The Owl’s tone was aloof, but his desire sounded earnest.


      “…But, you can’t do anything anymore, can you?”


      “I can’t. That’s why I’m asking you.”


      “What?” Koushun was astonished. “Are you telling me to kill the Raven Consort?”


      “I’m not. I want you to help the Raven.”


      “So, what—”


      “You don’t want to kill the Raven Consort. I want to save the Raven. Even I don’t want to kill an innocent maiden. Didn’t I say that before as well? If that’s the case, think about it.”


      “…About what?”


      “A way to save the Raven without killing the Raven Consort.”


      Koushun stared at the shell. The jet-black shell was glossy, and the rainbow sheen was like moonlight shimmering on the surface of a lake.


      “There must be a way to save the Raven Consort as well. You want to help her, don’t you?”


      He caught his breath faintly. Yes, he wanted to save Jusetsu from her suffering. That was what he wanted to do.


      “…But, that…”


      Wouldn’t that mean losing the Winter King?


      The Raven was imprisoned within the Raven Consort, who was concealed within the inner palace, and that was how the Summer and Winter Kings were just barely kept in existence. If we free the Raven—what will happen? The Raven would probably not be who she used to be. This dynasty wasn’t an era where the Winter and Summer Kings stood side by side.


      Chaos is inevitable.


      Chaos caused war. Koushun closed his eyes and drooped his head, as though he could see visions of the war-torn land. There’s no way I could make such a choice.


      The Owl continued to speak, not minding Koushun’s silence.


      “You and I don’t have conflicting wishes. So think about it. Find a way to help both of them.”


      “You can’t just…” Koushun pressed his hand against his forehead. “What can I think of and do about it that a god can’t?”


      He heard a snort.


      “God this, god that—you mortals were the ones who worship us as that on your own, but I don’t understand that concept. We may be able to do some of the things that you cannot do, but you can also do what we cannot. It’s not a bad thing to fear and respect those of a different race, but it’s a problem if you think they can do anything.”


      “I didn’t think you could do anything, but…”


      Koushun didn’t think they were talking about a mere difference in race.


      “Can you mortals match the claws of a bear? Can you fight against the fangs of a wolf? I doubt you can. But, you have wisdom. That’s why you make tools to fight against beasts. That’s the difference between you and us. We have wisdom too, but it’s probably different from yours. After all, we never even dreamed that Koushou would do such a foolish act. Something that benefitted no one—no, it only benefitted one person: Ran Yuu. I don’t understand how you people think.”


      Koushou. The first Raven Consort. She was the one who imprisoned the Raven within the Raven Consort.


      “But that is precisely why you lot might be able to think of something. And the way to save the Raven is also…”


      Was there such a way? If there was——


      The Owl’s voice became distant. There was a faint sound like the tides receding. The voice cut off at that point. Silence returned to the room.


      Koushun resisted the urge to throw the shell and placed it on the tray instead. He let out a deep sigh.


      “…Dajia, is everything okay?”


      Ei Sei, who had been holding his breath until then, asked him nervously.


      “Ah…”


      His body, which had been lightened by Ei Sei’s tea, became heavy again.


      “Sorry, but could you give me another cup of tea? Lukewarm is fine.”


      “Understood.”


      Ei Sei, not looking bothered in the least, happily prepared the tea again. It must be a hassle. He started the fire, boiled the water, and boiled the tea. Koushun felt at ease as he watched him.


      Even though the tea leaves were already roasted and ground, it took some skill to get just the right amount of boiled water and extract the flavor. Ei Sei had always been good at getting the hang of things no matter what. He was a clever person.


      If he hadn’t been a eunuch, he would have made a good government official.


      He had thoughts like that from time to time, but he never said it aloud. That was because it would only be nothing but degrading to Ei Sei to talk about something that was already beyond help.


      “…You’ve improved so quickly in both tea and calligraphy as soon as you were taught.”


      “Thank you very much. I truly enjoyed learning from you.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Until you rescued me, Dajia, I had nothing to hope for in my life,” The sound of boiling water resounded in the room. Ei Sei took salt from the salt rack and added it to the kettle. “I have no regrets about becoming a eunuch, because I would have been in a far worser situation if I had stayed where I was born.”


      Ei Sei spoke as though he understood Koushun’s feelings. He was smiling. It was a beautiful smile.


      “…”


      Koushun, who knew what Ei Sei, who was more beautiful than anyone, had gone through after becoming a new eunuch chi’er, remained silent. It was difficult to imagine a far worser situation than that.


      I heard he was born in the entertainment district.


      He had never pried. That was because Ei Sei didn’t seem to want to be asked about it.


      If I remember correctly, Jusetsu was also born in the entertainment district.


      He heard snatches of her story some time ago. She had lived there before becoming a house slave, and her mother was a prostitute as well.


      Koushun gazed at Ei Sei’s face as he sipped his tea. Although her features were different from his, Jusetsu was also beautiful. Her face somewhat gave off the same air as Ei Sei’s. They possessed beautiful faces, but also an air of coldness and indifference.


      “…I have a feeling that you and Jusetsu will get along very well.”


      Ei Sei nearly spilled the tea.


      “S-Sometimes, Dajia, you remain silent for a long time, and then you suddenly say something out of the ordinary.”


      Ei Sei looked as though he wanted to say, “Get along well? Absolutely not.” It was so funny that Koushun let out a laugh and thought to himself, I’ll say the same thing to Jusetsu next time.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      It was raining. It was raining so hard that it felt like they might pierce through the cobblestones. It was only a short spell, so it wasn’t too bad, but if this rain had continued for even one night, it might shatter the roof tiles of all the palaces.


      “It’s raining too hard to make the rounds.”


      The sound of the rain drowned out Tan Kai’s voice as he looked out the window in dismay. In addition to Jiujiu and Ishiha, Onkei and Tan Kai, who were usually outside the palace, were also inside because of the rain, making the room feel smaller than it actually was. Kougyou and Keishi were preparing tea in the kitchen. However, the smell of boiling tea was overpowered by the scent of the rain and didn’t linger in the air at all. Jusetsu raised her head from her book and looked out the window. It looked more like it was pouring water outside than raining. She couldn’t see anything because of the mist.


      It was dark inside the room, so the lanterns were lit. The darkness of the rain gave a strange feeling that was unlike the gloominess of twilight and dawn.


      Jiujiu and Ishiha were playing Go by the window. Both of them were very faltering in placing their stones. Onkei and Tan Kai were standing behind each of them and interjecting with comments of “you should put it there” and “that’s a bad move.” No, only Tan Kai was interjecting. Onkei was silently watching, occasionally telling Tan Kai to “be quiet.”


      The Go board was a gift from Koushun. He seemed to be telling her, “Practice diligently with this.” She found out that Onkei was unexpectedly strong at Go, so she sometimes had him be her opponent. She didn’t know if Tan Kai was strong or weak. He was capricious and couldn’t concentrate until the end.


      Jusetsu followed the characters with her eyes, but the content didn’t enter her mind. Perhaps it was because of the sound of the rain, but she found herself locked in her own thoughts. The Great Sea Turtle God and the Eight Truths. Hakumyoushi. The Crane Consort… And finally, Shoumei’s white hand pulling on Shiki’s sleeve.


      Even Jusetsu didn’t want to leave that ghost as it was. However, Shoumei was still in this world because she was worried about Shiki, and Shiki knew this but couldn’t let go of his own obsession—the obsession with revenge.


      Does Shiki want to kill the founder of the Eight Truths?


      Just as it was the empress dowager for Koushun.


      If so, then Koushun would be the one who understood Shiki’s feelings. And Koushun would sympathize with him. He surely wouldn’t tell him to stop feeling that way.


      Shoumei wanted to stop him. But Shiki had no intention of doing that. If that was the case, there was nothing Jusetsu could do.


      Even though I know that he will become empty.


      Koushun will probably never stop…


      Jusetsu felt like she understood Koushun, but there were parts of him that she would never understand. The flames of hatred he carried within him. It continued to smolder inside him even now that the emperor dowager was dead, leaving him empty and frozen.


      Jusetsu didn’t understand that. But Shiki would surely understand.


      This strangely pricked at Jusetsu’s chest. It wasn’t irritation or pain, but a mixture of frustration and loneliness, just a little bit.


      What is this feeling I don’t understand?


      Jusetsu stood up. Jiujiu and the others stopped talking, stopped their hands, and stood up. Jusetsu gestured for them to stay where they were and headed for the doors.


      “The rain has stopped.”


      The torrential rain that had been causing clouds of mist to rise up had stopped at some point. The green leaves seen through the lattice windows were dripping with raindrops.


      “Are you going somewhere, Niangniang?” Jiujiu asked.


      “I want to go to Koutou Academy.”


      “Then, let us send out a messenger first.”


      Onkei looked at Tan Kai. “Huh, me? Not Ishiha?” Tan Kai said. “Ishiha would be slower,” Onkei said and pointed to the doors. “Hurry and go.”


      “Why are you ordering me around?” Tan Kai grumbled, but he ran out anyways. His movements were indeed light.


      “Since Tan Kai is a fast runner, it will be fine if we start walking there now. I shall accompany you. Please, go ahead.”


      “But Niangniang, what about the tea? It’s just done brewing.”


      Jiujiu turned to the kitchen. Now that the rain had stopped, Jusetsu realized that the fragrance of boiled tea was wafting through the air.


      “You all should drink it.”


      “But today we’re having the lotus seed baozi that Hua Niangniang gave us.”


      Jusetsu, who was about to head towards the doors, stopped.


      “…Leave some for me.” After she said that, she added, “And leave some for Onkei and Tan Kai as well.”


      _________


      



      At the gate of the area where Koutou Academy was located, they ran into Tan Kai on his way back.


      “I told them that the Raven Consort is coming,” Tan Kai said lightly. “Would you like me to accompany you?”


      “No, it’s fine. Return to Yamei Palace.”


      “I’m also your bodyguard too, Niangniang.”


      “I’m fine as long as Onkei is here.”


      “It makes me feel lonely to hear you say that, since I’m ‘unwanted,’ haha,” Tan Kai laughed. “Just ki—”


      “You feel lonely?” Jusetsu looked up at him.


      “Huh?”


      “In that case, you can follow me.”


      Jusetsu passed through the gate after saying that. Tan Kai was staring at her, taken aback. “Niangniang is a kind person. Don’t tease her,” Onkei whispered to him.


      “…”


      Tan Kai closed his mouth and followed Onkei.


      In front of the Koutou Academy building, there was a scholar waiting for them. He, who bowed to Jusetsu, was Ka Meiin. A man in his forties with an intellectual face. Jusetsu once described him as “a man who looks like he has the knowledge of all the books in the world in his head.” He still had that kind of face.


      “Is Reiko Shiki here?”


      Even though she immediately asked the question without any preamble, Meiin responded without moving even an eyebrow. “Yes. I shall take you to him.”


      As they walked down the corridor, the scholars stopped with startled looks upon seeing the figure of the black-clad consort. Come to think of it, when she visited here before, she was disguised as a eunuch. Although it was easier for her to come and go from the inner palace since she got a permit from Koushun, it was still less troublesome for her to dress as a eunuch than as the Raven Consort.


      Meiin opened the door to a room. It was lined with shelves containing various books such as bamboo slips, paper scrolls, and bound books. A young man who was holding a bamboo slip scroll in front of one of the shelves turned around. It was Shiki.


      “——Lady Raven Consort.”


      Even though he was flustered, he gently returned the scroll to the shelf and bowed in front of Jusetsu.


      “I want to talk to you for a little bit.”


      “Yes…”


      Jusetsu sat down across a table from Shiki. Meiin bowed and was about to leave, but then said “Oh yes,” like he just remembered something.


      “His Majesty will be here soon. I have just sent a messenger to inform him that the Raven Consort has arrived. Eating and drinking are strictly forbidden here, so we regrettably cannot serve tea.”


      Speaking quickly, Meiin left the room.


      Koushun is coming here?


      There was nothing particularly problematic about that, but she had a slight feeling that she didn’t want to include Koushun in her talk with Shiki.


      Onkei stood behind Jusetsu, and Tan Kai stood by the door. Jusetsu leaned back in her chair and looked at Shiki, as well as the white hand pulling on his sleeve. The thin sunlight that shined through the lattice window gently illuminated the upper half of Shiki’s body. The white fingertips grasped the sleeve helplessly, but also firmly. Slender, unreliable fingers. Those were the things emerging in the weak sunlight.


      “Do you…want to kill the founder of the Eight Truths?”


      Shiki looked down. A shadow fell upon his gentle expression.


      “…I don’t know. There are times when I want to strangle him to death. He is, of all things, trying to attract those who were once followers of the Moon Truth Sect by implying that they were the successors of the Moon Truth Sect. Even so, it seems that they are being protected by the Saname clan, so the provincial government and envoys are only standing idly by…or they were won over as well. The Eight Truths must be crushed. We must not let any more people end up like Shoumei. …But, to tell the truth, my desire to slam that man against the ground and kill that man as he is covered in blood and humiliation is stronger than such honest reasons.”


      Shiki spoke in a deep and low voice. There was no intensity in the slow tone of his voice, yet she could still feel a roiling passion at the bottom of it.


      “It isn’t just hatred. I also have regrets, so I despise him even more.”


