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  Prologue


   


  At the ends of the world lay a sea known as the Kyokai. The sea was wedged between two realms at its east and west, preventing them from coming into contact under most mortal circumstances. As far as one land was concerned, the existence of the other was a thing of legend—an illusory kingdom at the farthest edge of the sea.


  Only the chosen people could visit this hallowed land of plenty, where riches abounded and none would age, perish, or suffer. The people of one land called this paradise “Hourai,” while the people of the other called it “the afterlife.”


  In the two lands severed across space with the same finality that separated life and death, a child’s eyes fluttered open—and on both occasions, it was in the dead of night.


   


  ***


   


  It was the sound of voices that woke him. Hushed murmurs flitted across the darkness. His mother and father were speaking outside the house.


  “House” was a generous descriptor for the simple, bare-bones abode. Four poles and stacks of straw mats served in lieu of roofs and walls. It was the season for insects to assert their presence, but there was not even a sheet to cover the occupants upon the dirt floor. When they slept, the siblings had only each other for warmth. They once lived in a proper house, but no longer—it had burned to the ground along with the rest of the city.


  “There’s nothing we can do.” His father spoke in a low voice.


  “But I’m scared,” his mother mumbled. “He might be the youngest, but he’s smart.”


  The boy trembled in the darkness. As soon as he realized they were talking about him, his drowsiness evaporated.


  “Yes, but—”


  “He can figure things out. He just knows things. Other kids his age can barely string words together. It’s like he’s from another world,” his mother said.


  “I know, but he’s still just a child. He won’t know what’s happening.”


  “That’s not the issue. I feel like we’ll be cursed if we let him die.”


  The boy adjusted his collar. Curling up in the darkness, he tried to will himself to sleep. The voices were painful to listen to. Just over four years had elapsed since his birth, but he understood exactly what his parents were talking about.


  The conversation continued, but the boy forced himself not to listen. He drove his consciousness away and plunged his mind into slumber.


   


  It was two days later when his father approached him. “Boy,” he said, his eyes never leaving the boy’s face, “your father has a job to do. Come with me?”


  The boy did not ask where or why. “Okay” was all he said.


  A somewhat ambivalent expression crossed his father’s face as he reached a large, rugged hand out for his son. The boy embraced the texture. With their hands firmly clasped, father and son left the house and trekked through the charred remains of their section of town. They climbed down more slopes than the boy could count, delving ever further away from Mount Kinugasa until eventually even the boy with all his navigational talents could no longer discern their whereabouts. 


  It was only then that his father let go of his hand. “Stay here, boy. I’ll be right back. Wait patiently.”


  The boy nodded obediently.


  “Don’t you move, you hear?”


  He nodded again. Then, his father walked off into the forest, looking back over his shoulder at him all the while. The boy watched him go.


  Don’t move. Whatever you do, stay here.


  The boy balled his hands into fists and stared in the direction his father had disappeared.


  Don’t you dare go back home.


  True to his promise, the boy did not take a step from his spot. He slept there when night fell, and when hunger overtook him, he dug at the roots of the grass within arm’s reach. The evening dew slaked his thirst, if only temporarily. By the third day, he was physically incapable of moving even if he wanted to.


  It’s okay. I won’t go back. I promised.


  The boy understood that it would only make things harder for his parents if he returned.


  The city had burned down, and now the streets were lined with corpses. The man who employed the boy’s father was killed by foot soldiers from the western army. Without employment or housing, the only way the family could survive was to rid itself of its dead weight—the child who could not work, who was just another mouth to feed.


  The boy closed his eyes and let his consciousness dim. Before sleep claimed him, he heard an animal scurrying through the grass.


  I’ll wait here.


  He waited so that his family would come back for him when they made it through their predicament one day. They would survive, find their footing, attain happiness, and then perhaps they would remember him. He would leave his body in the same spot for them to find so that they could hold a funeral in his name.


  He would wait forever if that was how long it took.


   


  ***


   


  He woke in the middle of the night to the sound of people talking again. So heavy was his drowsiness that his ears failed to discern what they were speaking about. What he did know was that everyone was reproaching his mother. I have to help her, he thought, only for slumber to claim him once more.


  The next day, the boy’s mother led him by the hand out of the clearing. She wept as they walked. It was his first time seeing his mother’s tears.


  His father was gone. His mother said that he had gone to a distant land. Their hut burned down, so the boy’s mother took him to a village, where they slept on a corner of the ground. There were many other people there at first, but one by one, their numbers dwindled, until eventually only a few remained. The boy was the only child left.


  The other adults treated him coldly. They always lashed out at him with their fists and words—particularly when he said he was starving. 


  Stifling sobs, his mother took him by the hand and walked across the ravaged rice fields. Eventually, they reached the mountains and delved into the forest. The boy had never come this far before. 


  When they were deep among the trees, his mother finally let go of his hand.


  “Let’s rest here for a bit… Would you like some water?”


  His throat was too parched for him to do more than nod.


  “I’ll look for some water. You wait here, okay?”


  He nodded, for although his mother’s absence brought him unease, he felt too exhausted to walk. His mother stroked his head many times over before abruptly letting go and hurrying off into the woods.


  The boy sat down. When he eventually grew worried about his mother’s failure to return, he walked off to look for her. He stumbled aimlessly around the woods, calling out for his mother, yet saw no hint of her. Nor was he able to find a road that would lead him back to the village.


  It was cold. His stomach growled. But what hurt most of all was the dryness of his throat.


  As the search for his mother dragged on, tears sprouted in his eyes. Leaving the forest behind him, he walked along the coastline. It was only when the sun was finally setting that he spotted the familiar signs of society. He dashed inside, hoping against hope to see his mother there, but he only saw scores of unfamiliar faces. His mind registered little save for the fact that he must have arrived at a different village.


  At this point, a man came up to him. He asked the weeping boy what happened, gave him a single pat on the head, and even offered him scraps of food and water.


  The man exchanged glances with the people around him before taking the boy by the hand. This time, the boy was led to the sea’s edge. Beyond the blue waters lay a row of tall mountains, stretching out perpetually like a wall. 


  When they reached the cliff’s precipice, the man gave the boy’s head one more pat. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, then pushed the boy off the cliff.


   


  When next the boy opened his eyes, he found himself in a dark hole. The pungent smell of the sea was mixed with a familiar odor—the scent of rotting corpses. The boy was so used to it by this point that it ceased to frighten him, nor did he feel that anything was amiss.


  His primary source of discomfort was his cold body. And he was lonely, so very lonely. He turned to look when he heard the sound of stirring nearby, but because of the darkness, the only thing he could make out was the vague outline of something that looked like a hill.


  He burst into tears. Partly out of fear, but mainly it was because he felt so terribly lonely. 


  All of a sudden, he felt a warm breath on his arm. He trembled in surprise—then something else stroked his arm. This time, it felt soft, like a bird’s feathers. Some kind of enormous bird occupied this dark space, and it watched him with beady eyes to see how he would move.


  As he sat frozen in sheer surprise, he felt his body press against the warm plumage. Wings spread around him as if to catch him in an embrace. It was so warm, in fact, that he found himself clinging to the feathers.


  “Ma…”


  All he could do was cry out tearfully for his mother.


   


  ***


   


  Was there no respite at the end of the Kyokai?


  Ultimately, “Hourai” and “the afterlife” amounted to nothing but wishful thinking among those who languished in ruin. 


  Rejected by both lands across the Kyokai, two boys would eventually chance upon each other. Together, they would shoulder the devastation in their search for an elusive kingdom.
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  Chapter One


   


  1


   


  SETSUZAN—“COLLAPSING PEAK.” SUCH WAS THE name for when a kingdom’s devastation reached such a dire extent that it threatened to break even the enormous, cloud-piercing peak of a Ryouun Mountain. 


  Rokuta’s gaze swept vacantly across the hills and fields. When he beheld this kingdom once before, he assumed that it was impossible for its destitution to worsen, but evidently, he was wrong. 


  Thin clouds trailed high in the woefully bright sky. The earth below showed not a hint of green or red despite the approaching summer. The farmlands were as arid as deserts and the sea of green wheat was conspicuously absent—not even weeds grew in the cracked soil. There were only sparse strands of grass, having withered so long ago that they were devoid even of any warm yellow color.


  The ridges of earth between rice fields had collapsed entirely. The area around the huts, empty of their occupants, was a stone enclosure and nothing more. The charred walls were cracked and chipped at numerous junctures and further eroded by the wind and rain, showing a dull hue. 


  He could see a village at the foot of the hill. Its walls, too, were broken, and the houses inside were reduced to small piles of rubble. Not a single tree that could protect the huts or the village remained. Only the Riboku survived; it stood at the center of the village, its trunk now an oxidized silver from the effects of the fires. Several people sat slumped underneath the life-bearing tree, as perfectly still and unmoving as statues no matter how much time elapsed.


  The Riboku’s sparse white branches bore no leaves or flowers. Several birds perched on the tree, and above them circled youma that resembled large birds. Nothing prevented the youma from spotting their prey, though nobody bothered to look up at them. Neither animal nor youma ever attacked a living creature beneath a Riboku. Nonetheless, it was unnatural for the people to ignore the monsters entirely. Evidently, they had little energy to expend on fear.


  The mountain’s greenery had burned to the ground. The rivers were flooding, and only ash remained of what were once huts and villages. There was no prospect, now, of harvesting anything from the ravaged soil, nor were there any people left to till it. The people were too exhausted to even work toward next year’s crops. Their famished bodies lacked the strength to grip a hoe, and they numbered too few to help and support each other. 


  Even the youma circling overhead had wilted wings, a testament to their starvation. Rokuta watched as one of them ­stuttered to the ground. Not even the monsters had enough to eat in this arid wasteland.


  In the hour of Setsuzan, a kingdom wallowed in destruction.


  The Provincial Kingdom of En has reached its death throes.


   


  The previous ruler was posthumously named the Owl King. He ruled wisely for the better part of his reign, but a shadow must have fallen over his heart at some point, for he eventually began tyrannizing his citizens and taking glee in their suffering. He placed soldiers on every street corner to spy on his people. Any who spoke poorly of him were promptly arrested, and even their families faced public execution. Upon every civil revolt, the king flooded the villages with water or doused them with oil and flaming arrows. Not even infants were spared from the slaughter.


  The king executed every prudent member among the kingdom’s nine provincial lords, leaving none to check his madness.


  When his grieving Saiho took to their deathbed, the Owl King arrogantly declared that it was all according to the Mandate of Heaven and erected a colossal mausoleum. He ordered swaths of laborers to dig an enormous double-layered moat. The dirt and corpses of slaughtered laborers piled so high that one had to crane their neck to see the top of the burial grounds. It was said that among the dead were thirty thousand women and children ordered to serve in the king’s harem in the afterlife.


  The Owl King perished on the verge of the mausoleum’s completion. By then, the kingdom was already in ruin. The people, who had been crying out in pain and misery for so long, responded to their ruler’s demise with cheers of exaltation. Even the neighboring countries heard their joy.


  The people waited with bated breath for their next ruler, yet no one claimed the throne. In this land, the Kirin chose the monarchs. These divine beasts received the Mandate of Heaven and selected the monarchs according to the will of the heavens. Upon making their decision, they would assume the role of their liege’s retainer—the Saiho—and remain close at hand. 


  Thirty years passed, however, and the Kirin found no head to place a crown. When they passed away, a great calamity ensued—the eighth of its scale since the formation of the world.


  The monarchs ruled over their nations and balanced the forces of yin and yang. Without a ruler on the throne, the laws of nature inevitably went askew, prompting slews of natural disasters. The land, already ravaged by the Owl King, fell into even greater ruin. The people lost the energy to even wail in their despair.


  Such was the story behind this wasteland.


   


  Standing atop the hill, Rokuta shifted his gaze up toward the man at his side. He was merely looking upon the ravaged earth in silence.


  Rokuta’s title was Enki. Although he had the appearance of a child, he was fundamentally not a human. He was the Kirin of the Kingdom of En, and the man beside him was the king of his choosing.


  “Do you want a kingdom?” Rokuta had asked the man, referring to the destitute nation with no land or people to rule over. “If you want it, you can have it.”


  The man declared that he did want it. Rokuta wondered what the man was thinking now as he gazed upon the scene of ruin. Surely he had not contemplated the extent of the devastation. Would he complain or fume in anger? 


  Noticing Rokuta’s inquisitive gaze, the man abruptly turned his head to look back at the boy.


  He smiled. “How impressively empty.”


  Rokuta just nodded.


  “So you’re telling me to build a kingdom from scratch? That’s a big ask,” the man said without a hint of gravity. “Then again, I have all the freedom in the world when there’s nothing in it. Makes it easier in a way.” He spoke with supreme nonchalance, chuckling all the while.


  Rokuta looked at his feet. For some reason, he wanted to cry.


  “What’s up?” the man asked him, his tone warm and calm. 


  Rokuta sighed heavily. It was only then, in the moment of its disappearance, that he realized the sheer weight upon his shoulders.


  “Right,” said the man, giving Rokuta a pat. “Let’s go to this Mount Hou place and get ourselves a job.”


  The only weight he felt now on his shoulder was the man’s palm. It had been thirteen years since his life began. Thirteen years of shouldering the fate of a nation. And now, at last, he had found someone to entrust that weight to—for better or worse.


  The man patted Rokuta’s shoulder lightly and moved away. Rokuta’s eyes followed his every movement.


  “It’s in your hands.”


  The man did not ask what Rokuta was talking about. Instead, he simply laughed. “Leave this to me.”


   


  2


   


  “IT’S…GREEN NOW,” ROKUTA SAID, DAZED.


  From his vantage point on the palace balcony, he peered through the Sea of Clouds at the foliage of Kankyuu below.


  Twenty years had passed since the king’s ascension to the throne. In that time, the land had taken slow and stuttering steps toward recovery. 


  Mount Kankyuu was the capital of the Provincial Kingdom of En. Genei Palace, the king’s abode, sat upon its summit, which was like a small island jutting through the vast Sea of Clouds. 


  This sea, high in the sky, acted as the divider between the heavens above and the mortal realm below. Looking up from the lower plane, it was impossible to discern anything aquatic; it appeared only as if white clouds brushed against the peak of the Ryouun Mountain. From the upper plane, one could see the faint blue translucent sea wrapping around the peak. Although it appeared to be only as deep as the height of the average adult, it was impossible to swim in. One could see right through the waters and to the land below—the green seas of wheat, the verdant forests, and the woodlands sheltering the hamlets and villages.


  “Although I guess you could also say it’s underwhelming for twenty years of progress.”


  Rokuta gripped the handrail with both hands and buried his head between his arms. Waves from the Sea of Clouds clashed audibly against the balcony’s legs, leaving a sea scent behind where they broke.


  “Taiho,” a voice sounded.


  “But hey, this is still decent. There was nothing aside from black fields when I first went into Genei Palace…”


  Once, the entire area had been scorched to the ground. The fact that the greenery now stood out prominently after twenty years was as sure a sign as any that the kingdom had begun to right itself. Slowly yet surely, the people who had escaped to other countries returned to their homeland. Year by year, the shanties they sang as they tended the fields grew more sonorous.


  “Taiho.”


  Rokuta was slightly late to respond. “Hm?” Elbows still on the handrail, he looked over his shoulder. 


  The Choushi, carrying a bundle of documents in his arms, cracked a smile. “We have your industrious efforts to thank for the promising wheat harvest this year. On behalf of the people, I extend my warmest appreciation to you for taking time out of your busy schedule to frequent the lower plane. Now if you could extend some of that diligence to hearing a report from this humble servant, I would be even more ecstatic.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m listening.”


  “My apologies, but may I ask you to approach this subject with a tad more gravity?”


  “I am being serious, don’t you worry.”


  The Choushi heaved a deep sigh. “Could you at least look at me instead of assuming that childish posture?”


  Rokuta was sitting on a ceramic lion’s head on the balcony, a higher seat than any chair. Not touching the ground, his legs swung through no conscious effort of their owner, kicking the railing without much force.


  Rokuta turned around, sporting a grin on his face. “Hey, I’m still a kid.”


  “And how old are you in years, may I ask?”


  “Thirty-three.”


  His disposition could not have been further from a distinguished man in his thirties, however, and his physical appearance looked no older than a boy of thirteen. This was not especially unusual; those who lived above the Sea of Clouds stopped aging altogether. In Rokuta’s case, he could have stood to age a little more—Kirin generally reached maturity between their mid-teens and ­twenties—but his growth ground to a halt when he entered Genei Palace. His temperament, too, remained that of a thirteen-year-old, showing no hint of maturity. Perhaps his mind stopped aging along with his body, or perhaps it had something to do with how the people around him treated him like the child he appeared to be. 


  On a partially related note, for the purposes of conscription and mandatory servitude, it was customary to calculate a person’s age based on the number of years that had passed since their day of birth rather than using the Lunar New Year as the standard.


  “Fancy seeing a fellow of your ripe age and responsibilities still carrying on like a child. The Saiho’s role is to support the king and usher the people along the path of benevolence. You are first and foremost among the king’s vassals—the sole courtier to warrant the highest rank of nobility. If only you could act a little more accordingly.”


  “I said I was listening. You were talking about the Rokusui’s flood bank, right? But you should be telling His Majesty about that stuff, not me.”


  The Choushi’s thin, shapely eyebrows twitched. Effeminate though he was, with his fair complexion and slender build, appearances were deceiving. His family name was You, and his courtesy name was Shukou. However, the king elected to call him “Daredevil.” The nickname was not unwarranted.


  “All right,” Shukou said after a pause. “May I ask where His Majesty is presently?”


  “Don’t ask me. Probably flirting with the ladies down in Kankyuu.”


  A smile broke out across Shukou’s mild-mannered face. “Taiho, are you aware of why this humble Choushi has broached the subject of the Rokusui?”


  “Oh, right.” Rokuta slapped his hand. “Flood control’s meant to be a different minister’s job. Not yours.”


  A Choushi dealt with law enforcement and judicial affairs, being particularly concerned with overseeing the conduct of the other ministers. Flood control fell under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Earth, which handled matters related to the land. At the very least, the Suijin managed those affairs. Officially, the Minister of Earth or the Chief Minister of State—who oversaw the Six Ministries as a whole—reported directly to the king.


  “Indeed, this is not my duty. However, if left unchecked, the floodwater from En’s forthcoming rainy season will swamp the verdant farmlands that so greatly stir your heart. The matter requires His Majesty’s urgent approval. So I ask again—where is he?”


  “Beats me.”


  “It was none other than His Majesty himself who arranged an appointment about this issue for this time. How could a man of his responsibilities shirk his promises? The king is supposed to be the beacon for the ministers to follow.”


  “You know what he’s like, always winging it.”


  “His Majesty is the nation’s pillar. Should that pillar sway, so too will the nation. Yet he does not attend the court councils, nor is he anywhere to be found during the administration hours. Do you believe that this conduct is healthy for the kingdom?”


  Rokuta looked up at Shukou and pouted. “You should be saying that to Shouryuu, not me.”


  Once again, Shukou’s elegant eyebrows quivered. All of a sudden, he slammed the paperwork against the desk. “Taiho! How many times have you attended the court council this month?!”


  “Uhh…” Rokuta stared at his hand, folding his fingers. “Today, the other day, and um…”


  “You attended four times, to be precise.”


  “Nothing gets past you, huh?”


  A Choushi did not attend court councils, as their position was not high enough to warrant it. When Rokuta threw a half-annoyed look up at Shukou, the man responded with a most serene smile indeed.


  “It is common knowledge in the palace by now. The ministers complain about it frequently,” Shukou said. “Are you aware that the court councils were originally held daily?”


  “Well, about that…”


  “It was His Majesty who decreed that they be held once every three days. Once every three days means ten times a month. Can you explain why, despite the month drawing to a close, you have only attended the court council four times, Taiho?”


  “Uhh…”


  “And His Majesty has only shown up once! The both of you make a mockery of the administration!”


  A harsh thud sounded as a chair fell sideways on the balcony. Rokuta looked and saw that, at some point, Itan the Suijin had apparently shown up at the scene. And now, Itan, much like Shukou, had popped a vein. 


  His shoulders were quivering. “Why can’t the king and his Saiho stay put in the palace?!”


  “Hey, Itan, when did you get here?” Rokuta asked. His amiable smile was met with a frigid glare. 


  “Curse that playboy. It’s a wonder that En is even functioning at all!” Itan fumed.


  “Calm yourself, Sir Itan,” Shukou chided him with a grimace, but Itan had already swung around. “Sir Itan, where are you going?”


  “I’m dragging him right back here.”


  Rokuta watched Itan storm off. “He sure has a short fuse,” he sighed.


  Itan’s nickname was “Hothead.” It was not hard to see where the name came from.


  “I’m afraid to say…” Shukou looked at Rokuta, smiling. “My temper is also short, albeit not as short as Itan’s.”


  “You think?”


  “When His Majesty fails to attend the court councils, no decisions can be made. Itan tries to report to His Majesty, only to be deferred. Then, when there is an appointment for a specific time, he is kept waiting on end. In his predicament, one would generally deliver the message to you, the king’s advisor. Yet Taiho’s attention is also clearly elsewhere.”


  “Uhh…”


  “Should this transgression be repeated, this humble servant is prepared to take action. With all due respect, I intend to show no mercy—not to His Majesty, nor to Taiho.”


  “Ah ha ha…” Rokuta laughed weakly before lowering his head. “Sorry. I’ll try to do better.”


  Shukou beamed. “I am pleased that you would listen so magnanimously to my candid advice. You truly do understand the purpose of this discussion, yes?”


  “Yes. Really.”


  Shukou briskly withdrew a book from his pocket and handed it to Rokuta. “The First Scroll of Heaven of the Steadfast Edicts details the guidelines for the ruler and their Saiho. As proof of your remorse, I would like you to make up for your absence from the court councils by copying this book.”


  “Shukouuu…”


  “Six sections from volume one by tomorrow should suffice,” said Shukou. “Or do you wish to express your dissatisfaction?”


  “If you’re making me do this, won’t the government work be delayed?” Rokuta looked up at Shukou with his best puppy-dog eyes.


  A kindly face peered back at him. Shukou’s smile was without blemish.


  “After so much tooth-pulling, a single day will hardly make a difference.”
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  SHUKOU STRODE THROUGH THE PALACE, WIND buffeting his body. He was on his way out from the inner palace.


  En was one of the four provincial kingdoms. It was a frigid land nestled in the northeast, the same direction from which the cold and dry winter winds blew. In the summer, a chilly breeze blew from the Black Sea. At present, summer had already passed, encroached by fall. As the days wore on, the winds from the Black Sea weakened, and the warmth from the sunbaked earth seeped into the atmosphere. The summers were cool and dry, making the season unsuitable for growing vegetation, but autumn was long enough to make up for it. The fall temperature was warm and mild, although it turned cold seemingly overnight with the onset of the northeastern winter winds.


  The palace sat above the Sea of Clouds, which meant that the climate of the lower realm had no bearing on it. At this time of year, however, the winds in both realms were still more or less the same. En was heading into fall—the end of which was indicated by a month of rain, followed by the seasonal change in winds. At that point, the dry and startlingly chill air from the Kingdom of Tai would make its way over to En.


  “The Rokusui… I can only hope we make it in time…”


  Shukou’s eyes turned to the west across the Sea of Clouds. Could they manage the waterways of the Rokusui before the rainy season started?


  The Rokusui was a large river that trailed all the way from the Sei Province—where Kankyuu was situated—to the Gen Province at the coast of the Black Sea. The Gen Province contained many flatlands which were made fertile by the Rokusui’s annual flooding. The region facing the Black Sea became inhospitable to human life ever since the Owl King cut off the embankment, but with the return of its citizens, the people began reclaiming the land. Now, due to the dearest wishes of the people, quite a few villages appeared to have sprouted in the area—more than the lord of the Gen Province could handle. Although he was lord in name, he had no real authority to improve the river system. The administration had not yet been fully reformed, meaning that almost every lord appointed by the previous king had his authority stripped from him.


  As he walked along, sighing lightly as he went, Shukou chanced upon Itan ascending the stone steps.


  “How did it go?” Shukou asked, smiling.


  Itan snapped his head up, disgruntled. “I dragged him back by the scruff of his neck. He’s in the inner palace getting changed.”


  This meant that he and the king must have accessed the inner palace via the Forbidden Gate. Then, to facilitate a formal discussion, the man had apparently backtracked to the Licit Gate. 


  Genei Palace, which rested above the Sea of Clouds, had only one direct channel. This passage was called the Forbidden Gate. Meanwhile, the five gates that led up to the palace through the foot of Mount Kankyuu were collectively known as the Licit Gate. Under most circumstances, only the king and his Saiho could pass through the Forbidden Gate, but Itan had special permission to use it. Nevertheless, he was a stickler for rules, at least when it came to that privilege.


  “In that case, I shall retrace my steps as well,” Shukou remarked. “I must have a word with His Majesty.”


  “Give him a good talking to,” Itan said with a scowl. “Have a guess where he was.”


  “Enlighten me.”


  “The red-light district in Kankyuu, gambling away all the money he had on him. He couldn’t return because they took his horse as collateral. I caught him with a broom, sweeping inside a brothel, trying to pay off his debt.”


  Shukou burst into laughter. “That sounds like Shouryuu-sama,” he said. “So did you pay the debt back for him?”


  “Well, it’s wrong to skip out on a bill. And I couldn’t just let him do chores until the debt was paid—who knows how long that would have taken? And I certainly couldn’t tell those people that this was their king and let him off the hook that way. They would have bawled their eyes out from the disappointment.”


  “I can imagine.”


  En’s devastation had once run so deep that the people said the kingdom was destroyed altogether. Given how fervently they had prayed for a new king, some would genuinely cry if they saw the form in which their wish was granted.


  “Curse it all. The man doesn’t have a care in the world,” grumbled Itan.


  This might be the only person in the world with the temerity to say that to a king’s face, Shukou thought with a wry smile. 


  Itan had originally been a Denryou—a civil official who managed the population and taxation records. He was promoted to the level of Suijin after the regime change. It was also during this time that the king bequeathed him the nickname of “Hothead” along with a range of special privileges. Itan could enter the king’s bedchamber, use the Forbidden Gate, and ride a mount all the way into the inner palace. He was even exempt from kowtowing before the king. Shukou was pretty sure that the line was drawn at outright berating his liege, though.


  “Wouldn’t you say he’s a magnanimous ruler? It’s why your head is still attached to your shoulders.”


  When the king took the throne, the ministers at Genei Palace held an audience with him to express their felicitations. During this auspicious occasion, Itan had clutched the population records and flung them at the king’s feet.


  Itan scowled at Shukou’s remark. “Stop bringing up ancient history.”


   


  Long ago, the Lord Above created the heavens and the twelve kingdoms. He chose humans to sit upon their thrones. These were the kings and queens—and each kingdom had a divine beast of immense power called a Kirin who received the Lord Above’s will and chose the rulers accordingly. 


  The Kirin were born on Mount Hou, the eastern peak of the Five Great Mountains at the center of the world. Those who aspired to the throne ascended Mount Hou and appealed directly to the Kirin. The climb and subsequent meeting with the Kirin was known as an Ascendance.


  “Why?” Itan had demanded, hurling the population records at the throne’s dais. “Why did it take fourteen years for you to succeed the throne? A Kirin chooses a ruler within six years. Eight years went to waste because you couldn’t be bothered to haul your behind up the mountain for an Ascendance. Here’s Kankyuu’s census for those eight years. See for yourself how many people died.”


  The jubilant atmosphere instantly froze over.


  Itan looked at the king on his throne. The king looked deeply interested as he glanced between Itan and the discarded records on the steps.


  Perhaps Itan was merely venting his anger. He simply wanted the king to know about En’s dire circumstances, that the land had become barely livable. Although the palace—resplendent with its throne—brimmed with light, the world below was an endless abyss of death and devastation. While the people had prayed for someone, anyone to take the king’s mantle, Itan found it impossible to believe that this alone would be enough to restore the kingdom.


  Itan spoke with full awareness that he could be executed for his insolence, though he certainly possessed no death wish. During the Owl King’s despotic rule, Itan managed to cling to life by walking a precarious tightrope—obeying his liege without shirking the Way, avoiding the king’s wrath while maintaining the voice of his conscience. 


  Every official said that everything would improve under the new king, but the king could do nothing about what had already transpired. The dead could never return to life. Itan resented the officials who conveniently turned their eyes away from this fact, and he resented the king who surely basked in the same joy as his officials. 


  If he died here, the festive scene would forever be marred in memory. After witnessing their king cut down a retainer within days of succeeding the throne, the officials would recall the Owl King’s tyranny, and their naive optimism would fade. Itan was content with the thought of becoming the stone that brought people down to earth. 


  He looked at the new king. The new king looked at him. For a moment, it was as if the air stopped flowing in the room altogether. Among all the people frozen on the spot, the king was the first to move. With a chuckle, he stepped away from the throne and languidly picked up the population records. As he brushed the dust off the documents, he laughed at Itan.


  “I’ll give it a read.”


  For a while, Itan gazed at the man in a daze, until the Shoushin serving as the king’s guards dragged him out of the room. The Grand Minister of the Lands, head of the Ministry of Earth, stripped him of his rank. Wordlessly, Itan stayed put in his house, awaiting his day of reckoning. He had no intention of running—it was impossible anyway, given the soldiers stationed outside the gates.


  Itan stayed under voluntary house arrest for five days, at which point an envoy beat on his gates with a royal missive in hand. According to it, Itan would be permitted to return to the administration, now with the rank of Suijin. Dumbfounded, Itan turned up at the palace to express his gratitude, whereupon the king laughed and called him a reckless hothead. He further bestowed Itan with the nickname of Hothead—and the rest, as they say, is history.


   


  “I was a minor retainer who had only just been appointed at the time, but when I heard the story, I really wished I could have been there.”


  Shukou laughed merrily, a sentiment which Itan did not share. Although others found the story deeply amusing, Itan saw nothing to laugh about. He truly had been prepared to die.


  Itan did respect the king after that initial encounter. In fact, he became a devout follower, never breathing a word of complaint. But it did not take long for his goodwill to dissipate, for there was nothing laudable about his liege. How long could he grovel before a king who squandered his personal money on gambling and neglected the state?


  “I hate myself for being taken with his bigheartedness. It turns out he wasn’t bighearted at all—he just doesn’t care a whit about anything.”


  “Itan-dono, wouldn’t you be advised to be more discreet with your tongue?” Shukou said. “For your own sake, you ought to keep your head down somewhat and mind your manners.”


  “That’s rich coming from you.”


  Itan looked at Shukou. Shukou had once been a minor bureaucrat, working as a chronicler for the Ministry of Spring. When the king came around to the office for an inspection, Shukou said to his face that he had already come up with a posthumous title for him—either the Prosperous King or the Ruinous King.


  “Will you make En prosper, or will you bring it to ruin? Which do you prefer?” he had asked.


  Shukou chuckled. “Come now, I was simply acting in my capacity as an official. Apparently, that’s the way to go if you want to climb the rungs.”


  “I’m not buying that. It was only three days after the coronation. I was still under house arrest.”


  “Oh, is that so? Things have a way of blurring together as the years go by.”


  Itan scowled at Shukou’s smooth, serene face. Although the two of them had youthful visages, it was only on the surface. They were both old enough to speak wistfully of the passage of time.


  “And now I’m a Choushi. Our liege certainly has a generous heart.”


  “I’m not a fan of either name,” the king had replied.


  There was not much difference between Shukou and Itan when it came to the motives for their recklessness. Shukou, too, had been prepared to face death. For one thing, it was a crime for him to even speak to the king directly, given that he was not a state-level official. He was but a lowly bureaucrat working under the chronicler’s employ. The king could easily have flown into a rage and ordered his execution. Or alternatively…


  As Shukou watched on with bated breath, the new king’s face curled into a frown.


  “I’m vetoing both names. I can’t help it—I’d be embarrassed to have such boring-sounding words in my name.”


  “What?” Shukou asked, to which the king replied by staring hard at Shukou.


  “Are you really going to call yourself a chronicler with your sloppy wordsmithing?” the king said. “I’m begging you here, can’t you come up with a fancier name?”


  “Er, um… Uh, I suppose I can.”


  “Something tells me you’re not cut out to be a chronicler.”


  He might be right, Shukou thought, abashed. Before long, he received his missive. Having braced himself for dismissal even in the best-case scenario, Shukou discovered that he had been promoted to the middle-tier position of Gyoshi within the ranks of the chroniclers. Later, he was appointed Choushi of the Ministry of Fall.


   


  “You and I are close aides of his. Maybe our king has a thing for people who don’t know when to shut up?” said Itan.


  Shukou laughed. “You might be right.”


  He then adjusted his expression, for he heard footsteps approaching.


  When Shukou and Itan saw the Chief Minister of State and his scribes, they cleared the way for them as etiquette dictated, bowing their heads slightly as the group walked past. 


  A voice fell upon their heads. “Goodness me, I thought this path led to the inner palace.”


  “Hey, you!” one of the scribes called out to Shukou and Itan. “What are you doing here? Did you get lost or something?”


  Shukou and Itan did not reply. Not many officials were permitted entry to the inner palace. As far as their ranks went, ­neither Shukou nor Itan made the list. Although the king gave them special permission, their treatment was highly unusual. Those who were jealous were quick to make snide remarks. Shukou and Itan were thoroughly desensitized to it by this point.


  “Are you headed to the inner palace right now?” asked the Chief Minister of State.


  “Yes,” Itan replied simply.


  The minister and his scribes let out exaggerated sighs.


  “Good grief. I expect His Majesty isn’t planning on doing any governing, then.”


  “He’ll be goofing off with his favorites, I see.”


  “He won’t be pleased with any interruptions. Really! When will he do his work?”


  “It only makes sense when he has servants who lead him astray.”


  They walked past Shukou and Itan, their sneering laughter echoing down the hallway. The two men kept their heads down. Only when the sound of their footsteps had fully receded—presumably in the direction of the east offices—did Itan lift his head. 


  Glancing at the cobblestone path between the buildings, he muttered darkly under his breath, “Hypocrites. They’re the ones who bought their positions off the Owl King.”


  Shukou grimaced. Itan was not wrong in his appraisal. When the Owl King forsook the Way and lost interest in governance, those officials took advantage of the situation and fortified the king’s tyranny. Some bought their positions with money and scraped what they paid from the kingdom’s coffers. Others encouraged the king’s sadistic tendencies in a bid for his approval, knowingly contributing to the land’s devastation. 


  “Their only talent is in concocting snide remarks,” Shukou said. “They’re not worth the trouble.”


  “They’re assuming that we’re the reason the king’s playing around! It’s what they’d do in our situation—that’s why they’re tarring us with the same brush,” Itan said, grinding his teeth.


  Shukou’s grimace deepened. “It’s understandable that they would speak poorly of us.”


  As a Suijin, Itan stood squarely in the middle of the pecking order. Meanwhile, the Chief Minister of State was only one step below the Saiho. It only made sense that he felt affronted that a Suijin, who was four levels below him in the hierarchy, enjoyed special privileges while he had to jump through hoops to get an audience with the king. To add insult to injury, Shukou’s rank was lowlier still.


  “What, you’re just going to roll over and take it? We have to do something about those dunces!” Itan exclaimed.


  “There’s hardly anything I can do.”


  “This is all Seishou’s fault. He’s the closest to the king. He ought to grab His Majesty by the scruff of the neck and tie him to the throne.”


  Itan’s hostility had now extended to the king’s personal bodyguard. Shukou threw him a slightly exasperated look. “Does it really bother you that much?”


  “You aren’t mad? Who wants to be called the king’s bad influences?! Or, even worse, his boytoys?!”


  “It’s tough being you,” Shukou remarked.


  “Don’t be thick! They’re saying it about you too!”


  Shukou laughed, then dropped his tone to a hush. “Let the gossips say what they want. His Majesty will reform the bureaucracy soon enough.”


  Itan’s feet stopped in the middle of climbing the stone steps. “It’s time, huh?”


  “The government has stabilized, more or less, and we know our future goals. The path is laid out. We need only tread it. His Majesty has yet to reorganize the bureaucracy, but the time is approaching for him to replace the lords and ministers.”


  It was the Owl King who had appointed the provincial lords and ministers. By all rights, the new king could have replaced every member of the old bureaucracy entirely. Lacking the time for that, however, the king deliberately left things as they were. The most he did was restrict the powers of the provincial lords and appoint overseers in each province. As for his officials, he handpicked the closest of his aides, though he could not leave the flatterers and tyrants from the Owl King’s reign unchecked forever.


  “It will bring chaos to the court,” Shukou remarked. “The people who managed to cling to their titles until now will feel threatened and start scheming again. You’ll never know when or where they might trip you up. You’d best keep your complaints to yourself for now.”


  “Twenty years, huh?” Itan said thoughtfully. “Not bad, staying afloat for that long. Some of the goons even act like they’ve had a bit of a change of heart.”


  “Absolutely not. There just isn’t enough to squeeze from the royal coffers. But I have noticed more of the officials acting strangely as of late.”


  “It’s like they’re finally coming out of hibernation from the winter.” Itan cast his eyes toward a nearby building. “What a long winter it’s been…”


  At the time of the coronation, the answer to the people’s hopes and prayers, Genei Palace was still resplendent in dazzling silver. Not a single scrap of that splendor remained now. The palace was known for its ethereal beauty, but the king sold off every piece of ceremonial garb along with every bit of gold and silver—even the gems on the throne itself. Such was the depths of En’s poverty. The king even disassembled half the palace’s buildings, exchanging the wood and stone for money. The only remnants from the old days were the black roofs that extended all the way to the peak of Mount Kankyuu.


  While ruthlessly economical, the king chose to leave the leeches from the Owl King’s time alone. He could have dismissed them all and confiscated the money they had embezzled from the royal coffers, but he made the conscious decision not to do so. The situation was so dire that he lacked the time to even do that. The first priority was to restore the devastated land to a state where food could grow once more.


  Fires had laid waste to the rice paddies. However much the farmers tilled their fields, it took twenty years for them to grow enough produce to support their livelihoods. The king only barely managed to feed them by selling off every last item in the palace’s treasury, down to even the soldiers’ swords.


  “Think of it like a deposit. People who are careful about saving won’t lose much. Big spenders will feel the squeeze. When the time comes, the debts will be settled,” the king had said.


  And now that time had come.


  “He might be blasé, but he’s not a fool,” Itan said quietly.


  Shukou chuckled. “He is haphazard in the manner in which he applies his talents. Let us leave it at that.”


   


  4


   


  THE HAPHAZARD MONARCH IN QUESTION WAS presently in his private chambers, haplessly ensnared by four interrogators.


  “Look, I get what you’re trying to say.” Shouryuu’s gaze flickered between the four faces bearing down on him. 


  Itan glowered at his king, indignant to say the least. “Do you really?”


  “I’m a changed man.”


  “I’ve never experienced such embarrassment in my life. It’s rare for me to hold grudges, you know. Don’t assume I’ll forget this anytime soon.”


  “He’s absolutely right,” a self-satisfied voice chimed in behind Itan in agreement, though Itan chose to ignore it.


  Indeed, thought Shukou, sighing. “Your Majesty, how do you perceive your own position? You are the king, the sails that carry this kingdom. How do you intend to keep the ministers in line? You are the model for others to follow, yet your conduct is disgraceful. I, for one, cannot bear to meet the eyes of the citizenry.”


  “Yeah, what he said,” said the voice from behind. 


  A stone-faced man of few words chose to speak up. “I can’t keep silent at this foolishness. I’m furious at myself for being used by such a jester of a king.”


  “You’re telling me off too, Oddball?”


  Oddball was the nickname for Seishou, a young man with brown skin. Despite his small stature and slender build, he was a member of the Ministry of War, which handled military affairs. Specifically, he was the Daiboku, head of the Shoushin who served as the king’s immediate bodyguards, and he had a peerless reputation for ingenuity and martial strength.


  Although the Owl King appointed him general of the Forbidden Troops, Seishou’s fortunes turned when he admonished his liege. For this, the Owl King apprehended him, but not even the despot could bring himself to squander the man’s talents by killing him. Instead, Seishou was confined within a stone prison, where he remained even after the Owl King’s passing. When the other ministers tried to release him, he insisted on staying in his shackle-less prison because only a king’s pardon could undo his sentence. By the time he walked free, he had spent fifty years in confinement. Needless to say, he was made of stern stuff.


  “I’d appreciate it if you could stop with the ridiculous nicknames,” he said.


  “You’re not a fan?” asked the king.
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  “Obviously,” Seishou said flatly.


  Itan cast him an irritated look. “At least your nickname isn’t Hothead.”


  There was no greater honor than having one’s king bestow a personal name, but when those names were “Hothead,” “Oddball,” and “Daredevil,” it left something to be desired. And to top it off, Shouryuu’s nickname for Rokuta—a Saiho and Kirin—was “Bonehead.” If Shouryuu was to be believed, this was entirely a reference to the horn on the Kirin’s forehead and not an insult in the slightest. The king was very pleased with his own wit, but not a single person was inclined to commend him.


  Itan’s face twisted into an exasperated grimace. “The word ‘frivolous’ was invented to describe this guy.”


  “Hear, hear,” said a voice from behind.


  This time, the other three inquisitors turned around to face the owner of the voice in unison.


  “You’re no better, Taiho!”


  Now that he was suddenly on the receiving end of the three sets of cold glares, the lackadaisical yes-man of the scene—Rokuta—shrugged. “Hey, I’m not the one with a gambling problem.”


  “Then would you care to explain where you were instead of the court council?” Shukou hounded him.


  Rokuta responded with an amiable smile. “Gathering intel. You know, like gauging how well the kingdom is recovering.”


  “Okay. Tell us what you learned.”


  “Uhh…”


  “Traitor,” the king said under his breath.


  Rokuta looked at his master. “Hey, you’re the one goofing off. And now I’m copping the flak too, no thanks to you. You think this is funny?”


  “Says the one who skips meetings.”


  “Still not as bad as you!”


  “Same difference,” the king shot back.


  “Oh, come on! One’s clearly worse than the other.”


  Bang! Shukou slammed his fist on the table. “I’d like your serious attention, please.”


