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  Prologue


  Snow drifted from the sky.


  The large and heavy snowflakes fell as if they would never stop.


  To look up at the sky was to see a canvas of white with countless dull, gray shadows painted upon it.His line of sight followed the snow sweeping across his entire field of vision into the sky, and before heknew it, all he saw was white.


  He watched as a snowflake drift lightly onto his shoulder. It was a big, thick snowflake that lookedalmost like a crystal made of cotton. Snowflakes fell continuously onto his shoulders, arms and his bright redpalms. They immediately melted into the transparent color of water.


  His breath really showed how piercingly frigid it was, more so than the white snow. He turned hissmall child's slender neck and the white of his breath followed his movements and hung in the air, makinghim feel chillier.


  He had already stood there for an hour.


  His little hands and exposed knees were all red like a completely ripened fruit, and he had lost allfeeling in them. No matter how he rubbed or covered them, he felt only the cold seep into his bones. So hewas like this, feeling nothing as he stared uncertainly into the air.


  This was the yard on the northern side.


  A storehouse that was no longer in use stood in the corner of the narrow yard. A crack in the earthenwall made the air even colder.


  The three sides of the courtyard were the main building, the storehouse, and where the wall containedthe yard. However, at this frigid and windless time, there was nothing he could use in this place to shelterhim from the cold.


  There wasn't even anything in the yard one could call a tree. For a time in the summer, the irises wouldbloom, but right now, the ground was only scattered with the white snow.


  "What a stubborn child." His grandmother had moved from the Kansai region when she had gottenmarried, but when she spoke, she still carried a thick accent.


  "He could at least cry a little. Even a little bit would let people know that he feels bad."


  "Mother, you don't have to be so harsh."


  "It's because you dote on him so much that he's become so stubborn."


  "But..."


  "Today's young parents only know how to please their children. It's better if the children receive somestrict discipline."


  "But mother, what if he gets a cold..."


  "He won't get a cold from a little bit of snow. —You listen to me. Unless he sincerely apologizes, he'snot allowed back inside."


  He just stood there.


  In fact, all this had originally happened because of a small matter; someone had dripped water onto thefloorboards under the sink and hadn't wiped it up.


  His younger brother blamed him and he denied that he'd done it.


  By his thinking, it was because he didn't remember doing such a thing that he felt secure enough to saythat he didn't do it. His grandmother often warned him that telling lies was the worst thing he could do, so hedidn't want to lie and say that he had done such a thing.


  "Just be honest and apologize, and the matter would be over."


  Grandmother had said it very severely, so he could only explain again that he hadn't done it.


  "Why are you so stubborn?"


  His grandmother always said this about him, so his young mind decided that he was indeed stubborn.


  Even though he wasn't too clear on what exactly "stubborn" meant, he had his own way of explaining it: because I'm a "stubborn" child, grandmother doesn't like me.


  He hadn't cried because he was confused.


  His grandmother wanted him to apologize, but if he had given in and done so, wouldn't he havebecome the kind of lying child that his grandmother hated so much? He didn't know what the right thing todo was. He felt very anxious.


  The hallway extended horizontally in front of him. Beyond the hallway's glass window was the paperdoor of the kitchen. Through the half piece of glass installed in the paper door, he could see his grandmotherand his mother arguing in the kitchen.


  The two of them arguing made him feel very sad. Usually, in the end his mother would admit she waswrong, and then she would have no choice but to quickly clean the bathroom. He knew that his motherwould eventually hide in the bathroom and secretly weep.


  —I wonder if mommy is crying again.


  He thought about this as he stood uncertainly.


  His feet felt a little numb. He moved all his weight onto one foot and felt a dull pain in his knee. Hecould not feel the tips of his feet, but he still forced himself to try to move a little more. As a result, heimmediately felt and retreated from a sharp, cold pain. He could feel the snow melting on his knees, meltinginto an icy water that trickled down his calf.


  He sighed heavily the way children do.


  A puff of wind suddenly brushed the back of his neck. It wasn't a cold, empty draft but a very warmbreeze.


  He looked around because he thought that someone had felt sorry for him and opened a door for hissake.


  However, after he looked all around him, he found that all the windows were still shut tightly. Thewindow facing the opposite room was covered in a thin fog because of the warm air inside.


  He tilted his head suspiciously and looked around once more. The warm air still didn't stop blowingonto him.


  He looked towards the side of the storehouse and immediately blinked his eyes in surprise.


  A white object extended from the small crevice between the storehouse and the wall.


  It looked like a person's arm, a completely bare arm, white and full, reaching out from the crevicebehind the storehouse, but he couldn't see to whom the arm belonged. He thought, Could they be hidingbehind the storehouse?


  He felt like that was unthinkable.


  The space in the crevice between the storehouse and the wall was too small. Yesterday, his brother hadcried the whole day because he couldn't get the baseball that had rolled into the narrow crack. Even with hisor his brother's small bodies, they couldn't fit anything in the crevice but their arms. That arm looked like itbelonged to an adult, yet how were they able to fit into that space?


  The forearm portion of the arm was swaying as if it were stirring water. He realized that the hand wasbeckoning to him, and then he took a step toward it. It was very strange that although his knees were numbfrom the cold, they didn't make any dry, rough sounds.


  He didn't feel the least bit frightened, because he realized that the warm air was blowing from thatdirection.


  He was really very cold and he also didn't know what he should do, so he obediently walked overtowards the arm.


  The snow had already completely coated the ground, almost covering all of his little footprints,eventually leaving no trace of him.


  The white sky resembled faded ink, the color gradually changing.


  The white of the short winter day gradually turned into the color of night.


  


  Chapter 1


  No one knows how a life is actually created. Especially speaking of the biology of things that are nothuman, this is even more of a riddle.


  Life and consciousness suddenly arrived upon her body just like this.


  When she came to, her body was under a white tree branch, and there was only one name in her mind.


  --Taiki.


  In the process of getting up, this name slowly occupied the whole of her mind. At the same time, shealso got a hold on the rest of the situation: who she was, why she was born, as well as what her mostimportant mission was.


  --Taiki.


  She propped up her upper body. These ideas were still flooding her mind, and they simultaneouslyspread into every corner of her body.


  She straightened her waist, as if she was letting water that had dripped onto her body trickle onto everysurface. She lifted her head and closed her eyes. Teardrops slid down from the corners of her eyes anddribbled into her damp hair.


  She tried to move her feet, which did not yet have any strength in them, and bumped into the wet soiland golden shards next to her feet.


  The shards once belonged to the egg shell that protected her, and the liquid that had originally filled theegg had already been absorbed by the soil. She had just hatched from inside the shell, and the golden eggthat had contained her had fallen down from a branch, breaking into pieces all over the ground.


  She stared at the shards of the golden egg, and after a little bit, lifted her head again to look at the whitebranch in front of her. As if it were made of white silver, the long branch extended beyond the top of herhead and outward. The root was sturdily set into the high cliff wall.


  On the branch, there were still a few little, round golden fruits. Although no one had told her, shealready knew by intuition that there were still unhatched lives inside all the fruits, and not too long ago, sheherself had also waited like this in the fruit to be hatched.


  This is how life is actually created.


  --Taiki.


  She used her strength to prop up her four legs and stood up, while she cried once again.


  Her tears flowed only to protect her two eyes, which had been exposed to the outside air for the firsttime, but the feeling of the warm, wet tears slipping down made her feel as if the only name that she held inher mind was slowly seeping into the very depths of her body.


  She wordlessly called out "Taiki! Taiki!" and again tears welled up in her eyes.


  She stood up straight and discovered that her hair was hooked on a branch. The four legs on the lowerhalf of her body stood firmly on the ground, whereupon she used the two hands on the upper half of herbody to push aside the branch.


  - - - - -


  "You've hatched?"


  Suddenly hearing someone speak, she turned her head to look for the source of the sound.


  It was very dim all around. Only the branch above her head gave off a white glow.


  After waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, she then saw that she was in an enormous cave.


  This was a particularly big cave in the shape of a half-circle with a white tree dangling in the middle.


  Those branches that were hanging over her, were actually the roots of the tree. These roots had cut throughthe cliff wall and hung very intricately from a place extremely high in the cave and reached all the way downto her feet.


  "Yes."


  Suddenly, the sound was even closer.


  "You look like a very good nyokai."


  She looked around again.


  This time, she immediately found the person to whom the voice belonged. It was a hunchbacked oldwoman who was standing only a few steps from her.


  This short old woman's height only reached her chest. The old woman reached out with her twognarled hands and lightly stroked her hair.


  "You are female."


  And then the old woman stroked her cheeks.


  "You have the neck of a fish."


  Then she patted her wrists.


  "The upper half of your body is human..."


  The hand that had rested on her back slid down and she lightly patted her tail bone.


  "...the lower half of your body is that of a leopard, and your tail is that of a lizard. What a terrific mix!"


  Finally, the old woman softly pressed on the backbone that connected both parts of her body.


  "All right, stop crying. Come with me."


  So she followed the old woman. With every step, her tears fell to the dry earth and left little black dots.


  They walked slowly and spent a long time passing through the cave before she saw a set of stairswhere the top of the arc-shaped cliff wall met the dirt below their feet.


  "You will be called Sanshi!"


  The old woman finally spoke.


  "San, Shi. From now on, everyone will call you Sanshi."


  She silently took steps upward on the stone stairs and listened at the same time to the old womanspeak.


  "Your surname will be Haku, for this is the rule for all nyokai hatched upon Mt. Hou."


  The stone stairs made a big turn, and after she went up the steps a bit, she suddenly saw a ray of light.


  "The reason you can have a surname is because you carry on your back a very important mission. Youmust never forget this."


  She nodded her head. As to what this very important mission was, she didn't need the old woman to tellher, for it was already very clear to her.


  Once again, she firmly engraved into her mind the mission that she was to shoulder as she silentlywalked up the stone steps. After ascending a ways, the field of vision in front of her opened up. It turned outthat the higher the stone steps went, the wider they became, and at the end, there was a square cave opening.


  She stopped walking.


  She lifted her head and looked out of the opening, seeing only the pale blue sky and the trunk andbranches of a dazzlingly big white tree reaching up into the sky.


  The tears that were so hard to stop before started flowing again though she tried to stifle them.


  The old woman patted her back again.


  "All right, you should go."


  She took a few strides and then began to run, using the four legs that had just been hatched to run forthe first time.


  As soon as she leapt from the cave opening, sunlight splashed upon her body and pierced her eyes sothat she began to cry again. She ran straight to a spot under the tree.


  Her egg had originally formed among the roots of the tree. Compared to the long and slender roots, thetrunk itself appeared to be short and thick. The long branches reached from the mossy stone steps to the sky,and on one of the snow-white branches, there grew a golden fruit.


  "Taiki!"


  She said something for the first time.


  The golden fruit had grown in the same corresponding area as her egg. The fruit was still very small, sosmall that you could wrap two hands around it. The sunlight shined upon her sensitive skin, which was notcompletely dry yet. She used both her hands to surround the fruit and carefully pressed her cheek against it.


  She was still crying.


  "Taiki..."


  This was Sanshi's birth.


  The Yellow Sea is situated at the center of the world.


  Although it's called the Yellow Sea, it isn't made up of water. The only things that flow in the YellowSea are time and the wind. What's left over are boundless deserts and endless forests, as well as largeswamps and continuous mountains.


  In the center of the Yellow Sea, there is a particularly high mountain range. This mountain range iscalled the "Five Mountains" and consists of five lofty mountains with complex shapes.


  The tallest mountain located at the very center is called, "High Su." The mountains connected allaround it are separated into Mt. Hou, Mt. Ka, Mt. Kaku, and Mt. Kou. In ancient times, Mt. Hou was calledMt. Tai, but every time a disaster occurs, the name is changed. For the last thousand years, it has alwaysbeen called Mt. Hou.


  Legend has it that the Five Mountains belong under the authority of Seioubo, and Mt. Hou belongs toOufujin. Regarding the masters of the other four mountains, the rumors have always varied. Regardless ofwhether these legends are real or fake, it is known absolutely that the Five Mountains are the lands ofgoddesses and nyosen.


  All of the Five Mountains reach up very high in the sky, but, like the Yellow Sea at their base, they arevery uncultivated. The complex terrain is made up of only trees, rocks, water, and a wind that never stopsblowing.


  There is a small palace on the middle section of Mt. Hou, called "Houro Palace." This is the only placein not just Mt. Hou but the whole of the Five Mountains where people live.


  - - - - -


  "Oh? It's a poppy."


  Teiei mumbled to herself as she squatted down for a closer look.


  She was drawn to several poppy flower petals on the surface of the spring water.


  Youka, who had been walking behind Teiei, also stopped. The radiant red flower petals floating on thecrystal clear surface of the water was such that it drew people's eyes to it.


  "Are they from the poppy garden?"


  Teiei nodded her head in reply to Youka's question and extended her hand again to pull some petals outof the water.


  "The wind probably blew them over here. The wind feels a little bit different today."


  Youka nodded her head in agreement and then lifted her head and looked around.


  Interesting rocks can be seen everywhere on Mt. Hou. The green moss that grows all over the surfaceof the rocks turned the perimeter outside of Houro Palace into a maze, especially on the high terrace whereHouro Palace sits.


  The crags are really worthy of their reputation. The surface is rugged and goes in and out as if thetowering rocks will collapse at any time. Even the smaller of the rocks are three times the height of a person.


  In addition, the small paths that weave through the rocks are so narrow that they only allow two women topass through at one time, walking shoulder to shoulder.


  Teiei was now walking on a small path, stopping en route to gather the poppy petals drifting around onthe surface of the mountain spring water.


  She was a nyosen who looked as if she were eighteen or nineteen, but a nyosen's age could not bedetermined by looking at her appearance. Neither how nor when she became a shousen are clear even to her.


  This meant that she had arrived at Mt. Hou a very long time ago. Out of the over fifty nyosen, Teiei hadlived on Mt. Hou the longest.


  Opposite to her, Youka had just become a nyosen not too long ago. Only 16 years of age, she wasoriginally a girl from an ordinary peasant family. However, not knowing why she was totally incompatiblewith the common customs, at the age of 13, she took the shousen oath, and from then on, did not eat grain.


  She spent three years at the shrine of Seioubo living a pious life, and she finally attained purity just recentlyand was summoned up to Mt. Hou.


  Thus, it had not been long since the day Youka arrived at Mt. Hou. She had just moved from living onMt. High Su to Houro Palace only half a month ago, but even she felt as if the wind that day did not blow asit usually did.


  Ordinarily, the wind calmly whisked through the small path, but this day, it was both strong andurgent. At one second, it blew powerfully up the crags into the sky, and at the next, it scraped the edges ofthe cliff walls downward, curling into a gusty whirlwind. Even the sky was looking murky. Since there wasonly a thin layer of clouds, they didn't know why it gave off such an oppressive feeling.


  "Is this some sort of omen?"


  Teiei tilted her head to contemplate the question Youka had brought up.


  "It shouldn't be. This morning's Eight Diagrams divination symbol didn't show that anything wouldoccur. Come on, let's hurry and draw water out and then get back."


  "Yes."


  Youka tossed the bucket that was in her hands into the spring water.


  This pool of spring water is called "Kaidou Spring." The spring water gushes endlessly from the baseof the crags, and a great sea paulownia (kaidou) tree covers the tops of the crags around the pool.


  Of course, the spring water of Houro Palace doesn't come from just this one pool. No one has beensilly enough to count how many springs there are in all, but the number is many, so it follows that they hadto name every spring lest they confuse them.


  On Mt. Hou, there are no differences in the seasons. Flowers can bloom throughout the year. Forinstance, right then there were a few little fluffy white sea paulownia flowers floating on the surface of thespring. Because the fragrance of the flowers had permeated the water, though it was not known when itstarted, the wooden water bucket also gave off the scent of the sea paulownia flower.


  The scented water in the bucket is for an offering at Taishin Shrine in Houro Palace for the patrongoddess of Mt. Hou--it is used for washing the wooden image of Oufujin.


  Youka pushed aside the flowers as she filled the bucket with water, and then she turned around andprepared to walk in the direction of Taishin Shrine. At this time, Teiei smiled and called out to her.


  "Where are you going?"


  "Hm? I'm going to help Oufu..."


  Teiei laughed.


  "The shrine isn't in that direction! Don't you remember which way to walk yet?"


  Youka looked at the three diverging paths and her face could not help turning red.


  "I've really gotten the direction wrong."


  The rocks and the countlessly diverging paths made Mt. Hou into an absolute maze.


  The only ones who can master all the routes are those who live on Mt. Hou. Only the nyosen who livehere can choose the right route in the spider-web-like paths, in order to get to the side of a clear river to washclothes, to a waterfall to bathe, or to a pure spring to draw water. The area wasn't big, whether she wanted toreach the grasslands, flower gardens, and vegetable gardens, all splashed with sunlight, or she wanted to visitthe little palaces sprinkled around Mt. Hou. However, for Youka, who was a new nyosen, she still needed abit of time to get around.


  "Why are the paths here so complicated...?"


  Hearing Youka sighing like this, Teiei smiled.


  "It's there to protect the Mt. Hou Kou! Just endure it for a little bit."


  The land is shaped like a maze in order to prevent intrusion by outsiders.


  Regular people or animals would not be able to make their way up the rocks. And although youjupossess the ability to do so, they are generally not allowed into Houro Palace with only a few exceptions.


  Also, the paths through the strange rocks are very narrow, so those that come to visit must leave their mountsat the base and walk up to Houro Palace alone.


  As soon as one steps onto the small paths, they will notice the interlocking grid, just like a labyrinth.


  The enormous crags will block your lines of sight. And amongst the rocks that are covered by thedamp green moss, the elaborate stone slabs on the small paths have formed innumerable diverging roads andtunnels that cause people to lose their sense of direction in the blink of an eye.


  Only those familiar with Houro Palace are able to find their way and arrive at that place, unique in thisworld, a high terrace full of plants and trees.


  "So that's how it is."


  Hidden in the deepest part of the maze is the Shashinboku, and on this tree, the fruit of the kirin grow.


  In this world, whether human, beast, or any other living thing, they all grow in fruits on white trees.


  However, the only fruits that bear kirin grow on the Shashinboku on Mt. Hou.


  Mt. Hou is the holy land where kirin are born. Houro Palace and the nyosen in it all exist for the sake


  of the kirin. The kirin are the masters of Mt. Hou, thus they are also called "Mt. Hou Kou."


  Teiei nodded her head.


  "There is no bigger responsibility than taking care of the kirin, but there is also no greater happiness.


  When the Taika hatches, you should also help us take care of him. However, you must be very careful."


  Teiei's words made Youka's eyes glimmer.


  "Can I help? Really?"


  Actually, Youka had felt a little dissatisfied. Serving the kirin was an important job for the nyosen onMt. Hou. The remaining jobs were only a few chores. There was a young kirin on Mt. Hou at the time, butbecause Youka was new, she had not been able to join the task of caring for the kirin.


  Teiei laughed.


  "But you have to figure out the lay of the land first."


  "Yes!"


  Youka nodded vigorously.


  A few days ago, the Shashinboku finally bore another fruit, and this one was called "Taika."


  Youka's thoughts had already drifted over onto that little fruit.


  The time from when the Taika is formed to when the kirin is hatched is ten months. A newly born littlekirin is extremely adorable. To be able to get so close to the little kirin in order to take care of it, she onlyhad to think of such a situation and she would become so happy, she could not help but laugh.


  More poppy flower petals floated from somewhere, silently dropping onto the surface of the water...


  "Are those poppies?"


  Someone from behind suddenly spoke to them, and Teiei stopped picking up the petals. She turnedaround and saw a woman coming out of Kaidou Palace, which was near Kaidou Spring.


  Youka looked at the woman uncertainly as she had an unfamiliar face. She couldn't tell her age by herappearance. She looked like she was very young, but she also looked as if she had already passed middleage. She was wearing clothes and accessories that were more magnificent than the ordinary nyosen, andfrom this, Youka could tell that her status was definitely very high.


  "Genkun!"


  Teiei kneeled hurriedly. This scared Youka and she quickly kneeled down with Teiei.


  This woman was the head of the nyosen at Houro Palace, Tensen Gyokujo Hekika Genkun--


  Gyokuyou.


  "They're probably flowers from the poppy garden that were blown here by the wind."


  Teiei replied. Gyokuyou lifted her pretty face and looked at the sky through an opening in the crags.


  "The wind is blowing quite strangely today."


  Gyokuyou wrinkled her brow as she stared at the sky for a moment, and then she turned to look atYouka.


  "You're called Youka? Have you gotten used to life on Mt. Hou yet?"


  Gyokuyou had spoken to Youka so suddenly that for a time, she didn't know quite what to do.


  Before she became a nyosen, Youka had only heard Gyokuyou mentioned in legends, a distant figure.


  Now that this honorable goddess was standing right in front of her and had spoken to her, how could she notpanic?


  "Y...yes."


  "But she still gets lost!"


  Teiei grinned as she added this. Youka heard this and turned red again.


  Gyokuyou's laugh sounded like a silver bell.


  "Everyone is like this when they first arrive. Even Teiei got lost a long time ago. You'll be fine in alittle while."