      “Regrets? Of not being able to save Shoumei?”


      Shiki closed his eyes tightly and hung his head.


      “Shi—”


      She was about to say his name, but then the door opened. Tan Kai, who was next to the door, hurriedly kneeled, and Onkei also got onto his knees after turning that way. Shiki also knelt down and bowed. Only Jusetsu remained seated.


      It was Koushun. Ei Sei was behind him. Koushun told Tan Kai and the others to be at ease and approached the table.


      “May I listen to your conversation as well?” he asked Jusetsu. She thought that this was just like him. Even though he held the position of emperor with no one to find fault with him whether he listened in or not.


      “Do as you like,” Jusetsu answered. Koushun sat down in the chair next to her. Shiki was looking between them with a slightly curious look in his eyes.


      “Let us continue,” Jusetsu addressed Shiki. “What did you regret?”


      Shiki lowered his head and stared at his hands for a while. Then he looked up.


      “I suppose there is a difference between being like brother and sister and actually being brother and sister, isn’t there?”


      Jusetsu blinked her eyes. “What do you mean?”


      “I thought of Shoumei as my younger sister. That was why I was so happy when we were both taken in by the Reiko family. I thought Shoumei felt the same way. I had no doubt that she loved me as an older brother.”


      After saying that, he then laughed self-deprecatingly.


      “That wasn’t true. I just wanted to think so. I was averting my eyes from the issue. I somehow sensed it. But I pretended not to notice.”


      “By that, you mean…” Jusetsu was about to say it, but closed her mouth. She didn’t know if this was something she should say plainly.


      “On the night before her marriage, Shoumei confessed to me that she loved me…not as a brother. I—couldn’t respond to that. Shoumei seemed to know what I was going to say. She wasn’t reluctant to get married, and the next day she married as though nothing had happened.”


      But, Shiki held his head. “Would it have been better if I had answered her? If I had done so and stopped her from marrying, would Shoumei not have died? But that…that would have been a lie.”


      Shiki spoke as if he was spitting out the dregs that gathered at the bottom of his heart.


      “Shoumei was my little sister. To me. I couldn’t see her that way for the life of me.”


      Shiki must have been carrying around this circling agony for a long time. If only he had been able to respond to Shoumei’s feelings, he might have been able to save her from her death. However, Shiki could only love her as a sister…


      Jusetsu recalled the deceased Magpie Consort. There were sisters who loved their blood-related brothers, and brothers who couldn’t love their non-blood-related sisters.


      It truly is something beyond one’s control.


      If one were to say that everything would have been fine if Shiki returned Shoumei’s feelings even if that was a lie, of course, that was highly unlikely. But there was no escape from regrets. Jusetsu understood this feeling well.


      “…Is that regret the reason you can’t escape from your hatred?”


      Shiki shook his head slowly.


      “I don’t know. I don’t hate because I want to escape from my regrets. But regret is also mixed in behind my hatred.”


      Jusetsu looked at the white hand pulling on Shiki’s sleeve. It was motionless and quietly clutching the sleeve.


      “Just because your regrets disappear, it doesn’t mean that your hatred would as well,” It was Koushun who murmured that. He turned his face towards the dimly lit lattice window. “And even when the person you hate is gone, the hate is still there.”


      His voice sounded desolate and dry, like the wind blowing through barren trees in winter.


      “In my empty chest, the banked fire continues to burn.”


      Wouldn’t that eventually burn up even Koushun himself?


      Jusetsu trembled faintly as that fear loomed in his heart.


      “Banked fire…yes, that’s the word to describe it. There is a fire inside me as well. Because it is inside, whether the person I hate dies or not, the fire cannot be extinguished from the outside.”


      Shiki brought his left hand to his right sleeve. Towards the hand pulling his sleeve.


      “I’m sorry, Shoumei. I can’t clear away your worries. So—let’s stay together. Until you can find peace of mind.”


      In the pale sunlight, his hand was on top of hers.


      Shiki bowed his head to Jusetsu. “My deepest apologies. You came all this way to talk to me.”


      “No…” Jusetsu looked away.


      Koushun rose from his seat quietly. There was only the sound of clothes rustling.


      “Shiki. I want to ask you some things about the Eight Truths,” Koushun said, then headed for the door.


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Shiki stood up and followed him. Jusetsu remained seated and watched them go.


      What is this feeling?


      In the depths of her chest, she felt a prickly, smouldering sensation. It felt like a snake slithering, or mud being stirred up from the bottom.


      What those two understand…no, what Shiki understands, I can’t understand.


      I probably never will.


      “Niangniang,” Onkei called out to her, and Jusetsu came back to herself. “Shall we return?”


      “Ah…yes.”


      She nodded and stood up. When she left the room, Tan Kai, who was waiting by the door, quietly asked her, “Are you okay, Niangniang?”


      Jusetsu looked up at him. Instead of his usual easygoing expression, he was looking at her with a serious expression.


      “I’m fine,” she answered and left the room. She didn’t know what made Tan Kai ask that, or why she answered with “I’m fine.”


      _________


      



      Yamei Palace was surrounded by a grove of laurels and rhododendrons. When the rainy season arrived, the trees darkened their green color as though singing with joy, and they scattered fresh breaths of life. Under the dense foliage, Tan Kai was walking soundlessly toward Yamei Palace. A star raven noisily flew overhead.


      Sensing the movement of the wind, Tan Kai stopped walking. A drawn blade was thrust before him. Tan Kai glanced at the blade, which reflected the shadow of the leaves, and shifted his gaze left. Onkei, who was holding the dagger, was standing in the shade of a tree.


      “Oi, this escalated quickly.”


      “Who were you meeting with?”


      Onkei’s eyes were cold. He showed no sign of lowering the dagger.


      “Who, you ask…it was a palace lady from another palace. I was getting information from her. You know that I’m an informant, right?”


      “That palace lady is one of Secretariat Un’s ‘ears.’”


      Tan Kai’s lips curved into a smile. “You were watching me. Well, I thought that would be the case.”


      “Are you an ‘ear’ as well?”


      “Nope. I’m no one’s spy. –Would you believe me if I said that?”


      Onkei took a step forward. His dagger flashed. Tan Kai quickly dodged, grabbed his wrist and swept his feet. He snatched the dagger from Onkei down on the ground and held him down, pressing the dagger against his throat. Onkei looked up at him in disbelief.


      “Archery is my strong point, but I don’t remember ever saying that I’m not good at martial arts.”


      Onkei frowned in frustration.


      “You…because you deceive people like this, I can’t trust you.”


      “Keeping your cards close to your chest is necessary for survival. But, I’m telling the truth about not being a spy. If I were one, I’d be a lot better at it. I wouldn’t let you trip me up.”


      Onkei was still glaring at Tan Kai suspiciously. Tan Kai searched through Onkei’s pockets and returned the dagger to its scabbard. After returning the blade to Onkei, he removed himself from his body.


      “The reason I met with that palace lady was to get information about Secretariat Un. You want it, don’t you?”


      “…What kind of information did you provide to the other party for that purpose?”


      “Secretariat Un wants to learn more about the Raven Consort. So I told her things that are suitable.”


      “What do you mean by ‘suitable’?”


      “Stuff like how the Duck Consort likes her, how she showed her a picture scroll the other day, that kind of thing. Even for Secretariat Un, being on good terms with your own granddaughter is safer than being at loggerheads with her.”


      Onkei stared at Tan Kai’s face fixedly.


      “…Was it for Niangniang’s sake?”


      “I’m Niangniang’s bodyguard, so I won’t do anything that’s not for her sake, of course.”


      Onkei stared at Tan Kai for a while, like he was probing him, and then finally let out a small sigh.


      “Is that so. If that’s the case, then that’s good.”


      “Hey, weren’t you scolded by Attendant Ei about whose eunuch you are?”


      “Dajia is the one I serve, but right now I’m Niangniang’s bodyguard.”


      “Hmm,” Tan Kai laughed. “Attendant Ei must have been furious. That’s why he sent me over here to be your partner. –But I do get it now.”


      Tan Kai turned his face to Yamei Palace. The black tiled roof peeked out over the treetops.


      “It’s as you say. Niangniang is a kind person. It’s no wonder that people are so drawn to her.”


      Including me, Tan Kai murmured.


      “She’s gentle, vulnerable, and somewhat fragile. You know?”


      Onkei silently listened to his words.


      “We’re a group of people who will never be treated the same as people anywhere, whether we become eunuchs or not. Isn’t that right? I was a failed bandit who got caught because I made a stupid mistake, but got bought by a broker who thought I had a nice face and got thrown into here. I’m a worthless bastard. But I’m sure that Niangniang would be just as concerned for me whether or not I’m royalty, a bandit, or eunuch.”


      Tan Kai stared vacantly at the jet-black roof and continued.


      “I’m a good-for-nothing, but even a guy like me wants someone like Niangniang to live a happy life.”


      Onkei also stared at Yamei Palace.


      “…You’re right.”


      “I’m not deeply loyal like you. I just want to be liked by her.”


      Onkei furrowed his brow. “What?”


      “I’m fine as long as I can devote myself to Niangniang, but I also want her favor.”


      “…”


      Onkei didn’t seem to understand and only looked at Tan Kai contemptuously, but didn’t say anything.


      “——And so?” Onkei asked as they started walking towards Yamei Palace. “Did you get any information about Secretariat Un from the palace lady?”


      “I did. But it’s something I need to inform Dajia about rather than Niangniang.”


      “Is something wrong?”


      “There might be something wrong in the future. Someone like me wouldn’t know, though.”


      Tan Kai lowered his voice.


      “Secretariat Un is gathering information about Ga Province. He’s having his ‘ears’ spying on Hakkaku Palace, investigating everything from the Crane Consort, her father Chouyou, to the store merchants and traveling merchants visiting the palace. She doesn’t know the reason behind this. Dajia might know. It wasn’t like how he was keeping tabs on the consorts like he did in the past. It feels more troublesome and shadier.”


      Onkei stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Hakkaku Palace…I don’t know much about that place.”


      “The Crane Consort has a mixed reputation. There are those who praise her for being generous, while others call her eerie and uncanny.”


      “Eerie and uncanny?”


      “You can’t tell what she’s thinking.”


      A warm breeze blew through the woods. It was a damp and heavy wind. Tan Kai looked up at the sky. It was covered entirely in thin gray clouds. It was the same color as their eunuchs’ robes.


      “Let’s get under the roof before it rains.”


      Hurrying Onkei on, Tan Kai started running.


      _________


      



      Even before the sun set, the main street of the entertainment district was brightly lit. Behind the paper lanterns hanging from the doors, the prostitutes, their skin coated in cold kneaded face powder, were plucking at the strings of their biwas, looking bored. In winter, it would already be the time of business, but the days were long this time of year, and the sudden rainfall slowed down customer traffic. There weren’t many people walking around, and all the brothels seemed to be having plenty of spare time.


      Ei Sei was wearing a cloak to protect himself from the rain and was walking at a brisk pace with his mouth tucked beneath his collar.


      I never thought I would set foot in this place again.


      He was walking with his brows tensely furrowed and his face downcast. There was no guarantee that he wouldn’t run into a familiar face. This was the place where he was born and raised.


      He was born into a house filled with the smell of powder and sweat. His mother was the most beautiful prostitute in the brothel. His father was one of her good customers. Apparently, there were talks of buying her out and making her his mistress. Those talks fell through, and his mother killed herself by slitting her throat with a razor. The smell of face powder, sweat, and the choking scent of blood. This was one of Ei Sei’s childhood memories.


      Left alone, there was no other path for Ei Sei but to become a male prostitute. Female prostitutes were called bustards, and male prostitutes were called mallards. Young boy prostitutes were called chi’er. Ei Sei, who refused to become a male prostitute and chose to become a eunuch, was shocked when he learned that new eunuchs were also called chi’er. And, his shifu made it known to him that they were the same thing. The beautiful Ei Sei was easy prey. Unable to endure the pain and humiliation inflicted on him by the shifus, Ei Sei ran away, and in the garden that he barged into without knowing why, he met Koushun.


      His memories were fuzzy, but that was probably Hakkaku Palace. The palace Koushun’s mother lived in. Koushun sheltered Ei Sei, who was practically naked and covered in injuries, and took him into his service without any question. To this day, he never questioned Ei Sei about that time.


      Koushun gave Ei Sei his name. His surname and given name were given to him by Koushun. Ei Sei had abandoned his former name. He would never use it again.


      For Ei Sei, Koushun was his one and only master. A master who was more important than his own life. That was why he feared and was irritated by Jusetsu, who could threaten his master’s position. But recently, he came to understand that that wasn’t the only reason he disliked Jusetsu.


      Jusetsu was Koushun’s friend.


      That was something Ei Sei could never be. Ei Sei was Koushun’s servant. That was what Ei Sei chose to do. For him, Koushun was his savior, his parent who named him, and an object of worship from the very beginning. To be called his equal was outrageous. But—


      It was Shiki. Ever since he showed up, ripples arose in Ei Sei’s heart. Koushun seemed at ease when dealing with him. That was probably because Shiki didn’t act stiff with Koushun. Perhaps because he had been in the countryside all his life, but he wasn’t as formal as the other officials in the imperial palace. He thought that must be much more comfortable for Koushun.