  Shouryuu raised his hands in surrender. “I’ve changed my ways. I won’t skip government duties anymore. There—are you happy?”


  “And is that a sincere promise?” Shukou asked.


  “There’re some shady things going on in the west, after all. Best to stay put and keep the throne warm for the time being.”


  The other four people turned to look at Shouryuu in unison. “The west?”


  Shouryuu smiled. “From Gen Province.”


  Itan glanced over his shoulder. Although the group had cleared out the other people in the vicinity before the conversation started, he checked to make doubly sure that no interlopers remained. “You mean…”


  “I heard in town that Gen Province has been doing quite well for itself lately. Gen soldiers have been dropping big money at brothels multiple times a month. They come empty-handed and leave with tons of baggage.”


  “Are they plotting something in Kankyuu?”


  “Not an issue if it’s food supplies, but what about weapons?”


  Shukou cocked his head in objection. “I can’t imagine they could supply enough weapons to support an uprising. Word would get out if they were buying up weapons in town.”


  Shouryuu laughed and turned his gaze to Seishou. “The Royal Army has a storehouse in Kankyuu.”


  Seishou’s eyes narrowed. Was it possible that the official in charge of this storehouse was selling weapons on the sly? The Owl King had stockpiled an extraordinary number of weapons during his reign. Shouryuu had sold them to supplement the kingdom’s coffers, but the sheer numbers in circulation drove their price to almost nothing. And even now, the armory was still packed.


  “But the lord of Gen Province wouldn’t do that,” Shukou insisted.


  Itan chimed in with his agreement. “He feared the Owl King’s disfavor, he feared retribution from the people after the Owl King’s death, and even now he fears that Your Majesty will dismiss him from his post. I’ve heard that he shuts himself up in his palace and refuses to come out. Other rumors say that he’s fallen ill.”


  “He’s a cornered rat,” said Shouryuu quietly, “which makes him all the deadlier. Not to mention that Gen Province has a shrewd and competent chancellor in the form of the provincial lord’s son. Atsuyu, I believe his name was.”


  Itan blinked. “You’re well informed.”


  “I picked it up in town. Don’t discount what the common people say.”


  “I see…” Itan looked impressed. 


  Shukou shot him a sideways glance and coughed lightly. “If you may permit me to speak, Your Majesty…”


  “What is it?”


  “You’re the king—you don’t need to act like a spy! Leave the mingling with commoners to others!”


  Shouryuu rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Chuckling at this, Rokuta stood up from his seat.


  “What’s the matter, Rokuta?” asked Shouryuu.


  Rokuta looked back over his shoulder on his way out of the room.


  “This conversation is getting too heavy for me. I’m out.”
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  Chapter Two


   


  1


   


  LEAVING THE GROUP BEHIND HIM, ROKUTA emerged onto the balcony. The sun had already set, casting the Sea of Clouds in darkness. The thin outline of a crescent moon rose in the east.


  “I smell blood…”


  Rokuta foresaw events taking a violent turn. Given how conniving the lords and ministers were, it was a wonder that a civil war hadn’t broken out already.


  Sensing the premonition of blood in the winds, Rokuta walked across the garden. The reason his mood sank was because of his innate aversion to fighting and bloodshed.


  “Leave this to me,” Shouryuu had said. But that didn’t mean Rokuta relished the future. Many soldiers would perish in the fighting, and innocent civilians would be caught in the crossfire.


  Rokuta walked up to one of the palace’s small annexes and idly pushed the gate. It opened with a slight creak. Although there was a guard station, nobody was there. Ordinarily, sentries would keep vigil day and night, but the palace was sparsely populated as of late—scars of the Owl King’s wanton slaughter. Because no new faces could fill the gaps, the palace generally stayed deserted.


  Rokuta passed through the front garden and entered the building within, which surrounded a small courtyard. In the middle of a bank of white pebbles stood a tree with low-hanging branches, cutting a solitary figure. The branches looked as if they had been carved out of silver, so distinctive was their color.


  People were born from this tree.


  Married couples prayed for the tree to bear them children. If the heavens answered their prayers, a fruit called a Ranka would sprout on the branches, a baby nestled inside. It took ten months for the child to hatch, although some Ranka could get swept away before that happened. 


  Rokuta was one such case. So, too, was Shouryuu. When natural calamity struck—a phenomenon known as a Shoku—the two separate worlds would temporarily meet, allowing the Ranka to wash away to the other side and become lodged in a woman’s womb. Upon their birth, they adopted a flesh shell with strong physical similarities to the mother and her partner. Such children were called Taika.


  Rokuta himself washed away to the world across the sea, arriving in the capital of Hourai. There, he had a father, a mother, grandparents, and siblings. It had never occurred to him that he was not meant to exist in that world.


  Rokuta had been a scrap of a boy when his house burned down. After jumping out of his smoke-filled house, he emerged into a city of flames. It took a whole night to flee from the burning parts of the capital. One of his older sisters and both his grandparents perished that day.


  Once they’d escaped the chaos of war, Rokuta and his family dwelled in the western outskirts of the capital, but they had no savings, and his father could not find a job in the war-torn city. After one of his older brothers died, followed by the youngest of his older sisters, his family abandoned him in the mountains. It was all they could do to ensure their own survival.


  Rokuta happened upon the world of the other side in the middle of the mountains. On the brink of starvation and just barely managing to cling to life, he found his reckoning not in the form of death but through the peculiar characteristics of his species—for Rokuta was a Kirin.


  Had he not been a Kirin, he would surely have perished on those mountains, much like many other children before him. It was not unusual in that place and era for people to abandon their children.


   


  The devastation of Setsuzan.


  The flames of war wreathed misfortune upon the people. This kingdom had only just come back from the brink, and now it faced another maelstrom of violence. For Rokuta, it was a crushingly painful thought.


  Fields and mountains laid to waste. Rivers of blood. Orphaned or impoverished children left to die.


  Before Shouryuu ascended to the throne, he remarked that he wanted to see the land. From his vantage point on the hill, he would have seen nothing—not a single bud of hope. A scant twenty years had passed since then, and those children were probably parents now. The king, his Kirin, and the ministers who served them were all immortal beings impervious to the flow of time. For them, it was all too easy to forget, but for those in the world below, the events were still raw.


  What were those abandoned children doing these days? Where were they? Perhaps suffering and misfortune would fall upon the same people again.


  Rokuta gazed up at the heavens. The moon, halfway up the sky, resembled a gaping claw wound.


  “Kouya…”


  Written with the characters for “late” and “night,” the name invoked a memory for Rokuta. It was during that hour when he woke to his parents discussing whether to abandon their child. There was another boy who experienced that same scene in the dead of the night—here, within this very kingdom.


  It happened eighteen years ago, in the province of Gen.


   


  2


   


  ROKUTA STRADDLED RIKAKU’S BACK. RIKAKU was a youma who served under Rokuta’s command. A youma would only ever answer to a Kirin. At least, that was what Rokuta had always been led to assume.


  As Rokuta raced across the coast of Gen Province with no particular destination in mind, he crossed paths with a human—a human child riding a youma, to be precise.


  Needless to say, this was a surprise. Being a large wolf with wings and a beak, the youma was likely a Tenken. The child sat atop its back, completely alone. Because both pairs were traveling as swiftly as the wind, they crossed paths for only a second. It was the very definition of a fleeting encounter.


  “Turn back! Chase them!” Rokuta instantly ordered his Shirei.


  “Taiho, that was a youma,” Rikaku warned him.


  Rokuta nodded. “I know. That’s why we’re investigating. Why would a youma that isn’t a Kirin’s Shirei let a person ride upon its back? It’s crazy.”


  They searched the sea, where they found the child and his red-furred youma. The boy shrank in fear when he saw Rokuta in pursuit, but when the youma growled in hostility, the boy wrapped his arms around the youma’s thick neck to restrain it. 


  “No!” he gasped. “Don’t.”


  As far as appearances went, he looked slightly younger than Rokuta. He was thin and gaunt, with a coarse countenance and black hair with blue flecks. Had he been a Kirin, his hair would have been golden like Rokuta’s. This was a Kirin’s fundamental characteristic—the color of their mane.


  The boy stiffened when Rokuta called out to him. Knowing that the boy was afraid, Rokuta pasted on the most easygoing smile he could manage.


  “Who are you?”


  The pale-faced boy shook his head as a cold wind whistled across the sea. The boy’s clothing consisted of several rags wrapped around his person.


  “My name’s Rokuta. I didn’t expect to bump into you. Meeting someone in midair? That’s a first for me.”


  The boy gave a tiny nod. Perhaps he was saying that he had never encountered someone in midair before either.


  “Were you on your way somewhere? Is it urgent?” Rokuta asked.


  The boy simply shook his head. 


  Rokuta grinned. “I was thinking of grabbing a bite to eat. You wanna come with?”


  The boy’s eyes sprang open wide. “You’re…inviting me?”


  Rokuta nodded, smiling. He pointed at the sands below. He considered reaching his hand out for the boy but thought better of it. The boy seemed inclined to run if he made any rash moves.


  “If you’re cool with it,” Rokuta said.


  At this, the boy peered at the youma’s face, tilting his head as if to ask an implicit question. After a short bout of staring, the boy gave a barely perceptible nod.


  “Okay,” he mumbled.


  “Your friend’s a youma, right?” Rokuta asked when they disembarked on the shore. As he dished out some fruit and mochi to the boy, he reflected on how he had never heard of any human taming a youma. It was said to be impossible.


  The boy tilted his head. “Is she?”


  This reply stunned Rokuta. “What beast can fly besides youma and youjyuu? How’d you tame it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Oh, come on,” Rokuta muttered in exasperation. His shoulders deflated. “It’s super unusual.”


  “Is it?”


  “Yeah.”


  They sat on the dunes as they conversed. The Black Sea lay in front of them. Off on the horizon, the peaks of the Vajra Mountains encircling the center of the world jutted upward like a wall.


  The boy told him that he woke up in the late hours of the night and was abandoned in the mountains the next day.


  “I see…”


  Rokuta nodded as he mentally grappled with this surprising encounter. To think that two children in two different worlds, both abandoned by their impoverished parents amid the chaos of war, would cross paths like this…


  “So the townsfolk dumped you,” Rokuta mused aloud. “Must’ve been rough.”


  “I guess so.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “I don’t know.” The boy said that he might have had a name once, but he couldn’t remember it now. 


  “Then you washed up in a youma’s nest, huh?”


  “I didn’t wash up there. The big one carried me, I think.”


  “The big one?”


  The boy glanced over his shoulder at the youma as if to say, “This one.” The youma watched the boy placidly.


  “The big one carried me to her nest. I think I was meant to be food.”


  “It wanted to eat you, but then it ended up taking care of you?”


  The boy nodded. It was an eyebrow-raising story—unheard of, even. A youma would hardly go out of its way to provide for a human child.


  “Do things like this happen?” Rokuta turned to ask Rikaku, who was watching the youma with deep wariness. 


  Rikaku did not answer this question. No youma spoke of themselves, not even Shirei. They never breathed a word about their species, even if commanded. On a fundamental level, youma were worlds apart from other living creatures.


  Giving up on his questioning, Rokuta turned to face the boy again. “But hey, I’m glad you’re still kicking. Did you end up living in the nest after that?”


  “I went out sometimes. To find food.”


  “The big one doesn’t eat humans?” Rokuta asked, already knowing the answer. Although he stood a considerable distance away from the youma, he could smell the thick scent of blood—human blood—on it.


  The boy hesitated. “She does,” he said quietly. “She has to, or she’ll get hungry.”


  Rokuta hummed lightly. “You don’t share meals?”


  The boy’s head drooped. “No. I told her not to eat humans or animals…but she doesn’t listen.” There was something imploring in the way he looked at Rokuta. “People are scared of anything that attacks humans or animals. They always come after the big one and do bad things to her. Or run.”


  Rokuta nodded, figuring as much. Forcing a smile on his face, he patted the boy on the head.


  “Well, hey, you did good. It’s wrong to eat people. Doesn’t hurt to stay out of trouble.”


  “Yeah.” The boy hesitated before asking, “Where did you come from, Rokuta? The other side of the sea?”


  When Rokuta nodded, the boy leaned forward. “Oh, then do you know about Hourai?” he asked.


  “Huh?” Rokuta looked at the boy’s face. “Hourai?”


  “They say Hourai is a country far, far east across the sea. Nobody there ever fights or does bad things. My dad’s there. My mom could be there too. I’ve been looking for them this whole time…” As he spoke, tears brimmed in the boy’s eyes. Rokuta gazed at him forlornly.


  The boy’s father was dead, most likely. Instead of telling him this, the boy’s mother had probably said his father had gone to Hourai. It was a tale as old as time. After the mother was forced to abandon her child, he continued to cling to her words, searching for this illusory kingdom.


  “Um… Hourai isn’t attached to this sea…” Rokuta said, prompting the boy’s eyes to widen like saucers.


  “It’s not? Isn’t it meant to be at the eastern sea? This way isn’t east?”


  “This is the Black Sea. The sea with Hourai is further east—it’s called the Kyokai. But it’s so far east of the Kyokai that not even the big one can carry you there. It’s really, really far.”


  It was impossible to reach Hourai from this side. It was said that only the sages and youma could traverse the Kyokai. Humans were incapable of it, save in Ranka form.


  “Oh…I see…”


  The boy’s shoulders drooped. No doubt he was looking for Hourai as a way of tracking down his parents. Hearing that it was at the eastern sea, he came to the coast of the Black Sea to ask around. Unfortunately for him, the youma were menacing. Rokuta could easily imagine how the people chose to deal with the boy’s mount whenever he approached a town. Naturally, their fear stemmed from a youma’s inclination to attack humans, but the boy must have assumed that they would be accepting of the youma that had raised him like a foster parent.


  “Sorry,” Rokuta mumbled. 


  He knew that it wasn’t his fault, but when he saw the plain dejection in the boy’s sagged shoulders, Rokuta could not help but feel apologetic.


  The boy sighed multiple times. Then, quietly, he whistled for the youma to come near. The youma sprang from the nearby rock it had been sitting on and approached the boy’s side. The boy stroked the fur on its face, which was matted with human blood.


  Ah. Rokuta belatedly realized what was going on. The boy was not saying a word. Now that Rokuta thought about it, the boy had been mostly communicating in chirps, hardly enunciating words. Kirin and sages possessed the ability to understand youma and animals, which meant that Rokuta heard the boy’s chirps as human language.


  The youma’s beak leaned forward, nuzzling the boy’s neck. It let out a soft growl. Rokuta did not hear it in words, but he understood that the youma was suggesting to the boy that they go home. The boy lifted his head and staggered morosely to his feet. 


  “I have somewhere to be,” he mumbled.


  “Are you gonna come by here again?” Rokuta asked.


  The boy did not reply for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said, finally mustering a response. “There’s not much point if Hourai’s not here…”


  There was nothing Rokuta could say to this.


  “If I go into a town, the adults will do bad things to the big one…”


  “Guess so,” Rokuta said quietly.


  Rokuta could see that the hostility was not just directed at the youma. Multiple scars on the child’s legs poked out from under his rags—arrow wounds, probably.


  “You don’t want to live among people?” Rokuta asked.


  The boy glanced over his shoulder. “What about the big one?”


  “Hmm, she’d probably have to stay outside…”


  “Then I’ll pass…”


  Rokuta nodded slowly. He understood. “But hey, if you ever change your mind and decide you want to live in a town away from the big one, you can always come to Kankyuu.”


  Kankyuu. The boy mouthed the word.


  “Come see me there,” Rokuta said. “Oh, but you don’t have a name, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Come up with something.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Then I’ll give you a name.”


  The boy’s face lit up at Rokuta’s words. “Okay.”


  Rokuta gave it some thought, racking his brain for a while. Eventually, he slapped his hand against his palm and wrote a name in the sand. “What do you think of Kouya?”


  “What does it mean?”


  “Late in the night.”


  The boy seemed to like it. “Okay.” He happily repeated the name multiple times. Kouya.


  Although he assumed that they would probably never see each other again, Rokuta waved at Kouya as he turned to leave. “Kouya, come to Kankyuu if you’re ever in trouble. I work at Genei Palace. Just ask for Rokuta and you’ll find me.”


  The boy nodded, sitting on his youma with a faraway look in his eyes.


  “I’ll come for you, Kouya! You can count on it!”


   


  3


   


  BY THE TIME ROKUTA RETURNED TO THE PALACE, Itan and his cadre had already left. Only Shouryuu remained, facing the desk.


  “Finished with your sinister plotting?” asked Rokuta.


  “More or less,” replied Shouryuu, his eyes poring over something near his hands.


  Wondering what so intensely occupied Shouryuu’s attention, Rokuta followed his gaze and saw a sheet of paper and a copy of the Scroll of Heaven of the Steadfast Edicts.


  “So Shukou laid down the hammer, huh?” Rokuta snorted. “Who’s the real master here?”


  “Tell me about it.”


  As he spoke, Shouryuu folded his arms, adopting a thoughtful demeanor. Rokuta watched as Shouryuu wrote with his characteristically calm and composed hand:


  The first of the Steadfast Edicts declares thus: All rulers must follow the path of money.


  “Hey, c’mon, you old man!”


  “All rulers must follow the path of benevolence” was how the first line of the Steadfast Edicts actually went. It was a famous quote.


  “You don’t wanna tick Shukou off even more than you already have. That guy holds grudges, you know. He’s not like Itan or Seishou, who are just single-minded. He’ll be spitting venom at you centuries down the line, all with a big smile.”


  “I’m a big boy. I can take it. Insults are boring when you don’t care about what the other person says.”


  “Now I’m feeling sorry for Shukou.”


  “I was thinking of writing joke answers for everything, but it’s hard to come up with good material,” Shouryuu said.


  This struck Rokuta speechless for a moment. “Sometimes, I think you’re a royal idiot,” he said.


  “Oh? Sometimes?”


  “Yeah. Most of the time, I think you’re a regular idiot.”


  Rokuta dodged the exasperated fist that came flying his way. Jumping nimbly onto the large table in the room, Rokuta sat cross-legged, his back turned to Shouryuu. “Is there going to be a civil uprising?” he asked abruptly.


  “Probably.”


  Rokuta winced. “Many people will die.”


  Shouryuu chuckled in response. “Kingdoms are built on the blood of their people. Consider it a form of taxation. The fact of the matter is, people are better off without the trappings of nationhood, but clever leaders make sure they never figure that out.”


  “What kind of king says that?”


  “It’s the truth. The people can live just fine without a king. It’s the king who can’t live without the people. The king feeds off the harvests he poaches from his subjects. In exchange for their sweat and tears, the king accomplishes what they cannot do as individuals.”


  “Maybe,” Rokuta said in a subdued tone.


  “At the end of the day, the king is a murderous leech to his people. So the idea is to cut the losses—make the extraction peaceful, kill as few as possible. The rulers they call ‘wise’ are the ones who kept their sacrifices low. But it’s impossible to make it zero.”


  Rokuta did not reply.


  Shouryuu went on somberly, “Five provincial lords are still intact. Three were killed by the Owl King, and local ministers filled the power vacuum. The only lord I can count on is the lord of Sei,” Shouryuu said. Then, he told Rokuta, “Ask him if I can borrow his army.”


  “Oh, you’re gonna borrow it from yourself? You know I can’t lead an army.”


  The Saiho was given control of the province in which the capital was situated. In En’s case, this was the Sei Province. Rokuta oversaw the land, the citizenry, and the army. However, in practice, it was the monarch who commanded the army, and the lands were divided between the ministers as compensation for their work. 


  Shouryuu looked at him. “Are you so afraid of war?”


  Rokuta inadvertently looked up at this question. Shouryuu was grinning, he could see.


  “Hide if it scares you. It won’t be as bad as the wars you’ve seen before,” Shouryuu said.


  “That’s not what this is about. War is a huge bother for the common people—and I’m the embodiment of their will,” Rokuta pointed out.


  Shouryuu chuckled. “I thought it was because the Kirin are cowardly creatures.”


  “At least say ‘merciful.’”


  “Better to kill a hundred now than have to kill ten thousand later because you were unable to put your foot down.”


  Rokuta swung around and jabbed his finger at Shouryuu. “Quit it, will you? You know I hate that kind of talk.”


  “Aww, don’t be like that. I, for one, would be thrilled to keep the casualties at a hundred.”


  “You’re not mistaking that for a million, are you?” Rokuta glowered at Shouryuu.


  Shouryuu laughed. “Is that how many people live in En?”


  Rokuta jumped off the table. “You’re in despot territory already, you know that?” he spat.


  He turned to leave the room, but Shouryuu was not content to let him have the last word. “I told you to leave this to me.”


  Rokuta turned back around. Shouryuu was facing his desk once more, showing only his broad back to Rokuta.


  “Close your eyes and block your ears if it makes you uncomfortable. This path is unavoidable,” Shouryuu said.


  For a short while, Rokuta simply gazed at Shouryuu’s back. Finally, he turned around once more. “See if I care. I left this job to you.”
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  WHEN ROKUTA, CHASTENED NOW AFTER Shukou’s lectures, turned up to the court council, he found it to be a trial of patience. He sat obediently behind Shouryuu, stifling a yawn as he listened to the Six Ministries’ reports. 


  When finally he was released from the tedium, he was on his way out of the outer palace when someone called out to him.


  Rokuta stopped and looked over his shoulder. A minister knelt before him.


  “If you may permit me to speak, there is a person requesting an audience with you, Taiho.”


  “Me?” Rokuta paused to consider this. “Is it a minister?”


  “No,” said the minister. “The individual presented himself at the national government office and asked for you by your personal name. He mentioned that someone by that name was working in the palace, but you are the only one here with that name, Taiho. I thought it might be best to bring the matter to your attention.”


  Rokuta’s eyes turned wide. He stamped his foot on the floor. “Did he offer his name?”


  “Yes. He said you would understand the name ‘Kouya.’”


  Unbelievable, Rokuta muttered mentally. He had assumed that they would never meet again. In fact, he had even considered the possibility that Kouya was dead.


  “I’ll go see him,” Rokuta said hurriedly. “The national government office, right?”


  “He is waiting at the Chi Gate.”


  “I’m coming for him right away. Make sure he’s treated with respect, okay?”


  Rokuta watched as the minister bowed his head in assent and hurriedly turned around. Shouryuu, who had stopped walking along with the other ministers in his immediate vicinity, watched this play out.


  “Well, this is a surprise,” Shouryuu remarked. “I had no idea you had friends in the lower plane.”


  “Unlike you, I’ve got loads of friends!” Rokuta retorted.


  “He’s a friend?”


  “Yup,” Rokuta said crisply. “So, yeah, I’m off for a bit. See ya!”


  “What about your afternoon duties?”


  Rokuta coughed and shifted his posture. “I appear to have suddenly taken ill, through my own wrongdoing or from a premonition of disaster. Alas, I must retire for the day.”


  Shouryuu smiled, satisfied. “That sounds serious. Should I call the Koui?”


  A Koui was a Kirin’s principal doctor.


  “As much as I appreciate your concern, I believe my ailment is not so severe. I shall be convalescing in my room.” Then, Rokuta said, “Tell ’em that for me, would ya?”


  Seishou, who was standing beside Shouryuu, called over a Shoushin named Ekishin who was standing at the side, his posture upright. “Accompany him.”


  “It’s fine, Seishou. It’s not anything serious. He really is my friend,” Rokuta said, already running. 


  But Seishou signaled to Ekishin with his eyes anyway. With a bow, Ekishin took off after Rokuta.


   


  The Chi Gate was located at the foot of Mount Kankyuu. The king’s residence and court at the summit was called the En Court. The inner court housed the high-ranked ministers and their offices, while the outer court was for the lower-ranked ministers. Both were situated in the middle of the mountain. 


  Lower down, at the base of Mount Kankyuu, was the national government office. Ordinary citizens could travel freely between the Kou Gate at the entrance of the palace complex and the Chi Gate at the back of the national government office. Thus, the Chi Gate was also known as the central gate.


  Rokuta dashed down the mountain, emerging at the Chi Gate. Although a Ryouun Mountain quite literally pierced the clouds, as the characters in its name suggested, the enchantments throughout the interior meant that it was not actually that far of a walk to the bottom. It still took quite a bit of time regardless, given the sheer scale of the palace and the requirement to wear formal clothing at all times.


  Rokuta was panting by the time he arrived at the multistoried building inside the Chi Gate which served as a lounge for travelers to rest. As the messenger had told him, there was a guest inside. He sat upright in a chair, looking over the garden. It was only to be expected that a boy who was younger than Rokuta eighteen years ago would be a fully grown man now, but his appearance was still youthful—he looked like a young man of fifteen or sixteen. He still had the same black hair with blue streaks.


  “Is that you…Kouya?” Rokuta asked nervously, stopping at the room’s entrance.


  The young man turned around. A smile leaped to his face. “Rokuta!” he said, falling to his knees. “I missed you.” His breath caught, and he corrected himself. “Taiho, our reunion has been long in coming.”


  Judging from how deeply he prostrated, Kouya evidently understood Rokuta’s station.


  “Eighteen years have passed since we met. I apologize for not knowing who you were at the time,” Kouya said. His attire was perfectly orderly now, and he did not chirp his words like a bird.


  “But how…?” Rokuta was slightly flustered, his mind unable to connect the child he met in Gen Province to the youth he saw before him now. 


  Kouya lifted his head, flashing Rokuta another smile. “You have a wicked sense of humor, Taiho. You could have just told me that you were the Saiho. Imagine my surprise when I heard later down the line that you are the only person in this kingdom with golden hair.”


  “Ah.” Rokuta blinked. “Oh, right.” In this kingdom, people’s hair colors covered the whole spectrum—except for gold. That particular color was unique to the Kirin.


  “And you even bequeathed me a name, Taiho,” Kouya went on. “Although I suppose I would have failed to understand the significance at the time, even if someone were to explain it to me.”


  “How…how are you doing these days?”


  “A kind person took me in and taught me how to speak. I now serve that person as a humble, low-level bureaucrat.”


  “So you were inducted into sagehood, huh? Explains why you haven’t aged…”


  “That’s right.” Kouya laughed. “I accompanied my master to Kankyuu, and I really wanted to take this opportunity to see you. However, the guards wouldn’t allow it, so I invoked your personal name. I suppose that was rude of me, yes?”


  “Not at all!”


  “That’s a relief.” Kouya paused. “To be perfectly frank, I wasn’t confident that you still remembered me.”


  Rokuta shook his head. It had only now sunk in for him that they had reunited. “I wouldn’t forget you. Man, it really has been ages…”


  “Indeed,” Kouya said with a laugh. 


  “Stand up, would you? It feels weird seeing you act all formal and stuff.”


  “I am grateful for your leniency.” Kouya bowed and stood up, cocking his head inquisitively. “When we met, you introduced yourself as Rokuta. May I still call you that?”


  “Sure. Be my guest.”


  Kouya walked over to Rokuta. As he gazed down at the Kirin with fond familiarity, a slightly melancholy look crossed his face.


  “I always wanted to see you,” he said, “but Kankyuu was too far away for me.”


  “I can imagine.” Rokuta hesitated, then said, “Sorry.”


  “I couldn’t really enter human settlements because of her. I had no way of knowing where Kankyuu was unless I went into a village and asked for directions.”


  “Her? You mean the big one?”


  Kouya nodded.


  “How’s the big one doing?”


  “Still around,” Kouya said with a cheeky, conspiratorial smile. “We serve as bodyguards—like that fellow over there.”


  As he spoke, Kouya glanced at Ekishin, who was standing behind Rokuta in an attempt to fade into the background. 


  “Sorry. I couldn’t peel them off me,” Rokuta said.


  “It only stands to reason. You’re a very important person, Rokuta.”


  “Aww, cut it out.”


  Kouya chuckled and bent his knees slightly—so that he could peer directly at Rokuta’s face.


  [image: ]


  “Can you slip out of the palace, Rokuta?”


  “No sweat. I did say I was skipping work.”


  “Then you can meet the big one too.”


  “Is she close by?”


  “She’s outside Kankyuu. Don’t worry, she listens to me,” Kouya said, dropping his voice to a whisper. “And to my orders as well.”


  Rokuta cocked his head at this choice of words, but then remembered: Kouya must have told the youma not to eat humans.


  “You got the big one to listen to that? That’s incredible.” Rokuta was quite astounded. It was hard to fathom that a youma would provide for a human and heed their commands.


  “Shall we head off into Kankyuu, then, Rokuta? I should mention that the only road I know is the way I came.”


  Rokuta nodded. 


  “That’s where I come in. I’m a Kankyuu expert—I’ll be your tour guide.”
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  ALTHOUGH KANKYUU WAS THE CAPITAL OF EN, IT was not a terribly large city. At least, Rokuta got the impression that Hourai’s capital was larger. 


  In the seclusion of the Chi Gate, Rokuta covered his head with a turban. His hair would attract attention otherwise. For whatever reason, a Kirin’s mane never took to dyes, making it impossible to change its color. He also changed into extremely commonplace clothes, allowing him to accompany Kouya into town with ease. 


  Predictably, Ekishin shadowed him the whole way. Ekishin was a military officer under Seishou’s command; when Seishou was thrown into prison, many of his subordinates submitted their resignations, not taking a step outside their houses until Seishou himself left confinement. The Owl King prevented most of them from quitting, and he further ordered them to present themselves for duty. He killed those who refused. Nevertheless, quite a few of their ranks had survived, and they now served under the Daiboku—Seishou—as guards.


  Such was the adoration and respect that Seishou garnered from his subordinates. Seishou handpicked them for their devotion to their martial studies and their unerring vigilance. 


  Presently, Ekishin used those hawklike eyes to scrutinize Kouya and Rokuta. Shaking him off their tail was all but impossible, so the pair resigned themselves to his presence. For his part, Ekishin scanned their surroundings keenly, never letting his guard down for a moment. The Kirin were divine beasts, and only one of them existed within each kingdom. Come what may, Ekishin certainly could not allow harm to fall upon Rokuta. 


  If the people discovered that a Kirin was in their midst, Rokuta would likely face a deluge of petitions. Fortunately, concealing his hair allowed his identity to escape notice.


  Kankyuu lay sprawled at the foot of the Ryouun Mountain. Eleven gates provided access through the town’s defensive walls. When Kouya and Rokuta left through one of those gates, they were greeted by a stretch of green slopes. Not far from this lay a vast expanse of farmland. The countryside around Kankyuu, at least, was filled with lush rice fields.


  Smiling, Kouya beckoned Rokuta up a small hill. Ekishin tried to stop Rokuta from leaving the town, but Rokuta ignored him and went after Kouya. When they delved into a thick woodland filled with soaring trees that demonstrated their twenty years of growth, Kouya let out a shrill whistle.


  “Wow, you can still do that,” Rokuta commented, impressed.


  Kouya nodded.


  Almost immediately, a chirp sounded from the woods, as if to say, “This way.”


  “Has the big one aged?” Rokuta asked.


  “Yeah. Not as much as a human, though.”


  “Wonder if youma have longer lifespans than humans.”


  “Probably, right?”


  Rokuta nodded. This made sense to him. Shirei did not die of natural causes, and they were highly knowledgeable and conversant in human language. Rokuta had assumed that forming a pact made them that way, but perhaps it was an inherent part of being a youma.


  They walked toward the source of the chirping and found the red beast waiting in a small field.


  “A Tenken!” shouted Ekishin, stiffening and reaching for the longsword at his hip. 


  Rokuta rushed to stop him. “Stay back! This one’s fine.”


  “But, Taiho, that’s—”


  “Yeah, I know, it’s a youma. But this one’s docile. It takes orders from Kouya.”


  “That’s absurd!” 


  “Weird, right? But it’s true, believe it or not.”


  Upon hearing this, Ekishin looked unconvinced. Although he relaxed his stance, he still kept a hand on his sword. He had never heard of a youma befriending a human. Between its large red wolf body, blue wings, yellow tail, and black beak, it was unmistakably a Tenken—a species of youma. Ekishin had always been led to believe that although youjyuu were possible to tame, youma heeded no one.


  “It’s fine. Look, there’re people around,” Rokuta said, smiling. 


  Ekishin took another look and saw that multiple people were standing by the youma. He had been so fixated on the beast that he had not noticed.


  “Ah… Right.” Ekishin finally let go of the hilt.


  Rokuta smiled at him before turning to Kouya. “The big one hasn’t changed, huh?”


  Kouya nodded and walked over to the youma. “Look, it’s Rokuta, see? Do you remember him?” he said, then cast his eyes over the men standing next to the youma. “Was the search successful?”


  “Yes.” 


  The men bowed their heads, which meant that they were probably Kouya’s subordinates. Makes sense if he’s an official, Rokuta thought as he looked at the men. He then noticed that one of them held a very small baby. Rokuta gaped when he saw Kouya take her.


  “Wait, don’t tell me… Is that your kid?”


  Kouya laughed. The baby slumbered peacefully in his arms. “No. It isn’t. I searched for this little one—to prepare for meeting you.”


  Kouya flashed a grin as he handed the infant over to the youma. The youma opened its beak wide, revealing a row of razor-sharp fangs. Before Rokuta even had time to shout in alarm, Kouya deposited the baby inside the beak.


  “Kouya!” Rokuta exclaimed.


  “Don’t worry.” Kouya glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “This is how she carries living creatures.”


  Rokuta sighed in relief. “Oh, I see.”


  “But, just so you know,” Kouya went on with a smile as he inclined his head. “If you or your bodyguard friend try anything, the big one will swallow.”


  Rokuta’s breath hitched. “Huh?”


  “Tell your Shirei to stay out of this. If you try to pull a fast one, esteemed Taiho, Rokuta will bite off the baby’s head.”


  Ekishin instantly moved to put himself in front of Rokuta. For his part, Rokuta just stood there in Ekishin’s shadow, dumbfounded. 


  Rokuta. He mouthed the name.


  “I gave the big one a name—Rokuta,” Kouya said. “At the time, I had no inkling of the discourtesy.”


  “Kouya…”


  “If you value the child’s life, you’ll come with me quietly. You wouldn’t sacrifice a child, would you? The Kirin are benevolent creatures, after all. Even the smell of blood makes them ill.”


  “Kouya!” Ekishin spluttered. “How dare y—?”


  Kouya’s eyes flitted to Ekishin. “You’re welcome to come too. Just be nice and play along. I’m sure Rokuta will order you not to resist.”


  “Fiend!” Ekishin shouted, drawing his sword. Although Kirin certainly were incapable of violence, Ekishin could not allow Rokuta to be abducted right under his very nose. Even if it meant spilling blood in front of Rokuta or sacrificing a blameless child, Ekishin had to protect the Saiho at all costs—his existence was simply that valuable.


  “Stop it, Ekishin! Don’t!”


  Impervious to Rokuta’s shouting, Ekishin grabbed the Kirin’s arm. He turned around, fully intent on dragging Rokuta out of the vicinity, only to stiffen in alarm. At some point without him realizing, something snuck up to Ekishin’s back. Caught by surprise, he failed to notice the intruder. Had it been a human, he would have at least perceived the footsteps, but it was not a man that sidled up to his back.


  A red body, blue wings, and a black beak.


  A faint smile lit Kouya’s face. “Did you know that youma are capable of summoning fellow members of their species?”


  Ekishin swung his longsword, but the youma was faster to thrust its beak. Right from the outset, it was primed for Ekishin’s throat.


  “Ekishin!” Rokuta’s shout transformed into a scream. With consummate precision, the youma stabbed its beak right through Ekishin’s neck and tore off the flesh. Blood sprayed like a fountain. What prevented it from falling onto Rokuta was the movement of his body—someone wrapped their arms around him from behind and dragged him backward.


  “Taiho, you mustn’t!” a female voice exclaimed.


  The arms clutching Rokuta were covered in white scales. White wings enveloped Rokuta and drooped over his face—it was Rokuta’s Shirei.


  “Kouyaaaa!” Rokuta howled.


  Even with the wings covering his face, he could tell what was happening from Ekishin’s strangled scream, the stench of blood, and the unsettling sound that accompanied it. Ekishin’s body slammed to the ground, and he breathed no more. But the nightmare did not stop there, for the terrible thud was swiftly followed by sounds of mastication. Abruptly, the baby burst into tears, and her crying overlapped with the chewing noises.


  “Kouya…why…?”


  “To get you to come to Gen Province.”


  Gen Province, Rokuta mouthed.


  “Tell your Shirei to stay put. You don’t want to risk the baby’s life, do you? No harm will come to you. You’ll just be coming with me to meet my master,” Kouya said.


  “Your…master…” Hadn’t Shouryuu mentioned the Gen Province?


  “You’ll be meeting the chancellor.”


  Rokuta’s breath hitched. “Atsuyu, huh?” He brushed aside the wings covering his face. Then he looked at Kouya, who was standing next to the youma with a smile still pasted across his face.


  “Ah, so you’re aware of His Excellency,” Kouya said.


  “What’s Gen Province scheming?” Rokuta demanded.


  Kouya did not answer. He simply gave orders to the men around him in a flat, expressionless tone.


  “Taiho,” a voice called out behind him, a question in her tone.


  Rokuta shook his head. “Don’t, Yokuhi. I know he won’t do anything to me.”


  “But—”


  “Let go,” Rokuta said.


  At this, the arms wrapped around his body obediently fell away. Rokuta looked over his shoulder at the nyokai and mustered a nod in her direction. Her eyes brimmed with deep concern.


  “Stay back, Yokuhi,” Rokuta told her.


  The woman with white wings and an eagle’s lower body gazed back at Rokuta with no small amount of hesitation. Then, she let out a short breath, and with a small swish of her snakelike tail, she disappeared—returning to Rokuta’s shadow. When he was sure that she was gone, Rokuta looked straight back at Kouya.


  Kouya grinned.


  “I’m impressed, Taiho. No wonder they call you benevolent.”


  [image: ]


  Chapter Three


   


  1


   


  WHEN THE BOY RECEIVED THE NAME OF “KOUYA,” he had been living within the Vajra Mountains. 


  Situated in the world’s epicenter, the Vajra Mountains were a series of peaks that pierced the Sea of Clouds. They formed a circle around the Yellow Sea, closing it off to the rest of the world. The sheer cliffs housed many intricate tunnels where youma made their nests. Buried deep beneath the enormous mountains, these passages stretched on endlessly—seemingly forever. It was even possible that the tunnels traveled all the way into the Yellow Sea itself.


  Stepping into the putrid-smelling cave, Kouya peered at the youma’s head.


  “I’m Kouya. From now on, you have to call me Kouya. If you don’t do that, I might forget my name all over again,” he said.


  The youma chirped in understanding.


  “Do you want a name too, big one?”


  The youma simply cocked its head in puzzlement.


  In the silence that ensued, Kouya said, “I’ll call you…Rokuta. That way I won’t forget Rokuta’s name either.”


  He was the first person Kouya had met who was not his enemy. He did not chase after Kouya or the youma, nor did he run away. He came over to Kouya, chatted with him, and gave him a name.


  Kouya wrapped his arms around the youma’s head. “Oh, Rokuta. I wish you could talk with me lots, just like the human Rokuta.”


  He was old enough to understand the meaning of the word “loneliness.” He knew that across the sea, there were plenty of towns home to plenty of people. There were people smaller than Kouya, as well as people bigger than him. They would hold hands, and the big ones would lift the little ones into the air. Kouya liked watching such scenes, but it also made him feel a pang in his heart. And yet, even though it brought him such misery to witness children running rings around their parents, he found himself pining for the sight whenever he left town. It was more than he could stand.


  The youma who raised him did not bring any friends around. On the odd occasion when it bumped into another youma, they would fight. Perhaps they were a lonesome species by nature. It meant that it was always just Kouya and the youma together and no one else.


  Whenever Kouya’s starvation for human company brought him into the towns, the youma would attack the people. This would inevitably cause a terrible commotion, and even Kouya would face the business end of a sword or spear. Kouya would beg the youma not to attack people to no avail, for whenever the youma became hungry, it would ignore Kouya’s pleas. Meanwhile, regardless of whether the youma attacked them, the humans would scream at the sight of them and run. If not, they would come after Kouya and the youma, brandishing their weapons.


  Kouya brought his face close to the Youma’s. Staring deep into the beast’s eyes, he repeated the name “Rokuta” over and over.


  “If only you didn’t attack humans. Then we could go to Kankyuu together.”


  “Little one,” the youma chirped.


  “No. My name’s Kouya. Kouya.”


  “Little one,” the youma repeated. It was suggesting to Kouya that they go outside.


  “If you don’t call me by my name, I’ll forget it again. Like how I probably forgot my real name.”


  When she took his hand and walked with him, his mother had definitely called Kouya by some kind of name—one that he could not recall no matter how much he tried.


  “Call me Kouya.”


  The children running through town. The voices calling out to them. The arms that picked the children up. The reprimanding hands. Kouya pined for all of it. The only hands that remembered Kouya’s skin belonged to his mother, who had abandoned him in the mountains, and his father, who took Kouya to the sea. Those hard, rough palms.


  Why did Kouya never get to experience those warm-looking hands? Why were people so kind to other children, yet so horrid to Kouya? Thinking of Hourai, the land that supposedly existed across the sea, Kouya wondered if he would find the warm hands he craved there. Or perhaps he would find a nice town to live in if he searched hard enough.


  “Rokuta…”


  He had listened to Kouya’s story. He had given Kouya food, had stroked him on the head. He gave Kouya his name and invited him to come along with him. If Kouya had accepted that offer, perhaps they could have talked even more—lots, lots more. Rokuta would always call Kouya by his name, wouldn’t he? They could have frolicked about like the children he saw in town.


  “I should have gone with Rokuta…”


  But Kouya was the first living creature whom the youma had refrained from killing.


  Wrapping his arms around the youma’s neck, Kouya buried his face in the red fur.


  “I wish we both could have gone with him.”


   


  Kouya told the youma not to attack people. Instead, Kouya provided the meals. Since the youma would attack the first living creature it saw whenever it became hungry, Kouya learned how to hunt animals. As long as it was not hungry, the youma would heed Kouya’s requests. 


  Even when Kouya prevented the youma from attacking people, people still regarded them with hostility. A rain of arrows greeted them whenever they approached civilization. Although he no longer had any reason to visit the sea’s shore, Kouya could not bring himself to let go of it entirely.


