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	Book I


	Part One

	Chapter 1

	
[1-1] The Taoist temples in Ten had enjoyed great renown since ancient times.


Ten was a shire of Kou Province in the Kingdom of Tai. Situated to the east and far north of the known world, the Kingdom of Tai had long been characterized by its severe winters, the bitter cold of its northern territories in particular. The upper reaches of Kou Province were no exception, the pervasive chill as fierce as the heavy snows. Crisscrossed by craggy mountains, arable land was scarce and the soil poor, yielding little in the way of agricultural produce.


Already sparsely populated with towns and hamlets, a whole region of Ten Shire was taken up by the Imperial Reserves in and around Bokuyou Mountain. There, on a ridge located along its southern slopes, the history of the Taoist temples traced back to the founding of Zui’un Temple.


Widely considered the head Taoist temple in the Kingdom of Tai, Zui’un constituted the core of a large temple complex. Taoist and even Buddhist temples large and small hugged the mountain peaks and promontories all around Zui’un.


The imperial ritual observances that reached all the way down to the local Rishi were not, by nature, religious, but were functions of the state. Instead, the faithful turned to the Taoist temples and Buddhist monasteries, which in turn became the birthplaces of many schools of knowledge and technology.


A desire to answer the wishes of the people for good harvests and good health lay behind the creation of these grand repositories of science and scholarship. Chief among the compounds formulated and manufactured in the temples were traditional herbal medicines and sundry elixirs of life.


In order to preserve the legacy and ensure the promulgation of these stores of knowledge, Taoist monks from across the kingdom gathered in Ten Shire. Although the majority of the Taoist and Buddhist temples were founded with study, discipline, and training in mind, many commoners also journeyed there on pilgrimages.


Settlements naturally sprang up outside the temple gates, followed in due course by incorporated hamlets and villages. Ten Shire grew along with the Taoist temples. And when they were destroyed and reduced to ashes, Ten Shire fell into an inevitable downward spiral.


Six years ago, Zui’un Temple had jumped to the forefront in criticizing the recently installed “provisional emperor.”


It’d been half a year since a new emperor was enthroned in Tai. A short span of time after the accession, word came that the emperor had passed away. Though a successor quickly occupied the throne, the chain of events was suspicious. The accusation that this was a palace coup plotted by the current emperor against his predecessor first came from Zui’un Temple.


Not long thereafter, the Imperial Army launched an attack against Zui’un Temple. Branded guilty by association, the neighboring temples and the villages outside the gates were not spared.


Hence the desolate and deserted state of the region.


Only the charred ruins ravaged by the wind and snow remained on the scattered mountain peaks. Few of the villages escaped destruction. One in three had completely depopulated while the rest sank into privation and poverty.




Bathed in the glow of the setting sun, shadowy silhouettes struggled along the roads of Ten Shire. In the past, these same roads bustled with people traveling to and from the Taoist and Buddhist temples. Not a trace remained of those halcyon times.


The road wound up and around one hill after the other. With the steep decline in foot traffic, the weeds grew back in earnest, and now the late fall undergrowth covered the path like a blanket.


Three figures climbed the hill, two adults and a child—a middle-aged man carrying a pack on his back and a young woman in her twenties holding the hand of a child of only three. They cast long shadows on the road ahead as they climbed the hill at a snail’s pace, matching the child’s uncertain steps.


Ahead of them, Ryou’un Mountain rose like a towering black wall to pierce the clouds. The name of this Ryou’un Mountain was Mount Bokuyou. Word was that long ago it’d been bequeathed to a Wizard of the Air. But for the past several centuries it had sat there abandoned, neither occupied nor visited by a living soul.


Zui’un Temple once occupied the mountain ridges that descended like the folds in a fan from Bokuyou Mountain to the road. The band of golden tiles that reached across the ridgetops only six short years before had since been reduced to charred skeletons covering the cruel hills.


Here and there in the scorched and withered forests, scourged by hellish fires and pockmarked with patches of dead ground, a few young trees brandished green and red leaves. But they alone could not restore the devastated landscape. The undergrowth alone revealed some signs of vitality, forming a faded sea of wild grasses painted with the desiccated colors of autumn.


The three made their way along those slopes, walking determinedly toward the village atop the hill. They were by now the sole travelers on the road. Only the flitting shadow from a bird flying through the sky above cast any additional movements across their paths.


The whisper of a passing evening breeze compelled the young woman to raise her head. The road passed between two mountains, the course so narrow it resembled a cavern. The fall wind whispered through the ravine.




The young woman was from Jou Province in the northeast. The north of Jou was famous for its heavy snows. She’d been born in one of the poor small villages that clung to the sides of the cliffs in the steep mountain valleys.


At the age of eighteen, she married into a neighboring village much the same as the one she left. It burned to the ground three years ago, a conflagration that took her husband as well. Leaving their two children in her care, he had rushed off to fight the fires consuming the Rishi. He never returned.


With her newborn son in her arms, taking her young daughter by the hand, they fled with only the clothes on their backs. The fires raged for three days and three nights. When the conflagration subsided, nothing in the village remained except for mountains of ash and the pitiful riboku, charred as black as midnight.


The woman shivered as the cool breeze soaked through her clothing like cold water. Deep hues colored the clear evening sky above, staining the mountain ridges an indigo blue. The sky seemed farther away than the day before. This growing distance to the heavens marked the departure of the season, just as the darkening purple sky marked the dying of the day.


Autumn was drawing to a close.


The brilliant colors of summer—shockingly clear skies and vivid white clouds and warm rain falling on the bright green countryside—that sun-washed season was followed by too short an autumn—and when this shining season passed, all that remained was the steep descent into the bitter cold winter.


Such are the seasons of this kingdom, she thought to herself as she watched the bird high above drift into the distance and out of sight.


The man with the dark features who’d stayed for a while as a guest in the village—she later heard he had once been the prime minister of Jou Province. When the province lord of Jou swore allegiance to the new “emperor,” he tried and failed to assassinate him. Although he managed to escape the provincial capital, every village that took him in was punished with fire, a wave of vengeance that swept away the woman’s husband and house and the lives of her neighbors.


She couldn’t help thinking how the charred riboku represented the fate of the village as well. The tree that had blessed her with two children—and that she once had every reason to believe would so bless the other villagers as well—had charred and died like withered old wood.


No helping hand reached out to save the mother and children who had lost the place they called home. Fire-ravaged villages were abandoned where they stood, showing no signs even of rebuilding and restoring the Rishi. In the face of the oncoming winter, the refugees had no choice but to seek shelter in nearby villages.


But such communities could not spare the resources they would need to rebuild a life and start over. As soon as the snow thawed, they were sent on their way. Ever since, with no permanent abode to return to, she had wandered wherever her instincts led her.


Having been burned out of her home, the woman fled with nothing to her name. She looked for work along the way, hoping to find a place where they could settle down. Three years had passed without success. Her journey finally brought her here to Ten Shire.


She hitherto had no destination in mind, no possessions, and no visible means of making it through the coming winter. Two years ago, she’d just barely managed to survive. A year ago, she’d somehow endured. The older of her two children had not. However closely they snuggled together, her four-year-old daughter had frozen to death.


How would they winter over this year?


Fall was coming to its melancholy end. Looking up at the sky, the woman drew her shoulders together and took a deep breath.


Ahead of her, a bright voice called out, “What’s the matter, Enshi?”


Enshi turned toward the sound of the voice and smiled broadly in relief. The man carrying the big pack stopped on the rough road before her and glanced back at her. But of course, she was not alone.


“Something wrong?” he asked again, hurrying back to her side.


She shook her head. “Just thinking about how it’s getting cold.”


“That’s for sure.” He glanced down at the child holding Enshi’s hand. “Ritsu could use a new coat too.”


The child beamed in response. Still nursing when they’d been burned out of their village, the boy had turned three years old on the road.


“I think he’ll be okay,” Enshi said. “He’s got the one from last year.”


The man smiled again, crinkling his already narrow eyes. “But last year’s clothes hardly fit him now.” He patted Ritsu on the head. “He’s already grown so big.”


Enshi smiled. She’d met the man the previous winter in a city in the west of Ba Province. Weeping as she struggled to bury her daughter, Enshi dug at the frozen ground. Her own powerlessness mortified her. She couldn’t protect her own child, utterly helpless to save her as she succumbed to hunger and the cold.


The snowpack was hard and unyielding. No matter how hard she leaned on the shovel, she made no progress. If she gave up and left her beneath the snow, the little body would be exposed to the elements when spring came and the snow melted. If Enshi could not protect her daughter, she could at least give her a proper burial. Yet she couldn’t even do that. Disgusted by her own weakness, she drove the shovel into the snow as she wept.


That was when the man appeared and lent her a hand.


His name was Kouryou. Like Enshi, he had lost his home and gone on the road with no destination in mind. He’d been a carpenter in his previous life. His pack was filled with finely crafted household items and toys made out of scraps of wood. Along the way, he ventured into the nearby mountains, retrieved pieces of bamboo and tree branches, and fashioned them into ladles and spoons and other small items.


The goods sold for a pittance, but given the meager requirements of daily living, it was enough to get by.


Enshi had previously seen him several times on the street. She’d ventured into that town in the west of Ba Province in hopes of finding a way to winter over there. Kouryou played a flute on a street corner with a jolly air. When children crowded around, he passed out silly little toys. The delighted children dragged over their mothers and Kouryou garrulously pitched his household sundries.


He was just another one of the street vendors, but his thin, tall stature reminded her of her husband. He had a relaxed ambience about him, a ready and natural laugh around children, and narrow eyes that closed to slits when he smiled. Though a good ten years older than her husband, the memories he brought to mind moved her deeply.


He came to Enshi’s rescue as she knelt in despair in the snow. He restrained her hands as she pawed at the ground and closed her fingers around a warm stone. Then in her stead, he shoveled away the snow and dug a grave in the iron-hard earth. When they were finished, he treated them to a warm meal at an inn and gave Ritsu a wooden toy.


Learning that Enshi and Ritsu would be spending the night beneath the eaves of the Rishi, he invited her to stay at his boarding house. After that, he helped out however he could. When spring came and the snows melted, the travelers and refugees who had gathered in the town moved on. He offered to accompany her. When she explained she had no particular place to go, he said he’d help find her one.


In any case, he wasn’t headed anywhere either, so he might as well tag along until she found a place to settle down.


Kouryou said, “When we get to town, how about we rummage through a secondhand clothing store?”


He directed his gaze at the top of the hill, where a small village sat at the top of the rise. The stockade surrounding the settlement glowed red in the light of the setting sun.


“We don’t have far to go. Hang in there, Ritsu,” he said, taking the boy by the hand.


	Chapter 2


[1-2] The three climbed the hill, approaching a small village that slumbered not far from the road in the evening quiet.


Though spared the scars of war, the village could not escape the widespread ruin. Within the stockade, nothing in the way of civic liveliness or the boisterousness of commercial activity interrupted the solemn stillness. The streets were empty. The rare unshuttered window revealed little in the way of any human activity within.


Only the fallow land around the village showed any signs of life, a young man herding goats from the heath to the village gate. Arriving at the gate, he glanced over his shoulder at the road and saw the three approaching travelers—a man holding the hand of a child and a young woman close behind.


Kyoshi—the young man’s name—furrowed his brow.


Pilgrims traveling to the Taoist temples once thronged the road. Now passersby were rare. The only people who came and went were residents from the surrounding communities, and hardly any of them these days. Which was not to say that a traveler never strayed off the beaten path and ended up in these parts.


Kyoshi stopped and eyed the three travelers in an effort to ascertain their destination. The village had only one gate that faced south. The path from the gate crossed the heath and joined the main road. Kyoshi raised his arm to block the rays of the setting sun and narrowed his eyes.


They did not appear to be trudging along aimlessly. They turned off the road and headed up the path across the heath. The man in front spotted Kyoshi. An affable smile rose to his face. Kyoshi responded with a heavy sigh. He drove the goats inside the stockade with his shepherd’s crook and then waited at the gate for the travelers to arrive.


“Hello, there!” the man called out in a bright voice. “You live here?”


Kyoshi’s initial response was a polite nod.


“Looks like we finally arrived at an inhabited village,” the man said with a broad grin. He gave the hand of the child—no more than three—an encouraging squeeze. The face of the woman behind them as well relaxed into a relieved smile.


“Any boarding houses in this village?” the man asked as they came closer.


Kyoshi grimaced. “You can’t stay here.”


The man came to a halt, a more suspicious expression replacing the smile.


“No strangers allowed. Those are the rules. I’m sorry.”


Kyoshi didn’t register the man’s expression, having averted his gaze as soon as he spoke. Probably one of disappointment. Or anger. It was only natural. Nobody lived in the towns along the road. Any village or hamlet that did exist had long been reduced to uninhabited ruins. The closest town behind them was a day’s walk away. At a child’s pace, more than a day. That meant they’d spent the previous night sleeping under the stars.




In fact, the three had spent the previous night in a hollow along the road, the night before that in a wrecked and abandoned house. Having not slept in a proper bed for two days, they had also not enjoyed a proper meal in that span of time.


“Are there any villages further on?” Kouryou asked the discomfited young man, who wouldn’t look him in the eye.


“There are. But through the mountain pass. Another two days from here.”


“That far—” said Enshi, raising her voice.


Kouryou gave her a comforting glance and walked up to the young man. “I’m sure we can work something out. As you can see, we’ve got a child with us. Two days for an adult, sure, but three days minimum for us. Considering how cool the mornings and evenings are, camping outdoors at this time of year is asking an awful lot of the child and his mother. We’ve already spent two nights on the road getting this far.”


The young man only sadly shook his head.


“I see,” Kouryou muttered with an air of resignation.


Enshi understood as well. Like it or not, any traveler knew the lay of the land. Ten Shire was poor, and had only sunk lower into destitution since the travails that beset Zui’un Temple. Most barely managed to hold their ground before the destruction. The villagers here were probably hanging on by the skin of their teeth and had neither time nor goods to spare for passing strangers.


The village was not unusual in this respect. In normal times, a village was a place where people freely came and went. But these days, most closed their gates to anyone they didn’t already know. The inclination was all the stronger in small villages like this one where its only residents were the ones who lived and were registered there.


Winters in Tai were severe. During the winter, the villagers could only eat what they had stored away. If the household and village council granaries ran out, they would all starve. No single prospect caused more immediate concern than adding more mouths to feed. Foolishly allow strangers inside and they might never leave. So the gates were closed. To prevent the addition of children, so were the gates to the Rishi.


Kouryou again appealed to the young man. “We are not going to settle down here. Any place you have that’s reasonably dry and out of the wind will do. We’ll happily pay to rent a place under the eaves of the Rishi. If you could possibly share a bite to eat, of course we’ll pay for that too.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Could you sell us anything to eat? The provisions we’ve got on hand won’t last us three days.”


The young man responded to Kouryou’s inquiry by lowering his head and apologizing again.


“Please,” Enshi cried out behind Kouryou. “Anything you can do would be fine. If you can’t help us, at least help the child.”


“Unfortunately—”


Enshi gazed at the young man’s face. My hands are tied, his expression plainly stated.


Kouryou sighed. “Well, that’s that. Let’s go, Enshi.”


“But, Kouryou—”


“Everybody’s in a tight spot these days,” Kouryou said, urging on the reluctant Enshi.


But Ritsu, his hand still in Kouryou’s, was unwilling to accept this turn of events. He plainly wanted to stay here. He frowned and pointed his finger at the gate.


“Ritsu, this is not the place for us,” Kouryou said, doing his best to console him.


Ritsu shook his head. Even a child of three knew the village was their best option. When Kouryou put his arms around him, he broke into tears. He was a tough and patient kid, but at this point on the journey he was plain worn out.


From the look on the young man’s face, the sound of Ritsu crying tore at his heart. But seeing that look, Enshi couldn’t help but realize that the village truly was in dire straits.


Kouryou hoisted the crying Ritsu onto his shoulder and returned to the road. Enshi followed them. Reluctantly and regretfully, she glanced back. The young man stood there, eyes averted, head slumped. The signboard posted high atop the gate stared down at him. Touka was the village name written on the signboard.




“I’m sorry,” Enshi apologized as they trudged up the road.


Deciding where to go was up to her. Kouryou had only promised to accompany her. Except Enshi had no destination in mind. For no particular reason, they’d traveled from Ba Province to Kou Province and followed the road south. Should they continue on in this manner? Or change direction and head instead for the capital, Kouki? Enshi couldn’t make up her mind.


The road to Kouki would certainly be busier and more prosperous. But the odds of them running into ruffians and highwaymen was also higher. The cost of lodgings and food would climb. Unable to choose which way to go, she repeatedly made decisions on the spur of the moment. As a result, they had ventured off the beaten track and eventually ended up on this dreary road.


“This is all because I’m so confused and indecisive.”


“What?” Kouryou said in a bright voice. “Don’t worry about it. We only have to bear with it for three more days.”


Except Ritsu’s sobs tugged painfully at her heartstrings. Enshi had headed west from the northeast of Tai, crossed Bun Province, then continued south through Ba Province to Kou Province. On a journey with no end to the trail in sight, she walked to and fro from one place to another. Her wandering ways forced her to realize how unforgiving a place Tai was. There were no handouts for the traveler who’d lost sight of her destination.


But knowing all that, what would be the best way to winter over this year? Ritsu’s weeping pierced her ears.


For the young Ritsu, surviving the harsh winter depended on getting enough to eat and sleeping in a bed that wasn’t freezing cold. For that to happen, they had to find a village that would take them in and let them stay for a spell. Alas, as the conditions in the kingdom grew worse year after year, the towns and villages willing to take in a traveler grew all the rarer. What Enshi needed now was a way of finding a place that would.


In an effort to raise her spirits, Kouryou said in a bright voice, “One way or the other, we’ll make it through the next three days. We can be thankful the weather is as good as it is around these parts.” He patted the still bawling Ritsu in an effort to reassure him.