      Ei Sei couldn’t do that. After realizing that, he became aware of the fact that he had been harboring feelings of near jealousy towards Jusetsu.


      He was Koushun’s servant, more loyal than anybody. But he couldn’t be his friend. Ever.


      He didn’t have the slightest regret about becoming Koushun’s servant. There was just a spoonful of loneliness, bitterly seeping into his chest—that was all.


      He pressed down the collar of his cloak and hurried on. He turned off the main street and entered a narrow alley. The brothel he was heading for was in this alley.


      You can have someone else go.


      Koushun was considerate in that way. However, Ei Sei told him that he was certain that he would be the one to go and left the palace.


      A small brothel was located on the corner of the street. It was an old and sooty building, but it didn’t give off an air of dirtiness. The front of the brothel and the door were well-swept. That was a rare thing for a brothel located on a back street like this. The door was open, but there were no customers yet, so it was quiet. He walked from the front, where lanterns were hanging, to the back and looked in through the doorway. It was dimly lit inside, and the kitchen was right behind the doorway. A girl was sitting in front of the stove and making up the fire. Ei Sei called out to her.


      “Good evening.”


      The girl turned around in surprise. She looked up at Ei Sei’s face and widened her eyes even more. She looked to be only around fifteen or sixteen years old.


      “I hear you have a scribe here. Can I ask for him?”


      After repeating his question again to the girl, who was staring blankly at his face. “Oh, the old scribe, you mean. Yes, yes, of course,” she finally understood.


      “Please wait here for a little bit. Just for a little bit. He’s in the back. I’ll be back soon, very soon.”


      Ei Sei followed her as she jumped to her feat and went to the back of the house. It was a small brothel, so it was a short walk to the back.


      “Grandpa Hou, I have a customer for you,” The girl opened the door, calling out slowly.


      A bed and table were crammed into the small room. There was a lattice window in the back, and the light from outside illuminated the room faintly. An old man was sitting in front of the table. He was a frail old man. He looked healthy, but he didn’t seem to be a vigorous person. He looked dispirited.


      Ei Sei wordlessly pushed the girl aside and went inside. He stood in front of the old man. The old man bent himself back to look up at Ei Sei with frightened eyes. This was the person he had been searching for for a long time.


      “I’m surprised. I thought you would have used a fake name at least, Hou Ichigyou.”


      The old man—Hou Ichigyou—tried to stand up, but Ei Sei grabbed his shoulders and held him down. “Don’t use strange tricks. It will only increase the charges against you,” he threatened.


      Hou let out a whimper and sat back down. It seemed that his knees had always been bad. He was grimacing. The girl was looking flustered in the doorway. Ei Sei turned around. “He’s an old friend of mine. Leave us alone for a while,” he said. The girl hesitated, but she nodded and left. She left the door open. Perhaps she thought closing it would put Hou in danger. She was a surprisingly shrewd girl.


      Ei Sei looked down at Hou. He was a weak-looking old man. His face was pale, and he was trembling faintly. Ei Sei was a little surprised. This feeble old man was the one who sent Shougetsu into the inner palace?


      “I’ve investigated your background, Hou Ichigyou. You were the emperor’s personal sorcerer in the previous dynasty and Ran Hyougetsu’s master, isn’t that right?”


      Ei Sei thought he would talk his way out of it, but Hou only nodded weakly. Ei Sei furrowed his brow.


      “Didn’t you ever consider escaping from the capital? No matter how far-flung the brothel is, you know that we will find you sooner or later.”


      Hou hung his head as though struck.


      “…I no longer have the strength to run away,” his words were a hoarse moan.


      “Then why don’t you just get arrested?” Ei Sei snorted. “Is your life so valuable to you?”


      Hou shrank his body. Ei Sei’s brows gathered together.


      “…I hate men like you. You are the only one who sneaks around and hide yourself and pretend you don’t know anything. Gyoei is dead, you know.”


      Hou looked up in shock. He looked like he had received a great blow.


      “He wasn’t executed. It was suicide. He took responsibility for sending Shougetsu to the inner palace. It was a noble thing.”


      Unlike you. That implication was contained in his words. Hou lowered his head with a pale face.


      “Oh…I’m so sorry…Lord Gyoei…”


      Hou buried his face in his hands and sobbed. Ei Sei frowned.


      “I…I didn’t know. I didn’t know that Shougetsu wanted to kill the Raven Consort. If I had known, I would never have brought him to the capital. I intended to never set foot in the capital again…”


      “Never? Why?”


      “I…I fled the capital when the Ran dynasty fell. That’s why I can’t face the Ran clan’s mausoleum…”


      Ei Sei now understood. In the previous dynasty, sorcerers were highly valued, but when the emperor before the previous ascended the throne, they were all either executed or exiled.


      “You abandoned Ran Hyougetsu and ran away. What a despicable man you are,” Ei Sei spat. Hou was still sobbing, his face covered in tears and snot. Ei Sei didn’t know how such a man became the emperor’s personal sorcerer or Hyougetsu’s master. Was he that good at the sorcerous arts?


      Ei Sei sighed in frustration.


      “I would rather you be executed immediately, but Dajia wishes to question you. I’m taking you to the palace.”


      Hou raised his head in surprise. “W-What does he want to question me about?”


      “Everything you know. About sorcerers, the previous dynasty, the duties of a sorcerer…”


      Hou blinked. Snot was dripping from his nose. Ei Sei grimaced and took out a handkerchief from his pocket, then tossed it onto Hou’s lap.


      “How unsightly. Wipe your face.”


      Hou wiped his tears and sniffled. “S…Sorcerers are…” He wiped his snot several times before lifting his face.


      “A sorcerer is a practitioner who uses arts that have been handed down from ancient times. They are different from shamans and priests. Their origins date back to ancient times, and the arts are taught to them by a god. Now they are treated as nothing more than roadside fortune-tellers, but in ancient times, they served kings, supporting and protecting their dynasties.”


      His speech was smooth and fluent. His confident voice made his earlier disheartenment seem like it never happened, and Ei Sei could see a glimpse of the dignity he had when he served the emperor as a sorcerer. I see, he thought.


      “It was Gou-no-Kami who taught the arts to sorcerers. Gou-no-Kami was created from the corpse of the Great Sea Turtle God, who was chopped up and washed away. He was worshipped in the Hi dynasty—”


      “Wait. Talk about this in front of Dajia. I’m going to take you to the palace now.”


      Stopping Hou, who was rambling on, Ei Sei urged him to get up. When Hou closed his mouth, he returned to being the dejected old man he was before. He got up unsteadily. When Ei Sei grabbed Hou’s arm and headed for the door, he saw the girl from the kitchen peering anxiously into the room. Next to her was a middle-aged woman who appeared to be this brothel’s bustard mother—the madam. She might have been a prostitute who was promoted to bustard mother, as even her loose skin had a somewhat sensual quality to it. She looked at Ei Sei with puffy eyes.


      “Don’t treat that old man so roughly. He’s a poor thing.”


      Her voice was raspy despite her age. Perhaps it was from over-drinking or singing too much.


      “If you knowingly harbored a criminal, this brothel will have to pay the price as well,” Ei Sei snapped.


      Hou shook his head. “No, these people know nothing…”


      “I don’t know what this old man did, but everyone around here has a guilty conscience, so I didn’t worry about it too much. And him being a scribe was very helpful.”


      As she said that, the ibis mother stared at Ei Sei as though licking him with her eyes. It was as though she was assessing him. Ei Sei glared back at her. The ibis mother tilted her head. Her sloppily-tied hair flopped to the side.


      “Are you—Jakuji?”


      The blood suddenly drained from Ei Sei’s face.


      “You are, aren’t you? That strong-willed, cold, and astonishingly beautiful face. You look just like your mother. I thought you had a beautiful face when you were a kid as well.”


      A nostalgic look appeared on the bustard mother’s face, and she smiled.


      “You became a eunuch, right? I don’t know how many years it has been since your mother passed away. Do you remember me? I used to live in the same brothel as your mother. I wasn’t that popular, but I had a decent number of customers. But what happened to your mother, such a waste! She was such a beautiful and skilled girl, but she got involved with that worthless man and got thrown away by him in the end. That man was a real bastard, even having a child with her but switching to another girl anyways.”


      The bustard mother continued to rattle on and on. Ei Sei steadied his breathing and quickly turned to leave.


      “Do you know about the girl who that man changed to? Her name was Ougyoku, but she got herself beheaded. I don’t know what the crime was, but the soldiers of the Southern Command came to arrest her. All those soldiers just for one prostitute? It was a terrifying time. The brothel where Ougyoku was working was demolished too—”


      Ei Sei stopped and looked down at the bustard mother. She flinched a little. “W-What is it?”


      “This prostitute named Ougyoku. Did she have a child?”


      “Huh? I’m pretty sure she didn’t. No, there were rumors that she did have one. Well, rumors like that are common with prostitutes.”


      “…”


      “There was talk about buying her freedom. But that man was like that with your mother as well. Saying that he was going to buy her freedom after giving her a child—oh, then Ougyoku might have given birth to his child as well. That bastard has kids all over. Do you know what happened to him? In the end, he was stabbed to death by a prostitute. It’s very fitting, don’t you think”


      The bustard mother let out a raspy laugh. Ei Sei silently left the room while holding Hou in his arms. He could see several of the brothel’s girls anxiously watching from behind the stairs. He went around to the back door and left the kitchen. He took Hou to the horse parking area in a corner of the red-light district. He was right to have come here by carriage. With Hou’s legs, it would have been difficult to walk to the palace.


      Ei Sei bound Hou’s hands and put him into the carriage. It started to rain as they traveled along the main road leading to the gates of the imperial palace. Amidst the heavy rain drumming against the carriage top, Ei Sei kept silent as though he had forgotten Hou’s existence and didn’t say a single word.


      _________


      



      Ei Sei pushed Hou into a room in the Interior Ministry, located in the inner palace. The small room that had been used as a storage room was cleaned, and the minimum necessary furnishings were brought in.


      “For now, your punishment is suspended because you’re a source of information. But if you escape, you’ll be punished immediately.”


      With that threat, Ei Sei left the Interior Ministry. The passing shower had weakened somewhat. He covered his head with his cloak and headed for the inner court. The droplets dripping from his cloak fell on his face. His surroundings were dark. He didn’t know if it was because the sun had set or because of the rain.


      Why did I come here? Before he knew it, he had stepped into a forest of laurels and rhododendrons. It was the forest around Yamei Palace. The rain hit the leaves of the trees, sounding like off-beat drums.


      Ei Sei leaned against a laurel tree and looked up at the dark roof. Even though it was raining so heavily, he felt like he could still smell the white face powder of the entertainment district. It repulsed him. Luckily, there weren’t many customers coming and going today. The smell of the customers who came to buy prostitutes, or boys, was more nauseating than that of face powder. He thought that if he became a eunuch, he would be able to live a life free from sex, but in fact, it was even worse for eunuchs. Why did they seek carnal desires so relentlessly even though they had abandoned their sexuality? Ei Sei had fallen into despair on the night that he met his shifu.


      Memories of his shifu’s soft, sweaty hands and wet tongue running over his body came back to him, and Ei Sei, unable to bear it, vomited. It happened more than ten years ago, and yet these memories had never disappeared from his head. Ei Sei’s heart had died that night, and was revived when he met Koushun.


      He leaned against the tree and took shallow breaths. He calmed down after a while. Hearing footsteps, he looked up with a start.


      “…Ei Sei?”


      Jusetsu was standing there, candlestick in hand. The rain had already stopped, and the damp heat and humidity had returned in the dimness. Even so, Ei Sei’s body was frozen up to his fingers.


      “Onkei was worried and came to inform me. I came to check on you.”


      A shadow stirred near Jusetsu. It must be Onkei. It was natural to be suspicious of him, seeing as he was standing idly in a place like this and vomiting. He could have called out to me, Ei Sei thought.


      Did I look like I was in no state to be called out to?


      Was he that upset? It wasn’t because the memories from when he was a chi’er came back to him. Ei Sei wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and looked down at Jusetsu. Her white face illuminated by the candlestick. It bore no resemblance to Ei Sei.


      Do we both resemble our mothers?


      That thought flashed through his mind, and he vehemently denied it. There was no way that was true. A prostitute would have no way of knowing who the father of her child was. He didn’t even know if the prostitute who was Jusetsu’s mother was Ougyoku or not.


      “…Lady Raven Consort. Do you remember your mother’s name? Not her real name, but her name as a courtesan.”


      Jusetsu furrowed her brow in confusion. But she answered.


      “I think she was called Ougyoku. That’s the only name of my mother I know.”


      “…What about your father?”


      “I don’t know who he is.”


      Ei Sei closed his eyes and exhaled.


      “What? What about it?”


      “No. It’s nothing. I took a wrong turn because of the rain. Excuse me.”


      “Wait, take this,” Ei Sei turned on his heel, but Jusetsu stopped him. She was holding out a handkerchief. “Wipe your face.”


      Ei Sei recalled that he had given his handkerchief to Hou. He then suddenly realized what was on his face.


      Tears.


      It seemed that he was crying without even realizing it. Ei Sei pulled his cloak deep over his eyes.


      “…Since it’s raining.”