  His longing for human company intensified as the years rolled by. There was nowhere where Kouya could mingle with his fellow people. And, like always, the youma never called Kouya by his name. He could only ever speak it to himself.


  Sometimes, Kouya even wondered if his encounter with Rokuta had been a dream. Looking back, it beggared belief that a person would ever speak so casually to him without being afraid of him or the youma. Yet the memory of this encounter was why Kouya insisted on calling himself by name and on calling the youma Rokuta. No matter how weary or hungry he was, he never failed to remember to hunt for the youma’s food. He felt that his promise not to let the youma eat humans kept him connected to Rokuta.


  He dreamed of somewhere of his own to live, though in time even that dream became humbler. Fewer screams hurled his way, fewer arrows raining down on him—that was all he really wanted. Once, he considered leaving the youma behind to look for Kankyuu, but that desire withered when the youma called him “little one” in her infinite fondness.


  At his core, Kouya was a youma’s child. Mingling with humans was impossible for him.


  It was around the time he gave up when he encountered Atsuyu. It was in the same place where he met Rokuta all that time ago—in Gen Province, at the shore of the Black Sea.


   


  Kouya rode the youma to the land across the sea as usual, throwing stones to hunt down animals. A rabbit or two was hardly enough to satiate a youma’s hunger, so he looked for his next prey as the youma ate. His arm stung where an arrow had hit him. The pain was so overwhelming that it was difficult to even sleep, but the compulsion to find food for the youma drove his feet forward.


  That was when the arrows started raining.


  Kouya yelped and dove into the forest. He had been shot at too many times to count, as the many arrowhead scars on his body testified. But there was no getting used to the pain.


  Scrambling into the trees, he hid himself in the bushes. The sound of arrows cutting through the air stopped abruptly.


  “Come out, boy,” a sonorous voice rang out. As Kouya held his breath, the owner of the voice continued, “You were riding that youma through the sky just now, weren’t you?”


  Although Kouya could barely comprehend human language, he understood what the man was saying loud and clear, strangely enough. Struck by how the voice seemed neither angry nor afraid, Kouya peeked out from the bushes.


  There were several men on a slope leading out from the forest. Most of them were on their knees, their bows at the ready, but one of the men stood with his arms folded in front of the others.


  “What’s the matter? Come out, won’t you?” the man said, scanning the surroundings. “He seems afraid—stand down.”


  One of his subordinates started to object, but when the man waved his hand, the entire group lowered their bows in unison.


  When Kouya saw that the weapons were no longer bared, he peeked his head out slightly again from the bushes. His eyes met with the man’s—he was smiling. His hair was the same shade of red as the youma’s fur, interrupted only by a white patch at his right temple. Something about his appearance made Kouya feel less tense; he got on his knees and rose.


  “Come out. I won’t do anything.” The man’s voice was gentle. It was the final push for Kouya to emerge from the bushes. He so deeply longed for other humans that his impulse was to approach any person who did not persecute him.


  The man crouched and extended his hand. “Come here. I won’t hurt you.”


  Further enticed, Kouya was about to step out from the bushes when he heard a voice—one that sounded like a roar. “Stop!” it seemed to cry. 


  After a furious flapping of feathers, the youma plummeted in front of Kouya like a stone from the sky. The youma shrieked, attempting to cow the men into submission. As it did so, it extended one of its front paws and crouched down—as if urging Kouya to climb on its back.


  The archers instantly raised their bows again, only for their leader to stop them.


  “Stop,” he commanded, not getting off his knee. “Don’t shoot.” His gaze then traveled between Kouya and the youma, not a single flicker of fear on his face. His expression was one of keen interest.


  “Fascinating. Is that youma protecting you?” he said, reaching his hand out once more. “Come here. I won’t do anything to you or the youma… Right.”


  As he spoke, he turned around to face his men, who all looked perplexed about whether to lower their bows.


  “Bring out the deer,” he ordered. He then turned to Kouya. “Look. This was what you were hunting, yes? A stone won’t fell a deer.”


  Puzzled, Kouya looked between the man and the deer. The only conclusion he could draw was that the man was giving him the deer, but he couldn’t for the life of him understand why. 


  The man responded to Kouya’s stare with a smile. “Do you eat venison too? Or is this more to your tastes?” he said, pulling out something wrapped in green leaves from the pouch at his hip. He peeled the leaves away, revealing a steamed mochi bun.


  Kouya recognized it—it was what Rokuta had given him.


  The man cocked his head in mild confusion. “You don’t want it? I suppose you’d rather eat the meat after all.”


  Kouya left the bushes and trees. The youma cried at him to stop, but Kouya did not heed it. Instead, he faced the man and pointed at the deer. Then he pointed back and forth between the deer and the youma. The man nodded, so Kouya turned back to the youma and forced a smile. “He’s giving you the deer. Don’t attack the humans since you have the deer.”


  The youma grunted in suspicion, but it still lurched forward and tore a bite off the deer’s leg. When Kouya saw this, he cast a tentative look at the man—he watched the scene languidly, not showing any particular sign of malice. Relieved, Kouya came over to the man and sat down near him, though his fear had not entirely dissipated.


  The man, still kneeling at Kouya’s eye level, reached out gingerly for him. The hand fell on Kouya’s quivering head. It was a warm hand.


  “You’re a strange one, boy. You tamed a youma.”


  Kouya shrank back, tickled by the kindly voice. When the weight of the palm disappeared, he missed the feeling intensely.


  The man paused, then said, “Do you hate being touched? Similar to an animal, I see.”


  Kouya shook his head to deny this.


  “Hm. I apologize for discomforting you,” the man declared. Then he asked, “Where are you from? I heard rumors nearby of a ninyou traveling with a Tenken. I’m surprised that it was an actual human boy.”


  Kouya merely gazed at the man’s smiling face.


  “Do you have a name? Where do you live?”


  Kouya finally replied, “Kouya.”


  As soon as the answer left his lips, he felt a slight tingle down his spine. He had a name. He must have dreamed of this situation—where someone asked him his name and he responded with it—on countless occasions.


  “Kouya, hm? Are you from around here, Kouya?”


  What a happy feeling it was to hear the name from someone else’s mouth. Filled with bliss, Kouya turned around and faced the row of mountains jutting high in the sky above the forest. He pointed at them.


  “Your home is the Vajra Mountains? The Yellow Sea? No, I suppose not,” the man said thoughtfully. “Neither humans nor animals can enter the Yellow Sea.”


  “Cliff,” Kouya said.


  The man broke out into a grin. “I see, so you live on the cliffs. And you can understand what I say. Clever boy,” he said, patting Kouya on the head once more. This time, Kouya did not shrink back.


  “How old are you? Twelve or thereabouts?” the man asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Are your parents around?”


  Kouya shook his head.


  “Many children were thrown into the Black Sea. Gave their families fewer mouths to feed. I see you were one of them. You did well, surviving all of that.”


  “Because…Rokuta…” 


  Kouya glanced at the youma, who was busy devouring the deer. 


  The man looked at the youma too. “Now this is a surprise. A youma took care of you? So its name is Rokuta.”


  “Uh-huh…”


  The man smiled. Then, his eyes darted to Kouya’s left arm. “Look at that—you’re injured. It’s festering.”


  Kouya nodded. 


  The man took his arm and scrutinized it closely. “There’s an arrowhead lodged inside. This needs treatment.”


  He stood up. Kouya looked up at him, his chest tight. He wondered if the man was going to leave him.


  The man did not leave. Instead, he offered a hand to Kouya.


  “Come with me. You deserve a better life.”


  “With you?”


  “My name is Atsuyu. I live in Ganboku.” The man paused. “Do you know of it?”


  Kouya tilted his head.


  “Come with me to where I live. I’ll give you medical treatment, clothes, and an education.”


  “Can Rokuta…come too?” Kouya asked tremulously.


  The answer came with a blindingly bright smile. “Of course.”


   


  2


   


  GANBOKU, CAPITAL OF GEN PROVINCE, WAS A month away from Kankyuu on foot. It took only a matter of hours for Kouya and his subordinates, however, given that they rode through the sky on youma and youjyuu respectively.


  Rokuta clung to Kouya on the youma’s back, not putting up a fuss. He could tell that the youma lacked the stench of blood. Kouya had not been lying when he said that the youma abided his orders.


  As they bounded through the sky, Kouya answered Rokuta’s questions about how he ended up serving Atsuyu. The sun was high in the sky when the conversation started, though now it was almost set.


  “His Excellency took me to Ganboku and taught me all kinds of things. He gave Rokuta—oh, I mean the big one—food to eat. The big one doesn’t bother hunting anymore, fortunately.”


  “So she doesn’t attack anyone at all these days?”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” Kouya remarked. There was a pregnant pause. “His Excellency assigned me to be his bodyguard…about three years after he took me in, I would say. The big one attacks whoever threatens to harm my master, be they human or animal. I make her attack. It’s my duty, after all.”


  “I see,” Rokuta muttered under his breath. 


  Looking down, he could see a large town bathed in the red hues of the setting sun. The place might have been bigger than Kankyuu, even.


  “Is that Ganboku?” Rokuta asked.


  “Yep,” said Kouya. “Nicer than Kankyuu, isn’t it?”


  This was true. The streets looked more orderly, and Rokuta could tell from his vantage point that the surrounding countryside was more verdant.


  “I had no idea the Gen Province was so well-off…” Rokuta muttered.


  Kouya laughed, shooting a look back over his shoulder at Rokuta. “Right? It’s all because of His Excellency. He’s a good man. The people in town truly respect him.” He peered at Rokuta’s expression. “They say he’s more reliable than the king.”


  Rokuta nodded at this. “Maybe. Shouryuu’s an idiot.”


  Kouya’s eyes widened. “You don’t like the king of En, Rokuta?”


  “I wouldn’t go as far as to say I dislike him. But he is an idiot.”


  “Why do you serve an idiot?”


  “Got no choice. But I guess this means you like Atsuyu, huh?” Rokuta asked.


  A smile flickered on Kouya’s lips. “Enough to threaten and abduct you.”


  But Atsuyu is a traitor to the kingdom. Rokuta swallowed the words. The fact that he had ordered Rokuta’s abduction made that fact abundantly clear—not to mention that he was sending people out to procure weapons with concerning frequency. It all pointed to an armed insurgence.


  The Kirin chose the monarch. This was an ironclad rule, but some people did not accept it. History was full of people who plotted to overthrow the king or queen and assume the throne.


  Rokuta looked over his shoulder. The mountains of the Sei Province had already faded into the distance.


  What’s Shouryuu going to do? Rokuta had to wonder. Was this enough to make him sweat?


   


  Like Genei Palace in Kankyuu, the Gen provincial lord’s palace was nestled on the summit of Mount Ganboku, a so-called Ryouun Mountain. The riders disembarked on a rock plateau partway up the peak, and from there they escorted Rokuta above the Sea of Clouds to the palace.


  Several ministers awaited Rokuta in the reception room, including one man in particular. His hair was a rich shade of auburn that could justifiably be called red.


  Two men at Rokuta’s left and right grabbed his arms. Kouya and the youma followed behind them. The latter had its beak shut loosely, the baby still inside. Stuttered cries rang out from within the beak’s confines.


  Atsuyu was the son of Gen’s lord. As the chancellor, Atsuyu oversaw the province’s Six Ministries and assisted the lord. He was in the lord’s seat when Rokuta came into the room.


  “Good work, Kouya,” Atsuyu said warmly, standing up. He descended the dais and placed Rokuta up there instead, so that he was the one standing below. Then, he got down onto his knees and prostrated himself deeply. “I am deeply aware of my impropriety, Taiho.”


  Rokuta—fully prepared to be treated as a prisoner—was slightly flustered by the sudden show of deference. “So you’re Atsuyu, huh?”


  Atsuyu lifted his head at Rokuta’s question. “The lord has taken ill to his bed. As chancellor, I must ask that you forgive my rudeness for sullying you with my presence instead. I cannot apologize enough for the despicable manner in which I invited you. I can only hope for your leniency in that respect.”


  Rokuta chose not to respond to the flowery apology. “What are you scheming? What’s your end goal here?”


  “Allow me to begin by saying…the Rokusui.”


  Rokuta’s eyebrows knitted into a frown. “The Rokusui…”


  “The Rokusui is a great river that runs through Gen Province. Sadly, after the Owl King cut the levees, many prefectures downstream suffer from flood damage every rainy season. Fortunately, none of the villages in our domain have faced destruction thus far, but how long will our fortunes last? Despite the urgent need for large-scale flood control, the king has yet to give permission for the construction. The provincial lord’s hands are tied because the king has wrested his authority.”


  Rokuta bit his lip. The problem was entirely avoidable. Shouryuu and the others at Genei Palace were probably panicking right about now, but this would never have happened if they had taken the right actions beforehand.


  “Managing the rivers should always have been under the jurisdiction of each individual province. As much as I understand the king’s displeasure toward the lords appointed by the Owl King, he should not have gone so far as to strip them of their authority,” Atsuyu said. “The affairs of every corner of the land could not possibly reach the king’s eyes. Indeed, the rainy season draws near, and the Rokusui is still out of control.”


  Atsuyu looked up at Rokuta, still on his knees.


  “His Majesty has paid no heed to our repeated reports,” he continued. “And so, lacking any other recourse, we have resorted to extremes. As much as I understand your anger, I ask that you at least listen to our plight.”


  You’re playing with fire here, Rokuta had once warned Shouryuu.


  The king alone was incapable of governing every inch of the land. This was the reason why the monarchs delegated authority to the provincial lords. Even if they were the previous king’s cronies, taking their power away from them meant that the king would have to oversee all nine provinces by himself.


  Yet Shouryuu did not listen to Rokuta’s words. By and large, Shouryuu did what he pleased. He was the king, and nobody could force him into doing anything. He had his aides, but they merely served to do his bidding. While Shukou and Itan were part of his inner circle, the fact that they spoke their minds did not mean that they could actually make Shouryuu do something that he did not feel like doing.


  How many of Rokuta’s words of advice and admonition did Shouryuu ignore to reach this current predicament? The king held the reins. He was the kingdom’s highest authority. If the king decided to do something, nobody could stop him—the same way nobody could stop the Owl King’s tyranny.


  Rokuta sighed heavily. “Let’s say I report your grievances to the king and asked him to deal with it. Would you let me go?”


  Atsuyu prostrated again. “I’m afraid I must ask you to stay here for the time being.”


  “So I’m a hostage to get the king to take you seriously.”


  “My deepest apologies.”


  Rokuta was silent for a moment. “All right,” he said.


  Atsuyu looked up in surprise. “You would accommodate us?”


  “Yeah. I think your problems are legitimate. Your methods go against the law, but there’s no other way to get that idiot to do what you say. This is going to get messy for a bit.”


  Atsuyu’s gaze brimmed with gratitude, and he dropped his forehead to the floor. “My deepest thanks.”


  “Sure,” Rokuta muttered. He cast a glance at Kouya, who stood behind Atsuyu. “So that’s your master, huh, Kouya?”


  Kouya simply smiled.


   


  3


   


  THEY TOOK ROKUTA TO A ROOM IN THE INNER part of the palace. The elevation was so low that Rokuta wondered if he was at the base of the Ryouun Mountain. When he opened the door, he found a woman on the other side of the iron bars. 


  She stood up when she noticed him. “Taiho!”


  “Ribi…”


  Ribi was the Bokuhaku appointed to Gen Province. Bokuhaku oversaw the provincial lords under the king’s decree. With their authority frozen, the provincial lord and chancellor essentially handed the administration over to the Bokuhaku. Rokuta governed the Sei Province, while the king dispatched his Bokuhaku to the other eight provinces. The Bokuhaku, Itan, Shukou, Seishou, and their subordinates were Shouryuu’s closest allies within a hive of treacherous retainers.


  The bars lifted. Kouya and his men led Rokuta into the room.


  Rokuta sighed. “So you got nabbed too, Ribi. Figures. You are Shouryuu’s lapdog.”


  “You’ve been captured, Taiho?” Ribi asked.


  “Yup. Oh well, gotta keep a stiff upper lip. Shouryuu brought this on himself, no two ways about it.”


  “Oh, you mustn’t say that.”


  “Hey, this is what he gets for spending all his time goofing off. The two of us might as well kick back and wait it out.”


  Ribi looked at Kouya. “Don’t you dare do anything rash to Taiho.”


  Kouya just smiled. “Of course. He won’t come to any harm. But you should know, Rokuta, that you’ll be our prisoner for the time being.”


  “I figured,” Rokuta said.


  “Come here,” Kouya told him.


  Rokuta went over to the Kouya without a fight. Kouya pulled out a bundle of red string and a white stone from his pocket. When he pressed the stone against Rokuta’s forehead, Rokuta jerked back.


  “Quit it!”


  “Nuh-uh. Don’t move. Remember the baby?”


  Rokuta eyed the youma sitting at the entrance. The youma made a big show of opening its beak, revealing a glimpse of a tiny arm.


  “I wasn’t gonna put up a fight,” Rokuta said stiffly. “I just… I didn’t like that.”


  “Your horn is in your forehead, after all. But I need to seal away your horn. Don’t want to leave those pesky Shirei unaccounted for.”


  Rokuta was fundamentally not human. He could will himself to return to his original form—that of a Kirin. Whenever he did so, a horn would appear on his forehead, which was believed to be the source of his powers. For this reason, Kirin were averse to being touched on the forehead when they assumed human form. Sealing the Kirin’s horn affected their mystical powers by extension. Rokuta would likely be unable to summon or wield his Shirei.


  “It really bites,” Rokuta said. “And not in the regular way. I get these weird heebie-jeebies.”


  “Youma have triggers like that too,” Kouya said. “Seems you have something in common. Anyway…”


  Rokuta reluctantly raised his head. It was as if he was exposing a raw nerve. That part of his body was all too sensitive to touch. When Kouya pressed the white stone against it, a chill so severe ran through Rokuta that it registered as pain. He had to focus his entire willpower on not fleeing instinctively.


  “That hurt,” he gasped. “I feel gross. Gonna hurl.”


  “Patience, now.”


  Kouya wrapped the red string around the stone to keep it in place. He tied it around Rokuta’s head and chanted an incantation at the knot. All of a sudden, the pain stopped. In exchange, Rokuta felt as if something had disappeared inside of him, leaving a cavity behind.


  “Does it still hurt?” Kouya asked.


  “I’m fine. But I do feel weird.”


  “You can’t call your Shirei anymore. You can’t transform into your Kirin form either, so you can’t fly. Try not to get stuck in any high places.”


  Kouya smiled and turned to the youma. He tapped its beak lightly, prompting it to yawn wide open. The baby lay on the crimson tongue inside. 


  Kouya tied another string around the baby’s neck. He made a light knot and chanted an incantation over it. The loose string fell down, which he strung up into a neat ball and placed into his pocket.


  “This is a Sekisakujyou. Cut your string, and the baby will be strangled to death.”


  Rokuta blanched. “You’d go that far? I’m not running away.”


  “I told you, didn’t I? You’re our prisoner,” Kouya said. His eyes flitted to Ribi. “Your string is connected to her as well.”


  On closer examination, Rokuta noticed that Ribi’s forehead also had a white stone with a red string strapped around it. 


  The reason why the ministers did not age was because they had entered sagehood. Becoming a sage triggered the opening of a third eye in one’s forehead, invisible to the naked eye. Much like Rokuta’s horn, sealing that organ would make the sage’s mystical power disappear.


  “If she cuts her string, the child is doomed. If you cut the child’s string, she is doomed. The string will strangle and decapitate them both. The same thing applies to your string too, Rokuta. Since you are a Kirin and not a common sage, I doubt that your head will be severed, though I’m sure it will be quite an agonizing experience for you. Your horn might even break.”


  “I get the picture,” Rokuta said through gritted teeth.


  “There’s a string outside the cell as well. If you leave, it will snap.”


  “And if that happens, it won’t spell great things for the baby and Ribi, I take it.”


  “Precisely.”


  “You’re going to return the baby when this is all over, right?”


  Kouya smiled. “Of course.”


  “You sure know your stuff about Kirin.” The average person knew nothing about a Kirin’s horn and the like.


  “I have Rokuta—ah, the big one—to thank for that. Youma and divine beasts have quite a lot in common at the end of the day.”


  “My Shirei never told me a damn thing.”


  “The big one didn’t say anything either. But I picked up on a lot of things from being around her all the time.”


  “I see,” Rokuta said tersely.


  Kouya picked up the baby and handed it to Ribi. “I leave the babysitting to you. Everything you need will be delivered to you.”


  “Scum,” Ribi spat under her breath.


  Kouya merely smiled in response. “Feel free to speak up if you want anything else.”


  Ribi did not reply to that. She glared at Kouya with all the venom she could muster. He was entirely unfazed.


  Rokuta looked at Kouya. “I’ll make sure Ribi stays in line.” He took a breath and said, “Are you gonna drop by every now and again?”


  “Yeah. To make sure you’re not up to any mischief.”


  Rokuta nodded. He continued, “Shame our reunion had to pan out like this.”


  Kouya nodded too. “I feel the same way, Rokuta.”
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  “ARE YOU HURT, TAIHO?” ASKED RIBI.


  Rokuta mustered a smile. “I’m just peachy. Don’t you worry.”


  Silence fell between them.


  “Hey, this is a pretty nice room,” Rokuta remarked. “The hospitality’s better than I thought.”


  He swept his gaze across the room. Evidently, it was built with some purpose in mind, since although it wasn’t terribly large, one was hard-pressed to call it a jail cell. 


  The place looked like it had been carved out of the enormous white bedrock around it. At the furthest edge of the room were simple beds cordoned off from each other by folding screens. A spring was situated in the corner, providing a natural watering hole. The room was fully furnished too, and the ceiling was almost impossibly high. Large slits in the rocks overhead allowed sunlight to stream though—or at least it would have if it was not currently night.


  “Soooo, are you gonna look after the kid, Ribi?” Rokuta said, forcing a grin onto his face.


  Ribi blushed slightly. “I’ll try, but…I’m not sure if I can do it.”


  “You don’t have any kids?”


  “I was married with children a long time ago, but I parted ways with my family when I became a minister. This was during the previous reign, so I imagine they’re all quite old now.”


  “You didn’t enter sagehood together?”


  “My husband was averse to it.”


  “I see…”


  To become a civil official on the national or provincial level, one had to ascend to sagehood, and this inevitably entailed a parting of ways. A sage’s close relatives like parents, spouses, and children were allowed to join them, but this did not extend to siblings or other more distant ties. Although the bureaucracy was nepotistic in the sense that relatives of existing officials had priority, the ministers still sacrificed a lot to join the ranks.


  “What happened to your other people?” asked Rokuta. A Bokuhaku had quite a few attendants and subordinates to their name.


  “I assume they’ve been captured too. I haven’t heard of any executions, so I imagine they’re safe. I believe a similar fate has befallen the other ministers who answer directly to the king.”


  “Okay. Glad they’re all right.”


  The kingdom had dispatched six ministers to serve as aides and overseers to the provincial lord and the chancellor. Their role was to teach the lord about the Way and the workings of society, as well as to correct any mishaps. In practice, however, they were a bunch of feeble, ineffectual old men. En’s bureaucracy at the national level was simply not comprehensive at all, as sad as it was to admit.


  “How about you, Ribi? Did they do anything bad to you?” Rokuta asked.


  A slightly ambivalent smile crossed Ribi’s face. “Not especially… I suppose I should count myself fortunate that Atsuyu is not so far gone.”


  “What’s the story with Atsuyu? What happened to the provincial lord?”


  “The lord’s health is poor, they say. He has holed himself up inside the palace and never shows himself in public. It would seem he left matters in Atsuyu’s hands,” Ribi said as she adjusted the baby in her arms. Having left the youma’s beak, the infant was fast asleep. “Rumor among the officials is that the lord is beset with a sickness of the spirit that leaves him incapable of governance. He is still afraid of the Owl King and refuses to leave the inner chambers, regardless of what his aides tell him. In the past, he would summon the officials and give them instructions when he felt well, but I hear that his condition has taken a turn for the worse. He made a big ruckus about how his aides were assassins sent by the Owl King, so Atsuyu has taken over the administration duties for the time being. To help the ailing lord, apparently.”


  “Hmm…”


  “Indeed,” said Ribi heavily. “I never imagined that Atsuyu would pull such an audacious move. He has a good head on his shoulders, and he never fails to keep the citizenry in mind.”


  “I see… Explains why Ganboku’s doing so well for itself. I was surprised at how magnificent the town looked.”


  “Atsuyu is a capable man. Although he hardly has any real authority, I was always under the impression that he used it to its best results. I…really don’t understand how this happened.”


  “It’s Shouryuu’s fault for sitting on his hands.”


  Ribi grimaced, evidently loath to agree. “His Majesty has a king’s perspective—he sees things that the rest of us do not. Atsuyu fails to understand this and has acted rashly. He may be respected by his retainers and adored by the common people, but I fear it has gotten to his head.”


  “I wonder…”


  “More importantly,” said Ribi, cocking her head at Rokuta as she continued to cradle the baby, “are you really, truly well? Your face is pale.”


  Rokuta nodded and sat on the closest bed. 


  “Taiho, you should rest in the bedchamber if you are weary.”


  “Mm. Thanks,” Rokuta said as he lay down where he was. It was too much of a bother for him to walk all the way over to the corner of the room.


  “Taiho?”


  “Looks like the blood got to me. Sorry, but can I have this spot?”


  Ribi blinked. “The blood?”


  “Ekishin…has died…”


  Ribi’s eyes turned wide. “By Ekishin, you mean Seishou’s subordinate?”


  “Yeah. It was…really unfortunate.”


  After struggling for a moment to figure out what to do with the sleeping baby, Ribi put her down on the table. She walked over to Rokuta’s bed. “Excuse me,” she said, reaching out her hand past the white stone strapped to Rokuta’s forehead and onto his flushed skin. “You have a fever—”


  “Mm. But it’s just a reaction to the blood.”


  “Are you in pain?” Ribi asked.


  “It’s not so bad that I can’t deal with it.”


  Ribi hesitated. “Forgive me for asking, but are you acquainted with the Shashi?”


  “Shashi…” Rokuta muttered before remembering that it was the term for a provincial lord’s chief bodyguard. The head of the king’s guard was known as the Shajin, while the corresponding role for provincial lords and below was the Shashi. The minister who carried out the actual guard duties under the Shajin or Shashi’s command was the Daiboku.


  “Oh… So Kouya became a Shashi, huh?” Rokuta remarked. “He sure moved up in the world.”


  “He appears to possess a mysterious power to tame youma.”


  “He doesn’t tame them. The youma’s the one keeping Kouya as a pet.”


  “Huh?”


  “Sorry, I’ll explain later. I’m just…wiped…”


  Ribi nodded in understanding. Rokuta closed his eyes. It was a terrible feeling, getting intoxicated by the stench of blood.
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  “HE’S NOT BACK,” SHOURYUU MUTTERED, GAZING into the darkness outside Genei Palace. 


  The night had grown late, and still Rokuta had not returned. Although he often snuck outside the palace without saying a word to anybody, he never failed to return before the middle of the night. Even when he did slip out at night, he always finished his business before anyone even noticed that he was gone. He had never once given the ministers a reason to seriously worry.


  “Something must have happened,” said a pale-faced Shukou.


  “Maybe,” Shouryuu replied noncommittally.


  At that moment, the sound of flurrying footsteps echoed, and someone came bounding into the room. It was Seishou, his expression stiff as a pole. 


  “Rare to see you so off-balance,” Shouryuu remarked wryly. 


  Seishou growled in response. “This is not the time to be joking around. Ekishin is dead—we found his body.”


  Naturally, this got Shouryuu’s attention. Shukou and Itan, who were also in the room, looked at Seishou as well.


  “We couldn’t find Taiho,” Seishou went on. “He’s missing.”


  After a beat, Shouryuu said, “Well, that’s unfortunate. And after surviving the Owl King’s purges too. Poor guy.”


  “Your Majesty,” Shukou said with a scowl, “this is hardly the place for such comments.”


  “Jeez, Rokuta should pick better friends. I’d hate for his bodyguard to get killed every time he goes out.”


  “Your Majesty!”


  “Forget that idiot,” Itan declared with barely restrained anger. “Kouya was the fellow’s name, right?” he asked, turning to Seishou.


  “So I’ve been told. I questioned the gatekeeper at the Chi Gate, and he said that this Kouya and Taiho left the palace together. Ekishin tailed them,” Seishou said.


  “And then he was killed—where?”


  “Outside Kankyuu. His body was half-eaten. I imagine that was a youma or youjyuu’s doing. As a matter of fact, a Tenken was spotted in the area this evening.”


  “Taiho wasn’t seen?” Itan asked.


  “Not by a soul,” Seishou replied.


  “They must have taken him away. But I’m curious about the youma’s appearance. They haven’t been seen around Kankyuu these days.”


  “Right,” said Seishou. “Also, I’m not sure if this has anything to do with it, but a baby was reported missing today.”


  “A baby?” Itan asked.


  “A little girl, born just this spring. The parents say she vanished right when they happened to look away.”


  “Strange… I wonder if it’s related to Taiho’s disappearance.”


  “Back on topic,” Shukou said, lowering his voice. “Do you suppose Taiho’s okay?”


  “That kid wouldn’t die. Even if you swat him, he’d come right back to haunt you,” came a grumbling murmur.


  All three pairs of eyes turned to look at the king sitting by the window.


  Itan glowered at the king. “You lout! Are you not worried about him? He might be impossible to find!”


  “What good would my worrying do?” Shouryuu said.


  “I can’t believe you…”


  “I told Seishou to look for him.”


  Seishou nodded at this. 


  “Then there’s nothing else I can do,” said Shouryuu. “Either he’s found somewhere, or he comes back of his own accord.”


  “Shouryuu, you’re so darned—”


  “Alternatively, someone will come to us with demands,” the king continued.


  Itan blinked, taken aback.


  “He’s either been abducted or killed. If he’s already dead, then no amount of fretting will get him back. But he’s not so easy to kill—he has his Shirei, after all. If he’s been abducted, who did it? What are they aiming to achieve? Either way, if there’s a struggle, Rokuta’s Shirei would step in to protect him. Which means he’s not so easy to abduct either. The fact that they succeeded with only one dead means that Rokuta didn’t put up much of a fight. Anyway, we should assume that this Kouya fellow was behind it.”


  “He didn’t fight back because of his friend…?”


  “Maybe. Or the missing baby was a hostage. Either way, it would have been quite a hassle to pull off. If he was abducted, then the culprits have a goal in mind. He’s not such an innocent little kid that he’d go wandering off with shady people,” Shouryuu said.


  “Look here…”


  “Now that they’ve got their hands on an important pawn, the culprits aren’t going to lie low. So let’s see what they do.”


  “Do you really plan to do nothing?”


  “I have no moves to play.” Then, Shouryuu said, “Shukou.”


  “Y-yes?”


  “Get in touch with Ribi in Gen Prefecture.”


  “Gen Prefecture…you say?”


  Shouryuu flashed a sardonic smile. “Best to keep an eye on things over there. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire, as they say. Besides, if Rokuta comes back and I didn’t do a thing while he was gone, he’ll make a stink about how I abandoned him. And anyway, it’s worth looking into whether someone with the birth name or courtesy name of Kouya entered the sagehood and became a minister in Gen.”


  “Your wish is my command,” Shukou said in a strained voice.


  The corner of Shouryuu’s lips turned up slightly. “What a huge pain in the ass that kid is,” he said, peering outside. “After all he said about hating civil war, who’d have thought he’d be the spark of one?”


  “Do you suspect Gen Province, Your Majesty?”


  “We know for a fact that they’re growing their army. Weapons have been disappearing from our armory.”


  Seishou nodded at this. His investigations had revealed that the stocks were clearly diminishing.


  “They’re a thorn in our side regardless. Gen Province will know as soon as we start the search that we’re onto them. Whether they were behind the abduction or not, they’ll make their move.”


  “Right,” Shukou said. He sounded tense.


  “And that’s that,” said Shouryuu. “Now to see how it shakes out. Who knows where our enemies will come from? There are too many damn suspects.”


  His eyes never left the Sea of Clouds as it sank into a chaotic swirl of darkness.
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  “I HAVE BEEN TOLD THAT YOU ARE FEELING UNWELL, Taiho. Your condition is not serious, I hope?” Atsuyu said to Rokuta the next day when he visited the cell with Kouya.


  Ribi had apparently carried Rokuta to the bedchamber while he was asleep. Atsuyu approached the bedside and knelt politely.


  “Blood just got to my head, is all,” Rokuta said in a subdued tone.


  “I know little about the Kirin, but can I take that to mean that your ailment does not require treatment?”


  “I’m fine.”


  Rokuta tried to sit up, but he still had quite a considerable fever. 


  Ribi, who was standing to the side, rushed to stop him. “Please rest, Taiho. You mustn’t strain your body.”


  “This isn’t enough to kill me,” Rokuta insisted. Then he said, “By the way…Atsuyu?”


  “Yes?” Atsuyu bowed, still on his knees.


  “Is the construction work on the Rokusui the only thing you want? If that’s the case, the Suijin has been harping on about it as well. It’s going to start sooner rather than later.”


  “Taiho,” Atsuyu said. Something in his eyes flared. “Are you aware of how many rivers exist in En? How many of them have levees that can withstand the rainy season?”


  “Sorry. Haven’t got a clue.”


  “Nor do I. But if the Rokusui, a famously large river, is in such a shameful state, that begs the question about the other rivers. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Maybe so,” Rokuta said cautiously, peering at Atsuyu’s sharp and masculine features. “But this is a big country. There’s a ton of things to do, even if we’re just sticking to the rivers. The administration is short-staffed. We can’t just force more work onto the civilians when they’ve already got their hands full with managing the crops. Don’t you get it? You can’t rebuild a kingdom in a day.”


  “I’m aware, of course,” Atsuyu sighed. “But why do the Steadfast Edicts preach self-governance among the provinces, counties, and so forth? The king stripped the provincial lords of their authority and made it impossible for them to do anything without his approval. I understand the state of the kingdom. And I understand what drove the king to do this. But the national government office in the capital must step up to do the work of the provincial lords. Am I wrong?”


  “Well, um…”


  “The Rokusui is a threat. I want to build flood banks. If, instead of allowing the provincial lord to take action, it were faster and more reliable to petition to the king, gain his approval, and receive instructions from the national government office, I wouldn’t have resorted to these drastic measures.”


  Rokuta had no reply.


  “From what I hear, the king is far from busy. No, he frequently skips the court councils, and the ministers must frantically search for him,” Atsuyu declared. “So why, then, did he strip the provincial lords of their authority?”


  “Shouryuu is, well…”


  “I want the provinces to reclaim their autonomy. The king is necessary for stabilizing the kingdom, and I don’t mean to judge him one way or the other. But if the king is loath to govern, then he should reinstate the provincial lords’ authority. As long as the administration is in the hands of the Six Ministries and the provincial lord, I wouldn’t care less about how the king spends his time.”


  “The kingdom would collapse that way. If every lord started doing whatever they wanted, then the provinces upstream would benefit from the flood control measures while the downstream ones would suffer.”


  “Then why doesn’t he entrust all the power to his ministers? Then they could act on his behalf,” Atsuyu declared. “Does what I say violate the Way?”


  “But Atsuyu—”


  “The king would lose face that way, I know. But what does the king exist for, if not to help the people? I intend to appeal for the king to entrust full authority to his ministers.”


  “That’s a demand, not an appeal,” Rokuta insisted. “Atsuyu, I don’t think you’re entirely in the wrong here—but as soon as you take hostages, you lose the moral high ground.”


  “This is absurd!” a voice suddenly exclaimed at the foot of the bed behind Rokuta.


  Startled, Rokuta looked in that direction. Ribi was frowning thunderously.


  “Your Excellency! Taiho! You both speak nonsense!” Ribi said.


  “Listen, Ribi…”


  “I will not listen!” Ribi shook her head furiously. “I cannot believe that you would lend an ear to that treacherous swine. Do you understand the scale of blasphemy in his words?!”


  Rokuta looked up at Ribi in confusion. Atsuyu cocked a small, wry smile. Ribi stepped forward, closing the gap between herself and Atsuyu.


  “The king cannot delegate his entire authority to others. For what purpose, then, would the Kirin exist? Why would the Kirin choose the monarchs? The Kirin embody the will of the people and the Mandate of Heaven when they put the ruler on their throne,” Ribi said. “Are you suggesting that we elevate someone to the level of monarch without the Kirin’s selection or the Mandate of Heaven?”


  “Ribi…” Rokuta began.


  “That is basically what he is trying to say. Do you understand that? Imagine what would happen if Atsuyu obtained that power and lost sight of the Way like the Owl King did! Under a king, the madness would not continue forever. Yet the sages are essentially immortal—what do you think would happen if they had powers equal to a king? It took just three years under the Owl King for En to reach a state of total destruction!”


  Rokuta fell silent. Although the monarchs had infinite lifespans, their reigns were not eternal. If they lost sight of the Way and forsook the people, it was the Kirin who would suffer for placing that ruler on the throne. 


  This took the form of an illness. Although Kirin were also immortal once they had a monarch, this particular ailment had no cure. Written with the characters for “lost” and “path,” it was called Shitsudou to denote the reason for its onset: the monarch losing their way. 


  When a Kirin perished, their ruler perished along with them—thus, a tyrant’s rule would never last forever.


  “The Lord Above created this world, and he decided the nature of all things. Why does he make the Kirin choose the monarchs instead of giving the power to the strongest conquerors? Without the Mandate of Heaven, nobody can be ruler. Defying this truth would go against the entire foundation of our world.”


  Atsuyu chuckled wryly. “And yet it was a Kirin who chose our very own Owl King. Have you forgotten that, Bokuhaku?”


  “Well, that’s—”


  “Over and over throughout history, monarchs have become despots. True, they lose their throne through Shitsudou, and their tyranny never lasts long.” Atsuyu paused. “But let me ask you this: Why do the Kirin choose tyrants in the first place?”


  “Do you belittle the Mandate of Heaven, Your Excellency?”


  “I merely state the facts. They say the Kirin scour the entire populace to choose the most suitable person for the throne. So why did a Kirin allow the Owl King to take power? If the Kirin’s power was truly a miraculous expression of the Lord Above’s will, they would have chosen someone who would never err to begin with, no? The Mandate of Heaven and the Kirin’s selection in no way proves that their chosen monarch is the best person for the mantle.”


  “Your Excellency!”


  “Let’s get to the basics. Where even is this Lord Above? They say the gods smite evil with lightning. Why do they not strike the monarch down as soon as they lose the Way, instead of waiting for the Kirin to fall ill?”


  Ribi flushed bright red. “The nerve… The audacity of you!”


  “I’d like to see proof that a Kirin’s choice of ruler is the best one. If the Lord Above exists, how about they bring him down to show us? I’ll be frank here. There is no Lord Above. Or if he does exist, he is irrelevant. If I am being presumptuous in saying that, then let him smite me right now.”


  Silence.


  Ribi was at a complete loss for words at this tirade. By casting doubt on the Lord Above’s dignity, he was questioning the very foundation of the world itself.


  Atsuyu’s smile widened. “The Kirin are animals. Animals that choose their master and follow no one but that person. With their boundless mystical powers, peaceful dispositions, and capacity for rational thinking, I would not be surprised if our ancestors were so impressed by the Kirin’s mysterious ways that they structured human society around them.”


  “Atsuyu… How dare you?!” Ribi sprang to her feet in a fit of rage, only for Rokuta to rap her lightly on the back.


  “If you’re going to tell him to respect the Kirin, don’t do it with violence right in front of me,” Rokuta said.


  Ribi blinked, her eyes wide. Then, coming back to her senses, she lowered her head in abashment. “Apologies for my rudeness.”


  Rokuta nodded casually before turning to Atsuyu. “So you’re saying the Kirin are fundamentally mistaken when they choose someone for the throne, huh?”


  “Can you say with conviction that our present king is the most ideal ruler?”


  Rokuta met Atsuyu’s piercing gaze squarely. Although he knew that as far as his position went, the correct answer was yes, he could not help but speak the truth.


  “No,” he said, chuckling. “But I can’t agree with what you’re saying either. I think our world would be better off without any monarchs to begin with.”


  For the first time, something flickered in Atsuyu’s steely eyes. “Now that’s a peculiar thing to say.”


  “Mm-hmm. But hey, it’s how I feel,” Rokuta replied.


  “Taiho!” cried Ribi.


  Rokuta met her plaintive gaze. “Ribi, it’s true that when I saw Shouryuu, I knew he was king. I could tell it from first sight.”


  “So then—”


  “I knew he was a king who would bring ruin to En.”


  Rokuta’s words struck Ribi speechless.


  “Shouryuu will choke the life out of En. That’s not a reflection of his character—it’s fundamentally what being a king is about,” Rokuta said, gazing directly at Atsuyu. “If all you wanted to do was strip the king of his authority, I might have helped you out. But you’re proposing to give it all to the ministers. You want to create a position above the king. I can’t approve of that. You have to stop.”


  Atsuyu’s eyes narrowed. “You really do have the most peculiar things to say, Taiho.”


  “The king has all the authority. But there’s no point in having authority if you don’t wield it.”


  Twenty years after Shouryuu’s ascension, the land was only just beginning to get back onto its feet. But during that long winter, when the kingdom languished and withered, were the treacherous officials the only ones to bide their time? Perhaps the same was true of the king himself. Maybe the reason why he hadn’t yet tyrannized the people was because he simply lacked the resources for it.


  “I reckon the people should be their own masters. Put someone higher on the totem pole, and they’ll always use their power to oppress the little guys,” Rokuta declared. “That’s what I think.”


  Atsuyu gave a short bow. “Alas. I think it is a pity that we cannot see eye to eye.”


  “Same here, Atsuyu,” Rokuta said quietly. “Same here.”
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  “DO YOU DISLIKE THE KING, ROKUTA?” ASKED Kouya when he carried Rokuta’s meal to his bed. 


  Rokuta shrugged casually in reply. Possessing the tact to leave them alone, Ribi stood outside the bedchamber, feeding milk to the baby on the other side of the folding screen. It was mountain goat milk, of course, provided by Kouya. 