Ritsu finally stopped crying and looked at Kouryou as if to say, “Really?”


Enshi observed the two with tender feelings in her heart. It was easy to imagine having a husband back and that Ritsu was their child. She needed him no less than Ritsu did.


“I’m sorry. Some days I would simply be beside myself without you here.”


Last winter, Kouryou had bought her the overcoat she had on. Enshi had come to rely on him for everything from their lodgings to their meals.


Kouryou said with a broad smile, “Just doing what I can while I can. Don’t worry about it.”


“Thank you,” Enshi said with a smile of her own, a smile tinged with complicated emotions.


“While I can” and “While you can” were pet expressions for Kouryou. When he got a room in a boarding house to do his woodworking, Enshi looked for odd jobs around town. She left Ritsu in Kouryou’s care while she worked. But he wouldn’t take any of her meager earnings. He told her instead to save up for when she did find a place to settle down and could start living a normal life.


“Nothing wrong with relying on others while you can,” he was fond of saying. “Nothing wrong with putting a little aside while you can.”


And whenever he did, Enshi found herself loathing the rationalization that he was nothing more than a convenient traveling companion.


They’d been on the road together for over half a year, and she didn’t sense that this arrangement would be ending anytime soon. Like a mother and father and a child. But those words shattered the illusion. We are together for now. But that could change. Kouryou’s intent was to keep that reality in front of her eyes.


Enshi couldn’t abandon the hope that Kouryou would take her and Ritsu under his wing. But neither could she bring herself to believe that would actually happen. This man spoke little about himself, not about where he was born or about his upbringing. There couldn’t be much money to be made at his chosen trade. Though his funds were meager, he knew the cost of basic necessities.


And yet Enshi had never seen him carry on like he was hard up for money. He wasn’t a wealthy man. Rather, he always had enough to spare. He must have a reasonable amount of savings somewhere, but he provided not the slightest hint of how they came into his possession. He’d taken to the road because he no longer had a place to call his own. He never explained why.


At first, his casual manner made her think he’d embarked on this journey for the sake of the journey itself. And yet he was no whimsical nomad. Though Kouryou had no particular purpose and no particular destination in mind, she was left with the distinct impression that he couldn’t stop. There was no end to the journey for him. He was driven by the pressing need to keep moving.


Kouryou was gripped by forces Enshi couldn’t see. At some point he would leave Enshi and Ritsu behind. She should not wish for things to continue on forever as they were.


Pondering these dark thoughts, Enshi urged on her legs as she climbed the hill.




Kyoshi hadn’t moved from the gate. The setting sun on their backs, the three figures on the road slowly grew farther and farther away. The woman must be exhausted by the journey. The child likewise was tired of traveling. The man bearing them along was surely also at the end of his rope. Kyoshi wanted to call out to them and offer to at least let them stay the night.


But that was not Kyoshi’s decision to make. The villagers were unlikely to agree. This was a poor village. Even a village with more resources at its disposal was loath to allow strangers inside the gate. Once inside, if they dug in their heels and insisted on staying, driving them out again was an unpleasant task.


Which was why, from the start, travelers weren’t allowed inside the village at all. Moreover, the run of the mill poverty aside, other circumstances in Touka made the presence of strangers intolerable.


Though I still wish you well on your journey.


These thoughts occupying his mind, watching as they went on their way, he heard the sound of footsteps. He glanced back at the heath. A man rushed around a corner of the stockade, running as if for dear life. He was a resident of the village. Gasping for breath, he opened his mouth as if to shout, then looked toward the road and clamped his mouth shut. On the verge of tumbling over, he ran up to Kyoshi and grabbed him by the arm.


“People in the mountains,” he panted in a harsh whisper. “Two of them. And kijuu.”


Kyoshi pressed the wheezing man in a subdued voice, “They arrived on kijuu? Their appearance?”


“Their clothing is high class, no doubt about it. More importantly, those kijuu are anything but ordinary.”


Kyoshi regripped the shepherd’s crook he used with the goats. Long use had worn the hard oak staff to a dark amber hue. The old wood preserved the faint traces of bloodstains at both ends.


“Where are they?”


“I saw them descending the ridgeline from the remains of Fugen Temple.”


Kyoshi nodded. “I’ll go ahead. You let the rest of the villagers know.”


Shoulders still heaving, the man agreed. Grasping the staff, Kyoshi broke into a run. With a backwards glance at the three travelers on the road, he circled the stockade and sprinted across the heath.


	Chapter 3


[1-3] The evening sun slanted low across the landscape. Within the Imperial Reserve, the towering Mount Ryou’un cast its immense shadow across the road. Enshi glanced up at the darkening sky. Kouryou followed her gaze.


“It’ll be night soon. We’d better find a place to bed down.”


Enshi nodded. They hadn’t traveled that far from Touka. The grade of the road grew steeper as it approached the pass, crossing through multiple switchbacks across the mountain slope. Walking the switchbacks was tiring work, especially considering the little distance covered.


Kouryou asked them to wait for a minute, handed Ritsu to Enshi, and hiked up the precipitous bank of the road. The high shoulders blocked out the rest of the world. He reached the top and soon came back down, shaking his head.


“Nothing but boulders and underbrush. I don’t see any decent camping grounds further up the road either. I know it’s asking a lot at this point, but there’s a forest at the top of the rise here. We may find a place to stay safe and dry there.”


“Oh,” said Enshi in a half-dejected tone. She let out a breath. So they’d be sleeping outdoors tonight too. She squeezed Ritsu’s hand and started up the steep shoulder of the road.


The night dew fell like rain in the thickets, making it difficult to sleep. Even worse, the sky was darkening in the west. The weather might change after sundown. During this season, when the mornings so often broke cold and chill, an actual rainstorm during the night was a horror. However small Ritsu was, getting soaked like a little wet mouse robbed him of what body heat he had. The forest canopy should help fend off the wind and rain. Though a little wouldn’t nearly be enough.


Finding footholds between the rocky crags and clumps of overgrown grass, they hiked up the slope. Rewarding their hard work, at the end of the climb, a meadow spread out before them. As Kouryou said, across the gentle grassy slope a forest came into view. If they kept going in this direction, they’d probably end up back on the road they’d just left.


At this rate, how many more days will it take to reach the town on the other side of the pass?


This thought on her mind, she cheerfully admonished Ritsu, “Let’s keep on going until we get there.”


His hand in hers, they waded through the tall grass. A few steps on, Ritsu began to complain. He was still a small child and the path was a hard one. Moreover, the rubble scattered beneath the thick grass and underbrush—perhaps the remains of a Taoist temple—constantly tripped them up.


Having not had a good night’s rest in two days made it all the worse. Taking Ritsu’s age into account, he had done well to make it this far. As a reward for his hard efforts, Enshi stooped to pick him up. Kouryou put down his pack. Hooking his arm through the straps, he crouched down in front of Ritsu. Ritsu happily scrambled onto his back.


How much better if we could keep going like this.


Ritsu as well would miss Kouryou terribly when the day came that he was no longer there. Enshi felt all the more despondent. This was a desolate kingdom populated by people with nothing to spare. Even if they found a place to settle down, she would have to raise Ritsu in an unknown town in the middle of an era such as this.


Enshi sank into her thoughts as she trudged up the meadow. Halfway or so across the grassy slope, Kouryou stopped. He set down Ritsu and shifted a leather bag from his waist to his overcoat pocket. The bag held several small knives and blades.


Enshi glanced around, thinking maybe Kouryou had spotted a tree that could provide the raw material for his woodworking. But they still had a way to go before reaching the forest. To their right and left, boulders overgrown with flowering fall weeds covered the ground.


Kouryou turned to her. When Enshi hurried up to him, he placed Ritsu’s hand in hers.


Enshi said, “I’m sorry. I guess he does get heavy after a while.”


“Not at all. But you need to look after him for now. Don’t let go of his hand.”


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” Kouryou said in a strained voice.


He abruptly turned his eyes up the slope. Following his gaze, Enshi was sure she spotted a shadow flitting along the edge of the trees before disappearing deeper into the forest.


“Right now—that was—”


“Yes. A fox or some other creature. Do what you can to cheer up Ritsu. He’s still out of sorts. Climbing this far has left him all tuckered out.”


“Yes, it has.”


Enshi clasped Ritsu’s hand. Kouryou strapped on the pack and pulled out the flute he usually kept stuck through the straps. When Ritsu got worn out along the journey, Kouryou played the flute for him. Ritsu loved the sound of Kouryou’s flute. The bright and cheerful sound put him in a better mood and helped him pick up the pace.


This time as well, Kouryou smiled and exhorted Ritsu, “Chin up!” He raised the flute to his lips and trilled a lively tune.


Enshi didn’t really didn’t understand why, but she didn’t think Kouryou was a very talented flutist. It was a crude instrument to start with and shouldn’t be expected to produce a rich or pleasant sound. But his playing always lifted her spirits. Ritsu raised his free hand, grinning as he closed and opened his fist as he chased after Kouryou.


Kouryou abruptly ceased playing. He halted in his tracks and shot a look to the side.


Two, three dark shadows darted out from a low outcropping of rock and plunged through the sea of tall grass toward them. Startled, Enshi stopped as well. The men charging at them carried sickles and pitchforks. She pulled Ritsu closer. The men glared at Enshi, menacing her with their scowling faces and brawny frames.


“Not her,” the man in the middle said. He clucked to himself and looked around. “Where did the rest of them go?” He turned his intimidating attention back to Enshi. “You see two people with kijuu?”


Enshi shook her head. Looking again, one of the men was carrying a crossbow. The small man hefting the weapon examined Enshi like a bidder at a cattle auction. Highwaymen, Enshi realized. She couldn’t help shivering. In this impoverished land, there was no shortage of gangs that preyed on travelers for their money and belongings.


Even the ordinary resident of an ordinary village might take to assaulting passing travelers in his spare time—because that was the only way to put food on the table. Rumors held that entire towns eked out a living through highway robbery.


Enshi had in her pocket the small amount of earnings she’d saved thanks to Kouryou. Though a trifling amount, losing it would leave her in no little distress.


The man with the crossbow sniffed and lowered the weapon. “There’s nothing for you further on. Stick to the road and keep going.”


Nothing worth stealing here, he meant. Enshi breathed a sigh of relief and pressed her hand against her pocket.


“Whoa, not so quick,” said the big man with the pitchfork. “Take another look. Don’t let down your guard with this bunch.”


Not aware of how her hand covered her pocket, Enshi started to retreat. The small man fixed her with a glare.


“Lady, what’s that you got in your pocket?”


Enshi felt her body go numb. If all she lost were her material possessions, she could live with that. Except kind of ruffians were equally likely to kill their victims to shut them up. Enshi wrapped her arms around Ritsu. She wanted to at least save him. Considering his future, Enshi couldn’t afford to die here either. But she hardly possessed the power to drive them off.


Her body was too enervated from fear to pick up Ritsu and run away. Even Kouryou—Enshi looked at him. In this age, and for all his years on the road, he still didn’t carry a sword. He was a gentle man who liked people and had taken it upon himself to care for her and Ritsu. In a cruel turn of fate, that’s how he’d ended up in this precarious position.


“If it’s money you want, they you can have it, but—” spare our lives, she was about to say when a shout echoed from the rocky outcropping.


“Those people are only travelers looking for a place to stay.”


She glanced up. The young man they’d encountered at the gate. He was holding the same shepherd’s crook he had in hand when they met a short time ago. He was using it to herd goats. He regripped the crook—no, the truncheon—and gave Enshi a rueful look.


“This is not a good place for you to be. Best you hurry along and don’t ask any questions.”


Enshi nodded and turned on her heels. The big man stood in front of her. He seized Enshi’s arm with an unforgiving grip.


“Hand over what’s in your pocket.”


Before she could even scream, Kouryou interposed himself between them.


“Stop it, Kouryou!” Enshi cried out. “Don’t fight with him. If it’s money he wants, I’ll put it right here.”


She reached into her pocket. Kouryou arrested her movements. “No,” he grunted. “You’re going to need those funds later on.” He spoke in an unusually calm voice. His placid demeanor struck her as all the more curious. He narrowed his eyes and cast a sharp look at the big man. “Let her go. We’re done with this place.”


“That’s not going to happen,” the big man said.


He tightened his grip, wrenching her arm. Kouryou reached out. Enshi didn’t understand what he was doing. His fingers closed around the man’s arm. That alone compelled the man to release the rough hand holding her. He raised a surprised shout, stumbled backwards, and shot a bloodthirsty glare at Kouryou.


He’ll kill you if you resist! Enshi was about to shout. The big man raised the pitchfork high in the air. She screamed instead. At the same time, she heard Ritsu’s high-pitched cry. Everything had taken a turn for the worse.


Or so she was certain—except the only one left cowering was the big man with the pitchfork. The other highwaymen stood stock still and gawked as he staggered and sank to his knees. He pressed his forehead against the earth and moaned. Kouryou looked on impassively. He wasn’t brandishing a knife or a sword. He was holding the flute.


Enshi stared in surprise. The man with the sickle raised an angry bellow. Kouryou parried the sweep of the curved steel and batted it away. Caught off balance, his attacker pitched forward on his face. At almost the same time, the small man dropped the crossbow with a timid yelp. A small blade pierced his hand—one of the knives Kouryou used in his woodworking.


The man with the sickle took a firmer hold of the weapon and faced off against Kouryou. Kouryou deftly dodged the thrust and clobbered him with the flute, prompting a wounded shriek.


Enshi stood motionless, eyes wide in disbelief. Kouryou gave her a shove. “Get going! Run!”


Enshi nodded. She grabbed hold of Ritsu’s hand and ran in the one open direction left to them.


The tottering, staggering gang again roused themselves to action. They ranted and raved, twisted their faces into fierce scowls. All Enshi could see of Kouryou was his back as he turned his unruffled demeanor to his opponents.


No sooner had the scene registered in her senses but Ritsu awoke from his stupefied daze and began to bawl. Enshi picked him up and ran through the tall grass. If they reached the forest, they could hide amongst the trees in the deepening dusk.


She gasped for breath as she ran. Ahead of her, more men spilled down the slope.


Enshi came to a halt so suddenly her forward momentum knocked her head over heels. Ritsu yelped as if struck by a hot spark. She didn’t need to see the weapons in their hands to know these were the highwaymen’s confederates. Catching the sight of the brigand in the middle, his dirty jacket darkened with old stains, her head reeled.


“Who is that man!” he exploded, glaring at the bottom of the slope.


Enshi could hear Kouryou’s shouts behind her. Taking in the scene, the man raised the tip of his sword with a cruel nonchalance.


Enshi drew Ritsu tightly to her, shut her eyes, and resigned herself to the killing blow to come. The shock and pain never arrived. A roar echoed in her ears, jumbled together with heavy footsteps. A piercing shriek rang out, with other strange sounds mingling in-between—the growl of a beast and the flapping of wings.


A youma, was her first thought. Then she remembered what the first highwayman said when they attacked. Two people with kijuu.


Enshi opened her eyes. She found herself staring straight at a large beast with a white body. It lowered its black head and butted one of the highwaymen, sending him flying.


“Get on your feet,” someone said in a low voice.


Enshi looked up. A tall woman stood next to her.


“Take the child. Head for the far side of the meadow and hide in the underbrush.”


The woman spoke in a calm tone of voice. Despite great feelings of unease, Enshi nodded, picked up Ritsu, and ran back down the slope. She tumbled across the rocky outcropping and plunged into the underbrush. Looking for a place to lie down, her feet slipped out from under her. The ground beneath her feet vanished. The soles of her shoes touched—nothing.


She didn’t have time to scream. One arm around Ritsu, she grasped at the weeds with her free hand. The lower half of her body slipped out over empty air. The roots started to snap and give way. She could at least save her son. She was about to boost him onto the slope when the image of Ritsu wandering around in front of the highwaymen searching for his mother rose up in her thoughts.


Whether to let him go or not—in that moment of indecision, frantically flaying about with her legs in the desperate hope of finding a foothold—something touched the bottoms of her feet.


She glanced over her shoulder and saw only thin air. Beneath her, hands supported her feet. One of the highwaymen? Except if he was trying to intimidate her, he’d be dragging her down, not holding her up.


With one arm still around Ritsu, she relaxed her free hand and slid down the face of the cliff until her chest was clean over the precipice. Those hands were there, firmly holding her up, ready to catch her.


Glancing over the shoulder again, this time she made out a human figure beneath her. A young man in his teens. He encouraged her with a nod. With an overwhelming sense of relief, Enshi released her hold on the weeds and slid down the rest of the way. As soon as she fell into those supporting arms, her toes touched solid ground. The distance was at most no greater than her own height.


Saved.


All the energy left her body. She let go of Ritsu and collapsed into a sitting position on the ground. From above her came howls and curses and the brutal sounds of battle. As she could see nothing, the noise seemed far removed from her, a world away, leaving her with the impression that they had escaped the danger.


“Are you alright?” she was asked by a quiet and reserved voice.


“I’m fine,” she answered in a small voice of her own. “Thank you.”


That prompted a smile from her rescuer. For some reason, looking at him struck a plaintive chord in her heart. Perhaps his pitiful appearance was due to his worn and weary features. Perhaps because his travels had left him in an exhausted state. Or because his unusually black hair was cropped so short.


If he wasn’t a monastic, then great misfortune must have hit close to home, leaving him in a profound state of mourning.


Enshi wanted to ask if he was all right. To harbor such an impulse struck her as altogether strange. The young man put his hand on Ritsu’s head and brushed off the clumps of grass and dirt. In all his bewilderment, Ritsu had forgotten to cry.


They were at the bottom of what appeared to be a gouged-out terrace. The low cliff face formed a wall on one side. On the other, the rocky terrain sloped downward at a steep angle, covered by the fall undergrowth. A short step below them was another shallow terrace. Enshi could make out a large animal lying there in the tall grass.


Two people with kijuu.


“Are you with that woman?” Enshi asked.