      It was a contrived excuse, but Jusetsu nodded silently. He took the handkerchief and wiped his face.


      “The road is already dark. Take this with you.”


      Jusetsu pushed the candlestick into his hand. Then, she turned around and went back to Yamei Palace. For a while, Ei Sei gazed at her black-clad figure as she walked away.


      Like Dajia, she never attempted to ask me about anything…


      He wiped his eyes with the handkerchief once again.


      So what?


      He had known for a long time that Jusetsu was that kind of girl. Supposing that they might have the same father, so what?


      Ei Sei’s master was Koushun. If Jusetsu was a threat to him, Ei Sei would hate her.


      The light from the candlestick he borrowed from Jusetsu illuminated the dim road.


      Ei Sei stared at the handkerchief and stuffed it into his breast pocket.

    

  


  


  
    Chapter 4 - The Twilight Orb


    
      After prayers, Hakurai was offered tea for his exertions. He gratefully accepted it. Chatting with his patron over tea was also a steady and important role of a sect founder.


      There were bamboo blinds hanging under the eaves of the roof, and the room was dimly lit. In addition to tea, steamed rice cakes with honey, bean stew, and other dishes were laid out in front of Hakurai.


      “Is there anything else you want? I’ll prepare it for you.”


      “No, I already have all that I need,” Hakurai politely declined.


      “Since you started praying for me, my leg has been in excellent condition,” his master laughed in an easy-going manner as he patted his knee.


      “I’m very pleased to hear that.”


      “Meeting you was very fortunate indeed. For me and the Saname clan. –I heard that the silk merchant who went to the capital on your advice is doing well. He was even allowed access to the prime minister’s residence.”


      Without dropping his broad smile, his master talked like it was nothing. It wasn’t nothing at all. By prime minister, he meant Un Eitoku.


      “Is that so?” Hakurai narrowed his eyes slightly.


      “Your advice was sound. I’m impressed.”


      “I’m grateful to be helpful.”


      Hakurai bowed his head. The emperor should have killed Un Eitoku immediately, he thought. The person who did the most to bring the current emperor to the throne was Un Eitoku. However, those who contributed greatly should be eliminated as soon the commotion died down. They would only serve as fetters for the next era.


      “If this goes well, my…the Sanames’ dearest wish will soon be fulfilled.”


      The Saname elder murmured, very quietly.


      _________


      



      “Eitoku has been very quiet lately.”


      Koushun said quietly in front of the lotus pond. Meiin was standing a step behind him. “I see.”


      “I would like to talk to him, but…”


      He stared at the lotus buds. The plump white buds looked like hands clasped together.


      What do I say to him?


      Just the slightest wrong choice of words could cause a person’s feelings to swerve off course.


      Koushun, who had been staring at the lotuses for a while in silent contemplation, suddenly turned his head to Meiin.


      “I want to meet Un Eitoku in secret. Set up a place for us.”


      He was Eitoku’s son-in-law. He served as the assistant minister of the Department of State Affairs’ Ministry of Personnel.


      “Also, I need to speak with Shiki.”


      Meiin didn’t ask any questions, but simply bowed his head and said, “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      _________


      



      Jusetsu stared absentmindedly out the lattice window. All the doors facing the corridor were open, but there was no breeze blowing through, and the heat and humidity were unbearable.


      “Niangniang—Niangniang!”


      She came back to herself with a start and turned her face to the front. Onkei’s beautiful almond eyes were fixed on her. A hint of worry was peering out from his worried-looking eyes. His eyes were as serene and clear as a quiet spring in the depths of the forest.


      “It’s your turn, Niangniang, but should we take a break? You don’t look well.”


      There was a Go board between the two of them. She was playing Go with him. Staring at the board, Jusetsu let out a breath.


      “Mm,” she said, returning the stones to the casket. “I’m not feeling up for it. Let’s stop here.”


      “Yes.”


      “Is this because you don’t think you can win?” Jiujiu said from the side. Jusetsu glared at her.


      “That’s not the reason. I intended to reverse the situation from here.”


      She hated to lose. But it was true that she just couldn’t concentrate on the game. When she thought back to the feelings she felt towards for Koushun and Shiki the other day, her heart became unsettled, and she became absent-minded.


      Jusetsu sighed. Jiujiu and Onkei looked at each other.


      “Niangniang, you really don’t seem to be in good spirits today. You don’t look depressed, though. Could it be because of the weather?”


      Jiujiu looked up at the sky through the open door. It was cloudy today. The sky didn’t look as though it was about to rain, but rather, it looked like it was covered with a thin film.


      “It doesn’t look like it’s about to rain, so why don’t we go outside? Say, didn’t the Crane Consort urge you to come and visit Hakkaku Palace yesterday?”


      “…The Crane Consort, huh…”


      She was a girl who was difficult to read. Was there an agenda behind her excessive invitations? Or did she genuinely want to befriend Jusetsu?


      “…I have to investigate her at least once,” Jusetsu murmured and stood up.


      “Are you going out?” Jiujiu asked enthusiastically.


      “You don’t have to dress me up too excessively,” she told her in advance, but Jiujiu probably wasn’t listening.


      “I’ll send Tan Kai to Hakkaku Palace to inform them of your visit,” Onkei said and left the palace. Tan Kai would definitely complain again about being sent on errands.


      Jiujiu chose a thin silk crimson robe and a scarlet skirt. The thin silk was embroidered with gold thread, and the skirt was printed with designs of flowers and birds. “These would look beautiful in the gardenia garden in Hakkaku Palace,” she said. The vivid crimson color looked good against Jusetsu’s translucent white skin. She hung the wooden fish carving she received from Koushun on her sash.


      “As for the hair ornaments—” Just as Jiujiu was about to pick up the ivory comb, Jusetsu stopped her. “Don’t use that one.” It was a comb in the shape of a bird and waves. This was also a gift from Koushun.


      “But I do think it will go well with your outfit.”


      “It would be troublesome if I lost it.”


      Jiujiu looked between the comb and Jusetsu for a moment, and then she grinned.


      “I understand. It’s a precious gift from His Majesty, after all.”


      “It doesn’t matter who I received it from. Combs are easier to fall off than hair sticks. Hakkaku Palace is a little farther away, so if I drop it on the way there—”


      “Yes, yes, I understand. Then, let us use these hair sticks.”


      With a big smile on her face, Jiujiu put the golden hair sticks into her hair. It seemed like she was only making excuses if she kept talking, so Jusetsu remained silent.


      _________


      



      Tan Kai, who was sent as the messenger, returned with a palace lady of Hakkaku Palace. It was Ki Senjo.


      “I have come to take you to the palace.”


      “I don’t require someone to pick me up,” Jusetsu said, perplexed.


      “The Lady Crane Consort was so overjoyed that she insisted on you being taken there,” Senjo laughed. “She was worried that you would change your mind.”


      She’s exaggerating, Jusetsu thought. Perhaps realizing this, Senjo added, “The Lady Crane Consort is very much looking forward to talking to you. She’s filled with a childlike innocence about it.”


      “Ever since she left Ga Province, the attendants around her are all the same, and the consorts are a little older than her, so she can’t become too close with them…”


      It seemed that she was bored. I see, Jusetsu answered. She suddenly noticed that there was an ornament hanging from Senjo’s sash. She hadn’t been wearing the white coral ornament when they saw each other before, but now she was wearing a fish ornament. It was similar to Jusetsu’s.


      “Are you wondering about this?” Noticing Jusetsu’s gaze, Senjo put her hand on the ornament. She smiled embarrassedly.


      “It may be presumptuous of me, but I had it made to resemble your ornament, Lady Raven Consort.”


      “This one? Why?”


      “I am no longer a follower of the Eight Truths, but—” That was only natural, since she was cursed by them. “I was wondering if I could wear something of the Lady Raven Consort, who saved me, as a talisman…”


      “I don’t believe that can be used as a talisman.”


      “It’s a matter of feeling. It’s a symbol of my great admiration for you.”


      Should she be happy about that? Jusetsu didn’t know.


      Jusetsu took Jiujiu with her and Onkei and Tan Kai as escorts to Hakkaku Palace. After Senjo led down through the gate, they were met with rows of gardenias. Beyond them, the Crane Consort, Banka, was waiting for them with her attendants. Jusetsu could feel the gazes of the attendants flickering to the left and right of her. They were looking at Onkei and Tan Kai. It seemed that their eyes were captivated by the two beautiful eunuchs.


      “I’m so happy that you’re finally visiting me,” Banka’s dark eyes were sparkling. She truly was a girl with no malice. “You and I are close in age, aren’t we? The other consorts are all older. It’s difficult to approach them.”


      Banka seemed more excited than the last time they met. Jusetsu was led to a room in the palace and sat down. It was a room with a good view of the garden beyond the outer corridor. The strong fragrance of gardenias entered through the open door. Does she not find it unpleasant? Jusetsu thought.


      “I actually didn’t want to become a consort. I was scared of leaving my hometown, and I didn’t know what kind of person His Majesty was. But Father ordered me to go,” Banka spoke frankly as she drank the tea served by her attendants. “But His Majesty was a good person, so I’m glad. I was wondering what I would do if he was self-important and unpleasant like my eldest brother. Or if he was mean like my second-oldest brother. I thought it’d be good if he was kind and gentle like my great-uncle, but if he really was like my great-uncle, he would be an old man. That would be a problem as well. But I was so relieved when I saw that he was young, though he is older than me.”


      Banka talked a lot. Jusetsu listened to her as she stuffed her cheeks with honey-simmered peaches.


      “How do you think of those peaches? They’re boiled in honey. In my hometown, they’re a bit smaller, and we simmer the sour peaches to sweeten them, but here they are sweet as they are.”


      “They’re delicious,” Jusetsu answered, and Banka looked delighted.


      “I’m so happy to hear that. They’re simmered with honey and cloves. We use peaches that are still hard and—”


      “Is there something you’re worried about?”


      “Huh?”


      Banka stopped talking, the smile still on her face.


      “You’re acting strangely restless. It feels like you have some other concern, and your mind is elsewhere.”


      “…My,” Banka rubbed her cheek. “I wonder if you really can see everything.”


      “It isn’t like that,” Jusetsu put one of the honey-simmered peaches in her mouth. “Is it about the emperor? Or your hometown?”


      Since Banka talked about Koushun and her hometown, she thought that those things must be what was on her mind.


      “Oh—no. No, but I suppose it does have something to do with my hometown…” Banka seemed to stare into the distance. “Will you listen to my story? It isn’t the kind of worry that I want you to solve. Sometimes I just can’t endure it. Will you listen to me…?”


      At that moment, Banka looked terribly fragile, like a child who had nowhere to go.


      _________


      



      Banka had her attendants stay behind and invited Jusetsu to the garden. Jusetsu also left Jiujiu in the room and followed Banka into the garden. Gardenias filled the garden, burying it in their sweet and sharp fragrance. Even though many of the flowers had their petals scattered due to the rain, their scent seemed even stronger in spite of that.


      “There’s an heirloom that’s been passed down for generations in my family,” Banka spoke as she walked slowly between the flowers.


      “Heirloom?”


      “Yes. It’s called the ‘Twilight Orb.’” (1)


      [1. The word used here,  宝珠 (Houju), means “precious orb,” but also refers to the Cintamani stone, a wish-granting jewel in Buddhism]


      “Twilight Orb…” Jusetsu repeated.


      “It resembles the sky at sunset. Orange, pale pink, rose, violet…a jewel with all kinds of colors mingling together. It’s very beautiful. It’s beautiful…but terrifying.”


      “Terrifying? How?”


      Banka stopped and turned around.


      “Because it’s cursed.”


      Jusetsu widened her eyes. A curse.


      “Did you know that my family is from Kakami?” Banka changed the subject while playing with the petals of a gardenia.


      “I know.”


      “Then, do you know why my family left Kakami?”


      Jusetsu tilted her head. “No, I don’t.”


      Banka glanced at her. “It’s because we killed a god.”


      God slaying?


      Jusetsu silently waited for her to continue.


      “In the land where my ancestors lived in Kakami, they worshipped a certain god. The god of harvest. The god of the land, you see. But at some point, my ancestors wanted to keep that god all to themselves. So, they made a deal with that god. We will give you our youngest daughter as a bride, so won’t you be our family’s guardian deity?”


      “…Youngest daughter…”


      Wasn’t Banka a youngest daughter as well?


      “The god seemed to agree to this. So, it was decided that the youngest daughter would marry the god. The wedding preparations were made, and she went into the cave where the god lived. But—”


      Banka plucked off the petals of the gardenia.


      “What resounded in the cave was the scream of the god. The one who was dressed in the bridal costume was a servant disguised as the youngest daughter. He stabbed the god to death with a sword he had hidden on his person. The Saname head had no intention of marrying off his youngest daughter from the start. What he wanted was the orb possessed by the god. It’s an orb that was said to be able to bring about long rains and droughts as the owner wishes. It was in the god’s stomach. The servant tore open the god’s stomach and took out the orb. Apparently, the god took the form of a toad.”


      Banka tossed the torn-off petals to the ground and turned to face Jusetsu. She had a strange expression on her face, neither smiling nor sad.