  “If you genuinely have umbrage with the king, I can do something about him. I like you, Rokuta.” Kouya peered at him. “Aren’t we better off without a king?”


  Rokuta gulped lightly. “It’s not like we’re at each other’s throats.”


  “But you dislike him, right?”


  “I just think he’s a bit of a hassle, is all. He’s not a bad guy. I don’t dislike him. It’s not like I’ve got anything against Shouryuu—I just don’t like kings, generals, or daimyo.”


  “How come?”


  “Because they don’t get up to anything good.”


  “Hmm,” Kouya hummed. He used a small knife to cut up some brick tea. “But they’re no different from the rest of us, I think.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s just what people are like, in my opinion. They can’t live without banding together. And when they do, they want their group to get even bigger. And when you’re all in the same country, it’s inevitable that people will fight each other over turf.”


  “Maybe…”


  “And if you’re going to be part of a herd, you might as well stick with the stronger one. That could mean many things: a powerful leader, strength in numbers. A strong leader is someone who can keep everyone together.”


  “I guess…”


  “Do you think the people would get by without a king? I ­wager they’d band together and make a new throne.”


  “Do you want a strong leader too, Kouya?” Rokuta asked.


  “Nah.” Kouya shook his head. “I’m not human. Youma don’t live in packs. Same goes for me, since I’m a youma’s kid. I’m not a team player… It’s just what I think from observing other people.”


  “So why do you serve Atsuyu?”


  The knife abruptly stopped moving in Kouya’s hand. “Good question… The human part of me wants to join the herd. But I’m also half youma, so I can’t really fit in. Atsuyu is lenient about that. He doesn’t scorn me even though I’m weird and different.”


  “You’re not weird,” Rokuta said.


  Kouya smiled. “You and Atsuyu are the only ones who say that. That’s because nothing fazes Atsuyu. And you’re not even human. The average person doesn’t like me. They think I’m creepy for hanging around with a youma. As far as they’re concerned, I’m one of the youma too… If Atsuyu didn’t stick up for me, Rokuta and I would have been killed long ago—case in point.”


  He rolled back the sleeve of his hou, revealing a grotesque scar on his left arm.


  “They shot me with arrows. The physician said that if I’d gone a little longer without treatment, my arm would have fallen off. Atsuyu took care of it.” Kouya pointed at his arm, completely matter of fact.


  Rokuta looked at him and said, “I see… You owe your life to Atsuyu.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But I don’t want you and Shouryuu to fight. And if Atsuyu is your master, I don’t want him to fight Shouryuu either.”


  “You’re a kind soul, Rokuta.”


  “Nah. It’s simpler than that. I’m Shouryuu’s lackey. Doesn’t matter who the king is—I can’t escape that. Atsuyu is an insurgent. No matter what he says, his actions speak for themselves. Trying to seize power over the country without the Mandate of Heaven is high treason, as they call it. As soon as he puts his demands to the king, he’s going down the path of no return. And if that happens, one side has to go: you and Atsuyu, or me and Shouryuu.”


  “You can’t run?”


  Rokuta shook his head. “Nope.”


  “Why not? You hate kings, right?”


  “I do, but… Look, Kouya. Remember how you were looking for Hourai?”


  “Yeah. It’s far to the east of the Kyokai.”


  “I was born there.”


  “Huh,” muttered Kouya. His tone was devoid of the longing that had once consumed him. From this, Rokuta knew that Kouya had long since lost interest in the illusion of Hourai. Nevertheless, Kouya asked out of a sense of obligation, “What’s it like?”


  “Nonstop war,” Rokuta said. He paused. “I was abandoned in the mountains just like you, Kouya.”


  Kouya’s eyes widened. “You too?”


  “Yeah. My father took me into the mountains. Held my hand the whole time. Then he left me there and walked away. I thought I was going to die when she came for me. From Mount Hou.” Right before he lost consciousness, Rokuta had heard a beast’s footsteps approach him. As it turned out, they belonged to Yokuhi. 


  “Aren’t the Kirin meant to be born and raised on Mount Hou?”


  “Yep. I don’t remember much about what happened after I came back to Mount Hou. I wasn’t used to being around people back then. Everything was pretty hazy for a while. It felt like I’d just woken up from a dream.”


  “That’s when you truly became a Kirin?”


  “Yeah. When I came to, I was in this weird place. It was a real shock to my system. I was living in the lap of luxury—it was ridiculous. My family was so poor that they had to ditch their kid just to put food on the table, you know? Meanwhile, at Mount Hou, I could pluck all the food I wanted from the trees. The clothes were made of silk and so were the damn curtains. I was more angry than grateful, honestly.”


  “I see.”


  Rokuta dropped his eyes to his hands. “Then I was told to choose a ruler.”


  He would never forget the chill he felt when he heard those words, phrased as an imperative. “What, a ruler? Put someone in the position to act like those jerks from the Yamana or Hosokawa?” he’d said to the sage women, which only confused them. Of course they wouldn’t know about the samurai clans.


  “I thought, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ Nothing sounded worse.”


  “Even though you’re a Kirin?”


  Rokuta nodded. Since the Kirin as a species chose and supported the rulers, however young they were at the time, they were generally precocious and possessed good judgment for their age. “I was pretty smart, just like any other Kirin. And that’s exactly why I made a huge stink. Not to mention that the sages mentioned other stuff that sounded like a total pain in the butt. Like how you have to work after you choose a ruler.”


  The Kirin possessed nothing to their own name. They chose a ruler and served them. All the titles and territory showered upon them actually belonged to the ruler at the end of the day. Although the Kirin were given the divine right to choose monarchs, it was the Kirin who faced the repercussions if the one they chose forsook the Way. If a Kirin died, their Shirei would eat their corpse. The reason they even had Shirei was to support the ruler. In short, the entirety of a Kirin’s being, from their body to their eventual fate, revolved around the monarch.


  What’s the point of a life like that? Rokuta thought.


  He knew all too well that rulers abused their subjects. Rokuta sincerely wanted nothing to do with oppressors—he certainly did not want to enable them. Inviting war to their doorsteps for nothing but the satisfaction of their outsized egos, bleeding the people dry with taxes… Rulers existed to wreak violence. To them, the citizens were like firewood to toss into the flames of war. Rokuta would be forced to shoulder that burden, to offer up his entire self for it.


  “I thought, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ For a while after I came back to Mount Hou, people did the Ascendance up the mountain to see me, but every last one of them was a waste of time. I mean, I hated the idea of choosing a ruler to begin with.” Rokuta paused. “So I ran away. To somewhere where I didn’t have to choose.”


  Kouya’s eyes widened. Rokuta smiled weakly—smiling was all he could do.


  But it had been no laughing matter at the time. Having lost everything to the maelstrom of war, Rokuta had been in a heightened state of emotion. It was only natural that he would despise anyone who fought for dominance. It was more than he could stand. 


  Thinking that Rokuta would gain some measure of self-awareness as a Kirin if he saw En for himself, the sage women insisted on taking him there. However, when he saw its wretched state, it occurred to him that the devastation ran deeper than even his former home city. A veil of darkness seemed to hang over the entire world here.


  “When I saw how bad things were here, I started missing Hourai. I dunno if I got it in my head that Hourai had it better, or maybe I was just sick of things here. Hard to say.”


  And so Rokuta acted according to his own wishes. He took off to Mount Hou and returned to Hourai. Frankly, it was unheard of, and it was why Rokuta still felt awkward about entering Mount Hou to this day.


  “But as soon as I got back to Hourai, I had nowhere to go. Obviously.”


  The capital had burned to the ground, leaving no buildings behind. Nothing obstructed his view from one end of the city to the other, yet his parents were nowhere to be found. Perhaps they moved somewhere where the chaos of war would not reach them, or perhaps they didn’t manage to survive after all.


  Rokuta wandered west, going wherever his whims took him. Three years went by in this aimless fashion. Although Itan blamed the king for this, it was Rokuta’s fault in truth. 


  “I was just bumming around, doing whatever I felt like—until I bumped into Shouryuu.”


  It was in a small state along the shore of the Seto Inland Sea. Every state he passed through was embroiled in war and bloodshed, prompting a fever in him much like his current ailment. 


  “I was stumped. I kind of just put one foot in front of the other, and somehow that ended up taking me to the king. It was like I was dragged toward him,” Rokuta said thoughtfully. “But I don’t think I could have run away from that. Looking back, I can’t tell whether I ran off to Hourai because I hated the idea of choosing a ruler, or because that’s where the ruler happened to be.”


  “I see,” Kouya murmured, softly enough that his voice sank into the silence.


  “And that’s why I’m Shouryuu’s lackey. I can’t be bothered fighting it anymore. It’s the one situation where my hands are tied. If Atsuyu deploys his soldiers, you and I are going to become enemies, Kouya. I don’t want to fight you or your master. There’s still time to avoid it. You have to stop Atsuyu.”


  Kouya stayed silent for a short while. Rokuta couldn’t figure out what he was thinking from his expression. After a spell, Kouya opened his mouth—and his next words came like a crushing blow.


  “I can’t.”


  “Kouya…”


  “Atsuyu knows the consequences of what he’s trying to do. If he’s willing to go through with it anyway, then there’s nothing I could say that would stop him.”


  “There’ll be war. It will kill many soldiers, and the civilians will get wrapped up in it too.”


  “Mm-hmm,” mumbled Kouya, not meeting Rokuta’s eyes. His expression was unreadable.


   


  3


   


  “PLEASE AID EN.”


  It was a sage woman who told him that. Like the Kirin, the sages had infinite lifespans, for they stopped aging as soon as they ascended to sagehood. Her name was Shoushun, and she looked to be about twelve years old.


  “My hamlet was destroyed by the Owl King. Only a few adults and children survived. But there was not enough food for everyone, so I went to the Queen Mother’s shrine and prayed to become a sage. I was the oldest of the children who survived.”


  The shrine dedicated to worshipping the Queen Mother of the West was utterly dilapidated. Kneeling by a broken pillar, Shoushun prayed with all her might. Nothing could have dragged her away from the pillar save for the very claws of death. For two days and nights, she forewent meals and sleep entirely, supporting the pillar with her trembling limbs. She was on her thousandth paean to the Queen Mother when someone came for her from the Five Great Mountains.


  “I wanted to do some good for En. That was my humble wish. And now that I’m able to serve you, Enki, I couldn’t count myself luckier,” Shoushun said. “Once you grow up healthy and strong, you’ll eventually choose a monarch. You’ll be called En-Taiho, and you’ll descend to En, where you’ll serve the monarch as their Saiho and truly save En once and for all.”


  “No way!” Rokuta shouted from afar. “You think a monarch is gonna save the country? That they’ll actually save the people?”


  The only thing monarchs were good at was stirring up war. They would keep throwing civilians into the flames over and over, into perpetuity. Such was their nature.


  “You’re dead wrong, Shoushun! The people can pull themselves up without someone to rule over them. It’s the monarch who’ll bring ruin to En—you can count on that. It’ll turn into a place where nobody can survive.”


  “Please aid En.”


  “Like hell I’m going to make more kids live like you and me did! I’m not letting anyone become ruler, just you watch!”


  His shout made Shoushun’s smile crack. Tears streamed down her face.


  Shoushun wept. Perhaps she was horrified to see a Kirin cast his kingdom aside—or perhaps it was because Rokuta was weeping too.


   


  “Hey, kid.”


  When he was shaken awake, Rokuta’s eyes finally fluttered open. High in the azure sky, the sun’s rays bore down on Rokuta’s eyes, scorching his retinas.


  “You up?”


  Rokuta stirred. He was being shaken by a rough hand that stank like fish. From a nearby hut, people stared at Rokuta.


  “Good grief,” sighed the man shaking Rokuta. He was past middle-aged, right on the cusp of elderly. “You wouldn’t open your eyes even when I yelled in your ear and slapped you. Thought you were dead.” He spoke with evident relief in his voice. Then, he turned around. “He’s awake, Young Master. Looks like he’s still kicking.”


  Rokuta remembered growing feverish from the stench of blood across the ground and walking until he collapsed on a rocky landing on the beach. He had no memories after that. Taking in a deep, gulping breath, he was struck by the smell of the sea. The scent of blood was absent. The wind must have cleansed it.


  “Hey.” The man rapped on Rokuta’s cheek. “Thank the Young Master. He carried you here.”


  Rokuta looked in the direction the man was looking. Sitting on a rock in front of the hut was a younger man of considerable height.


  “So you didn’t die on us, huh?” this man said, looking at Rokuta. 


  He broke out into a smile—and upon seeing this, Rokuta felt a shiver run down his spine. It was not from fear or the cold. He was so happy that his skin tingled.


  “Whichever form your divine revelation takes, you will know it when it happens. Every Kirin, no matter how young they may be, chooses a monarch.”


  When he left the capital, he walked where his whims took him. At first, he plotted a course eastward to his parents’ hometown, but the idea soon depressed him; he couldn’t muster the energy to continue in that direction. He turned around and found that going west cheered him up. He trekked across the devastated plains and mountains with no particular destination in mind, only west, west, west, as if seeking the light of the sun. 


  Eventually, this brought him to a seaside town.


  “Where did you come from?” The man stood up and crouched down by Rokuta, who was still struggling to rise.


  I’m so happy I could cry.


  “Are you alone? Separated from your family?”


  “Who…are you?” Rokuta asked.


  “A whelp from the Komatsu clan.”


  Now I know. 


  Rokuta closed his eyes.


  This man is the king. The king who will destroy the Provincial Kingdom of En.


   


  The man’s name was Naotaka Saburou Komatsu. The fisherman told Rokuta that the Komatsu clan was in its third generation. The clan head’s son was a familiar face among the local fishermen of the castle town.


  “I wonder if a fellow like him has the right mettle to succeed the clan. He’s not a bad person, but he’s got a habit of acting up,” said the fisherman who took Rokuta in and nursed him back to health. “I suppose you could say he’s fair-minded, though.”


  “I see…”


  It was not exactly a sterling appraisal. Everyone cheerfully lambasted the man out of a sense of familiarity, perhaps because of his frequent excursions to the castle town. One had to wonder if he had nothing to do at the castle, because he commonly traipsed around in the light vestments of a common foot soldier, playing with children, flirting with ladies, and swinging wooden swords around with the young adults. He often went out into the sea as well, playing at being a fisherman.


  “Who knew you were actually a bigwig?” Rokuta remarked to him one day when he came by for a fishing trip. 


  He often showed up while Rokuta slept, not out of any particular concern for Rokuta, but because one of the members of the fisherman’s family was a beautiful widow. Perhaps he was hoping to catch her eye. Rokuta tried to ignore him but couldn’t. Before he knew it, he was following after Naotaka like a lackey.


  “Am I?” said Naotaka, smiling. The line he cast into the sea hadn’t budged one bit.


  “I mean, you’re going to be lord of a castle one day.”


  The castle was situated on a hill overlooking the sea, complete with a mansion and small town facing the tiny bay. An impenetrable-looking branch castle lay on a small island on the other side of the bay. The coast, surrounding mountains, and the cluster of islands near the bay constituted the Komatsu clan’s territory—their kingdom, so to speak.


  “I’d be embarrassed to call this a kingdom,” Naotaka said, chuckling wryly. “The Komatsu started off as pirates who made a stronghold in the Seto Inland Sea. Since we’re distantly related to the Taira clan, they turned us into a naval force back when they were beefing with the Minamoto clan. A pretty dubious proposal at best when we just strung a bunch of fishermen together and called it a day. But it was enough for the provincial samurai to distinguish themselves and earn the title of feudal lord.”


  “I see…”


  “My pigheaded grandfather bugged the provincial samurai into making the Komatsu their retainers. That’s how we ended up being called feudal lords, but we’re basically just sucking up to the daimyo. The idea is that we bring our naval forces into play when the Ouchi clan needs it, and in the meantime, they’ll look the other way while we pretend to rule the roost. My oldest brother joined the Ouchi’s service, went to Kyoto, and died during all that kerfuffle with the Onin War. The second-oldest went with the Kono clan, but he was killed when my grandfather tried to squeeze an island out of them. That leaves the idiot third son to succeed the clan.”


  “I feel bad for the people in the castle town,” Rokuta remarked.


  Naotaka burst out laughing. “You said it.”


  “Do you have a wife and kids?”


  “Sure I do. My wife’s from an Ouchi branch family. They gave her to me—well, more like foisted her on me.”


  “Is she a good person?”


  “Dunno. We’ve barely met.”


  “What?”


  “Their side’s none too fond of pirates, I imagine. On our wedding night, I went to her bedchamber only for two old ladies to block the way and refuse to let me in. It was all so ridiculous, I’ve never been back again. Weird how she ended up having a kid, though.”


  “Wait, what?”


  The provincial samurai had sent numerous women to Naotaka, with the aforementioned wife being just one example, but Naotaka had no desire to consort with any of them as his spouse or concubine. He cheerfully related this story to Rokuta, a complete outsider, without a hint of reservation. 


  “Isn’t that kind of sad?” Rokuta asked.


  “Can’t say it bothers me. I’d rather hang out in town with a girl who knows how to have a good time. Much more fun being with someone young and cheerful than some mopey woman shouldering her family’s expectations.”


  Rokuta sighed heavily. “You’re a real idiot, you know that?”


  “You too, huh? That’s what everyone says.”


  “I pity the people around here.”


  Rokuta could not tell whether Naotaka was a fool or a freethinker. What he could say was that he was out of place in these turbulent times. Rokuta wondered if Naotaka knew what the state of the world was like outside of his tiny kingdom. The capital was in ashes, weakening the shugo’s influence. The feudal lords were establishing their own states, and even now the stench of blood was inescapable in all directions. Although this particular domain remained peaceful, one would be a fool to assume that it would last forever.


  “The world’s going to the dogs while you fool around with girls.”


  “Hey, you know what they say. Nothing lasts forever.”


  “You’re making problems for the people in your domain. What are they going to do when war breaks out?”


  Naotaka smiled nonchalantly. “They don’t have to fight. If the Kobayakawa come for our throats, we can just raise our hands and become Kobayakawa’s people. If it’s the Amako, we become Amako’s people. If it’s the Kono, we become Kono. No drama.”


  Rokuta was floored. “Okay, I get it. You really are an idiot.”


  Naotaka laughed out loud.


  Even as he inwardly shook his head at this outrageous character, Rokuta could not find it in him to leave.


  I have to make this man king. It was the only thing he understood.
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  “HE’S BEEN FOUND!”


  When a lower official came bounding into the room to declare the news at the top of his lungs, he gaped at what he saw. It was not just Shukou, his senior, standing there, but also Itan, Seishou, and even the king himself.


  The king had given this room to Shukou. Given its location in the inner palace—the area originally established to house a king’s consorts—the king’s presence was not outlandish, but Shukou used it to conduct top-secret government work. The lower official never dreamed that the king himself would be here.


  Shukou simply looked over his shoulder. “He’s been found? Don’t tell me—Gen Province?”


  “Uh…yes.”


  As the official rushed to prostrate himself before the king, Shukou waved a hand to tell him to stand. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just part of the background. More importantly—your report.”


  “R-right.” The official cleared his throat. “We tracked down a Shashi in Gen Prefecture’s Ministry of Summer by the name of Kouya Baku. Kouya is his given name. He has no courtesy name.”


  “Good work.” Shukou waved to dismiss the official. As much as he wanted to show more appreciation, there was no time for that. 


  Once the lower official left the room, still with a vaguely stunned air about him, Shukou turned to Itan and Seishou, who were peering closely at the table. King Naotaka—or Shouryuu, as the characters in his name were pronounced on this side—slouched across a cushioned bench.


  Shukou chose to ignore him for now. “So it was Gen Province’s doing after all. Ribi can’t be reached, nor any of the other officials dispatched on the king’s side below the rank of Gen’s Three Excellencies. It would seem that this Kouya fellow is Atsuyu’s stooge.”


  Itan nodded, frowning. His eyes dropped to the document in his hands. “I wonder how he came to know Taiho… Seishou, what are the numbers in Gen’s Provincial Army?”


  “They have one division. However, it’s a Black Corps Left Division, meaning they have 12,500 soldiers at their disposal.”


  Rokuta disappeared three days prior. Evidently, the enemy was abundantly prepared well before they took the step of abducting the Saiho.


  “This is getting messy.” Itan scrutinized the document. 


  The king had two armies under his direct command: the Forbidden Troops and Sei’s Provincial Army. These comprised 7,500 and 5,000 rank and file soldiers respectively, which added up to the Gen Provincial Army’s numbers. Under ordinary circumstances, the Six Armies would have been 12,500 soldiers strong, but En didn’t have the population to support that.


  “They’re bluffing,” Shouryuu muttered to himself, though nobody present was willing to humor him. “They’re probably just barely at Yellow Corps level—7,500 soldiers. I reckon they’re conscripting civilians to pad the numbers…”


  The Forbidden Troops had three divisions: left, right, and center. Known as the Black Corps, each division generally consisted of 12,500 professional soldiers. When these numbers were impossible to maintain, the name of the unit changed accordingly: The White Corps was 10,000 strong, the Yellow Corps had 7,500 soldiers, and so forth. 


  The Provincial Army of the Capital, which fell under the Saiho’s jurisdiction, was a Black Corps, while the other eight provinces—also called the spare provinces—generally maintained a Yellow Corps of 7,500 soldiers. In an emergency, they recruited the other 5,000 from the civilians, and in very dire circumstances, they resorted to conscription. 


  The Provincial Armies ranged between two to four divisions, a number which both they and the Royal Army were forbidden from exceeding under the Steadfast Edicts. Invading another country was such a grave sin that the Kirin and king would perish within days. Thus, the armies only mobilized to deal with domestic turmoil, and their scale was kept to a minimum.


  When a Provincial Army had four divisions, it added a reserve division on top of the left, right, and center divisions. This reserve division was generally a Blue Corps, which consisted of 2,500 soldiers. Gen Prefecture’s armies traditionally held four divisions, but at present the right, center, and reserve divisions were absent, leaving the left division as its sole force.


  Shouryuu glanced at the Sea of Clouds. The regular troops of the Six Armies which made up the Royal Army added up to 75,000 soldiers, while a Provincial Army with four divisions would have 30,000 soldiers at most. Under normal circumstances, suppressing a provincial lord’s rebellion would have posed no issue. 


  On the other hand, the eight provinces would have 180,000 soldiers at the minimum if they pooled their armies. If the ruler lost sight of the Way and it was more dangerous to have them on the throne than no one at all, the eight provinces could defeat them. 


  But the population was just too low for either outcome. The kingdom once boasted a populace of 3 million adults, but at the time of Shouryuu’s coronation, it had dwindled to a laughable 300,000. After accounting for the returning refugees and the children coming of age, this number would only have doubled at most. It was a wonder that the Royal Army even had 12,500 soldiers to its name.


  “No way it’s a Black Corps Left Division…” Shouryuu said.


  “Anyway,” Itan said firmly, “I want indisputable proof that it’s Gen Province’s doing. Just having a minister by the name of Kouya isn’t enough reason to mobilize the Royal Army.”


  “But time is of the essence, is it not?” said Shukou. “What if something were to happen to Taiho?”


  “I’ll advise the Royal Army to prepare,” said Seishou.


  Shouryuu stood up when he heard this. Shukou turned to look at him. “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “Bed. Seems I’m not exactly needed here.”


  “Your Majesty,” Shukou sighed. 


  Shouryuu chuckled at him and waltzed out of the room. When he reached the door, he stopped as if he had just remembered something. “Oh…right. I should give a royal decree. Dismiss the heads of the Six Ministries and the Three Excellencies.”


  Shukou and Itan gaped.


  “What in blazes are you thinking?! You’re choosing now of all times to pull a stunt like that?!” Itan exclaimed, turning pale.


  If they didn’t handle this correctly, shuffling the administration around during a time of civil unrest was liable to blow up in their faces. It was not something to be done lightly, given that the process of selecting new people and giving them positions was incredibly time-consuming—not to mention all the internal squabbling between everyone angling for a higher position.


  Itan’s outburst did not faze Shouryuu. “I’m bored of their faces,” he said. “Seishou, tell the Chief Minister of State to organize a court council for tomorrow.”


  “Are you quite sure?” 


  Shouryuu showed no indication of heeding the unspoken criticism in Seishou’s words either. “I’m the king, remember? Let me do what I want.”


   


  After leaving the inner palace and his aides’ barrage of complaints behind him, Shouryuu whispered into a Shoushin’s ear, “Give me a horse.”


  “Your Majesty?”


  “I’m just going for a stroll. Don’t be a hard-ass.”


  The official, whose name was Mousen, sighed heavily. “It’s always the same song and dance with you. The Daiboku will strangle me if he finds out we’ve been striking deals.”


  “I’ll make you a lord if that happens.”


  “No point in that if I’m dead.”


  “Then you can be one of the advisors. Become the exception that proves the rule.”


  “This isn’t a joke.” Mousen sighed again. “I will let you out. But you have to let me come with you.”


  “Oh, come on, don’t be such a bore.”


  Mousen scowled in exasperation. “Do you understand the gravity of the situation? These are dangerous times.”


  “That’s exactly when you gotta get out there and do…stuff.”


  “Come back right away, you hear? The Daiboku’s going to demote me if I keep reporting you missing.”


  Shouryuu laughed.


  “You’ll see what I can do when the chips are down.”


  [image: ]
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  THE ENVOY FROM GEN PROVINCE ARRIVED AT THE court roughly ten days after the Saiho—Rokuta’s—disappearance.


  “Oh? Gen Province?”


  Shouryuu was present at the court council, pretending to listen to the ministers’ grumblings. He dismissed the heads of the Six Ministries, much to the vocal dismay of their assistants, for almost all of them had strong ties to the head ministers from the beginning of their administrative careers. 


  Grateful for the interruption, Shouryuu ordered the envoy to be let through. A short while later, a man who looked around fifty or so came into the room, dressed in formal attire. He knelt before the throne and prostrated himself deeply.


  “So you’re from Gen Province, huh?” Shouryuu said.


  “I am Gen’s Chief Minister of State,” the man responded, his forehead still planted to the floor. “Hakutaku In, at your service.”


  “And what brings you here, Gen’s Chief Minister of State?”


  Hakutaku pulled a letter out of his pocket and held it over his kowtowing head. “The chancellor of our province has a report for you.”


  “You can lift your head,” Shouryuu said. “I can’t be bothered reading all of that. Give me the verbal lowdown.”


  “Yes, my liege,” said Hakutaku, lifting his head to reveal an impressively long white beard. “Allow me to say that En-Taiho is currently residing in Gen Prefecture.”


  The ministers gasped in unison.


  “Okay,” said Shouryuu. “And?”


  “Our leader, His Excellency Gen, would like you to establish a rank above the king’s.”


  Atsuyu’s birth name was Setsu, and his family name was Gen. He also went by the name of Yuu.


  “Interesting. Atsuyu doesn’t want to be king—he wants to one-up the king,” Shouryuu remarked. “He’s thought this through.”


  “His Excellency Gen has no intention of besmirching the king. He merely wishes that you cede authority to him while preserving your prestige and dignity.”


  “Then what about becoming Chief Minister of State?”


  “I’m afraid that would make him subordinate to y—”


  “So he wants to be above me and won’t settle for anything less.”


  “Two kings would bring disorder to the nation. It would be advisable for you to relinquish your authority in both name and deed to another person and retire to a separate residence. There, you can redirect your passions to elegant flowers to your heart’s content.”


  Shouryuu burst out laughing. “Okay, so you want me to make Atsuyu the top dog while I piss off to the countryside and play around with women.”


  Hakutaku pressed his head against the floor. 


  Then, Shouryuu said, “Tell Atsuyu something for me.”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m not so magnanimous as to give away what’s mine.”


  “Your Majesty!” one of the ministers exclaimed, though Shouryuu shut him up with a wave of his hand.


  “If Atsuyu gives Enki back, I’ll be compassionate enough to let him choose his own death. One thing’s for sure—if he insists on using Enki as a shield, I’ll execute him as a traitor to everything beneath the sun.”


  After a moment’s pause, Hakutaku prostrated himself deeply on the floor. “I fully understand your message.”


  Shouryuu stood up and drew the longsword at his hip. Only the king and his bodyguards were permitted to carry weapons into the court council. 


  “Hey, Hakutaku—or whatever your name is,” he said quietly. “Do you think you’re making it back to Gen Province alive?”


  Hakutaku kept his face to the floor, not raising his head an inch. “No.” His reply was loud and clear. 


  “Was it Atsuyu who ordered you, the Chief Minister of State, to be his messenger?”


  “I asked out of my own volition. Knowing that the messenger will never return, I could not entrust the task to a young person with his life still ahead of him.”


  “In times like these, the thing to do is to cut off the messenger’s head and send it right back where they came from.”


  “I have already settled my private affairs.”


  Shouryuu got down on one knee in front of Hakutaku. He placed the tip of his sword under Hakutaku’s chin, dragging his face up.


  “Are you aware that you would end your life as a traitor?” the king asked.


  “I am, yes.”


  Hakutaku’s gaze did not waver. A wry smile flickered across Shouryuu’s face—he seemed half-impressed. “You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that. It would be a shame to kill you. You don’t feel like serving the national government office, do you?”


  “My loyalty is to His Excellency Gen,” Hakutaku said.


  “And here I thought every minister serves the king.”


  “It was Gen’s provincial lord who appointed me to my position. And it was the Owl King who appointed my lord. Thus, I cannot say that it was you who gave me this rank, Your Majesty. Or will you earn the trust of the provincial lords by granting them permanent office?”


  “I see.” Shouryuu chuckled dryly as he sheathed his longsword. “Seems you’re acting on your own principles.”


  Hakutaku merely bowed. 


  “So you’re willing to throw your lot behind an insurrection if your master commands it? As the Chief Minister of State, you always could have rebuked the chancellor for his rashness, you know.”


  “His Excellency has his reasons. I pray that you can understand what it is that drives him, even if it means bearing the stain of traitor.”


  “Okay, first off, Atsuyu isn’t the provincial lord. He’s not your master, or at least he’s not supposed to be. Do you follow him because he’s the lord’s son? I thought the people on this side didn’t place much weight on blood ties.”


  “The provincial lord has already retired from administrative work and transferred his entire authority to His Excellency. The provincial ministers accept the provincial lord’s judgment and acknowledge His Excellency’s capacity for leadership. To us, he is the master.”


  “So he’s effectively the provincial lord, huh? Then this is his second go at usurping. You guys can’t just give that rank to someone, even if all the ministers in the province agree on it. Not without the king’s say-so. And now Atsuyu’s angling for the throne too.”


  “I am afraid that your words will not sway the province.”


  Shouryuu was silent for a moment.


  “Very well,” Shouryuu said eventually. He stood up—and with a casual wave of his hand, he said, “You can go back home. Give Atsuyu my message.”


  “You are permitting me to live?”


  “I need someone to tell him my reply. Go—tell him that he’s a traitor.”


  Hakutaku hesitated before saying, “Very well.”


  “I don’t want to fight if I can help it. Encourage Atsuyu to change his mind if you feel like it.”


  “If I feel like it, you say?” For the first time, Hakutaku looked Shouryuu directly in the eye.


  Shouryuu grinned in response. “Apparently, the will of the heavens exists in this society. Since I have the bona fide Mandate of Heaven on my side, no insurrection is going to succeed. If your master feels like testing the will of the heavens, he’s welcome to try.”


  “Do you not believe in the power of the Mandate of Heaven, Your Majesty?”


  “What I believe has nothing to do with it.” Shouryuu chuckled dryly. “As long as I’m the one kicking his feet back on the throne, it’s not up to me to doubt the Mandate of Heaven. It’s up to you guys, the ones bowing your heads to me, to insist that it doesn’t exist.”


  “I…see.”


  “Civil war is a hassle for everyone, but if you pick a fight with the Mandate of Heaven, my position forces me to hit back,” said Shouryuu. 


  The faces of the surrounding ministers expressed a whole range of emotions. 


  Shouryuu glanced at them and said, “Escort Gen’s Chief Minister of State outside Sei Province. I don’t want to send one of my own messengers to get killed by Atsuyu. So yeah, if any one of you harms Gen’s Chief Minister of State, you’re going to be the messenger in his place.”


   


  2


   


  ITAN STOMPED INTO THE KING’S CHAMBER. AS SOON as he spotted his liege lounging on a cushioned bench, he instinctively started yelling. “You absolute buffoon!”


  Shouryuu sat up lightly and cocked his head, having only finally noticed Itan. It went without saying that Itan was disturbed, but Shukou was grimacing behind him, and so was Seishou, who had let the two men into the room.


  “What’s the matter?” asked the king. “Why the sudden name-calling?”


  “An envoy from Gen Province was here, right?” Itan said.


  “Yep. They dispatched their Chief Minister of State, all nice and proper.”


  “Apparently, Atsuyu demanded that you promote him above you. And you turned him down flat.”


  Shouryuu blinked. “I wasn’t going to make him king of the hill, was I?”


  “Are you a fool?! You could have bought yourself time! Tell him you needed to consult with the ministers, then lure him into a bad position! And you know what else you could have done? Investigated their affairs and recruited soldiers! Now we don’t have the time for any of that!” Itan’s eyes flashed wildly.


  Shouryuu smiled at him. “Oh well. We’ll manage.”


  “No, you dimwit! The world’s not that convenient!”


  Itan was angry. Furious, even. The Gen Provincial Army and the Royal Army both had 12,500 soldiers. The smart thing to do in preparation was recruit twice—ideally, triple—the number of soldiers, but that couldn’t be done in a day or two, not even with a draft. It was not just a matter of getting the numbers either. It took time to teach the recruits how to use their weapons, follow military regulations, and hone their physiques. On top of this, it took a whole month to march to Gen Province, which begged the question of how they were going to supply the rations. There were clearly not enough carts in service to deliver food on this scale.


  Shouryuu shot Itan an exasperated look. “I’d say you’re the only person who’d berate his own king this badly.”


  “There’s nothing kingly about you! If you don’t want any tongue-lashings, then shape up, will you?!”


  “I don’t particularly care about the insults,” Shouryuu replied.


  Itan’s shoulders fell. “I realize how pointless it is to reprimand you.”


  “You’re only figuring this out now?”


  Itan ignored Shouryuu and turned to his colleague behind him. “Anyway, mobilize the Royal Army. We’ll have to make do with 12,500 pe—”


  “No can do,” Shouryuu casually interrupted Itan. 


  Itan blanched. “Why?”


  “Rokuta’s not around. You have to ask him if you want to mobilize the Sei Provincial Army. Except he can’t give an answer, can he?”


  “You do know that this is an emergency, right?”


  “Hey, that’s the rule.”


  “We have to save Taiho! How’s he going to give permission when he’s been abducted? When are you going to use your brain?!”


  “Guess we don’t have permission, then. Oh well. Forget about the Provincial Army.”


  Itan felt genuinely dizzy. “Gen Province has a Black Corps Left Division at the ready. That hasn’t escaped your mind, has it?”


  “Don’t worry, I know.” Then, Shouryuu said, “Oh, right, it’s time to replace the Kou provincial lord.”


  Itan’s eyes boggled. Located northwest of the capital province of Sei, Kou was sprawling in size. Its southern tip lay between the Gen and Sei Provinces.


  “I can’t believe you! Do you understand what situation we’re in?”


  “Of course I do.” Shouryuu smoothly continued, “Replace the provincial lord. Give the position of chancellor to the grandmaster. Assign the heads of Kou’s Six Ministries to ours—that includes the Chief Minister of State. Dispatch a royal decree and invite them to Kankyuu. Seishou?”


  “Yes,” said Seishou, straightening up.


  “I decree you to be the general of the Left Division. Take the troops to Ganboku in the Gen Prefecture and surround Ganboku Palace.”


  Seishou bowed lightly to indicate his acquiescence. 


  “What are you trying to pull?!” Itan’s voice was ragged. “Listen to other people, damn it!”


  Itan practically clutched at him in desperation, but Shouryuu’s response was curt. “I made my decision. I gave a royal decree.”


  “You can make Seishou a general—fine. But what are you thinking, sending an army of only 7,500? A provincial lord’s palace won’t fall so easily. Then there’s the issue with rations. How are you planning on sustaining the troops?”


  “I hear you, but aren’t I the king here?”


  “Yes, you are. Unfortunately.”


  “Do I have to explain every bit of logic behind a royal decree?”


  Itan glared daggers at Shouryuu. “I can’t let the kingdom suffer because of the whims of an imbecile king.”


  “Good grief,” Shouryuu muttered. He sat up and rapped the table lightly. “All right, I’ll throw you a bone. The eight other provinces of En are disloyal to the king.”


  Itan gasped. Although the provincial lords were indeed appointed by the Owl King, he did not expect Shouryuu to phrase it so bluntly.


  “I cannot leave Kankyuu undefended. If I deploy the Royal Army, there’ll be people rushing in to trip me up.”


  “But—”


  “Hear me out. Gen Province holds Rokuta in their clutches. Their idea is to use him as leverage to extort me, which means they don’t need to put in the effort to send soldiers all the way to Kankyuu. Sure, they’re acquiring large stocks of weapons from Kankyuu, but there’s no word of them stockpiling horses or ­wagons. They aren’t planning on launching an offensive on Kankyuu. At least, not in the near future.” Shouryuu paused. “That’s the first thing to consider.”


  Itan nodded at this.


  “On the other hand, we can’t just sit on our hands and wait for Gen Province to make their move. They’ve got Rokuta, after all. If they’re not attacking, we can’t attack either. Our armies are identical in size. We’re on the back foot before you even consider their territorial advantage. We’d have to send an entire army to make up for it.”


  “That’s what I’m saying,” Itan pointed out.


  “Say we were to send all our troops to encircle Ganboku and attack the provincial lord’s palace. They’ve probably got their defenses up. The situation would turn into a stalemate. Not the kind of battle you could clean up in a day,” Shouryuu went on. “Anyone could anticipate that, which means Gen Province does too. Which begs the question—what is Gen’s next move?”


  Shouryuu’s gaze swept across the gathering.


  Feeling Shouryuu’s eyes upon him, Shukou spoke up. “They’ll make a provincial lord near Kankyuu launch an offensive. It’s safe to assume that they’ve already made a deal behind closed doors.”


  “Exactly. I can’t leave Kankyuu bare. So we leave the Provincial Army here, spread the news of Gen’s insurrection, and recruit soldiers from nearby.”


  “But would that be enough to hold our ground?”


  “We’ll make it work,” Shouryuu declared. “They don’t need to wield swords or spears. We just need to place a whole bunch of people in Kankyuu. The Provincial Armies around here shouldn’t have more than ten thousand to their name. If we arm around thirty thousand civilians or so, that should be enough to dissuade anyone from taking a gamble just for someone else to gain clout.”


  Itan sputtered indignantly, “But what if someone does take the gamble?”


  “Then we just have to give up and admit we were unlucky.”


  “Look here…”


  “Don’t get the wrong idea—I’m not downplaying things. If they kill Rokuta, then I lose my throne too. And you guys will all lose your positions since you were on my side.”


  Itan abruptly fell speechless. Beside him, Shukou muttered, “But how many civilians can we even mobilize…?”


  “Just feed them a pack of lies.”


  “What lies?” Shukou asked, aghast.


  “Taiho’s a thirteen-year-old—no, let’s round it down to ten. Make up a sob story about how our poor little Taiho got abducted by the Gen Province. Then get people we can use to spread the word. Oh, and while they’re at it, they can sprinkle in a bit of commentary about how wise and talented our monarch is.”


  The other three men in the room rolled their eyes in unison. 


  Shouryuu peered at their faces with a wry smile. “The people prayed their asses off for a new king. Now their king is in danger. The country could go to the dogs again. Do you think they want the youma to ravage the fields when they’ve only just sprung back to life? Everyone’s hoping I’m a wise ruler who’ll bring this kingdom back to its feet. Nobody’s hoping that I’m an idiot. They’ll want to believe I’m wise, even if it’s untrue—that’s how we get them.”


  “Are you sure your calling was to be a king and not a con artist?” said Itan.


  “Manipulating the common people is our only option. The more soldiers we swarm at Kankyuu, the safer we’ll be. Tell them whatever bald-faced lies you can think of.”


  “But still…” Itan muttered.


  Shukou spoke up next to him. “What about the crucial invasion of Gen Province?”


  “That’s in Seishou’s hands. I told him to encircle the palace with 7,500 soldiers from the Forbidden Troops.”


  “But what about their Black Corps Left Division?”


  Shouryuu smiled thinly. “It doesn’t exist. They cobbled together a bunch of conscripts and drifter ex-citizens from across the province. The force barely makes up ten thousand.”


  “You can’t just spout assumptions as if they are fact.”


  “I’m not pulling this out of my ass. You know they made me the head of a Ryou? They handed me a leadership role on a platter when I proved I could cut straw. That’s the kind of army we’re talking about.”


  Shukou and Seishou exchanged glances. Itan leaned across the table, practically springing at Shouryuu.


  “Wait a minute,” Itan said, staring the king in the eyes. “You? You’re a member of Gen Province’s army? If you’re the head of a Ryou, that means you’re a unit captain!”


  An army division could be subdivided into five Shi, five Ryo, five Sotsu, four Ryou, and five Go. A Shi contained 2,500 soldiers, while a Go was a unit of five.


  “I was playing around in Ganboku when they invited me to join the Provincial Army. They said if I cut down fifty soldiers from the Royal Army, I could be captain of a Sotsu. Or the leader of a Ryo if I killed two hundred. Incidentally, if I took down the general of the invading army, then the general of the Left Division of the Imperial Troops and the king, they’d make me a minister of war. But I have to admit, that last guy’s out of my league.”


  Itan rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “This is too much for me…”


  Shukou let out a deep sigh as well. “Didn’t I tell you to stop acting like a spy?”


  “Came in handy, didn’t it?” Shouryuu remarked. “Cut me some slack.”


  Shukou coughed. “But a siege on their palace would not end in a day. What if something were to happen to Taiho in the meantime?”


  “We just have to pray it doesn’t.”


  “But if something did happen, the calamity would affect you as well, Your Majesty. You should at least—”


  “Shukou.” Shouryuu looked his aide straight in the eyes. “Do you think I should cede to Atsuyu’s demands in order to spare Rokuta’s life?”


  Shukou fell silent.