The young man nodded. He directed his concerned expression at the cliff face. At some point, the angry echoes and retorts stopped. Amidst the falling dusk, the birds stopped singing. Only the sound of the autumn wind rustling through the grass remained.


What happened to them? Enshi wondered with a pang of unease. She examined the cliff face to the left and right. To one side was a surmountable jumble of rocks. Taking Ritsu’s hand, she carefully climbed to the top and peered over.


In the distance she saw the woman and Kouryou running toward her. She didn’t spot any kijuu or highwaymen. No, bodies were sprawled hither and yon in the underbrush. Their faint moans and writhing about meant they weren’t dead. There were fewer of them than she remembered. The rest must have run off.


Her feelings of relief at once clashed with a profound sense of unease.


She’d always thought of Kouryou’s amiability, his love of people in general, as his strong point. He didn’t get upset when treated unreasonably during their travels. When caught up in a quarrel, he never once raised his voice. Outward appearances suggested that he was anything but the sort of man who could calmly turn aside the blustering threats of the highwaymen, let alone defeat them in combat.


Kouryou approached the tall woman. Enshi heard him ask, “Are you alright?”


She heard her reply as well. “I’m fine. You’re not injured, are you?”


“Not at all. I see you helped out my companion. You have my gratitude.”


Listening to Kouryou’s cheerful voice, Enshi hoisted herself the rest of the way up and crouched in the underbrush. Kouryou didn’t appear the slightest bit flustered or out of sorts. Not at all like someone who’d been ambushed by a gang of highwaymen and was lucky enough to escape with his life. More like it was all in a day’s work and nothing that terribly difficult either.


“No need to thank me,” she said with an equally unruffled demeanor. You got dragged into troubles of our own making. Sorry about that.”


“I gathered they were tracking you. What about your friend?”


“He’s waiting for me. So you noticed us?”


“Ah,” said Kouryou, a smile in his voice. “I noticed an odd bunch coming down the slope, doing their best to stay out of sight. I figured they were chasing down someone or something. Then I saw you heading into the forest. Too bad we couldn’t stay out of sight too. But I thought we might draw them off.”


“In that case, you saved us.”


“Naw. With a mother and her kid in tow, pretty reckless on my part. You helped her get away. Thanks again.”


What is this? Enshi wondered with growing apprehension as she slowly pushed forward. The scene before her cast off a strange aura, leaving her with the feeling that bad things were about to happen. The highwaymen hadn’t escaped Kouryou’s attention. That explained his curious behavior. And yet he hadn’t run away.


“Is that an iron flute?” the woman said, indicating Kouryou’s flute. “The first time I’ve seen one in action.” She handed him a small object. “One of your throwing knives. You appear acquainted with concealed weapons.”


Kouryou blinked in surprise. Dumbfounded, Enshi stepped out of the tall grass. Kouryou noticed her, turned, and greeted her with a broad smile.


“You’re okay? Not injured?”


Enshi shook her head. The tumult of events finally catching up with him, Ritsu started to whimper. Enshi drew him closer.


“Ritsu didn’t get hurt, did he?”


Enshi again silently shook her head. She walked toward Kouryou. She couldn’t quell that sense of disquiet. Or her inexplicable fear. What was an “iron flute”? Or a “throwing knife”? The woman called them “concealed weapons.” What were those? And what was Kouryou doing with them?


Turning these thoughts over in her head, she heard a faint swishing sound behind her. The tall grass parted, revealing the young man from before.


“Ah, I apologize,” the woman said, as Kouryou craned his head to the side. “My traveling companion,” she said to Kouryou. She brushed past Enshi and ran up the boy. That was when Enshi noticed she was missing one arm.


The woman stood in front of the boy, blocking him from Enshi’s view, and whispered in his ear. Kouryou observed them suspiciously, his eyes flitting back and forth from the woman to the young man.


Enshi drew alongside him. What’s going on? she was about to ask him when his countenance completely changed. He ignored Enshi completely and rushed over to the woman and the young man.


Kouryou spoke to them. Then cast a sharp look back at her. The expression on his face was one she had never seen before, an expression that closed off human contact, as if an unbridgeable gulf had opened up between them.


“Enshi, go on to the next town.”


“Eh?”


“I’m sorry, but I can’t accompany you any further.”


In that moment, Enshi knew that time had come. She’d always known it would. But why today—a day like today portending the end of autumn? No nearby village would take them in. They’d just been attacked by highwaymen and evening was upon them.


Kouryou took a purse from his pocket and pressed it into her hands. “This should be enough to tide you over.”


Enshi couldn’t find the words. She stood there in stunned silence, unable to accept what he was offering.


Kouryou suddenly raised his head. “Watch out!”


He directed the warning at the young man and woman behind Enshi. Enshi followed his gaze and turned barely in time to see the young man lurch forward.


	Chapter 4


[1-4] A few moments before.


Kyoshi crawled carefully through the tall grass. He’d barely managed to escape the fray. As best he could tell, his colleagues had run off or gotten themselves killed. He shouldn’t be surprised. The man and that woman together made for an indestructible duo.


And I thought he was just an ordinary traveler.


Kouryou, wasn’t that what the woman he was traveling with called him? When they met at the village gate, they had struck Kyoshi as a pitiful pair. He sent them packing anyway. An annoyance. But the man carried an iron flute. It looked for all the world like a musical instrument and certainly played like one. Except it had a core of solid steel.


A concealed weapon that could kill a man. Even worse, he knew how to use throwing knives. Small knives made to strike at a distance. And with an accuracy that sent a chill down the spine.


He was in no possible way an “ordinary traveler.”


He was a weapons expert, something he could have only learned on the job. And that woman—not the woman called Enshi, the one with the child—the woman with the kijuu was the same. She might have only one arm but she clearly knew how to wield a sword.


The two of them had to be partners. He and his colleagues never saw it coming. After all, they were a gang that rarely experienced serious mayhem. They carried around their weapons mostly for show.


But no matter what, he simply could not flee the field of battle like this. His friends were lying all around him. If still alive, they had to be tended to. More than anything else, they could not ignore these intruders who had trespassed on their territory.


Starting with the two who’d brought those valuable kijuu with them, and one of them a swordswoman. At the same time, a man proficient with concealed weapons showed up, turned off the road, and headed into the mountains.


Kyoshi was certain he knew what sort of people they were. They had to be dealt with. Compelled by these pressing thoughts, Kyoshi kept close to the ground, hiding any signs of his presence. Fortunately, the late evening light made the visibility poor. A breeze picked up. He still did his best to muffle any extraneous sounds as he crept along the ground, closing on where the intruders were standing in the meadow.


He drew alongside one of his friends lying in the grass. “Are you okay?” Kyoshi whispered.


The man answered with a moan and a nod. He didn’t look like he could move but at least he was alive. Uncertain whether he should tend to his wounds, his colleague urged him on.


“Get out of here. Please.”


The desperate look in his eyes, intensified by the obvious pain, compelled Kyoshi to accept the entreaty with a nod. Leaving his mate where he lay, he crept forward and stealthily approached the intruders. Now within spitting distance, he stopped. Hidden in the shadowed grass, he took in the situation.


The woman with one arm. He didn’t see the kijuu. He’d last seen it chasing down his colleagues. The creature hadn’t returned. Next to the woman, who was closest to Kyoshi, stood the silhouette of a more slender figure. Across from them, her back to Kyoshi, was the woman with the child. Her name was Enshi. The man was called Kouryou. He faced Enshi, his head bowed. Kouryou must be talking to her.


Kyoshi sized up the situation, gathered his strength, and shot to his feet.


Kouryou noticed as soon as he moved. Kyoshi ignored him. He crossed the two paces separating them, grabbed the closest person in reach, and jumped back. Enshi and the woman spun around in surprise.


“Nobody move!”


Kyoshi took a deep breath and brandished a knife. That was when he realized his hostage was a teenage boy. Kyoshi pressed the blade against the startled kid’s throat. To Kyoshi’s great mortification, his own hands were the ones trembling.


“Give it up!” the one-armed woman shouted.


Opening the distance between them, Kyoshi yelled in turn, “Stay where you are!” He especially meant the man who used concealed weapons.


The woman and Kouryou froze in place. The young mother, named Enshi, was one who didn’t.


“Stop it,” she pleaded. “Please stop.” Enshi reached into her pocket and pulled out the purse. She held it out in both hands, as if making an offering at a shrine. “Take it and leave. We won’t lodge a complaint with the authorities about you. Then we can all go our separate ways.”


Dragging his hostage backward, Kyoshi furrowed his brows. They clearly believed that Kyoshi and his colleagues were highwaymen. That misunderstanding came as a relief. But at the same time, it aroused fresh suspicions. Enshi and Kouryou were traveling together, were they not? In that case, she must know why he’d come here to the mountains.


Kyoshi took another look at Kouryou and the woman. “Who are you exactly? What did you come here for?”


Kouryou raised his voice. “Mere travelers. As you already know.”


“A traveler who’s an expert user of concealed weapons? Why would a traveler leave the road and venture into the mountains?”


“Because you wouldn’t let us stay in your village. We were looking for a place to bed down. You don’t think we’d spend the night at the side of the road, do you? We were looking for shelter in the forest. That’s all.”


“Then why did they head off on their own?”


The two traveling with the kijuu, he meant. Kijuu were youjuu captured in the forbidden Yellow Sea at the center of the world. The captured youjuu were domesticated as riding animals or kijuu. While they had distinct advantages over ordinary mounts, such as the ability to fly, their limited numbers made them very valuable.


Moreover, the kijuu these two had with them were rare even for kijuu. Never would an ordinary townsperson or even a merchant who’d put away a little money on the side be seen with such kijuu. These were the kind of kijuu used in war, and not by run-of-the-mill foot soldiers. They were ridden by the elite air cavalry, by generals and regimental commanders. Only officers of an equivalent rank would ever think of owning one.


They had pursued them into the mountains. And then that man came to their aid. He appeared to be a common tradesman, had a mother and child with him. But he was in fact a skilled user of concealed weapons. The only conclusion Kyoshi was left with was that they were allies.


One team set off across country, traveling disguised as a family with a child. The other flew into the mountains on kijuu. That way they could converge on the mountain separately without attracting attention, and then meet up at a prearranged location. To Kyoshi, this was the only explanation that made sense.


“They headed off on their own because we were never together in the first place. We didn’t know they were here. They didn’t know we were coming. This meeting was pure coincidence.”


“You’re lying.”


“You may think so, but I am telling you the truth. There aren’t any other wooded areas along this road. The night dew falls like rain in these parts. The weather was taking a turn for the worse. I had a woman and child with me. We weren’t about to sleep under a boulder. So we came here to find a better place to spend the night. That’s when you people showed up. It sure looked like these two had a bunch of highwaymen stalking them. Speaking of which, who are you? Why go out of your way to attack them? Why us? Are you after money? Well, money is on the table. Just put away the knife.”


Kyoshi again drew his brows. He had the sense, just beneath the surface, that Kouryou was pleading with him. Kyoshi didn’t believe a word he was saying. Kouryou surely must have realized that too. Nevertheless, he earnestly continued to make the argument. What would such a dangerous man resort to such desperate ends?


Turning these thoughts over in his mind, a quiet voice said, “Let me go, please.” The voice of his hostage. “I won’t try to escape. If there is something you want, why don’t you lay out your demands for us?”


The question left Kyoshi flustered. His hostage spoke in such a quiet and measured tone. Kyoshi grabbed him because he was within reach. But seeing as he’d come here with the woman in the first place, he might be as seasoned a fighter as Kouryou. Kyoshi tightened his grip on the knife. If that was the case, he never had a chance of winning from the start. He simply was not suited for this sort of thing.


The moment that thought crossed his mind, Kouryou abruptly raised his voice. “General! No!”


Kouryou was in his line of sight for only a moment. Then he saw the one-armed woman. She drew her sword and was about to charge at Kyoshi. And yet at the sound of Kouryou’s voice, she whirled about as if yanked by a hidden string. She faced him and raised her sword. The tension in the air was palatable.


What is going on?


Kouryou addressed the woman as general. As he had believed all along, the two of them must be allies. So why did Kouryou lie and say they didn’t know each other? If they were allies, they must share the same objectives. That meant they had come here together to scout the mountains. That meant they had come here to arrest Kyoshi and his colleagues and execute them after all.


And yet the woman now raised her sword against her supposed comrade in arms.


The confusion left him all the more tense. Kyoshi held his weapon as tightly as he was able. His hand trembled. He couldn’t deny what was happening and neither could he stop. The tip of the knife pressed against pliable flesh. What suddenly sapped the force in his hand was the sight of Kouryou dropping to his hands and knees in front of him.


“Please stop! He is the Taiho!”


Kyoshi gaped. The outburst caught the woman by surprise as well and she lowered her guard. The young mother with the child stood there stock still.


“The Taiho?”


All at once, Kyoshi became aware of the body in his grasp, that he had seized and threatened with a deadly weapon. Who was he?


There was no Saiho in the Kingdom of Tai. Kyoshi knew that much. Each kingdom had but one Saiho. The true nature of the Saiho was that of a unicorn, the kirin, who hearkened to the Divine Will and chose the emperor. Afterwards, the Saiho advised the emperor and served the people with mercy and compassion. The kirin was the greatest ally of the people.


For six years, no news about the Saiho had been forthcoming. Rumors said he had been killed. Kyoshi didn’t believe them. Somewhere he was safe. Someday he would return.


Kyoshi peered at his hostage with growing apprehension. His hostage calmly glanced up at him. But his hair, Kyoshi thought. Then he remembered—the Saiho of Tai was the rare Black Kirin. A Saiho’s hair was actually the mane of the unicorn. The mane of most kirin was golden in color. But for the Saiho of this kingdom—if this was Taiki—then his hair should be black.


Kouryou ignored the dumbfounded Kyoshi and addressed the woman. He said with a bow, “General Ryuu. A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Risai-sama, I served in the Palace Guard of the Center. The name is So.”


“Palace Guard of the Center,” Risai repeated to herself. Her eyes widened. “Regimental Commander So? I had heard of a skilled user of concealed weapons by the name of Kouryou.”


“The very same.” Kouryou turned to Kyoshi—no, to his hostage—and bowed deeply. “It is good to see that you are doing well.”


The knife slipped from Kyoshi’s hand. “Really?” He sank to his knees.


His equally dazed hostage looked at him and answered with a subdued nod. “And you are?”


“I was once an acolyte at Zui’un Temple.”


“Zui’un Temple!” The exclamation chorused around him.


“Yes, I am a survivor of Zui’un Temple.”


Six years ago, Zui’un Temple and the nearby Taoist temples were burned to the ground, the monks and priests killed. Kyoshi barely managed to escape. Sheltered by the local villagers, he had lived the life of an ordinary goatherd until now.


Kyoshi bowed to his hostage. “From the depths of our souls, we have long awaited your return.”


	
	Part Two

	Chapter 5


[2-1] The new Tai emperor was enthroned in the thirty-third year and sixth intercalary month of the Wagen era.


After Emperor Kyou died, the throne sat empty for eleven years until the accession of Saku Gyousou, formerly a general in the Palace Guard. He was chosen by Taiki, Tai’s Black Kirin. Not six months passed after his formal enthronement when the curtain closed on the dynasty of the new emperor.


The stage upon which these events took place was Bun Province, located in the north of the Kingdom of Tai.


Bun was a province marked by its harsh weather. All of the northern territories of Tai shared a similar cold climate. Though the snows were never that heavy, winters in Bun Province were widely known for the bitter cold. Spring came late. Summers were dry. The land was ill suited for farming and forestry. Most of its citizens earned a living in the mines.


The mines of Bun Province had established a reputation for gemstone production in Tai and throughout the known world. Though on a smaller scale, the region was additionally endowed with high grade iron ore deposits, along with gold, silver, and gemstone “fountains.”


Unlike traditional mines, the water bubbling out of these springs was the source of the ore. The mineral water that welled up naturally concentrated the basic elements of gold and silver and precious stones in underground deposits. While those veins could be mined, the springs themselves refined the ore as well.


A mineral nucleus submerged in the water yielded a high purity nodule, though the entire process took a long time. Located south of You Mountain, Kan’you Mountain was said to be home to the oldest and largest gemstone fountains in Tai.


As a matter of law, the mines were owned by the state and administered by government officials. As a matter of fact, merchants ran the day-to-day operations. The work of prospecting for deposits, digging mine shafts, and extracting the minerals was further divided up and delegated to specialists in specific trades.


Prospecting for ore beds and fountains in particular attracted a large number of businesses. The result was a haphazard excavation of the mountain. The excavators complained at length about this seat-of-the-pants approach. The lack of any rhyme or reason when digging test pits wasted their time and created risky working conditions.


The miners, in turn, complained about the excavators. Delays in tunnel construction ate away at their earnings. The teamsters carped constantly about the miners. If the miners didn’t work, there was no ore to move. The teamsters didn’t earn anything standing around doing nothing. So the teamsters badgered the miners to hurry up and get on with the digging.


On the other hand, no matter how hard the miners worked, if the ore didn’t ship, the best of their efforts went for naught. Thus the miners hounded the teamsters. Going on day and night, the incessant bickering gave rise to local outlaws and their land gangs, who stepped in to settle the disputes with their fists.


The land gangs reconciled the various demands and arrived at a compromise. If words didn’t do the trick, they were not above more physical forms of persuasion. Taking charge to keep things running smoothly, they preserved order on the mountain, and in the end, assumed control of the mountain altogether.


Consequently, an entire region of Bun Province could not be administered without the power and influence of the land gangs.


The outlaws grew all the more arrogant in their actions. In response, on behalf of the people—on behalf of their own political prerogatives—the government strengthened its regulatory controls. To no one’s surprise, the land gangs fought back. The collision of competing interests meant the simmering war between the government and the gangs showed no signs of petering out.




This state of affairs was just as true six years ago. In the second year of Koushi, shortly after the first New Year since Gyousou’s enthronement, rebel land gangs occupied the town of Kohaku in the south of Bun Province.