      “This orb was the Twilight Orb. The Sanames tried to rule the country with the orb, but the murder of the god angered the people. The clan was hated, and it became difficult to even live as before, let alone rule the country. In the end, the Saname were forced out of that land, despised as god-killers wherever they went, and had no choice but to flee to a distant foreign country…”


      That was the reason why the Saname clan came to Shou. Banka looked at Jusetsu with her dark eyes and smiled slightly.


      “And now, we come to the main topic. A short time after the god was killed, the youngest daughter died of a mysterious high fever. She was fifteen. Then, when the eldest son took over as the head of family, his youngest daughter also died of a fever in the year she turned fifteen. After that, the youngest daughters of those who took over the Saname clan would all die at fifteen. Someone started to call it a curse. It was the curse of deceiving a god and killing them. Some family heads tried to break the orb. But no matter how strong the person we asked, no matter how renowned the sorcerer we asked, the orb couldn’t be destroyed. There were those who said we should throw it away if we couldn’t break it. But even if we discarded it in the mountains or the sea, it always returned. The curse never went away. After some time, everyone gave up on parting with the orb.”


      Banka took a breath. Before Jusetsu could interrupt her, she started talking again.


      “I heard this story from my father when I was twelve years old. He showed me the Twilight Orb. It was very beautiful. But, it was also terrifying. It was scary, sinister…its beautiful color was like it came from absorbing all the pain and sorrow of people.”


      She narrowed her eyes in memory. Jusetsu, staring at her profile, spoke.


      “,,,But you’re already past fifteen, aren’t you?”


      Banka’s cheek twitched as soon as she asked that.


      “I’m seventeen.”


      Her voice was like a bird chirping out of tune.


      “The youngest Saname daughter will die at fifteen—that still hasn’t changed. Then why do you think I’m still alive?”


      Jusetsu didn’t answer, just furrowed her brow.


      “Once, a Saname head tried something. I don’t know how he came up with the idea. And, I don’t know how he could carry it out, but he did.”


      Banka laughed lightly. It sounded contemptuous.


      “He adopted a girl younger than his youngest daughter. A girl who was once a servant. He wanted to find out if the curse was attached to the Saname blood, or if it was just a matter of being a youngest daughter of the Saname, even if only in form… I’m the proof of that result. The real youngest daughter didn’t die at fifteen, and it was the adopted girl who died at fifteen instead. Since then, the Saname clan has always adopted a daughter before their youngest daughter turned fifteen. An adopted girl who would only serve as a substitute for the youngest daughter.”


      Banka looked at Jusetsu.


      “What do you think of this custom?”


      Jusetsu stared back into her eyes. What a sad look in her eyes, she thought.


      “…You were also able to live by sacrificing your adoptive sister…”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      The pain and sadness on Banka’s face grew even more intense.


      “I chose that. I…”


      “You chose it?”


      “In the year I turned thirteen, the adopted daughter came to us. She was a servant girl from somewhere and had no family. She was one year younger than me. She didn’t have a name until that point, so I gave her the name of Shouzen. Shouzen was a thin girl who looked younger than she was. She was always anxious and shivering like a puppy.”


      Banka smiled faintly. Her curved lips looked like a wide-open wound.


      “She was pitiful and adorable. I grew very fond of my fragile little sister. I gave her lots of delicious food and played with her a lot. My precious little sister…” Banka cast her eyes down. “That’s why I asked Father to save Shouzen. I didn’t want her to die… Father is a strict man, but I thought if I begged him, he would listen to me.”


      “He didn’t listen to you?”


      Banka shook her head. Her face stiffened, and she was trembling slightly.


      “Father said, Very well. If that’s what you want, then we’ll return Shouzen to her old home. That will save that girl’s life. On the other hand, your life will be forfeit.”


      Jusetsu sucked in a breath.


      “He told me, ‘That’s to be expected. You want to save Shouzen, but it’s fine for another servant girl to die. That is not acceptable. If you want to save Shouzen, choose to sacrifice yourself. There is no other way. So…I chose.”


      I chose to live, Banka whispered.


      “Shouzen died of a fever when she was fifteen. I am, as you can see…not sick at all.”


      Banka’s voice cracked. Oh, I see, Jusetsu thought.


      This girl is an empty shell.


      It seems like she would crumble and shatter at the slightest movement.


      “…That cannot be called a choice. It was chosen for you.”


      By the mistakes of her ancestors, by the curse—and by her father.


      Banka stared at Jusetsu, then smiled.


      “There is a reason why the Sanames won’t let go of the Twilight Orb, and it isn’t just because we can’t. Do you know what it is?”


      Jusetsu was bewildered by the sudden change in topic. “…I don’t know.”


      “You see, the Sanames have a long-cherished wish. It is for that reason that we want to keep the orb, which is a sacred treasure.”


      “A long-cherished wish?”


      “Returning to Kakami. Becoming its rulers. It sounds like a pipe dream, doesn’t it.”


      How ridiculous, Banka laughed.


      “Ah, I feel so refreshed after talking to you. Thank you very much. I never told anyone about these things before.”


      Banka exhaled a laugh, then stretched. Had she been constantly inviting Jusetsu because she wanted to confide this to her?


      Banka snapped off a gardenia branch and put it with the white flower in Jusetsu’s hair.


      “You look beautiful. It suits you very well, much more than peonies.”


      Looking at Jusetsu with narrowed eyes, Banka smiled with satisfaction and turned around.


      “Shall we have another cup of tea? Let’s talk about something pleasant this time.”


      With light steps, Banka returned to the room.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      On that day, Koushun came to Yamei Palace while it was still light, which was unusual for him.


      “I’m a little busy, so I can’t stay here for long, but I came to see how you’re doing,” he said matter-of-factly without even sitting down in a chair.


      “You needn’t come if you’re busy,” Jusetsu said in exasperation, but Koushun didn’t say anything and just stared at her face.


      “…What?”


      “If you’re well, then that’s good.”


      Just as Jusetsu was wondering what that was all about, Koushun was already outside the doors.


      Gazing after him as he left, Jusetsu rose. She was about to leave the room when Xingxing started to kick up a fuss, but she ignored it and chased after Koushun.


      “Koushun.”


      Koushun seemed a little surprised by her chasing after him.


      “…Was there something you have to tell me?”


      “No. I’ll see you off until you’re outside Yamei Palace.”


      “…See me off?”


      “Yes.” Even she herself wondered what she was doing.


      Koushun slowed his hurried pace and matched Jusetsu. Ei Sei glanced back at her, but instead of giving her a sharp look, he abruptly turned back around.


      She was thinking of talking about Banka, but that wasn’t something that could be done in a short distance, and it wasn’t something she had to talk about right now. It seemed Koushun had the same thought. “I have a few things I want to talk about, but it would be difficult to keep it short,” he said. “I’ll talk with you later.”


      “Are you busy?”


      “A little.”


      It was a meaningless conversation. Once in the woods, the area became dimly lit due to the thick foliage, but it was still extremely humid.


      Jusetsu stopped walking when they reached the edge of the woods. Koushun turned around.


      “I’ll come visit again.”


      There’s no need for you to visit—that was what she would have responded a short while ago.


      “Okay.” That was all she said, and she watched him leave. The shadows darkened, perhaps because the sun was covered by clouds. Jusetsu was left behind in the dim forest.


      The cries of the spotted nutcracker echoed.


      _________


      



      Koushun returned to the inner court from the inner palace and headed for Koshi Palace on foot. He had summoned Shiki there.


      Quietly located in a corner of the inner court, Koshi Palace was a small, unusual palace. Its outward appearance was simple, the pillars not even painted red. The decorative tiles depicted an old man riding a large turtle, and cast-iron lanterns hung from the eaves. Once inside, one would find a line of copperplate flags hanging along the walls. They shook and made a rattling sound when one passed by. No one knew why the building was designed this way. The stone floor was engraved with stars in gold paint.


      There was no furniture except for a folding screen, a couch, and a table. Shiki was kneeling next to the couch. Koushun sat down on the couch and told him to raise his head.


      “…There is a place I would like for you to go,” Koushun said quietly. Shiki glanced up at him and nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      “It’s close to Meiin’s house. It’s a mansion in Tourin Row.”


      Shiki looked up in surprise. “That’s—”


      “I’ll have someone of the Northern Command act as your escort.”


      A soldier of the Northern Palace Guard. Tourin Row was the area where the Un estate was located.


      “I want you to meet Eitoku. If you tell him that you’re here on my order, he will meet you.”


      Shiki silently waited for the order of what he was going to do when he met Eitoku. Koushun leaned toward him, who was still kneeling.


      The image of Eitoku, who he adored as his teacher since childhood, flashed through his mind and disappeared.


      _________


      



      There was a commotion at Yamei Palace when the dim light of the evening was deepening.


      Xingxing was the one who started making a fuss, but before they could feel the presence of a visitor, something akin to a scream rang out.


      “Lady Raven Consort! Lady Raven Consort, please help us!”


      It was Senjo’s voice. She was terribly distraught. She flew in when Jusetsu hastily opened the door.


      “Lady Raven Consort…”


      It seemed that the attendant, who was not accustomed to running, had run all the way here. She collapsed to the floor, panting. Jiujiu went to the kitchen to get water, and Jusetsu ran to her side to help her up. She rubbed Senjo’s back as she coughed, gave her the water, and waited for her to calm down.


      “What happened?” Jusetsu asked once she settled down.


      “Lady Banka…the Lady Crane Consort suddenly collapsed.”


      “Collapsed? Did she suddenly become ill?”


      “No—I don’t know. She’s suffering from a high fever.”


      A high fever.


      She recalled the story about the curse she heard from Banka during the day.


      “We called for the doctor, but something strange happened when Lady Banka collapsed—”


      “Something strange?”


      “In the evening, a package arrived from the Saname clan—this is a common occurrence. Fabrics and accessories are often sent to her. This time, there were several accessories. It seemed that something strange was mixed in among them. It was a bracelet, but as soon as Lady Banka put it on, she collapsed.”


      “…Was it coated with poison?”


      Senjo shook her head. “That was the first thing we suspected, so we immediately removed the bracelet to check.”


      However, there was no evidence that poison had been applied to the bracelet or implanted.


      “And then, Lady Banka developed a fever…Lady Raven Consort, what do we do?”


      What do we do…how am I supposed to know?


      “I am not a doctor.”


      “Isn’t there any way to cure her? Prayer, or anything… Anyway, will you please take a look at Lady Banka?”


      Jusetsu weakened. What could she do even if she saw her? But, there was one thing that concerned her: the fact that Banka had a fever, just like the Saname curse.


      “I can’t promise anything,” Jusetsu stood up. “For now, I will take a look at her condition.”


      “Thank you very much,” Senjo prostrated herself. It was as though she was entreating a deity, and Jusetsu felt uncomfortable. Accompanied only by her escorts Onkei and Tan Kai, Jusetsu hurried to Hakkaku Palace.


      At Hakkaku Palace, the moment she passed through its gates, she could feel the unsettled atmosphere. Eunuchs and palace ladies rushed back and forth in the corridors, and attendants were also going in and out of Banka’s room. When Jusetsu entered the room, she saw Banka lying on the bed. Her face was visibly red, her eyes were moist with fever, and she was panting in pain.


      “The doctor left just now…he prepared some medical decoction for relieving her fever, but she seems unable to drink it.”


      The elderly attendant by the side of the bed explained the situation. She was the oldest of all of Banka’s attendants. Her name was Rokujo. She was pale and trembling with agitation as she tried to calm herself down.


      “Where is the bracelet?” Jusetsu asked, and one of the attendants brought a box that had been placed on the table. It contained a gold bracelet.


      Gold? Even though Banka prefers silver?


      Jusetsu frowned as she held the box and looked at the bracelet.


      This is…


      These kinds of things were immediately recognizable. Just like the time with Senjo.


      “This is a cursed item.”


      The attendants in the room gasped or let out faint screams.


      “W-What does that mean, Lady Raven Consort?” Rokujo asked fearfully.


      “A curse has been laid on this bracelet. Did you say that this was in a package sent by the Saname clan?”


      “Yes—oh, but this isn’t a gift for Lady Banka.”


      “What?”


      “Lady Banka wrote a letter to the master saying that she wanted to be friends with a consort because she was close to her age, so perhaps this was a gift for that purpose—”


      “Wait. What are you saying? By consort who’s close to her age, you don’t mean—”


      “She was talking about you, Lady Raven Consort.”


      Jusetsu’s gaze returned to the bracelet. “So, this was meant to be a gift for me?”


      Was that why it was gold instead of silver.


      “Yes. However, when Lady Banka saw the bracelet, she said that it wasn’t pretty and that it didn’t suit the Lady Raven Consort, so she decided to give you a hairpin that was presented to her and keep this bracelet as her own.”


      “In other words, they were switched. This was originally supposed to be for me.”


      Rokujo nodded.


      The one who was supposed to be cursed was me.


      This was a deadly curse. Someone was trying to kill Jusetsu. But why?


      Jusetsu stared closely at the bracelet. The gold bracelet was inlaid with a milk-white gem. Where the gem was set, there was a decoration carved into it… She looked at it closely.


      The carved details were in the form of a toad. The toad was holding the gem. That was what was carved.