  “This kingdom is built on the fundamental premise that the Kirin chooses the king. A treacherous minister would only have to violate this rule once for it to affect the kingdom. We can’t set a precedent. Am I wrong?”


  “No, but—”


  “Will you choose the kingdom or the king?”


  Shukou had no words. If Atsuyu were to kill Rokuta, then the king would die as well. That was how the world worked. There was a possibility, however slim, that an Atsuyu on his back foot would be inclined to slay Rokuta. The king was right in front of Shukou’s eyes. As much as Shukou was tempted to tell him to accept Atsuyu’s demands for the sake of his immediate survival, he could not bring himself to do so.


  “If we cave to Atsuyu, the kingdom will lose its place. Are you fine with that?” Shouryuu smiled wryly, watching Shukou struggle to form words. “If luck’s on my side, we’ll all pull through.”
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  THE WIND CARRIED A DAMP SMELL. STANDING ON a balcony carved out of the rocks midway up Mount Ganboku, Rokuta peered down at the Gen Prefecture’s sprawling scenery below.


  “Rain’s on its way,” he said quietly. “It’s too late to do anything about the Rokusui now.”


  A long conflict would soon unfold, and the rainy season would arrive before the dust settled. With the province’s location close to the coast of the Black Sea, the rainy season in Gen was not a big deal in and of itself, but the heavy downpours upstream did make their way down the river.


  “It is what it is,” Kouya muttered as he joined Rokuta in leaning over the handrail.


  The meandering riverway of the Rokusui glimmered dully below. Those who lived in the Rokusui’s vicinity regarded it as an ever-present threat. No one had any way of knowing when the mighty river would overflow. The year before had been manageable. Perhaps it would hold out this year too. But what about next year? For every year that their luck held out, the shadow of uncertainty loomed ever larger over the people. Fear flooded the Gen Prefecture before the waters could wreak their havoc.


  “You should’ve acted sooner if it was gonna come to this,” Rokuta mumbled to himself.


  Kouya smiled weakly. “The timing doesn’t matter much. War’s a bigger problem than flooding.”


  “You’re not wrong about that.”


  “You know something?” Kouya looked away from the world below to peer at Rokuta. “Apparently, His Excellency wanted to mobilize the troops sooner. But they stood no chance of winning if they invaded Kankyuu, you know? He had to make the Royal Army come to us instead. When he said that he couldn’t find a way, that’s when I mentioned that I knew you. That I could make you come with me. Does that…make you mad?”


  He assumed that Rokuta had forgotten him. But it was possible that he could arrange a meeting if he was stubborn about it. If he was lucky, he might even be able to invite Rokuta to Ganboku. But then again, given how strictly Rokuta was guarded, it was just as possible that Kouya might never return to Ganboku.


  When Kouya explained all of this to Atsuyu, the other man devised a plan. Even if it meant straying from the Way, it was better than losing his Shashi, he’d said.


  “Nah,” said Rokuta, shaking his head. “You used what you could. It’s the way of the world… Hey, are you fine with me not going back to the cell?”


  “Isn’t it stuffy being in there all day? Besides, Rokuta, you’re a model prisoner. His Excellency Atsuyu said you can do what you please.”


  “Huh. How nice of him.”


  “Yeah,” said Kouya. It was the only time he let loose a smile of genuine happiness. “He’s very grateful that you’re taking this seriously. I guess this is his way of thanking you… Oh, but you can’t step a foot outside the palace, or else the string will break.”


  Rokuta looked up. No matter how much he concentrated his gaze upward, however, he could not see the stone on his forehead. “I know.”


  Kouya chuckled. “Seems awfully inconvenient, being a Kirin. All we had to do was take two hostages, and you couldn’t lift a finger.”


  “It’s not just those two, is it?”


  “Yeah.” Kouya smiled. “We have Ribi’s subordinates in custody too, plus some other people. They’re all dead if you try to pull a fast one, Rokuta.”


  “Can’t you let those people go, at least?”


  “You think I’d do that?”


  “One hostage is enough. As much as I hate it, I can at least see where you’re coming from with Ribi. But do you really need to keep all those other people and a baby under lock and key? I’m not gonna run away if you let them go.”


  “I can mention it to His Excellency, but I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. He’s not such a nice guy that he’d let people who know our secrets roam free.”


  “Figures…”


  Just as Rokuta heaved a deep sigh, Atsuyu appeared on the balcony. When he spotted Rokuta, he greeted the Kirin with a deep bow before flashing a smile at Kouya.


  “I was looking for you,” Atsuyu said. “The Royal Army’s on the move. Faster than I expected.”


  Rokuta whipped his head back over his shoulder, eyes wide. “Are they coming here?”


  “It would seem so, Taiho. Just the Imperial Troops—7,500. I expect they’ll be out of Kankyuu within days.”


  Rokuta went silent for a moment before he said, “What are the chances of victory?”


  “Which side are you talking about?” Atsuyu asked. He was smiling. Rokuta could not understand what prompted it.


  “If you’re asking whether the Royal Army will win, I’ll say it’s not easy for them,” Atsuyu continued. “If you’re asking whether we’ll win, I’ll say it’s the outcome we’re working toward.”


  “Why?” Rokuta muttered. “Why do you and Shouryuu want to fight each other? You’re starting all this chaos, and for what? Just for kicks? You mentioned 7,500 soldiers so casually—do you understand the meaning of that number? They’re not inanimate objects. They’re lives. They have feelings and people they care for. You do know that, right?”


  Atsuyu smiled genially. “But of course. Now let me pose you a question, Taiho. Do you know how many people will die if the Rokusui floods? If killing a thousand today spares ten thousand civilians tomorrow, I’ll make that choice every time.”


  “You and Shouryuu…you’re the same. You have the same justifications…”


  “Rokuta.” Kouya put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s just how it is. Plans are already in motion. There’s no way to put a stop to it now, unless you’re talking about surrender and capitulation. Are you telling His Excellency to die?”


  “Kouya… You know that’s an unfair thing to say.”


  “But it’s true. Telling His Excellency to pull back his troops is the same thing as telling him to die. Are you fine with him dying if it saves a thousand lives here? That would make you no different from him.”


  Rokuta turned his back to Kouya. He leaned his arms against the handrail and buried his head. “None of you get it. You’re all crazy for inhaling the smell of blood without even a hint of a reaction.”


  Kouya patted Rokuta’s shoulder. “The king should have just done what His Excellency wanted. Even if His Excellency had all the power, he wouldn’t execute the king.”


  “That’s a huge presumption…”


  “Think about it, Rokuta. The moment Gen Province abducted you, fighting became inevitable. Every nonviolent option disappeared.”


  Rokuta looked up, blinking. Kouya’s face was full of pity.


  “If you hate war so much, you should have told your Shirei to kill me back in Kankyuu. You wouldn’t be in this predicament now, even if it meant abandoning the baby. But since the abduction was successful, His Excellency can’t take back what he did.”


  Rokuta looked at his feet. Kouya was right—but there was no way Rokuta could have allowed a baby to die right in front of him.


  “I feel bad for the Kirin. You’re always overflowing with compassion, no matter what the situation. Must be hard for you to serve as the Saiho right there by the king’s side. Just leave things to Atsuyu and your life will be a lot simpler. Listen…” Kouya took Rokuta’s hand. “It’s not like I’m raring to fight either. I wish the king could have budged for His Excellency. Can’t you write a letter telling the king to give up?”


  “I could, but I doubt Shouryuu would follow it,” Rokuta said.


  “You think?”


  “Shouryuu would never desert the throne. The guy always wanted a kingdom. He’s not so selfless that he’d give away something after finally getting his hands on it.” Rokuta looked at Atsuyu. “Knowing him, he’d fight even if he was all by himself. One of you has to yield, and Shouryuu won’t yield while he still lives.”


  Atsuyu’s smile cast a shadow on his face. “In that sense, he and I are alike, Taiho.” He turned to look at the realm below. “I see, so he wants a kingdom, hmm? Did he pine to be a ruler?”


  “Aren’t you the same?”


  “I am not interested in holding the reins. As a matter of fact, I never attempted the Ascendance, even after the Owl King’s passing. My fellow ministers encouraged me, but I had no designs on the throne.”


  “So why—?”


  “I am content as long as the people can prosper. But the king thinks nothing of them, even though he is meant to protect them. Taiho, do you know how deeply the citizens of En wished for a new ruler?”


  “Well…”


  “I thought that the kingdom would change if a new king took power, but instead, he has monopolized all the power for himself and makes light of his administrative duties. After all that waiting, this is the king we get? Someone had to stand up for the people.”


  “And that someone is you?”


  Atsuyu responded to Rokuta’s sardonic tone with a light shake of his head. “If someone more worthy of ruling the kingdom were to appear, I would happily cede my authority. As I said, I have no interest in power for power’s sake.”


  As he spoke, Atsuyu walked toward the balcony and gazed upon the world below once more. 


  “I see, so the king simply wanted to sit on a throne… That explains his disrespect for the bureaucracy,” Atsuyu continued.


  “That’s not what this is about, Atsuyu.”


  Atsuyu shook his head once before turning back to Rokuta. He bowed his head slightly. “Taiho, I can imagine the anguish you must be experiencing. No apology of mine could ever suffice. But if fortune smiles upon me and I vanquish the Royal Army, then I promise that I shall make up for every wrongdoing and counter sin with virtue.”
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  ROKUTA PLODDED BACK TO HIS CELL. RIBI WAS inside, cuddling the baby.


  “Oh,” she said, pausing. “Welcome back.”


  “Yeah…” Rokuta responded listlessly.


  Ribi cocked her head slightly at him, puzzled. “Is something the matter?”


  “Ribi,” Rokuta began, sitting on a chair. “Is desiring a kingdom the same thing as desiring a throne?”


  “Huh?”


  Rokuta shook his head. “Argh, that wasn’t the right way to put it. I don’t really know how to express it.”


  “Did something happen?”


  “Shouryuu said he wanted a kingdom. He didn’t say that he wanted to be king or stand above all the other people. ‘I want a kingdom.’ That was all he said.” Rokuta paused. “I somehow got the impression that it’s different from just wanting to be a king or an important person. And that’s why I gave him the throne.”


  “Taiho…”


  “Do you think I was maybe…mistaken?”


  “Taiho…” Ribi struggled for words. “What are you—”


  Rokuta buried himself in the bedchamber. “Sorry. Forget I said any of that.”


   


  The air was clear in his tiny kingdom. Every so often, the stench of blood and corpses from a sanguineous world would drift into the nearby skies, but the coastal winds blew it all away.


  It was why Rokuta was the first among the residents in the castle town to notice the change in the winds—the blood mixed in with the scent of the sea. For three days, Rokuta watched the waters, an ominous feeling in the pit of his stomach. 


  Then a body washed up on the shore—the corpse of a local fisherman.


  “You know the story, right? What’s going on?” Rokuta asked Naotaka at the dock. 


  “Do you happen to know the Murakami clan?” Naotaka asked back, casting the line of his fishing rod into the water.


  “No.”


  “They’re descendants of pirates, same as the Komatsu, except their base was on the opposite coast. They used to serve the Kono clan, but the Kono have relaxed their grip since the Onin War. Seems the Murakami are on the prowl now.”


  Rokuta’s eyes widened. “Are you guys gonna be okay?”


  “We’ll see,” Naotaka said. “The Murakami have set their sights on this region. If they can cow us into submission, they’ll effectively have control over the Seto Inland Sea. I’m guessing it won’t be long before they invade.”


  “Are you going to run? You did mention that before.”


  Naotaka chuckled dryly. “I told my old man we should throw our lot in with the Murakami. Wonder if he’ll listen. Only big thing about him is his pride.”


  Rokuta chose not to respond to that part. “I wonder if the castle town will turn into a battleground.”


  Naotaka burst out laughing. “It sure will. It’s the only part of the region that’s on dry ground. It would be nice to have at least somewhere we could retreat to, but the Komatsu’s claim to land amounts to spit in the sea. We do have a naval force of sorts, but I doubt we can compete against Innoshima’s illustrious navy. And I haven’t mentioned the strong ties between the three Murakami families. The moment they find themselves at a disadvantage, they’ll summon their friends from Noshima and Kurushima.”


  Naotaka’s tone was depressingly matter-of-fact, even for a geography lecture. Listening to this, Rokuta stared hard at the side of Naotaka’s face. 


  “You’re talking like this has nothing to do with you,” Rokuta said.


  “Well, there’s no point in getting worked up. It wouldn’t achieve anything. Say we manage to stave off the Murakami by relying on the Ouchi clan and retreating into the Suo Province. The Kobayakawa will then come in and hit us where it hurts, I’m guessing. We have to steel ourselves—no other option,” Naotaka said with a wry smile. “I don’t have any sisters or daughters I could marry off to buy our safety. Which means we’ve got no blood ties to rely on with our neighbors. So yeah, nothing to do but prepare for the worst.”


  “Aren’t you the heir to the clan? Your hide is in danger too, you know.”


  “Exactly,” Naotaka chuckled. “Hence why I’m steeling myself. You’d better make yourself scarce before the fighting breaks out. Go west. The madness hasn’t spread there yet.”


   


  Rumors of war on the horizon spread like wildfire in the castle town. The drifters with no land, house, or boats to their name started disappearing. Perhaps Naotaka spread the rumors himself in order to achieve this very goal. Before long, not even the carefree Naotaka could be seen wandering aimlessly around the castle town. People armed themselves before they went out fishing and carried supplies into the small islands across the coast.


  Rokuta was not immune to this painful web of tension. The distant flames of war were approaching this land at last. Yet even now, Rokuta could not find it in his heart to leave.


  One day, a foot soldier from the mansion came to the fisherman’s house where Rokuta was staying. He handed Rokuta a small pouch of money and told him to run.


  “The Young Master said that no child should die in a land where they have no ties.”


  When Rokuta asked about Naotaka, the foot soldier told him that he had already crossed the sea to the branch castle earlier that morning. 


  “He’s the kind who leads by example. He might look more like a lover than a warrior, but his sword arm certainly is strong. I’ll give him that much.”


  Gripping the pouch of coins, Rokuta went to the shore. From the rocks, he could see an island near the cove. The boats moored at the pier were decked out for battle as people constructed anchors for warships at the inlet.


  “Is something the matter?” asked a female voice from the shadows at Rokuta’s feet.


  He did not respond to the question—he couldn’t.


  “He is the king, is he not?” Yokuhi pointed out. Rokuta bit his lip. “You left Mount Hou and crossed the sea because the king is here, correct?”


  “That’s not it. That’s not what I was trying to do.”


  “Warships are gathering at the distant islands. You will be caught up in the chaos if you remain here.”


  “I know…” 


  Rokuta clenched the money pouch in his hand. 


  “Yokuhi.” He paused. “Rikaku.”


  “Yes,” came a disembodied voice in reply.


  “If worse comes to worst, protect Shouryuu. Don’t slay his enemies. Just injure them enough to incapacitate them and move them to a safe place… The guy saved my life. I don’t want him to die.”


  “But—”


  “Go. I’ve got other Shirei anyway.”


  “Very well,” he heard his servants say.


  Shouryuu saved me. That’s why.


  Even as he told himself that, he knew that this was not the full answer.


  What will happen to En if Shouryuu dies?


  It’ll be fine, one voice said in his head. Will it, really? asked another. 


  Do divine revelations only happen once? he wondered. If so, Shouryuu’s death spelled the loss of En’s king. Everybody in the castle town said that this was a hopeless battle, one which their side had no prospect of winning.


  He could save Shouryuu easily if it were just him. Rokuta could push the mantle of king onto him and take him back to En. But what if this reignited war in En? Rokuta was incapable of trusting monarchs as a whole. Would Shouryuu really save the kingdom? He was just as capable of crushing En under his foot.


  “Why do I have to be a Kirin…?”


  Despite his reputation as the embodiment of the will of the people, Rokuta couldn’t hear their voices. If only he could ask for their opinions. Tens of thousands remained in that devastated land—what was best for them?


   


  The fighting broke out just three days later. Murakami warships surrounded the castle, and the Komatsu side fought valiantly against them. Rokuta stood on the cliff and watched this battle unfold along with the people who failed to escape. The Murakami forces would not approach as long as the castle on the island held out. 


  Then, on the sixth day, Rokuta and the civilians heard war cries behind them. 


  The Murakami forces crossed the mountains deep within the inlet to attack the Komatsu territory from behind.


  Flames enveloped the watchtower on the farthest hill from the front lines. The Murakami flung fire at the town from the direction of the mountains, forcing Rokuta and the others toward the sea cliff. As they ran desperately for a small boat that would take them to the island, they saw the mansion burst into flames. The fires raced up the watchtowers at the sides. The main gates flung ajar.


  Naotaka’s father, head of the Komatsu clan, perished in his attempt to escape the mansion, leaving Naotaka to inherit the pirate kingdom amid the chaos.


  The enemies closed in. Four fleeting days later, the Komatsu clan died out entirely.
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  THE NEWS OF THE SAIHO’S ABDUCTION CAUSED shock waves throughout Kankyuu. People lined up in droves at the national government office to ask about what had happened, all the way from the Kou Gate to the Chi Gate.


  “Is it true that there’ll be war?”


  “Will Gen Province attack Kankyuu?”


  It was only twenty years ago when the kingdom teetered on the precipice of total collapse. Everybody knew about En’s destitution at the time. Although the kingdom was still significantly poorer compared to others, the land was more fertile now than before, and it would only become more bountiful still. The people had finally finished disposing of the rubble, and their hoes no longer clanged against the soil as if it were made of stone. No more did they find charred remains and bones when they tilled the land.


  And now war would burn it all down again.


  “What’s the king up to?”


  “Is he already in hiding?”


  “Will Taiho be okay?”


  After being hounded by the citizens until the late hours of the night, the officials at the national government office roused their weary bodies to open the large doors. They dragged themselves out of the Ministry of Summer, which oversaw military affairs, and the Shiyuu Office, one of the branches of the army. 


  The first to descend to the national government office was Onkei, a lower official from the Shiyuu Office. His role was to push open the doors. He was already quite fed up with all the clamor of yesterday, and he groaned at the thought of doing it all over again today. 


  “Can we win?” was the question on every citizen’s tongue. That was what Onkei wanted to know. What would happen if the king perished in the chaos? It was especially vexing when he had only finally become a civil official after scraping through the Owl King’s reign. His life was just beginning to settle down. 


  The Shiyuu Office existed to guard people of high rank. Unlike the Daiboku, who oversaw the guards in private locations, the Shiyuu dealt with security in public areas. While the Daiboku served behind the royal palace’s closed doors, soldiers affiliated with the Shiyuu showed up at ceremonies and festivals and were plain to see. As far as the citizens were concerned, the Shiyuu were the king’s bodyguards—which explained why they came to the Shiyuu to ask about the king and the Saiho.


  However, the Shiyuu barely functioned at all in En’s current state. They did not have the personnel to spare to interface with the public. Although the guards still existed as a relic of the previous administration, hardly anybody was actually assigned to guard duty. Being a lower official working for an obsolete department, Onkei had no delusions of rising in the ranks. He was content with his unglamorous, dead-end job. 


  But now, all of a sudden, an important duty came crashing onto his head. The office had been told to recruit soldiers out of the citizenry in order to deal with this recent insurgence. Although the army would generally take it upon itself to recruit and conscript soldiers, it was too busy preparing for the upcoming battle. The Ministry of Summer was a hive of scholars and bureaucrats, leaving only the Daiboku—which specialized in guard duty—and the Shiyuu with direct combat experience. Thus, the troublesome task fell upon the Shiyuu, the only department with time on its hands.


  Yet still, one had to wonder if the populace had any desire to become foot soldiers in this day and age. Gloomily, Onkei lifted the bolt, which felt several times heavier than usual, and opened the doors to the Shiyuu Office. 


  Predictably, a crowd had already gathered just outside. No sooner did the doors open than the people rushed inside, bringing with them a deluge of anxious complaints. Onkei raised his hands lightly to restrain them, signaling for silence.


  “The Shiyuu Office is very busy right now. I understand your concerns, but you need to go elsewhere for information. We don’t have time to speak with you.”


  “Don’t give us that!” someone shouted. “We’re just asking if there’s going to be war.”


  “Ask Gen Province. If they’re waving the flag of rebellion, the Royal Army has no choice but to stop them in their tracks.”


  “Will Taiho be okay? What about His Majesty?”


  Don’t ask me, Onkei grumbled inwardly. Instead of saying as much, he merely nodded. “No great calamity has befallen His Majesty. He is deeply concerned with preventing hardship from falling upon any of you. We’re just as unaware as you are about Taiho’s doings. We pray that he remains unharmed.”


  “Is there no way to prevent fighting?” It was an old man who spoke up this time.


  “If there is, I’d love to hear about it.”


  “Will war come to this land again? I thought our lives were only finally beginning to improve,” the old man continued. “If soldiers stamp over the land again, the kingdom really will fall to ruin this time. Isn’t the national government office aware of this?”


  Onkei shot an indignant look at the old man. “If you know a way out of this one without fighting, tell me! That’s what I’ve been saying. His Majesty has no appetite for war. The onus is all on Gen Province.”


  “But—”


  Onkei waved a hand to stem the voices. “Anyway, go elsewhere. The Ministry of Summer doesn’t have time to deal with you all right now.”


  The people at the door exchanged glances. While some of them turned around to look for another office, a woman stepped forward.


  “Can the Royal Army win?” She stared unflinchingly at Onkei, nursing a baby at her chest all the while. 


  “Victory is what they’re striving for.”


  “But Gen Province has Taiho in their clutches. If they kill Taiho, won’t the king perish too?”


  “That’s the long and short of it.”


  “Then what’s with your attitude? You’ll strive for victory—that’s it? You need to rush the army over to Gen Province and rescue Taiho from the palace, don’t you? There’s not a moment to lose!”


  Onkei was indignant. “Exactly. That’s what the ministers of the national government office are all trying to do.”


  “There shouldn’t be any fighting!” growled the old man.


  The woman shot him a glare. “And how is that supposed to work? They said the king will die if Gen Province gets their way. Without a king, the land will be devastated. We’ve all seen how bad it can get.”


  “Fighting will only make the devastation worse.”


  The woman’s lip curled into a sneer. “I know.”


  “What do you know?” The old man seized up.


  The woman gazed at him coldly. While she was it, she swept her gaze across the entire crowd—the old, the young, men and women alike. 


  “How many people here—no, how many people in this town murdered their children when the kingdom had no king?” she said, gesturing at the infant sleeping in her arms. “Look—this child is mine. The Riboku finally answered my and my husband’s prayers. Everyone else did the same for their children. But I know for a fact that there were people who killed their children. My own little sister was thrown into a well.”


  A deathly silence fell over the crowd.


  “The adults came into our room late at night and took my sister sleeping beside me. Then they killed her. I know that these adults are living comfortably as we speak. And they blame it all on the kingdom’s ruin without batting an eyelid.”


  Onkei tapped the woman lightly on the back. “Stop,” he said, but she shot him a frigid glare in response.


  “The crimes people commit will never go away, however much they pretend it didn’t happen. That’s what I’ve experienced, at least. I’ll never forget the sound of that splash, not until the day I die—and it’s going to happen again, you know. If civil war breaks out and the king dies, someone will come for my baby. There’ll be so much devastation that people will justify pure evil. And you’re fine with that?”


  The woman scanned the crowd before turning back to Onkei with a proud look. 


  “Move aside and let me through. I didn’t come here to whine like these other people.”


  Onkei looked back at the woman in confusion. She responded with a smile. 


  “I’m here to fight. I’ll protect the king who blessed us with prosperity. I’m not letting my baby die. I never want our society to reach a point again where people accept it as necessary. That’s why we need a ruler with the Mandate of Heaven on the throne. If the king will give my baby a wonderful place to live in the future, then I’m willing to die for his sake.”


  “But—”


  “There’s no rule saying that soldiers have to be men. Don’t you need as many hands as you can get?” said the woman. “I’m going to Ganboku. That’s why I’m here.”


  Onkei blinked furiously.


  “Me too!” A young man stepped before Onkei. “That’s what I came here for as well…even if I can’t accomplish much. People keep telling me I’m a pushover, after all. But if the king dies here, En will be doomed.”


  The woman grinned at the young man. “You’re not one bit of a pushover.”


  “Oh, no, I am. I’ve never won a single argument. But I can push the wagons, at least. I can make myself useful.” The young man paused thoughtfully. “You know, my parents were convinced that we’d all die together. Then, when the new king took the throne, they said that everything was going to get better. The king is our hope. We can make this country a good place to live because our throne is occupied. If there’s something I can do to help, I’m happy to be put to work.”


  Somebody in the crowd burst out laughing. A balding man pointed his ruddy face at the sky and chortled uproariously. “Well, don’t we have some promising folks with us? I’m sad I didn’t get to speak up first, but it ain’t so bad, losing at somethin’ like this.” 


  Chuckling, he turned around. The others in the crowd gazed at the woman and the young man at the door with a mixture of bewilderment and discomfort. The man’s response to this was to wave.


  “C’mon, if you want someone to talk you through the things you’re worried about, go elsewhere. This place is for idiots with a death wish to come join the army. Or do the rest of you want to take a trip to Ganboku?”


  A few people broke away from the Shiyuu Office, having lost their nerve. One woman practically dashed out of the ring of people. When she got back to the store that she and her husband ran, she recounted what happened at the office.


  “I couldn’t believe it. The civil strife was such a painful thing for every last one of us, but people are still raring to fight.”


  Her husband merely shot her a glance before continuing to plane down a cabinet. 


  “Isn’t a king supposed to make it so that we don’t experience fighting like that again? I can’t believe someone would try to topple him. The king has obviously been doing his job—I just don’t get it,” the woman said, trembling. “Oh, I can’t stand it. The air will be full of blood again, I suppose. We’ll go hungry, and so will our children. I wonder if the fighting will come to Kankyuu. I’m sick of all this war business.”


  Her husband abruptly put his hand plane down. Then he stood up.


  “What’s the matter?” the woman asked, although she was not expecting an answer. Her husband was a man of few words. He never spoke more than absolutely necessary. 


  But today, he gave her a rare response. “I’m going to the national government office.”


  “The national government office?”


  “To go to Ganboku.”


  “Honey!” The woman’s eyes boggled. “Tell me you’re joking. Why would you go to Ganboku?”


  For almost the first time since they had known each other, her husband looked at her with eyes of deep affection.


  “My parents and brothers all died of starvation,” he said. “I’m not letting the same thing happen to you and our children.”


  “Oh, honey…”


  “It’ll happen again if we lose our king. I wouldn’t go for anyone else. But I’ll do it for you.”


  The next day, a long line stretched in front of the Shiyuu Office.


  It was filled with people wanting to enlist.
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  “WELL, LOOK WHAT WE HAVE HERE! IT’S enough to make you cry.” Itan placed a bundle of documents on the table. “You want to know how much the people care about their new king? We have a thousand who want to defend Kankyuu and another three hundred who want to go to Ganboku—and it’s only been three days.”


  “Oh?” said Shukou, picking up the bundle. 


  “We’re also receiving offers of help from the counties and districts outside Sei Province,” Itan went on. “Apparently, people from far-off villages have been turning up at the local offices saying they want to go to Kankyuu. The officials are moaning about it.”


  “You think the rumors are working?”


  “How far can talk spread in three days? I can’t imagine it’s gone as far as You Province.”


  “Would you believe that we’re getting people from there?”


  “We’re getting people who say they’re coming. I doubt they’ll make it in time to be dispatched.”


  Shukou took the bundle and placed it reverently over his head. “I’m touched by all of this… To think that the people believe so deeply in our new king’s potential.”


  “Good thing they don’t know him personally. Maybe His Majesty’s attitude will change if he heard about this.” Shukou chuckled weakly. The doubt was written across his face.


  “We got offers from two provinces to lend us their armies, but who knows if they can be counted on?” said Itan. “We’d be in real hot water if we let them into Kankyuu and they attacked us all of a sudden.”


  “Let’s just accept provisions and foot soldiers,” Seishou interjected. “I’ll place the soldiers we receive outside Kankyuu Palace. What’s happening in Kou Province?”


  “The provincial lord and the heads of the Six Ministries have already left the palace,” Shukou said. “I hear the grandmaster will be the next provincial lord. He has already departed from Kankyuu.”


  The grandmaster’s sole interest was lining his own pockets. He was so busy fattening himself with public funds that he had no time for greater evils like insurrections.


  “His Majesty has advised dismissing everyone in Kou’s Provincial Army and confiscating their provisions,” said Seishou. “He has also advised stopping in Kou on the way to Gen and incorporating Kou’s soldiers into the Forbidden Troops.”


  “But the soldiers we’re sending to Ganboku will have to fight real combat,” said Itan. “Let’s say we do pick up some leftover soldiers from Kou Province—is it even possible to hammer discipline into a makeshift army? What if some of them turn their weapons on the Royal Army?”


  “We have to bet on their goodwill toward the new king.”


  Shukou groaned at the ceiling. “This entire operation has been a gamble.”


  Just as everyone sighed in shared exasperation, a voice called out from outside the room. “Excuse me… May I come in?”


  Mousen poked his head out timidly from behind the folding screen. Seishou nodded and gave him the command to enter. After hesitating for a moment, Mousen gave a slight bow and walked inside.


  “What’s the matter? Is it an emergency?” Seishou asked, implying that if it wasn’t an emergency, he should leave it for later.


  “Well… I’m not sure you could call it an emergency. Um…”


  “What is it?”


  Mousen’s eyes flitted rapidly between Seishou and the floor. Something was evidently bothering him deeply. “You see… I don’t mean to put too fine a point on it, but I’d like to participate in your strategy meeting…”


  “Oh?” Itan’s eyebrow lifted. “I mean, sure, it’s no skin off my nose. That reminds me, Mousen, Seishou was once your commanding officer, yes?” he said, looking at Seishou. “What are you going to do? Will you call your subordinate into the army? I’m sure Mousen would rather stick with you than guard that floozy king.”


  “That’s the idea.” Seishou nodded. “I’ll make Mousen a commanding offi—”


  “I’m afraid you cannot.” Mousen peered at Seishou timidly, gauging his reaction. 


  “What do you mean, I cannot?”


  “Well, um…I…you see, the thing is… Ahem.” Mousen pulled out a document from his pocket and bowed his head deeply. “There’s a royal edict. My deepest apologies! I’ve…been appointed Grand Minister of War!”


  Itan was stunned. So, too, were Seishou and Shukou. The Grand Minister of War was the chief of the Ministry of Summer, one of the Six Ministries. They oversaw the army as a whole, and their title earned them the right to be referred to as “Your Excellency.” This meant that Mousen was now above Seishou, who served as a general.


  “What is the meaning of this?” said Seishou.


  “I-I’m really, really sorry! But, um, there’s a clause saying that it’s only until this incident is over.”


  Shukou frowned. “We won’t get anywhere asking Mousen about it. Where is His Majesty?”


  “Um…not here.” Mousen shrugged.


  “He is absent?”


  “Yes. He has a message for the Daiboku—I mean, the general.”


  “What is it?” Seishou asked curtly.


  “He says, ‘Mind that you don’t lose your head. It’s not so bad being a general of the Forbidden Troops.’”


  For a moment, Itan stood there in a stupor. Then, he covered his face with his hands. “That confounded idiot…”


  “Unbelievable.” Shukou could not have been more exasperated.


  Itan slammed his fist on the table. “In what world does the king join the rebel army?!”


  “I-I’m sorry,” Mousen stammered.


  Seishou muttered flatly, “Perhaps he’s planning on disrupting them from the inside.”


  “How would that even work?” asked Itan.


  “His Majesty told me to encircle Ganboku—not conquer it. Generally, a battle is not decided simply by encircling one’s foe.”


  In response to this, Mousen pulled out a different letter, not a royal edict this time. “I was told to give this to you.”


  Seishou took it, unfurled it, and read it on the spot. Then he handed it to Itan, who was peering at him with interest. 


  When Itan finished reading, he let out a single sigh. “What is this lout thinking?”


  “What’s it say?” Shukou craned his neck to see.


  Itan handed him the letter. “We’re to recruit laborers on the march and build levees for the Rokusui near Ganboku.”


  “Is this an attempt at appealing to the people?” Itan crashed onto a chair. “He’s been skipping his bills this whole time, but now he chooses to pay? Does he only get his act together in an emergency?!”


  “His Majesty must have some kind of scheme in mind,” said Seishou. “Otherwise, not even he would venture personally to Ganboku.”


  “I’m speechless. This guy’s too much for me… What’s he gonna do if he’s exposed? And it’s just as possible he’ll get killed in the crossfire,” Itan groaned. “Does he know?”


  “I’m sure he’s aware.” Seishou smiled weakly. “With Taiho held hostage, His Majesty is at a disadvantage. He could shut himself away in Genei Palace all he likes, but if Taiho comes to harm, his life is forfeit.”


  “Well, sure, but…”


  “As far as His Majesty is concerned, this is a battle of life or death.”
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  SINCE THERE WAS NOTHING MUCH TO DO, Rokuta spent his days wandering the palace’s spacious interior, sticking his nose everywhere from the kitchen to Atsuyu’s living chambers. Although the Saiho gained a poor reputation for frivolity, he was frankly too restless to sit still. He tried, in whatever way he could, to pass the time. 


  It had been almost two months since he was captured. 


  What am I supposed to do? Rokuta wondered. Everything about this was wrong—how Kouya was his enemy, how Atsuyu schemed rebellion, and how he was frittering away his days as a prisoner. The least he could have done was sneak out of the palace and talk the king or the Royal Army out of fighting, but he knew that he wasn’t about to be let out of the palace anytime soon.


  The army was deployed in the outskirts of Ganboku, and it had already prepared itself for the Royal Army’s assault. The idea was probably to keep all the fighting contained in Ganboku, because Atsuyu summoned every unit of the Provincial Army that had been dispatched elsewhere, forming a massive military force at the foot of Ganboku Palace.


  Whenever Rokuta caught a glimpse of it, he found himself thinking, I have to do something about this. Smoke appeared from the mountain overlooking the Rokusui west of Ganboku, the telltale sign of the Royal Army. There was no avoiding a battle now. It was only a matter of days before the hostilities would begin.


  Rokuta had to do something, but he did not know what. There was no time. If he didn’t move fast, the situation might become unsalvageable. 


  As Rokuta bit his nails impatiently in his cell, Ribi straightened up and came over to him. Holding the baby in her arms, she sat in front of Rokuta.


  “Taiho, would you care to tell me what ails your mind?”


  “Nothing much,” Rokuta mumbled. “I’m just kinda down, is all. Nothing I’d call an ‘ail.’”


  “I hope you don’t brood overmuch.”


  “I’m not brooding,” Rokuta insisted. “Anyway, that Atsuyu guy sure is popular. I didn’t hear a single person in the palace speak badly about him. Meanwhile, Shouryuu gets mountains of complaints.”


  Ribi sighed lightly and patted the sleeping infant. “I will admit that Atsuyu is a capable administrator. But you mustn’t compare him to the king.”


  “Wow, you’re one diehard Shouryuu supporter,” said Rokuta. “But Atsuyu is hands down a harder worker. I haven’t seen him goof off a single time since I came here.”


  “Taiho…”


  “He’s brave and resolute. He’s logical and cares for the little people. Plus, he’s generous and broad-minded. Shouryuu should take a leaf out of Atsuyu’s book. You know, I kinda feel like we’d all be better off if he left things up to Atsuyu.”


  Frowning in evident consternation, Ribi half stood up. “I assume you’re jesting, Taiho?”


  “I’m serious.”


  “What would possess you to say such a thing? Do you have no faith in the king you chose yourself?”


  “Faith has nothing to do with it,” Rokuta scoffed. “The guy’s a huge idiot.”


  “The king is no fool, I’ll have you know. At the very least, I believe he is worthy of you. That is why I serve him.”


  “Oh, wait, don’t tell me… Do you have a thing for Shouryuu?”


  “Taiho!” Ribi sounded genuinely affronted. 


  Rokuta flinched away slightly. He was aware of his own stress—it was why he couldn’t help but quarrel with Ribi.


  “What a terrible shame,” said Ribi. “Why must you slight His Majesty so? If he is as big a fool as you claim, why did you give him the throne?”


  “Don’t ask me. It’s up to the Lord Above,” Rokuta said.


  “Taiho,” said Ribi, adjusting her sitting posture once more. “When he appointed me as a Bokuhaku, His Majesty apologized to me.”


  “Shouryuu said sorry? That’s rare of him.”


  “He said that the provincial lords are no friends of the king, and that there will be backlash to restricting their authority. He said that I should count on it happening.”


   


  “But,” the king had said, “we can’t let the provincial lords have their way. At some point, I will have to dismiss them from their posts. Some of them will raise arms at this. Pilfering taxes is trivial next to building an army. We have to be on guard.”


  The king came all the way to Ribi’s house to tell her this.


  “When the time finally comes for me to lay the hammer down on the provincial lords, there’ll be furious resistance. I need eyes inside their palaces to stop them from whatever they end up doing—rebelling, forsaking the Steadfast Edicts and going overboard with their militaries, conspiring with the other provincial lords, you name it.”


  “You would entrust such a vital task to me?” Ribi said reverently, half-overcome with emotion. Ribi was a judiciary leader, which made her one of the lower-ranked ministers. Now the king was promoting her to the level of a high official. Ribi’s first thought was that it was wasted on her.


  Shouryuu went on, shaking his head, “You shouldn’t thank me for this. If the provincial lords rebel, the Bokuhaku will be sitting ducks for them. When I tell you to go to the provincial lord’s palace, I’m basically telling you to give up your life for me if worse comes to worst.”


  He paused.


  “But I don’t have many options. As much as I hate the idea of sending you to your doom, I don’t have anyone else I’d trust to go.”


  Silently, Ribi gazed back at the king. His face looked uncharacteristically grim.


  “If your trust in me runs so deep, then my mind is made up,” Ribi replied. “It is my earnest wish to go, regardless of what may befall me there.”


  “Honestly, I had a hard time deciding between you and Shukou for the eighth provincial Bokuhaku,” said Shouryuu. “But when I weighed your strengths and weaknesses, I came to the conclusion that you’re better for the job. Shukou might look benign, but it doesn’t take much to set off his temper. No matter what you see in the provincial lord’s palace, you need to keep your head low and report to me. I can’t see Shukou playing the long game, which is what you’d be doing there unless I give you specific orders. He just doesn’t have that kind of patience.”


  “Right…”


  “Will you go?” Shouryuu asked quietly.


  “I happily accept this duty.”


  Shouryuu bowed his head slightly. “Sorry,” she heard him say in a low voice, heavy with sorrow. 


  It was that tone of his—that sadness in his voice—that gave Ribi the resolve to steel herself for everything that transpired next.


   


  “Hmm…” There was no strength in Rokuta’s voice. He looked to the side listlessly.


  Ribi peered at him. “It was the first time I saw His Majesty with such a serious expression.” She paused. “He is certainly no fool, nor does he lack a sense of responsibility. He gives thought to what is important and goes where he must. It is simply a matter of him not showing it on the surface.”


  “You sure you’re not overestimating him?” Rokuta laughed. “I bet Shukou and the others would cry if they heard you now. They’d say you don’t know how rough his inner circle has it. He skips court councils, and nobody can track him down. He never listens to other people’s advice. When he gets it in his head to do something, he doesn’t care about the consequences.”


  “And yet His Majesty has never erred in his judgment. As much as Itan and the others complain about our liege’s frivolous attitude, His Majesty has always remained open-minded. And so we never despaired, even in our kingdom’s darkest moment.”


  “You really do give Shouryuu too much credit.”


  Ribi shook her head mournfully. “I cannot fathom what brings you to say such things. I am grieved by your lack of faith in our ruler.”


  “Look, Ribi, I…”


  “His Majesty is by no means incompetent. That is what I believe. Among hundreds of ministers, he selected the most prudent thinkers and gave them important posts. Those are not the actions of a foolish ruler.”


  “Important posts? Sure, being a Bokuhaku is important, I’ll give you that. But your job is cloak-and-dagger stuff. You can’t say the same thing for Itan and Shukou. Aren’t they just mid-ranked officials at best?”


  Ribi shook her head again at Rokuta’s flippant tone.


  “That is exactly why the winds of strife never arose. There are far too many people who would drag our kingdom back out of jealousy against those who have risen in the ranks. His Majesty gave his allies positions that would not attract ire. Although I received the rank of High Minister, I am far from the eyes of the court officials. As you have seen, nobody has disrupted the court out of jealousy or envy.”


  “But—”


  “Although the Suijin may be a mid-ranked position, it is an important one for overseeing the kingdom’s lands. What would happen if the public funds for flood controls were to disappear in a minister’s pocket? Can one build a flood bank without any resources? Among all the positions within the Ministry of Earth, Itan is in the best place for ensuring the welfare of the common people. Only the Grand Minister of the Lands and the Vice-Minister of the Lands are above the Suijin, and both are too cowardly to stain their hands with evil. There is nobody to obstruct Itan. And that is why the kingdom is green now.”


  Rokuta said nothing.


  “Shukou is a Choushi, a lower-ranked official. Yet the Choushi have jurisdiction outside the court and are capable of punishing even the provincial lords. They are the only ministers who report directly to the king. Seishou is the Daiboku, but he is the closest to the king out of anyone in the Ministry of Summer. He can stay close to the king’s side and shield him from treachery. And His Majesty has ensured that both Shukou and Seishou’s only superiors are too spineless to get in their way.”
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  “Ribi… Stop this,” Rokuta groaned.


  But Ribi did not.


  “The king gave Itan the position of Suijin. There are no ­officials to oversee tax collection or the lands under royal jurisdiction. Because of this, over half the taxes are disappearing into the pockets of corrupt officials. The lands under royal jurisdiction have not paid a single coin to the king since the revolution, blaming crop shortages and so forth. His Majesty’s first priority was to restore the land, and so he gave Itan that important post. Can you not see how he puts the people first?”


  “Shouryuu isn’t a tyrant. You don’t have to tell me that—I know. But…I just can’t trust kings. And Shouryuu is a king.”


  Ribi sighed deeply. She looked down in silence for some time. Then, a short while later, she lifted the baby off her knees and onto the floor.