  Youka secretly glanced at Teiei, who was also laughing.


  "That's right. Youka's memory is much better than mine. She's also diligent and isn't afraid of gettingtired."


  Gyokuyou gave a tiny smile.


  "That's wonderful."


  Youka's face became a deeper red.


  "N...no. I still make mistakes often and get lectured."


  "Of course you'll get lectured before you become experienced. You shouldn't take it too seriously."


  "Yes."


  Gyokuyou looked at Youka, who was the kneeling down with her forehead earnestly on the ground,and smiled again. She then looked at Teiei who was also smiling at Youka.


  "That's right, I've heard that the Nyokai of Tai has been born."


  "Yes."


  Gyokuyou did not often stay at Houro Palace. Her whereabouts drifted from place to place. Even Teieididn't know where she ordinarily was, nor did she know when or where she would appear. Though Teiei wasvery curious, this was not something that a good nyosen could ask about.


  "What's her name?"


  "Sanshi."


  "Where is Sanshi right now?"


  "She is standing guard under the Shashinboku, never stepping away an inch."


  When she heard Teiei say this, Gyokuyou raised her red lips into a smile.


  "The devotion a nyokai has for her kirin is extremely deep!"


  Teiei also smiled and nodded.


  A kirin did not have parents, yet the nyokai was very similar to a kirin's parent, as she was responsiblefor protecting them. A nyokai's egg develops on the roots of the Shashinboku. When the fruit of a kirinforms on a tree branch, the nyokai will hatch on the following day. And then, for ten years as the fruit ripens,she will stand guard under the Shashinboku until the kirin is born.


  "And the kirin's gender?"


  Only a nyokai knows the gender of an unhatched kirin.


  "He's called Taiki."


  "I see."


  A male kirin is named Ki, and a female is named Rin. The clan name of the kingdom is added beforethis, and the designation of a kirin is formed. This is a rule that has been passed on since very ancient times.


  The Ki of Tai Kingdom was growing on the Shashinboku, and the surname of Tai Kingdom is Tai. Thus, thename of this kirin is "Taiki." [note: tai, the kingdom, and tai, its surname, have the same pronunciation, but


  different kanji.]


  Gyokuyou nodded her head, turned in the direction of the Shashinboku and started walking. Teiei andYouka lowered their heads to respectfully see her off.


  It was then that suddenly the air began to tremble.


  A strong wind violently blew into the small paths, as if it wanted to scrape everything off the face ofthe mountain.


  Before they could even say anything, Teiei had already tumbled to the ground. The same had happenedto Youka and she let out a scream.


  A deep sound occurred all around and pieces broke off the crags. A strange roar came out of the entiremaze.


  "What's happening...?"


  Though Teiei had heard Youka's frightened voice, she was not able to respond.


  This was no simple storm or earthquake, for, if it had been, the symbol of the Eight Diagrams wouldcertainly have shown it. Also, under the protection of gods and goddesses, a simple variation in the weatherwould not encroach upon Mt. Hou like this.


  "Genkun, hide in the palace quickly!"


  For the safety of the mistress, Teiei grasped the stone steps firmly with her fingers and wearily liftedher head to look towards Gyokuyou, only to find that Gyokuyou was standing firm, staring up at the sky.The sky had turned red, as if it was covered with curtains of red mist.


  "It's a shoku..."


  Gyokuyou was not paying any attention to the earthquake, looking directly at the bright lights flying inthe sky.


  To be able to stand firm when that sudden, strong wind came shows that Gyokuyou had the strength ofa goddess. However, Teiei did not currently have the spare time to express her admiration for this.


  "Shoku...?"


  She could feel that the entire current of the air was already completely twisted, rapidly movingnonstop. And with every movement, the red mist above her head would move about.


  In a fissure in the red mist, an image revealed itself like a mirage.


  "How...?"


  A land that was not of this world drew near.


  The soft petals of the poppy flower fluttered along with the strong wind and continuously hit Teiei onthe face.


  "Ah! The Taika's in danger...!"


  Sanshi was crouched under a white tree branch, the wet moss making her skin itch. She looked at thefruit on the end of the branch with happiness.


  This fruit, which bore the Taiki inside of it, would ripen in ten months.


  After ten months, Sanshi’s master will hatch out of this Taika--Taiki. Sanshi needed only to thinkabout the moment that the ripe fruit cracked open and she became so happy that tears would flow from hereyes.


  Just when Sanshi’s heart was full of joy and pride, in that moment when she had lifted her head to lookat the gleaming golden egg, something suddenly happened!


  At first, Sanshi was at a loss for what was going on.


  The air began to swirl into itself, destroying everything around Sanshi. A red tent-like fog covered theentirety of the sky. Fear made Sanshi’s whole body tremble, when finally the word "shoku" floated into hermind.


  She suddenly stood up as the fierce winds brushed at her feet. The white branch could not bear thepummeling of the wind, as it shook violently and creaked.


  Sanshi shouted loudly and sprung towards the tree branch. She held the branch tightly and straightenedher body up against the wind. Her wind-blown hair was messily tangled with the branches. In the violentshaking of the tree branches, a portion of her hair was torn out, but she didn’t have time to acknowledge thepain on the top of her head. She thought with all her heart of only protecting the Taika. When she looked uptoward the branch, all she saw was the twisting air.


  "Taiki!"


  The roaring wind continuously hit her body. She saw the already turbulent air spinning even more, as itopened up and devoured the branch.


  "No!"


  This was how the small golden fruit was drawn into the twisting air. That fruit that should only havebeen tenderly plucked by Sanshi after ten months, otherwise should never have left the branch, was harshlyswept away.


  "Help!"


  Sanshi reached out and tried to save the fruit with both her hands, which had been scraped by treebranches and was dripping with blood. However, the distance between her hands and the fruit became fartherand farther until she despaired.


  "Someone come quickly!" Sanshi shouted with all her strength, but it only reached the end of heroutstretched fingers before it dissipated in the wind.


  The golden fruit gradually disappeared into whirlwind in this way.


  The first sound that Sanshi made after she came into this world was the name of Taiki. And then whowould have guessed that the second time she opened her mouth, it would be in a sorrowful crying--a cryingthat received no replies.


  The end came just as suddenly as the beginning.


  Sanshi stared blankly at the white branch.


  There was no longer a golden radiance at the end of the branch, the solitary fruit had alreadydisappeared leaving neither a shadow nor a trace.


  "Sanshi!"


  The sound came from all directions as a number of nyosen all ran towards Sanshi.


  The first to arrive at Sanshi’s side was Gyokuyou.


  "Ah... Gyokuyou..."


  Sanshi clutched tightly onto the two hands Gyokuyou had reached out.


  First, she shouted Gyokuyou’s name, and then she let out a sorrowful cry and began wailing.


  "How could this happen...?"


  Gyokuyou hugged this nyokai, who had been born not too long ago, as she gently stroked her wind-blown hair as well as her scarred body.


  "Of all times, it had to happen when the fruit of the kirin was growing..."


  The nyokai at her chest was continuously letting out a mournful cry. Originally, in the ten monthsbefore the kirin hatched, the nyokai would not leave her post under the tree. The nyokai’s feelings toward thekirin were that deep. Now this nyokai had watched wide-eyed as the kirin was taken from her. Gyokuyoucould understand her pain.


  "Don’t worry."


  She patted the nyokai’s back.


  "You don’t have to cry like that, Sanshi. We will definitely find Taiki."


  [image: ]


  Gyokuyou said this quietly. In fact, she was also telling herself this.


  "I will return Taiki to your side as quickly as is possible."


  "Genkun..."


  She nodded to Teiei, who had just arrived.


  "Let Suzaku fly to every kingdom and quickly find the direction of the shoku!"


  "Yes."


  "It must be done before the moon rises. Quickly, assemble the nyosen and prepare to open the gate."


  "Yes, I’ll go immediately."


  The nyosen scattered, and Gyokuyou looked up.


  No matter how she looked, there remained no traces of the golden fruit on the white branch.


  - - - - -


  The shoku had begun on the west side of the Yellow Sea and had swept its way east.


  On the Five Mountains, which are protected with divine might, and the even more closely guardedHouro Palace, all the flowers were fluttering about from the crush of the shoku. The shoku brings destructionto any kingdom it arrives at, but the nyosen of Mt. Hou were not concerned with this result. To them, themost important thing was the kirin.


  The question was, where had the shoku taken the fruit?


  Shoku are able to travel between this world and another. The worlds outside of this one are called"Hourai" and "Konron." It is said that Hourai lies on the edge of the world and Konron is situated on theother side where the sun never shines.


  Regardless of whether this is true or false, the people of this world are unable to enter or pry into theother. Only shoku and the Gogou Gate, opened by the use of moon incantations, are able to connect the twoworlds.


  This world is surrounded on all sides by the Empty Sea. If the shoku continued east, the Taika wouldalso follow it over the Empty Sea, until it reached the edge of the world--Hourai.


  Though ordinary people are not able to travel to Hourai, nyosen are not ordinary people. OnGyokuyou’s instruction, several nyosen passed through the Empty Sea searching for the Taika. However, theTaika’s whereabouts were still not clear.


  --This is how the kirin disappeared.


  From that day forward, many people saw theshadow of Sanshi, east of Mt. Hou in the Yellow Sea,constantly searching back and forth.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 2


  Youka spotted Sanshi just as she came out of the spirea tunnel.


  At the end of the tunnel, there was a small, circular open area covered with soft green grass, andspireas had grown all over the surface of the crags around the vicinity. One bush was situated right on top ofthe tunnel with its long and thin white branches hanging down, as if it were a curtain of beads covering theentrance to the tunnel.


  When Youka pulled aside the flower curtain, she saw Sanshi leap down from the top of the rocks.


  Youka put down the bucket of water from Kaidou Spring that she had just filled.


  Nyokai were able to traverse freely upon the crags, unlike people or horses. Thus, it was not unusual tosee Sanshi jump down from above, but it had already been a long time since Sanshi had made an appearance.


  "Sanshi, you're back."


  The nyokai had passed through this maze and went to the east to look for the Taika. Whenever shetraveled to a distant place, she would not ordinarily come back within the space of a month.


  The nyosen at Houro Palace all knew the reason for her trips. She always searched until she wascompletely exhausted and came back with a weary look on her face.


  "I just came back from getting some water. You should rest here for a little bit."


  When Sanshi heard Youka say this, she obediently bent her four leopard legs and crouched under thespirea flowers with her snow-white body.


  "But you were gone so long this time. Did you go to the edge of the Yellow Sea to search?"


  If she could have, the nyokai would've liked to cross the Kongou Mountains at the edge of the YellowSea, to look even farther east. There was no living creature that could go over the Kongou Mountains. Noone knew the reason, but this was a rule from very ancient times.


  "Here, drink a little."


  Youka pushed the wooden bucket to Sanshi's lips, and Sanshi drank water from the bucket.


  She watched as Sanshi took a few gulps and then lifted her head. Youka took out an embroideredhandkerchief from her sleeve and moistened it. She then gently wrung it dry and used it to cover Sanshi'sfoot. She had been supporting Sanshi with her hand, so she knew that Sanshi's feet were radiating heat.


  "Ah, your feet are so swollen."


  She wrapped Sanshi's claws with the cloth. Sanshi closed her eyes in relief, and leaned her head gentlyagainst the bunch of spirea flowers, her weight causing the flowers to drift down in succession.


  A long time ago, all the spireas here had been pulled out with their roots, not one remaining.


  --That was ten years ago.


  "Comfortable? From now on, don't go so far."


  Sanshi didn't reply, but Youka didn't mind, because Sanshi had always been like this.


  The powerful shoku that had previously descended upon Houro Palace didn't alter the shape of the landon the Five Mountains, but the places and landscapes outside of the Five Mountains underwent a greatchange. The fruit of the white tree was thusly swept away to an unknown place.


  At that time, the nyokai had wept profusely, but afterwards, no one ever heard a sound from her.


  Youka used the handkerchief she had moistened and carefully applied it to Sanshi's legs.


  "Does it still hurt? You should go to the river and soak them in the cold water."


  She poured out the water that was now warm. Sanshi wordlessly stood up and walked aside.


  However, Sanshi wasn't headed toward the river. She wanted to return to the Shashinboku. Youkaknew this much, but she didn't stop her.


  This was because Youka could understand Sanshi's feelings.


  At first, Teiei had told her that after the fruit of the kirin hatched, Youka would be able to help takecare of him.


  When she was a part of the human world, she knew that the ordinary person didn't have the chance tosee a kirin. When she had finally become a nyosen, taking care of Taiki was originally going to be her firstmeaningful job and also her first opportunity to come close to a kirin.


  She would never have thought that the fruit would disappear like that. Youka, who had originally filledher heart with anticipation, had been disappointed by the loss. And because Sanshi lost the one she was tonurture, the breasts on her upper human half had shrunk to the size of a girl's, leaving only small bulges. Inaddition, the feet on her lower leopard half were now extremely red and swollen due to all the long-distancerunning she had been doing. Similar to Sanshi, Youka held in her heart the pain of emptiness.


  The fruit had been swept away ten years ago. All the nyosen had said that Taiki would never return andthat, in a short while, the Shashinboku would bear a new fruit. This would mean that the kirin who haddisappeared had already died in an unknown place.


  Though it had been like this, they still refused to give up hope. Since then, Sanshi still went back andforth through the east to search, and in her heart, Youka constantly thought of Taiki. Youka would pray forSanshi, prepare a few necessities for her, and in her spare time, learn how to take care of a kirin. She couldnot help but want to do these things, and thus could empathize with Sanshi's pain. And Sanshi was the same.


  Of all the nyosen, she was closest to Youka.


  After she watched Sanshi's tired frame leave, she picked up the water bucket.


  When she turned her body, preparing to get more water, a nyosen moved the spirea flower curtain andcame out of the tunnel.


  "Isn't Sanshi here?"


  Youka turned her head to look at the path that Sanshi had taken, but she could not see her outlineanymore.


  "She went to the Shashinboku."


  "Can you quickly go get her?"


  "But I have to go get water..."


  "This is an order from Genkun."


  Youka opened her eyes widely.


  "I think we've found out where Taiki is."


  Youka rushed to get Sanshi, and then the two of them ran to Hakki Palace to see Gyokuyou.


  All the buildings in Houro Palace are either palaces or temples. Because the crags are able to block thewind and the weather on Mt. Hou is inherently good, neither cold nor hot, the buildings only need to haveroofs as shelter from the rain.


  Youka walked on the small paths, ran up five sections of white stone stairs, and hurried onto the whitestone floor of the palace. At the same time, Teiei was also running in.


  "I've brought Sanshi here."


  Youka kneeled upon the octagonal floor. Gyokuyou nodded her head from the chair in which she wassitting.


  Teiei lifted her head.


  "Have they found the Taika like I've heard?"


  "The Kirin of En helped us find it."


  "Then it must be right!"


  This was almost a miracle. All the nyosen on Mt. Hou had already lost all hope. In Mt. Hou's history,there had never been a kirin that was found after being lost for ten years. Kirin have drifted to Hourai before,but they were all found and returned within five years. The length of ten years was really so long that Teieiwas shocked.


  Gyokuyou smiled.


  "It should be right... Since the kirin drifted to Hourai, it has turned into a taika, but a kirin can stillsense another kirin's spirit. Thus, I asked the kirin of various kingdoms if they could cross the Empty Sea tolook for Taiki. We finally received some news today."


  After the fruit was taken away by the shoku, in another kingdom, it was deposited in the womb of awoman and turned into a taika.


  "Was he discovered by En Taiho?"


  Gyokuyou used her glazed fan to cover her lips as she laughed.


  "It seems as if En Taiho often crosses the Empty Sea to go to Hourai. I have always thought that ifanyone could find the Taika, it would be him. I didn't think that I would have guessed right."


  Actually, kirin often run all over the place and it's not particularly special, but right now, no oneconcerned themselves with that.


  "We heard that he had discovered a kirin in Hourai. Currently, the only kirin whose whereabouts areunknown is Taiki, so it should be him."


  "Yes..."


  With this talk, it seemed as if the kirin would really return!


  "Then I should assemble the nyosen immediately..."


  Gyokuyou interrupted Teiei mid-sentence.


  "There's no need."


  "But..."


  Gyokuyou turned to look at a blankly-staring Sanshi, who was standing behind Teiei and Youka. Sheset her fan on the table and then reached out with both hands.


  "Sanshi, come here."


  Sanshi slowly strode toward Gyokuyou.


  "I told you that we would find Taiki and bring him back. I didn't trick you, did I?"


  Gyokuyou took Sanshi's hand.


  "Please forgive us for making you wait so long."


  She patted Sanshi's hand.


  "There's a gate where the roots of the Shashinboku are. You should go. And this time, use your handsto pull Taiki back to us."


  Sanshi's round eyes filled with tears, but she didn't cry. She turned and flew out the door.


  Gyokuyou squinted to see Sanshi's figure getting farther and farther away. She waited until Sanshiturned onto a small path and was not visible anymore. She turned to Teiei and laughed cheerfully.


  "At last, a season of celebration has come to Mt. Hou!"


  - - - - -


  Sanshi ran as fast as she could. When she arrived at the nest of her birth--the bottom part of theShashinboku, she saw a young woman standing under the trunk of the tree. The woman was pointing downtowards her feet where there was a round hole giving off a white glow.


  Many nyosen had already gathered here, but Sanshi did not have the time to pay them any attention.


  She ran straight to that woman.


  The Shashinboku was on an enormous rock at the side of a cliff. The woman was standing right next toa root on top of a rock covered in moss.


  Aside the woman's feet was a silver ring. On closer inspection, the ring wasn't a ring at all. It was asnake. This silvery-white snake had two tails and a curved body. One of its tails was held in its mouth,forming a circle.


  This snake gave off a shallow glow, as if rays of light were shining on it from the sky and a glow wascoming from the green moss under it.


  Sanshi stopped. The woman smiled beautifully and reached her right hand out towards Sanshi. Theother tail of the snake was wrapped around this hand.


  "You must be Sanshi."


  Sanshi looked at her and then at the glowing ring of the snake. The ring was about as wide as a circleformed with one's arms, and inside, pale white shadows formed a tunnel. At the end of the tunnel there wasanother round hole, and through that small hole, she could only see a very unusual sort of building, an areathat appeared to be a yard, and a round, golden shadow. However, for Sanshi, this was already enough.


  --Taiki!


  No matter what, there was no way she wouldn't recognize that golden shadow. It was Taiki!


  "You should go in. However, no matter what happens, you must not let go of my hand."


  Sanshi didn't recognize this woman, but right now, she didn't care.


  Sanshi held onto her hand, and stepped into the glowing ring. She felt cool air coming at her. At theexit of the tunnel, white snowflakes were fluttering about, like the petals of the spirea.


  When she reached the beginning of the tunnel of white light, she suddenly felt her body become morenimble, as she already didn't know where she was. The woman followed Sanshi tightly from behind.


  "Keep walking forward."


  Hearing the woman say this, Sanshi strode forward. She walked to the end of the tunnel and reachedher hand out.


  She could now see the scene more clearly. Cold snowflakes were flying everywhere, and a goldenshadow was floating in the dark air. This was what she saw.


  A closer look at the glimmering shadow would reveal that it was actually the silhouette of a small boy.


  However, in Sanshi's eyes, it was a fruit, the same one that she should have plucked from the white branchten years ago. This fruit had a shiny golden surface and was just big enough that she would be able to wrapher hands around it.


  Sanshi did her best to reach out with her fingers, but she just wasn't able to touch that fruit. Shetightened her grip on the woman's hand and, holding the cold air open with her front paws, she reached outeven further and beckoned to the fruit. And then she saw the fruit begin to drift towards her.


  This was the moment she had been dreaming of for so long! Sanshi tightly grasped the fruit that haddrifted over to her hand. She pulled the fruit towards her and it fell into her embrace. When he neared to thewhite hand, it didn't hesitate at all in grabbing hold of his wrist. Different from his cold skin, that hand madehim feel very warm.


  Originally, he had wanted to walk towards the hand because he wanted to find out how someone couldhide in the small crevice between the storehouse and the wall. However, when he got close, the view of hissurroundings suddenly changed in the blink of an eye. It was as if his pupil had been covered by a thin layerof water, so everything that he saw became blurry, their outlines disappearing.


  After the hand took hold of his wrist, his body felt as if it drifted into the air, as a burst of energy pulledhim toward an unknown place.


  He went through a white space filled with a clear mist. He had no idea where he was, but his intuitionfaintly told him that it was a gentle place.


  It was even warmer inside. Moreover, a warm breeze was blowing onto him from a place he didn'tknow.


  His feet didn't feel like they were stepping on anything hard, but neither did he feel like they werestepping on something soft. He thought that perhaps this was what walking on clouds felt like.


  He sensed someone beside him, sturdily holding on to his hand, but he could not see who it was.


  Through the dense fog, he could barely see a milky white figure swaying, but that might have been just hisimagination.


  So it stayed like this for a moment, and then the hand that was holding on to his wrists pulled him inanother direction. He didn't know why, but he wasn't frightened at all. He just obediently went wherever thehand pulled him.