      A toad. The god that was killed by the Saname…


      Jusetsu peeled off the sheeting of the box that contained the bracelet. A curse talisman was pasted to the bottom of the box. The handwriting was familiar. Curses were difficult to grasp as individual characters, the flow of the brush, the way the ink blurred, and the sweeping strokes and upward turns all reflected the idiosyncrasies of the writer, just as in the case of characters. The handwriting was very similar to the talisman used to curse Senjo.


      Banka muttered something, and Jusetsu leaned in closer to listen.


      “…I’m sure, it’s…Hakurai…”


      “Hakurai? Are you saying that this curse is the work of Hakurai?”


      Banka nodded slightly.


      “I…hate…that man…”


      She wrung out her voice under her labored breathing.


      “He…cozied up…to Father…” Banka said, sounding half-delirious.


      Hakurai—the founder of the Eight Truths. He tried to curse Jusetsu, the Raven Consort.


      Could Senjo’s curse also be…


      What if, apart from the purpose of cursing Senjo, there was some other intention, such as testing the power of the Raven Consort, or harassing her?


      “Lady Raven Consort, what do we do?” Rokujo asked weakly.


      “…I will break the curse.”


      The attendants let out cries of relief and astonishment. Jusetsu asked them to leave the room and was left alone with Banka. She placed the bracelet and the box side by side on the table and stared at them.


      A toad spell.


      She remembered hearing about that. It was a spell used by sorcerers. The items they used, such as toads, snakes, and poisonous insects, differed depending on the person. The bracelet was adorned with a toad and a grayish-white stone, which was said to be obtained from the head of a frog. It was called a toad stone.


      According to one theory, silver was made from condensed moonlight, and gold was made from concentrated sunlight. Wulian Niangniang, who was Yeyoushen, was weak against light. Was this bracelet gold because of that?


      Jusetsu glanced at Banka. Her face was hot, and sweat beaded her forehead and neck. Her breaths were fast and shallow. She wiped her sweat with the handkerchief placed by her side. Banka opened her eyes slightly and tried to look at Jusetsu with unfocused eyes. Lady Raven Consort, she seemed to say with a hoarse voice.


      “No need to worry. I’ll break the curse,” Jusetsu told her. She didn’t know if Banka heard her or not, but she knitted her brow slightly and closed her eyes.


      Jusetsu pulled out a peony from her hair. Whether it was a toad or snake, these curses could be broken by breaking the curse tool.


      The flower transformed into pale red smoke that drifted in the air. She drew it close with her fingers, manipulated it, and shaped it into an arrow. Jusetsu grabbed it and aimed it at the toad stone on the bracelet. She swung down all at once. The arrowhead shattered the toad stone—or at least, it was supposed to.


      “!”


      The moment the arrow hit the stone, the arrowhead slowly unraveled and disappeared as though it was being sucked in.


      “…This is…”


      The same thing happened with the Owl.


      What does this mean? At that time, if I remember correctly…


      It’s pointless to fight with your own family. If you’re going to fight, use a toribe.


      Yes, that was what the Owl told her.


      Jusetsu scrutinized the bracelet. She was able to return the curse cast on Senjo. Why couldn’t this spell be broken? A toad spell. Toad. The same as the god who cursed the Sanames.


      “…I need the power of a god?”


      The Sanames were cursed. At the same time, they possessed a sacred treasure. An orb that held the power of a god.


      I can also use that.


      Jusetsu glared at the bracelet, but raised her head and ran to the lattice window. She opened the lattice. The starry darkness was spreading.


      Which way was Yamei Palace? Jusetsu looked around. It didn’t matter. She was calling it anyway. The answer was given to her by the Owl.


      “Sumaru!”


      Jusetsu’s sharp voice resounded in the darkness. What felt like an incredibly long time passed before she heard the flapping of wings.


      The flapping of its wings and its raspy cries tore through the silence. White spots appeared in the darkness. Brown wings. Jusetsu stretched out her arm. The spotted woodpecker flapped its wings restlessly as it descended and perched on her arm. Its claws dug into her arm, and Jusetsu’s face twisted a little in pain. However, this wasn’t the time to complain.


      “Sumaru, give me one of your feathers.”


      The spotted woodpecker let out a cry, as if giving permission, and Jusetsu plucked out one feather from its wings. When she shook her arm, the spotted woodpecker flew away. The feather transformed into a double-edged sword. The shining brown blade was dotted with white spots like stars. Jusetsu slashed through the air with the sword, making a light whoosh sound.


      Jusetsu stood in front of the table. She looked at the gold bracelet and raised her sword. She swung it down with all her might.


      The blade made a hard, sharp sound. She felt some resistance pushing her hand back. A gray-brown smoke began to disperse from the toad stone. It enveloped the bracelet, as though to protect it. Jusetsu dug her heels in and pushed the sword down with even more force. There was a sensation like breaking through a membrane. She heard water splashing furiously. A deafening, piercing, and unpleasant cry resounded.


      The voice lingered for a long time, but gradually became quieter and thinner, and then finally faded away. She looked and found the smoke had disappeared, the stone was shattered, and the bracelet was broken in half. As she looked on, the bracelet crumbled like ashes.


      Silence returned. Jusetsu let out a breath.


      She heard a knock on the door.


      “Lady Raven Consort, what was that sound just now…?”


      It was Rokujo. “You may come in now,” Jusetsu said. The door opened, and the attendants nervously entered. Rokujo was the first to run to Banka’s bed.


      “Her fever…!”


      She touched Banka’s forehead in surprise. Banka’s complexion had returned to normal, and her breathing became regular and calm. She was sleeping well.


      “Lady Raven Consort,” all the attendants knelt before Jusetsu. They were prostrating themselves as though worshiping a god. “Thank you very much, Lady Raven Consort…”


      “There’s no need for this. That curse was originally directed towards me.”


      Jusetsu backed away at the sight of the attendants. She wasn’t a god, and she didn’t want to be worshipped.


      “No…! What would have become of Lady Banka if you hadn’t been here, Lady Raven Consort?”


      Rokujo began to cry, perhaps out of relief. The other attendants also began to cry or soothe each other, and the room became noisy. Jusetsu slipped out of the room quietly. Onkei and Tan Kai were waiting outside the door.


      “Are you injured, Niangniang?” Onkei asked.


      “No,” she responded and began walking away. She was exhausted. The moment she exited the gate, she staggered. Onkei and Tan Kai held out their arms at the same time to support her, so she didn’t collapse to the ground.


      “I shall carry you on my back.”


      Onkei turned his back to her and knelt down. Under normal circumstances, she would have refused, but right now she found it too exhausting to even open her mouth, so she silently entrusted her body to his back.


      Why did the leader of the Eight Truths, Hakurai, try to kill me?


      The Owl, who also tried to kill her, didn’t hold a grudge against her. He only tried to kill her out of necessity.


      But, this curse was different. There was a clear intention to have her “die painfully.”


      The depths of her heart went cold.


      Am I hated?


      Is it because I’m despised?


      When those thoughts crossed her mind, her heart trembled, and she couldn’t move. She no longer knew what to do. And she didn’t even know if it was her own heart that was trembling with fear, or if it was the Raven’s.


      I don’t know anything.


      Jusetsu felt like she was still that child cowering in the darkness of night. There was no one to point the way. Reijou raised her so that she could walk on her own two feet, require no one’s help, and never need to ask for anyone’s help. That was who the Raven Consort was, after all. Jusetsu had also intended to live her life without asking for anyone’s help.


      However—.


      In the darkness, she felt the warmth of Onkei’s back, and for the first time, she wanted to cry out from the bottom of her heart for someone to help her.


      _________


      



      Shiki was led down a hall in the Un mansion. Instead of sitting in the chair offered to him, he waited for Un Eitoku. The soldier escorting him was waiting outside the door.


      The room was very modest. The desk and cabinet were probably made out of good-quality rosewood, but they weren’t painted with expensive black lacquer or decorated with mother-of-pearl. The blue-and-white porcelain vase on the stand didn’t seem to be too expensive.


      It wasn’t all that surprising. One could tell by Eitoku’s appearance that he didn’t like extravagance. The room was clean, but not luxurious. Perhaps that was what it meant to be a distinguished family.


      After making him wait long enough to fully examine the furnishings in the room, Eitoku arrived. He threw a cool glance at Shiki. At times like this, Shiki always felt like he had been stripped naked. People of distinguished families always looked at him like he had nothing. It was probably subconscious. That was why it showed in his glance.


      “Sit,” Eitoku told him after sitting down himself.


      “No, I shall remain standing.”


      Shiki could have obeyed him without any protest, but he stubbornly refused. His Majesty never looked at me like this. He simply looked at Shiki with a transparent, colorless gaze. That was why Shiki served him. Koushun never broke his polite demeanour even for someone like Shiki, but possessed a dignified and noble manner.


      “So,” Eitoku cast a sharp glance at Shiki, who was still standing. “What sort of business is so urgent that you need to meet with me at this hour?”


      “I am here at His Majesty’s command.”


      Eitoku’s mustache fluttered. “His Majesty, you say. What kind of order is it?”


      “I understand that you have been patronizing a silk merchant from Ga Province lately.”


      “His wares are good. That is all. –Ga Province is associated with the Sanames, though. Could it be that His Majesty thinks that I’m working with the Sanames and plotting a rebellion?”


      Saying this frankly, Eitoku laughed, while Shiki stared at his face without smiling. Eitoku grimaced, looking displeased.


      “Speak your business now. But even if you say you’re dragging me before His Majesty on suspicion of treason, I won’t believe you. His Majesty isn’t such a fool. Now, tell me what you want. This is no time to vague.”


      Eitoku’s voice held the confidence and composure that had supported Koushun for many years. It was a calmness that came from trust of Koushun’s intelligence.


      That finally brought a soft smile to Shiki’s lips. “I feel the same way.”


      Eitoku looked puzzled.


      “I apologize for doing something so audacious as testing you. His Majesty has charged me with giving you a message. ‘Tell Reiko Shiki everything you can find out and use it.’”


      Eitoku’s eyes widened.


      “Please let me know how I can help you. I will do my best.”


      “—Has His Majesty noticed?”


      “Just as you said earlier, His Majesty is no fool. His Majesty knows you well, just as you know him well. You were investigating the silk merchant from Ga Province under the pretense of being swayed by him. You used your ‘ears’ in the inner palace to investigate the Sanames.”


      Shiki took a step toward Eitoku and lowered his voice.


      “What His Majesty wants to know most of all is who is working with the Eight Truths. –It’s not Saname Chouyou, right?”


      Eitoku looked in Shiki’s eyes and nodded firmly.


      _________


      



      The copper banners were shattered. Hakurai, who was standing in the center of the room, let out a groan and crouched down, covering his left eye.


      The toad spell was broken.


      I can’t believe it. Does she still have that much power left? That was a spell that borrowed the power of a divine treasure—.


      There was a burning pain in the left half of his face. A lukewarm liquid overflowed from between his fingers. Blood dripped onto his clothes and the floor.


      Groaning, Hakurai groped around in his pocket. The divine treasure he took out—the Twilight Orb—was shattered into pieces. In Hakurai’s palm, it turned into dust and vanished.


      How stupid.


      Hakurai pressed his handkerchief against his left eye and stumbled out the door. The main house was noisy. He could see torches burning. Hakurai put his hand on the wall and staggered on unsteady legs down the corridor toward the main house.


      Someone was talking. It was—the voice of this mansion’s owner. It was the Saname elder’s voice.


      “What are you trying to do, Chouyou! Pointing a blade at me—at me!”


      Hakurai turned the corner of the corridor and appeared in front of the main house. Standing in front of the door was the master in his nightwear and a man facing him. The man was in his forties with sharp features. He was accompanied by his retainers, who were holding torches behind him.


      He was the head of the Saname clan, Chouyou.


      “Do you think you can talk your way out of this, Uncle? I understand that you were trying to infiltrate the Un clan by sending your own man to the capital, and that you were scheming to regain your own vested rights as well.”


      “So what? I’m the Saname elder.”


      Chouyou looked coldly at his uncle, who didn’t even attempt to make an excuse for himself.


      “Yes. The Sanames take care of their elderly. It is precisely because we respect you as our elder that we have turned a blind eye to you until now.”


      Chouyou let out a somewhat theatrical sigh.


      “Have you forgotten in your old age what you did during the time of the empress dowager, conspiring with the worthless chief official of Ga Province, who bought his position with money? You falsified the profits of the domain, put it all in your own pockets, bribed the chief official to turn a blind eye, and poisoned my subordinate who tried to inform the central government of your wrongdoings. When the empress dowager was overthrown and the chief official dismissed, you came crying to me when you found yourself in a dire position. If the matter came to light, not only you, but the Saname would also not be able to escape punishment, so I dealt with the aftermath and protected you. All I asked you to do was to never leave the mansion. And yet you’re still dissatisfied with that?”


      Chouyou gave his uncle a chilling look. His uncle turned pale. His gray hair was disheveled, and there was no longer a shred of the Saname dignity in him. He staggered back, but perhaps because of his weak knees, which he hurt on a regular basis due to his age, he fell onto his behind.


      “I…I simply wanted to fulfill Saname’s earnest wish! To gather strength and return to Kakami! That is all. You also understand, don’t you?”


      The old Saname elder looked up at Chouyou as though pleading. Chouyou simply looked down at him coldly.