  She stood up. “Taiho, you seem to have forgotten how deeply the people of En prayed for a new king to deliver them from their ravaged kingdom.”


  She walked over to Rokuta’s back. He started to turn around in curiosity, but she clamped a hand on his shoulder, preventing him from moving.


  “Ribi?”


  “You chose Shouryuu-sama to be our ruler. Not Atsuyu.”


  “Ribi, I—” It wasn’t Shouryuu that he had no faith in but the authority of monarchs.


  “The ruler I answer to is the king of En—Shouryuu-sama.”


  “I know…but—”


  “The Royal Army will arrive at Ganboku within days.”


  Rokuta wanted to look at her, but Ribi’s arms clamped down on him like a vise, preventing him from even turning his head. Her pale hands held him up by his cheeks.


  “Ribi?”


  “You must return to the palace,” Ribi said.


  Her hand moved to Rokuta’s forehead. Rokuta had no time to stop her—she plucked the stone sealing his horn. Rokuta heard the sound of a string snapping. 


  It was a terribly faint but heavy sound.
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  “THAT WAS QUICK. ARE THEY ALREADY HERE?”


  From his vantage point above the Sea of Clouds, Atsuyu peered at the world below. Kouya, who stood behind him, was also looking down. The Rokusui wound its way around Ganboku, and on the other side of it, on a mountain separated by swampland, the two men could see the Royal Army’s flag.


  “So it begins,” Atsuyu mused.


  It had been two months since they had captured the Saiho. The Royal Army had assembled and arrived at Ganboku with surprising speed. As soon as they crossed the river, the fighting would begin.


  “Please excuse me, Your Excellency,” a voice called out to Atsuyu.


  It was Hakutaku, prostrating himself behind Atsuyu with a grimace plastered across his face.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “If you don’t mind me saying, the people in town are agitated. They are calling you an insurgent plotting rebellion.”


  Atsuyu laughed. “I’m trying to undermine the king and overtake his authority. If that isn’t rebellion, what is?”


  “Our foot soldiers are feeling the strain as well. There are reports of deserters. Will your words be enough to raise morale?”


  Atsuyu walked up to Hakutaku. He looked down at him from directly above. “You knew that this would be high treason. Have you gotten cold feet, Hakutaku?”


  “That will not fly with the common soldiers. They know nothing of your designs,” Hakutaku said. “As soon as they heard of the Royal Army’s arrival, the conscripts lost their nerve entirely.”


  “You knew that would happen too, didn’t you?”


  “Your Excellency…is this truly the path you wish to tread?”


  Atsuyu’s face twisted into a scowl. “Hakutaku, what’s the point in saying this now?”


  Hakutaku merely kept his head to the ground. 


  Kouya gazed at him dispassionately. I can’t blame him for hesitating.


  Nobody would ever say as much in front of the lower officials and foot soldiers, but things were taking an unfavorable turn. The Royal Army had more soldiers on its side than anyone had thought.


  When they left Kankyuu, the Forbidden Troops numbered only 7,500. Every minister said that victory was assured. The provincial palace was difficult to reach, so just launching an offensive required a larger-than-average force to compensate. Not to mention that Gen’s side had the terrain advantage. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, saying they couldn’t possibly lose.


  Atsuyu gazed coldly at Hakutaku. “How large is the Royal Army now?”


  “At present, over 20,000.”


  “What?” Atsuyu’s eyes widened. “That’s 3,000 more than the last report.”


  “Indeed.” Hakutaku continued to prostrate.


  “Three thousand,” Kouya muttered. The Royal Army’s numbers inflated the longer it marched. Most of the soldiers were local farmers with hoes in hand. The ministers chuckled at this at first, but they stopped laughing when the recruit tally neared 10,000. 


  Day by day, anxiety swelled among the people. They feared that Gen Province’s chancellor was planning to usurp the throne and inflict the absolute devastation of Setsuzan upon the kingdom once more. 


  Those who supported Atsuyu at first did nothing to stem the rumors, thereby allowing their discontent to be heard. Even some of the Gen Province ministers started to criticize Atsuyu’s actions. Civilians in areas as close as Ganboku’s outskirts turned coat to the Royal Army’s side. Even now, people marched down the highway toward Ganboku in droves, hoping to fight alongside the Royal Army.


  “We have just received word from Kankyuu that the Sei Provincial Army is defending the capital with over 30,000 soldiers.”


  “That’s absurd!” Even Atsuyu, for all his daring, could not help but stiffen at this information. “What happened to Kou Prefecture?! Why aren’t they cutting off the Royal Army?!”


  Hakutaku lowered his head deeply. Although the Gen Provincial Army boasted 12,500 soldiers to its name, its true tally was 8,000. Moreover, 3,000 soldiers were loaned from the Kou Provincial Army, and they barely managed to cobble together another 3,000 through conscripting the populace.


  The larger a Provincial Army, the greater the tax burden on the province. In most situations, a province would not report larger numbers than it actually possessed. Atsuyu relied on this assumption to manipulate the ledgers and goad the Royal Army into attacking Ganboku with its full strength. Then, when the Royal Army was on the move, half the Kou Provincial Army would attack it from behind, while the other half would invade Kankyuu. That was supposed to be the plan.


  “Kou’s provincial governor is in Kankyuu,” Hakutaku said. “He has just become the Chief Minister of State.”


  Atsuyu stomped over to Hakutaku. He crouched directly above the prostrating man.


  “Nobody told me about that,” he said through gritted teeth. “What are our people in Kankyuu doing?”


  “My deepest apologies. It would appear that they chose not to relay the information.”


  “This can’t be.”


  Hakutaku felt the same way. Suspicious of the lack of reports from Kankyuu, he sent his own messenger to follow up with their agents, only to discover that they had been purposefully keeping a lid on the information.


  The spies had been told that Atsuyu merely sought self-governance for the sake of Gen Province’s people. They heard nothing about Atsuyu holding the Saiho as a hostage over the king to gain greater power. “What is he thinking, attempting to oust a king with the Mandate of Heaven?” they’d said. And so, no longer wanting any further part in the rebellion, the spies walked away with their subordinates and joined the Royal Army right there in front of Hakutaku’s messenger.


  “Perhaps we underestimated the weight of the throne and the prestige of the Mandate of Heaven,” Hakutaku said quietly.


  “What about the Owl King’s throne? What prestige is there in making a man of his ilk the king?”


  “It’s what the citizens believe. They think that the new king will bring forth an era of plenty. In their minds, we betray that promise. There is nothing illogical about the people abandoning us.”


  “Hakutaku!”


  Just as Atsuyu stood up, Kouya heard a peculiar sound—as if a bowstring had snapped in his pocket. He stiffened. The noise must have reached Atsuyu and Hakutaku’s ears, because they both looked in Kouya’s direction.


  “What just happened?”


  The blood drained from Kouya’s face. “The Sekisakujyou just…broke…”


  “What?”


  “I’ll go see what’s going on,” Kouya said hastily, turning around and jumping on the youma’s back behind him.
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  “ROKUTA!” KOUYA SHOUTED AS HE FLUNG HIMSELF into the prison.


  When he saw the gruesome state inside, his feet stopped in their tracks. 


  What utter madness. Even Kouya, whose close proximity to the youma made him accustomed to the ghastliest sights imaginable, instinctively shrank back. Such were the horrors that lay within the room.


  Rokuta sat on the floor, his expression impossible to discern—for his head was covered with blood. When Kouya tried to run over, the youma cried at him to stop. Kouya ignored it. Before he could cover any further distance, however, the youma grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him back. Not a second later, a beast’s muzzle sprang out of the floor, snapping its jaws at the spot where Kouya had just been.


  “Rokuta!”


  A black, three-tailed wolf stood between Kouya and Rokuta. Meanwhile, two white, feathery arms reached out from the floor, as if sprouting from the pool of blood. The youma leaped in front of Kouya and growled menacingly. Kouya screamed Rokuta’s name again—plaintively, at the very top of his lungs. It was this that prompted Rokuta to finally turn his head in Kouya’s direction.


  “Rokuta! Rein in your Shirei!” Kouya shouted.


  “Stop,” Rokuta muttered listlessly, his voice barely above a whisper. “Stop, Rikaku.”


  “But—”


  Rokuta shook his head sluggishly at the Shirei’s objection.


  “Just stop… Don’t show me any more blood,” Rokuta murmured, then looked at Kouya. “Help me…Kouya.”


  Kouya raced forward. There was no hesitation in his stride. The Shirei cleared the way for him, then disappeared.


  “Rokuta, are you all right?”


  Kouya put his hands on Rokuta’s blood-smeared shoulders, attempting to help him stand, but the Kirin’s body didn’t move. He sat perfectly still, as if frozen to the spot.


  Kouya glanced around the floor and picked up a red-stained stone that had fallen down next to one of the corpses. He pressed it against Rokuta’s head.


  “Kouya… I can’t…”


  “No squirming. You have to put up with it.”


  “Kouyaaa…”


  When Kouya tried to retie the Sekisakujyou, a voice spoke up from Rokuta’s shadow. “I’m begging you—anything but that.”


  It was a female voice. For a moment, Kouya tensed up, thinking that the voice belonged to Ribi.


  “If you seal Taiho’s horn any further,” the voice went on, “it will cause him physical harm.”


  “So…” said Kouya. “You’re his Shirei, huh?”


  “Please. Wash away the blood… It is poison to Taiho.”


  “But—”


  “Relieve Taiho of his suffering, and we will attack no people. Please.”


  As Kouya wavered, Rokuta’s arm fell limply to the floor. The Kirin had lost consciousness.


   


  “What happened to Ribi?” asked Atsuyu.


  Kouya’s answer took the form of a nod. Standing before Atsuyu, he gave his report. “My guess is that she cut Taiho’s string herself.”


  For a short while, Atsuyu blinked in bewilderment before sinking into his chair. “What fearlessness,” he muttered. “And what of Taiho?”


  “He is unconscious. The blood made him black out.”


  “Will he recover?”


  “I expect so,” Kouya said. Rokuta’s Shirei told Kouya to wash the blood off thoroughly in the waters of the Sea of Clouds. And so Kouya ordered it done.


  “What about the seal?”


  Kouya looked at the floor. “We are…preparing a new spell.”


  “Sealing him again won’t harm him, will it?”


  “A bit,” Kouya admitted. “But there’s no other way to do it.”


  Atsuyu sighed heavily. “Didn’t you say that this was the only man-made cage that a Kirin can’t escape from?”


  Kouya simply looked down. “I’m very sorry.”


  “Well,” Atsuyu said thoughtfully, “in this case, the cage broke itself. Otherwise, it would have worked as intended. But dealing with Taiho was supposed to be your responsibility. Why didn’t you put any guards in the cell?”


  “I did not think that far ahead,” Kouya said.


  Atsuyu heaved another loud sigh. “Fortunately, this did not spiral out of control, but make sure this never happens again.”


  “Yes…”


  “Your Excellency.” Hakutaku staggered up to Atsuyu. “Could this be…the weight of the throne?”


  “Hakutaku…”


  “Are there any ministers in our own province who would go to Ribi’s lengths? Did she cast away her life for the king of En, or did the throne itself compel her to do so? Either way, we must acknowledge the error of our ways. Ribi was either willing to die for the king, or the throne simply carries that much significance.”


  “Hakutaku!”


  “How many citizens have come to Ganboku to fight for you—because they share your same justice? Meanwhile, almost ten thousand have gathered to fight against Gen Province, and that number is only growing by the day.”


  “All right…then let me ask you this.” Atsuyu’s voice was shaking with anger. “Are you telling me to give up? You should be well aware that there’s no turning back for me at this point!”


  “Send me to Kankyuu right away. I will use my life to save yours.”


  “You think a bit of bartering will do the trick?” Atsuyu growled. “Don’t be ridiculous!”


  Hakutaku shrank up and prostrated himself on the ground.


  “My defeat is no guaranteed event,” Atsuyu went on. “There is no use being timid now. Convince the townspeople to take up arms. Tell them my reasoning and persuade them to join my fight. Who was it that strayed from the Way? His Majesty only wanted a throne and none of the responsibilities that come with it. Am I wrong?”


  “Your Excellency…”


  “My reasoning is sound. The people will understand when it is explained to them,” Atsuyu declared. “Although imprisoning Taiho might go against the Way, he has not begged to be free. If anything, he sympathizes with my position and has chosen to stay in Gen Prefecture out of his own volition.”


  “R-right…”


  “I never wanted to resort to that foul method, but attacking Kankyuu would have caused many citizens to suffer. Our side lacks the strength to march there. I’m sure everyone will understand when you explain that to them. I never wanted to conscript more soldiers. I never wanted to take people off their fields and put weapons in their hands.”
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  WHAT AN AWFUL, HORRIFYING STENCH, ROKUTA thought. The smell of death so inexorably clung to him, it was as if he had been thrown into a pool of blood.


  The waves beat a steady, dispassionate rhythm, carrying the bodies of the dead onto the shore. The sheer cliff upon which the pirate castle sat offered a clear view of the bobbing corpses. As much as the castle’s occupants yearned to pay their respects to the deceased, they would only be attacked by the Murakami if they descended to the sea. For their part, the Murakami forces crowed for the heads of their enemies, but they knew that they would be pelted with stones and arrows if they approached the waterside, pointlessly adding to their injuries.


  The stench of blood and death melted into the atmosphere and drifted its way from the waterside to the innermost reaches of the castle. Rokuta closed his eyes and shook his head in an attempt to throw off the smell. In that instant, his knees buckled, a familiar sensation over these past few days. Evidently, his fever would not go down anytime soon. As he sighed, someone called out behind him in a bright tone.


  “Huh, so you ended up sticking around.”


  Only one person could muster any cheer in this situation. Rokuta turned around, and sure enough, Naotaka was standing there with a katana slung over his shoulder.


  “Darn, and after I took you for broke and gave you money for the road. You’re one weird kid, that’s for sure.”


  The castle was lined with people who had failed to escape, their shoulders hunched and their faces stiff with fear. Some of them came over to Naotaka and looked up at him inquisitively. 


  He cocked an eyebrow. “What? Why the glum faces? It’s not going to do anything for you. Times like these, you might as well go for broke. Brace yourselves a tad.”


  Rokuta was not impressed. “Don’t ask for the impossible,” he quipped.


  “Well, impossible is the situation we’re in. No point worrying when the end result is the same,” said Naotaka. 


  Three old men looked up at him beseechingly, to which he chuckled. 


  “Stiffen up like that, and even if you do find the chance to run, you’ll freeze up. Relax. I’ll make things work.”


  The old men sighed in relief at Naotaka’s smiling words.


  “It might not be fine dining, but try to eat something, would you? I’m getting a boat ready for you to escape, but you won’t even be able to cling to the sides if you don’t have something in your belly,” Naotaka added.


  The old men were too frail to run away, but they must have been relieved by their leader’s lackadaisical words, because they grinned and quipped about how they were perfectly well enough to move the oars.


  “All righty then,” said Naotaka, raising a hand casually. “Speak up if you need something. Not that we have much of anything around these parts.”


  “Can’t count on you for nothin’,” one of the old men joked.


  Naotaka chuckled and waved, then strode off for the corner turret. 


  Rokuta hurried after him. “Hey…”


  “What’s up? I wouldn’t stretch my legs around here if I were you. The Murakami have been known to shoot their arrows up here.”


  “What are our chances of winning? Will everyone really be able to escape?”


  “Forget about winning. The castle’s completely done in. There’s no way out, and there’re no supplies on the horizon either.”


  Naotaka glanced landward. After the assault by fire, only cinders remained of the castle town. Thin smoke still trailed through the air.


  “Their attacks are getting more spaced apart. Makes sense. They don’t have to sacrifice any soldiers at this point. All they have to do is keep a net around us, and we’ll run out of resources eventually,” Naotaka said. “It’s just a waiting game.”


  “Do we have rations?”


  Naotaka cocked a dry smile. “Nope. That was all being shipped here from the land. We’ve got about half a month’s worth left if we scrimp and save. This is why I told my old man to watch his back, but he always was clueless about war.”


  Rokuta had heard that Naotaka’s father was quite a refined individual, unlike his son. Eschewing family tradition, he hired a tutor from the capital and immersed himself in the musical and Noh performance arts. His concubines were city women, as was Naotaka’s late mother, who had passed away young. In fact, Naotaka’s very own wife was an urbanite, so perhaps it was fair to say that Naotaka was the odd one out.


  “But since we have more mouths to feed now, we won’t actually hold out for another half month. It would be nice if we found a way out before we’re eating crumbs,” Naotaka said, scowling. “I’ve been trying to tell those darned Murakami that we’re surrendering, but I haven’t heard a peep in reply. Goes to show how confident they are. To be fair, they are pirates, so it’s not like I don’t get it.”


  “How does that matter?”


  “The only people we have left are women, children, and the elderly. But pirates aren’t the type to discount those groups. Women and children can steer boats. And the old people were fierce in their prime—give them weapons and they can still pack a punch. Even if we were to surrender and bow down to them as our masters, they’ll always suspect that we’ll pull a fast one. After all, the Murakami have only ever owned the seas, not the land.” Naotaka paused. “They’re hoping to uproot the whole area if they can.”


  Rokuta looked up, wondering if this meant that everyone would die.


  Naotaka chuckled. “Anyway, I think I can convince them to spare the women and children if I put in some begging and groveling. Make sure you get away this time. There’s no future here.”


  “Does that mean…you’re going to die here?” Rokuta asked.


  Naotaka burst out laughing at the question. “Even if the Murakami were total bodhisattvas, they’d never let me off the hook. But hey, I had a good run in life. Can’t say I have any regrets.”


  “Do you really mean that?” Rokuta asked quietly.


  Naotaka’s smile faded for just a moment. “Sure,” he said noncommittally. 


  Rokuta looked at the castle behind him, the scorched ruins of the town, and the Murakami encampment. The mansion atop the hill was nowhere to be seen. Only the stone walls remained, charred black.


  “Everyone died,” said Rokuta, “including your wife and kid.”


  “I told them to make a break for it early. But, well, my old man never dreamed that he’d lose. Maybe he thought the fighting would never come to his doorstep. You know, when I was leaving the mansion, he told me to come back in time for the renga recital.” Naotaka smiled bitterly. “It’s too bad that even the kid died…but hey, they’re with their dad now. That’s some consolation.”


  Rokuta looked up at Naotaka’s face. “The father of your kid is…your dad?”


  “Probably.” Naotaka’s voice was completely devoid of emotion.


   


  “We’re low on supplies. Let’s get the townsfolk out of here before we lose our fighting strength.”


  Naotaka said this just when Rokuta carried him his food. Three days had passed since the townsfolk started holing up in the castle.


  “But Young Ma—er, I mean, My Lord!”


  “It’ll be too late if we act only after we’ve run. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure the townsfolk make it out of here, at least. Wherever they go, they’ll need the supplies. If we don’t make the call fast, we won’t be able to give even that to them.”


  His retainers hung their heads in silence.


  “We’ll just starve to death if we hole ourselves up in here anyway. We’ll put the civilians on our last boats from the pier and surround them with our warships. Let’s make our stand on the beach. Make sure the townspeople slip out from behind us,” Naotaka said, smiling. “Anyone here who’s sick of living can stick with me. Those who want to see another day will protect the civilians and flee with them. Once you’re past the border, ditch the heavy weapons and go into hiding.”


  An old man with scars on one of his arms grabbed hold of Naotaka’s arms. “The people fleeing need a leader. They need you, My Lord. You must escape with them.”


  “Don’t be stupid. The Murakami would be hot on my heels,” Naotaka said. “Oh, that gives me an idea. I can run in the other direction and draw them away from the townspeople. If things get dicey, that’s what I’ll do.”


  “No.” The old man bowed his head deeply. “We lack the strength to slow down the Murakami. My Lord, if anyone is to make it out of this alive, let it be you. Seek refuge with Ouchi-dono and pray that you survive. With time, the Komatsu may one day be restored. Lie low until then. I am begging you with all my might.”


  “Who cares if the clan makes a comeback?” Naotaka’s expression was indifferent. “How am I supposed to restore the domain when all of its people are scattered to the winds? They’re the most important part of this. But hey, that’s what we get for living in these turbulent times, huh? We’re weaklings, so this was going to happen sooner or later. As much as I hate to say it, people have to know when to give up the ghost.”


  “No.” The old man shook his head sharply. “The people will suffer when divided. But they will be able to endure it if they believe that you are safe. That the kingdom of Komatsu will rise once more. My Lord, if you perish here, it will spell the true end for the Komatsu. Use a body double and escape with the fleeing townspeople. While the Murakami give chase, you can make for the Ouchi, Young Master.”


  “Don’t give me that crap!” Naotaka roared.


  For a moment, the old man flinched, gaping up at Naotaka in surprise.


  “I’m the lord of this domain. I carry its fate on my shoulders! And you’re telling me to abandon my people and run?!”


  The old man practically flung himself to the ground in prostration. “It is precisely because you bear that fate that…you must…”


  “The people of this castle town raised me! They pampered me! Called me Young Master! How could I cast them aside here and now?!”


  “Young Master…”


  “I’m not such a fool that I don’t know what you mean when you call me Young Master,” Naotaka snapped. “Nobody was impressed with my personality or thought I was capable. You all just propped me up because you knew that I would be the lord one day.”


  The old man tried again. “My Lord…”


  “I know what that word means! I’m sure you know it too. You’re lifting me up because you’re hoping that one day, somewhere in the future, there’ll be peace.”


  The retainers all fell to their knees.


  “You think the Komatsu clan will be restored if I manage to hang on somehow, all by myself? Don’t make me laugh! The clan wouldn’t even be worth saving if I left its people to die. What kind of kingdom are you hoping for? One where I’m all alone in a castle? What am I supposed to do then?!”


  Not a single retainer moved—their heads remained pointed to the floor.


  “If you want my head, then fine—take it. It’s hardly worth a thing anyway. The people are my body. Killing them is like scooping out my innards. That hurts a damn lot more than a decapitation.”


  With that, Naotaka stood up. His usual calm and composed look came back to his face. “But hey, I guess my head has some utility. It’ll make a noise when you shake it around on a pole.” He smiled. “Let’s see how many lives this head of mine can make up for.”


   


  The next day, the boats departed from the island at dawn. Valiantly, they struggled against the deluge of Murakami forces, losing six of their warships in the process. Half the fighting force sank to the bottom of the sea. When they made it to land, the Komatsu took up arms and attempted to secure a line of retreat. To this end, they fought heroically, but their depleted forces failed to cleave a path.


  Nearly every soldier perished in the attempt, and the citizens were surrounded as they fled.


  The Komatsu clan was no more.
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  THIS ISN’T HOW THINGS WERE MEANT TO BE, EVERYONE in the palace thought.


  The Rokusui, clear in view from Ganboku Palace overhead. The swampland on the other side of the river, where the Royal Army’s flag was raised.


  Atsuyu had long been Gen Province’s pillar. Even as the rest of En languished from the devastation of Setsuzan, Gen Province maintained better governance than the other provinces. And although the province was unable to stem the wave of destitution that spread across the land, the conditions were not nearly as bad as elsewhere. 


  Atsuyu dedicated his life to fighting the ruination. Gen Province alone held its footing, even as the populations of other provinces dwindled at a terrifying speed. When the harvests failed and all sense of order and unity fell by the wayside, Gen’s people held together.


  Natural disasters plagued the kingdom without end, and youma ran rampant across the land. Having lost their homes, the people of En traveled through Gen Prefecture in their bid to escape to other kingdoms. These refugees always said the same thing: “Gen Province has it good. Ganboku is like a dream.”


  When the new king took the throne and the land began its teetering steps toward recovery, Gen lost its luster. As the fields grew fertile and the population and harvests increased, the gap between Gen and the other prefectures grew smaller. No longer did travelers lavish Gen with praise.


  Everyone believed that if the other prefectures prospered a hundredfold, then Gen should have prospered a thousandfold. It should have grown into a dreamlike paradise. 


  Reality, however, was not so glamorous.


  The national government office declared that its first priority was to level out the differences between the provinces. Everyone in Gen resented that. They all believed that if the king had not taken the right to self-governance away from the prefectures, then Gen would have grown even more prosperous under Atsuyu.


  “How did it turn out like this?” one of the soldiers muttered. He was looking down at the Rokusui from Mount Ganboku’s third outpost wall. 


  His fellow soldier standing beside him did not reply.


  “I thought His Excellency was supposed to win our autonomy and grow Gen’s riches.”


  Atsuyu would correct the king’s error, restore self-governance to the provinces, and trailblaze a path toward the kingdom’s revival. The citizens of other provinces would respect and adore Gen for it. Some people even smugly predicted that Gen would be vital to the kingdom’s restoration as a whole.


  But when they acted on that impulse…


  “We’re traitors… They all criticize Gen for trying to undermine the throne.”


  On the other side of the Rokusui, the Royal Army numbered almost thirty thousand. Even now, people lined up along the highway to Ganboku, eager to fight alongside the Royal Army. The gap between the Royal Army and the Provincial Army was so vast that it was pointless to even consider how much more the other side’s ranks would swell by the time the fighting began. 


  Meanwhile, the Provincial Army was bleeding soldiers—­quietly, furtively, yet without fail. The lines of deserters stretched endlessly. This was especially pronounced among the conscripts. When the army tried to dig itself out of its hole by conscripting more soldiers among the populace, they were gone within three days. Not a small number of deserters rushed to join the Royal Army’s side.


  “Have you heard the rumor?” a different soldier spoke up, addressing someone else. “Apparently, the Bokuhaku died seven days ago.”


  “Yeah. She chose death so that Taiho could escape.”


  “His Excellency got panicked about how we don’t have any chance of winning, so he attacked Taiho. The Bokuhaku died trying to protect him.”


  “Really? His Excellency doesn’t seem like the type.”


  “I agree. But there’re those rumors floating around. Nobody would have paid attention to things like that before, but now… Don’t you think that’s the scary part?”


  Everyone fell silent. Then, as if their minds were in sync, their eyes all turned to the Royal Army.


  “Why aren’t they attacking?” they mumbled. “They’re just sitting there on the opposite side.”


   


  “Why haven’t they taken a step across the Rokusui?” Atsuyu gazed down at the balcony outside his room. “Are they waiting for those civilians to join up with them? What’s a slapdash group of soldiers going to accomplish without any training? If they recruit too many, they’ll end up dragging the army down.”


  “About that…” Hakutaku had a skeptical expression on his face. “They’ve sent twenty thousand of their new recruits to the Rokusui. They’re creating sandbags along the riverside.”


  “What?”


  “It would appear they are implementing flood control measures. That would explain why the recruits do not appear to be carrying much weaponry. They are laborers who were gathered to carry out the construction.”


  “They’re building flood banks now? Is that their attempt at winning over the civilians?”


  “One would hope so. The Royal Army has sent laborers from Shineki on the other side of the Rokusui to the town of Sugo downstream of Ganboku.” 


  Atsuyu looked down at Hakutaku’s grimacing face in surprise. “Don’t tell me…they plan to flood us?”


  “I fear that is possible.”


  Atsuyu frowned. The winding Rokusui river surrounded Ganboku. The flood bank at Ganboku had taken a very long time to build, and it only just barely managed to keep the waters at bay. Atsuyu was secretly constructing another flood bank, but it was all moot if the waters were blocked downstream.


  “It can’t be…”


  The town was at a low altitude, which meant that a flooding strategy was possible. But the ground on the other side of the river was at a lower elevation than the Ganboku side. The other side would have to build levees to prevent the excess water from carrying into their end. If their banks were higher than the ones on Ganboku’s side, then the water would flow into Ganboku instead, but it would take no small effort to extend them on the other shore. An army of ten thousand would be biting off more than it could chew, but if they were supplemented by almost twenty thousand laborers…


  “How many soldiers can we shelter inside the palace?” asked Atsuyu.


  The amount of rain that fell during the rainy season was far beyond ordinary. If the river water got diverted into Ganboku, the flooding would not only reach the fields outside the town where the soldiers were stationed and ready for combat, but the farmlands outside Ganboku might also be swamped. If things became particularly extreme, the flood could even reach the base of Mount Ganboku itself.


  “The bigger issue is rations,” said Hakutaku.


  The palace stocked very little provisions. Harvest time was already behind them, and Gen Province had not produced enough surplus to store in bulk. 


  “We started the uprising under the assumption that Kou Province’s intervention would make it a quick battle. Now that we are acting alone, without Kou Province on our side, a long battle is inevitable. Unfortunately, we lack the provisions to sustain a protracted conflict.” There was something reproachful in Hakutaku’s words.


  “There’s nothing else for it but to impose an emergency tax on the nearby land. Fortunately, the harvest has only just passed.”


  Hakutaku’s face twisted in consternation. “Are you proposing we squeeze the people dry with taxes? The crops that they stow away in their homes and the village storehouses are supposed to keep them fed for a year.”


  Atsuyu gazed down coldly at Hakutaku. “So are you telling the Provincial Army to starve?”


  Hakutaku looked back at Atsuyu with haughty eyes. He was agitated. Rokuta had yet to regain consciousness after collapsing in a pool of Ribi’s blood. Every last thing was going against Gen Prefecture’s expectations.


  “For one thing, the taxes won’t make it in time. The only villages that could possibly manage it are our immediate neighbors, and their stocks hardly amount to much.”


  Atsuyu glared at Hakutaku in irritation. “Gather what you can. And also…” He glanced at the ministers behind him. “We can’t let them build those flood banks. Send a part of the Provincial Army down to the Rokusui.”


  “Please wait a moment,” a minister spoke up, frowning. It was the provincial Minister of War. “The Provincial Army is already outnumbered by the Royal Army. Do you mean to divide our forces further?”


  “Then send the entire army.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” the minister of war muttered. “Think about the number of soldiers here. The Royal Army already has triple our soldiers. If we have no one to defend the palace, our chances of victory are forfeit.”


  “Fine,” declared Atsuyu. “When the rain starts, dispatch the Provincial Army’s elite soldiers. Cut the flood banks on the other side of the river upstream of Ganboku.”


  At this, Hakutaku jumped up into a fervor. “What are you saying?!”


  “Do we have any other option?!” Atsuyu growled. “We cut the flood bank upstream and divert the river into Shineki. Let me know if you have any better ideas.”


  Atsuyu was just as flustered as Hakutaku. Between the Royal Army’s swelling ranks, Kou Prefecture’s betrayal, and the Saiho’s lingering unconsciousness, nothing was going according to plan. The ground was crumbling beneath Atsuyu’s feet.


  “The rainy season is coming. You must stop,” Hakutaku said.


  “That’s exactly why we’re sabotaging the embankments! There’s no point after the rain has fallen. If they’re building flood banks to stem the river downstream, the water will flow straight into Ganboku.”


  “So you would sink Shineki to save Ganboku? The provincial palace is on a mountain. Even if there was unnatural flooding, it would not be the end of the world. Please stop what you are doing. I’m begging you.”


  “There’s no other way. Do as I say!”
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  Rokuta opened his eyes. His eyelids felt heavy, and for a while, his vision was unsteady.


  “Have you regained consciousness?”


  He sensed someone running toward him. The voice belonged to a woman, but it wasn’t Ribi, of course—that would be impossible now. 


  The memory made Rokuta groan. Why did she go to those lengths? Just for the king?


  As Rokuta covered his face in his hands, the woman peered at him from up close. Her voice sounded very near. “How are you feeling? Are you in pain?”


  Rokuta merely shook his head.


  “You did not open your eyes for quite a long while. It was very worrying.”


  Rokuta abruptly lowered his hands and half rose from the bed. This simple act made his head spin.


  “How long was I out?”


  The woman looked to be about thirty. Judging by her attire, she was a court lady. “You were slumbering for seven days.”


  “Seven days… What about the Royal Army?” Had the fighting started? Nervously, Rokuta peered at the woman, who shook her head in response. 


  “No. The Royal Army has not moved from their position at the other side of the Rokusui,” she said with an uneasy smile. “They’re building flood banks on the other side too.”


  “What did you just say?”


  Was Shouryuu trying to shore up gratitude in Gen Prefecture now, at a time when it could not have seemed more pointless? That being said, Rokuta was grateful that the fighting had yet to start.


  “Are you in a state to be moving around?” asked the court lady.


  Rokuta nodded. In truth, he still felt horribly dizzy, but this was no time for snoozing. Rokuta was about to spring off the bed when a thought stopped him in his tracks. I have to do something before the fighting breaks out. But he had no plan.


  “Here.” The court lady draped some clothing over Rokuta’s shoulders. Rokuta put his arms through the sleeves. As he patiently allowed the woman to dress him, he abruptly noticed the cold sensation touching his forehead.


  A stone. Rokuta brushed his fingers against his forehead.


  The court lady looked sheepish. “My deepest apologies. I know it brings you discomfort, but I do not know how to take it off.”


  “It’s not your problem…” Rokuta muttered vacantly.


  The stone wasn’t touching his horn. It was on his forehead, but it was positioned slightly higher than before. It felt hard and cold, but that was all—Rokuta sensed no magic in it.


  Kouya. Rokuta mumbled the name inwardly. Kouya had placed the stone back onto Rokuta’s forehead, but he hadn’t activated the seal. Was it because of Rokuta’s feelings or out of consideration for his physical well-being?


  “Can you walk?” asked the court lady.


  Rokuta looked up at her, perplexed by the question. 


  She handed him a cloth bag, a gentle smile on her face. “Your necessities are in here. Now, please, make your escape.”


  “What the…?”


  “We rebelled against the king because we believed it would bring fortune to the people. We certainly had no desire to bring ruination to the kingdom. We were being shortsighted, growing indignant at the problem in front of us without considering the truth behind the king’s actions or what we were trying to do. I hope you can make it to the Royal Army and return to the royal palace. Please tell His Majesty how truly sorry we are.”


  “But if you do this, you’ll—”


  “Please,” said the court lady. She draped a cloth over Rokuta’s head. “Nobody had to tell me how deep your compassion runs. The fact that you were willing to stay in this palace for the sake of a baby’s life makes it all too clear. With you by his side, I am certain that His Majesty will never act cruelly. So many people have gathered on the other side of the Rokusui out of adoration for His Majesty. Gen has truly acted foolishly. Now go.”


  She pushed Rokuta’s back, nudging him forward. Rokuta was baffled. What was going on in Gen Prefecture? The palace residents had all seemed of one mind in their devotion to Atsuyu, but that unity was now crumbling. 


  “Is Atsuyu fine with this?” Rokuta asked. “If I escape, his leverage is gone.”


  The woman blinked; melancholy filled her eyes. “His Excellency Gen has changed. He used to care so much about the people…”


  “What?” Rokuta asked.


  Instead of answering the question, the court lady urged Rokuta, “Once you’re out of this room, take the path to the right. There’ll be a corner just ahead. Turn the corner, and you’ll see a staircase. Go down through the underground path, and you’ll arrive at the Choumei Pavilion in the inner palace. From there, plot a straight course downward. At the lowest level, there is an escape route direct from the palace.”


  “But—”


  “Please do this for me. I’m sure you’re not feeling well, but if you don’t run now, I’m not sure when you’ll next have a chance. I just happened to be alone right now, you see. So please, get back to Kankyuu. Don’t let the Bokuhaku’s death be in vain.”


  The court lady pushed Rokuta out of the room.


  Rokuta was about to point out that the woman would surely face consequences for her actions when she closed the door, physically cutting off his words.


  Now what?


  After a bit of hesitation, Rokuta started walking. Each step made his knees feel like they were breaking, so he thrust a hand at the wall to support himself. For a moment, he considered calling for his Shirei, but he could not quite muster it. Perhaps his head was still too dizzy after his exposure to the blood. Technically, his Shirei could summon themselves if they put their minds to it, but they seemed to be just as out of their element as he was.


  Rokuta’s fingers scratched the walls. For now, he decided to turn right down the corridor.


   


  Kouya strode into the room with twenty-odd men behind him.


  “Your Excellency, I have brought the Shoushin,” he said.


  Atsuyu turned around, a severe expression on his face. “Thanks.”


  Atsuyu was visibly haggard. At the other end of the Rokusui, the Royal Army stood proud with 31,000 members to its name. This dilemma was only compounded by the growing voices of discontent within the palace and the town below. No one knew when these panicked people would turn against Atsuyu, hence his urgent request to the army for bodyguards.


  “They’re all tough and capable. They’re critics of the king, and they have sworn fealty to you,” Kouya said as he glanced behind himself. In truth, however, he did not necessarily trust the Shoushin. I have to make sure I stick with Atsuyu. As long as he and the youma were around, most dangers could be averted.


  Atsuyu nodded. As his gaze swept over the prostrating Shoushin behind Kouya, another Shoushin dashed into the room.


  “Your Excellency!”


  “What happened?” Atsuyu asked.


  The Shoushin forgot to even prostrate himself. “Taiho is…missing!” he shouted.


  Atsuyu stood up. “What?”


  “The court lady who was ordered to attend to him probably let him escape…”


  Behind the man who spoke, another Shoushin dragged the court lady into the room.


  “Find him,” Atsuyu growled.


  Kouya immediately whirled around. “Start the search. Bring him back nice and clean—no messy business.”


  The new recruits nodded and ran out of the room along with the Shoushin who had reported the news. 


  Meanwhile, the court lady lay on the floor; the Shoushin had flung her to the ground prior to his departure. Atsuyu eyed her imperiously. “Explain yourself.”


  The woman glared balefully at Atsuyu. “I should be asking you that. Why are you trying to cut off the Rokusui?!”


  Atsuyu sighed heavily. “Is that what you’re curious about…?” he said, squeezing his temples lightly. “You people will criticize me no matter what I do.”


  Atsuyu shook his head once. His eyes locked with the woman before him.


  “There is no other path to victory,” Atsuyu said. “Or are you telling me to just roll over and give up?”


  The woman continued glaring, uncowed by Atsuyu’s gaze. “You took up arms for the sake of building flood banks for the Rokusui, and now you forsake it?”


  “Now listen here—”


  “Weren’t you supposed to be a champion of the people? In what world does it make sense for you to flood Shineki?” the woman demanded.


  “Oh, then do you have any better ideas?!”


  “Surrender. Your Excellency, you have underestimated the king.”


  Atsuyu sighed deeply. He turned to Kouya. “Kouya…take her away.”
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  “RIKAKU… RIKAKU.”


  Rokuta urged his failing joints to move; his nails scraped against the wall. All the while, he called out desperately for his Shirei.


  “Rikaku… Yokuhi.”


  No matter how much Rokuta called out, he heard no response. He could sense a weak voice—his Shirei were in pain as well. So tight was the link between Kirin and Shirei that when a Kirin fell ill, so too did their Shirei.


  “Rikaku…”


  There were ranks among the Shirei based on their powers as ayakashi. Yokuhi, Rokuta’s nyokai, and Rikaku were first among Rokuta’s Shirei. Even they were beset with agony. Rokuta could not even sense the presence of his other Shirei.


  He would have liked to sit right where he was and rest. But he had no time. He had already made himself scarce, and there were no hostages left to kill. Perhaps the string was linked to the lives of other prisoners to replace Ribi and the baby, but Rokuta could tell that there was no magic energy running through it.


  I have to get to the Royal Army, order them to stand down, then get back to the palace and convince Shouryuu.


  There was a logic to Atsuyu’s words. Shouryuu had stripped the provinces of their autonomy, yet the provinces were too vast for their troubles to reach his eyes. It was no wonder that the people were disgruntled, especially those who lived in the Rokusui’s flood zone. But Rokuta absolutely had to avoid war at all costs. Ekishin, Ribi, and the baby had already lost their lives—that was far too many already. 


  Forcing his weakened legs to move, Rokuta managed to get through the underground passage and emerge in a back room of the inner palace. Across every kingdom, this area of a palace tended to share similar defining traits. Rokuta fumbled around in search of the Choumei Pavilion, the innermost part of the inner palace. A Choumei Pavilion existed in every palace as the personal residence of a king or provincial lord.


  As he made his way down the hallway, hoisting himself up by the ornaments on the wall, Rokuta heard a faint voice.


  “Taiho.”


  “Is that you, Rikaku? What’s up?”


  “Someone’s there.”


  Rokuta stopped moving. He could not sense anyone around the inner palace. The place seemed deserted to him. But that wasn’t right—there were supposed to be people around.


  “Are they Shoushin?”


  “No.” Rikaku’s voice sounded uncertain, somehow. 


  Rokuta pricked his ears up warily, and sure enough, he heard a faint sound—somewhere between a human’s shout and an animal’s roar…


  Was it in front of him or behind him? Rokuta stepped forward hesitantly. When he turned a corner, the sound assailed his ears again—this time, it struck him distinctively as a shout.


  Rokuta stiffened. His eyes flitted toward the source of the cry. Then, after a pause, he moved his feet toward it. He could not make out just what the person was shouting. It even sounded as if they were just screaming for the sake of it. And that sound was accompanied by…the jangling of chains.


  The chains clanged and screeched as if someone was trying to tear them off, to free themselves of their restraints. But…what kind of prisoner would be kept in the inner palace of all places?


  He went down the narrow passageway. In his dimly lit surroundings, his eyes caught sight of a stone staircase descending ever further downward. Given that this was the innermost part of the Choumei Pavilion, Rokuta had to assume that these were the stairs the woman had mentioned when she let him escape. A weak breeze came up from below, carrying with it the sound of the voice and a somewhat rotten stench.


  Clinging to the banisters, Rokuta descended a level. The passageway narrowed further, continuing inexorably into the palace’s innermost depths. It was probably in disuse, because there were evident signs of decay.


  “This looks to be the way… But what is that voice?”


  The voice became more distinct with each step Rokuta took. At the end of a very tiny path off to the side, he saw a door. He could tell that this was where the voice was coming from. A moaning, roaring voice—one that uttered no words but merely bleated at the top of the owner’s lungs. Rokuta could discern the meaning through a Kirin’s unique powers. 


  It was saying…“Let me out.”


  After a bit of hesitation, Rokuta walked down the side path. There was an urgency to the voice that he could not bring himself to ignore. 


  He soon arrived at a door, at which point the shouting abruptly stopped. Gingerly, Rokuta attempted to sense what awaited behind the door. The owner of the voice was sobbing—or something like it.


  Rokuta put his hand on the door. When he finally attempted to move it, it swung open effortlessly. Clearly, it had been left unbolted. 