  In the amount of time it approximately takes to walk through a short hallway, he finally saw the skyagain, as if he had floated to the surface of a pool.


  To suddenly see the dazzling sunlight shocked him momentarily.


  Towering in front of him was a great tree. He had never before seen a snow-white tree trunk thatlooked as if it was made with a pure white metal. The tree trunk was very thick, but not very tall. Whitebranches extended a long way with their ends hanging down.


  Behind the tree, he saw marvelous landscapes for the first time in his life. He also saw a strangely-shaped, enormous green rock and a group of unusually dressed women.


  Also, the strangest of all was the woman who had been holding on to his hand.


  She looked like she was half-human and half-tiger or leopard. Her face was flat and her round eyeswere opened wide and radiating a glimmer that was hard to describe. He should have felt scared, but for areason he didn't understand, he was not. On the contrary, he sensed that those eyes were very gentle.


  "Taiki..."


  This word came from the lips of the half-woman, half-beast. However, he didn't understand what itmeant. And he also didn't know that this was the first time she had spoken in ten years.


  "Taiki!"


  She used her soft hands to gently stoke his hair, as her round eyes filled with tears.


  Like he had always done very naturally with his mother, he held her hand and drew closer to her face.


  "Did something happen that hurt you?"


  She shook her head not as if she was saying no to Taiki's question, but that he not worry about her.


  This action was also very similar to something his mother would have done.


  "Taiki? So, is he Taiki?"


  It was because of this human voice that finally triggered a realization of his surroundings. Just when hewas wondering what strange thing had happened to him, a woman approached him.


  "This is very rare."


  "Who are you?"


  The woman kneeled in front of him.


  "I am Gyokuyou. I have probably not seen hair like yours for hundreds of years."


  The woman raised her hand and ran her fingers through his hair.


  "You are a kokki, a black kirin! This really is very rare."


  "Is that weird?" he asked.


  He was not looking at the woman who was standing in front of him, but at the half-woman, half-beastbeside him holding his hand. He didn't know why, but in his heart, he had already recognized this half-woman, half-beast as someone he could rely on.


  She once again shook her head silently.


  "Of course it's not weird. This is a very good thing!" said the woman standing in front of him.


  "Since you were born in another world, you were probably already given a name. However, here wewill call you Taiki."


  "Taiki? Why is that?"


  "Because this is the rule."


  "What is this place? I was just standing in the yard."


  He had already realized that what had happened to him wasn't ordinary, but he had not yet come uponanything that would inspire fear or panic in him.


  "This is Mt. Hou. This is where you stay."


  "I...don't think I understand."


  "You will understand in the days to come. Oh, that's right. This is Sanshi, called Haku Sanshi, and herparticular responsibility is to take care of you."


  He lifted his head to look at the half-woman, half-beast at his side.


  "Sanshi..."


  Gyokuyou then looked to the side again.


  "This is Ren Taiho."


  A golden-haired woman was standing next to the white tree trunk. When he followed Gyokuyou's lineof sight, he was just able to see the white snake curled around the golden-haired woman's wrist turn into asilver bracelet. That snake had had two tails, and he thought he saw the second tail turn into a silver ring, butbecause he was so astonished, consequently he didn't dare decide if what he had seen was real or not.


  "You should thank her. In order to help Sanshi get you back, she specially lent us her very precioustreasure."


  He look up to see the golden-haired woman smiling and then glanced at Sanshi again. Sanshi nodded athim, so he then obediently turned toward the golden-haired woman and bowed.


  "Thank you."


  The golden-haired woman just smiled. Gyokuyou, who had been watching the scene satisfyingly,suddenly straightened up and turned to leave.


  "Ah! Gyokuyou..."


  "Taiki, you must call me Lady Gyokuyou."


  Taiki looked up at Sanshi.


  "You should call her Lady Gyokuyou."


  Taiki nodded. He didn't know why, but he didn't doubt anything Sanshi said. Even though Sanshicalled him Taiki, a name he had never heard before, he felt like he should always have been called by thisname, because it had come out of Sanshi's mouth.


  "Lady Gyokuyou... I feel like all of this is very unimaginable!"


  He didn't quite know how to express his feelings of uncertainty.


  Gyokuyou smiled as she looked at him.


  "You will get used to it very soon. Just ask Sanshi if there is anything you don't understand."


  Once again, he looked up at Sanshi. Sanshi gave him a smile--Sanshi didn't really have any expression


  on her face, but he thought he saw a small trace of a smile.


  "Yes."


  He tightened his hold on Sanshi's hand, and he felt Sanshi reply with an even stronger squeeze.


  "Sanshi, Sanshi! Let us get a good look at this child!"


  "Come here, Taiki. I'll help you change your clothes."


  "Don't change your clothes yet. Have a drink of water. Or did you want eat a peach?"


  "There are still plums and pears."


  After Gyokuyou and the woman wearing the bracelet left, the nyosen swarmed upon him, leaving Taikisurrounded and not knowing what to do.


  Although the smiling faces of the nyosen let Taiki know that they were welcoming him, this situationwas still a little too unusual. He held onto Sanshi's hand tightly and leaned towards her. The nyosen saw thisand laughed.


  "Ah, he just wants to be with Sanshi!"


  "Sanshi, you can't have him all to yourself!"


  "Taiki, come over here."


  Finally Teiei could not watch this any longer.


  "Taiki won't know what do with all of you like this. Everyone calm down a little bit, and let Sanshitake care of Taiki." After saying this, Teiei turned to Youka, who had been standing to one side. "Take Taikiback to the palace. It should be better to take him to Rosen Palace."


  Teiei knew that up until now Youka had been preparing Rosen Palace for Taiki's return. Youka lookedgratefully at Teiei for a moment and then vigorously nodded her head.


  Youka walked slowly to Taiki and kneeled down so that she and Taiki were at the same height. Taikilooked straight at her.


  "Your servant wholeheartedly welcomes your return."


  Taiki felt the arm, which Sanshi had laid upon his shoulders in order to protect him, loosen. Sanshigently pressed him forward, closer to the kneeling Youka.


  "May I ask who you are?"


  "I'm called Youka."


  "Lady Youka..." He had only said this much before the nyosen that surrounded him burst out again inlaughter. Youka's face carried a smile upon it as well.


  "Please just call me Youka. You only need to address Genkun as Lady."


  "Genkun?"


  "She is Lady Gyokuyou."


  Taiki looked at Sanshi, and Sanshi nodded. Thus, Taiki accepted this way of speaking.


  "Then... Youka, who are you? Why do you call my arrival a return?"


  "I am a nyosen who lives here on Mt. Hou, and you, Taiki, are the master of Mt. Hou. In fact, you wereborn here!"


  Taiki's eyes widened and he stared at Youka for a moment.


  "I was born here...?"


  "Yes." Youka nodded. "You could also say that this is your homeland."


  "But..."


  Youka shook her head to stop Taiki from continuing.


  "We could not find you because a change occurred in the world and you drifted to another place. Wereally searched for you for a very long time." An expression of both joy and uneasiness crossed Youka'sface. "We were all so worried, because we didn't know where you were or what kind of life you were living.


  You've finally come back, which is something that we are all very happy about. We truly welcome yourreturn."


  Taiki only stared blankly at Youka.


  So he wasn't the child of his parents.


  When this thought occurred to him, it was as if all his uncertainties had been resolved. He now had avery good explanation for why his grandmother disliked him so much and for why he never felt like he fitinto his surroundings.


  In truth, he had never really gotten along with his family. That wasn't what he had wanted, so he hadtried hard to improve relations with his family. However, it seemed like they always had a chasm betweenthem that was too wide to jump over.


  Like many children, he thought about all the ways that he was not similar to other people. He wouldn'thave thought that his feelings were right.


  "Then...is Sanshi my real mother?" He looked back and forth between Sanshi and Youka and saw themboth shake their heads.


  "Sanshi is your servant. It is her personal responsibility to take care of you. And I am a nyosen. Myresponsibility is to handle a few chores so that your time at Mt. Hou is even more comfortable."


  "Then where is my real mother?"


  Youka looked up at the tree. "You were hatched from a fruit that grew on this tree. This is Tentei'sblessing."


  Taiki also looked up at the white tree. Not only was there no fruit on the tree right now, but there wasalso not one flower or leaf. Taiki still understood too little about the creation of life, so he didn't have anydifficulty in believing any of the things that Youka had said.


  Taiki imagined that when season arrived for the fruit to grow, that tree would certainly be full of redfruit. And the fruit must be very big if he had first jumped out from one of them.


  Though he did feel that using this method to arrive in the world was a little strange, he had alwaysthought that he had been different from most people. He understood now that it all had to do with how hehad been born.


  (So it had all been because of this.)


  It was all because he had been taken in from the outside that his grandmother hated him. He probablyalso created a problem for his mother. Because he had come down from a tree, he was never able to win thelove of his grandmother or parents.


  --He didn't have parents. He didn't know exactly why, but he didn't have real parents.


  These thoughts didn't seem illogical to him, so he believed them without a shadow of doubt. This wayof thinking was very reasonable to him and had no trouble spots for him. However, it also made him feelbad.


  "What's the matter?"


  When he suddenly heard Youka ask him this, he hurriedly closed his mouth and shook his headvigorously. Sanshi pulled him closer, as if to comfort him, so he leaned his whole body onto her.


  --Now he knew.


  (I wasn't originally born to my parents.)


  Several memories floated into his head.


  He remembered his grandmother's looks of contempt and his father's reprimands. No matter how hardhe tried, he could never meet their expectations. And whenever his mother argued with his father orgrandmother over him, which was often, she would always end up hiding in the bathroom alone and secretlyweep. His brother was also often lectured, but he always accused him for making him do it.


  "I don't know what to do with him," his young teacher had said. "He doesn't get along with any of hisclassmates, so I don't know what would be the best thing for me to do."


  She had looked at him with concern. "For a child his age not to have any friends at school is a prettyserious problem."


  His grandmother had pursed her wrinkled lips in dissatisfaction. "Why doesn't anyone want to be yourfriend?"


  "Mother, don't be like this. It's the other kids who are purposefully excluding him."


  "Well, that's just because there's a problem with his personality. Why can't he just get along with hisclassmates?"


  "Because he's a scaredy-cat! That's why no one plays with him!"


  "Don't interrupt! You only know how to bully people. It's all because your mother didn't teach youguys right that both of you have let us down. Is our family not going to have any children who makeanything of themselves?"


  "Mother..."


  After his grandmother's nagging, in the end she would always come to the conclusion that it was hismother's fault. That's why his mother would always hide in the bathroom and cry.


  "Why are you this way?" His father would look at him and sigh, but he didn't know how to respond tothat.


  "Isn't it possible for you to behave yourself so that your grandmother doesn't get angry?"


  "I'm sorry." He could only say this.


  "All because of you that I get lectured as well! Every time you get grandmother angry, she lectures metoo!"


  "I'm sorry." He was always apologizing.


  Regardless of how hard he tried, the situation never took a turn for the better.


  He hadn't understood why it was like this. He could only think that his presence itself made his familyunhappy. He had often felt that were he not to exist, his family would be able to live together happily.


  (So it really is like this.)


  He really wasn't like them.


  (I'm not originally a part of their family.)


  When he thought back to his family at that moment, he still felt its warmth. He missed his father andhis mother, and his grandmother and his brother.


  Perhaps if he put more effort into it, everything would change. No one would have to get mad or crybecause of him.


  (But I can't go back again.)


  At this thought, he couldn't hold back the tears any longer.


  Yet those weren't homesick tears; they were tears of goodbye.


  He knew that he would never again return to that family.


  


  Chapter 3


  "Are you awake?"


  Hearing Sanshi's voice, Taiki rubbed his eyes, and then suddenly opened them up and stared at theceiling for a moment.


  The white ceiling was made of a milky stone with a design carved upon its entire surface. A bird wascut into each corner, matching intricate flower and grass patterns that surrounded a circular design engravedin the center. Though the ceiling wasn't painted, it had been set with a multitude of different colored stones.


  "What bird is that?" he asked as he pointed at one of the birds in the corner.


  "That..."


  It looked as if Sanshi didn't know how to answer, so he responded with an "Oh!" In truth, he didn'treally want to know what bird that was. It was just that because he had suddenly remembered his cryingyesterday, he felt a little embarrassed.


  "What time is it right now?"


  He had made up his mind and turned to look at Sanshi. This was a small room, just smaller than hisstudy at home. A thin, beautiful covering had been laid upon the floor, and pillow-like cushions filled threesides of the walls. The top portion of the white stone walls were inlayed with small stones, forming theimage of a tree.


  Only one side was without a wall, having layers of curtains instead. The curtains were rolled up now,and Sanshi was standing on that side.


  Sanshi puzzlingly tilted her head.


  "Well, what am I supposed to do right now? Don't I have to go to school?"


  Taiki knew that his life had undergone a tremendous change. He had a feeling that nothing would belike it had been before, being awakened by an alarm clock, and then changing into his uniform, washing hisface, eating breakfast, and going to school.


  "What should I do now?"


  "You don't have to do anything," said Sanshi as she shook her head. "Would you like to get out ofbed?"


  Hearing Sanshi ask him this, he took it to mean that he could get up, or he could continue sleeping. Hedidn't know if these were temporary privileges or if it would always be like this, but he didn't really careeither way.


  "Yes, I'm getting up."


  Taiki sat up in the small room.


  When he saw Sanshi stand up, he realized that this small room was a step higher than the ground.


  Behind the curtain were doors carved with decorative flower designs, and through the doors he could seeanother room.


  Taiki curiously looked around at the small room he was in and the room outside. Yesterday, he hadcried very hard under the tree, so hard that he had felt a little embarrassed, and afterwards he had wearily27


  fallen asleep. Thus, someone had carried him into this room, and it wasn't until this morning that he hadgotten a good look at it.


  He discovered that this room let people feel at ease, while the other room also looked very comfortable.


  The other room appeared not to have any walls, but stone railings instead, and beyond the room were cliffscovered in green moss. The light shining between the cliffs and the building made the moss gleam. The grassand small bushes on the cliffs had grown into the room, and this gave Taiki a fresh feeling.


  Sanshi walked in, carrying a water bucket and a ladle. She set the bucket on a table in the corner andcalled Taiki over. Taiki rolled out of bed and walked over beside Sanshi.


  "Good morning."


  Sanshi smiled and told Taiki to sit down. He did as she said. He discovered that he wasn't wearing anyclothes, but he didn't care. This was because Sanshi and Youka and all the other nyosen wore styles ofclothing that he had never seen before, so he figured that here, things were done differently than usual.


  Though he was naked, he didn't feel cold, nor did he feel hot. He thought that it must have been amoderate season.


  Sanshi used a very peculiar method to wash his face. Even though this made him feel like a little kidand a little embarrassed, he didn't resist. Sanshi took the bucket outside and brought in a pile of clothes. Hefelt those clothes looked a lot like the kind his grandmother wore.


  When she was dressing him, Sanshi kept her silence. He thought that she sure was a quiet person, but itdidn't make him feel awkward. After he was dressed, Sanshi took his hand and lead him to the room nextdoor. He saw a table in the center of the room on which a breakfast had been set, and Youka standing next toit.


  "Good morning, Youka."


  Youka smiled with joy. "Good morning. Did you sleep well last night?"


  "Very well. Did you make this breakfast?"


  "No, another person is specially assigned to make your breakfast."


  Taiki looked at her with surprise. "Then is there also someone who's specially assigned to sweep?"


  "Yes. Well now, please eat before your food gets cold."


  I've become the child of a rich family, thought Taiki, though in reality, he didn't actually know peoplelike that.


  He raised his hand to receive the long, white chopsticks that Youka handed over to him.


  He looked over the food on the table, none of which he recognized, and then he looked at Youka andSanshi.


  "Aren't you guys eating?"


  "Sanshi doesn't eat, and I've already eaten."


  "But I can't finish this all by myself."


  There were many dishes on the table, big and small.


  "It's okay if you can't finish everything."


  "Is it because I slept late that everyone's already eaten?"


  [image: ]


  Youka laughed. "Sanshi doesn't need to eat anything, but if she did, her status does not permit her toeat with you."


  Taiki tilted his head. Although he had heard of the word "status," he still didn't quite understand whatYouka meant.


  "Can't you all eat with me? Even if I woke up earlier?"


  "No."


  Taiki gave the food on the table a confused look. "Why?"


  "It's probably a rule here, but..."


  "Hm?" Taiki looked up at Youka.


  "It would make be feel very strange, because... um..." Youka's head went askew as she searched for thewords.


  "If you're punishing me for sleeping late by making me eat all alone, then I can understand. But thereare other people here and I'm the only one eating. That makes me feel weird. I think the food would tastebetter if everyone ate together."


  "Well," Youka said quietly as she laughed. Then she nodded her head and called out towards a screenin another corner of the room, "You should all take a short break. Taiki wants to eat with everybody!"


  It looked as if there was yet another room behind the screen.


  


  After breakfast, Youka took Taiki to visit the surroundings.


  Taiki held Sanshi's hand as he stepped outside and stared dumbfoundedly for a moment.


  There were no walls outside of the building, nor doors or windows, and the entrance was shielded byonly a screen.


  Three flights of stone steps led downward onto a small path, but here, there was no courtyard or gate.


  Although a relatively large space existed in front of the steps, it was almost the same as coming out of thebuilding and facing a cliff wall.


  The strange crags towered so high above that Taiki could not see the sky without tilting his head back.


  The small paths, which extended outward in three directions, were extremely narrow, and standing on onewas like standing in a small alley between two tall buildings. Looking back at the building he had juststepped out of, he felt like it had shrunk, as if it was a small house hidden amongst skyscrapers.


  "This place is really beyond imagination," Taiki absent-mindedly mumbled to himself. When Youkaheard this, she laughed.


  "Is it?"


  "This question might be a little weird, but what is this place?"


  Youka tilted her head to the side. "This is Mt. Hou."


  "Oh... I wasn't asking about that. I was talking about..." Taiki wracked his brain for a way to expresshis doubts. "This place should be pretty far from my house, right? I would like to know just how far is itactually? Where in Japan is this? Or are we not inside the country?"


  Even though no one here was speaking a foreign language, everything was so unusual that he felt likeit wasn't Japan.


  "Or have I arrived in a fantasy world?" It was like something depicted in a manga where a secretpassage inside of a wardrobe leads to a fantasy world.


  Youka puzzlingly tilted her head. "I think it should be like that..."


  "Oh..." He felt that this was unimaginable. Everything in front of his eyes appeared to be reality, butthere was a big gap between this reality and the real world that he recognized.


  He thought carefully about what exactly was "reality" and what "reality" could be. The more hethought, the more confused he got, until he let out a heavy sigh and decided never to tackle this problemagain.


  "Is there flat terrain here?"


  "Yes, I'll take you there."


  After they took a few steps, Youka turned and looked at the building behind them. "That is RosenPalace. It is a residence that has been specially prepared for you."


  "Then, it's my home?"


  "Yes. After you've been living here longer, if you feel there's a better palace, please let us know at anytime."


  "I can move too?"


  Youka laughed a little bit. "Of course you can! You are the master of Houro Palace. You may livewherever you like."


  Taiki angled his head. They followed the narrow path and walked to the intersection between a gentleslope and a tunnel.


  "Actually...this is something I don't really understand."


  "Hm?"


  "Houro Palace... that's right here, right?"


  "Yes."


  "Why would I be the master of this place?"


  Taiki felt uncertain. No matter if it was Youka, Sanshi or any of the other nyosen, there were many thatwere older than he, especially Gyokuyou, who looked even more dignified. He didn't understand why he wasthe master and not any of the other people. No matter how he looked at it, it didn't make any sense.


  Youka had a troubled smile on her face. "Because you are a kirin."


  "What is a kirin?"


  "A kirin is what is born from that tree from yesterday."


  Suddenly, a little light popped into Taiki's head.


  "Then, are there others like me?"


  "Yes. Besides you, there are eleven others."


  "Including me, there are twelve total?"


  "Yes. Ren Taiho, whom you met yesterday, is also a kirin."


  "Was it that lady who was wearing a bracelet?"


  "Yes."


  "Then do I have another opportunity to see her?"


  Youka shook her head. "Ren Taiho has already gone back."


  He thought that this was unfortunate. If he hadn't cried so much yesterday that he cried himself tosleep, perhaps he could have talked to Ren Taiho about many things.


  "Then where are the rest of the kirin? Can I meet them?"


  Youka laughed. "Everyone has already gone to their respective kingdoms. Perhaps you will run intothem after you have also descended."


  "Descended?"


  "You will choose a ruler, and then you will leave Mt. Hou."


  "A ruler? There's a ruler?"


  "Yes, and he will become your master."


  "Master?"


  "A kirin will choose a ruler, and then he will serve the ruler. And it is the duty of us here on Mt. Hou totake care of you before that happens."


  So that's how it is, Taiki thought. In the future, he will work as a servant to the ruler. As to which rulerhe will work at the side of, only the future can decide. And before that, he will stay on Mt. Hou, which isprobably similar to living a pious life.


  When he thought all of this through, he finally got a little bit of relief from the uncertainties that hadoccupied his mind since yesterday.