The Imperial Army marched forth to subjugate the revolt. At the same time, insurrections broke out in districts hither and yon, and grew in size and severity. Before long, all of Bun Province had descended into rebellion. The chaos spread like a wildfire, finally reached the emperor himself, and swallowed him up.


In the second year and third month of Koushi, reports about Gyousou in Bun Province ceased. At the same time, Taiki, the Saiho, vanished from the Imperial Palace. Those two events occurred six years ago. In Tai, that was the sum of what anybody knew about them.


Kouryou had been stationed in Bun Province at the time. A regimental commander of twenty-five hundred soldiers, he’d been dispatched to Bun Province with the Palace Guard of the Center to put down the revolt. Together with the Bun Provincial Guard, they were to subjugate the land gangs inciting the violence, liberate the occupied cities, and render aid to citizens caught up in the chaos.


Those were the orders they’d been given. At the time, it seemed a simple task. When they departed the capital, the land gangs were said to number no more than five hundred. Even granting them the advantage of operating on their home ground, such a force hardly presented a serious obstacle to the full twelve-thousand, five-hundred soldier fighting strength of the entire Palace Guard.


And that did not even include the Bun Provincial Guard.


Such was the mismatch that sending an entire army seemed ridiculous overkill. But when Gyousou ordered them to suppress the rebellion, he also wished to communicate to the people of Tai that the kingdom and all its might would always stand ready to protect them.


Bun Province had long suffered under the tyrannical rule of the land gangs. The previous province lord was even more unscrupulous than the gangs, and disputes between them over their competing rights and interests continued apace. When the province traded blows with the land gangs about who was or ought to be in charge, ordinary people paid the price.


With both sides hoarding the wealth, ignoring the rule of law, carrying on like despots and never paying the price, minor quarrels often escalated into full blown riots. The people of Bun Province endured it the best they could.


The enthronement of Gyousou meant that the arbitrary rule of the province lords would be held in check and the havoc incited by the land gangs brought under control. The new emperor of Tai would not condone such actions. The mighty armies of the Palace Guard would prove as much to the people of Bun Province. The Palace Guard of the Center was dispatched to achieve that end.


Nevertheless, Kouryou did not prevail and neither did his fellow commanders. As if the strategy had been in the cards from the start, the insurrections fomented by the land gangs linked up one by one and the scale of the rebellion grew to massive proportions.


As soon as they put out the flames in one location, another fire broke out elsewhere. By the time that one was extinguished, bigger conflagrations erupted elsewhere. The insurgent groups conspired to constantly expand the scale of the conflict.


These incidents were not so easily contained as a local riot, and were beginning to look like they’d been planned from the start to set the stage for a palace coup. In answer to these suspicions, another army was dispatched from the capital, with Gyousou himself leading a contingent of the Palace Guard.


Under ordinary circumstances, an emperor never fought on the front lines. But the expanding battlefield and Gyousou’s deep connection to the city of Tetsui, now drawn into the maelstrom, compelled him to become personally involved in the fighting.


Gyousou set off with the specific intent of defending Tetsui from the predatory behavior of the land gangs and rescuing the city from the ravages of war. Then suddenly he disappeared.




Against all expectations, the Imperial Army was soon ready to abandon the field. The search for Gyousou divided their time and resources. The war with the leading land gangs had ground to a statement. A fresh army from Kouki was thrown into the fray and finally managed to bring the situation under control. But the chaotic conditions on the ground showed no signs of abating.


In the middle of these roiling crises, a messenger bird arrived in camp. Stationed in Jou Province and confronting similar insurrectionists, General Risai of the Sui Provincial Guard reported that Asen had taken up arms against the emperor.


Once Kouryou recovered from his initial shock and turned this new information over in his mind, the state of affairs became much clearer. He’d believed for some time that the discord was spreading in a calculated manner. Now he had no choice but to conclude that it’d been planned that way all along.


The strategy from the start was to bog down Kouryou and the Imperial Army in Bun Province, lay siege to Tetsui, and coax Gyousou out of the Imperial Palace.


That strategy had been executed to perfection, General Eishou bitterly concluded. He was Kouryou’s superior officer in the Palace Guard of the Center. When the rebellion broke out in Bun Province, Asen was likely the one pulling the strings behind the scenes.


Entice the Imperial Army under Gyousou’s command out of the capital, exploit the gaps in its defenses, and snatch away the throne. The only force left in Kouki to strike at Asen was a single army under the command of General Ganchou. In the time it’d take Kouryou and his allies to return to Kouki, retaking the already impregnable capital would become well-nigh impossible.


Hardly any time had passed since news of Asen’s betrayal reached them when a communiqué arrived from the capital stating that Risai had turned traitor. She had purportedly assassinated Gyousou in a plot to usurp the throne.


The machinations of the conspiracy were suddenly obvious. If they fell in line behind Asen and joined in the reprisals against Risai, all would be well. If not, they’d be labeled traitors too. Follow Asen or stand with Risai and become a hunted rebel. With that decision hanging over their heads, Eishou summoned all of the ranked officers to the main encampment and wasted no time mincing words.


“I plan to run away.”


“Eishou-sama!”


“I will flee to the hills and find some hole in the wall to hide in. The rest of you may do whatever you feel is right.” Eishou looked back at Kouryou and the rest of his stunned audience. His mouth twisted into a cynical smile. “I consider this the only viable option left on the table. I am not about to take my marching orders from Asen. If that makes me a rebel, so be it. I shall go on the lam.”


“You won’t fight?”


And strike back at Asen, the real usurper? A natural and rational response. Eishou not only had Kouryou and the rest of his regimental commanders at his disposal, but the Sou Provincial Guard currently stationed in Bun Province, as well as the troops led by General Gashin.


“I won’t fight. The White Pheasant has not fallen from its perch.”


Risai had said as much in her report. The White Pheasant was the kingdom’s sacred bird. It sang once to proclaim the enthronement of the emperor, sang once to proclaim his demise, and then expired. Reports that the White Pheasant had sung of Gyousou’s death were, according to Risai, lies spread by Asen. The bird very much still lived.


Eishou declared with a cold smile, “If His Highness is not dead, then battles await us in the future. Not battles resisting Asen now, but the coming war between Asen and His Highness. If we cannot rouse ourselves to action when that moment comes, then we have no value serving Gyousou-sama. We run and lie low so when Gyousou-sama returns, we can rise up and flock to his standard. What the rest of you do is your own business.”


Eishou turned his attention to the rest of the encampment. “I lack the resources to take care of you out of my own pocket. You can abandon the Imperial Army and go into hiding. Or you can follow Asen. The choice is yours. However—”


Eishou indicated the map of Tetsui and Rin’u and the surrounding areas spread out on the table. The map depicted in great detail the camps of their enemies and allies, the battlefields, and the topography of the region.


“If, at a future date, you wish to labor on behalf of Gyousou-sama, add your signature here as a solemn vow to stand by him when he returns. This is no mere pledge. I mean the same way the kirin swears fealty to the emperor, you promise to keep your word no matter the cost.”


He tossed the map to the soldiers, who raised their voices in assent. Somewhere amidst the geographical features drawn on the sheet of parchment, their emperor had disappeared without a word.


“You promise to shoulder the coming trials in obscurity, and when His Highness returns, rush to his side. Those who harbor no such inclination may do as they see fit. But if you choose to follow Asen, keep in mind that you may live only long enough to see the final battlefield. When the decisive war between Asen and His Highness is waged, I promise to take your heads.”


A hard smile rose to Eishou’s face. “In truth, those who run from this commitment will hang their heads whenever they tread the road ahead, to make sure our eyes never meet. For if our eyes do meet, I will show no mercy. Those who make this pledge and cower in fear when the time comes should give no thought to scampering away but rather fall on their own swords. Because however dear their lives may be to them then, their lifespans will differ little hence.”


Kouryou had no idea how many signed their names. But so many did that both sides of the sheet were rendered black with ink. With that map in hand, Eishou truly did disappear into a hole in the wall. Kouryou had heard nothing about him since, no rumors about him being arrested or executed by Asen. Given this lack of news, he must have gone underground somewhere.


Kouryou as well cast off his medals and insignias, disposed of his weapons and his armor, left Bun Province, and wandered aimlessly across the kingdom, waiting for the time to come.




“Risai-sama, I have been concerned for your well-being ever since. Search parties were organized in every province.”


Kouryou gazed at the one-armed general. At the very least, when Kouryou departed for Bun Province, she still possessed both of her arms.


Risai nodded. “As you can see, I have managed to keep drawing breath. Though not without making sacrifices along the way.”


They’d moved to a corner of the burned over ruins that had once been Fugen Temple. Where the temple once stood, only the stone foundation remained. A little way off, the courtyard was all but hidden beneath a carpet of grass, on which the wounded now lay.


The survivors of the Taoist and Buddhist temples who attacked Risai and Taiki were being cared for by villagers who lived nearby. Based on their kijuu and attire, and the way they carried themselves, they’d jumped to the conclusion that Risai, Taiki, and Kouryou were members of a scouting party sent by Asen to hunt them down.


Those who’d collapsed here and there in the meadow, together with those who could move on their own, were brought to the Fugen Temple remains to rest. Messengers ran down the mountain to get help moving them back to the village. Thankfully, in the end, nobody was killed or even that badly wounded.


As part of keeping his identity hidden, Kouryou did not carry a sword. His “hidden weapons” were chiefly defensive in nature, not suited for assassination or able to inflict serious wounds on an opponent. Risai carried a sword, but having lost her dominant arm, and knowing that Taiki was nearby, she avoided dealing any lethal blows.


As a result, the melee concluded without any fatalities.


“What about your officers, Risai?”


Risai had no idea what had become of them. She’d been detained on Asen’s orders shortly after sending word of his betrayal to Bun Province and Kouki. Asen accused Risai of assassinating Gyousou. She was taken into custody while her army was marching to Shou Province to put down the rebellion there. Leaving her troops behind, she was transported to the Imperial Palace and told that the rest of her officers would follow shortly.


“I gathered that a new general was dispatched from Kouki and the army eventually proceeded to Shou Province.”


Along the way, Risai escaped. In that instant, she was branded a traitor. After much intense discussion, her fellow officers concluded they had been sent to Shou Province to suppress the rebellion. Except it was already hard to escape the strong implication that they were being punished for being commanded by a general accused of high treason.


They had no objections about working to suppress the rebellion, and otherwise would accept whatever punishment was deemed appropriate.


No sooner had they arrived in Shou Province but the uprising was quelled. With no reason for being there, they awaited their next orders. Their next orders were to hunt down Risai and execute her. By no means convinced that Risai was capable of treason to start with, these were orders they simply could not obey.


“I heard they disbanded and dispersed in Shou Province. Many were later captured or killed.”


Risai didn’t know how many and which of her officers had in fact been executed. Denied formal trials, they would have been killed upon capture, leaving behind no records and no graves. Since her escape, keeping out of sight and never staying long in one place, she had no way to investigate. All she knew was that they had refused an Imperial directive and scattered in Shou Province.


Risai had first been commissioned a general in the Shou Provincial Guard. Many of her officers were from Shou. They knew the lay of the land and had connections in the region. Surely they could find shelter and keep safely out of sight. That was the one ray of hope she clung to.


She’d been constantly on the run ever since. Whenever she met one of her own officers or one of Gyousou’s subordinates, she struggled to find some way of striking back at Asen, but all her efforts came to naught.


Not only Risai, but many civic-minded citizens sought to dethrone Asen. However, should they draw Asen’s attention by assembling in sufficient numbers to constitute a viable force, harsh retributive measures awaited them. Asen’s retributive measures went far beyond the ordinary. Rather than spend the time trying to root them out, whole cities were destroyed root and branch.


The same fate that befell Zui’un Temple.




Reading between the lines of what Risai was saying, Kyoshi silently stepped away, shaken to the core.


The emperor had fallen in Bun Province. Then Asen occupied the vacant throne. At the time, no one outside the Imperial Palace had any reason to question this course of events. The emperor was divinely chosen. By means of the kirin, Heaven selected the best person to lead the kingdom.


However, in the meantime, before the one true emperor was chosen, someone must rise to the occasion and hold the Imperial Court together in his stead.


Since the reign of Emperor Kyou, Asen had been widely considered Gyousou’s equal. He was treated with similar deference by the Imperial Court when Gyousou became emperor. His subordinates and courtiers held him in high esteem. That Asen should succeed Gyousou as emperor pro tempore until the accession of a new emperor struck no one as inappropriate.


However, Zui’un Temple questioned this state of affairs. As the central pillar of Taoism in the kingdom, information gathered by temples around the kingdom eventually made its way to Zui’un Temple. Moreover, being by their very nature places dedicated to the promulgation of knowledge and science, the Taoist temples had deep connections to the Ministry of Winter.


Further examination of statements from the Ministry and the temples revealed that Asen’s route to the throne was a strange one indeed.


They first questioned whether Gyousou was actually dead. Initial reports had him being killed in Bun Province while fighting the land gangs. The surrounding circumstances were anything but clear. No one could offer a definitive account of what happened at the scene of the disaster. Even if he died in some sort of accident, no funeral had been held and there were no signs of an imperial mausoleum under construction.


Further investigations turned up not a single witness to his death. As things stood, all anyone knew for certain was that Gyousou had disappeared in the midst of the battle and no news about his fate had emerged since—facts that certainly did not justify the appointment of a provisional emperor.


The logical examination of such suspicions led to the conclusion that the chaos and confusion sown by the land gangs had been intended from the start to swallow up Gyousou. On top of that, Taiki disappeared at around the same time. It was rumored that an unusual natural disaster—a shoku—had taken place on the grounds of the Imperial Palace.


A shoku occurring in the skies above the Imperial Palace was a rare event. That it happened at the same time Gyousou disappeared made it even harder to accept as mere coincidence. No one knew Taiki’s whereabouts. And yet a provisional emperor occupied the throne and administered the Imperial Court as if the throne were vacant.


No evidence condoning such actions could be found in the Divine Decrees, nor could anyone defend them as a matter of custom or convention.


A vigorous debate about the peculiarities of the situation arose amongst the Taoist monks and priests in Ten Shire. In the end, a council of the Taoist sects and Buddhist denominations concluded with calls for a public inquiry.


They anticipated that this would bring them into conflict with the Imperial ministries Asen had at his beck and call, and would likely put them all in a tight spot.


Beware, the sages warned, and Kyoshi concurred. After this, the kingdom will treat Zui’un Temple with cold disdain. Whatever happens from here on out, do not expect any help from them.


Based on their size, the Taoist temples received assistance from the kingdom and the provinces to support the large number of monks and priests. The likelihood of this support getting cut off was high, and provisions were likely to run short across the board. But despite whatever hardships they had to endure, the course must be corrected.


Thus spoke the sages.


The Imperial Edict came down several days later. No response to the public inquiry was forthcoming. Rather, the Edict stated that to raise any questions about the accession of the new emperor was tantamount to treason.


Zui’un Temple protested that the Edict constituted no answer. Nobody was contemplating treason. The subjects of a kingdom had every right to examine the legal and proper means by which an emperor was installed. If the provisional emperor was legitimate, then Zui’un Temple would cooperate with the government to the utmost. If not, that cooperation would be summarily withdrawn.




Retribution arrived in short order. Early in the morning on the last day of August, Kyoshi was shaken awake by a flustered colleague. Startled by the sound of his name shouted in a near panic, Kyoshi jumped to his feet.


“What’s going on?”


Novice monks in training like Kyoshi banded together to share living quarters in a detached temple structure. He was sixteen years old. He’d just come to the mountains and was still learning the ropes as a young acolyte.


Along with worshiping at the ancestral shrine morning and evening, attending to the sages and listening to their lectures, the days were taken up with any number of chores and assignments. They awoke at the same time every morning, cleaned and ritually purified their surroundings, and bedded down late at night only after they had again swept away the accumulated dust of the day.


In every other spare minute, they might be found hurrying about chopping firewood, tending to the livestock, working in the fields, helping out in the kitchen, all the while following exacting rules of decorum and propriety. Assiduously tending to these chores was but the first step in their training. Finally back in their beds, they fell into a deep slumber until the ringing of the gong woke them from a dreamless slumber.


Nevertheless, Kyoshi never once regretted the choice he made.


He had entered a Taoist monastery as he hoped. Born in Kou Province, Kyoshi had always longed to don the robes of the monks he observed rushing about to help those in need. He hadn’t yet completed his formal religious education, so he couldn’t wear those robes. But simply being able to call the magnificent Zui’un Temple his home and walk the grounds wrapped in the indigo blue cassock provided by the monastery made him brim with pride.


Being accepted at Zui’un Temple as a novice didn’t happen because he wished it to happen. He commenced his training at Zui’un Temple after an unexpected series of connections bore fruit, for which he was especially grateful.


Nevertheless, exhausted from his chores and duties, rousing himself from sleep before the gong rang was no easy task. Had his fellow novices not pressed him so urgently, he would have rolled over and gone back to sleep. Aroused by painful cries impossible to ignore, he jumped out of bed. Meeting him was the unnerving sight of a red glow filling the room. It didn’t come from a lantern.


Inside the dark temple quarters, other novices scrambled from the rows of beds, no less befuddled than Kyoshi as the wavering red light played across the room. With a collective start, they focused their attention on the windows. A sky brighter than midday met their eyes, stained with the crimson colors of dusk and slashed with black shadows cast by the rows of tiled roofs.


A fire, was the first thought that sprang to Kyoshi’s mind. And no ordinary conflagration. They had to help man the fire brigade.


Kyoshi dashed from his bedside toward the hallway. Somebody grabbed his arm.


“Get out of here.”


“We have to put out the fire!” Kyoshi shouted, still trying to run.


The hand yanked him back. “Get going. It’s the Imperial Army.”