  With its iron bars, the interior seemed similar to Rokuta’s cell. The room was quite a large one, but there were no windows for light to stream through, nor were there any torches. The only source of light trickled in through the open door.


  At first, all Rokuta could see was a silhouette—a figure hunched beneath the iron bars.


  It was an emaciated old man. He sat behind the iron bars, gripping them with his grimy hands. When he noticed Rokuta, he lifted his tear-stricken face. Then, rattling the bars, he screamed again.


  Whenever he moved, the chains screeched in a way that would make any listener wince. Extending from the very back of the room, they snaked across the filthy stone floor and ensnared the old man’s legs.


  Rokuta gazed, dumbfounded, at this awful, cruel sight. “Who…are you…?”


  There was no answer to his question. The old man’s mouth gaped wide enough to shout, but only groans spilled from his throat. Rokuta barely made out the meaning behind it: “Let me out,” the old man was screaming. “Let me out. I’m sick of it all. Stop, stop. Let me out.”


  “Who…did this to you…?”


  It was only natural that he uttered no words—Rokuta could see no tongue inside the old man’s mouth. It had been severed.


  “Rikaku…” Rokuta tried to ask his Shirei to open the bars, but Rikaku’s answer disappointed him. 


  “There is a spell on the bars and the bolt,” Rikaku said.


  Indeed, there were characters carved with a messy hand across the thick bars.


  Why was there such a wretched prisoner inside the inner palace? Why?


  Rokuta muttered, “Don’t tell me… Is this…Kai Gen?”


  Atsuyu’s father—Kai Gen, provincial lord of Gen. He was ill, Atsuyu had said. Rokuta had heard others mention this too—that he hid himself away deep in the inner palace and refused to come out. What if Kai Gen hadn’t chosen to lock himself inside but had instead been chained and held here against his will?


  But the old man answered in the negative. “No. Wrong. Just…stop. Please, please, please.”


  “Don’t panic. I won’t know what’s going on unless you calm down. So you’re not Kai Gen?” Rokuta asked.


  The old man nodded. Rokuta sighed lightly.


  He had no idea who this person was or why he was imprisoned. But, at the very least, he wasn’t Kai Gen. The thought relieved him slightly, but it also left a bitter taste in his mouth. Just why was this poor man being kept prisoner, then?


  “I get what you’re saying,” Rokuta said. “Don’t cry, okay? I can’t do anything for you right now, but I swear I’ll get you out of here somehow. Just wait a little. All right?”


  The old man nodded multiple times over, tears streaming from his eyes.


  Even if this man was hypothetically some kind of criminal, it would never justify this horrendous manner of confinement. Why did Atsuyu allow such unjustness to fly? It was impossible to imagine that he was ignorant of it. This was the inner palace—of course he knew what was going on here.


  “Don’t leave me behind,” the old man screamed.


  Rokuta spent some time soothing him before making his way down to the bottom of the hallway.


  “Atsuyu…” he muttered. “Why on earth are you complicit in this?”


  Didn’t you say you were doing it all for the people?
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  ROKUTA CRAWLED HIS WAY INTO THE LOWEST part of the palace. After Rokuta’s umpteenth attempt at summoning, Rikaku finally manifested—although he was the only one to do so, and he was not strong enough yet to carry Rokuta on his back. Clinging to Rikaku’s dark gray fur, Rokuta managed to hoist himself up to his feet. Using Rikaku as a crutch, he walked down the dimly lit underground passageway.


  The tunnel beneath the mountain was winding and full of forks. Before long, Rokuta lost all sense of direction. Around the time he found himself forgetting which floor he had descended to, he realized that he could no longer see any path downward. Confounded, he hurriedly looked around for the path from which he came.


  “Where is this place?”


  He looked back, thinking that he could retrace his footsteps, only for the prints to be obscured from view. Either the water had washed away the mud, the rocks jutted too far off the ground to leave a trail, or there was hardly any visibility at all.


  “Yokuhi,” Rokuta said quietly, “do you know where the path goes downward?”


  A shadow slithered across the dim surroundings. Then, a short while later, came a grimacing response. “There is…nothing around here. It would appear that you have wandered into a different underground labyrinth altogether.”


  “Do you know where in the palace we are?”


  There was a pained silence. “Please forgive me. I am not yet capable of passing through walls and floors.”


  Shirei used spells based on the Door of Hiding divination technique to travel through the veins of various elements of nature, such as the earth, waters, and winds. This allowed them to run almost anywhere without being seen. The Kirin’s presence served as a kind of lighthouse, allowing the Shirei to return to their side regardless of how far they traversed. Such feats were borderline impossible at the moment, however, given the circumstances. Some Kirin born on Mount Hou could use the Door of Hiding themselves, but unfortunately, Rokuta was not one of them.


  Groundwater leaked and flowed through the rocky passage. Although some light shone, it was few and far between. It came in the form of luminous moss, offering tiny pinpricks of white in the darkness.


  “Perhaps you should take a rest,” Rikaku said faintly.


  “Yeah. I guess we can afford to take a quick break…”


  Rokuta hunched his shoulders against the wall and slid down to the floor, overwhelmed with dizziness. Just walking with his hands pressed against the walls made him feel like he was seasick. More than once, his mind threatened to haze over, but he forced himself to stay conscious. Using the cloth covering his head, Rokuta wiped the perspiration off his forehead. Half of it was feverish sweat. He had long since discarded everything else he was carrying, physically unable to endure the weight.


  Taking stock of his surroundings once more, he noticed that this area was hardly used by anyone at all, if appearances were anything to go by. Groundwater flowed over the clumps of dirt, creating muddy pathways all across the vicinity, but there were no footprints to be seen. 


  Leaning against Rikaku’s back, Rokuta sighed heavily. It was then that he heard a sound from close by. He stiffened. Throwing his head around and pricking his ears to attention, he noticed the faint sound of breathing.


  “Is someone there…?” 


  His voice trailed off. Just as the last echoes dwindled into silence, there came a belated reply. “Who might you be?” 


  It sounded very close indeed.


  Rokuta examined the wall. Upon closer inspection, part of the wall had a thin crack through which he could hear the voice.


  “Um…” said Rokuta. “I’m just wandering through. I got lost.”


  Squinting through the crack, he saw nothing but darkness. Curiously enough, however, the crack did not seem to penetrate that deeply. 


  “You’re lost? Why would you wander around in a place like this?”


  “I was taking a bit of a walk… Anyway, where is this place?”


  There was stifled cackling. “Hell on earth.” The voice carried a certain manic fervor.


  Rokuta stayed silent for a moment. “Who…are you, old man?”


  “Insolent boy, aren’t you? Have you forgotten your master’s voice?”


  Rokuta trembled. Very few people in this palace were allowed to call themselves the master. The image of the old man bound in chains flitted through Rokuta’s mind. “Wait…are you Kai Gen?”


  “You address me without a title? Is your respect for me so slight?” A self-deprecating chuckle seeped through the crack.


  “I heard that Kai Gen—I mean, the provincial lord of Gen—was under the weather.”


  So that old man from before wasn’t Kai Gen…which meant…


  “Under the weather? Now that’s an understatement if I ever heard one. I haven’t eaten or drunk a drop in years.” With a chuckle, Kai Gen added that his only forms of nutrition were groundwater and moss.


  “They don’t serve you meals? You’re basically imprisoned here, sounds like,” Rokuta said.


  “Imprisoned? You think I’m a captive? No, I’ve been abandoned. They threw me into this hell and then forgot about me. Not a single soul comes to check on me.”


  Rokuta gulped. Provincial lords were sages, which meant that they had infinite lifespans. Save from being stricken from sagehood, they were impossible to kill—unless one resorted to extremes like decapitation or severing the body into pieces. Most wounds would heal of their own accord, and they did not die from half measures. They were just like Kirin or monarchs in that respect.


  “I haven’t heard a human voice since then.”


  “That’s crazy,” Rokuta muttered.


  Kai Gen finally stopped laughing. “How long has it been? I’ve lost count. He wanted the power of the provincial lord, and I could do nothing about it because I am not the king. The provincial lords are appointed by the kings. They cannot cede their position to another person out of personal sentiment. You understand that, yes?”


  Rokuta’s fingers trembled against the rock face. “Wait…don’t tell me… Are you talking about Atsuyu?”


  That didn’t sound right. Kouya had said that Atsuyu was the benevolent chancellor who lived to serve the common people, beloved by all. And he had saved Kouya’s life—something Rokuta had failed to do. How could someone who had helped Rokuta’s friend, and who spoke up for the people and the Way, have imprisoned Kai Gen? It couldn’t be true.


  And yet why was a prisoner living in such abominable squalor, right under Atsuyu’s watch?


  “Of course I’m talking about that scheming wretch.” There was no hesitation in Kai Gen’s voice. His hatred was all too genuine. “I cannot rule a province according to my own whims. When I told him that, he said, ‘Why don’t you become king?’ What a ridiculous thing to ask. I would be lying if I said I never coveted the throne, but given that I lack the Mandate of Heaven, it is out of my control. He called me a coward, incapable of taking action for the throne, a yes-man who can only cling to life by flattering the king.”


  By “king,” he had to be referring to the Owl King. From what Rokuta understood, Kai Gen had not shown himself publicly since the new king’s reign.


  “True, I indulged the king,” Kai Gen continued. “I decided to do that, lest I be labeled a traitor. I could not have survived unless my hand murdered the people. If the execution tally was too slim, I would be accused of leniency—or, even worse, covering for the traitors. In order to lift suspicion from myself, I had to kill people without a hint of treachery in their conduct.” Kai Gen paused. “So…has the king perished yet?”


  “Of course.” Rokuta went silent for a moment before commenting, “I heard he dished out rewards to people based on how many traitors they served up.”


  “I guarantee…I guarantee that was not the only reason I went to such lengths.” Kai Gen’s tone dripped with bitterness. “That cursed Atsuyu declared that I was unsuited to be a provincial lord. And so he consigned me here… But who was it, pray tell, that made him a chancellor? It was me, of course. I, the provincial lord. And it was the king who gave Gen Province to me.”


  “So what you’re telling me,” Rokuta said, “is that you sold out the people? All so that you could cling to your position under the Owl King’s tyranny?”


  “What choice did I have?”


  “I’m guessing Atsuyu couldn’t stand that. No matter how much he told you off about it, you said your hands were tied. You didn’t want to oppress the citizenry—you were just under orders. That’s your logic, right?” Rokuta asked.


  “Yes. Of course.”


  “You didn’t stand up to the king and try to correct him. When Atsuyu told you to at least make him the provincial lord, you pushed back against him, saying that the king gave you your position. And that’s how you ended up being ditched here…”


  Now it’s all clicking. Atsuyu decided that Kai Gen was a poor excuse for a provincial lord, and that he did not have the interests of the people in mind. Thus, he incarcerated Kai Gen. When the Owl King strayed from the Way, Atsuyu reasoned that the only path to restore law and righteousness was to strike down the king. If Kai Gen was willing to tyrannize the citizenry in order to appease the Owl King and save his own skin, then it followed that Atsuyu’s only option for protecting the people was to shut Kai Gen away. He justified this by claiming that Kai Gen had fallen ill during the Owl King’s reign and had given him temporary control of the government in the meantime. Rokuta was able to follow the story that far.


  But…


  In that case, who was that other man in the cell…?


  Kai Gen’s answer was not forthcoming.


  “Tell you what, I’ll come back and help you out if luck’s on my side,” Rokuta said. By “luck,” he meant the civil strife dying down in circumstances that favored the king.


  With a sigh, he forced his feeble legs to stand. Just as Rokuta began to walk away, a rancorous voice followed him. 


  “I know the truth. Atsuyu was after the power of a provincial lord. His ambitions were nothing more high-minded than that.”


  Rokuta stopped moving.


  “Any reason would have sufficed for him. He just wanted an excuse to seal me away.”


  Rokuta heard the sound of grinding teeth.


  “Did you know that Atsuyu is skilled with a bow?”


  Rokuta finally spoke. “What of it?”


  “He has never missed a shot at ceremonies. He has only missed a target once.” Kai Gen’s sneering laughter rang out on end. 


  Unable to guess what Kai Gen was getting at, Rokuta simply waited for him to continue.


  “On that one occasion, Atsuyu argued furiously that his manservant deliberately placed the target incorrectly. The ceremony was meant to invoke the gods, he claimed, so the manservant’s actions were a curse to bring forth calamity. By that logic, he executed the man.”


  Rokuta frowned.


  “Atsuyu was a talented boy. There was nothing he couldn’t do. He is logical, compassionate, and clever. But he has one crucial flaw—an inability to admit to his own mistakes.” Kai Gen cackled. “After the end of the Owl King’s reign, did he perform an Ascendance? Did he speak with Enki to determine the heavens’ will? No, he did not. He would never have brought himself to do that. If he had climbed Mount Hou only to be told that he was not the king, it would have embarrassed him. And if there is one thing Atsuyu cannot stand, it is embarrassment.”


  “But—”


  “You think he is bold? Does he appear to you as a distinguished man of many talents? Well, that’s only natural. He foists his wrongdoings on others and paints himself flawless. I don’t believe he has ever once admitted to making a mistake. That’s how he maintains his image.”


  Rokuta’s eyes clouded over as he dropped his gaze to his feet. The more he listened to Kai Gen’s words, the more unsettled he felt. 


  That man in the cell…


  “He believes that he is perfect. At least, that is what he wants to believe. If someone gets hurt to achieve his perfect outcome, he ignores it. He’ll do anything to conceal the damage,” Kai Gen went on. “That is the kind of scum he is.”


  Rokuta could not stay here any longer. His feet trembled.


  Atsuyu claimed that he stood for the people. His arguments had logic to them. It was the reason why Rokuta allowed himself to stay captive in Gen Province without protest. But a person who spoke of justice was not always a just person. Had Rokuta forgotten that?


  Humans aligned themselves with justice. Even kings and rulers failed to motivate their soldiers unless they waved the banner of justice—at least in name. Through this hollow, meaningless application of the word, the common people suffered unspeakable horrors.


  Rokuta had told Atsuyu over and over that stirring civil discord would only bring pain upon the citizens. Even as he claimed that he was thinking of the people, Atsuyu insisted upon mobilizing his soldiers. What was the significance behind that? If he truly had the interests of the people at heart, would he have been so emphatic about taking military action? Every time Rokuta tried to talk Atsuyu out of fighting, he felt a peculiar sense of powerlessness. 


  What if the reason for that was because Atsuyu’s justice was fundamentally hollow? If so…


  “Atsuyu…”


  That man in the cell…


  “Atsuyu… Did he make that man stand in for Kai Gen?!”


  Atsuyu had stolen Kai Gen away and placed a different person in the inner palace to act as his double.


  Hadn’t that old man yelled over and over that he was done with it all?


  Atsuyu must have instructed the old man to act as if he were Kai Gen. Eventually, however, he must have grown tired of life inside that prison, where light did not reach.


  “No! Stop! Let me out!”


  To prevent him from letting slip any inconvenient truths, Atsuyu had the man bound in chains and cut off his tongue.


  “Atsuyu… Damn you to hell…”


  Rokuta felt as if Kai Gen’s voice hounded him wherever he went.


   


  5


   


  KOUYA ESCORTED THE WOMAN INTO THE LOWER depths of the palace. At the very bottom of this Ryouun Mountain lay a block of seemingly endless prison cells where no sunlight could reach. It was a far cry from the high-end suite where Rokuta had been held captive. One would have to scour the historical records to find out when and for what purpose these cells were built—assuming, of course, that this was even written in the record books. If there was a reason kept secret from the public, it was hard to imagine that any scribe would record it out of respect for the provincial lord who gave them their position.


  Whatever the case, Kouya dragged the woman through a well-tread path to the prison block. This was where criminals were led to await their sentence. Most of the prisoners were suspects of treason.


  Of course, Atsuyu could do nothing to prevent those among his ranks from harboring rebellious thoughts. No leader ever escaped resistance, regardless of their wisdom or foolishness.


  “Enter.”


  Kouya opened the door to the largest cell at the very back of the block. Pushing the woman into the darkness, he locked the door behind her. Then he used the torch in his hand to light another torch in the corner of the room. The two light sources illuminated the room, bringing its roughly hewn shape into stark relief. The interior was carved out of the bedrock, featuring the bare minimum amount of furniture. Standing there in the middle of the room was the woman, bound in rope.


  “Take a seat.”


  Kouya pointed at the bed. With a distinct look of unease, the woman glanced between the bed and the rest of the room before hesitantly sitting down.


  “What drove you to such malice against His Excellency? Do you understand Gen Province’s situation right now?” Kouya asked dispassionately.


  “Of course I do. This province is turning its back on righteousness and trampling upon the will of the heavens.”


  “Don’t pretend you didn’t know from the start.”


  “Well, it’s news to me,” the woman spat. “All I heard was that His Excellency was on a mission to right wrongs. Nobody breathed a word about treason. What a dreadful affair this is. Do you know what it means to slay a king?”


  “His Excellency always has the people in mind,” Kouya said. “Every single minister in Gen Province knows that, right?”


  The woman could not hold back her laughter. “The people? Why is he cutting off the flood banks, then? You know as well as I do how many people are on the Royal Army’s side. Gen Province has lost. His Excellency read the winds incorrectly. His defeat is set in stone. Why else would he feel the need to cut the levees and tyrannize the people? Are these really the actions of someone who has the people in mind?”


  Kouya stayed silent. As long as the army was still in play, defeat was not in the cards.


  “My friend was a scribe in the Suijin’s office,” the woman said, her eyes turning to the torch. “We’d known each other since we were children. She was always wondering whether it was right for His Excellency to lead Gen Prefecture.”


  “But the provincial lord—”


  “Yes, he is unable to attend to his duties because of his health. And sure enough, the ministers in the inner palace often hear him moaning unintelligibly. For the past fifty years, he has barely uttered a word. That’s why His Excellency rules Gen Province in his stead.”


  Kouya simply looked at the woman quietly. “If you know that, then…why?”


  “That’s what I said to my friend—but that always made her furious. His Excellency always adopted the virtues of logic and the Way, all with the face of a saint. But if His Excellency really was such a spotless individual, why did he not report our lord’s condition to the national government office in the capital and hand Gen Province back to the king? The provincial lord’s ownership of Gen is provisional. The king is the only person who can decide who gets to be a provincial lord,” the woman said. “And suppose there is no king on the throne—then wouldn’t the right course of action be to report to the Six Ministries and await their direction? His Excellency did nothing of the sort. He seized authority for himself and refused to give it back, even after His Majesty took the throne.”


  Kouya just peered at the scowling woman’s face. 


  “You call this behavior selfless? Righteous? I had no inkling of the truth. She knew that Atsuyu was a hypocrite. He is a tyrant wearing the mask of a saint, a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I just didn’t realize it until now because he was not simply after power or riches. What Atsuyu wants is validation—nothing more, nothing less.”


  “Now you’re just going off the deep end,” Kouya remarked.


  “No, I’m not. I realize now that my friend was right. Atsuyu just wanted praise. As far as he’s concerned, seizing power is a means to an end. He never did it for the sake of the people. He wanted everyone to pat him on the back for being such an oh-so-capable chancellor.”


  Her expression twisted into a sneer. 


  “I curse myself for not realizing it sooner. I was such a fool for doubting her claims.” She paused. “Do you think you know everything? Do you believe that His Excellency cares for the people? I’m sure you do. Atsuyu only keeps company with witless, naive fools. He made it so that everyone in this palace is a sycophant. Where are the clever people who see right through him? Where did my friend go?”


  Kouya merely lowered his eyes.


  “One day, she criticized Atsuyu to his face. That’s when you came in. You arrested her and forced her to quit her post. Then, she went missing. That’s what the Daiboku told me. He said that because so many people revere Atsuyu, others would have harassed her if she’d stayed in the palace. Hence, she was encouraged to leave Gen Province—is that the actual truth?”


  “I think that’s how it went. His Excellency is not fond of punitive action against his critics. He’s an open-minded man,” Kouya replied.


  “So why have I never heard a peep from her? She left all of her valuables behind—why?”


  “Who can say?”


  “You monster…”


  Kouya abruptly lifted his eyes, fixing them straight at the woman.


  “You fed her to that youma, didn’t you? You’re going to feed me to it now too—you ninyou,” she said, likening him to a youma with superficially human traits.


  Kouya simply looked at her. A serene smile sprouted on his face. “I see you’re not about to change your mind. I suppose there’s nothing more to say.”


  The woman stood up. “So I was right.”


  “Well, it is my job. Since I’m one of those ‘fools,’ as you call them, I believe His Excellency is most reasonable. If all you’re going to do is slander him, then I’ll do him a favor and get rid of you.”


  “Atsuyu ordered you, didn’t he?”


  Kouya shook his head. “His Excellency wouldn’t stand for it if he knew what I was doing. But this is all for his sake,” he said, running his fingers through the youma’s fur. “His Excellency is too kind. But when you eliminate your enemies, you see, you have to be thorough. Give them no room to breathe.”


  Without a single flicker of emotion, he turned to the youma.


  “Here, Rokuta,” he said, nudging the beast. “It’s time for dinner.”


  The woman fell over in her attempt to scramble away. She shrieked. The youma pranced in delight. It was a youma’s fundamental nature to revel in slaughter.


  Atsuyu never asked for this, thought Kouya as he listened to the woman’s scream. Atsuyu had never once told Kouya to murder a soul. Time and time again, he only spoke of his anguish—the pain of not being understood, the worry that his subjects would turn on him.


  “You don’t suppose they’d escape and come after my life?”


  “Kouya, if you didn’t happen to be around at those times, what would happen to me?”


  Atsuyu just repeated that endless refrain to Kouya, not particularly showing any fear. His eyes gleamed with an unspoken message. Had Kouya suggested killing Atsuyu’s opponents, Atsuyu would surely have rebuked him. Yet he continued to stress the dangers of keeping rebels around.


  Unable to put up with it any longer, Kouya ventured alone to the prison—this was many years ago.


  Kouya asked Atsuyu to entrust the handling of the prisoners to him. Atsuyu agreed, and so Kouya took the youma with him to the prison. If Rokuta feasted on the insurgents, no bodies would be left behind. After making sure that the youma had licked up every last drop of blood, Kouya made his way back to Atsuyu, trembling all the way down to his boots. He then reported that, after instilling the consequences of their actions to the prisoners, he let them go outside the palace.


  It was doubtful that anyone would have believed Kouya’s transparent lie. His face was completely devoid of color, he was barely articulate, and he was trembling so violently that his knees buckled beneath him.


  “I see.” Atsuyu had smiled and placed his palm on Kouya’s head. “You’re a very capable subordinate.”


  Listening to the youma’s chewing, Kouya looked at his hands.


  There was a distinct unease in Atsuyu’s tone, but the smile remained on his face nonetheless. “You understood my intentions without me saying a word. Well done. I’m proud to have a Shashi who is in tune with my thoughts.”


  When he felt the weight of Atsuyu’s palm upon his shoulder, Kouya at last understood Atsuyu’s true thoughts. That Atsuyu had wanted this from the start. That he had incited Kouya to do this very thing.


  Atsuyu relayed what Kouya had told him to the other ­ministers and praised him for his work. He declared that the handling of all criminals henceforth would be Kouya’s responsibility.


  Hereafter, Kouya would be Atsuyu’s executioner. He would use the youma to eliminate not only those who threatened harm to Atsuyu but also those who threatened his position.


  Naturally, the woman’s fate was sealed the moment she defied Atsuyu. He took her away to feed her to the youma. As always, he would make the youma deal with everything, including licking up every last drop of blood from the floor. Then he would report to Atsuyu that he had let her go free and that she had presumably gone back to her hometown.


  This was their secret, unspoken agreement. Atsuyu never ordered Kouya to take a life. Kouya got his hands dirty out of his loyalty and consideration for Atsuyu. That was the rule. He had to tell Atsuyu that the woman was spared. Then Atsuyu would praise him for being such a warmhearted and capable Shashi.


  I’m desensitized to it now. Kouya watched the woman’s final moments with a stony face.


  Listening to her spew venom toward Atsuyu. Listening to her scream. Smearing his hands with blood.


  None of it fazed him in the slightest anymore.
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  BY THE TIME ROKUTA HEARD THE FOOTSTEPS approaching him from the underground tunnel, he was quite some distance away from Kai Gen. He had climbed fairly high along the path, searching for a way to proceed.


  Instinct drove Rokuta to hide himself in the hollow of a rock. “Is he here?” he heard a voice say.


  “I doubt he would come this way.”


  “It’s hard to go lower, yeah. Easy to get lost at this point.”


  “Search the higher areas one more time.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The footsteps receded. 


  “The rest of you, stick with me. We’ll look lower,” said a tense male voice.


  A strangely languid voice piped up in reply. “Do you suppose he’s lost?”


  Rokuta’s eyes widened—he recognized that voice.


  “Are you sure Kirin have a good sense of direction?” the familiar voice continued. “They can be pretty dumb, you know.”


  “Don’t be a fool. Shut up and do your job.”


  “All righty, sir.”


  Rokuta crawled out from under the hollow, searching for the owner of the voice.


  No way. My ears have got to be deceiving me. There’s no way he’s here.


  “Just out of curiosity, Daiboku, what are you gonna do if we lose our way?”


  Although Rokuta could not see any people, he could make out the lights at the other end of the passageway. 


  “Heeey!” Rokuta shouted. “Is anyone up there? I need some help here!”


  Within an instant, the footsteps pounded in a flurry. The lights flickered this way and that. Eventually, Rokuta heard someone yell, “Over there!” There was no other source of light beyond the wooden torches, yet Rokuta sensed a peculiarly bright something approaching him. It radiated off a person, who ran directly toward him.


  “Didn’t expect to find you out here,” he said.


  Despite himself, Rokuta felt like he was about to cry. That face he had to crane his head to look at, that roguish smile. Swallowing his emotions, Rokuta stayed on the floor and merely raised a hand in answer.


  “Hey, Daiboku!” he said. “Is this brat—I mean, young gentleman—the one we’re looking for?”


  “That’s right,” said a man who came running up behind him. “How are you feeling, Taiho? His Excellency and all the ministers have been worried sick about you.”


  “I was looking for Kouya,” Rokuta said, “and got lost…”


  “Take him back,” said the Daiboku.


  “All right,” he said. He held out a hand for Rokuta, though Rokuta chose instead to poke at his feet. 


  “I can’t walk. Carry me,” Rokuta said.


  Rokuta looked up at him. For just a brief, fleeting moment, an exasperated look crossed his face. Then he crouched down and turned his back to Rokuta. Rokuta clung onto him.


  What on earth was he doing here? Whatever it was, it had to be some harebrained scheme, bound to make Shukou and the others groan. What a ridiculous guy, thought Rokuta as he squeezed tighter.


  There was a faint, quiet voice, subdued enough that the rustling of clothing threatened to drown it out. “Don’t worry me like that, okay?”


   


  On his way back from the prison, Kouya heard the Daiboku, a subordinate of his, call out to him.


  “We’ve found him, Shashi.”


  Kouya turned around and saw the Daiboku coming up the stairs.


  “Apparently, he got lost,” said Daiboku, pointing to one of the Shoushin. 


  With the peculiar courtesy name of “Fuukan,” the man was a drifter ex-citizen who was conscripted in Ganboku. This Fuukan was carrying Rokuta on his back. 


  Seeing Rokuta, Kouya sighed ambivalently. He did not neglect to seal the Kirin’s horn because he wanted him to escape. When they first met, Rokuta had given Kouya so many things. As much as Kouya knew that he had sworn everything to Atsuyu, he could not bring himself to seal the horn if it meant Rokuta’s death.


  “Rokuta!” Kouya shouted, running up to him. 


  “Is he okay, I wonder? He looks barely alive.” It was Fuukan—the man carrying the aforementioned Kirin—who spoke. 


  For his part, Rokuta’s eyes were shut. He appeared for all the world to be unconscious.


  “Take him to his room,” Kouya said. “He’s clearly not well.”


  “Yes, that’s important.” 


  Kouya pointed in the room’s direction and strode off to lead the way before he suddenly stopped. He could hear the Daiboku suppressing a chuckle behind him.


  “So?” said the Daiboku. “What happened to the woman?”


  Kouya turned around to face the Daiboku. Fuukan stopped too, his head tilted in puzzlement.


  “I gave her some reprimands and sent her out of the palace. It won’t do to leave her in here. She can go where she wishes.”


  “Don’t tell me you fed her to the youma.”


  “What a ridiculous thing to suggest,” Kouya retorted curtly.


  The palace residents always side-eyed Kouya; he knew that well. They were not so naive as to believe the entire story whenever Kouya claimed that this or that resident went back to their hometown. Crucially, however, all of the suspicion fell on Kouya, not Atsuyu.


  Kouya urged Fuukan to keep walking. Fuukan craned his head to look at the youma behind Kouya, clearly interested in the sight.


  “Wow, so that’s a youma right there, huh?” Fuukan remarked.


  “It is. She’s a Tenken.”


  “Look at it, all nice and quiet. It’s not gonna go berserk or anything, right?”


  “No.”


  “Interesting,” the man muttered, resuming his steps.


  Kouya could not help but stare at the man’s face as he strode past. He seemed completely unbothered, even with the youma trailing behind him. Even the palace residents, who were more or less used to the youma, still shrank up in its presence.


  “Aren’t you scared?” Kouya asked.


  “Why would I be?” Fuukan turned around. “I mean, you said it won’t go berserk.”


  “Well, yes.”


  Strange man, thought Kouya.
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  KOUYA WALKED UNTIL HE ARRIVED AT A FRESHLY prepared cell. He ushered Fuukan inside. “Lay him down to rest in there.”


  “Right-o.” The man lowered the child from his back and placed him on the bed. “Not a peep out of this kid, huh?”


  “He really is unwell.”


  Kouya touched Rokuta’s cheek. His palm burned from the contact. Who knew blood affected Rokuta that much? Kouya gazed down at the Kirin, not quite sure how to feel.


  “Did you really feed that woman to the youma?” asked Fuukan.


  “Of course not. I wouldn’t do that. His Excellency is a kind man—he would never allow such a thing.”


  “Really? This is a pretty scary place.”


  Kouya turned around to look at Fuukan. “I said I wouldn’t,” he replied, plastering a smile on his face. “Look now, you shouldn’t get hung up on funny ideas. If something poses a threat to His Excellency, there won’t be any mercy.”


  “Yikes,” muttered the man in a completely unbothered tone. 


  “Watch Taiho for a while. Keep proper vigilance, you hear?” Kouya said, turning to leave.


  Just then, Rokuta spoke up. “Kouya…”


  Kouya turned around and ran over to the bed. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine…” Rokuta said.


  Suddenly, Rokuta blinked and looked up at Kouya. He stared hard at Kouya’s face for a while before a heavy sigh escaped from him. He closed his eyes sadly.


  “Rokuta?”


  “Kouya…you smell of blood…”


  Kouya shrank back, startled.


  “You…killed somebody…” Rokuta covered his face. “I know for a fact that you didn’t smell of blood before…”


  “When there’s an emergency, murder isn’t off the table. It’s the nature of the job. I’d even kill you, Rokuta, to protect His Excellency,” Kouya explained.


  “I see,” Rokuta muttered. “Listen, Kouya, I have a favor to ask you…”


  “What is it?”


  “Could you take me to the Royal Army?”


  Kouya’s eyes turned wide. “I can’t.”


  “Then ask Atsuyu.”


  “It can’t be done, Rokuta.”


  Rokuta hadn’t done anything to oppose Atsuyu. It was why he was still alive. Although Atsuyu was on tenterhooks at the moment, he hadn’t yet contemplated killing Rokuta. But what would happen if Rokuta opposed Atsuyu?


  Rokuta peered at Kouya with wide-open eyes. “What you just said was enough to make up my mind. I won’t play along with Atsuyu.”


  “Rokuta—”


  “I hate anyone who would order you to kill someone,” Rokuta said. “I know how much you used to hate killing.”


  This was the last thing Kouya expected to hear. “Huh?”


  “You said that when we first met, remember? You were sad about how the big one didn’t listen to you when you told it not to attack people.”


  Caught off guard, Kouya looked back at Rokuta.


  “But now Atsuyu’s ordering you to kill people… I’ll never accept a scumbag like that as your master.”


  “Rokuta,” Kouya muttered. Even if he insisted that he didn’t kill anyone, nobody would believe him. Nobody approached the youma even when Kouya said it wouldn’t attack. Not even Atsuyu had ever stroked Rokuta the youma.


  “I’m not bothered by things like that anymore,” Kouya said. “I’m Atsuyu’s subordinate now, so I’ll kill anyone he wants me to kill. It doesn’t matter who they are.”


  Rokuta looked grief-stricken. It was enough to make even Kouya want to cry.


  “Aren’t Kirin the same?” Kouya insisted. “If your king ordered you to do it, your species physically can’t disobey. That’s what I’ve heard.”


  “Shouryuu wouldn’t order me to kill someone.”


  “Can you say that for certain? You never know what people are capable of. The same thing could apply to your master.”


  Atsuyu was the righteous, upstanding chancellor. Such was his reputation, and Kouya believed it wholeheartedly. But nobody could conduct politics with an entirely clean track record. Could a ruler stay spotless forever? Of course not—it was impossible.


  “Nah, I wouldn’t,” a voice suddenly cut in.


  A dumbfounded Kouya turned to look at Fuukan. The man was sitting nonchalantly on the bed, grinning at Kouya. 


  “I wouldn’t tell Rokuta to kill somebody,” Fuukan said. “Quicker to do it myself than twist his arm.”


  Kouya gaped. “You…”


  “Shouryuu, you big dummy!” Rokuta sat up abruptly only for Shouryuu to poke him in the forehead, pressing him back down on the bed.


  “Sleep,” Shouryuu said. “Who’s the dummy here?”


  “King of En…” Kouya muttered.


  Shouryuu looked at him. “So you’re this Kouya character. Since you genuinely appear to be Rokuta’s friend, I’ll ask you—could you give him back to me? He might be a hopeless, snot-nosed brat, but it’s a bit of a pickle for me, not having him around.”


  Kouya put his hand on the youma’s neck. “Would you lose sight of your benevolence without your Kirin?”


  “Nah, I have more than enough ministers nagging in my ear.” 


  Casting a scornful look at the man’s chuckling face, Kouya clenched his hand harder against the youma. “What did you infiltrate Gen for?”


  “Well, mainly ’cause no one’s as good at acting on the fly as I am.”


  “You’re after His Excellency, I take it?”


  Kouya slowly and quietly removed his hand from the youma.


  Just then, Rokuta howled, “Kouya, stop it! I won’t let you do anything to Shouryuu.”


  Kouya tilted his head. “Oh, now you’re covering for him?”


  Rokuta nodded. He knew Shouryuu just from the sound of his voice. He saw him in the underground maze where no light shone because Shouryuu was the king. This was Rokuta’s single, undeniable truth.


  “Didn’t I tell you that I serve Shouryuu?” Rokuta said.


  “And I serve His Excellency—Atsuyu,” Kouya said flatly, gazing at Rokuta with a pale face. “I’ll do anything Atsuyu orders me to. My role is to protect him, so I’ll kill anyone who comes in his way.”


  “Would you support treason if he orders you to? Would you allow Atsuyu to become an enemy of the nation? Do you not see that this could get Atsuyu killed?”


  “If he wants to become more powerful than the king, then so be it, even if it means he’s branded a traitor. If he knows for himself that it puts a target on his head, why should I stop him? If he wants to become a ruler who destroys the kingdom, then so be it. I’m just in it to help him,” Kouya said.


  “Then what about me?” Rokuta looked at Kouya—the boy who also woke up at night and was abandoned in the day. “I like you, Kouya. But when you reek this much of blood, I just can’t be around you.”


  “That’s just the way it is. Just like you want to protect Shouryuu, I just want to protect Atsuyu.”


  “And you’re fine with killing people in order to accomplish that? It doesn’t bother you?”


  That can’t be true, Rokuta thought. The Kouya whom Rokuta knew, at least, wasn’t that sort.


  “If Atsuyu is as good as you say, would he really be fine with murder? Would he deviate from the Way and raise an army? The kingdom will fall into decline—and you’re fine with that? Kouya, do you want more kids to go through what you did?!” Rokuta shouted.


  To this, Kouya gave a crisp reply. “I don’t care about other people.” There was no expression whatsoever on his pale face. “What does it matter if the kingdom falls?”


  Rokuta’s eyes turned wide. “Kouya…”


  “Why is it wrong for people to die? Death’s a part of life. It’s the same with kingdoms—they’re all bound to decline. You can’t stop death and suffering.”


  Kouya was a youma’s child. He roamed where the youma did—lands brought to ruin. In that sense, he was undoubtedly a product of his upbringing.


  “It’s fine as long as I have Atsuyu.”


  Rokuta stared at Kouya in a daze. Why hadn’t he caught on sooner to Kouya’s attitude? It shouldn’t have been a surprise that his soul was thoroughly twisted after everything he had been through.


  “You’re a little special to me, Rokuta, but if Atsuyu has no interest in you, then fine—I’m willing to hurt you. People suffer and kingdoms fall, and none of that is in anyone’s control. If Atsuyu is fine with it, then I am too.”


  “Kouya!”


  “Are you scared of the kingdom falling to ruin? Are you scared of destruction and death? I can teach you a way to make it easier for yourself.” Kouya smiled serenely. “Embrace the end of everything.”


  For a moment, Rokuta could not bring himself to speak. 


  “What if Atsuyu dies? Are you fine with that?” he eventually asked.


  Kouya nodded dispassionately. “If he wants to die, then sure.”


  “This is your kingdom, damn it!” Shouryuu barked all of a sudden, springing to his feet.


  Rokuta and Kouya both looked up at the man in surprise.


  “Atsuyu isn’t the only thing in your life. This kingdom is yours too!”


  Rokuta looked away. “Shouryuu…it’s pointless.”


  “Don’t give me that!” Shouryuu snapped at Rokuta before swinging around to face Kouya. “You’re fine if the kingdom falls? How dare you say that as a citizen of my nation?! If that’s the attitude of the people, what’s the point of me even being around?!”


  Kouya blinked and looked up at Shouryuu.


  “There’s no meaning to a king without his citizens. The only reason I can be king is because the people entrust me with the nation! If the people say they’re fine without a country, who needs me at all?!”


  Arrows raining upon fleeing people. The residents of a castle town swallowed in flames, never to be seen again.


  “I lived, even though I shouldn’t have. That’s a mark I’ll bear on my soul. But what the hell did I swallow that shame for?! I already lost a kingdom that was entrusted to me once. The only reason I didn’t die along with my people is because Rokuta told me that there was another kingdom out there that needed me!”


  “Do you want a kingdom?” Rokuta had asked Shouryuu back then.


  “I’m only here to give you a prosperous kingdom…Kouya.”


  For a moment, Kouya stared up at the man in wordless amazement. 


  “I’m…not foolish enough to believe your platitudes.”


  Kouya stood up. How much had he yearned for a place where he could live in peace? And yet he couldn’t believe one existed. In the same way Hourai was impossible to reach, so too was this very idea of “peace”—and that applied to both people and nations. It was all so futile.


  “I didn’t hear a thing here.” After a pause, Kouya added, “I know nothing.”


  His face twisted into a grimace, and he turned his back to Shouryuu.


  “I’m leaving this to you, Fuukan. I’ll bring someone to look after Taiho, so stay with him until then.”


  “Kouya,” Rokuta murmured.


  Kouya turned around. “I’ll just say this: If you threaten His Excellency, I’ll set the youma on you. Remember that.”
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  Chapter Eight
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  PLOP. A STREAK OF SILVER LIGHT STABBED THE earth.


  Low-hanging clouds spread as far as the eye could see above Kankyuu. They brushed against the bottom of the Sea of Clouds, Kankyuu’s perennial overhead fixture.


  The rainy season was upon them.


  “Curses… I should have gone to Ganboku too.”


  Itan was halfway up Mount Kankyuu, gazing up at the clouds that hugged the bottom of the Sea of Clouds. With the onset of fall, the northern winds ushered cold waters to the Sea of Clouds, coating its bottom with a misty white sheen. The clouds were wispy at first, but as the days passed, they gathered thickness inland, and the rain began to fall.


  For his part, Shukou also gazed up at the Sea of Clouds. “It’s started.”


  “If our fates are tied up in his gamble, I’d rather be there where the action is to watch. It’s nerve-racking waiting around for news to come from afar…”


  “We’ll see… We can only hope that things turn out according to His Majesty’s optimistic predictions.”


  Itan groaned. “You can say that again. He’s too happy-go-lucky by far.”


   


  A few days after that, Seishou looked down upon the Rokusui from the opposite side of Ganboku. The river’s water level was rising, and rain started to fall upstream. He could see clouds to the east in Kankyuu’s direction. The rainy season was approaching Gen Province too.


  A mountain of sandbags sat at the ready in Shineki’s vicinity. The embankment already surpassed Ganboku’s in height.


  “It’s about time…” Seishou muttered.


  A junior officer shot him an inquisitive look.


  “It’s nothing,” Seishou said tersely. “Don’t relax your guard. Things will move soon.”


   


  In Hokui, upstream of Shineki, Yuuzen was taking an evening walk toward a village near the Rokusui’s bank. A tall wall of sandbags lined the side of the road facing the river.


  “What a lifesaver. Thank goodness for the Royal Army,” Yuuzen muttered.


  His fellow villagers smiled. They were all on their way back to their homes from the farmland.


  “Tell me about it. I always felt uneasy about living here, but now I can finally have peace of mind during the rainy season,” said a woman, prompting everyone else to look up at the embankment in unison. 


  On impulse, Yuuzen climbed his way to the top of it. Ascending the slope of rock and soil, he watched the river flow.


  “Yeah, that’s a lot of water. The rain must have hammered down upstream,” said Yuuzen. 


  A few other curious souls climbed the embankment too. 


  “Looks trivial from this height. We really don’t have anything to worry about this year.”


  “People will rest so easy, their snores will disrupt the neighbors.”


  The villagers laughed and began to retrace their steps back to the path. Just as he was giving the flood banks one last cursory glance, Yuuzen happened to spot a group of people on horseback on the opposite side of the river. 