  "But am I qualified enough for such an important job?"


  "Well," Youka sigh again and laughed. "Of course you can! Because you are a kirin."


  "Is a kirin's job to work at the side of a ruler?"


  "Yes."


  "Do the other kirin also do this?"


  Youka nodded and began to list it out. "There are a total of twelve kingdoms here, and every kingdomhas a ruler. There are also twelve kirin. There will always be a kirin at the side of a ruler. This is how thingsare."


  "Oh..."


  "But right now, there are only eleven rulers. The ruler of the kingdom situated in the northeast, TaiKingdom, passed away ten years ago, and a successor has not been chosen yet."


  "Then what about the Kirin of Tai Kingdom?"


  Youka smiled and looked at Taiki. "Isn't he right here?"


  "Me?"


  "Yes, you are the Kirin of Tai Kingdom, so that's why we call you Taiki. You will eventually choose aruler. This is the duty of a kirin."


  Taiki blinked his eyes. "Is it right to let me decide such an important thing?"


  Youka nodded her head energetically. "This is something only you can decide. ...Ah, this is themulberry garden."


  After not too long a time, Taiki became accustomed to life on Mt. Hou: the unusual clothes, the strangecustoms, and the vegetarian meals.


  Even though there were so many remarkable things, Taiki was still little enough that he didn't fuss overthem as an adult might. Especially since he never felt that this way of life was an inconvenience orunsuitable to him, so he very naturally took to it.


  If there was just one thing he had trouble adapting to though, it would have to do with the fact that hisappearance had changed. The mirrors here did not reflect as clearly as they did back at his old home, but,although he understood this much, he still felt as if his reflection in the mirrors was not the same as it used tobe, no matter how he looked at it.


  He had never looked at himself very closely in the mirror before, so he wasn't able to say where exactlyhe was different, but the person in the mirror looked like someone else. He didn't know the reason, but it wasas if the change had occurred when he had first gone through the tunnel full of white mist.


  Right now he had also felt out clearly his own role on Mt. Hou. The nyosen would take care of theorganization of an ordinary day. All he had to do was to get up at a proper time and go to bed at a propertime. When he was awake, he wasn't required to do anything. He just looked around everywhere and askedthe nyosen questions, all in order to get basic knowledge about life on Mt. Hou. This was his homework onMt. Hou.


  The nyosen who protected Taiki and carried with them an unmatched love and at the same time anendless concern, could finally stop worrying.


  "In the beginning I was really so fretful," said one of the nyosen who were spreading a cloth overjasmine flowers in order to dry it in the sun. The scent of the flowers covered by the cloth became stronger.


  "After all, there has never been a kirin that has spent more than ten years away from Mt. Hou."


  Youka also lifted a cloth up and gazed at that other nyosen briefly. "It doesn't matter how many yearsthey've been gone. A kirin is always a kirin. It's not like they'll change."


  "I guess you're right."


  The other nyosen who were folding cloths all laughed. The cloths had all absorbed the smell of thejasmine flowers and were giving off a clear fragrance.


  "But in any case, he did grow up in Hourai, so there are still some things that are strange about him.


  Fortunately, none of it makes anyone uncomfortable."


  Youka heard this and put her hands on her hips. "How can you say that Taiki is strange!? He's mucheasier to approach than the kirin who are born and grow up on Mt. Hou! If anything, we should be grateful!"


  The nyosen who were folding clothes around the area burst into laughter.


  "Youka really favors Taiki!"


  "So what!?"


  The nyosen completely surrounded the determined Youka and waved the cloths around her feet as ifthey were performing the ribbon dance, and then with another shout, they spread out.


  Teiei watched them and couldn't help but laugh as well. "All right, you girls stop picking on Youka."


  The nyosen of Mt. Hou are generally a very lively bunch, but because their work is to take care ofkirin, if a kirin is not around, they can get low-spirited as well. Especially in a situation like before whenthey didn't even know the whereabouts of the kirin, they had all been like balloons that had lost their air.


  Of course, there isn't always a kirin on Mt. Hou. In fact, the length of time when they are away isprobably greater than when they are present. When the kirin aren't there, the nyosen still draw water, washclothes or weave fabrics regardless. Everything they do is for themselves, so they do it all without muchenthusiasm. However, right now things were not like that! Right now, a kirin was living on Mt. Hou!


  Therefore, all the nyosen were also very excited. The nyosen were very fond of kirin, especially towardthis one. In actuality, none of the nyosen really had the liberty to laugh at Youka for favoring Taiki, becauseof the fifty-some nyosen, almost all of them adored him.


  In regard to their poking fun at Youka's favoritism, it was probably a little bit of envy because Taikiand Youka were comparatively closer.


  "Youka!" A crisp and clear child's voice came from far away.


  All the nyosen stopped what they were doing and turned to look at where the voice had come from.


  Just then, Taiki came down a path, running towards the open area.


  "Hide me! Hide me!" said Taiki between breaths as he ran toward Youka and hid behind her.


  "Taiki just wants to be friends with Youka!"


  "That's what I was saying!"


  The nyosen laughed and used the cloths they were holding to cover Taiki up. The little body that hidbetween the jasmine bushes and Youka was completely covered by the cloths in the blink of an eye.


  The nyosen giggled. At this time, a shadow appeared on the ground. It was Sanshi coming down fromthe rocks. The nyosen then all pointed to the eastern path.


  "He's over there, Sanshi!"


  "Taiki ran that way."


  "I almost knocked him over!"


  Even though the nyosen tried to trick Sanshi, there was no way she wouldn't be able to find Taiki. Shewalked directly over to Youka and lifted up the cloth that was covering him. Taiki, who had been hidinginside with neck scrunched up, looked up at her and sighed forcefully. "You still found me."


  Still panting heavily, he sat down and hugged Sanshi's foreleg. Sanshi handed the fabric and clothesback to the nyosen and rubbed his head. The nyosen laughed joyously.


  "It's impossible to hide from Sanshi."


  "I know," said Taiki, as his cheeks turned red. He leaned on Sanshi's foreleg and loosened the collar ofhis robe. Everyone stifled their laughter and watched him. They all thought that Taiki looked much cuterthan any of the kirin who had stayed at Mt. Hou before--It was probably because of their favoritism.


  Youka laughed as she stroked Taiki's hair. His hair had grown much longer since he first arrived, andhis bangs stuck to his forehead because of his sweat. She gently lifted it aside.


  Most kirin had golden hair, but to be accurate, it should be called a mane, rather than hair.


  Furthermore, Taiki's mane was the color of steel. This showed that he was not like most kirin, and it causedthe nyosen to feel that he was particularly dignified.


  "You should go bathe for a bit. It's almost time for dinner."


  The status of a kirin is much higher than that of a nyosen, but since they take care of a kirin's everydaylife, they feel as if the kirin was their own child. Thus, it follows that the tone of their voice isn't overlyrespectful. Even the head of the nyosen, Hekika Genkun is like this, so naturally no one can blame them.


  "Luckily, there is a lot of clothes here for you to change into. I'll tidy up here and then I'll come findyou."


  "Okay." Taiki nodded and stood up. "Sanshi, let's go."


  The nyosen smiled as they watched Sanshi leave, holding on to Taiki's hand.


  "It looks like the one who favors Taiki most is Sanshi!"


  "That's right!"


  Though they all agreed, none of them felt jealous, because Sanshi and the nyosen were not the same.


  Sanshi existed solely for Taiki. Moreover, they were all in a good mood, because anyone who saw Taikibefore dinner could eat with him. This was the newest unwritten rule upon Mt. Hou.


  After she put away the sun-dried clothes, Youka chose a set that smelled like sun and jasmine for Taikiand walked to the river. She used a path by a waterfall that ran beside Rosen Palace, and after she turned acorner, she heard crisp and clear laughter.


  In the river, Taiki was chasing Sanshi's tail around. One moment, it floated up out of the water, and thenext, it sunk back down. Even when he got a hold of her tail, she would lift it up high, sending him back intothe water, and then he would surface again with a splash. At this time, he noticed Youka walking towardshim and waved to her.


  "I've come to see you."


  "Thank you."


  A nyosen spread a cloth at the side of the river. Taiki walked up onto the blanket on the bank, andanother nyosen used the cloth that was hanging at her wrist to wrap around Taiki.


  "I can do this myself."


  "You never completely dry your upper back, so I think you should still let me do it." After the nyosensaid this, she began to wipe down Taiki's body. Even though Taiki felt very embarrassed, all the nyosenwanted to attend to him. And then yet another nyosen helped him put his clothes on, as Youka dried his hairfor him.


  "I think it's okay already."


  "But your hair isn't dry yet."


  He took a few tufts of hair in his hand as it rolled off the cloth. His hair had now become an unusualcolor between black and silver.


  "Is my hair too long?"


  "Right now, it's still too short!"


  Taiki looked Youka with astonishment. "Do I have to keep letting it grow longer? Until it's as long as agirl's?"


  "Usually, you let it grow until it stops growing any longer. We'll cut it neatly for you."


  "Then I can't cut it myself?"


  If you want to be ugly when you transform, then we'll cut it off for you."


  "Transform?"


  Youka began to comb Taiki's already partially dry hair. "You are a kirin, so you can change into theouter form of a kirin."


  "The outer form of a 'kirin'? Do you mean the animal?" [note: in japanese, the word for giraffe is"kirin." for this next part, just keep in mind that while they're all saying "kirin," taiki is thinking of a giraffe,


  while the nyosen are all thinking of the divine beast.]


  "Yes."


  Then, Taiki began to contemplate. He already knew that he was a "kirin," but he thought that it wasonly a name referring to people who were hatched from the fruit of the tree. However, listening to whatYouka was saying, it seemed as if that wasn't the case.


  "Then am I originally an animal?" This confused him. Even though it's said that humans are a kind ofanimal, the meaning was not quite the same.


  "Yes."


  "Then, the person I saw earlier, Ren Taiho, is she one too?"


  "Of course."


  Taiki's understanding lessened even more.


  Was he going to change into a giraffe like a wolfman's transformation? A wolfman's transformationdidn't seem that weird, but to turn into a giraffe, his neck would have to stretch so much, so he felt that it wasdefinitely really weird.


  --At this time, Taiki had not yet figured out what kind of creature a kirin was.


  Teiei had been smiling and watching Taiki and the nyosen when she discovered a look of uncertaintyon Taiki's face and suddenly came to a realization.


  "Oh, it's because you haven't transformed before, so you don't understand. The hair on your head is notthe same as ours. You have a mane."


  Taiki nodded. Giraffes definitely had a sort of mane. Teiei motioned for Taiki to move to in front ofher and gently touched the center of his forehead, near his hairline. At this time, Taiki suddenly felt a rush ofstrong discomfort and anxiety.


  "You have a small bump right here."


  When he heard Teiei say this, Taiki lifted his hand up and rubbed his forehead. There definitely was alittle bump.


  "This is a kirin's horn. This horn is extremely important to the kirin. Just then, when I touched yourforehead, you should have felt very uncomfortable, right?"


  "...A little bit."


  "You don't need to be embarrassed about it. A kirin does not like it at all when someone touches theirhorn. When you get a little older, you'll hate it even more. You won't want to let anyone touch it, not evenSanshi."


  After hearing Teiei say these things, Taiki remembered that he had never liked it when someonetouched his forehead. Even if it had been his mother, he had still felt like running away.


  "Then I'm really a kirin, huh."


  "Of course."


  From the side, Youka anxiously said, "Just wait until you've transformed. Then you'll understand whatwe mean."


  "How do I transform?"


  At this question from Taiki, Youka tilted her head and thought for a little bit. "Yeah... If you had beenborn and raised on Mt. Hou, then you would inherently know. Because those who are born here remain inkirin form for the first part of their lives. But you were born in Hourai, so you've been in human form..."


  Youka wasn't very clear on matters concerning Hourai, but because there had been kirin before who hadcome back from Hourai, she had heard a few things.


  "Does changing into a kirin feel uncomfortable?"


  "There are no kirin who dislike transforming, so I don't think it's uncomfortable."


  "Don't you think it's really weird?"


  "Not at all." After Youka said this, she started to comb Taiki's hair with her fingers again. "You aren'tlike most kirin. Most kirin have manes are gold, like Ren Taiho's. You are a kokki, which I've heard are veryrare! You need to hurry and let me see you after your transformation! The color of your mane is so pretty,you'll definitely look even better after you've turned into a kirin."


  "But I can't think of a way to transform."


  "I think..." Youka sighed. "I can't think of a way either. After all, I'm not a kirin, and I've nevertransformed. If we get a chance, we'll ask Genkun!"


  "Okay..."


  Teiei looked at Taiki, who was not yet completely at ease, and could not help but silently crease herbrow. Having lived in the other world for ten long years, would Taiki actually be able to transform withoutany problems? Though it's said that there has never been a kirin who was not able to transform, if Taiki wereto be the first to set the precedent, it would be too unfortunate.


  Gyokuyou may have an answer to this question, but she wasn't someone one could find just by wantingto find her. However, Taiki was running out of time! Teiei's line of sight moved away from Taiki andYouka, who were joking with each other, as she looked up anxiously at the already darkening sky.


  Luckily, the spring equinox had already passed, but when the summer solstice arrived, there woulddefinitely be people climbing the mountain.


  Is a kirin who cannot transform able to choose a ruler?


  


  Chapter 4


  Taiki absent-mindedly wandered around the small paths, not looking at where he was going at all. Inaddition, Taiki was still essentially unfamiliar with the roads outside of Rosen Palace. However, sinceSanshi was with him, he didn't worry about getting lost.


  He was walking aimlessly like this for a while when he suddenly saw a gate in front of him,obstructing the path. The door was shut tightly, preventing Taiki from going any further.


  This was the outer perimeter of Houro Palace. It probably took him a while to walk here from RosenPalace, which meant that he had already been lost in thought for a long time.


  "..." Taiki sighed. The bolt for the gate was on this side, so it would have been easy to open the gate,had he wanted to. However, the nyosen had told him before that he absolutely could not take one step out ofthis gate.


  But Taiki didn't feel like heading back, so he turned around and raised his arms toward Sanshi, whohad been quietly following him.


  "Sanshi, can you take me up there?"


  Sanshi nodded her head and picked Taiki up. At Taiki's current age, it wouldn't be easy for mostwomen to lift him, but ever since he returned to Mt. Hou, he was no longer as heavy as he looked on theoutside. Since he now had an immortal body, he was extremely light, so Sanshi didn't expend the slightestamount of energy to pick him up. Only two or three jumps and she arrived at the top of a cliff.


  Looking down from the top, Houro Palace looked like a maze. The roofs of the palace structures thatwere scattered everywhere reflected a greenish light. At the edge of the maze there stood a snow-white tree,which at that moment was bathed in sunlight.


  Taiki held on to Sanshi as he stared in the direction of the tree.


  Gazing at it from above, Houro Palace appeared to be in the shape of a fan. The Shashinboku wassituated beside a cliff wall on the terrace furthest east, which was also the eastern boundary of the palace.


  The top of the enormous, strangely-shaped crag could not be seen, and the bottom extended into a gorge ofan unknown depth. Most people could not walk its complex, intertwining terrain.


  On the inner side of the terrace, there was a gradual slope, the area of which was wider the closer it got.


  At some point, it diverged into a countless number of small paths, and at another point it converged into onepath. This path was cut off firmly by the gate that Taiki had just seen at the end of the maze.


  A steep mountain peak stood on the northern side of the maze. The cliff wall of the steep mountain, aswell as the soaring peak that extended past the clouds included no easy way to climb, even for Sanshi.


  The eastern and northern sides were protected by towering cliff walls, so those who wanted to visitHouro Palace must first enter through that gate, and then walk the correct route through the maze in order toreach their destination.


  Taiki left Sanshi's embrace and, standing on the crag, he looked back behind him.


  On the southern and eastern sides outside of the maze of the palace, the confusing terrain continued.


  The inside and outside of the maze formed a single gigantic labyrinth. Even with Taiki looking at itfrom above, he wasn't clear where the border between the two actually was.


  However, the terrain on the outside did look slightly simpler than that of the inside. The small pathswere wider and the open areas were much bigger. If someone walking in the middle of it mastered thedirection of the sun, they should be able to reach Houro Palace.


  Taiki was thinking these things as he looked around, when he saw an emerald green glimmer comingfrom somewhere a far distance down the mountain.


  "Sanshi, what's over there?" Taiki asked as he pointed. Sanshi looked in that direction with her roundeyes.


  "Hoto Palace..."


  "There are palaces outside of the gate?"


  Sanshi nodded. "Outer palaces."


  "Oh..."


  In this way, Taiki was looking at the maze, when a strong gust of wind blew at them. He looked aroundand saw no oceans around, but the wind had carried with it the smell of the sea.


  "What's wrong?" Sanshi couldn't help but ask, seeing Taiki stare into the distance as he stood in thewind. Sanshi did not speak up to ask him questions very often, so that meant that he appeared to becompletely lost in thought.


  "Sanshi, did you have to transform in order to look like you do now? Or were you born this way?"


  Sanshi gently stroked his head. "Nyokai cannot transform. Transformation requires a special power inorder to perform."


  "Oh..."


  "Changing your outward appearance is not a very easy thing to do. There are youma that are capable ofit, but their magical powers are extremely strong. Even monarchs may not be able to control them."


  "Youma?"


  "They are creatures that possess supernatural powers and do not listen to the will of the heavens."


  "Are nyokai also youma?"


  Sanshi shook her head. "Nyokai are creatures that are between humans and youju, called nin'you oryoujin. The special ones born on Mt. Hou are called nyokai."


  "Then... are kirin considered youju?"


  Sanshi revealed to Taiki an expression that no one else had ever had a chance to see. "Kirin definitelypossess powers, but we don't call kirin by the name youju. Kirin are shinju, divine beasts."


  "Why?"


  "Because in this world, only gods and monarchs are nobler than the kirin. More particularly, only theTaiou, Lady Seioubo and Tentei hold a higher status than you."


  "I...don't quite understand."


  Sanshi brushed his hair. "Then just remember that since Seioubo and Tentei don't usually come downfrom the Heavens, you will probably never have a chance to meet them. Thus, the only one who is noblerthan you is the Taiou."


  "Then what about everyone else? Doesn't Lady Gyokuyou have a higher status than me?"


  "If you can call her by the name Gyokuyou, that means that you and she share the same status. It isonly etiquette that requires you address her as Lady."


  "This is so complicated."


  "Is it very complicated?"


  "Yes." Taiki lowered his head to look at the scenery below his feet. After standing in the wind for amoment, he asked Sanshi another question.


  "What do I need to do...to be able to transform?"


  Sanshi looked at the depressed expression on Taiki's face. "That is an ability that you were born with...


  When the time comes, you will do it naturally."


  "Really...?" Taiki lowered his eyelids. Recently, a lot of the nyosen had told him to quickly transforminto a black kirin so that they could experience something new. Taiki knew that the nyosen all adored him,so that he could satisfy their hopes. However, he had no idea as to how he would do it.


  "You don't need to worry... you just need to live your days with happiness."


  "Okay..." Taiki leaned his head on Sanshi's wrist.


  It was at this moment that he spotted two figures on a small path in the vicinity of Hoto Palace.


  "Sanshi, there are people over there."


  Sanshi looked over toward Hoto Palace and nodded her head. "It's probably a couple nyosen who'vegone to burn some incense. They're bringing flowers and sticks of incense to the altar in Hoto Palace."


  "Sanshi, let's return with the nyosen."


  Taiki had no way to get himself down to the path from the top of the crag, so he prepared himself forSanshi to carry him down. At this time, Sanshi suddenly jerked her head fiercely.


  "What's wrong?"


  In the second that it took Taiki to ask this question, Sanshi's outline looked like it had been sucked intoa little crack and disappeared.


  "Sanshi?"


  "Stay where you are and don't move."


  He only heard Sanshi's voice--her voice came from beside him, full of a tense feeling, but he couldn'tsee her.


  Taiki stood on the crag. Hearing such a nervous tone, as well as an unimaginably monstrous ferocitydevelop in her voice, he guessed that something was definitely out of the ordinary.


  Taiki carefully looked around, not daring to breathe too loudly. He grabbed onto the cliffside, andstretched his neck out to see if he could find Sanshi's figure. At this time something suddenly brushed pasthis neck.


  "Huh...?"


  He felt something fly towards him and graze his cheek. And then, something else wrapped itselfaround his hands, with which he had been holding on to the cliffside. Suddenly, his hands were tugged by astrong force and it flung his body over the side of the rock face.


  In that second, Taiki saw that his hands were bound by a long chain.


  He began to fall.


  --Someone was pulling him off the crag.


  "I've got you!"


  Taiki was startled awake by a loud and coarse voice.


  He suddenly remembered that he had fallen off of the crag and into the area beyond the boundarywhere the nyosen had told him never to cross. When he tried to think back to why he had fallen, he heardanother deep shouting. He was laying on the ground and turned to see where the voice came from, when hesaw a few droplets of blood spray thru the air.


  "It looks like blood..." In the moment this thought floated into his mind, it was as if his bodytemperature had dropped, and he was suddenly unable to move his body.