Kyoshi shot a flabbergasted glance at his fellow novice. He was wearing his indigo cassock, so he must have been on the night watch. His face was streaked with soot, mottled by the rivulets of sweat pouring down his face.


“What’s going on?” someone else asked.


“We’re surrounded. We wanted an answer from the emperor. Well, this is his answer.”


Kyoshi trembled. This is what it means to incur the displeasure of the sovereign. But going to such lengths boggled the mind.


“They set the temple on fire with no warnings whatsoever!”


“Unbelievable.”


His colleagues shook their heads. The flames burst forth all at once. When the baffled watchmen looked more closely, the mountain was surrounded on all sides by soldiers.


“The abbot?”


“In the main hall arranging his belongings. He said to bring the Holy Books and leave everything else behind.”


Kyoshi and the novices nodded.


“Go assist the abbot and then escape to the foot of the mountain. I’ll make sure everybody is up and ready to go.”


Kyoshi and the novices nodded again. With no time to change into their indigo cassocks, they hurried to the main hall. A large number of Taoist temples made up the core of Zui’un Temple. Attached to each was a sage who administered an independent teaching monastery as the abbot. Taken altogether, these institutions collectively took on the name of Zui’un Temple.


Kyoshi belonged to Tokushi Temple. The name of the abbot was Seimei. They raced to his quarters, gathered up his belongings, and fled with him under the cover of the night.


A thick cordon of soldiers from the Imperial Army surrounded Zui’un Temple. Tokushi Temple sat at the foot of a mountain, as if carved from an enormous slab of rock. A narrow path used in their training continued across the mountain. No wider than an animal trail, it passed over the next ridgeline and then halfway up the side of Bokuyou Mountain.


Each carrying a pack, and alternatively leading the abbot by the hand, Kyoshi and his fellow novices traversed the dark mountain path. In a bitter irony, the light from the fiery destruction of Zui’un Temple illuminated the treacherous trail before them. As expected, the Imperial Army overlooked this one small path. They encountered not a single soldier along the way.


And so were somehow able to escape, while most of the monks and priests shared the same fate as Zui’un Temple. The neighboring Taoist and Buddhist temples fared no better. A few survivors escaped and managed to flee to nearby towns.


The tragedy only expanded. Though having nothing to do with the public inquiry, the villages outside the temple gates bore the stain of collaboration and were targeted for retribution.


That they would incur the displeasure of the sovereign was a forgone conclusion. Depending on their individual circumstances, everyone at Zui’un Temple closely questioned the role they would play. Depending on the outcome, they understood it was entirely possible that the hierarchy of Zui’un Temple would bear the brunt of the blame and be punished in one fell swoop.


No one had anticipated that the unrestrained destruction would fall upon the laypersons working there and on the villages outside the gates, and not just the monks and priests attached to the temple. The residents included the faithful making pilgrimages to Zui’un and the surrounding temples and the infirmed staying there for medical treatment.


An entire region of Bokuyou Mountain was reduced to ashes, along with the kingdom’s blameless subjects. Such was the perverseness of Asen’s actions.


Even afterwards, Asen’s forces relentlessly hounded the remnants of Zui’un Temple. They destroyed any town or village that gave the Taoists shelter, even when its citizens had no idea that a priest or monk with nowhere else to turn had found his way there.


There were also Taoists who voluntarily surrendered to the Imperial Army in order to protect a town that had given them asylum. This was true of Kyoshi and his companions. The seventeen of them fled to Touka at the foot of Bokuyou Mountain. Not long after, the Imperial Army showed up, ready to commence a search. If their presence was discovered, the village would be eradicated.


In order to forestall that inevitability, the abbot and six novices walked out to meet the Imperial Army. Or rather, they persuaded the reluctant villagers to turn them over to the authorities.


For better or worse, the Imperial troops advancing on the village still did things by the book. At that time, the manhunt for the remnants of Zui’un Temple having just begun, the Imperial Army continued to pay heed to their military code. Though they might destroy buildings and threaten villagers in their search for escaping monks and priests, they did not resort to violent means beyond the pale.


Villages that resisted were mercilessly put to the torch. Those that cooperated in the hunt were often given a pass. Including the abbot, six were handed over to the Imperial Army, with the villagers and the abbot insisting that they constituted the entire number that had shown up at the village gate. The Imperial Army did not press the matter. Their sacrifice spared the lives of Kyoshi and ten others.


Common sense dictated that, not only Kyoshi and the refugees from Zui’un, but most of those seeking sanctuary in the area would have dispersed and left the region. Except it wasn’t that simple.


The Taoist temples housed facilities that played a critical role in the compounding of herbal medicines absolutely necessary to practitioners of the healing arts. With no expectations of charity from the kingdom, the compounding of these medicines simply could not cease.


Kyoshi and his colleagues wandered through the ruins looking for the kilns and salvageable tools. They repaired broken items, dug others out of the rubble and ash. If they gave up and abandoned the area, not only would there be no way to deliver the medicines into the hands of the practitioners, but the technology and knowledge necessary to make them would be lost as well.


So they held their ground there in the mountains. Despite getting caught up in so many troubles and suffering so much misfortune, they did their best to help the people around them. Not only did the villagers feed them out of their own poverty, but delivered the medicines in secret to other Taoist temples in the region. Then gathered more raw materials on their return journeys.


With those precious raw materials in hand, Kyoshi and his companions traveled throughout the mountains. Because all of the equipment they needed could not be found in the remains of one temple, completing an entire manufacturing process required going from mountain to mountain, from ruins to ruins.


Meanwhile, in order to maintain their stores of knowledge, they compiled new manuscripts based on the books and documents they dug up and whatever they could remember. With the cold and hunger whittling away at their numbers, they had held out for six years now.




Responding to the questions asked of him, Kyoshi spoke about those years for a long time.


“You have endured well.”


Kyoshi felt a warm hand covering his. Startled, he raised his eyes. He was sitting on a makeshift platform formed by the foundation stones. To his befuddlement, Taiki himself knelt in front of him and clasped Kyoshi’s hands in his.


“Oh, nothing of the sort.”


Kyoshi hurriedly went to slip off the platform but Taiki didn’t release his hold.


“I am sorry. And I am thankful.”


Kyoshi found himself at a loss for words. Be sure to protect the kilns. Those were the words left behind by the abbot when he abandoned his hiding place in the village, and by Kyoshi’s colleague, who fell by the wayside while crossing the snowbound mountains and struggling toward the next kiln.


If the bamboo crates got drenched, the raw materials the people of Ten Shire risked their lives to gather and the medicines they’d produced so far would be rendered useless. Such sacrifices must have been weighing his mind, for after he stumbled off the mountain road, he wrapped the bamboo crates with his own cloak and froze as he curled around them.


It was really hard, Kyoshi wanted to say, a brutal six years that taxed the body and the soul.


“Taiho,” Kyoshi finally said. “There is one question I wanted to ask you.” The Taiho nodded and Kyoshi continued, “Where have you been up until now?”


“Kyoshi,” came a scolding voice, which was to be expected. In so many words, he was criticizing the Taiho for his absence. But even so, he had to know.


“I was in Hourai.”


At the edge of the known world and far across the sea was said to exist a fabled kingdom called Hourai.


“I heard the Taiho was born in Hourai.”


Though a rare phenomenon, those known as taika were sometimes born in that mythical place. The Saiho—one such taika—nodded. He raised his hand, still holding Kyoshi’s, to his forehead.


“Forgive me, for I did not know how to return.”


Of course, Kyoshi thought. He couldn’t explain what he felt in tangible terms, but sensed something from the palm of the hand grasping his, the trembling power within.


“Thank you for returning to us,” Kyoshi said. “Words cannot express the joy we feel.”


For whatever reason, Taiki responded with a small shake of his head.


	Chapter 6


[2-2] The sun had long set when the village gate was closed and barred. It was dead quiet inside the stockade. The wan glow of lit lamps from the houses provided the only illumination.


Now past midnight, the village would ordinarily be quietly slumbering. But evident in the dim light coming from the rika, where the several dozen villagers had assembled, no one slept beneath the blanket of this apparent tranquility.


The villagers gathered in an arc around the guest house just east of the rika, so crowded together there was hardly any room to spare. Except a passerby glancing at the rika would not suspect there was anybody there. Carrying no lamps that would betray their presence, the villagers crept along the unlit corridors to the dark courtyard where they crouched low to the ground.


Maintaining a stubborn silence, they peered at the sliver of light coming from the building.


No, it was not completely quiet. Although the assembly was devoid of conversational chatter, muffled murmurs and stifled sobs resounded through the darkness—a family locked in a tight embrace—the trembling hands of a husband and wife clasped together—a sleeve held between clenched teeth to muffle her voice—a man clinging to the tree in the courtyard.


None of them averted their eyes from the guest house. Peering through the window and door at the shadows cast by the lamp inside the guest house, they focused their attention on a single silhouette.


An older man appeared in the window, blocking the view. As if trying not to attract any more undue attention, he directed his low and subdued voice at the darkness. “You all need to go home.” The man addressing them was the superintendent of the rika. “I know how you feel, but he cannot relax like this.”


The superintendent didn’t say who wasn’t able to relax though they understood his intent. And yet they did not respond, lingering there like a garden of statues.


“Time to call it a night, you know?” the superintendent added.


The crowd wavered, but not because they were heeding his plea. What made them draw a collective breath was the appearance of another person behind the superintendent.


“I have no objections,” he said to the superintendent. He took another step forward and for a long moment looked at the night. Then he said in a hushed and soft voice, “There are small children here. The night dew will soak them to the skin. Please, at least bring them inside.”


The superintendent turned to him with a startled expression. The crowd swayed again. With a faint gasp here and a muffled outcry there, the throng collapsed like a toppled wall, sinking to their knees and prostrating themselves on the ground. Then rising to their feet, the crowd slowly unraveled from one end as they filed out. Not a word was uttered until the last person vanished from the courtyard.


“Taiho.”


The superintendent contemplated the young man next to him. With not a soul left in the courtyard, the Taiho gazed at the night, filled now with nothing but darkness.


“Surely there are things they wished to say. Fine people you have in this village.”


“Thank you,” said the superintendent with a nod of his head.


Kyoshi looked on in silence. The long-suffering villagers who planted their stakes in this barren ground continued to support the Taoist monks even at the cost of their own meager provisions. They deserved a reward. Seeing Taiki with their own eyes and hearing his voice may have provided some sort of recompense.


Taiki lingered at the window until, urged on by the superintendent, the two of them returned to the center of the guest house.


“Well, then,” the superintendent declared in a bright voice. He addressed the several villagers who’d remained behind to serve the meals and take care of the guests. “We shall leave for now. Please have a good night.”


He turned his grizzled face to Kouryou. “You and your companions are welcome to stay in our rika. Ours is not an affluent village, and hardly a comfortable one either. But we will do our best to accommodate you. Please set your minds at ease.”


“Thank you very much,” Kouryou said with a heartfelt bow.


Risai followed his example with similar words of appreciation. “We are indeed indebted to you for all you have done for us.”


The superintendent answered with a deep bow of his own. The remaining villagers bowed as well and then withdrew. Left in the room, gathered in a circle around the Taiho, were Kouryou, Risai, Kyoshi and two others. One was a thin man in early middle age, the other an old man adorned in a simple robe.


These two had made it their job to support the refugees from Zui’un Temple. The younger of the two was the village manager, who went by the name of Doujin. The older man was a Taoist priest from Zui’un Temple.


When Kyoshi returned to the village along with his wounded comrades, Douji had been standing anxiously by the gate. Hearing about the return of Taiki, he had hurried there to await their arrival. The village manager, who himself was the very picture of a virtuous man, dropped to the ground in a kowtow as soon as he caught sight of Taiki in the distance.


He’d remained prostrated on the ground, weeping through clenched teeth, until Kyoshi and his party drew alongside. The sun had already set. The village of Touka greeted the party and then shut the gate, closing off the outside world. The guests of honor were ushered to the rika, where they enjoyed a brief respite and a hastily prepared banquet.


Receiving word of what had happened, Enchou hastened from his hiding place on a nearby mountain, arriving with the messenger Douji had dispatched a short time before. Enchou, whom Kyoshi had not seen exhibit a single moment of consternation or panic since the catastrophe that befell Zui’un Temple, appeared completely flummoxed for the first time in his life.


At a loss for words in the presence of Taiki, he bowed low to the ground, and thereafter retreated to a corner of the room and crouched there like a stone statue.


Taking advantage of a moment of silence, Kyoshi took him by the hand and brought him before Taiki. “Taiho, let me introduce to you the chief priest of Zui’un Temple. This is Enchou.”


Zui’un Temple was home to nearly a hundred temples and monasteries. Each institution had its own head priest or abbot. Pulling all of their efforts together was the chief priest. Though there wasn’t just one surviving chief priest. There were at least six at this juncture, of whom Enchou was “first among equals.”


The other five had escaped to neighboring provinces. Enchou remained here, supervising the monks involved in the production of medicines, serving as a liaison to the temples of other Taoist sects that had also remained, and coordinating the efforts of all the sects and Buddhist institutions in the area.


When Kyoshi explained this, as he had done with Kyoshi, Taiki politely took Enchou’s hand in his, and raising their hands together, thanked him for all he had done. Kyoshi held Enchou upright as the priest dabbed at his eyes with the hem of his robe. The poverty and cold he’d endured since the catastrophe had left the aging Enchou with aches and pains in his lower body, such that he required assistance to stand or sit or even walk.


Noticing this himself, Taiki offered his own arm along with Kyoshi’s and led him to a chair. “Please sit down,” he said. Glancing over his shoulder he said the same to the Douji. “The village manager should too.”


The flustered Douji shook his head. “No, I—”


His refusal clearly surprised Taiki. “The floor is cold. And to start with, I am hardly qualified to have you kowtowing to me like this.”


“Taiho!” Risai said with a raised voice.


Taiki cut her off with a glance. “Please, have a seat. I must apologize for my long absence. Not only that, I must tell you things that are bound to disappoint you.” He stopped speaking for a moment, his face taking on a quiet, matter-of-fact expression. “First, to the village manager and the chief priest, I express my heartfelt thanks for their tireless efforts on behalf of the people.”


Taiki turned to Kyoshi. “Kyoshi, I mean you as well. I greatly appreciate everything you have done up till now. While I was far removed from Tai, literally good for nothing, all of you were doing your level best for the good of the people. Despite returning at this late date, you gladly bore the terrible sacrifices demanded of you and welcomed me with open arms. However—”


Taiki again stopped speaking, searching for the right words.


“I have no miracles to offer you. I no longer have my horn. To be honest, I cannot even call myself a kirin.”


Risai jumped to her feet, slamming her foot against the chair in the process. “Taiho, you should not talk like that!”


“It is the truth.”


Kyoshi didn’t follow the meaning of what they were saying. He noticed that Kouryou as well wore a dubious look on his face. Risai glanced at him and shook her head.


“What the Taiho said is incorrect. How can a kirin be anything but a kirin? The Taiho is the kirin of Tai. He is, without a doubt, the divine being bestowed on Tai by Heaven. He simply suffered an injury.”


“The horn, you mean?”


Kyoshi couldn’t help but pose the question. The true nature of the kirin was that of a divine beast. Most possessed the golden mane of a lion and a single horn on its head. The horn was said to constitute the wellspring of its supernatural powers. Was that the horn they were referring to?


“That villain Asen cut it with his sword. As a result, the Taiho suffered a grave wound and fell to Hourai. None of this was in any way the Taiho’s fault.”


As Risai earnestly launched into her explanation, the Taiho stopped her.


“Risai, however that may be true, it is also irrelevant. As she said, I was wounded. As a result, I cannot sense the emperor’s aura. I cannot transform into a unicorn, nor can I subjugate the youma and recruit them as my shirei. I can do none of those things for the Kingdom of Tai or for its people. All I am is what you see before you.”


“And that is enough,” Douji said before anyone else could speak. “You are the grace that Heaven bestowed upon Tai. The presence of Taiki, of the Taiho, in Tai is proof that Heaven has not abandoned us. That alone is reward enough for me.” Douji let out a sign. “The truth is, I was ready to believe that Heaven had abandoned Tai, that the kingdom and its people would sink beneath the waves and never rise again to the surface.”


Under normal circumstances, Douji was a constant source of inspiration to the villagers and to Kyoshi and his fellow monks. This was the first time Kyoshi had been privy to his inner doubts.


“Should I conceal such thoughts and let them cling to hope to the very end? Or was doing so just a cruel joke—”


Douji interrupted himself, raising his fist to his mouth, as if physically worn down by the weight of such questions.


“The villagers have done no wrong. Far from it, they earnestly supported the Taoists. They have worked harder and eaten less. How could I then tell them that Heaven had cast them aside? I could not allow them to suspect their good works had not reached Heaven, that their just devotions were tossed onto the ground.”


Douji appeared on the verge of tears. Now a smile rose to his face.


“But Heaven has not abandoned us. Telling them not to give up hope, that a reward awaited them if they endured through the bad times, was not a lie. I could not have imagined such a welcome turn of events.”


Taiki took in Douji’s words. Without a word, he bowed deeply.


Enchou added, “I agree with Douji. Despite your wounds, you returned to Tai. Traveling between here and Hourai cannot be something so easily done.”


“I could not have done such a thing on my own. Risai put her life on the line and traveled to Kei, where she secured the support of the empress.”


“The Imperial Kei,” Enchou repeated, as if he could not believe his own ears, as if the words themselves were so unexpected he failed to grasp their meaning.


Kyoshi reacted the same way. Did the Taiho mean the empress of the Kingdom of Kei at the eastern end of the continent? She came to the support of Tai? Kyoshi had never heard of one kingdom reaching out to help another in such a manner. Perhaps two kingdoms located on the continent. Eight kingdoms shared the same continuous land mass. Tai sat by itself in the middle of the sea. It enjoyed no substantive diplomatic relations with any other kingdom. He’d heard that other kingdoms had sent envoys to the enthronement of the new emperor—then who disappeared only six months later. But he knew nothing about the particulars.