      “You have never thought about the Saname. You’re only thinking about yourself. Secretariat Un is of a different caliber than the former chief official. A paltry bribe won’t work on him. On the contrary, your contact with Secretariat Un has aroused suspicion, and your past wrongdoings will soon be revealed. That isn’t all. That deputy inspector you poisoned is now a scholar who serves the emperor. We can no longer cover things up. The Sanames will be punished. All because of you.”


      Chouyou put his hand on the hilt of the sword hanging from his waist.


      “I asked His Majesty to grant his forgiveness in exchange for your life. I hope at least your head will become useful to us.”


      There was a flash of light.


      His skill was magnificent. With a single stroke, the head detached from the torso and flew into the air. Blood spurted out. Chouyou stepped back and dodged the blood. The retainers behind him immediately rushed to the body and head and started cleaning up.


      Chouyou turned his gaze to Hakurai. Hakurai was kneeling there. After Chouyou looked down at him fixedly, he said, “You must leave Ga Province.” It was an order of exile.


      “Yes,” Hakurai answered obediently.


      “…Did you injure your eye?”


      “Yes.”


      “I’ll let you receive treatment for it, at least. Bring him to the mansion and call for the doctor.”


      A servant approached. Hakurai called out to Chouyou’s back as he was about to leave.


      “Injou is in the detached house. A little girl is there. She will come with me as well.”


      Chouyou turned around and looked at Hakurai briefly, then motioned to one of his servants.


      “You should learn from this and stop this sect leader nonsense.”


      After saying that, Chouyou left for good. Hakurai watched him intently as he disappeared into the darkness.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      



      ~ ~ ~


      



      “I heard that Saname Chouyou cut off his uncle’s head himself.”


      Koushun nodded at Meiin’s words.


      “It’s difficult to cut off a person’s head with a single sword stroke. Chouyou is a man of great skill, isn’t he.”


      Meiin made a face that said, That’s not the point here, and Koushun smiled faintly.


      “It seems that they had quite a lot of trouble with him for many years. The fact that he was family meant that they had even more trouble dealing with him.”


      “I heard that he was an elder. Even though Chouyou is the head of the family, his uncle was older than him, and he would have been reserved when it came to him. If he treated him with disrespect, the whole family might condemn him, since the Sanames respect their elderly more than anything else. Well, the uncle was a thorn in their side, so to speak.”


      Koushun gazed at the lotus pond and narrowed his eyes. It was raining lightly. Amidst the foggy scenery, white lotuses dimly emerged out of the fog like stars.


      “…That thorn is no more.”


      “Yes, he isn’t.”


      “He has taken a very aggressive approach, marching into his uncle’s mansion and beheading him without waiting for the province’s ruling.”


      “Yes.”


      Chouyou’s uncle made contact with Un Eitoku and tried to get him to put pressure on Chouyou so that he could be reinstated as the administrator of his former domain. In the event that he returned to his position, he promised Eitoku that he would under-report the profits from the domain and give them to him as a bribe. In addition, he had been lining his own pockets by mismanaging the taxes he was supposed to pay to the imperial court when he was serving as the domain administrator, and he had poisoned the deputy inspector, Reiko Shiki, who had been investigating his personal affairs. The death penalty would have been appropriate for his deeds.


      “Including the amount of money he embezzled, the Saname would have been responsible for paying that vast sum…but even so, it was in Chouyou’s best interest to get rid of his uncle.”


      Koushun murmured, and Meiin glanced at him.


      “He was able to get rid of his uncle under the pretext of ‘for the sake of the Saname.’ His uncle, disgruntled with being put under house arrest, criticized Chouyou considerably and became obsessed with ‘Saname’s earnest wish.’”


      This information came from the reports from Shiki and the spies sent to Ga Province.


      “Saname’s earnest wish?”


      “Returning to Kakami and becoming its rulers, apparently.”


      Meiin looked amazed. “Abandoning the fertile lands of Ga Province and setting out on rough seas to a place you don’t even know if you can reach safely? How many of their ships will be wrecked? It would be one thing if it’s Ikahi Island.”


      “Even so, they must have some kind of longing for returning to their homeland. Chouyou’s uncle preached the dream to the younger members of the Saname clan, and apparently gained some support.”


      “Innocent young people are easily influenced. It’s so beautiful that it’s more like a dream than an actual dream.”


      “I guess they couldn’t overlook that. Doing something that would mislead the young is an unpardonable offense.”


      Koushun thought that this was what Chouyou was most worried about. However, punishing his uncle without prudence would invite backlash from the young people. It would be logical if, after getting the imperial court involved, the person who caused the disturbance compensated with their own life in order to “reduce the damage to the Saname clan.”


      “So…he basically used his uncle indiscretions?”


      “It would have been easy for Chouyou to stop him before he made contact with Eitoku.”


      Chouyou’s uncle put the noose around his own neck. He was trying to outwit Chouyou, which was exactly what Chouyou wanted him to do.


      “I don’t like it,” A furrow appeared between Meiin’s eyebrows. “Isn’t this also akin to using Secretariat Un as a pawn?”


      “He expected that Eitoku wouldn’t take his uncle’s offer no matter how much he was offered in return, but…”


      It must be complicated for Eitoku as well. It meant that he was taken advantage of in anticipation of him refusing to take bribes and ability to pay attention to past wrongdoings.


      “He had a bitter look on his face,” Meiin smiled wryly. “Even though he knew he was being used, he couldn’t help but investigate them. Yes, he was very complimentary of Shiki’s usefulness, which was rare for him.”


      “Is that so. I’m glad,” Koushun’s answer was short. He thought that Eitoku would like Shiki. Eitoku liked young people who were brilliant but had no backers.


      “I’m surprised that you decided to send Shiki, Your Majesty. I introduced him to you, but he has only been here for a short time.”


      “That’s because…he’s a greedy person.”


      “Greedy?”


      “When I was the deposed crown prince, I was keenly aware of my lack of power. He also knows that he can’t do anything without power. He’s different from people from distinguished families who have it from the beginning and don’t even realize they have it. I thought that Shiki wouldn’t miss the chance to get close to Eitoku and have him acknowledge him. Even if he was in communication with the Sanames, he would join us even if meant reneging on that.”


      Meiin’s eyes widened, and he didn’t say a word. After some time, he came back to himself and cleared his throat.


      “…Do you not trust Shiki?”


      “I trust him in a sense. Trusting someone doesn’t mean placing unreasonable, self-centred expectations on them. It’s about seeing the person you’re dealing with for who they are.”


      He had to look at people honestly and properly, without bending them to suit his own convenience. That was what he believed.


      In that sense, Koushun also trusted Chouyou. He wasn’t a man who would do something so foolish. And—he still couldn’t tell what his true goal was.


      They must continue to focus their attention on the Sanames.


      “You’ve truly matured a lot, Your Majesty. I’m sure that’s why Secretariat Un has made up his mind to retire.”


      After the Saname affair was settled for the time being, Eitoku asked to retire.


      “No, it’s not so much about me, but rather, I think he was frustrated.”


      “About what, Your Majesty?”


      “The fact that he was seen by Chouyou’s uncle as someone who could be bribed—a weak spot in the imperial court. It must have been unbearable for Eitoku to be seen as such by others.”


      Koushun would give the title of Grand Minister of the Department of State Affairs to Eitoku, not retirement. This was an honorary position with high rank but no real authority.


      “As the leader of a distinguished family, he will not be lost for some time to come. In the meantime, I want you and Gyoutoku to do your best.”


      “I will do my best with all my heart and soul,” Meiin bowed with his hands locked in front of his chest. He was newly appointed to the position of Chancellor, and Un Gyoutoku was to be appointed to the position of Chief Minister of the Chancellery from his old position of assistant minister of the Ministry of Rites. Earlier, Koushun had met with Gyoutoku and discussed this.


      “It seems that Eitoku is unsatisfied with Gyoutoku’s mildness, but I think it’s a quality that’s difficult to find in a person. The two of you together would be just the right balance.”


      “Because I lack warmth, after all,” a smile appeared on his intelligent face. He then turned his gaze to the lotus pond. “Ah, the rain has stopped.”


      The clouds in the sky cleared before they knew it, and the damp lotus buds were sparkling. Squinting his eyes at the glare, Koushun thought, I have to go see Jusetsu. He promised her that he would visit her again.


      There were things he wanted to talk about with her.


      _________


      



      Jusetsu was invited to Hakkaku Palace by Banka. Banka had completely recovered, and her complexion looked well. She was treated to dim sum as thanks. (1)


      [1. I couldn’t think of an alternative that captures the meaning of dim sum so I’m sorry if anyone got taken out of the novel]


      “Those gifts came from my great-uncle. It seemed that Hakurai smuggled the bracelet in there. I didn’t expect it to be so horrifying. If you hadn’t saved me, I would have died.”


      Thank you very much, Banka thanked her.


      “No…that curse was originally meant for me, after all.”


      “I’m glad it was me instead of you. After all, if you have been the one to collapse, no one would have been able to help you.”


      The fever must have been painful, but Banka didn’t even voice any resentment towards her.


      “My great-uncle was cheerful, generous, and pleasant. I wonder how he ended up like this…”


      Banka’s great-uncle, in other words Chouyou’s uncle, was beheaded. Jusetsu heard that there had been some kind of wrongdoing involving his domain. The source of this information was Tan Kai.


      “Hakurai has been banished from Ga Province, and the Eight Truths has been dissolved. I didn’t like either of them, so I’m relieved.”


      Banka popped a baked rice cake with dried apricots into her mouth. She seemed to like apricots.


      “You said that Hakurai was cozying up to your father…”


      Jusetsu remembered that she had said something like that when she was delirious with fever. When she reminded her of this, Banka tilted her head to the side.


      “Did I say that? When I had the fever? I don’t remember that. Hakurai curried favor with my great-uncle. My great-uncle has bad knees, and he told me that he got better after receiving Hakurai’s prayers. I wonder if such a thing can really happen. I think he was tricked. I’m sure everything that happened this time was instigated by Hakurai as well.”


      Banka frowned in displeasure. She seemed to despise Hakurai quite a lot.


      “…What kind of man is Hakurai?”


      “How? He’s about the same age as my father. I think he’s in his forties. He has a lot of gray hair for his age, and he doesn’t wear his hair in a topknot. He has a strange hairstyle. He has cold, creepy eyes. I don’t think Hakurai is his real name. I wonder where he came from.”


      Jusetsu asked her if he had any connections with her, but there was no way to know for sure.


      “I think the people of the Saname house would know more. Do you want to know?”


      Jusetsu nodded. “If possible.”


      “Oh, it’s no trouble for me. I’ll write a letter back home. –Hey, may I call you ‘Jusetsu’?”


      Jusetsu was a little perplexed, but answered, “You may.” A smile broke out on Banka’s face.


      “Oh, I’m so happy. You can call me ‘Banka’ as well.”


      She felt like she had a similar exchange with Kajou. She had asked her if she could call her “Ah-mei,” and that Jusetsu should call her “Ah-jie.”


      When she first met Banka, she thought that she was a hard-to-read princess, but now she saw her as a bright and carefree girl. However, Banka would sometimes stop talking and lower her head. It seemed that she wasn’t entirely carefree. Was she thinking about the girl who died due to the Saname curse?


      Even when she was leaving Hakkaku Palace, Banka suddenly lost her smile and stared at Jusetsu’s face for a short while.


      “Is there something wrong?” she asked her, but Banka just shook her head and smiled weakly.


      _________


      



      After seeing Jusetsu off, Banka returned to her room and asked her attendants to leave. She placed a piece of paper on her table, and then prepared an inkstone and brush. She had to write a letter to her father. Banka often received gifts from back home, and each time she wrote a thank-you letter to her father, including information under the pretext of telling him about her current situation. This was her “role.”


      There were a lot of things to write this time.


      About the curse. About how that caused her to break out in fever. About how Jusetsu saved her. She assumed that the attendants would probably report on this as well—.


      Banka didn’t pick up her brush and simply stared at the pale blue hemp paper scattered with gold leaf.


      She knew at a glance that the bracelet was no ordinary gift. It wasn’t something that matched her great-uncle’s or her own taste. It was an ugly toad’s bracelet. She hadn’t known it was cursed, but she had a hunch that there was something wrong with it. Even so, she hesitated for a while over whether or not she should give it to Jusetsu. Was that what her father intended?


      However, Banka didn’t give it to her. She didn’t want something bad to happen to her.


      Would her father be angry at her? What if it was sent here on his instructions?


      Banka’s shoulders slumped. She didn’t want to be scolded by her father. She didn’t want to feel discouraged. Even more than that, she didn’t want to be abandoned as a useless daughter.


      But Jusetsu was an innocent girl. Just like Shouzen. She couldn’t bear to see her suffer or worse. She never wanted to be involved in the death of an innocent girl ever again.


      Even now, she felt like Shouzen was watching her from the side. She felt like she was calling her a coward. A coward who abandoned and killed her beloved sister in order to save herself—.


      Banka covered her ears with her hands.


      Father, what should I do?


      The face of her father appeared in her mind. A face that was strict and didn’t tolerate clinging to others or crying. His cold face when he told her to choose between her own life or Shouzen’s.


      However, it was precisely because of that strictness that her father was respected and adored by the people of their clan and land. Even Banka respected him. That was why she didn’t want to be disdained or made despondent.