  He remembered a peculiarity that he had almost forgotten after he had arrived at Mt. Hou.


  --I'm afraid of blood!


  Even when it was blood from his own injury, he almost couldn't stand it. If it was someone else's bloodcoming out of their wound, he would get so scared that he couldn't breathe.


  He tried to close his eyes, but even his eyelids wouldn't listen to his commands. It was as if he hadforgotten to take a breath, and all he could feel was the urgent beating of his heart. He had almost reachedhis limit. The sight of the blood spray kept replaying itself deep inside his pupil, which had already lostfocus.


  (I was originally standing on top of the crag!)


  Then something had bound his hands and dragged him down. He felt that that thing was still wrappedaround his hands now, like it was a chain of thorns.


  He knew that he had fallen off the crag.


  He was now laying on the ground which was piled full of rocks, with his body in an unnatural position.


  He was on his back with stones under him.


  Having fallen from such a high place into the bottom of a valley, and passing by so many sharp rocks,logic dictates that he must have been wounded. However, right now Taiki was not clear on whether or not hehad been injured, or if through a miracle, he was only lightly hurt.


  He could only feel the strong beating of his heart. His hands and feet were already so cold he could notmove them, and he was dizzy as if he had a fever. He couldn't wipe the bright red pigment of blood away. Itoccupied his mind and was so vivid that there was no way for him to understand what was going on in frontof him.


  He wanted to shake his head forcefully so that he might wake up a little bit, however he couldn't evenblink his eyes. Was his inability to move due to an injury? Or was it because he had just seen droplets ofblood? What was actually going on right now?


  "You monster!" He heard a coarse voice calling out, and finally understood what it was that he waslooking at.


  It was a man. He was a big man who was holding a sword in his hands.


  And that sword was pointed at Sanshi!


  "I'm not going to be beaten by a nin'you! Go the hell back to the Yellow Sea!"


  He raised the sword and sliced it down quickly.


  (Sanshi!)


  He wanted to shout, but he couldn't make any sounds.


  The edge of the blade made an arc in the air, brushing past Sanshi's body. Sanshi had reached out in anattempt to grab a hold of his throat.


  The tips of her white fingers had been stained red. In the next moment, Sanshi's wrist sprayed freshblood as the edge of the sword crossed it.


  (Stop!)


  He shut his eyes tightly, secretly wishing that he wouldn't have to open them again. He was already notsure if he was still breathing or if his heart was still beating.


  He didn't want to open his eyes, but all of a sudden a strong force tugged at his hands, and he openedhis eyes in shock. Before he was clear on what had happened, he had already rolled off the rocks.


  His back was struck and just as he wanted to cry out, his wrists were being tugged again. He looked uponly to see his two wrists being pulled into the air. Around his wrists was a thin chain that was connected allthe way to the man's hand that wasn't holding the sword. Whenever the man moved a little, a sharp painwould occur in his shoulders and elbows as if they were being dislocated. He was dragged forward on top ofa crag in this way, with the upper portion of his body rubbing against the top of the stones, causing him apiercing pain.


  "Who are you?"


  The man was pointing his sword at Sanshi as he looked at Taiki. He looked very angry.


  "Why is your hair like this?" The tone of the man's voice sounded like he was blaming him, but Taikididn't know how he should reply.


  Sanshi jumped in front of the man again. He swung the sword at her and cut her leg. Bright red spotssprayed from Sanshi's body once again.


  The man glared at Taiki again and twisted his long, cruel face as he yelled at him loudly.


  "Boy, you aren't a kirin?"


  Kirin? Of course he was a kirin. Everyone had said so.


  Could he answer him like this?


  But right now, he was more worried about Sanshi!


  Sanshi...


  (Ah... She's bled so much...)


  Whenever the man moved, Taiki's wrists would be jerked at. It was so painful, he felt like his wholebody was going to be ripped apart.


  "Damn it! And I thought you were a kirin. I spent all this time and I end up with a little brat and anin'you following me!"


  Sanshi lunged at the man again, but met only his sword as he swung it at her. More blood dropletssplattered onto the ground. Sanshi backed up as the man moved forward a few steps, causing Taiki to bedragged along again, the sharp rocks scratching up his body.


  "How did a nin'you like you get into Mt. Hou? Let me teach you a thing or two!"
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  He cut Sanshi again with the point of the blade, which hit the rocks.


  (Sanshi...)


  Sanshi's white body was already spotted with blood.


  (Sanshi, run away...)


  He really wanted to call this out, but he could not say anything...


  


  "Stop this immediately!"


  Suddenly hearing a loud sharp voice, Taiki opened his eyes.


  "How...could this happen!?"


  "Taiki!"


  He heard a mass of footsteps running in his direction as pale-faced nyosen entered his line of sight.


  "This...is too much! Taiki!"


  When the nyosen ran over and reached out their hands, Taiki broke out in tears. Warm hands pickedhim up and he smelled the pleasant fragrance of a nyosen, making him feel like he could sleep forever.


  "What is going on here? Sanshi, stop!"


  "Is she your pet dog? Quickly, take her away!"


  "You're the one who should go away, you horrible person!"


  Hearing a loud shouting, Taiki lifted up his head.


  It had been Teiei's voice. This was the first time he had seen her so agitated. The man was also lookingat her with surprise, while Sanshi hatefully glowered at the man.


  "Sanshi, that's enough. If you bleed any more you won't be able to be by Taiki's side. If you don't wantthat to happen, then you should cool down a little bit."


  After saying this to Sanshi, Teiei glared at the man.


  "How dare you come to Mt. Hou and treat Taiki in this vulgar manner!"


  "Taiki?" The man looked at the child who was being tightly embraced by a nyosen.


  "You're saying that this brat... no, this child is Taiki?"


  "Correct! Since ancient times, the only children that appear on Mt. Hou are the Mt. Hou Kou. And youperform these treacherous actions upon Mt. Hou Kou! I would like to hear an explanation now."


  An expression of joy piled upon the man's entire face.


  "Taiki! I can't believe I caught him." After saying this, he strode forward a step.


  Teiei extended her hand to block him. "What is your answer? You are not to get one step closer to Mt.Hou Kou! I want to hear your explanation first."


  "I've caught Taiki! It was me!"


  "You still won't answer me? Is it possible that you want to experience the power of the nyosen?"


  The man had a hateful grin upon his face. "I am the Shikou Daibu of the Bakou in Tai Kingdom. I amcalled Goson. I heard that the kirin had returned to Mt. Hou, so I came."


  "Hoto Palace has not permitted anyone by the name of Goson to climb the mountain."


  "Ah... Regarding this, I am very sorry. I was too eager to see Houro Palace, and consequently, I did notgo to Hoto Palace beforehand to tell them. However, I've caught the kirin!"


  "You've caught him? What do you mean by ‘caught him'?"


  The man widened his eyes. "I've caught the kirin. Though my hasty rush up the mountain is mymistake, for which I apologize, but I hope that you can grant Taiki to me."


  After saying this, the man laughed. "I am the King of Tai!"


  Taiki felt the body of the nyosen who was embracing him begin to shake with anger. And as if it hadbeen contagious, Teiei's shoulders also started to shake a little.


  "You ignorant fool!"


  Hearing Teiei's angry yell, the man couldn't help but take a half-step back.


  "Who would have thought that the Bakou of Tai Kingdom would actually have allowed such a foolishperson to become the Shikou Daibu!"


  The man retreated another half-step backward.


  "What did you think Taiki was? Did you think that the honorable Mt. Hou Kou was the same as theyouju that you catch in the Yellow Sea? Don't kid yourself! You, the King of Tai? I advise you to get off thismountain before lightning strikes you as a punishment from the Heavens!"


  "But..."


  "Be quiet! If more nonsense comes out of your mouth, even if the Heavens don't punish you, I will tearyou into pieces!"


  The man could no longer speak, his mouth simply opening and closing.


  The nyosen who was holding Taiki stood up and carefully helped Taiki remove the chain on his wrists.


  She gently rubbed the skin where the chain had bound Taiki's wrists, and then she stroked his cheekand brushed his hair. Then she spoke to Taiki, who was near tears again.


  "This makes me so angry. You must have been so scared! I am going to take you back to the palacenow."


  "But Sanshi..." He looked at Sanshi, who was standing quietly to one side. The nyosen shook her head.


  "Not yet. Don't worry about her right now."


  Though he still wasn't clear on what had happened, he did know that Sanshi was injured for the sake ofprotecting him.


  He wanted to know if her wounds were serious and to thank her and treat her wounds, but just lookingat her with blood all over her body, made his heart feel like it was being squeezed. Since Sanshi's body gaveoff a strong smell of blood, no matter what, he would not be able to be close to her.


  He carried a mood that was hard to get over as he let the nyosen pick him up. His whole body ached,and as a result, he really wanted to cry before the nyosen had even walked one step.


  - - - - -


  After they entered the big gate, he saw Youka.


  All the nyosen who ran over to him saw Taiki's appearance and cried out. The nyosen who wascarrying him explained what had happened to them, and after they heard, they rushed outside.


  "Really...this is too much!" said Youka, as she stared angrily out the gate. Then she anxiously reachedher hands to Taiki.


  "This is really unfortunate. You must have been so scared. Are you all right?"


  "Sanshi..."


  Youka nodded her head in understanding.


  "Sanshi's fine. Although a nyokai's wounds might look very serious, they will heal very quickly. Butdid you get hurt?"


  "I don't know."


  "At any rate, we should return to the palace first. Sanshi will clean her body before she comes back, soyou don't need to worry."


  Taiki finally nodded his head.


  "You don't need to be so sad. There was nothing you could do. Kirin have always been creatures thatfeared blood. Even to the point that some kirin will get sick when they just smell blood!"


  "Really...? The other kirin are like this too?"


  "Yes, so you don't need to feel so ashamed. After Sanshi comes back, I'll help treat her wounds."


  "Okay..."


  Taiki reached his hand out to Youka, and Youka picked him up.


  Afterwards, all the nyosen who had come rushing argued about who would carry him back, all alongthe road to Rosen Palace.


  After they got back to his bedroom at Rosen Palace, Youka brought a big basin of medicinal water andlet Taiki soak in it.


  She carefully checked Taiki's body for injuries and then delicately washed his body as she listened tohim tell her about what had happened to him. She listened and silently cursed the foolish man several times.


  "Do you know what was actually going on?" Taiki still didn't quite understand the cause of theoccurrence.


  Youka smiled at the puzzled and anxious Taiki. "It was because I was too careless, thinking thatsince the spring equinox had passed, everything would be fine... Please forgive me for my mistake."


  "You didn't make a mistake."


  "No, I should have been more clear with you. Luckily, you didn't get any serious injuries. When youfell off the crag, I'm certain it was Sanshi that caught you. After she comes back, you need to properly showher your appreciation."


  "Yes..."


  "Also, please promise me that you will never, even if Sanshi is with you, cross the big gate of HouroPalace without a nyosen accompanying you. No, please promise me not even to get near to the big gate."


  "I won't go out there."


  Hearing Taiki say this, Youka nodded her head. And then after Taiki got out of the bath, she wrappedhim up with the towel in her hand.


  Youka carried Taiki to his bed and lightly wiped his body clean.


  "...The kirin will choose a ruler."


  "How is the ruler chosen? Shouldn't the child of the king succeed him?"


  "No, the kirin chooses him."


  "I don't understand..."


  "Actually, I'm not too clear on it either. After all, I'm not a kirin. But it's probably like this: the ruler isdecided by Tentei, who holds the highest status in the Heavens. After he compares the natures of manypeople, he chooses the person who most fit to be the ruler."


  "Oh..."


  "And then Tentei will inform the kirin of his choice... Oh, he doesn't just use his mouth to tell the kirin!It's just that when the kirin meets the person who should become the ruler, he will know naturally that it ishim, because the kirin will receive a revelation."


  "What's a revelation?"


  "That's something only a kirin knows. If you are a kirin, it is certain that you will be able to feel therevelation. Regardless of how small the kirin is, they can definitely all choose a ruler."


  "...Okay."


  "After a little while, those who hope to become the ruler will climb Mt. Hou in droves. That is howthey will be able to meet you, so that you can choose a ruler out of them."


  "Just like...that guy today?"


  Youka nodded. She put down the cloth she had been using to dry Taiki's hair and began to help him puton his undergarments.


  "Yes. A lot of people will come! Then... It'll probably be around the summer solstice."


  "Why the summer solstice?"


  "Because Mt. Hou is located in the center of the Yellow Sea. Ordinarily, people aren't allowed into theYellow Sea. However, there are four gates upon the periphery of the Yellow Sea. Once they go throughthose gates, they will have entered the Yellow Sea. Also, the four gates will open alternately at the springand fall equinoxes and the summer and winter solstices."


  The day the gate opens is called Ankou Day. Outside of Ankou Day, these four gates are so closelyprotected that not even a drop of water can get through.


  "They only open for one day?"


  "Right, from noon on the day of, to noon on the day after. The spring equinox occurred not long afteryou had just arrived, and I thought that even if those people had wanted to climb the mountain, theyprobably wouldn't have had enough time. I didn't think it could happen, so I lowered my guard. Pleaseforgive my error."


  "That's okay."


  "That man today probably rushed here to make it in time. However, when the summer solstice arrives,then there really will be many people coming to climb the mountain."


  "Oh..."


  "To get from any of the four gates to here, no matter how fast they are, it takes half a month. Thus,once they enter a gate, they aren't able to leave until the next time a gate opens. Also, those who wish toclimb Mt. Hou will set up camp in the area around Hoto Palace, and they will stay there until the day theycan leave. Although there are many youma and youju in the Yellow Sea, they aren't able to enter Mt. Hou, sostaying there is very safe. When the time comes, there will be so many people that the commotion will seemlike a small town!"


  "That many people? Then will I really know who the ruler is?"


  "You don't need to worry. You will gain a revelation, so you will certainly know. Regardless of howgreat a person looks, if you don't receive the revelation, then they aren't the ruler."


  "Okay..."


  "However, among those, there will still be people like that idiot today, who think that they just need touse their savage strength to capture the kirin or force the kirin to bow down to them in order to make themking."


  "So is that why Houro Palace was built at the end of a maze?"


  "Probably. Because when some people hear that a kirin has been born, they will want to come and takethe kirin."


  "Oh..."


  "When you are allowed outside of the gate, naturally we will take you outside, so until that time, youmust not run out there by yourself. Even when you are inside the gates, you still need to be careful."


  "I know."


  Youka smiled and rubbed Taiki's head. "When the kirin receives the revelation, he will bow in front ofthe ruler.


  Besides the ruler, the kirin will absolutely not bow down to anyone else. Even in the shrines of Tenteiand Seioubo, only kirin are allowed to not bow down in respect."


  "Wow..."


  "And then the kirin will vow never to abandon the ruler, never to disobey his royal command, andpledge his loyalty to the ruler."


  "Okay."


  "After the ruler vocally agrees, the kirin will press his forehead, or I should say his horn, against thefeet of the ruler. Thereupon, that person formally becomes the ruler. The person you choose will be calledTaiou, which is what the ruler of Tai Kingdom is called. And from then on, you will be called Tai Taiho."


  "This is so complicated!"


  Seeing Taiki's sour face, Youka laughed.


  "Is it? After you choose a ruler, you will ascended to a place even higher than Mt. Hou. There sits theshrine of Seioubo, where you will take the Taiou."


  "How do I take him up there? Even Sanshi can't go up there."


  Youka laughed even more happily.


  "At that time, a road will naturally appear. You will go up and enter the shrine to receive the Tenchoku.


  Afterwards, you will go down to the Kingdom of Tai. You shouldn't ask me what the Tenchoku is though,because this is something only kirin and rulers know about."


  "Okay."


  "When it comes time, a path of beautiful clouds will appear from Mt. Hou straight to the Kingdom ofTai, and you will ride the clouds all the way down to Tai Kingdom."


  "And then?"


  "And then?" Youka looked at Taiki and saw only Taiki's anxious face.


  "And then what happens? Am I going to live in Tai Kingdom forever?"


  "Of course."


  "Then will I never see you again?" Taiki looked like he was about to cry. "What about Sanshi? AndTeiei? And the rest of the nyosen?"


  "Well," Youka sighed. She hugged Taiki, who was sitting on the bedding. "Yes... I suppose we maynever have another chance to meet. However, Sanshi will always stay by your side, forever and ever."


  "Do I have to choose a ruler?"


  "Choosing a ruler is your most important duty!"


  Seeing Taiki hugging her tightly with his little hands, Youka gently stroked his back.


  "You must become an exceptional kirin and choose a great ruler! We will all care about you from faraway at Mt. Hou."


  Mt. Hou was a place to bring up kirin, so once a kirin leaves Mt. Hou, on principle, they cannot comeback. After all, the nyosen of Mt. Hou need to concentrate on taking care of the newly born kirin. But Taikididn't need to know these things right now.


  "Our only hope is that you can become a spectacular kirin and fulfill your duties without anyproblems."


  Taiki nodded.


  --Although, it was very forced.


  Finally, relative to the calendar, summer was getting closer and closer.


  Relative to the calendar because there were no so-called seasons on Mt. Hou.


  After a page was turned, it would be the summer solstice. On that day, the Reikon Gate on thesouthwestern side of the Yellow Sea would open.


  "Taiki, I'll brush your hair into a topknot," said Teiei to Taiki. Because she saw that as Taiki wasgathering stones from the river, he would constantly be pulling his hair out of the water.


  "Okay," said Taiki as he sat down on the crag next to the river. Teiei unfastened the thin rope that wasat her waist and began to tie a topknot. Taiki's neatly trimmed head of steel-colored hair had already growndown to his back, but then putting it up into a topknot made it feel like it was still too short.


  "Can I trim my bangs?"


  "If you must trim them, we will do it for you. However, if you end up regretting it, we won'tsympathize."


  "This length should already be long enough, shouldn't it?"


  Hearing Taiki say this with such apprehension, Teiki couldn't help but laugh.


  "When you transform into a kirin, your hair won't be this long. It will become a length that is just right.It looks like your hair is still growing, so that means that it's not yet long enough."


  "If only I could transform now and see if it's long enough or not."


  "That's not necessary. We are all very experienced! Your topknot is finished."


  Teiei squinted and watched as Taiki jumped back into the water with a plop.


  "Have you heard the story of Sairin?"


  "Sairin? Nope."


  "A long time ago, there was a kirin who liked to look pretty, called Sairin."


  "That's a woman because she has Rin in her name, right?"


  "Right. Sairin was always very envious of the nyosen's hairstyle, so she would always complain thatshe wanted the nyosen to brush her hair into a topknot."


  "And then she got a topknot with a hairpin, like you?"


  Teiei nodded as she was sewing clothes. "Right. We combed her hair with pomade and tied it up into atight topknot, and then we inserted all sorts of hairpins. Unexpectedly, when evening came and shetransformed in order to get back to the palace, her mane was still bound in a topknot and there was no wayfor her to straighten her neck, so it became crooked."


  Taiki giggled.


  "That must have hurt."


  "Right. So you have to be careful. If you transform with your hair in a topknot, it will hurt a lot."


  "All right!"


  Taiki and Teiei both laughed. Following that, Teiei lowered her head to look at the clothes beside herhand.


  Ever since that incident with that Goson from Ba Province, Taiki always had at least two or threenyosen by his side. Because when the nyokai encounters urgent situations, the only thought that goesthrough her mind is to protect Taiki, sometimes she will injure herself needlessly and cause injury to Taiki.


  Just like on that day, after Sanshi had cleaned her body once, she had still not been able to completelywash off the smell of blood. Taiki didn't tell the nyosen and let Sanshi be by him until he fell asleep like inthe past. As a result, he had gotten a fever by the next day.


  (It would be better if Taiki had shirei...)


  Teiei quietly thought to herself.


  Relying only on Sanshi to protect Taiki isn't enough.


  At times like these, she felt like the ten years that Taiki had been away from Mt. Hou was really toolong a time.


  The Yellow Sea around the Five Mountains was a habitat for youma, and ordinarily, a kirin would usehis spare time to walk along the periphery of the Yellow Sea and tame youma, turning them into his shirei.


  At first he would find a few smaller youma at the foot of the Five Mountains to test out his skill and tamethem.


  (However, Taiki's already run out of time...)


  Moreover, Taiki also didn't know how to tame youma, and there was no way Teiei could teach him,because this should have been an instinctual skill that a kirin was born with.


  (If only he had come back five years earlier.)


  Kirin are born in beast form and in their first five years, do not change their appearance, since theydon't have a horn yet. They don't know how to speak and don't quite understand everything a nyosen says,like a small bird that has just hatched.


  However, newly hatched birds can't fly, but kirin already know how to gallop through the air whenthey are born. Small kirin can only follow their nyokai around, wandering blithely through the FiveMountains, as they search for youma and tame them for their own amusement. Small kirin grow up onlydrinking their nyokai's milk, so they build up a resistance to injury and blood.


  Though it is a little different for every kirin, they begin to transform every now and then to humanform and speak the human language after an average of about five years. After another period of time, theirtransformations will last longer, until one day the sharp tips of their horns will emerge from their foreheads.


  That is also the time it stops nursing, and from then on, they can show their complete human forms.