For someone like Kyoshi, who did not reside in the world above the Sea of Clouds, the rest of the world might just as well not exist.


Taking note of the blank faces around them, Taiki urged Risai to continue with her account.


“Because it had come to my attention that the Imperial Kei, like the Taiho, was born a taika.”


In this world, life began as a ranka, the “fruit of life” that grew on the riboku tree. In some unfortunate cases, the ranka was swept away to that mysterious country, where the transplanted ranka “hatched” and was born the same as a human child. The Imperial Kei was rumored to be one such taika.


Risai thought it possible that if she had also been born in Hourai, she might share an affinity of birth with Taiki and be willing to come to his aid. At that point, Risai had no other option but to rely on the good offices of another kingdom.


The young empress of Kei went to great lengths to save Taiki. By means of the empress, Risai was also able to secure the assistance of the Kingdom of En, which had close and friendly relations with Kei. Thanks to entreaties made by Imperial En, other kingdoms got involved as well. Taiki was located in Hourai. Using a shoku, he at last returned to Kei.


Securing the cooperation of the emperors and empresses to bring back Taiki was no simple or straightforward process. Even after his return, lacking his horn, Taiki could not defend himself to any satisfactory degree. Nevertheless, he insisted on returning to Tai.


As soon as Taiki had recovered from the maladies he’d suffered in Hourai, he and Risai left Kei for Tai. Risai had her kijuu and Taiki rode a kijuu lent to him by the Imperial En. They crossed the Sea of Clouds and headed first to Sui Province.


Located at the top of the sky, the Sea of Clouds divided the world between the heavens and the earth. As evidence of a kingdom on the decline, youma increased within the borders of the kingdom. The southern province of Sui Province was already infamous for the swarms of youma found there. But youma could not proliferate above the Sea of Clouds.


They intended to make the provincial palace in Sui their initial stopping point. Except the palace turned out to be inaccessible. Every inch of the surrounding area was occupied by the Provincial Guard, such that they could not even get close to the palace.


“Before departing for Kei, I traveled with a friend to Sui Province. We heard it had not yet surrendered to Asen’s forces.”


“No,” Kouryou interrupted. “Sui Province is out of the question. The province lord there fell ill some time ago.”


“Oh.” Risai responded with a groan.


Not privy to that information, she and her friend had headed to the provincial palace. Along the way, they had parted ways, with Risai flying off toward Kei, leaving her friend behind amidst the ruins of a desolate hill. Risai had no idea what became of her. Contemplating her fate, Risai fell silent for a spell.


“Not knowing the conditions on the ground in Sui Province, the Taiho and I set our eyes on Sui Province. However—”


Risai had considered the possibility that, in her absence, the province lord of Sui Province switched allegiances.


At first, Asen claimed only to be filling the throne as the provisional emperor according to established practice, and would abandon it when a new emperor was chosen. For the time being, the province lords who governed the kingdom’s nine provinces had no reason to question his claims.


In time, Asen’s usurpation became clear. Even then, not all of the province lords stood against him. A few raised objections. Asen’s threats silenced them. Others bided their time, waiting for the right moment, seeing no point in swimming against the tide. One by one, the provinces lined up behind Asen. Among them, there were those who inexplicably and suddenly switched sides. It was said that they “fell ill.”


Asen’s opponents had a habit of abruptly “falling ill.” Risai was aware of the phenomenon. Seeing the palace defended in depth by the Provincial Guard, she knew that Sui Province was no longer a viable option. The lord of Sui Province must have “fallen ill” and allied himself with Asen. Youma could not proliferate above the Sea of Clouds. But that constituted no sure defense against the devils in their midst.


She racked her brains for a place they could head to next. There were no waystations above the Sea of Clouds where they could rest and recuperate. They had to descend from the Sea of Clouds at some point. The provincial palaces were closed to them. Risai knew that Ran Province and Gai Province to the north had already surrendered to Asen’s control.


And yet the only route available to them was a Ryou’un Mountain. Turning that thought over in her mind, Risai remembered Bokuyou Mountain in Kou Province. The Taoist temples in Ten Shire occupied the foothills of Bokuyou Mountain. News of their destruction by Asen had reached her ears. But as a result, the area around Bokuyou Mountain should be nearly depopulated.


In fact, with the gate towns eradicated and the nearby villages and hamlets reduced to ruins, Bokuyou Mountain had no defensive perimeter. Risai was amazed that anybody lived there at all.


“The Providence of Heaven perhaps,” Risai mused aloud, “that Bokuyou Mountain should occur to me like that.”


There were Ryou’un Mountains in the north of Sui Province and in Ran Province further to the north. Risai wasn’t familiar with all of them, but she could recall at least two or three without much effort. Then why not only make a single bound across Ran to Kou Province but then proceed straight to Bokuyou Mountain at the top of Kou?


Though the tragedy of Zui’un Temple had indeed left a strong impression on her mind, the distance to Ten Shire alone should have been reason enough to look elsewhere. But once Bokuyou Mountain occurred to her, she dismissed all of the other options from her thoughts.


“A good thing you did,” Kouryou said. “We would not have met otherwise.”


Kyoshi also nodded. Recalling the circumstances of their chance encounter sent a chill down his spine. If they hadn’t run into Kouryou, and continued to mistake Risai and Taiki for a posse sent by Asen to hunt them down, Kyoshi and his companions would have tried to drive them off. Given Risai’s battle-hardened fighting skills, Kyoshi and the rest of them wouldn’t have stood a chance.


And Taiki could have been caught in the crossfire. Taiki was a Black Kirin. He didn’t have the golden hair unique to the kirin. Kyoshi never would have imagined that he was the kirin of the kingdom. With no shirei to protect him, he could have gotten wounded or even killed.


Almost as if he was privy to Kyoshi’s thoughts, Kouryou said to Risai, “If you hadn’t been there, I would have continued to wander around Tai waiting for the Taiho to return. I am indeed grateful.”


Risai shook her head. “None of this is my doing. I prefer to believe that Heaven took note of the good people of Touka and their good works.”


Overcome by emotion, the men around her pressed their hands against their eyes.


	Chapter 7


[2-3] The night grew long in a little village in the far north of Kou Province. The village retained none of its prior glory. This region of Bokuyou Mountain slept the silent sleep of the dead and gone. And yet the small glow of a lamp illuminated the black night.


The people gathered around the lamp sank into their thoughts. None spoke for a long time.


“Well, then—” Doujin broke the quiet. “It’s time we turned in. The Taiho and General Risai must be exhausted. Please rest here for a while and—”


Taiki spoke up at that point. “We appreciate your concern. Risai and I will be departing first thing in the morning.”


Douji gaped at him. “But—”


“We must press on with all due haste. The search for His Highness has only begun.”


Now Kyoshi was the one taken aback. The true emperor of Tai was officially dead. The state of affairs in the kingdom since offered every reason to doubt such official pronouncements. Still—


“Um—” Kyoshi began, fumbling for the right words. After a moment of hesitation, he posed the question he feared to ask but had to know the answer to. “Taiho, what of His Highness?”


Taiki’s voice was soft yet firm. “He lives.”


Kyoshi clenched his fists. “Then—”


This time it was Risai who interrupted. “No. Unfortunately, we do not know where he is or how he is faring. Only that he has not died. That alone we can state for certain.”


Douji groaned with relief. “Thank you.”


The others buried their faces in their hands. Hope had not died in Tai. The possibility remained that all would be made right.


Risai explained, “Asen spread the false rumor that the White Pheasant had fallen from its perch. I heard as much directly from the Minister of the Two Cries. And not only that, no word of the emperor’s death was communicated to the other kingdoms. When the White Pheasant falls, the Phoenix in each kingdom sings forth those tidings. Both the Imperial Kei and the Imperial En confirmed that their Phoenix birds remained silent this whole time.”


Kouryou said, “If that is true, then where is His Highness?”


“I don’t know. And regretfully, neither does the Taiho. But a remnant of His Highness’s sash was found on Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai spoke about the vicissitudes of fortune that delivered that remnant into her hands. The sash was presented to the Imperial Tai by the Imperial Han of the Kingdom of Han on the occasion of his enthronement. It was discovered mixed together in a shipment of gemstones from Kan’you Mountain destined for Han, and was eventually returned to the Imperial Han, who entrusted it to Risa.


Risai took out an ornate handkerchief and showed them the fragment carefully folded inside it.


“This remnant was severed with remarkable precision. Based on its length, it would have covered his back.”


“Meaning His Highness was attacked from behind?”


Risai handed the handkerchief and fragment to him. “I think so. As you can see, it’s stained with blood. I believe that enemies of His Highness attacked and wounded him.”


Kouryou accepted the remnant with respect and scrutinized it. “Severed with a single blow. His attacker was not without skill.”


“I agree. His Highness is a skilled swordsman in his own right. I can’t recall any swordsman who could get behind him and deliver such a blow.”


“He might have been outnumbered and surrounded, perhaps using some sort of subterfuge.”


“Possibly. Such a clean cut suggests it was left behind at the scene. It wasn’t slashed to pieces but fell to the ground where the incident took place. In that case, there can be no doubt that His Highness was attacked on Kan’you Mountain. I can only imagine that Asen was the assailant. It was Asen’s plan all along to exploit the chaos he fomented in Bun Province to assassinate His Highness.”


“But His Highness did not die there. What happened to him next?”


“We don’t know,” said Risai, surveying her audience. “We’d settle for rumors at this point, even somebody who heard that somebody else had seen somebody who resembled His Highness.”


“I have traveled fairly far and wide. I have yet to hear any rumors of the sort. What about the residents of Touka?”


In response to Kouryou’s inquiry, the residents of Touka in the room all shook their heads.


“Such as stories about a military commander on the run from Imperial forces?” Douji said. “I’ve heard rumors to that effect. But none have stood up to close scrutiny and not a whisper about the person in question being the emperor. That’s why most people believe the official proclamations about His Highness being dead.”


“That’s right.”


“That piece of his sash definitely makes it look like he was wounded. Nevertheless, if His Highness is indeed fleeing from assassins, why have we heard no news whatsoever about such exploits? That he could make his escape while remaining completely silent about it is hard to comprehend.”


Kouryou nodded. “Under normal circumstances, we’d also be hearing stories about Asen’s rebellion. Perhaps he fell into Asen’s clutches.”


“In that case, it is hard to believe Asen would allow His Highness to live.”


Hard to believe, Kyoshi thought to himself. Asen’s actions sprung from his desire to kill the emperor and usurp the throne. Asen would indeed kill him if he got half a chance.


“Hard to believe,” Kouryou muttered aloud. “Making it all the more likely that His Highness is not Asen’s prisoner. But it also suggests he is not situated to rise up against him, nor situated to move about at will.”


Kyoshi cocked his head to the side. Exactly what sort of situation would that be?


Kouryou said, “At any rate, as long as His Highness is alive and well, the search for him takes precedence. As the Taiho stated, the sooner the better.”


Risai nodded. “In order to track down His Highness’s whereabouts, Bun Province must be the starting point.”


Kouryou shifted his seated position. “I’ll gladly take on that assignment.”


“That’s not what I was asking. Of course, I also would—”


Kouryou shook his head. “General, I think you should stay here for now. I’ll come back and report what I’ve found.”


Risai’s face noticeably stiffened. “It is true I lost my right arm. However—”


Kouryou hurriedly said, “Please don’t misunderstand what I’m saying. Two would certainly be better than one when it comes to searching Bun Province. But there remains the matter of the Taiho. I cannot see bringing him along to Bun Province. If the people of Touka do not consider it too great a burden, I think it is only right to ask them. The Taiho simply cannot be left here alone. That’s why Risai should stay here with him.”


Aside from a stifled groan, Risai didn’t reply. Raising objections was the Taiho, who until now had listened in silence.


“That is something I cannot do.”


Startled, Kouryou turned his attention to the Taiho.


“I will not impose myself on the people of Touka. Moreover, finding a safe place for myself alone is not an acceptable solution.”


“Please don’t make such outrageous statements. I understand how you feel but keeping you from harm really must take priority.”


Taiki again answered Kouryou directly. “It is true that I cannot sense the emperor’s aura.”


“Taiho, that is not—”


“I do not have my shirei and thus no means of defending myself. I accept that my presence would be akin to dragging along a ball and chain.”


Now Kouryou was the one who raised his voice. “Taiho, do not say such things!”


Risai remonstrated with him as well. “Taiho, you mustn’t speak in such a manner.”


“It is true,” Taiki stated with cruel clarity. “But haven’t we already trodden this ground, Risai? If I wanted a safe hiding place, there is no safer place than Kinpa Palace in the Kingdom of Kei. I have already explained at length why we could not remain there.”


Risai hung her head. Taiki looked at the people assembled there.


“Kouryou—all of you—I understand your concerns. I lack the powers normally associated with a kirin. Precisely because I lost those powers, I must turn to ordinary and unexceptional means to help save Tai. You have suffered great hardships and overcome them to get where you are today. I must do the same. Otherwise, when peaceful times return to Tai, I will have lost any right to enjoy them with you.”


But, Taiho—”


“And when you are celebrating those halcyon days, I will be left to curse my powerless state as a solitary man.”


Kouryou stifled any response on his part. But even accepting the substance of what Taiki said, none of them were ready to agree with him.


Taiki softly answered their unspoken objections. “If the good of Tai were your sole concern, then the most straightforward solution would be to kill me here and now.”


“You can’t be serious!” alarmed voices all shouted in unison.


“Why? In fact, that is the one sure solution. Kill me and Gyousou dies as well, wherever he is. The new kirin choses a new emperor. A few years hence, the situation will have righted itself in its entirety.”


Kouryou stumbled for a satisfactory answer. Neither could Kyoshi find the words. In no respect was Taiki mistaken in his conclusions.


It was left to Enchou to break the heavy silence. He said, looking at them with a gentle expression, “The Taiho has made clear his desire to share in the same toil and turmoil as the rest of us. Our simple thanks should suffice. Is there any need to contend with such a resolve?”


“No, there isn’t.” Kyoshi raised his voice. “If it is all right, let me go with you.” When everyone turned their attention to him, he explained with a small bow of his head, “I know full well that I can barely defend myself, let alone the Taiho. In that respect, I will simply be another ball and chain. But if I accompany you, I will be able to petition Taoist temples along the way.”


“A good idea,” Enchou said, his voice lifting. “So you intend to set off on this journey?”


“Yes, and happily. Please let me go with them.”


Enchou agreed with a big nod. “I shall compose a letter asking that its bearer be granted shelter and to not ask why. Confronting the new and the unfamiliar won’t be easy, but go and assist them the best you can.”


“I will,” said Kyoshi with a deep bow.


Risai bowed to Enchou as well. “Thank you for everything. This will be a real help.”


Enchou nodded. He turned to Risai, reached out and clasped Risai’s hand in his. “And we express our gratitude likewise. You did well, going all the way to Kei. We are truly grateful to you for saving the Taiho. The path before you will be long and hard after this, but Heaven will not overlook your efforts.” He patted Risai’s hand. “And not only Heaven. People too. The people of this village are surely only the first of many. Tai is not on her deathbed. There are people of conscience everywhere in the kingdom waiting for the tide of history to turn.”


Not only Risai, everybody there nodded in response to Enchou’s words, each harboring the same prayer in their hearts, Please let it be so.


The faint sound of falling rain stole through the solemn silence. At some point, like a feathery shower of rice husks, the rain started to softly descend.


	Chapter 8


[2-4] The quiet rain drenched the hills and fields on that windless night. The rain falling on the northern territories of Kou Province reached the mountainous border region it shared with Bun Province and strengthened to a gale, then retreated again to a mild shower as it descended into the foothills.


Approaching the center of Bun Province, it was more of a drizzle. There the foliage was changing color with the seasons. The heavy dew collected on the leaves and branches before cascading to the ground, where drops of water drummed against the earthen roof of the den.


In the darkness of the den, a human silhouette stretched out close to the floor. A muffled voice mingled with the sound of the rain.


“—we fought there—”


The murky interior was illuminated by a single dim light that appeared on the verge of winking out.


“—and died there—”


The shadow barely stirred in the darkness. A resonating voice spilled from his mouth. The boy paused and glanced at the bed. As he was wont to do, the man lying there opened his eyes and gazed at the empty blackness. The boy returned his attention to the task at hand. Pressing the blade of a small knife against the whetstone, he added his voice in unison.


“Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.”


Despite the gloom and doom in the words, the song had a lively tune. The man entrusted to his care sang it so often that he’d memorized it by now. Seemingly startled by the unexpected duet, the man roused himself on the bed. Interrupting himself with smothered laughter, he continued with the verse.


	

Please tell the crows on our behalf

To spare a moment before gobbling us down

And shed a tear like they truly care.

Weathered and worn and without even a grave

How in the world might our rotten meat

Flee from the tips of your pointed beaks?




It was an old comical folk song, said to have originated with sankyaku from Kunlun, and now a bar song favored by soldiers. At the end of a party, full of liquor and great good cheer, clapping their hands and stomping their feet, they’d join in the choruses together at the top of their lungs.


As the song said, the morrow might well find their corpses strewn across the countryside. So they laughed to scorn at the fate they had chosen for themselves, from which there was little chance of salvation. The man on the bed taught him as much.


The boy sprinkled water on the whetstone. Singing to himself, he continued to sharpen the blade.


	

The river burbles past dark thickets along the shore.

Brave knights sallied forth to slay and be slain.

Leaving behind their riderless mounts

That wander about loudly neighing and braying.




The town was home to a number of washed-up soldiers who sang with gusto whenever they got together to carouse, though actual singing seemed less a priority than raising a ruckus. Drinking to get drunk, the right melody was whatever came out of their mouths, as one soldier put it. As a result, none of them could be counted on to carry the tune.


Having been passed down in such a manner, the tune differed slightly from singer to singer. Lying on the bed, the boy’s master imbued his version with a bright and pretty melody, a bit on the proper side for darkly comical ditty. More likely that, over a long time and countless repetitions, the master had corrected it to his liking.