      Banka picked up the brush. She wrote about the recent situation, including the curse. And then, she put the brush down.


      Should she let her father know about that?


      Banka once put a gardenia in Jusetsu’s hair. That was when she discovered it: Jusetsu dyed her hair. Her original hair color seemed to be white or silver. She had no idea until then.


      Was this something she should let her father know? Or was it something trivial that she shouldn’t even bother with?


      However, it surely has to be a secret Jusetsu wanted to hide. That’s why she dyed her hair. She kept that a secret. If that’s the case—


      It wasn’t a trivial matter at all.


      Banka picked up the brush and put it down again. She repeated this several times. The faces of her father and Jusetsu alternated in her head. Jusetsu was a good girl. Banka wanted to be friends with her. She saved her.


      She let out a sigh.


      After a long period of hesitation, Banka picked up the brush.


      _________


      



      As a gift, Koushun brought some unusual food. Jusetsu stared at the bowl that was piled high with the treat. It smelled sweet. Plum fruits were covered in a thin coat of candy.


      “Candy was coated onto the plums and hardened. It’s sweet. I thought you might like these kinds of snacks, so I brought some here.”


      Listening to Koushun’s words absentmindedly, Jusetsu picked up one of the candies. It was glossy and shining, like a star. Hesitantly, she bit into it. The candy coating crumbled as soon as her teeth bit into it, and when she bit into the plum, the soft, sour fruit and crunchy, sweet candy mixed together and filled her mouth. This was—an unknown deliciousness.


      “Wonderful.”


      Koushun smiled faintly at Jusetsu, who only said that word.


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      Jusetsu closed the lid of the vessel, thinking that she should give some to Jiujiu, who had already retired for the night, tomorrow. Koushun watched as she licked the candy off of her fingers. Uncomfortable with his gaze, she wiped her fingers with a handkerchief.


      “…So, what business do you have with me tonight?”


      “Ah…” Koushun was silent for a moment, seemingly searching for the words. Jusetsu waited. “I have many things I need to tell you. First, there are two things to report.”


      Koushun raised his index finger.


      “I heard the Owl’s voice.”


      Jusetsu frowned, not understanding. “Voice? What do you mean?”


      “A few days ago, I was presented with a large conch shell. It was a rare item, with a jet-black shell that shins rainbow colors. The voice came from it. The voice of the Owl. It seemed that I’m the only one who can hear him. He said that it was because I was wounded by him before.”


      As usual, Koushun spoke about anything in his matter-of-fact way. Jusetsu pressed her fingers to her temples and tried to sort out his words in her head.


      “…And so?”


      “Apparently, the Owl is in prison because of the recent events. He can’t help you. Instead, he told me provide wisdom.”


      “Wisdom?”


      What did that mean?


      “How to rescue the Raven—how to rescue you.”


      Koushun’s voice was quiet, as well as his eyes that were staring at her.


      “…Rescue me?” Jusetsu’s voice was hoarse.


      “Yes.”


      A silence descended upon them. Jusetsu didn’t speak, so Koushun started talking again.


      “There might be a way to free the Raven without killing you. I would like to find it.”


      “But,” Jusetsu raised her voice. “Then—what would happen to the Summer King?”


      What would happen to the Winter and Summer Kings when the Raven was freed?


      “I don’t know,” Koushun’s answer was simple and straightforward. “However, I have doubts as to whether or not it would be safe if we keep things as they are. The situation is different now than it was a long time ago. I believe there might be new wisdom that can be derived from that. There may be a best way forward.”


      And then, Koushun raised another finger.


      “We’ve captured Hou Ichigyou. That’s the second report. As a sorcerer, he knows things we don’t. About Gou-no-Kami and Wulian Niangniang as well. His knowledge would probably be very helpful.”


      Jusetsu was staring intently at Koushun, who spoke quietly without any expression on his face.


      Why?


      “Why…” Jusetsu bit her lip.


      “What is it?” Koushun asked.


      “There’s no need for you to go that far, is there?”


      When she said that, Koushun fell silent and peered at her face.


      “There is a need. Because we’re friends.”


      Koushun’s voice was always quiet, but it was decisive and resolute, not matching that stillness.


      “There are many things I have to give up after weighing them against other things. I thought that I couldn’t let you leave this palace. But—if there is a way, I want to choose it.”


      What about you, he asked.


      Jusetsu squeezed her hands together beneath the table. She wanted to scream, Save me, but she knew she couldn’t do that.


      But now Koushun was trying to scoop up that cry.


      As her chest grew hot, she lowered her head.


      “…I can’t do it…” She squeezed her hands tightly. “I…can’t choose it.”


      “Why?” Koushun asked quietly.


      “If I’m…if I’m saved,” Jusetsu closed her eyes. “I would feel guilty towards Reijou.”


      Towards Reijou, who spent her life alone as the Raven Consort. Towards Reijou, who loved and raised her—.


      “…Jusetsu.”


      Jusetsu suddenly opened her eyes. That was because Koushun’s finger was touching her cheek.


      “I’ve never met Reijou, but I can imagine how much she loved you. Jusetsu, don’t you forget. Just like you had Reijou, she also had you.”


      Koushun’s voice permeated gently into the bottom of Jusetsu’s chest.


      “Save yourself, who was loved by Reijou.”


      It felt like there was a hot lump in her throat. It gradually rose, making her lips tremble.


      She felt like her cry for help, tossed into the darkness, had been received.


      Koushun’s finger wiped Jusetsu’s eyes. It was then that she finally realized that she was crying.


      Something that had hardened slowly softened and melted away.


      Koushun’s hand gently caressed her cheek.


      _________


      



      Injou was playing on a rocky beach. Water dashed onto her every time the waves washed ashore and broke on the rocks, but she didn’t care at all, observing the small fish and shellfish left behind in the tide pools. Hakurai watched her from a distance. The sea breeze caressed his hair and made the hem of his robe flutter.


      The left half of Hakurai’s face was covered with a cloth. With his remaining right eye, he shifted his gaze to the sea. In the distance, the shadow of an island was faintly visible.


      “Is that Bahuang Island?”


      Hakurai confirmed with the man standing next to him. The man was wearing a wide-brimmed hat that cast a shadow over his face. He brought no attendants with him as he came to see Hakurai off. He had virile features and a sharp gaze. He might put on a kind smile for his people, but he never did that ordinarily.


      “Bahuang Island consists of several islands, large and small. The largest island is called Big Island. That’s the island you two are heading for,” the man—Chouyou—said. “The boats come and go every day, the fish are delicious, and the fruits are plentiful. The islanders are also very peaceful and carefree. –Don’t disturb the peace by displaying your bad habits.”


      The corners of Hakurai’s lips lifted and he simply smiled back.


      “Seeing with only one eye must be very inconvenient. I’ll give you a servant. He’s a hard worker who can do anything from cooking rice to repairing a house. If you don’t have enough hands, you can hire whoever you want after you reach the island.”


      “There’s no need for that, sir. I’ll live quietly and frugally. I have Injou with me as well.”


      Chouyou glanced at Injou. “Will she be useful?”


      Hakurai laughed. “In her own way. She was born in a fishing village, so living near the sea would suit her better.”


      “Rouko in Gei Province, was it?”


      “Yes.”


      “It’s a poor village.”


      “So, when I asked them if I could take her, they were delighted. Of course, I paid them handsomely.”


      Chouyou cast a sorrowful gaze at Injou. If Hakurai had visited that village a year later, that girl might have been bought at a bargain by a procurer of bad character and sold to some run-down brothel. She was a young girl with tanned skin and dark eyes, and was beautiful even for a child.


      “I had long surmised that the Hatan people were a people close to the gods, but Injou was an unexpected find.”


      As the spray of the waves grew higher, Hakurai called out to Injou. “Injou, come over here.”


      Injou didn’t react right away, but after he called her again, she finally turned around. She leisurely walked over to him. Although she seemed to be a slow-witted girl, she was the only one who could serve as a vessel that could communicate with Hakumyoushi.


      Various items washed onto the beach from distant places. Shells, pieces of broken glass, drowned bodies, lost souls, gods. That was why fishing grounds were also called gathering places.


      When he first met Injou, she had been collecting shells on the beach. She told him that she sold beautiful shells and pieces of glass as souvenirs at a nearby inn town. Such items became amulets as flotsam from the land of the gods. There were many children on the beach who were also collecting sea shells. All of them were barefoot and wearing rough clothes.


      There’s a god at the bottom of the sea.


      Injou had said that.


      When you put a shell to your ear like this, you can hear his voice. The god lives at the bottom of the deep sea. The bottom of the sea is pitch black, the same as the night, so the gods are asleep.


      But, this god is awake. He says he’s waiting.


      For what? Hakurai had asked her.


      For me.


      “Mister, look at this. It’s a sakura shell,” Injou approached and showed him the shell. “It’s not chipped anywhere.”


      Injou’s eyes were sparkling. That was because shells without any chips or cracks could be sold at a relatively high price.


      Hakurai let out a sigh. “You don’t need to do such things anymore.”


      She wasn’t living a life where she had to walk around barefoot selling shells. However, completely ignoring Hakurai’s words, Injou gleefully put the shell in a small pouch and put it in her breast pocket. The pouch was dirty and worn-out, made by her mother in the past.


      While Hakurai frowned, Chouyou held out his fist to Injou.


      “Put your hands out,” he told her, and Injou did what he said, looking confused. Chouyou dropped an avalanche of shells into her hands. They were all small, but they were silver-lipped pearl oysters with a rainbow-colored luster on the inside. These were one of the shells used to create mother-of-pearl.


      “Wah…!” The shimmering shells made Injou’s face flush. “These will sell for a very high price!”


      That’s not the point here. Hakurai pressed his hand to his forehead, but Chouyou narrowed his eyes with a gentle expression on his face.


      “I was told by the merchant that the quality of these shells isn’t suitable for mother-of-pearl. I heard that you liked seashells, so I gave them to you.”


      “Thank you.”


      Injou had a big smile on her face. She carefully put the shells away in her pouch. Because Hakurai never knew what kind of words might come out of her mouth, he didn’t let her appear in front of people. Even if she did, he didn’t let her speak. It was better to keep her mysterious.


      Hakurai took out a handkerchief and wiped her wet clothes and hair. Injou obediently let him do it. It wasn’t that she hadn’t become attached to him, but she still called him “Mister” and didn’t call him by his name.


      Because that’s not your real name, she said. She was right.


      “Let’s set off now.”


      Hakurai put his hand on her back and they headed for the dock. After a short walk, they came across a pier. There was a ferry there waiting for passengers.


      “The servant should be on Big Island’s dock to greet you. He should have finished cleaning the house by now.”


      “I am deeply grateful for your kindness.”


      With a face that didn’t take Hakurai’s gratitude seriously, Chouyou looked towards the island.


      “You should take a rest for a while. Your wound must still hurt.”


      “…I even borrowed the divine treasure from you, and now this plight has befallen us. I feel ashamed of my own stupidity more than I feel pain.”


      “There’s no need to worry about the orb. It was originally a cursed object that couldn’t be destroyed even if we wanted to. I’m even grateful to you,” Chouyou glanced at Hakurai. “You’re the one who lost the Eight Truths you so carefully nurtured.”


      “I don’t care about such things anymore.”


      Yes. The Eight Truths had collapsed, but that didn’t matter to him. As long as he had Injou and Hakumyoushi, everything was okay.


      “Very well then. –This is where I see you off. Take care of yourself.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      If he had really wanted to, he wouldn’t have taken the risk of coming to see him off. It would be bad if Hakurai, who was supposed to have been banished from Ga Province, was seen here exchanging friendly words with Chouyou. However, Chouyou came to see him off out of a strong sense of duty.


      “If you ever need me again, please call on me.”


      Just like this time, when he was sent to deal with Chouyou’s eyesore of an uncle.


      Hakurai and Injou headed for the boat landing. Chouyou watched them for a while, but eventually left the rocky shore and went away.


      _________


      



      Even if she was called with the name Injou, she couldn’t react immediately. Because it wasn’t her real name.


      Injou, who was still being rocked by the boat and peering into the water, turned around after her name was called several times. Hakurai had a scary look on his face.


      “Don’t look in. You’ll fall.”


      “I can’t see the bottom of the sea.”


      Despite growing up in a fishing village, Injou had rarely been on a boat. It was a man’s job to go out to sea. Girls like Injou and boys who aren’t old enough to go fishing yet were either picking shells, mending nets, or listening to the elders’ folktales.


      Especially on stormy days, she would sit while hugging her knees by the fireside and listen to the elders’ story. The other children would be there as well.


      That’s right, she wondered if that childhood friend of hers was fine. A boy who had gone to the capital. They would sit together and listen to old tales.


      Injou looked out at the dark indigo sea. Every time the waves rocked the boat, she murmured her name. In order to not forget it.


      “Ayura…Ayura.”


      I mustn’t forget that boy’s name as well, she thought. She pressed her hand against her pouch over her clothes. It held the shells she was given.


      I wonder what he’s doing right now.


      That boy was a crybaby, so maybe he was crying right now. She was worried.


      Ishiha.


      “Ishiha.”


      Her whisper was crushed beneath the waves and sank to the bottom of the sea.
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