  Thus, from the time they stop nursing, most kirin just know naturally how to transform and how totame youma, and they don't need anyone to teach them. Though they are not considered fully grown untiltheir horns are completely developed, they basically already possess all the skill that a kirin should have.


  Also, it isn't until this time that the flag can be raised.


  After a kirin stops nursing, their native kingdom--although they weren't really born in that kingdom,most people refer to it as such--receives news of this event, and every shrine in the kingdom raises a KirinFlag. This meant that there was a kirin on Mt. Hou who was already prepared to choose a ruler. After allthose that hope to be the ruler see the raised flag, they then climb the mountain in throngs.


  Teiei sighed.


  Taiki was no longer a small kirin. On the day that he had returned to Mt. Hou, his native kingdom, TaiKingdom had raised the Kirin Flag. There was no way to tell the people now that Taiki was not yet ready.


  He had to choose a ruler. At this point, Taiki should already know how to transform, and he should alreadyhave shirei.


  "What's the matter?"


  Taiki asked Teiei this. He may have heard Teiei sighing.Teiei shook her head at Taiki's curious face.


  It would be better if she didn't say anything. Or else it might be like the matter concerning histransformation, causing Taiki to worry to himself. After all, this was something that no one could teach him.


  It wasn't easy to cheer Taiki up, and she didn't want to make him depressed and unhappy again.


  Ever since Taiki had heard Youka say that after he chooses a ruler, he wouldn't be able to return to Mt.Hou, he had been in low spirits. The closer the summer solstice got, the more he moped, making the nyosenwho saw him feel all anxious inside.


  He was like this up until he had heard that there wasn't necessarily a real ruler among the people whowill climb the mountain during the summer solstice, and that some kirin live on Mt. Hou for several yearsand wait many seasons before they finally find a ruler. Then, he recovered the cheerfulness of his formerdays again.


  "We need to think of a way to take advantage of the time we have now..."


  Fortunately, there were no people at Hoto Palace right now. It seemed that the only person to make itfor the Ankou Day of the spring equinox was that Goson.


  Afterwards, all the nyosen had reproached Goson, and they also didn't give him any food or waterbefore chasing him off the mountain. In order to get back to the Kingdom of Tai, he had to wait at theReikon Gate for the next Ankou Day before the gate would open. However, setting up camp there, he had toavoid the attacks of the youma and youju, which was not an easy thing to do. Even though he wouldprobably be able to survive, when Ankou Day arrives and the crowds enter the Reikon Gate to climb themountain, he will definitely become a laughingstock. However, Teiei did not feel sympathy for him at all.


  But the current situation could only be kept until the summer solstice. After that day passes, HotoPalace will be filled with a multitude of people. Perhaps they could make the most of their time by takingTaiki to the Yellow Sea and letting him scuffle with the small youma, and possibly then he would be able tofigure out how to tame youma. But then again, compared to most small kirin, Taiki had already lost thetenacity of an animal born in the wild, so Teiei was very afraid that something unexpected would happenthat they would not be able to control.


  "Teiei, do you have something on your mind?"


  Hearing a voice, Teiei lifted her head and saw Taiki looking at her with concern.


  "No..."


  "Are you worrying about me?"


  Teiei gently laughed. Taiki already knew that everything that a nyosen would be anxious about had todo with the kirin. This caused Teiei both to be happy that Taiki was smart and clever, and to adore that hewas so perceptive he was able to sense what was in her heart.


  "How could that be!?"


  "But..."


  "I've just been sewing so much that I'm feeling a little restless. I'm telling you, I don't like doingneedlework at all!"


  "Do you want me to help?"


  "Ah! I must really thank you, but if you did sew better than me, then I would be too embarrassed. Don'tworry about about and go play!"


  Teiei laughed and rubbed Taiki's head, as she secretly thought, "If only we could let Taiki meet otherkirin, then things would be better."


  A kirin would be able to teach Taiki all the things that the nyosen and Sanshi could not.


  


  Chapter 5


  Lady Gyokuyou!" called out Taiki suddenly, just as he finished his lunch at Rosen Palace.


  Rosen Palace held a total of five rooms, and Gyokuyou entered the center room with a golden-hairedyoung man behind her. Seeing this scene, the bowing Teiei couldn't help but secretly admire Gyokuyou.(Genkun had already thought of this.)


  "It hasn't been long since the last time I saw you, but you've already grown so much."


  Gyokuyou smiled as she stroked Taiki's hair.


  "Your mane has grown long. Are your days here good?"


  "Very good," replied Taiki to Gyokuyou, as his eyes drifted over to the young man behind her. Otherthan that time he encountered Goson, this was the first time he had seen a man on Mt. Hou, so he was verycurious.


  "This is Kei Taiho, Keiki."


  Taiki's eyes widened. "Is he a kirin too?"


  Gyokuyou nodded.


  Taiki looked up at the expressionless Keiki, who nodded at Taiki.


  Even though he looked like he was very uninterested, Taiki was still very happy to meet another kirin.


  After all, Taiki knew that he was a kirin, but he still wasn't sure what kind of a creature a kirin actually was.


  Gyokuyou looked at the surrounding nyosen.


  "Rosen Palace looks very busy."


  Youka hurriedly lowered her head and replied, "I'm sorry. Since Taiki doesn't like to eat alone..."


  Gyokuyou heard this and laughed.


  "Very good. Taiki is the master of Mt. Hou right now, so you should listen to his instructions."


  "Yes."


  "Kei Taiho will stay here for a little while. You should prepare for this."


  "Yes."


  After watching the nyosen bow and leave, Gyokuyou took Taiki's hand.


  "I heard that a boorish person intruded upon this palace. What a terrible misfortune! You didn't getinjured, did you?"


  "No."


  "Oh, good." Gyokuyou smiled and invited Taiki and Keiki to sit. "Kei Taiho stayed upon Mt. Houprevious to you."


  "Really?" Taiki looked at Keiki, but Keiki simply gave him a quick affirmative glance.


  "You were both born on Mt. Hou, just like brothers. Kei Taiho will stay on Mt. Hou for a little while,so you can treat him as your older brother. Anything you don't understand, just ask him."


  "Okay." Taiki smiled at Keiki. "Kei Taiho, have you eaten lunch yet?"


  "Yes, I've eaten."


  "Do you want to drink some tea?"


  "Don't trouble yourself."


  Taiki tilted his head a little bit. "Kei Taiho, which palace are you going to live in?"


  "I used to live at Shiren Palace."


  "Do you want to go over there now? Can I come walk with you?"


  "All right."


  Seeing Keiki stand up, Taiki stood up as well. As he was about to leave with Keiki, he turned to look atGyokuyou.


  "Lady Gyokuyou, are you going to stay here as well? Or do you have other things to do?"


  Gyokuyou smiled. "I don't have anything to do. If you'll agree to it, I can eat dinner with you."


  "Okay!"


  Taiki smiled happily and then quickly chased after Keiki. Gyokuyou and the nyosen laughed as theywatched him run outside. When they couldn't see their figures anymore, Teiei timidly spoke. "I would like toask a question that may be improper..."


  "You may ask it."


  "I know it is impolite to say this, but Kei Taiho isn't someone who is easy to become close to. He andTaiki..."


  She was not finished when Gyokuyou gave a laugh. "Kei Taiho is definitely someone who is hard toapproach."


  Teiei was silent. Keiki was also born on Mt. Hou and also lived there not too long ago, so Teiei verymuch understood him. Etiquette required that she should have denied Gyokuyou's words, but she couldn'tignore her conscience in order to say something.


  "This could just be destiny. I originally wanted to ask Ren Taiho to come, but because the Kingdom ofRen was currently in turmoil, there was no way I could ask the Taiho to leave her kingdom at a time likethis, not to mention that I had just asked her to help."


  Renrin's native kingdom, Ren was facing internal disorder. Teiei had also heard this, so she could onlynod.


  "And also, I recalled that Kei Taiho was closest in age to Taiki. Though his native country has alsobeen unstable recently, perhaps spending some time with Taiki will make him a little easier to get alongwith."


  Hearing this, Teiei only forced a smile. "Yes."


  Gyokuyou laughed lightly and suddenly smiled again. "The Queen of Kei very easily gets herself intounnecessary trouble, and Kei Taiho's personality sometimes makes it even worse for Keiou. I hope he canlearn some things from Taiki's friendliness."


  Teiei silently nodded in agreement.


  It seems that in the places outside of Mt. Hou, the unrest never ceases.


  Together, Taiki and several nyosen followed behind Keiki. It wasn't easy for a child like Taiki to keepup with Keiki, especially since Keiki didn't think to slow his pace down for Taiki. When the line of themarrived at Shiren Palace, Taiki was already out of breath.


  Shiren Palace's layout was basically the same as that of Rosen Palace. After Keiki entered the palace,no one knew what he was pondering as he walked through and looked at every room. Taiki guessed that hewas thinking fondly of the days that he had spent here before, so he stood quietly to one side.


  After Keiki had gone around the palace once, he entered the center room and sat down. Taiki still saidnothing.


  There was furniture inside of Shiren Palace, but the curtains and decorations had all been put away.


  Keiki sat like this and watched the nyosen busily begin to arrange things.


  Seeing that Keiki seemed like he had completely forgotten about him, Taiki began to get restless.


  However, Keiki's face showed a mood of contemplation, so Taiki didn't dare open his mouth to bother him.


  He just waited by Keiki's side, but that also felt a little bit too impolite.


  When Taiki was uncertain about what he should do, he spotted a nyosen carrying in a tea set andcouldn't help but let out a big sigh of relief.


  "Excuse our disorder. Please have some tea," said the nyosen, as she passed over a cup of tea. "Becauseyou haven't said anything, Taiki doesn't know what to do."


  "Oh..." It seemed as if Keiki had finally remembered that Taiki was at his side and looked over at him.


  "Excuse me." The expressionless Keiki gave Taiki a nod, which was meant as an apology.


  "Um... am I bothering you? If so, then I'll go back first." Taiki asked this very cautiously. However,before Keiki could open his mouth, a nyosen spoke for him.


  "Oh, not at all. Come and drink some tea as well." The nyosen pushed a chair out for Taiki, and he satdown very hesitantly. Yet, he really felt that this situation was extremely awkward.


  "Um... Might I ask where you live, Kei Taiho?"


  "Kei Kingdom."


  "What kind of a place is Kei Kingdom?"


  "It is a kingdom in the east." Keiki's answer carried no feeling, and afterwards, he didn't say any more.


  Taiki still had absolutely no idea what kind of a place Kei Kingdom actually was.


  "Did you used to live on Mt. Hou too?"


  "Yes."


  "Did you live here from the time you were born? I just got here not too long ago."


  "I lived here from the time I was born."


  "Then, for how long did you stay here?"


  "I left two years ago."


  "Then did you choose a ruler two years ago?"


  "I didn't encounter my ruler until last year."


  "Oooh..." said Taiki. "So you left the mountain two years ago to go find your ruler."


  "Right."


  "Might I ask..." Taiki lowered his head and looked at his flower-scented tea. "What is choosing a rulerlike? Youka said that we receive a revelation, but I don't quite understand..."


  However, Keiki's simple answer approached indifference. "When the time comes, you willunderstand."


  "Will I also be able to choose a ruler for sure?"


  "Yes, you can as long as you are a kirin."


  "Even if I don't know what a revelation is?"


  "It is hard to describe a revelation in words. When you meet your ruler, you will understand."


  "What if I choose the wrong person, or pass by him and not know it?"


  "That is not possible, because the ruler will have ouki."


  "Ouki?"


  Keiki nodded with no expression showing on his face. "It is the will that the ruler emanates, or youcould also call it an air. At any rate, they are not like most people, so there is no way you can make amistake."


  "But I don't think I'm like most kirin. Does that matter? Could it be that the way I choose a ruler isdifferent from other kirin?"


  "I don't know much about black kirin, so I can't answer that."


  "Oh..."


  Taiki was at a loss for what should do now. Beads of sweat seeped out of his forehead.


  Before, he had really wanted to meet another kirin, but now that he had one in front of him, why werenone of his many doubts eased even a little bit?


  "When you left Mt. Hou, how did you kind your ruler?"


  If he was asked to pick a ruler out of a group of people it might be easier, but to not know where theywere, that must be extraordinarily difficult.


  "I relied on the ouki to find her."


  "Did you meet with a lot of people, and then checked to see if they had the ouki?"


  "Even if the ruler was not right in front of me, I can still feel their ouki, so all I had to do was look inthat direction."


  "So it's like that..." Actually, Taiki still didn't quite understand what he meant. "You can transform,right?"


  "There are no kirin who cannot transform."


  "But I can't. I don't know how to transform..."


  Keiki looked at Taiki, and Taiki realized that his eyes were bright purple.


  "In the beginning, did anyone teach you how to raise your hand? Did anyone teach you how to walk?"


  "No."


  "It is the same principle. You ask me how to transform, but I have no way of telling you. Even if I didexplain it to you, you wouldn't necessarily understand."


  "Oh..."


  Taiki lowered his head. According to that, perhaps he would never be able to transform.


  A deep silence followed. Taiki felt that Keiki had already decided not to say any more, thereupon hestood up and suddenly felt like returning to Sanshi's side.


  "Please excuse me for bothering you."


  He took a bow towards Keiki, and Keiki silently nodded his head.


  "Will I see you again at dinnertime?"


  "I believe Lady Gyokuyou said that we would eat together."


  "Okay... I'm sorry I asked so many questions."


  "Don't be."


  Taiki took another bow and then turned to leave. He walked briskly out of the palace, but before hecould get to the entrance at the top of the stone steps that lead to the gate, he began to cry. He felt sodiscouraged and dejected, but he suddenly stopped walking, because he had heard a nyosen calling for himfrom behind.


  "Taiki..."


  A nyosen gently put her hand on his shoulder. The warmed and weight of her palms made Taiki feeleven worse.


  "Maybe I'm not a kirin."


  "Nonsense."


  The soft hand pulled Taiki into an embrace.


  "If I am really a kirin, then I must be a really stupid one."


  "That can't be, Taiki."


  "I'm sure of it." Taiki pressed into the nyosen. "I'm sorry..."


  He felt very apologetic for being a stupid kirin, for only being able to receive all the good things thenyosen offer him, and for not being able to repay them at all.


  "How could a child like you have been born?" His grandmother always said this about him.


  "Don't worry. You don't need to be sad," his mother would always tell him as she lightly stroked hishair. His mother's hands were just like those of the nyosen, all very warm.


  "Don't listen to what your granny said. You just have to be a kind child like you are now andeverything will be fine. As long as you are like that, your mommy will be very happy." Then why did hismother always secretly cry?


  Every time he apologized to his mother, she would always tell him not to feel at fault. She would lookat him while she held back tears and smiled, lightly stroking his head.


  "You don't have to worry."


  A nyosen had said this to him too, as they gently patted his back. And then she would use her warmhand to hold his while they returned to Rosen Palace. Youka and Teiei comforted him in the same way.


  "You don't need to be impatient."


  "Exactly. It doesn't matter if you can transform or not. You are most definitely a kirin! So, you don'thave to worry one bit."


  (You don't need to worry.)


  "That Kei Taiho, he doesn't know how to behave."


  (Granny's temper has always been bad.)


  "Please don't cry. It doesn't matter even if you can't transform!"


  (You don't need to feel guilty.)


  "That's right, you don't need to worry yourself over such a small matter."


  Even Sanshi had come to comfort him, gently patting him. She picked him up with the hand that shehad been patting him with, and looked at his face.


  "Why don't we go outside for a stroll? The evening wind is very comfortable."


  Everyone was treating him so nicely that it made it even harder for him to bear. Their warm hands andtender words only made him feel even worse.


  "Then you should take a walk." Youka draped a robe over him. "Come back before dinner! Today,Genkun will also be eating with you, so it'll be very exciting."


  Youka sent them off. However, even though Sanshi had carried him outside, he kept crying.


  - - - - -


  "Really, Kei Taiho," sighed Gyokuyou who had gone to Shiren Palace. Keiki silently stood at one side.


  "Taiki is still so small. How could you make him cry!?"


  "Please don't say it like I was bullying him. That was not my intention."


  "Of course, I know this...but you could have said things more tactfully."


  "I was only speaking the truth. He asked me how to transform, and there really is no way I can teachhim."


  Gyokuyou sighed again. "To say it like that is too cold. Taiki's fortunes are not good. He grew up inHourai, so he's not like you. You should have..."


  "Because of that, you should have asked En Taiho to come, since he was also born in Hourai. I don'tthink I am qualified for this."


  "Keiki..." Gyokuyou spoke slowly in a voice full of dignity. "I asked you to come today, because I feltthat in doing so, both you and Taiki would benefit."


  "I--"


  "Don't you think that I, Gyokuyou, would know your troubles?"


  After hearing Gyokuyou say this, Keiki could only give a heavy sigh. He thought of the ruler of hisnative kingdom.


  Keiki's master grew up as the daughter of a common merchant family. To speak well of her, she was aslender woman; to speak badly, her spirit was weak. She did not have the determination to be the ruler of akingdom. Everyday she would only get more and more depressed. She neglected the affairs of the kingdomand hid deep inside the royal palace, never coming out. No matter how Keiki encouraged or reproached her,no good came out of it. On the contrary, she became increasingly distant.


  "Everything you say is accurate, but you have to understand, the accurate method is not necessarilyalways the best method!"


  Keiki was baffled. He didn't understand why something that was clearly accurate was not the absolutebest.


  "You should first learn how to discern other people's moods. Taiki is a child who likes to interact withother people, and even he is afraid to approach you. Then how do you suppose Keiou could confide inyou!?"


  Keiki sighed again.


  - - - - -


  "Where did Taiki go?" asked Keiki to a nyosen he encountered as he was walking on a path. Shepointed behind her, towards the perimeter of Houro Palace.


  "He went to the daylily garden. Don't go teasing Taiki again!"


  Along the way, every time he inquired about Taiki, he was reprimanded, making him feel verydiscouraged.


  "I never meant to tease him."


  "Even if you didn't mean to, you were still too cold to him."


  "I will pay more attention to what I say."


  That was all he could reply with.


  He walked gloomily along the path between the rocks as he continuously encountered the nyosen onthe way who either scolded him or otherwise expressed their disapproval. It wasn't easy to reach the smallgarden that was bursting with daylilies.


  Keiki stopped. In the middle of an area occupied with yellow flowers in full bloom, he saw a nyokaisitting with bent legs on the ground. Taiki was laying face down upon the nyokai's leopard portion.


  Taiki really was a strange kirin, he thought.


  He was certainly a kirin, but since the color of his mane was different from the other kirin, hisappearance gave Keiki a strange feeling.


  There was another reason that made Keiki feel unusual, and that was that he was not used to interactingwith small children. Their small bodies and slender limbs made Keiki feel like they were a different kind of58


  creature. Taiki's huddled figure, which made him look even smaller, especially caused Keiki to feel uneasythroughout his whole body.


  He hesitated, wondering if he should speak, when just then, the nyokai noticed him. Taiki followed hisnyokai's line of sight and saw Keiki. His dark eyes widened and he hurriedly wiped his face with his sleeve.


  Then, he stood up and took a deep bow towards Keiki.


  "I'm really sorry about what happened just then."


  "Don't be," said Keiki, and then quickly added, "I should be the one apologizing to you. My mannertowards you was too cold."


  "Oh, it wasn't." Taiki shook his head. Keiki saw this and couldn't help but think how incredible it was.


  How could a neck so thin hold up his head?


  "It's because I'm worthless. I'm really very sorry."


  "No... May I sit next to you?"


  "Please, sit."


  After Keiki sat down, Taiki did the same. Keiki watched as Sanshi lowered her body in respect to him.


  "Is she your nyokai?"


  "Yes, her name is Sanshi."


  "She looks like a very good nin'you."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Taiki blinked his eyes.


  "Are there nyokai who aren't good?"


  "There are. The more forms of beasts that are mixed, like Sanshi, the better the nyokai. Sanshi, youmay leave. I will accompany Taiki."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Sanshi bowed deeply towards him and walked towards the path.


  Keiki watched Sanshi's leaving figure and creased his brow.


  "She is a good nin'you, but her powers have not yet been released."


  After Taiki heard this, he tilted his head as if he didn't understand, and his mane touched the daylilies,causing them to gently sway.


  "It should be because you have not displayed your full power. The nyokai and her master are veryclosely connected. If the kirin gets sick, the nyokai will also be unhealthy."


  "Then...am I sick?"


  "This was only an analogy. However...perhaps your condition could also be considered an illness."


  "Really..."


  Seeing the child in front of him hang his head in hopelessness, Keiki sighed heavily. He was reallyhelpless in these situations.


  Keiki spent a little bit of time figuring out what to say. Taiki had lowered his head in silence.


  "May I ask you why you cried a moment ago?" This question may have been too blunt, but Gyokuyouhad told him that he had to comprehend Taiki's mood.


  "I'm sorry..." The small kirin contracted his body.


  "I didn't want you to apologize. I just wanted to know the reason."


  Taiki lowered his head further. "Because I feel like I'm so worthless."


  "Why?"