Turning these thoughts over in his mind as he sharpened the blade, the boy’s hand slipped. The steel bit into the stone. The scraping sound caught his master’s attention.


“What happened there? You didn’t hurt yourself?”


The boy glanced over his shoulder and shook his head. He leaned back and held the blade up to the lamplight for a closer look. A chip marred the edge he’d taken such pains to hone.


“I messed up again.”


“Let me see,” said the master, a smile in his warm voice.


The boy approached the bed and held out the knife to the man lying there. The master caught a cold at the end of summer and had been laid up ever since. He took the knife with a hand that now appeared a bit gaunt.


“It is chipped. You ground the edge too thin.”


“Without a thin edge, it won’t cut.”


“Blame that on poor ore,” the master said with a grin and a small cough.


“Are you alright? A drink of water?”


“I’m fine,” the master said with a smile. “Make the edge a bit thicker.”


The boy took the knife and returned to the whetstone.


	

So you’ll plunder yourselves a fortune.

Why the south? What about the north?

Please don’t pillage the crops there.

What would we have left to eat then?

How could we become loyal subjects then?

They are such fine subjects, you say.

Really, why don’t you think more of them?




He heard soft laughter from the bed. Perhaps the master was thinking of the day when he too sang the song shaking with mirth. He’d been at death’s door when he was first confined to bed, his condition dire enough to raise the worries of everyone around him. But since yesterday, his fever had gone down and his complexion had improved.


The boy felt a sense of relief for the first time in a long time.


The master was carried to this village six years ago, his body covered with wounds. The boy was a little child at the time. By now he’d grown old enough to sharpen knives. He hoped it wouldn’t be long before he could wield a sword like an adult.


Four years ago, a youma attacked his father, his sole surviving relative. The master saved him, though his father later succumbed to his wounds. Ever since then, the master had kept the boy around and taken good care of him. Treats him like a son, the villagers said. Except the boy didn’t want to be his son. He’d made himself the master’s retainer, serving under his command.


He’d become a fierce warrior one day and fight alongside him to save the people of the kingdom from their oppressors.


Outside the window, the furtive sound of rain stole through the room on a draft of air, accompanied by the boisterous drone of insects, singing a eulogy for the last days of their short lives before winter set in.


Rather like the boisterous songs sung by soldiers marching off to war, the boy couldn’t help thinking.


	

The day dawns

And full of life they set off for war.

The night falls

And none of them have returned.


	
	Part Three

	Chapter 9


[3-1] A bird welcomed the break of day in Touka with a song.


Though the falling rain had lifted at some point during the night, the gloomy gray still permeated the room. Enshi sat up in bed and listened to the cry of the small bird. Next to her, Ritsu slept soundly and still.


He must be exhausted.


Enshi gazed at the sleeping face of her young son and gently stroked his hair, damp with sweat.


They’d had to sleep in the open air the two nights before they arrived at Touka. They then carried that fatigue with them as they trudged up the long slope of the hill. At that point, one thing led to another and they got caught up in an altercation of altogether unexpected origins. But at the end of the day, they finally were given a bed in a small cottage in a corner of the rika.


A young man met them at the gates of the village—the same village that had previously turned them away—and treated them in an entirely different manner. The villagers welcomed them with warmth and courtesy and fed them well. The room provided for her and Ritsu included hot water to wash away the dust of the road and a simple but soft bed.


The night before, as they were settling in, a knock came at the door. Enshi got to her feet expectantly and answered the door. It was the village superintendent. He graciously thanked Enshi and asked if there was anything she needed. The room was small but she should feel free to use it as she saw fit. They could stay as long as they wished. The rika would look after Enshi and Ritsu.


Here was a place to “settle down” that Enshi had long been searching for. If she so wished, the superintendent would guide her through the process so she could live here as a member of the community. That would be possible because the village in which she was registered no longer existed.


They could stay at the rika or set up accommodations in the village. If she needed a job, he could arrange for one. It was a poor village but she should set her mind at ease and think of it as her own.


Enshi bowed and thanked him. She truly was thankful. No more wandering about with no destination in mind, no more getting soaked by the night dew, no more freezing in winter. If she formally became a resident of Touka, she would receive an allotment. Thus her presence in the village would truly take root in more ways than one.


And yet she couldn’t shake the hollow and forlorn feelings in her heart, such that she hadn’t been able to sleep.


Right behind her quarters was a snug courtyard. At the back of the courtyard was the guest house for entertaining important visitors. Though Enshi couldn’t see it from the cottage or sense anything about the place, peering over the hedge and through the trees that separated the cottage from the courtyard, she could make out a point of lamplight.


That must be where he was. The Taiho—he who would save Tai from its troubled and confused state.


In fact, he saved her and Ritsu. And at the same time, he stole Kouryou from them.


She knew she was being disrespectful, but in her mind, she couldn’t help upbraiding him for casting aside such a heavy responsibility and disappearing off the face of the earth. While he was gone, Enshi lost everything important in her life, save Ritsu. Why would the Saiho abandon his kingdom? Where had he been and what was he doing all this time? Why couldn’t he have come back faster? Now he returns, when she had nothing, only to take Kouryou from her and Ritsu.


Kouryou had already left her to fend on her own. The hedge blocking her view was more proof of the wall that separated them—herself and a commander in the Palace Guard.


From her perspective, he was one of the elites who lived above the Sea of Clouds. Before Tai degraded to the state it was in today, Kouryou likely lived in Kouki in a place close to the sky.


Enshi couldn’t cross the hedge to the other side and Kouryou wasn’t about to stay in Touka with her. She should be fine with that. Kouryou had remained with her until she arrived at a place that she could call home. That place was here and here was where her journey with Kouryou ended.


The day would always come when we would go our separate ways.


She knew Kouryou was shouldering a burden she could not see. He was carrying the Kingdom of Tai on his back, the kingdom as it truly was, the kingdom he saw with his own eyes as he wandered hither and yon. No true emperor sat on the Tai throne, hence its ragged and savage state. During his endless journey, Kouryou was constantly on the lookout for the best way to address the situation.


The best way came to him in the form of the Taiho.


Kouryou simply could not accompany her any further. As well as she understood this, looking at Ritsu’s sleeping face, the stark reality broke her heart. When did we grow so fond of him?


Ritsu would be terribly upset when that stark reality became impossible to ignore. She’d even understand him longing for the hard days on the road when they were together.


However she tried to convince herself that it was all for the best, a part of her continued to raise objections. Her unsettled emotions kept her awake all night. When the singing birds signaled the dawn of the new day and the room began to brighten, she gave up trying to sleep.


She got out of bed. After assiduously brushing the dust off of her kimono and doing the same with Ritsu’s clothing, she washed her face with the water from the pail on the dresser. Perhaps sensing her moving around, Ritsu woke up. Enshi helped him get dressed. Not knowing what they should do next, she took Ritsu by the hand and exited the room.


A woman working the courtyard noticed them. “Oh, I see you’re up.”


“Yes.”


“I hope you’re feeling better this morning.”


“We rested well thanks to all you’ve done for us.” Enshi did her best to muster a smile.


Perhaps sensing the polite lie in Enshi’s answer, the woman smiled sympathetically. “You should take it easy for now. But just as well. I was thinking it was about time to wake you up anyway.”


“Was there something we needed to do?”


The woman shook her head. “They will be leaving pretty soon now.”


Enshi caught her breath. Already?


“There’s no time to waste, they say. Did you wish to see them off?”


By them, did she mean Kouryou or the Taiho? Enshi nodded. Ritsu looked up at her, the puzzled expression on his face asking what was going on. Enshi knelt down in front of him.


“Kouryou has to leave on a journey. Let’s say goodbye to him, okay?”


Ritsu tipped his small head to the side and then nodded. The young Ritsu perhaps didn’t understand what “goodbye” meant this time. He probably thought that Kouryou was leaving the inn to go sell his wares, as he had so often done during their travels.


Holding Ritsu’s hand, Enshi followed the woman back through the rika, down a corridor, and then followed the gallery around the courtyard before exiting through the courtyard gate. The gate led directly from the courtyard to the rika entrance. There they joined the people already assembled there.


A group of seven soon appeared. Enshi recognized the superintendent among them. The middle-aged man was probably a member of the village. A thin, elderly man. And then the travelers dressed for the journey ahead. Two kijuu, a young man and a woman. Also wearing a traveling outfit was Kyoshi, whom she’d met the night before. And one other person.


Enshi took a tighter hold of Ritsu’s hand.


Kouryou had about him the aura of a husband, the husband who had returned for Enshi’s sake. But she had to see things as they really were. Enshi’s husband left Ritsu when he died. Now Kouryou was leaving. He was leaving to fight. And to fight meant to kill and be killed.


Enshi stood there stock still as these thoughts belatedly occurred to her. Kouryou looked at her. He had on the big pack he always wore on his back and that cheerful expression on his face. Their eyes met. He nodded. He looked at Ritsu and his eyes narrowed in a smile.


“How are you doing?” he said, drawing closer. “Did you sleep well?” He put his hand on Ritsu’s head and tousled his hair in an affectionate manner. Ritsu answered with a bob of his head. Kouryou smiled. He turned to Enshi. “Risai did a good job making the arrangements.”


Enshi wordlessly nodded.


“She’s quite accomplished.”


Enshi nodded again. She had no idea what else to do.


A troubled look briefly rose to Kouryou’s face. “It’s not like I’m abandoning you and Ritsu. Quite the opposite. I want to make sure you understand that.”


Enshi responded with another nod. Kouryou had to leave to save ordinary people like her. She placed a trembling hand on Ritsu’s shoulder. “Ritsu, say thank you to Kouryou and wish him well.”


Ritsu responded with a blank stare. Kouryou again placed his hand on his head. “Keep your chin up until I get back.”


“Get back?” Enshi echoed.


Kouryou turned his bright eyes to her. “Of course. I am definitely coming back and in fine fettle too. I know it’ll be tough but do your best in the meantime, okay?”


Enshi said in a timid voice, “And when you get back, you’ll soon be setting off again.”


No,” Kouryou answered with a smile. “When I get back, I won’t be going on any more adventures. Nobody in this kingdom will.”




Early in the morning, at the appointed hour, the gate of Touka opened. Two kijuu and four travelers passed through the gate and headed to the road. Seeing them off outside the gate were three men and a woman. And a child. But inside the gate, a far greater number of men and women hung back. Kneeling on the ground, they watched them leave, their eyes fixed on the four travelers until they disappeared out of sight.


	Chapter 10


[3-2] They headed north, Kyoshi taking the lead. The unsettled weather that brought the late-night drizzle moved on. Now not a single cloud hugged the black peaks of the soaring Ryou’un Mountain behind them. The clear blue sky went on forever. The bright sunlight stung his sleep-deprived eyes.


Spending most of the night preparing for the journey ahead had left none of them with any time for sleep. Kyoshi should be worn out but strangely felt no fatigue. Rather, his spirits were high, finally finding himself in the position to help save the people of Tai from the cruel fate visited upon them.


Dressing in traveling clothes for the first time in a long time certainly had an effect. When Zui’un Temple was put to the torch. Kyoshi headed into the mountains. His education incomplete, he could not then consider himself a full-fledged Taoist monk.


Later on, having completed his studies while in hiding and been awarded his certificate, given the current situation, he still didn’t wear a cassock, let alone the robes of a Taoist monk. There were supposedly no Taoists in Touka so this was only the natural thing to do.


And yet that morning Enchou had given him a set of his own robes, apologizing that the sudden turn of events hadn’t afforded him the time to procure new ones.


Custom dictated that a student received new robes in a formal ceremony upon completion of his certificate. It was a key turning point in the lives of all those who aspired to become Taoist monks. But Kyoshi and his colleagues hardly had the latitude to hold such a ceremony. Living their lives while staying out of sight, preserving the doctrines of their sect, and compounding medicines took up all of their time and energy. The ceremony was the last thing on their minds.


Amidst everything else going on, Kyoshi was deeply moved that Enchou had gone out of his way to present him with the certificate. The same held true for the robes. Kyoshi hadn’t ever thought the day would come when he would have the opportunity to wear them.


Their usefulness during their travels aside, Kyoshi was delighted to slip his arms through the sleeves and don the cap. Enchou’s robes were a bit short on him. But far more important than such quibbles, in the short span of time between the previous night and this morning, Enchou had bothered to dispatch a runner to his mountain refuge to retrieve the robes hidden there. The extent of such thoughtfulness touched his heart.


“I will do nothing to dishonor these robes,” he pledged to Enchou.


Enchou nodded and grasped Kyoshi’s hand. At that moment, Kyoshi felt the firm connection between them.


Kouryou’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Hey, sorry about butting heads the other day,” he said, walking alongside him.


“Think nothing of it,” Kyoshi responded with a smile. “I’m quite happy to join you on this journey.”


Though he couldn’t help reminding himself what a strange turn of fate had brought them together. They met at the village gate. A misunderstanding led to open hostilities. And here they were walking side by side.


“You don’t say,” was the sum of Kouryou’s response.




The young man, now clad in the robes of a Taoist monk, seemed closer to his true self than the person Kouryou encountered yesterday.


It must have been a tough life. On the one hand, unfamiliar with actual weapons and yet defending the village with a stick, and on the other, scurrying about the mountains in order to keep the precious medicines in production. Kouryou had nothing but respect for the Taoists, who patiently endured those trials and worked their fingers to the bone on behalf of the people.


Kouryou had wandered about doing nothing more difficult than placing one foot in front of the other. He couldn’t help feeling a tad abashed, comparing his efforts to those earnestly supporting the kingdom in silence. Though at the same time, that knowledge raised his spirits.


This kingdom is not over yet.


Turning this strong conviction over in his mind, he walked a step behind the taciturn Kyoshi. After passing by two uninhabited villages in a row, they continued onto a side road. Back in the day when the countryside was still populated with villages and hamlets, this was the route loggers took into the mountains to cut down trees and haul out the timber.


They climbed the mountain path, now eaten away by weeds due to the decline in foot traffic. The sun was setting when they left this shortcut and exited onto a narrow and deserted road.


“Further on is a village I’ve stayed at in the past. It’s pretty desolate but we’re the only ones who use the place so we can stay there without any worries.”


That was all Kyoshi had to say about the subject but Kouryou understood the gist. Anybody traveling with kijuu was bound to stand out in a crowd. In particular, the suugu Taiki had on loan from the Imperial En was no run-of-the-mill kijuu and was bound to attract attention.


Still, Kouryou said, “I wouldn’t want anybody to go out of their way for us.”


Kyoshi answered cheerfully, “Don’t worry. We’re accustomed to traveling without creating a scene. No matter where you’re transporting medicines to or from, you must do so in a way that leaves no one else the wiser.”


A reasonably intelligent bandit observing the shipments on a regular basis could conclude that goods of a particular kind and quantity were being moved. Following those movements and tracking the paths the medicines took back to the destination points might then tie the loose ends together.


So Kyoshi and his fellow monks stayed away from the main roads while in Ten Shire. They lay low, avoided the public eye, and when they could not, chose routes that let them fade into the background, ensuring that no one remembered them. Once they left Ten Shire, they gradually merged onto the thoroughfares, mingling together with the larger crowds of travelers.


“I sincerely bow my head to the hard work done by you and your colleagues,” Taiki blurted out.


Kyoshi was deeply humbled by the remark. It was easy to tell that he found himself at something of a loss walking alongside Taiki, an experience that was, for Kouryou, no less discomfiting. He couldn’t help tensing up every time he reminded himself that Taiki was right there with them.


Only Risai exhibited not the slightest bit of stress in his presence. She carried on around him like it was only natural and spoke to him like an older sister. The sight of the two of them aroused in Kouryou a strange sense of admiration. Of course, he should expect no less of the general.


Doing his best to put Taiki out of his mind, he climbed the lonely road. Before sundown they arrived at a small village. Fall foliage covered the fallow ground. The path that continued onto the village gate was little more than a worn line in the grass. The stockade surrounding the village was broken down in one part and bore the scars of a fire in another. From the gate, the place appeared unoccupied. One small step away from complete collapse, this sort of small village was not rare in Ten Shire.


A bent-over old woman opened one door of the gate, stood back as they passed through, and quietly closed it behind them. Just inside the gates was a man sitting on a pile of rubble alongside the road. He was waiting for them. He was dressed in traveling clothes and had a pack on his back. A small man, he looked halfway through his thirties, about ten years older than Kyoshi.


He stood when they approached. Kyoshi raised a hand in greeting and glanced over his shoulder at Kouryou. “He’ll be our shin’nou, our guide from here on out.”


“Shin’nou?”


Shin’nou were traveling merchants who sold medicinal compounds. The shin’nou primarily delivered the medicines made at Taoist temples to other temples in the same sect for distribution. Beyond that, the shin’nou also accepted commissions to transport medicines into territories outside the jurisdiction of the temples.


Kyoshi explained, “You see, I’ve hardly been outside Kou Province so I’m not familiar with the geography of Bun Province.”


Kyoshi was born in Kou and entered Zui’un Temple at a fairly young age. Since then, aside from taking on particular assignments, he hadn’t ventured outside of Ten Shire. So Enchou arranged for a shin’nou guide with a feel for the land who was familiar with the Taoist temples in Bun Province.


“Shin’nou are known for being trustworthy and keeping their business close to the chest. Among them, this is a man Enchou has great faith in, so you can set your minds at ease.”


As Kyoshi spoke, the man in question approached them. Coming alongside Kyoshi, he slowly surveyed the group. Upon reaching Taiki, his gaze stopped. He gave Taiki a long look, followed by a small but respectful nod.


“My name is Houto. We are honored to have you here.”


The tension in his voice suggested a man steeling his emotions. Welcome home, was the meaning behind the words.


“I’m honored that a lowly shin’nou such as I should have the privilege of accompanying you. Please, if there is anything you need, let me know.”