  He hid himself behind the wall on instinct. Why he did this, he was unsure. Lately, he’d heard rumors that the Royal Army was planning to divert the Rokusui downstream into Ganboku. At the same time, he heard another rumor, spoken in even quieter whispers: The Provincial Army might cut the flood banks in order to protect Ganboku. Either way, Yuuzen was wary of anyone who approached the embankment.


  “What’s the matter, Yuuzen?” someone asked him from the road. Yuuzen shushed him. This prompted his fellow villagers to sneak their way up the embankment once more.


  “What’s this?” 


  It was evening, meaning that the sunlight was already disappearing, replaced by the onset of dusk. This made it hard to see anything distinctly, but Yuuzen could still make out the horsemen traveling down the other side of the river. There had to be at least two hundred of them.


  “What are those guys up to?”


  “Think they’re trying to cross? They’re looking for a shallow point.”


  “They don’t need to cross here. There’s a bridge just upstream.”


  “Maybe there’s a reason they can’t use it.”


  After a bit of hesitation, the leader of the group plunged into the river.


  “It’s starting,” Yuuzen said abruptly.


  “A surprise attack?”


  Yuuzen clenched his fists. He wondered if they were attempting to ambush the Royal Army camped downstream. Or maybe…


  “If this were a sneak attack, they’d do it before the sun was completely down. With this timing, it’ll be totally dark by the time they get to the Royal Army.”


  The women on the road ascended the embankment as well.


  “They’ve got hoes,” they said quietly.


  As the group watched with bated breath, the horsemen began crossing the river. The Rokusui flowed swiftly, bringing the group downstream across its considerable span. The horsemen began to disembark at a spot not so far from Yuuzen and the other villagers. 


  At this distance, it was much easier to see what was going on. Among the two hundred horsemen, not a single one carried a spear. For some reason, they all carried hoes.


  The soldiers got off their horses. Yuuzen stood up.


  “Bastards! Are you trying to cut the flood banks?!”


  The soldiers turned around.


  Yuuzen shouted to the women near him, “Tell everyone at the village! The Provincial Army is trying to cut the flood banks!”


  The soldiers started running toward them. A man next to Yuuzen picked up a stone and hurled it.


  “What the hell are you trying to pull?!”


  “Get lost! You’re not welcome here!”


   


  Seishou heard the news not long after Yuuzen and the villagers spotted the cavalry. The sky still showed traces of red light.


  “The Gen Provincial Army is in Hokui! They’re clashing with the civilians!”


  “What?” Seishou muttered before taking off in a dash. “I don’t care if it’s just a single Ryo—follow me!”


  Seishou jumped onto his mount of choice—a youjyuu known as a Kitsuryou, bequeathed to him by the Owl King. As much as Seishou despised the king, his antipathy did not extend to his mount. He ordered his subordinates to mount their Tenba, another species of youjyuu.


  “Run ahead! Get the civilians to safety!” Seishou directed his subordinates to take flight first. Then, commanding a Ryo of five hundred soldiers, he took off eastward. 


  It took almost no time at all for them to reach the scene. Then again, Seishou was only commanding a Shi—a unit of 2,500 soldiers—which allowed him to position himself secretly in Hokui.


  “Darn that Atsuyu. I knew he would resort to this,” Seishou muttered before directing the rank-and-file soldiers to march onward. “Protect the flood banks!”


   


  With only a hair’s breadth to spare, Yuuzen rolled out of the range of a longsword’s swing. Still on the ground, he fumbled for a stone. 


  He had to prevent the Rokusui from overflowing at all costs.


  All hell instantly broke loose between the two hundred cavalrymen from the Provincial Army and the several dozen civilians who came running from the nearest village. Ordinary peasants were no match for trained soldiers, naturally, but for every three people that fell in battle, another three came rushing in their place.


  “Find somewhere to retreat!” Yuuzen heard someone shout.


  If you’re doing this, then I won’t let it be unscathed, Yuuzen thought. He chucked the stone in his hand and raised another over his head to clobber the nearest soldier. A longsword came swiping at him, but it only managed to graze Yuuzen’s arm. Rolling out of the way, Yuuzen grabbed another stone. Just as he was about to hurl it, he heard a war cry close by.


  “The Royal Army!” someone yelled. “They’ve come to our aid!”


   


  A slightly sardonic smile came over Seishou’s lips as he drew his spear from its sheath.


  Build flood banks on the Rokusui. They will be the test of Atsuyu’s character.


  This was what Shouryuu wrote in the letter he entrusted to Mousen. If Atsuyu attempted to cut the flood banks, the Royal Army’s side would see its chance for victory.


  “He’s a ridiculous fellow, but he does have his wits about him,” Seishou muttered.


  Before he urged his Kitsuryou onward, he glanced for a moment at Mount Ganboku.
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  “ARE YOU FEELING BETTER NOW?” ATSUYU ASKED.


  Rokuta shook his head. “Still crummy, I gotta say.”


  “Then it’s best if you refrain from walking outside. Or did you have some business with me that prompted your excursion?”


  Rokuta took a breath, and said, “I want to go back to Kankyuu.”


  Atsuyu’s eyes widened. “My apologies, but that is the one request I cannot oblige.”


  “I can smell blood throughout this entire palace. Not a lot, but enough to ruin my sleep. If you want me to get better, at least let me out of the palace.”


  “That I cannot do,” said Atsuyu, signaling to Kouya with his eyes. Take him to his cell was the implicit message.


  “Hey, listen, Atsuyu,” Rokuta began.


  “You have something else to say?” Atsuyu asked slowly.


  “I’m curious… Why did you imprison your father?”


  Atsuyu’s eyes boggled, and the ministers looked bewildered as well.


  “Sure, he looked terrible, but his head seemed perfectly screwed on to me. I heard Kai Gen passed all the authority to you before he retired from illness. Except you wouldn’t call imprisonment ‘retirement,’ would you?”


  Atsuyu stood up. For a moment, his brows furrowed, but he soon smiled. “My father is unwell—that is the truth. You must have mistaken him for someone else for you to claim otherwise. Tell me where you saw this man. I’d like to know why he was using my father’s name.”


  “Okay, so who was the guy imprisoned in the inner palace?”


  A stern look came over Atsuyu’s face. “The inner palace… That is where my father resides.”


  “Why did you put chains on your own father?” Rokuta looked Atsuyu directly in the eyes. “You bound him in chains and cast him away without even lifting a finger to help him? You even cut out his tongue to shut him up! What’s your answer to that, Atsuyu?!”


  “About that…”


  Rokuta swung his head to the ministers. “Did you guys know about this? Did you knowingly support Atsuyu? You know what that makes you? A bunch of thieves out to pilfer titles that don’t belong to you!”


  The majority of ministers turned to look at Atsuyu with wide eyes. Only a very small minority averted their gazes.


  “I think you talk a fine game, Atsuyu. But for all your preaching about following the Way, what are you actually doing? Kidnapping, imprisoning—is that really the Way?”


  “I apologize for the dishonorable method I used to invite you,” Atsuyu said. “When my Shashi said that he could bring you here, I never dreamed that he would resort to such abominable means.”


  Kouya’s gaze sprang up when he heard this. He stared hard at Atsuyu’s anguished face.


  You did well, my Shashi.


  Kouya knew the hidden meaning in those words.


  I can’t let my Shashi die.


  Even if Atsuyu meant that in the sense that he did not want to lose a convenient pawn…Atsuyu was the only person who had ever shown sadness at the thought of Kouya’s death.


  Kouya hung his head. For a moment, Atsuyu looked at him, then turned to Rokuta.


  “Nevertheless, I will admit that the actions of my subordinates are my responsibility. I cannot apologize enough. I can only plead for your forgiveness… As for my father, I was unaware of his plight. Who could have done such a wretched thing to him? I will dispatch someone to investigate posthaste.”


  Rokuta frowned. At that precise moment, someone came running into the room—Hakutaku, Gen’s Chief Minister of State.


  “Your Excellency! What have you wrought…?!” Hakutaku scrambled over and collapsed to his knees by Atsuyu’s feet. “I can’t believe you would actually try to cut the flood banks! After I so fervently counseled you not to!”


  Nearly every minister gasped in stunned disbelief.


  Atsuyu waved his hand, clearly ill at ease. “Stand down, Hakutaku.”


  “I will not! Didn’t you say that you would follow the Way for the sake of the people? And yet Your Excellency will cut the flood banks that the Royal Army built. Which side do you think the people will support? Can you not see where this is leading?!”


  “Hakutaku.”


  “Will they side with the Provincial Army soldiers who raised their swords against the civilians trying to protect their homes from flooding, or with the Royal Army that came rushing to their aid? Think about what you are doing. Those who have heard the stories in town are starting to leave. Never mind the conscripts—even the Provincial Army’s trained soldiers are opening the gates and fleeing Ganboku!”


  “What?” Atsuyu exclaimed, running over to the window. The Sea of Clouds shrouded the view underneath, making it impossible to peer into the lower realm.


  “This is the end of Gen Province. Surely, this is exactly what you wanted, Your Excellency. You are now a traitor to all who breathe.” Hakutaku then turned to the ministers, who were all visibly shaking. “I suggest you all flee this place. Confess your sins to the Royal Army and beg for clemency. A bellicose faction of the Provincial Army has gone to Hokui—that is where the fighting will break out. After that, it will be too late. You will be treated as war criminals.”


  Atsuyu’s shoulders shook violently. He swung around, as if thrusting the window aside. The look on his face revealed that he was shaken to the core.


  “Hakutaku!” He strode over to Hakutaku, seized him by the collar, and threw a punch in his face. “You’re a traitor to all who breathe, you disloyal wretch!”


  Atsuyu glared down at Hakutaku balefully.


  “You upheld me as a capable chancellor, and now you light a fire beneath my feet and abandon me. You’re the Chief Minister of State, are you not? It was your duty to put a stop to the province before it forsakes the Way, and yet here we are. As much as you called me a traitor, you did nothing to stop me. No, you even abetted me. It was only when you were called traitorous yourself that you turned coat on the man you called your master!”


  Atsuyu’s disdainful eyes then turned to the quivering ministers.


  “And none of you are any better! You’re the ones who demanded flood banks! You wanted me to have power over Gen so that I could build flood controls and bring equality to the land. Wasn’t it necessary for the people? You swore fealty to me, not the king!” he roared before striding toward Hakutaku. “When it comes down to it, you’re the one who incited this turmoil!”


  “I—”


  “Was it not you who said that leaving matters to the king of En would violate the Way? I distinctly recall you saying that any person with a conscience should stand up and set things straight.”


  “Your Excellency, I—”


  “You said I was the only one capable of it! You fanned the flames!”


  “I-I never—”


  “You’re the treacherous one here, you swine!”


  “Atsuyu-sama…!”


  “You wielded my concern for the people against me. You set me down the path of treason. And as soon as I outlived my usefulness to you, you pin all the crimes on me and flee. How ignorant I was to the treachery of my subjects,” Atsuyu said with theatrical chagrin. He turned to Kouya, who was standing in the corner. “Take him away.”


  “Your Excellency…”


  Ignoring the anguish on Kouya’s face, Atsuyu turned to the provincial Minister of War. “Put a stop to those rebelling citizens and protect the provincial palace to the death.” Then he said, “I will take Taiho to Kankyuu and explain my position to the king. We will see who is right and who is wrong.”


  Rokuta stared at Atsuyu, dumbfounded.


  If someone gets hurt to achieve his perfect outcome, he ignores it. He’ll do anything to conceal the damage.


  Atsuyu turned to Rokuta, his face contorted with anguish. He looked to all the world like the ill-fated chancellor who had been betrayed by his subordinates and played like a fiddle by his conniving ministers—at least, that was what he clearly believed. 


  “Taiho, I have heaped a great deal of misfortune upon you, but I swear upon my life that I will take you to Kankyuu. My ignorance is no excuse for the treachery of my ministers, and I am willing to face judgment for that. But I must ask you and the king to spare Gen’s ministers from censure.”


  Rokuta gazed at the man’s display of grief. “Atsuyu… So these are your true colors…”


  Atsuyu frowned in confusion. 


  “You talk a big game about doing it all for the people, but you’re so obsessed with winning that you’ll deliberately destroy the levees. You call yourself the master, but you scapegoat Kouya and Hakutaku for all your crimes… Look at yourself in the mirror,” said Rokuta. His eyes swept over the stupefied ministers. “This is your leader? The guy you were willing to lock Kai Gen away for?”


  Nobody said a word. Rokuta absorbed the sight, then turned around with a sweep.


  “Taiho, where are you going?” Atsuyu demanded.


  “Back to Kankyuu,” Rokuta said brusquely, not even bothering to look back at the man. “I don’t need you to tag along. I’ll explain the story to the king myself.”


  From his corner of the room, Kouya peered at Rokuta and sighed.


  It’s all collapsing around us.


  Almost every minister believed in Atsuyu’s integrity. This belief was the reason Kouya had survived without incident. The ministers were a high-minded, idealistic bunch. But once they realized the error of their judgment, nearly all of them chose the moral high ground instead of sticking with Atsuyu out of any sense of awe or loyalty.


  I see how it is, thought Atsuyu as he watched Rokuta go. His lips twisted into a sneer. 


  Unable to bear watching any longer, Kouya wrapped his arms around the youma’s neck and looked down at the floor.


  “So even you would pin the blame on me, Taiho…”


  Rokuta made no reply to this. By his reckoning, it was pointless.


  “Hakutaku,” said Atsuyu, turning back to the Chief Minister of State, “don’t tell me you conspired with the king and Taiho.”


  “Your Excellency!”


  “I’m right, aren’t I? You were colluding with them from the start. The king was jealous of my popularity and used you to deliberately coax me into treason… Is that not so?”


  “Atsuyu,” Rokuta sighed, “the king wouldn’t do that. He doesn’t need to.”


  “Do you think I am ignorant of how the Six Ministries lament the king’s foolishness?” Atsuyu paused. “Oh, why didn’t I believe in myself more? If only I weren’t so needlessly self-conscious, I would have performed the Ascendance on Mount Hou and consulted with the heavens’ will.”


  “It was never going to happen,” Rokuta said quietly and derisively. “You were never suited for the throne.”


  “Are you saying I am inferior to the king?!” Atsuyu exclaimed.


  “Compared to Shouryuu, you’re a lump of trash,” Rokuta said, turning around and starting his way out of the room. On impulse, he turned around and looked at the Shoushin standing behind Atsuyu. “Oh, but I’m not endorsing the king, okay? Just saying!”


  Hakutaku looked at the Kirin as he stormed off, and then at the man whom he had called his master until mere moments ago. Heaving a miserable sigh, he ordered the group of Shoushin behind Atsuyu, “If you have any desire to right our course, you must arrest His Excellency…”


  As he spoke, Hakutaku’s eyes widened. There was one Shoushin in particular whose face he remembered quite distinctively.


  “It can’t be…”


  The man broke out into a grin. As Hakutaku shook his head incredulously, the man of the hour slipped past the other befuddled Shoushin and waltzed right up to Atsuyu.


  Atsuyu noticed the Shoushin’s approach.


  “It would appear you don’t know who you serve,” Atsuyu said.


  “You’re wrong there,” the Shoushin chuckled as he clambered onto his knee. “Just thought I should give you a bit of a heads-up.”


  Atsuyu cocked his head at this choice of words. “What business do you have with me? You were recruited into the Provincial Army, weren’t you?”


  “Yep. I owe it to you.”


  “I see… So what is your message? What is your name?”


  The man smiled and looked Atsuyu straight in the eyes. “Naotaka Komatsu.”


  Atsuyu cocked his head at the unfamiliar pronunciation. 


  The man stood up. “People also call me Shouryuu, King of En.”


  He was already armed and ready. He stepped forward, and in the same smooth motion, he drew his sword. Without a flicker of hesitation, he brought the tip against Atsuyu’s throat.


  “You…!” Atsuyu spat, his voice filled with venom.


  “Not an inch, Kouya,” said Shouryuu. “Or else this sword may just find itself slipping forward.” 


  Kouya, who had instinctively readied himself for a fight, froze at Shouryuu’s sharp gaze.


  “Nobody move. I won’t tell you to discard your weapons. Just stay back by the wall,” Shouryuu said. His eyes flitted to Rokuta, who had stopped by the door. “Those were some nice things you said about me.”


  “I wasn’t complimenting you, damn it!”


  With his sword still pressed against Atsuyu, Shouryuu burst out laughing.


  “You fiend… Why?” Atsuyu spoke in a low voice, his eyes never leaving Shouryuu.


  “You wanted to test the will of the heavens, right? So here’s your chance, courtesy of me.”


  “What?” Atsuyu said quietly.


  “You want to know whether divine providence exists or whatever? You don’t need to get the people involved. Just have a duel with me,” Shouryuu declared. “Am I wrong, Atsuyu?”


  Atsuyu glared daggers at Shouryuu. The king chuckled, then cast a glance at the ministers. “Listen to me,” Shouryuu declared. “I said not to move.”


  Several people stopped in their tracks. Whether their aim was to run or to aid Atsuyu was impossible to say. They stood stock-still.


  “I accepted the Mandate of Heaven and succeeded the throne. If that upsets you, I wouldn’t blame you. But if you punish me, you punish the heavens. If you want to confirm the will of the heavens, you don’t have to resort to mobilizing soldiers. You can stockpile rations all you want, but the same can’t be said of the civilians. Next year’s harvest won’t make up for lost lives. That’s just not how things work. If Atsuyu strikes me down here, the kingdom belongs to all of you. You can do whatever you want with En—destroy it, bring back its former glory, whatever. Because that would be the will of the heavens.”


  As he spoke, Shouryuu’s eyes turned to Kouya. 


  “Kouya—try not to move your youma. I don’t want to slay it in front of its owner. Same goes for you. I’m pretty sure Rokuta would be upset if I cut you down.”


  He grinned, then addressed the entire room. “If any of you lot are eager to throw your lives away for Atsuyu out of loyalty, now’s your time to shine. Brandish your weapons and come at me. Show me what’s so good about your master.”


  Not a single person in the room moved, despite the invitation.


  “What’s the matter? Is no one willing to defend Atsuyu?”


  Even after this further provocation, nobody moved an inch.


  Shouryuu smiled thinly. “I see how it is. Atsuyu, you’ve been thrown to the dogs.”


  “You cur…”


  “Someone give him a weapon at least.”


  Shouryuu’s eyes darted to a Shoushin, who hurried over to Atsuyu and presented him with the longsword from his belt. Atsuyu took it—his hand was shaking.


  “If you would allow me to speak, Your Majesty…” Hakutaku said, prostrating himself. Everyone else in the room soon followed suit, their heads bumping the floor.


  “Your Majesty… As much as it embarrasses me to speak of this, this was a petty rebellion.”


  “True, it wasn’t particularly glamorous,” Shouryuu said.


  “Indeed,” Hakutaku said heavily. “You have already bested His Excellency. If you wish to avoid meaningless conflict, then end the charade here. I ask that you hand down a merciful sentence to His Excellency.”


  “I see.” Shouryuu smiled wryly. He looked at Atsuyu, who had lowered the sword and was on his knees. “Open the palace gates, Atsuyu. Tell the Provincial Army to pull back.”


  “I… Very well.” Atsuyu’s head was pointed firmly downward.


  “Hey, someone ought to keep hold of him.” Shouryuu looked behind himself. He sheathed his sword and stepped away from Atsuyu. Rokuta watched on, a strange chill traveling down his spine. “I’ll do a big show of compassion or whatever. In the meantime, someone watch over him and make sure he doesn’t hurt himself.”


  All of a sudden—shfff—Atsuyu swung his longsword from behind.


  “Shouryuu!”


  Shouryuu swung around, hand on the hilt of his sword. Meanwhile, Atsuyu took a long stride forward, brandishing the longsword. There were only three steps between them. Which would be swifter—Atsuyu’s strike or Shouryuu’s counter? Everyone watched with bated breath.


  “Rikaku!” screamed Rokuta.


  “Rokuta!” Kouya shouted for his youma.


  At almost that precise moment, the meager distance between Shouryuu and Atsuyu closed…


  But Rikaku was faster than the two men. He locked his jaws around Atsuyu, causing blood to spray. 


  The sight prompted Rokuta to turn away and look at Kouya instead. They had shouted at the same time—but Kouya had done so to stop the youma. Atsuyu and Shouryuu’s fates were decided by a cry to save a life and a cry to curb a slaughter. 


  A hard clang rang out as Atsuyu’s longsword fell to the floor. Rikaku had gone for Atsuyu’s jugular. Swiftly, the Shirei pulled away. Shouryuu, who had jumped backward when he spotted Rikaku’s intervention, now walked back over to where Atsuyu lay on the ground.


  Unfortunately for Atsuyu, he was a sage, which meant that he was still capable of breathing even with half his neck torn out. He flopped his head sideways into the pool of his own blood. His eyes turned up vacantly, staring into space.


  For a moment, Shouryuu beheld him in silence.


  “I’ll put you out of your misery now,” he said, readying his sword. 
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  He brought it down with a single clean strike. The blade cleaved through Atsuyu’s neck and lodged into the floor below. The harsh metallic noise escaped no one’s ears.
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  SHOURYUU’S EYES SWEPT OVER THE DAZED, UNMOVING ministers as he sheathed his sword. 


  “Kouya,” he called out to the young man, walking straight over to him. Shouryuu gave a quick glance at Kouya’s vaguely hollow expression. “Kouya… I’m sorry.”


  “I-I…” Kouya’s voice sounded so fragile, as if it would shatter at any second. “I just…”


  “You have my thanks,” said Shouryuu.


  Rokuta joined the two of them. “Kouya…”


  “Mm.” Kouya nodded faintly before getting on his knees in front of Shouryuu. He lowered his head, offering a clear opening at his neck. “I accept your punishment.”


  “Kouya!”


  Shouryuu simply gazed down at Kouya’s prone form. 


  “I won’t slay you, Kouya,” he said finally.


  “It is customary to behead insurgents,” Kouya said.


  “And I refuse.”


  Kouya lifted his head—and his expression contorted. “I didn’t do it to save you!” he shouted.


  The youma cooed softly, rubbing its beak against Kouya’s neck.


  “I wasn’t trying to save you,” Kouya went on. “I was trying to save Atsuyu. But right at the last second, I ended up stopping Rokuta. I didn’t stop her. You made me stop. I never wanted to let Atsuyu die!”


  “Kouya…”


  “I was willing to do anything for Atsuyu’s sake! Even killing people didn’t hurt me one bit! I could have killed Shouryuu too! I don’t care if the kingdom falls or if a whole lot of people suffer and abandon their kids. It doesn’t matter to me at all!”


  “I told you, Kouya. I’m here to give you a prosperous kingdom. If there’s no one around to receive it, then there’s no point to my existence.”


  “Then give it to someone else. There’s plenty of people who want it.”


  “I’m a greedy guy. Give me a choice between a hundred citizens and a hundred and one, and I’ll pick the latter.”


  Kouya faced the floor. He wrapped his arms around the youma, which was still nuzzling its beak against his shoulder. Plop. Tears fell.


  “But…” Kouya’s voice was barely above a whisper. “The big one and me…we don’t have anywhere to go.”


  “Kouya…”


  “It doesn’t matter how much the kingdom prospers. There’s no place for me in it…because I’m the child of a youma,” Kouya said, looking up at Shouryuu. “The more the kingdom prospers, the more peaceful it becomes, the sadder and angrier I’ll be. I’m sure of it. Hourai was so close and yet so far. If you don’t want to make me miserable, stop giving me false hope.”


  “You want me to kill you right here and now? Now that I can’t do.” Shouryuu got on his knee in front of Kouya. “Your youma attacks people. Just as you suffer when you are attacked, so do the ordinary people. The youma makes an exception only for you. Nobody else can live with the youma.”


  “The big one doesn’t attack people!” Kouya hugged the youma to his chest. “She listens to my orders. She’d never attack a person without my say-so. As a rule, the youma might prey on humans for survival, but the big one has always held herself back for me!”


  “All right then.” Shouryuu nodded. “I’ll give both you and the youma a place to live.”


  Kouya laughed. His face twisted to an almost painful degree. “A luxury jail cell? A cage with silver bars?”


  “A kingdom where youma don’t attack people.”


  Shouryuu reached out his hand—and rested it on the youma’s head. The beast still had its beak nestled against Kouya’s shoulder. Kouya’s eyes widened, and Rokuta the youma stiffened beside him, although it allowed itself to be stroked.


  “The reason people shun youma is because they prowled around and attacked humans when the kingdom was in shambles. As the kingdom regains its footing, the laws of nature will right themselves. There’ll be no more prowling youma and no more attacks against humans. At that point, people will stop fearing the youma that raised you by extension. They’ll just see her as an oddity and nothing more.”


  “Shouryuu,” Kouya murmured, his eyes as wide as saucers. 


  Shouryuu offered him a smile. “I won’t execute you. And the same thing goes for all of Gen’s ministers. En just doesn’t have enough people for me to go around culling the population.”


  “But—”


  “I won’t take your sagehood away from you either. What I’m proposing won’t be done in ten or twenty years—give me time. I’ll make a land where you and your foster mother can live in peace. You’ll have to put up with the royal palace garden until then.”


  Kouya stared at the man as he spoke. “Is a society like that even possible…?”


  “It’s what I’m here to accomplish, Kouya.”


  Kouya blinked. For a long while, he seemed to agonize over what to say next. “Then…” he mustered finally, “I’ll wait at the Vajra Mountains.”


  “Come to Kankyuu, Kouya.”


  “With Rokuta at my side, I can live in the Yellow Sea. I’ll wait there until En becomes the kingdom you say it will be.” Kouya hugged the youma tighter. “I’ll wait as long as it takes…”


   


  4


   


  THE YOUMA’S WINGS BEAT A COURSE WESTWARD. Rokuta stayed on the balcony, watching it until it disappeared entirely from view. 


  Kouya had restrained his youma, while Rokuta summoned his. “Rokuta,” was what Kouya said, but Rokuta went further: “Rikaku, save Shouryuu.”


  At the end of the day, Rokuta chose Shouryuu’s life above everything else. The same thing happened all those years ago too. Amid all those fleeing people, Rokuta could not help but shout Rikaku’s name.


   


  Naotaka’s eyes fluttered open abruptly. A faint blue sky loomed overhead, stretching as far as the eye could see. His vision swayed, though he couldn’t yet tell why.


  He hazily blinked a few times. He heard the sound of water and felt the sea air against his skin. The stars were white pinpricks against the darkening sky, rocking back and forth within his view. He was in a boat, he realized.


  Still lying on his back, he turned his head to the side and spotted a child at the prow. It was the very same kid whom Naotaka had taken in—the one he’d found lying on the shore, presumably dead. He had picked up the boy, thinking of burying him, when he realized that he still drew breath.


  “How did I wind up here?” Naotaka muttered. His voice sounded terribly hoarse.


  He had protected the path for his people to flee, but then they were boxed off, and the Murakami forces encircled the civilians as they ran. Naotaka wanted to race over and help, but it was hard to even find his footing on the beach. If only he had a bow, he could have delayed the Murakami from coming ashore, but he was all out of arrows.


  He cut down three people and used a spear he pilfered from one of them to stab two more. That was as far as he remembered. His luck ran out before he got to the third attacker. He probably got speared in the back—but what happened after that?


  Naotaka scowled and sat up. He was probably injured somewhere, but he could not tell where. His body ached all over, and it was difficult to even breathe.


  “Don’t tell me…you saved me?”


  Rokuta simply nodded at Naotaka’s question. He had wavered right up until the very last second—yet he could not bring himself to let Naotaka die. Enfeebled by the stench of blood, he commanded Rikaku to save Naotaka. Rikaku was just as sick as Rokuta in that moment, but he swooped in, took Rokuta and Naotaka, and fled.


  “Where are the others?” asked Naotaka.


  Rokuta merely shook his head. Perhaps things might have turned out differently, if only there had not been so much bloodshed. Rokuta felt dizzy from the blood that permeated the entire land, and he fell completely ill when the fighting started on Komatsu land. At that point, he lacked the ability to rescue all of the survivors.


  “Why did you save me?”


  “Because you saved me.”


  “You didn’t throw yourself onto that beach because you have a death wish. Or did you?”


  “No.” Rokuta shook his head. He peered at Naotaka’s face as the man leaned back against the side of the boat. “Did you have a death wish?”


  Naotaka arched his head up, gazing up at the darkening sky. “Every time they called me ‘Young Master,’ I felt…their trust. They trusted that I would help them, help the domain. But I…couldn’t protect them.”


  “It wasn’t your fault, though, was it?”


  They’d lacked strength as a whole. Their soldiers were vastly outnumbered. They had no prospect of winning, and the Murakami had no desire to parley.


  “It wasn’t, no. It was just…life.”


  “Okay, then you don’t have to beat yourself up over it. You did everything you could do, right?”


  “Everyone in town doted on me because I was the next in line.”


  “Oh…”


  “By calling me ‘Young Master,’ they entrusted their lives to me. They gave me everything, and I gave nothing back…and now I can’t.”


  Naotaka looked up at the sky, not sparing a glance in Rokuta’s direction. He breathed heavily, prompting his chest to arch up and down. His wounds had to be giving him grief.


  “They had a wish,” he said quietly. “I’m going to carry that wish with me forever, but I have no way of granting it. For as long as I live, I’ll be dragging that burden with me… I might be a laid-back guy, but that kind of thing weighs on you…”


  The boat simply drifted through the Seto Inland Sea, propelled by nothing but the currents. Rikaku had scooped Naotaka onto his back and made a beeline for the first tiny boat he happened to spot bobbing in the waters.


  Rokuta looked at Naotaka. Even at this juncture, he was still uncertain.


  Naotaka’s injuries were severe; he had to be in considerable agony. Or perhaps he was blocking out the pain and had yet to notice the direness of his situation. Whatever the case, Naotaka’s life was steadily expiring. The more Rokuta floundered, the closer Naotaka inched toward death’s door. 


  And once again, Rokuta could not bring himself to abandon him. The only surefire way to save him was to grant him immortal life—such was Rokuta’s destiny. Or was this the will of En’s people?


  At last, Rokuta spoke.


  “Do you want a kingdom?” he asked quietly.


  Naotaka was still looking at the sky as he answered, “I do.”


  “Even a poor kingdom? A destitute one?”


  Naotaka finally stirred. There was something haggard about his face, but it was lit by his usual smile. 


  “Doesn’t matter how big or small it is. I was raised to inherit a nation, and I actually did end up taking the reins from my father. A ruler without a kingdom is a laughingstock… That’s all.”


  “When the land is destitute, so are the people. They’ll be so lost that they might not listen to a word you say.”


  “That sounds like my element.”


  Rokuta shot Naotaka a look. “I could give you a palace.”


  “You? Give me a palace?”


  “I’ll throw in a kingdom and the subjects too—if you’re up for it.”


  “What kingdom is this?”


  “Even if I tell you, you won’t have heard of it. If you want it, you’ll have to say goodbye to everything.”


  Naotaka smiled wryly. “What have I got left that’s worth saying goodbye to? Enlighten me.”


  “You’ll never return to the Seto Inland Sea or to these islands.”


  “Oh?”


  “If you’re fine with that, I’ll give you a kingdom,” Rokuta declared. “Do you want a throne?”


  Naotaka absorbed Rokuta’s gaze, then replied very quietly, “I do.”


  Rokuta nodded. He moved away from the prow of the boat and toward Naotaka’s feet. There, he knelt and lowered his head deeply. “Under the Mandate of Heaven, I anoint you king. Henceforth, I will never leave your side, nor shall I disobey your orders. I swear an oath of fealty.”


  “Uh…Rokuta?”


  Rokuta looked up. His eyes swept over Naotaka.


  “You said you wanted a kingdom, so now I’m your lackey,” Rokuta said. “If you bear the expectations of a kingdom, I’ve got the kingdom itself on my back.”


  Naotaka merely gazed at Rokuta quietly. He abruptly broke out into a smile, as if everything Rokuta said made complete sense to him.


  “Sure, be my lackey. But I’m expecting a kingdom out of this. I’m not letting you off the hook with just a palace or a patch of land.”


  Rokuta lowered his head, prostrated himself at Naotaka’s feet, and gave the man what he wanted.


  A palace, a devastated land in the throngs of Setsuzan, and a population of only three hundred thousand people—the Kingdom of En.


   


  Was he satisfied right now? Rokuta had to wonder. Atsuyu’s case was only the beginning. Many similar challenges were bound to arise in time. Shouryuu was not guaranteed to win the day on every occasion. The threat of En’s ruination would forever loom over his head. Would things eventually settle down? Would those peaceful days he promised Kouya ever arrive?


  When Kouya and the youma’s tiny, hazy figures had fully receded into the azure sky, Rokuta looked up at Shouryuu. He had been watching the departure too.


  “Thanks…” Rokuta said.


  “What for?” Shouryuu asked curtly, still gazing westward.


  “For forgiving Kouya.”


  “I didn’t do it for you.” There was a hard, sharp edge to Shouryuu’s tone.


  Rokuta cocked his head in confusion. “Wait… Are you mad at me?”


  Shouryuu finally snapped his gaze away from the western sky and toward Rokuta’s face. “You thought I wouldn’t be mad? Do you know what hell I had to deal with because you had to get yourself kidnapped?”


  “My bad…”


  “I’m not letting you off the hook,” Shouryuu said in a low voice.


  Bewildered, Rokuta looked up at the side of Shouryuu’s face.


  “I’m talking about Ekishin, Ribi, and the baby. That’s three, at the bare minimum. Three people you practically gouged out of me.”


  Rokuta blinked up. 


  “I’m there so that the people can live, but you—the Kirin—let them die.”


  “I’m sorry…”


  “Was there no way to save them? The Kirin are meant to be merciful creatures, but you guys pick the wrong people to be merciful toward.”


  “Shouryuu, I’m sorry.”


  Unable to meet Shouryuu’s eyes, Rokuta hung his head and simply clung to his king. He felt the light touch of Shouryuu’s palm against his head. His hand seemed so large—especially to a boy who stopped growing at thirteen.


  “I told you to leave this to me.”


  Rokuta nodded. 


  “It’s in your hands,” Rokuta had said, and Shouryuu had replied, “Leave this to me.” That was how the dynamic was supposed to work. If Kirin were the embodiment of the will of the people, then Rokuta should have done exactly as he wanted. He told himself that this was what he believed, and yet…


  Here he was, blubbering like a baby. It was enough to make him think that he really hadn’t grown up one bit since the day he turned thirteen.


  “First Shukou, Itan, and now you. None of my retainers can tell a crook,” quipped Shouryuu.


  Rokuta giggled. “Shouryuu…”


  “What is it?”


  “Will you make a place for me, the same way you promised Kouya?”


  As soon as the question left his lips, Rokuta sensed that the man towering over him was struggling to hold back his laughter. 


  “Well, sure, you count as a citizen of En. So…”


  Rokuta looked up, anticipating Shouryuu’s next question.


  “What sort of place do you want?” the king asked.


  Rokuta hesitated before responding, “A green countryside…”


  [image: ]


  He took a step away from Shouryuu and turned back to look at him.


  “A kingdom of plenty, where nobody ever goes hungry. None of the houses ever freeze over at night, and everybody lives safely. I want a peaceful land, where nobody worries about starvation or war.” Rokuta paused. “I’ve always wanted that. A bountiful kingdom where parents don’t have to abandon their kids to go on living…”


  Shouryuu broke out into a laugh. “You gave me a kingdom, just as promised. So I’ll give you the kingdom you want. You can count on it.”


  “Okay.” Rokuta nodded. “Then I’ll close my eyes to all the other stuff until you make good on your word…”


  [image: ]


  Epilogue


   


  “HEY, SHUKOU, DO YOU KNOW WHAT THE DEAL IS with Shouryuu?” Rokuta peered into the government office within the inner palace.


  Ten years had passed since Atsuyu’s rebellion. The Six Ministries had only just finished restructuring. New ministers had begun taking office, and the court was finally settling into the new normal. Shukou was now the Grand Minister of Justice, heading the Ministry of Fall. 


  “No, I am unaware,” Shukou said. He sighed, much like he always did. Several officials from the Ministry of Fall were also present at the scene, along with Itan. “I would suppose he is down in Kankyuu.”


  Itan waved the document in his hand. He was now the Grand Minister of the Lands, head of the Ministry of Earth. “Check the stables. See if Tama’s there.”


  Tama was the name of a Suugu, a youjyuu Shouryuu used as a mount.


  “Huh,” said Rokuta. “You’re not mad?”


  “I’ve stopped wasting my energy. Watching the townsfolk having a good time is his one hobby. I can’t be bothered getting in the way of that anymore,” Itan said.


  “Oh, okay.”


  “We don’t have to rely on the king for every little thing. We’ll take our own initiative. If he’s got any complaints, he’ll bring them to us.”


  “So you’ve finally caught on,” Rokuta remarked, staring at Itan.


  At this point, Shukou chimed in with a barb of his own. “When he only makes wisecracks at the court councils, I don’t see the need to force his attendance. I’ll content myself with a king who is useful in matters of important business.”


  “Everyone’s figured him out now… I feel bad about how long it took you all to realize,” Rokuta said.


  “If you feel any sympathy for us, then please tell His Majesty to at least pretend to take his duties seriously every once in a while.”


  “Sure. Okay.”


  And with that, Rokuta swung around and left the room. Behind him, the minor officials giggled.


   


  Rokuta ran straight through the royal palace and toward the Forbidden Gates. He went down the steps of the Enshin, the name for a building at the far end of the palace, and emerged partway up the Ryouun Mountain. There, an enormous gate loomed ahead of him, which the gatekeepers were already in the process of opening. Rokuta gave them a casual wave before dashing through the Forbidden Gates.


  There was a large platform on the other side, carved out of the rocks. It served as a landing spot for flying beasts. Rokuta ran to the far end of it, where the stables were positioned. There he found Shouryuu, who happened to be strapping a saddle onto his mount of choice.


  “Something the matter?” Shouryuu asked, turning around.


  Rokuta chuckled and nodded. “Looks like none of the others give a hoot about what you’re up to.”


  Shouryuu grinned. “I’m guessing they’ll manage without me. They should be good for ten days.”


  “Probably. There’ll be an uproar when they notice, but that won’t be our problem.” Rokuta wrapped a turban around his head. “So…where are we headed?”


  “How about Sou? People say its king is a wise dude.”


  “Is that a blow to your confidence? Need a pick-me-up?”


  With a devilish grin on his face, Shouryuu tossed Rokuta his luggage. “From the stories, Sourin sounds like an elegant beauty. The people worship her like a heaven-sent maiden. Now who doesn’t that sound like?”


  “Hmph.”


  “They have an interesting way of organizing their cities, I hear.”


  “Are you gonna copy them? Can’t say I’m a fan of that. You’re not exactly being creative,” Rokuta said.


  “Hey, as long as the kingdom prospers, what’s the problem? If anyone calls me out on it, I’ll say I’m a dunderhead. I just ape what I see.”


  “A dunderhead. That is you in a nutshell.”


  “Oh, you noticed? Darn, I was trying to keep that under wraps.”


  Rokuta sighed. “You really are a royal idiot.”


  “Call it my specialty.”


  “You’re just blatantly admitting it?”


  Then Shouryuu said abruptly, “Rokuta, why don’t we go to Hourai one of these days?”


  At this, Rokuta looked up at Shouryuu. Shouryuu looked back at him, his hands on the reins.


  “I want to know how things are doing over there,” Shouryuu went on.


  “Ugh, no way. If I take a king there, it’s gonna cause a natural disaster,” Rokuta said. The two worlds were fundamentally not supposed to mix. Calamity followed any attempt to force a path open. Only a Kirin could make the journey without calamity striking.


  “Then go by yourself.”


  Rokuta’s eyes widened. “Are you…sure?”


  “You’ve got your Shirei with you. Why not?”


  “So you’re even going to ape Hourai now?” Rokuta jested.


  He received a hearty laugh in response. “Hey, didn’t I tell you? As long as the kingdom prospers.”


  “Wow, you have absolutely no principles,” Rokuta said and then paused. “I’m fine with going, but I’m not keen about the blood.”


  “I’m guessing things haven’t settled down there yet.”


  “It’ll take a while, yeah…” Rokuta found himself muttering.


  This prompted an all-too-smug grin to spread across Shouryuu’s face. “So you have been going there.”


  “Huh?”


  “I never bumped into you in Kankyuu, so I figured you were somewhere else.”


  “That’s, uh, a coincidence…”


  “And you always cover your head in such an obvious way whenever you go into town. I knew you were off somewhere where you didn’t have to hide your hair.”


  “Eh heh heh heh…” Rokuta could only laugh at being called out. “Well, um, you know, yeah.”


  “It’s fine, since En’s bureaucrats do a good job…right?”


  “Yeah, exactly! Doesn’t really matter if the king and Saiho are a bit dim.”


  Shouryuu laughed uproariously. “Shall we get going, then?”


  “Yeah,” said Rokuta, mounting the Suugu. 


  They kicked off from the stables, and while the gatekeepers rushed to stop them, the beast jumped off the cliff. It plunged downward with a soft, whimsical touch before soaring up into the sky with enough speed to cross the kingdom in a day.


  The world below spread out like a green canvas—verdant fields as far as the eye could see.


   


   


  In the twenty-first year of the Taika era, Yuu Setsu, chancellor of the province of Gen, mobilized his soldiers in a bid to overthrow the king. Yuu Setsu’s courtesy name was Atsuyu, and he was the only child of Kai, Gen’s provincial lord. His ambitions were thwarted, and the rebellion in Ganboku of Gen Province was subdued. Yuu Setsu was beheaded in Ganboku, and his death marked the beginning of a new era, Hakuchi.


   


  In the eighty-seventh year of the Hakuchi era, the Taigen era began. In its first year, the king issued a decree on domesticated mounts. Formerly, the category consisted of horses, cattle, and youjyuu. The decree added youma as a fourth party. To the six livestock animals, the king further added youma as the seventh. The decree was proclaimed at every shrine, city gate, and village outpost from the coasts of the Blue and Black Seas to the Vajra Mountains. Throughout the Twelve Kingdoms, only En included youma in its classification of domesticated creatures.


   


  From The Chronicles of En, the Kuni Book
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