  "Because I feel like I'll never be able to learn how to transform, but the nyosen are all expecting meto..."


  "Do you care that much about the nyosen's feelings?"


  Hearing Keiki ask this, Taiki lifted his head with an painful look on his face.


  "Yes, because everyone treats me so well. My being able to live on Mt. Hou, and my receivingeverybody's extremely thoughtful care, is all because of the fact that I'm a kirin, but I can't do any of thethings a kirin should be able to do. To show everyone my appreciation, I hope that I can at least transformfor them to make them happy, but when I think that maybe that day will never come, I feel so useless..."


  As he was saying this, Taiki's eyes began to fill with tears.


  "Please don't cry, or else the nyosen will scold me again."


  Taiki heard this and blinked his eyes.


  "Kei Taiho, you get scolded by the nyosen too?"


  "Of course I do. The nyosen do not hold back when it comes to kirin."


  After Taiki heard this, he finally smiled a little bit.


  "You do not need to mind the nyosen so much. They are here to take care of you. You are theirmaster."


  "But..." Taiki lowered his head again and spoke haltingly with a quiet voice, "Without the nyosen bymy side, I can't do anything. I have to rely on them for everything, so it's so hard to think of myself as theirmaster."


  "Your way of thinking is very strange."


  "Really...?"


  Taiki's voice sounded once more like it was full of sadness, causing Keiki to panic again. In his mind,he couldn't help but think that he clearly wasn't suited to play this part, just like he had told Gyokuyou. Hedidn't know what she had been thinking when she asked him to come.


  "Ah, I was not criticizing you."


  "Yes..." Taiki nodded his head, and said in a small voice, "It's like this at home too."


  "At home?"


  "Yes, at my home in Hourai. I could never win the love of my granny or my mom. I always mademistakes and granny would get mad, and my mom and dad would always sigh."


  The occurrence of the shoku that swept Taiki to Hourai was still clear in Keiki's memory. He had stillbeen on Mt. Hou at that time.


  "And then, Sanshi came to get me and I arrived at Mt. Hou. The nyosen all told me that my real homewas Houro Palace, and then I suddenly understood. Because I was not originally my parents' real child, so60


  nothing I did was ever right. But...it's the same at Houro Palace. Though no one lectures me or cries becauseof me, I still have no way of making everybody happy. I often think that perhaps I'm not a real kirin. If I'mnot, then I'm not supposed to be staying at Houro Palace, just like I wasn't supposed to be at my other home."


  Keiki finally understood. Taiki had left a place he had lived in for ten years before coming to Mt. Hou.Keiki thought that it was just like the bit of sadness he had felt before, when he had to leave Mt. Hou. Not tomention that the small child in front of him was someone who cried and became discouraged very easily!


  "You are a kirin. This fact, you need not doubt."


  "Really?"


  "A kirin can recognize other kirin. You definitely emanate the spirit of a kirin."


  Taiki looked up at Keiki.


  "It is something like a golden radiance. I can see it very clearly, so I'm sure that I am not wrong."


  Taiki heard this and looked at himself, and then he looked around Keiki.


  "But I...can't see it."


  "That's probably because your powers have not yet been completely released. At any rate, it isabsolutely certain that you are a kirin."


  "Then...can I stay on Mt. Hou? Even though I can't do any of the things a kirin should do?"


  "Yes."


  Taiki let out a sigh of relief and then blinked his eyes again.


  "Could it be...that you miss your home in Hourai?"


  "Yes, I think about it often, but then I feel guilty toward the nyosen again."


  "I don't have a mother, so I don't understand... Do you miss her?"


  Keiou missed her late mother very much and often thought of her home. So much so that sometimesshe would yell at Keiki and demanded that he let her return to the life she once had.


  "You don't have a mother?"


  "Most kirin do not."


  "Then I guess I'm lucky."


  "But we have our nyokai and nyosen... However, you have a mother. Do you very much hope to seeher again?"


  Taiki didn't say anything. He just nodded his head vigorously.


  "You don't need to feel ashamed toward the nyosen."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Taiki lightly nodded his head.


  "But I'm not that family's child, so there's no use in thinking about my mother."


  "I see."


  "The nyosen are so good to me. If I keep thinking of home, there will definitely be a punishment."


  "There won't."


  "Really?"


  "Of course."


  Taiki began to sob quietly. He hugged his knees and buried his face between his legs. At this, Keikipanicked and wondered if this counted as him making Taiki cry.


  "Ah... Taiki...?"


  "I'm sorry..." After Taiki said this, he shrunk his body even smaller. Keiki was at a complete loss as towhat to do. Taiki's steel-colored hair hung down, revealing his thin neck, making him look that much morehelpless, as did his shoulders, which were wrapped around his knees. Keiki hesitated a little and thenattempted to put his hand upon Taiki's shoulder.


  "I'm sorry..." apologized Taiki again, which confused Keiki.


  "You do not have to apologize."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Taiki began to bawl. Keiki emulated the nyosen and pulled Taiki into anembrace, and Taiki also hugged him tightly. Seeing Taiki so sad, of course Keiki empathized with him, but itwas Taiki's warmth that caused Keiki to feel fondness for him. He lightly stroked Taiki's head and Taikihugged him even more tightly, saying between sobs, "I...really want to go home..."


  "I understand."


  "I miss my mom..."


  Hearing Taiki say this, Keiki felt very deeply that this little kirin was very lonely.


  The sky had already become an orange-red color. The rays of the setting sun reflected off the sea ofclouds and created an incredible glowing.


  Keiki held Taiki's hand as they went through the paths of the maze, which were filled with the lightsand shadows of the setting sun. As Taiki walked, he thought of his hometown.


  He had played throughout the maze everyday, spending his days very happily and very quickly gettingused to not having to go to school. Also, he had never had any friends that were his age, so even though hewas the only child on Mt. Hou, he had never felt particularly lonely.


  Sanshi and the nyosen treated him very nicely. Here, there was no grandmother to yell at him, nor didhe ever see his mother argue with his grandmother because of him. And of course, he never saw his mothersecretly crying after an argument. He would also never again see his mother fighting at night with his fatherover him, and then having his father call him out to the front and sigh in disappointment as he lectured him.


  The nyosen had told him that Mt. Hou was his real home, and he never once doubted this statement.


  The nyosen took care of him meticulously, welcoming him from the bottom of their hearts, which containedall of him. Taiki knew that they had really been very happy with his return to Mt. Hou.


  And thus, he felt that he shouldn't be longing for a place in which he didn't belong, and that that wasn'tfair to the nyosen.


  However, those thoughts still frequently flashed into his mind.


  Thinking back now, the long hallway in his old house seemed more interesting than this maze; the yardseemed more beautiful than any of the small gardens at the palace. Compared to being surrounded bynyosen, his days at school where no one paid him any attention and where he just stared blankly at otherpeople playing seemed happier. In the end, his impressions of his mother, father and brother were even betterthan Sanshi and the nyosen.


  It was probably dinnertime there. Was his mother sitting with his grandmother and brother around thetable? When would his father get home today? Would he return a little earlier and let him help him wash hisback as they bathed together?


  When he recalled these things, he would always remember them that much more fondly.


  Have the hydrangeas in the backyard bloomed yet? Has grandma taken the parasol out of thestorehouse and used it yet? After mom and grandma argue, will one person still hide in the bathroom? Canhis brother go to the bathroom in the middle of the night by himself yet?


  Do they occasionally think of him?


  How sad would it be if they did already forget about him! What if they didn't forget about him, butwere very happy that he had disappeared? That would be even sadder. However, if everyone still thoughtabout him... that thought made him saddest of all.


  "Taiki."


  He suddenly felt like he was about to cry again, so Taiki quickly blinked his eyes.


  "Yes."


  "Would you like to come to Shiren Palace for a bit?"


  Taiki lifted his head to look at Keiki. Keiki still had no expression on his face, but the hand with whichhe was holding Taiki's was very warm.


  "But we have to go eat with Lady Gyokuyou..."


  "It's only for a little bit."


  "Okay..."


  - - - - -


  Keiki walked straight to Shiren Palace and told the welcoming nyosen to withdraw, as he took Taikiinto the bedroom. The small yard to the east of the bedroom was surrounded by a towering cliff wall, the topportion of which was bathed in the light of the setting sun, causing the green moss to radiate. The lightreflected into the room and highlighted the entire room with the color of the sun.


  Keiki lightly patted Taiki's hand and released it. He stood in the center of the room, lifted his headslightly, and closed his eyes. As Taiki looked at him, with his head cocked to the side in uncertainty,something happened.


  It was an unimaginable sight. Keiki's body began to shake and melt. It looked like the melting of glassor metal. The melted portion appeared to flash with a golden light and extended in all directions. After itextended, it seemed as if it was an article of clothing being flipped. Before Taiki could even shout, he sawonly a beast standing in front of him.


  "Ah..."


  It happened in the matter of a few short seconds. The clothes that had originally been on the beast fellto the floor with a plop. The beast lowered his head a little bit, which had been held high, and turned to lookat Taiki.


  He still had those purple eyes, and that golden hair, no, mane. His neck was not as long as that of agiraffe, and his legs were like those a deer, more slender than those of a horse. There were a few warmlyyellow stripes upon his body, but only on his back. Also, it would be better to call them stripes, than to saythat it was an interweaving pattern in his fur that appeared to change colors when looked at from differentangles.


  "Kirin..."


  Taiki finally understood that he and a giraffe had nothing in common. They were, in fact, completelydifferent creatures. His face was more similar to a deer's than the long face of a horse. On his forehead was adiverging horn, which made him feel even more like a deer, except that he only had one horn and it wasshorter than any deer's. His color was white and it was as if he radiated a pearly white metallic luster. Underthe twilight, he emanated a muted red light.


  A golden mane rested in a line upon his beautiful neck. Taiki remembered that Keiki's hair had grownall the way down to his knees, but it had obviously become much shorter after it changed into a mane.


  Besides becoming shorter, it had also become finer. The fluttering golden mane looked like a burning goldenflame.


  His hooves resembled a horse's, and his tail was longer than a deer's. The portion of the tail that wasconnected to the body was very thin. Again, it was not quite like a horse's tail; its length and thickness feltlike it was somewhere between that of a cow and a horse.


  "Kei Taiho... Is this...a kirin?"


  "Yes."


  He was not originally expecting the kirin to reply to him, but he heard the reply in Keiki's voice.


  "It's not like I thought at all."


  "Really?"


  He walked closer to get a better look and realized that the kirin was a big animal. Even though itlooked thin, it was probably a little smaller than a horse. He wanted to reach out and touch the kirin's softsparkling fur, but when he recalled that this was Keiki, he couldn't help but hesitate.


  "I had no idea that the kirin was such a beautiful creature."


  Taiki just stood and stared, whereupon Keiki lowered his head so that it was closer to Taiki's nose.


  "Do you like it?"


  "I do!"


  Taiki felt his face becoming red.


  "Will I transform in this too?"


  "You are a black kirin, so your color will probably be different."


  "Right..."


  He didn't know what it felt like to change into the form of a beast.


  "Do your forelegs feel like arms?"


  "No, the forelegs are just forelegs. After you've transformed, you will no longer feel like a person."


  "The horn and tail don't feel especially different or anything?"


  "The tail does not have much feeling. As for the horn...the base of the horn feels like a fire burning. Itshould be because your consciousness is all concentrated in this portion. Yes... When you transform, yourentire consciousness comes together in your forehead."


  Taiki tried to imitate Keiki and closed his eyes, as he tried to bring his consciousness into his forehead.


  Unfortunately, nothing happened. Taiki heaved a sigh.


  [image: ]


  "I don't think this is something I can learn very quickly."


  "You don't need to worry."


  "Yes. When you transform into this, you must be able to run really quickly, right?"


  "Right. Also, kirin can gallop about in the Yellow Sea. If we ride the wind, we are faster than any sortof bird. As long as we're happy, we can even circle the entire world."


  "Can you go to Hourai too? I heard that Hourai was at the most eastern edge of the world."


  "We can, as long as you want to."


  Taiki blinked his eyes.


  To turn into such a beautiful beast and gallop across the entire world in the air, that must be a verysatisfying experience. As long as he learned how to transform, whenever his loneliness was too hard to bear,he could secretly return home to look around!


  "If you will consent to it, tomorrow morning I can let you ride on my back for a stroll."


  "Really?"


  "Yes. All right, you should go back to the palace first. Lady Gyokuyou is probably waiting for you. Iwill arrive shortly."


  "Okay!"


  Taiki bowed deeply.


  "Kei Taiho, thank you very very much."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 6


  "Originally, I was really worried..." Youka stopped her needlework. Since Taiki had arrived at Mt.Hou, he had grown a little bit. All his clothes had to be redone or lengthened.


  "He's so close with Kei Taiho right now. It's so great." The nyosen who were doing needlework withYouka all laughed, and Youka laughed with them.


  Youka will never forget the excited look on Taiki's face on the day he came running into the palace andtold Youka that Keiki had showed him his transformation into a kirin, and that on the next day, he would letTaiki ride on his back for a stroll. He had been so happy, he didn't get to sleep until the middle of the night.


  The following day, Taiki came back to Houro Palace with a messy head of windblown hair, and again, wasso excited that he almost couldn't sleep.


  "Genkun never makes a mistake!" said a nyosen as she began to laugh.


  "Recently, Kei Taiho has been emulating Taiki and is starting to pay attention to the feelings of thepeople around him. It feels so fresh and so fun to me."


  "I know! Even though he still has no expression on his face."


  Keiki had stayed at Mt. Hou a very long time, so he was not too reserved around them.


  "Don't ask for too much!"


  "That's for sure!"


  The nyosen laughed together.


  At this time, they heard the sound of light and quick footsteps coming from the direction of the path "I'm home!"


  "Welcome back."


  Taiki ran in with a messy lump of hair on his head and a joyful expression on his face. Two magicalbeasts followed by his side; one was Sanshi, and the other was Keiki's shirei, a youma called Hankyo.


  "Where did you go today?"


  "Kei Taiho took me to Mt. Ka, and I saw a lot of weird birds!"


  Seeing Taiki smiling with such happiness, Youka couldn't help but smile as well. It looked like Taikihad already thought of Keiki completely as his older brother. However, at first, the nyosen would never havethought that a child could become close to Keiki.


  "That's excellent."


  "Kei Taiho said that he would take me to the Yellow Sea tomorrow and show me how to tame youma."


  "Oh dear!" exclaimed Youka in a high voice. Hankyo laughed.


  "Don't worry. We will accompany Taiki."


  "Oh... That's right."


  Keiki's shirei would be there, so it should be all right. Though Youka nodded at Hankyo, in her heart,she was still a little bit anxious. In the past, there have been kirin that met their end in the Yellow Sea. There,the youma will attack anyone, regardless of if they are human or kirin.


  "All right, you should go take a quick bath. It's almost time for dinner."


  "Okay!"


  Taiki nodded and said to Sanshi and Hankyo, "Let's go!"


  After Youka watched Taiki and the two beasts gradually fade into the distance, she put down herneedlework.


  - - - - -


  "What's wrong?"


  When Youka arrived at Shiren Palace, Keiki was just getting out of the springwater at Shiren Caveafter a bath. After the springwater emerges out from Shiren Cave, it flows all the way into the lotus pond infront of the palace gate.


  "I hear that you are going to take Taiki to the Yellow Sea."


  "Oh, this," said Keiki quietly, as he brushed his wet hair back. "Nothing will happen. I will ask theshirei to protect Taiki closely."


  "But..."


  Keiki smile dryly. "You nyosen really do favor Taiki."


  "Because even though Taiki is already ten years old, in regards to him being a kirin, he's still tooyoung."


  "You cannot say that." Keiki leaned on the gate and looked down at the lotus pond. "The summersolstice is only a half month away."


  Youka hung her head.


  "I just went to the Reikon Gate and it looked like were already over fifty riders waiting there."


  "That many?"


  Keiki nodded. "I had originally thought that since Tai was on the opposide side of the Reikon Gate,there wouldn't be as many people climbing the mountain. Perhaps they had not just come to climb, but havebeen walking around near the four gates, waiting for the Kirin Flag to rise."


  Some people walk around along the Kongou Mountains. If they wait this way, after they see the KirinFlag being raised, they can enter on the very next Ankou Day. This is because on an ordinary horse, it is notpossible to make it to any of the gates in time for the Ankou Day after the flag is raised. Shortly after thesummer solstice, these people will arrive at Hoto Palace.


  "I am hoping that before the summer solstice, Taiki will possess a shirei."


  Usually, those who wait by the four gates each believe that only they are the only true ruler, so theirpersonalities are all extremely conceited and arrogant. If a person is reasonable, they need not worry, sincemost of those people are not only irrational, but also overly confident.


  Keiki said further, "I cannot be away from my kingdom for too long. After all, the queen just ascendedthe throne not long ago, and moreover, the situation in the country is not very peaceful..."


  "Kei Taiho, you're the one who really favors Taiki!"


  Hearing Youka hold back a laugh as she said this, Keiki creased his brow.


  "Otherwise you nyosen will accuse me of bullying him again."


  "Indeed." Youka laughed as she took a bow towards Keiki. "Then please accommodate my requesttomorrow."


  "I won't allow him to get hurt, or else you nyosen will yell at me endlessly when you see me."


  "Just don't forget what you've said today!"


  "How about it?" asked Keiki as he handed over to Taiki a creature that was similar to a rabbit.


  This was the entrance to the Yellow Sea, situated at the edge of the border between the Five Mountainsand the Yellow Sea. It was a wilderness overgrown with bushes. The beast that Keiki handed over to Taikilooked like a rabbit with short ears or a big mouse with a long, thin body.


  "Jakko? Or hiso?"


  The youma in Taiki's hands obediently allowed him to carry it. Underneath the soft fur, he could feelits little heart beating.


  "Jakko," replied the youma that he was holding in a rough voice. This was a small youma that Keikihad just tamed into being a shirei.


  "Hiso is the name of this youma's species. This one is called Jakko."


  Taiki nodded and scratched Jakko's neck.


  "Nice to meet you."


  Jakko didn't reply; he just made a few sounds.


  "Does he not know how to speak very well yet?"


  "Usually youma this small cannot really speak. At most, they can say a few single words."


  It was Taiki who first discovered Jakko hiding in a bush and secretly watching them. When he wasabout to run away, Keiki directed an incantation towards him that Taiki could not understand, and when helooked back at Keiki, he glared at it for a moment. After Keiki finished another set of incantations, he calledout Jakko's name, whereupon Jakko obediently came over to his side.


  So this was a taming. Taiki had felt a little disappointed because he had originally thought it was goingto be an exciting spectacle.


  "Are all tamings this easy?"


  Hearing Taiki's question, Keiki shook his head. "It was very easy because the hiso is a small animal. Itwon't be that way with a bigger creature. At times, the confrontation can last half a day!"


  "That long?"


  Taiki was surprised. Keiki nodded and picked up Jakko. He gently stroked Jakko and put him onHankyo's back. Jakko then jumped onto the side of Hankyo's ear and began playing with him.


  "For instance, I expended quite a bit of effort in order to tame Hankyo."


  "Wow..."


  Hankyo laid upon a rock nonchalantly, and let Jakko play next to his ear.


  "Just then when you were taming him, I thought you guys were just staring at each other."


  Keiki smiled dryly.


  "We certainly were staring at each other. But is you so much as lose focus for even a second, theyouma will immediately take advantage of this opening and run away or attack you."


  Taiki understood and nodded.


  "The first to be distracted is the one who loses. If it's just a small youma that runs away, then it's notcritical, but if it's a powerful youma, it just might exploit your carelessness and take your life. Thus, when ayouma enters your field of vision, if you are not confident, run away quickly before you begin to glare ateach other. However, if it's a very strong youma, you must transform into a kirin in order to get away fromit."


  "Oh..."


  Seeing Taiki hang his head, Keiki hurriedly added, "Don't worry, your nyokai can buy you some time."


  "Isn't that dangerous for the nyokai?"


  Keiki forced another smile.


  "If it's a youma you cannot defeat, your nyokai will warn you before you encounter it. Actually, as longas you pay more attention, you will also sense it. After all, we are beasts, so we are very sensitive to thepresence of enemies."


  Taiki stood blankly for a moment and then a confused smile appeared on his face.


  "That's right. We're beasts... I forgot about that."


  "It doesn't really matter if you forget something like this."


  "Okay. Oh, how did you choose Jakko's name?"


  Keiki looked at Jakko. This small youma didn't have the power to be a shirei. He could only go back tothe royal palace and play as he wished in the garden.


  "I didn't choose it. This name should be what he has always been called."


  Taiki tilted his head and looked puzzlingly at Keiki.


  "After you've glared for a bit and your opponent concedes his loss, his aggression will subside. At thattime, you will be able to discern his name. Actually, I don't quite understand everything about it either, butthis is probably how it is. In the blink of an eye, a name will suddenly appear in your mind, and when youshout out this name, the youma will come to your side and serve you. From then on he will always followyour orders, up until the moment you die. At that time, he will gain his freedom."


  After he said this, Keiki smiled a little.


  "As far as what characters to use for his name, just choose characters that match the sounds."


  "I thought I heard you saying incantations just then."


  "The incantations are not completely necessary, but if you know them, it makes it easier."


  "Oh..."


  Taiki sat down upon the rock though he looked like he still had some uncertainties, and Keiki satbeside him.


  "When we want to tame youma and make them become our shirei, we must exchange pledges withthem--It would probably be more appropriate to say that we bind them."


  "Bind them?"


  Keiki nodded.


  "Youma have been excluded from the Providence of the Heavens, so what we're doing isreincorporating them into the Providence of the Heavens and binding them, in order that they not deviatefrom the way for a second time. If they let us bind them, then they become our shirei."


  "I still don't understand it."


  Keiki sighed.


  "I'm sorry..."


  Hearing Taiki apologize, Keiki hurriedly added, "You don't have to apologize. It is natural that you donot understand it."


  "Yes..."


  "This world was created by Tentei for the happiness of the people, and he established the Providence ofthe World. However, if this is so, why do people die and why do they get sick? Why are there youma in theworld that attack people? Why do calamities occur? ...Do all of these things exist through the deepdeliberations of the Heavens, or do they pass beyond them? Regardless of how it is, all of them go againstTentei's 'goodness.' This is an indisputable fact."


  Taiki thought for a little bit and then nodded.


  "However, Tentei has his own intentions. They are not things that we can guess. It is like where there islife, there is also death. Because there is a Providence of the Heavens, there must also be some sort ofopposite providence."


  "Just like the light and the shadow?"


  "Your analogy is very accurate. We kirin are shinju that exist to help the people. Still other magicalcreatures exist that have similar purposes. On the opposite side, there are also some magical creatures whoseexist expressly to harm the people."


  "Are those the youma?"


  "Yes." Keiki smiled.


  "So we should tame those creatures who are outside of the Providence of the Heavens and bring themback in, right?"


  "That's exactly right. Speaking in terms of the analogy you used, the youma are creatures of theshadow, and in order to command them, we must pull them back into the light and bind them in order toprevent them from returning to the shadow."


  "I understand now. But...how do I do that?"


  Keiki sighed again.


  "This is very hard to describe in words. Actually, I don't understand it completely either. I think I canonly explain it in terms of will. That is, you must possess the power of a strong determination to pull theseyouma under your own control. However, it's not enough to simply have the determination."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Taiki's face filled with uncertainty.


  "Let me say it this way. All kirin possess a special 'power.' As to the magnitude of this power, it differsfrom kirin to kirin, but it is certain that every kirin possesses this special power."


  "Is it because of this special power that kirin are all able to transform?"


  "Yes, this is a power we are born with and have nothing to do with our will. Thus, no matter how muchwe hope to tame a youma, if our natural power is not strong enough, we will still be defeated in the end."


  "It's just like people's physical strength or their running speed. They're all born with it."


  "Right. You understand my meaning." Keiki sighed in relief. However, Taiki tilted his head again andspoke.


  "But...using our strength to bind youma into the light side is a very difficult thing, rite? Can we not bedistracted even for a second? If we do lose our attention a little bit, do our powers weaken?"


  Keiki sighed again.


  "I'm sorry..."


  "You don't need to apologize. Perhaps...I am being too hard on you by saying these things." AfterKeiki said this, he deepened his voice. "You must listen to me calmly. --Shirei will eat kirin."


  "Huh?"


  "More accurately, they eat the corpses of kirin. After they eat a kirin's corpse, they are able to possessthe kirin's power for themselves."


  Taiki turned back to look at Hankyo. Hankyo, who had been resting his large head between hisforelegs, turned to look with his expressionless face. Taiki couldn't tell from his behavior any changes in hisheart.


  Keiki smiled uneasily.


  "You don't need to be afraid. Hankyo will not attack you. Kirin are part of the light, and youma are partof the shadow. Unless we specifically give it to them, they cannot take our power without our permission."


  "Y...yes."


  "Kirin rely on their power to tame youma and pull them into the light. However, youma have their owninnate magical powers, so in order to tame a powerful youma, you must have the power to match him.Youma will, from the power a kirin uses when he is taming them, measure that kirin's abilities."


  "Yes..."


  "They will assume that after the kirin dies, his power will be given to them, so they will first determineif it will be worth it to become this kirin's shirei."


  "I think I understand what you're saying."


  "If you have successfully tamed a youma, they will never refuse your command, because they knowthat after you die, your power becomes theirs."


  "So that's why you said it was a pledge?"


  "Right. Because in order to take a creature from the shadow and put them in the light in a way that theynot return once again to the shadow, it is necessary to bind up their chain, and to also protect ourselves."


  "So that they can live under the light?"


  "Yes. The chain that binds the shirei and protects us is their 'name.' Kirin rely on their will to drawforth a youma and discern his name. And then, the kirin formally confers this name upon the youma andaccepts him as his shirei. The youma then determines the power of the kirin through the kirin's will andaccepts the kirin's command while keeping the right to acquire the kirin's power after his death. This is whattaming is."


  "Then the youma eats the kirin's body after he dies, obtains new powers, and then regains his freedomonce again?"


  "Right. However, the conditions are that when a youma is the kirin's shirei, he absolutely must not defyhis kirin. He can only use all his strength to protect his kirin, but never harm him."


  Taiki took a close look at Hankyo. He had originally thought he was an interesting creature, but now hefelt like he was completely impenetrable.


  Hankyo glanced a Taiki and then opened his mouth widely. "...!" Taiki crouched down in fright.


  Hankyo yawned casually and smiled.


  "Hankyo!" Keiki smiled dryly as he rebuked him.


  "Actually, older kirin all use a few tricks. Do you know what divination is?"


  "Do you mean like fortune-telling?"


  "You could call it that. When we are hunting powerful youma, we borrow some techniques fromdivination or sorcery, geomancy, those types of things. However, these are all very profound areas of study.


  If you ask the nyosen, they will teach you, but it isn't something you can learn in a short amount of time."


  "Yes."


  "We must first choose the day, the land, the direction and the youma. When we subdue the youma, weseek a situation where the youma's powers are weakest, and where we are strongest. However, even if youdon't plan it out like this, it doesn't mean that you won't be able to subdue the youma. It is the same with theincantations. Because the effects are not as powerful as in divination or sorcery, they are not essential. But ifyou are used to saying them, then when you don't say them, it will feel strange. That's all."


  "Then does it matter if I don't learn them?"


  "Would you like to learn them? Even a little will help you out."


  Taiki nodded. Keiki then reached out his hand and held onto his shoulder to straighten his posture.


  "First of all, you must have proper posture. You must engrave this in your mind."


  "Yes."


  "Spirit is divided into seiki, the spirit of life, and shiki, the spirit of death. The morning is full of seiki,while the afternoon, shiki. It is best to tame youma in the early morning, which is filled with seiki. The airthat we inhale through our noses is seiki, and the air that we exhale from our mouths is shiki. When you'rebreathing, you must pay attention to this. You must never reverse this. When you exhale, you should exhalelightly. This is also something you should practice during ordinary times. Otherwise, it will be hard to makea habit out of it."


  "I should breathe in through my nose and breathe out through my mouth."


  "When you want to avoid youma, you should employ the Uho walk."


  Keiki demonstrated a special method of walking for Taiki.


  "If you encounter a youma and you want to avoid eye contact with them, then you should use Koushi,Teeth-striking. The Tsuitenban works especially well, wherein you firmly bite down the right part of yourjaw. If you want to concentrate your spirit, sound your front teeth. This is called Meitenko."


  Taiki sighed. "Can I really remember all of this?"


  "You can remember them very quickly, but in order to perform them skillfully, you must still practice.


  You only need to ask the nyosen and they can all teach them to you."


  "Okay."


  "Just then, I used the Nine-word Mantra to stop Jakko from running away. You need to hold yourhands like so."


  Taiki imitated Keiki's clasped hands.


  "This is called the Sword Seal. Ready your hands at your waist, draw your sword, and then performfour verticals and five horizontals."


  Keiki took Taiki's hands and gestured with them.


  "Now say, 'Rin, Byou, Tou, Sha, Kai, Jin, Retsu, Zen, Gyou.'"


  "...This is really hard."


  "You'll be able to say it with some more practice. The movements must be well-executed. Once yousee your opponent lose his aggression, you need to say an incantation. However, this requires knowledge ofdivination. Just remember this much for now: 'Shinchoku Meichoku, Tensei Chisei. Jinkun Seikun, FuoFudaku. Kimi Koubuku, Onmyou Wagou. Kyukyu Nyo Ritsurei!'"


  Taiki looked very anxiously up at Keiki, and Keiki forced a smile.


  "Kimi Koubuku, the monster submits; Onmyou Wagou, the light and the dark unite. Kyukyu NyoRitsurei, quickly according to the laws."


  "Um... Okay."


  "And then put your right hand on your head with your palm facing outward to receive the Will of theHeavens, and your left hand should be pointing down toward your feet. Then, call out the name of theyouma. Sometimes only the sound of his name appears in your mind, and sometimes the characters for themwill also appear. All of this is instinctive to a kirin."


  "Yes."


  Taiki heaved a sigh. Keiki patted a very discouraged looking Taiki.


  "We still have a bit of time before the shiki spreads through, so go find a few small youma and practicea little."


  Taiki nodded. However, at the end of the day, not one youma fell under the spell of his incantations.


  The summer solstice finally arrived.


  Taiki was sound asleep in his bed when Sanshi tried to stir him awake.


  Yesterday--or more accurately, it wasn't until very early this morning that Taiki returned from theYellow Sea, out cold in Sanshi's arms. She looked at his expression as he was sleeping deeply, and althoughshe was not heartless enough to want to wake him up, if she had let him continue sleeping, Taiki wouldcertainly regret it very much.


  "Are you awake yet, Taiki?"


  Suddenly, Youka's voice carried itself over here, and the cloth curtain was lifted open. Youka pokedher head in to look around, and she smirked.


  "Oh, really..." Youka smiled and looked at Sanshi. "It looks like he played until really late yesterday.


  Any results?"


  Sanshi shook her head.


  Even though they stayed in the Yellow Sea until the middle of the night, in the end he still wasn't ableto subdue a youma. Keiki and the nyosen were at one side helping him out with the divination, but theyouma were still able to escape Taiki's glare. Though neither of them said it, Keiki and Sanshi both knewthat Taiki was not aggressive enough.


  "I see... Then he must have been very discouraged. Even though we may not want to, we should stillwake him up."


  Sanshi nodded and shook Taiki again. "Taiki..."


  Youka completely lifted up the curtain, letting the sunlight in. "Taiki, get up quickly, or else Kei Taihowill have left."


  "Oh..." Taiki finally moved a little bit. However, he flipped over and again they heard his levelbreathing.


  "Well..."


  "Well, he is still a child."


  Hearing someone behind them, Youka and Sanshi hurriedly looked back toward the entrance.


  "Genkun!"


  Gyokuyou laughed softly. "It looks like we can't wake him up."


  "We were out so late yesterday. Just let him sleep," said Keiki who had been behind Gyokuyou.


  Hearing this, Youka became flustered. "That would be too impolite. Taiki, it's time to get up now."


  "It's no use. Let him get a good rest."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Youka shook her head vigorously. "I can't. That way when Taiki gets up, he'llbe very sad."


  Sanshi nodded her head in agreement.


  Sanshi knew that Taiki had returned last night, having completely exhausted his mind and body, butshe also knew why he hadn't wanted to go to sleep. Thus, she shook Taiki's body with more force. "Taiki!Taiki!"


  After being shaken three times, Taiki finally opened his eyes. He first blinked a little bit, and thensuddenly jumped up. "The Taiho..."


  Sanshi brushed his hair. "He's still here."


  Taiki blinked his eyes again, and then he saw all the adults smiling as they watched him. He faceflushed as he lowered his head.


  "I'm sorry... Good morning everybody."


  - - - - -


  "Genkun, Taiho, we're very sorry. Taiki doesn't usually delay getting out of bed."


  Gyokuyou smiled as she received the teacup that Youka had handed her, and then looked at Keiki.


  "It looks like Taiki really thinks of you as his brother. This really is too good."


  Keiki had only a gloomy look on his face.


  "Kei Taiho, you've really helped us out a lot."


  Hearing Gyokuyou say this, Youka smiled without saying anything. However, Keiki sighed.


  "But I was still not able enough. For that, I profusely apologize."


  "All those inherent abilities that we're born with have always impossible to explain in words. You'vedone so much for him already, and we're very grateful."


  Keiki looked even more discouraged. After Gyokuyou finished saying this with a smile, havingfinished grooming and changing his clothes, Taiki and Sanshi walked out together.


  "I'm really sorry."


  Putting down his teacup, Keiki stood up and took a bow towards Taiki. "Taiki, I must bid you farewellnow."


  Taiki looked up at Keiki with his reddened eyes. "Do you really have to go?"


  "I can't be away from my kingdom for that long. I'm sorry I was not able to help you out much."


  "What do you mean? I should be the one apologizing to you. I was such a bad student."


  "You were no such thing."


  "Please take care."


  "You as well."


  "I will."


  Keiki looked at Taiki who was holding back his tears with all his restraint, and he put his hand on hisshoulder. "Don't be anxious. The Heavens created the kirin. Tentei will aid you."


  "Yes..."


  "I hope you meet your ruler early on. After you have descended to your kingdom, Kei Kingdom is justacross the Empty Sea, so we will have opportunities to meet again then."


  Hearing Keiki say this, Taiki tugged on Keiki's sleeves with his small hands.


  "Will we really be able to meet again?"


  Keiki smiled. Seeing Taiki so eager to see him again, it made him very happy.


  "I guarantee it. When you go to your kingdom, I will definitely be the first to come congratulate you."


  Hearing this, Taiki's little face glowed with radiance. "Okay!"


  If he could have, Keiki would have liked to stay until Taiki had successfully subdued a shirei, and alsountil he had received, without any problems, all those who will climb Mt. Hou. However, that was notpossible. He had already been away from Kei Kingdom for too long. In addition, before he had left, he hadalso informed them that he would definitely be back on the summer solstice at the very latest.


  "Where are you leaving from?"


  "From Hakki Palace."


  "Then can I accompany you to there?"


  Keiki smiled. "Of course you can. We should tell Hankyo and Jakko to come as well."


  "Yes."


  Gyokuyou stood up as well and looked at the big kirin and the small kirin in front of her. "Is Taiki alsovery close with your shirei?"


  "Hankyo often plays with me."


  "That's excellent," said Gyokuyou with a smile. She then looked at Keiki, whose hand was still on thelittle kirin's shoulder.


  "Kei Taiho, your achievements have certainly not been small. You've learned how best to act towardspeople."


  "But..." Taiki looked up at Gyokuyou. "Kei Taiho has always been very nice to me!"


  Hearing Taiki's serious tone, Gyokuyou glanced at Youka. "Is that so?"


  "Yes!" said Taiki with determination. Gyokuyou laughed. Keiki had a complicated expression on hisface. All the other nyosen in the room, including Youka, stifled their laughter.


  - - - - -


  Neither the nyosen nor even Gyokuyou would have expected that Keiki's awkwardly-expressedkindness would actually be the reason that Queen Kei Jokaku lost her way.


  However, that is another story.


  After he saw Keiki off, Taiki looked extremely depressed. However, in reality, Taiki no longer had thetime to be sad.


  From the day after the solstice on, nyosen could be seen everywhere, along the all the paths to HotoPalace. The grand incense ceremony was performed at Hoto Palace, and the nyosen were all also wearingbright and colorful attire. Both the furnishings in the palace and Taiki's clothes were much more magnificentthan during ordinary times.


  --The festival season had arrived upon Mt. Hou.


  - - - - -


  Taiki was sitting on a rock near the Shashinboku. When walking inside of the maze, the winds alwayscarried with them the scent of flowers, but at the top of the rocks, the wind held only the smell of the sea.


  Taiki had always considered this to be incredible.


  It seemed as if something was approaching from the southwest.


  Taiki thought of the views of the Yellow Sea that he saw when he was riding on the transformedKeiki's back.


  Mt. Hou was a mountain that consisted of mounds of strange crags. Green rocks were assembled into acomplex landscape that extended all the way down to the foot of the mountain. And though the maze thatwas formed by these rocks also looked very complicated, there was only one route that reached Hoto Palace.


  Starting from a long, long time ago, countless shousen had walked through that path and had already left adeep mark that was clearly visible from up high.


  Since there was only one route, there was also only one entrance into Mt. Hou, and the path throughthe entrance was linked in three directions.


  A road stretched across the Yellow Sea. Like the path to Hoto Palace, this road had passed through agood many years, and there was a trace left by the treading of countless people. There were tracks thru therocks and ruts carved into the steep slopes, all made by people's feet. People had thrown stones into theswamps and streams, and even erected stone tablets in the desert. Across the wider fissures in the greatcrags, people had built bridges with withered wood; trees had been removed by passers-by, so thateventually there formed a narrow pathway through the dense forests.


  These sorts of trails extended through the Yellow Sea in all directions to the four gates.


  Of these gates, the Reikon Gate in the southwest had already opened and closed.


  Where were the people now, who had entered the gate on the day of the summer solstice?


  Youma and youju gathered in the Yellow Sea, so the journey through it was, without doubt, full ofdifficulty and danger. The people who enter the gate on the same day form a group similar to a caravan, andwork together to traverse this dangerous passage. It is also said that there exists even a profession thatspecializes in protecting them, like a travel escort service.


  "My heart is beating really quickly..." mumbled Taiki, as he hugged his knees and rested his chin ontop of them.


  Sanshi, who was sitting beside him, heard this, and just said quietly, "Don't be nervous."


  "Okay..."


  This matched up completely to his premonition.


  When he was playing or learning a few easier divination lessons from the nyosen, if he so much aslooked out into the southwest, he would suddenly feel as if he couldn't breathe. And when he recalled thatthe Reikon Gate was in the southwest, he would feel a chill and his heart would beat faster.


  This was not a good premonition. He always felt something scary was making its way to him.


  "Can I really do it?"


  "Of course you can." Sanshi said only this short sentence. Thus, the sound of the wind seemed evenclearer as it remained by Taiki's ear.


  "Do you think there's a real ruler here?"


  "I don't know."


  "There probably isn't, I think."


  "Do you wish there not to be?"


  "Yeah..."


  Sanshi looked at her stiff-bodied master hugging his knees.


  If there really was an actual ruler here, was Taiki afraid that he would then have to leave Mt. Hou, orthat he would not be able to pass this test? Regardless of why, Sanshi very clearly felt Taiki's anxiety afterthe summer solstice had passed. This pained Sanshi's heart even when she was just by his side.


  If the people climbing up Mt. Hou were not those that think themselves the ruler, then they were thosethat were supporting those with the abilities to be the ruler. Thus, the real ruler was not necessarily amongstthem.


  Or perhaps, Taiki was afraid to find his ruler.


  After kirin go through the process of choosing their ruler, they carry the fate of the kingdom upon theirshoulders. In addition, the ruler's conduct in government carries upon it the fate of the kirin.


  As soon as the ruler strays from the proper path, the kirin must bear the consequences. At that time, hewill suffer a sickness called Shitsudou. This is a serious illness that is not easy to cure. Thus, it could be saidthat the ruler holds the life of the kirin in his hands.


  To entrust one's own fate to another person is naturally a very frightening prospect.


  "The real ruler won't climb the mountain this early..." It was very obvious that Taiki had said this forhis own ears. Thus, Sanshi didn't say anything.


  Taiki didn't have any shirei, nor could he transform, and he still only understood a small amount aboutbeing a kirin. In this situation, it was normal to feel apprehensive. No one callously blamed him for it.


  "Kei Taiho, he..." Taiki looked from the southwest to Sanshi. "He said it, right? That the Heavenswould help me out?"


  Taiki looked up into the sky again, and even though his face carried the innocence of a child, itrevealed a resolve.


  "Yes."


  The wind on top of the rock blew by swiftly.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Afterword



  


  Hello, everybody.


  I don't know when it started, but there's been a Romance of the Three Kingdoms boom recently, and asa result, Chinese-style fantasy stories are getting popular. It startled me because I was afraid that the readerswould immediately see through my superficial knowledge of China.


  This story is a sequel to the previous work that I did for White Heart, Shadow of the Moon, Sea of theShadow. They contain two separate stories, and this one happens at an earlier time than the other one, but itis still basically a sequel.


  The following is something I want to say to the readers of the previous work.


  It seems like everything Taiki says goes through, but actually the people on Mt. Hou can't understandhim. That's right, it's just like in the last book where everything needed to be translated. Because the storythis time is more complicated (there are a ton of kanji that Taiki doesn't know), and also whether or not Imentioned the translators wasn't important, so I didn't write out that portion. However, in my head, I haveestablished that all their words go through an interpreter, so fellow readers, please keep this in mind as well.(To think that I had to ask the readers to accommodate me like this...) *pekori* [note: this is the sound ofono-sensei bowing her head quickly]


  The previous book received a good response from readers, so it's because of you that there is a sequel.Thank you very much! I hope that I can write yet another sequel. However...I need to get rid of this habit ofneeding to separate books into two volumes... Tohoho.


  I hope everyone can continue on and read the next volume.


  


  Fuyumi Ono
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