Houto bowed to the group as a whole, then grinned and clapped Kyoshi on the shoulder. “Look who’s outdone himself. You’ve certainly come a long way.”


“I claim nothing on my own behalf but what Heaven kindly granted. Enchou said that a shin’nou would be joining us. It’s reassuring to know that it’s you.”


“Well, I have to wonder how useful I’ll be. Looks like you’ve already got some pretty sharp traveling companions. But I guess Enchou felt it necessary to go the extra mile.”


Risai frowned. “The extra mile?”


“That’s right,” Houto said, again taking in the group as a whole. As Kyoshi led them further into the village, Houto said, “I was born and raised in I Province.”


“I Province—”


Gyousou was from Garyou, a city deep in the heart of I Province.


“Where in I Province?” This question was unexpectedly posed by Taiki.


“South Ryou Prefecture. Gyousou-sama’s home town is in North Ryou Prefecture.”


Garyou was a fairly large city located in a narrow valley in the northwest of I Province. The prefectural castle of North Ryou Prefecture occupied a strategic point on the road crossing the surrounding mountains. South Ryou Prefecture, where Houto was born, sat on the border.


“North Ryou is right in the middle of a rugged mountain range,” Houto said, walking alongside Taiki. There was a discernible touch of nostalgia in his voice. “South Ryou is the gateway to the mountains in that region. You can still find arable land there and a thriving forestry trade. But once you get to North Ryou, there’s no good land to farm and the forests are threadbare. You’re close to the timberline up there. The trees that do grow aren’t worth cutting down. The only green you’ll see are the shrubs and pines clinging to the cliffs.”


Listening to Houto talking to Taiki, Risai nodded to herself. She recalled the last time she visited Garyou. The mountains around Garyou were high and steep and unpopulated. The patches of green painted on the brown cliffs created a panorama particular to the place. Houses dotted the road that wound through the precipitous mountains, but not enough houses on enough land to even form a hamlet.


Under normal circumstances, eight families gathered together in a hamlet. But there wasn’t enough land to support eight families in one place. Scattered along the road was a house here, two houses there. Around them, narrow strips of farmland clung to the mountainsides in terraced steps.


“And yet there are beautiful places to see in the summer. Though summer mornings are often blanketed by fog, the sight of the mist flowing through the tall mountains is truly breathtaking. As are the evenings. The setting sun sets the mountains aglow in dark shades of red and casts stark shadows across the sky. While it is a land of fierce winds and a severe climate, its famed Taoist temples are among its many outstanding points.”


Risai nodded here as well. She had visited there in the winter and had only seen Shungen but the views were indeed beautiful. The rustic yet proud vistas somehow reminded her of Gyousou.


“You expect a place like that to be poor by nature. And, in fact, the farmers lead hard lives. But Garyou is right there in the middle and it’s a fairly big city. Without taking the road through that unforgiving mountain range, you can’t get anywhere west from I Province. You can travel north or south to Jou Province or Gai Province, and there are large cities in the central regions and along the eastern seaboard. But if you wish to go anywhere else, other than circling around through Jou or Gai, the only way through is via North Ryou. Especially if you’re going west or headed to Zui Province, North Ryou is the fastest route. Cross the mountains in North Ryou and you’ll come out on the major highway that crosses Zui Province south of Kouki. For those travelers, a stay in Garyou is pretty much guaranteed.”


Garyou flourished as a vital crossroads along the way and the surplus spilled over to South Ryou. Because any trade from the south destined for Garyou had to pass through South Ryou, Houto explained with a grin.


“That’s for certain,” Risai said. “When I was there, the place was thick with travelers, along with traders hauling large shipments with packhorses and teams of oxen.”


Taiki turned to Risai. “Aren’t the roads pretty rugged?” he asked, his eyes bright. No surprise that he should take a keen interest in anything to do with Gyousou’s hometown.


Risai smiled. “The roads can be steep, to be sure. But they’re surprisingly easy to walk. The roads are paved with stone. Rest spots and lots for carts and wagons were set up at all the critical points. For women, children, and the elderly lacking the leg strength, and for the carts and wagons as well, alongside the steeper hills are switchbacks and detours that climb at a gentler grade.”


“Impressive,” Taiki said aloud.


Houto said, “Gyousou-sama took charge of that road.”


“Eh?” Taiki looked at Houto.


“Word is, back in the day, that was a precarious route to travel. Easy to lose your footing. Landslides and crumbling shoulders. Lots of places were hard to traverse. So even though the long way around took a good deal longer, it was pretty common to skirt North Ryou altogether.”


Those who achieved success in their careers were wont to dote on their hometowns once they made a name for themselves Many contributed money and materials to the rika and the public storehouse. Gyousou chose a different approach. He began paving the road in the eroded areas and built the switchbacks and detours.


“He caught a fair amount of bad-mouthing at first.” Houto chuckled. “Wouldn’t send us even a bushel of barley. That kind of griping. One year, the crops failed in the North Ryou region and food supplies ran low. But when they asked for help, he sent stonemasons instead of food.”


A scowl eclipsed the amused expression on Houto’s face. “Well, that’s all stories and folklore. Everybody knows he did in fact promptly send food. According to the people living on the land, that’s what assured them Gyousou was personally invested in the fate of his home town. He knew what they needed. They were sure he’d either send food or funds to buy food this year too. But, no, come the fall, he sent more stonemasons. That one’s a true story. The best stonemasons in the land arrived from the capital. Of course, they were there to make sure the road got resurfaced.”


Taiki said, “So Gyousou-sama understood what his home town really needed.”


Houto nodded. “That’s the way I read it too. Season to season, at each point along the way, Gyousou-sama saw to the completion of the road. As road conditions improved, the number of travelers increased.”


“And as a result, North Ryou grew more prosperous.”


“Exactly. Moreover, the stonemasons from the capital had to hire local labor to get the job done. Instead of donating money, Gyousou-sama paid them a just wage. That way, the workers learned a trade working under the skilled stonemasons from the capital. The next time, practicing that trade, they could support their families and the farming community. Some could venture out on their own and earn a living as stonemasons too.”


“I see,” Taiki cheerfully responded.


“A family in a hut on a ridiculously small sliver of flat land could now lay down a proper foundation, raise stone walls, and build the kind of house anyone would be happy to live in. Fields once had to be farmed in the few places with arable land, more often than not a hard hike away. Now they could build the terraces and aqueducts themselves and till the land right next to the farmhouse on their allotment.”


And so North Ryou flourished. As the number of travelers increased, South Ryou as well shared in the prosperity.


“That’s why so many people in the northwest of I Province are fond of Gyousou-sama,” Houto said with a smile. Then he lowered his voice and added, “And that’s why, from the start, Asen had it in for them.”


“Ah.” Risai felt a tightness in her chest. “I once traveled to Garyou in hope of finding some trace of Gyousou-sama. But it had already been erased off the face of the earth.”


Surrounded by the rugged peaks, the remains of charred and fallen walls traced charcoal outlines on the valley floor. Within those outlines, the rows of blackened foundations—like ancient historic ruins—preserved the only evidence of the many buildings that once stood there.


Houto nodded. “The city got burned to the ground. But people living in the surrounding areas believe that Gyousou-sama lives. Even if the tides of fortune turned against him, they will not give up until they have discovered his corpse and buried his bones. There are still those of us who continue to search for Gyousou-sama.”


The last time Risai ventured to I Province, she found refuge in a little hut in a mountain valley. The old man living there had abandoned all hope. But his granddaughter had not.


“Despite everything, the girl still hoped for the day when His Highness and the Taiho would return.”


Though the price of giving Risai shelter was their own deaths.


Houto listened with a grim smile on his face. “If they knew that saving Risai-sama meant you would bring the Taiho back to Tai, they would rejoice to see their efforts so well rewarded.”


“I do have to wonder.”


“The people of I Province definitely would agree. They will lay everything on the line for the good to prevail. Indeed, because I happened to be in the vicinity of Touka, I’ve been able to lend a hand like this. I too am thankful that Heaven granted me this opportunity.”


“I see,” Risai said under her breath.


They approached one of the private dwellings. At the front of their little troupe, Kyoshi stopped and rapped on the front gate to the house. “We’ll stay here. Normally we would use the council house or the rika but both were put to the torch and have gaping holes in the roofs.”


Not the roofs in their entirety, but the half-burned building had since been abandoned and weren’t suitable for human habitation. No one had the time or energy to maintain them, let alone repair them.


Risai asked, “What of the village manager?”


“Doesn’t have one. The council house exists in name only. As a practical matter, this village merged its administration with a neighboring town. Only the Rishi continues to function and is minded by the superintendent. The superintendent is away on business. That’s why he’s not here to greet you.” Kyoshi added in a quiet voice, “All they know is that they’re putting an important guest up for the night. I know it sounds impolite, but refer to him as the Young Master.”


As Kyoshi finished his explanation, the gate opened. A stout middle-aged woman emerged. “Welcome, welcome,” she said.


“Sorry for suddenly dropping in like this,” Kyoshi said, and ushered the rest of them inside the house. Once past the gate, they found themselves in a courtyard that had a homey, live-in feel about it. The living quarters surrounded the courtyard on three sides. A quite ordinary kind of private residence, it was on the small side but clean and trim.


The woman was a resident of the village. A widow, her husband and child had died in the massacre. Most days, she worked in a nearby town and didn’t return except to take care of business when she had lodgers. She spoke only when spoken to and otherwise didn’t engage in idle talk or interrupt their conversations.


She addressed Taiki directly but once. “The Young Master appears quite worn out. How are you faring?”


“I’m fine. Thank you.”


She smiled and said in a consoling manner, “Please have a good night’s sleep.” Then finished tidying up and left.


Risai said, “It takes everything these people have just to make ends meet and yet they set it all aside to help Kyoshi and his colleagues.”


“Everybody in this village is doing the best they can,” Kyoshi said. “Despite all they have suffered because of us, they bear us no ill will and will extend a helping hand at a moment’s notice. Those who are healthy enough work in nearby towns and support the children and elderly as well.”


Only six families remained in the village, not enough to even constitute a hamlet. Most traveled from the village to work in the towns along the road. Though, in fact, hiding out in the village were as many monks and priests as residents.


The children, the elderly, and the infirmed remained in the village, where they looked after the Rishi and manned the gate. Along with these and other public duties, they also farmed a few small fields and raised livestock. Working together, they managed to eke out a living and support the Taoists in their midst.


“They reduce their own stipends in order to make sure we get fed.”


Risai nodded. Kyoshi and his fellow monks had held their ground and earnestly put their lives on the line for the kingdom and the people.


Perhaps thinking along similar lines, Taiki asked, “Were the herbal medicines made only at Zui’un Temple?”


Kyoshi straightened his back and answered, “No. We aren’t the only ones producing them. Other sects and temples in other regions do as well. But we make different kinds—well, no, they’re the same medicines, but—”


When Kyoshi faltered in his explanation, Houto came to his rescue. “The Taoist and Buddhist temples that remained in the area also make herbal medicines, as do those in other sects, as well as Taoist temples around the kingdom. But even medicines made for the same use differ in efficacy from temple to temple. Moreover, Zui’un Temple alone has preserved the time-honored formulas, which will die out if the monks don’t continue to produce them. Not only at Zui’un Temple, but production processes across the kingdom are being shifted around little by little. Though where secret formulas and proprietary equipment are involved, it obviously can’t be done in one fell swoop.”


“And those medicines are what the shin’nou travel around to all these different places to sell?”


“That’s right,” said Houto. “The Taoist temples also operate as affiliated enterprises. The temples of the various sects basically handle only the herbal medicines compounded at their member temples. Dispensaries in the gate towns stock and sell medicines from all of the sects. In big towns and cities, pharmacies are supplied by wholesalers like us.”


Besides herbal medicines originating with the Taoist and Buddhist temples, the pharmacies sold compounds produced by the Ministry of Winter. As a rule, the Ministry of Winter distributed prescriptions with documented formulations, though the compounding was done at Taoist and Buddhist temples familiar with the techniques and equipment.


There was a class of medicines produced only by the Ministry of Winter and distributed directly to physicians and pharmacies. The efficacy of these medicines was proven and established, and thus carried a higher price.


“Fortunately, even today, we’ve seen no interruption in the supply of medicines from the Tai Ministry of Winter. But for people who have difficulty putting food on the table, these are not the kind of goods they’ll ever be able to put their hands on. So they rely instead on less expensive herbal medicines.”


The shin’nou shipped them across the kingdom, to the temples, dispensaries, and pharmacies in each region. And also to warehouses maintained by the shin’nou guilds. The warehouses in each region were supervised by a manager who handled distribution to the local shin’nou guilds. These local guilds directly employed the shin’nou, who restocked their inventories and peddled their wares to the villages and hamlets on regular routes and schedules.


“Do the shin’nou report to someone who acts as their supervisor?”


“Not somebody you would call a boss. There isn’t just one organization. Or rather, think of it as a group of related families. A keiretsu. Each family has a family head. Being members of the same extended family ties the family heads together. The warehouse manager who runs this area goes by the name of Tanshou.”


“Where is Tanshou located?”


“He moved his base of operations to a city farther away. No reason to stay here with Zui’un Temple gone. As a result, the shin’nou aren’t moving shipments through the area. Distribution to the Taoist temples instead depends on the people of Ten Shire. In numbers small enough not to attract attention, guys like me are sent to help out Kyoshi and his friends the best way we can.”


The shin’nou working under Tanshou relied on the assistance of people in Ten Shire to move shipments around the region. Among them, Houto handled a route that circled through Ba Province and Bun Province.


“From Iryou, the provincial capital of Ba, to Hakurou, the provincial capital of Bun, and Soukou, the provincial capital of Kou.”


From here in Ten Shire, they transported goods to warehouses in each of the provincial capitals. Houto’s route took him to those three places, but Tanshou also supervised members of the guilds whose tours took them through much narrower territories. Put all together, the shin’nou had a working knowledge of every inch of the kingdom.


“Traveling is what we do. You can leave the particulars of the journey to me.”


“Thank you,” Taiki said with a polite bow.


“I’m thinking we’ll head for Hokuyou. Like here, Hokuyou is a village that supports the Zui’un Temple so we can stay there without any worries. Though the road there isn’t the easiest to navigate.” Houto added in an apologetic tone of voice, “It’s a rough back road without any good places to rest. You’ll have to be patient.”


“No matter the road, we’ll take our lead from Kyoshi and Houto,” Risai said. “Don’t worry about us. Seems the presence of our kijuu is causing you some concern. Sorry about that.”


“We likewise apologize for the inconvenience. It’s just that we’ll have horses ready in Hokuyou, and fairly soon, a kijuu for Kouryou-sama. Granted, any kijuu we can get our hands on probably won’t amount to much. But we’re leaving no stone unturned. It shouldn’t take long for our associates to deliver one to a town we’ll be stopping at along the way.”


A flustered Kouryou raised his hand. “You needn’t go to such lengths,” he protested.


“No.” Houto shook his head. “Please let us do this much. We’d prefer to provide one for each of you, but unfortunately, riding a flying kijuu is not something I can do.”


He looked at Kyoshi, who also nodded. “Just getting on a horse taxes the limits of my physical abilities.”


Houto said with a knowing smile, “If Kouryou-sama has a kijuu, the three of you can stay out of sight in the sky while scouting out our objectives further on. And if we have horses, then we can move along at a safe distance without slowing down your progress too much.”


“We are indeed grateful for your careful consideration of every last detail. You really do have our heartfelt thanks.”


Risai bowed her head. They had all gone to extraordinary lengths to make these preparations on such short notice. Had Tanshou expressed such a keen concern? Or was it Enchou or Doujin? Perhaps Houto had seized the baton. Either way, considering the time and money involved, they must have all had a hand in making these arrangements.


Risai once again couldn’t help but thank the good fortune of remembering Mount Bokuyou when it truly mattered.


	Chapter 11


[3-3] Kouryou pushed his pack beneath the bed. “Don’t hold back on my account,” he said.


Likewise removing his traveling clothes and arranging his luggage, Houto shot a puzzled look over his shoulder.


“About what?”


The residence they’d repurposed as an inn had but a single main building on the small side, with two bedrooms on either side of the narrow central hall. Two detached wings surrounded the courtyard to the right and left, though one was a shed and the other a store front facing the street.


The establishment once belonged to a grain merchant. Perhaps that explained why the structure as a whole was large and solidly built while the living quarters were limited to these two rooms. Taiki and Risai occupied one. Kouryou, Houto, and Kyoshi were bedding down in the other.


“Anyway, shouldn’t Kouryou-sama be staying with the Young Master? The other room is bigger. And—”


“Here is fine,” Kouryou said, cutting off the rest of Houto’s argument.


“But—” Kyoshi said, raising his voice in his usual reserved manner. “This may not be the politest way to phrase it, but Risai is missing her right arm. However unlikely the event, just in case something bad were to happen, shouldn’t Kouryou-sama be staying with them?”


Kouryou waved his hand dismissively and said for the umpteenth time, “Enough with the sama.” He added with a wry smile, “This is one of those situations where three really would be a crowd. Besides, I shouldn’t have to point out that a Taoist monk expressing such concerns might raise suspicions among the wrong sort of people.”


“Yeah, sorry about that,” Kyoshi said with a bowed head.


“Besides, don’t underestimate Risai-sama’s abilities. While she may rank her own skills on the rusty side, she was a general, after all, and she’s still good enough to place her among the best of the best.”


Swordsmanship did not arise solely from physical ability. Using a sword in close combat depended on sharpening the five senses such that conditions on the ground could be grasped in an instant. It required a state of mind able to calmly assess those conditions. And it demanded the courage to take the next step into danger even while all those factors were coming together.


In every one of those particulars, her skills had not languished in the least.


“We all walked different roads to get where we are. She rose up from the ranks. In a fair fight, she might get the better of me.”


“Is that really the case?”


“My specialty back in the day was the halberd and the lance. If I had enough confidence with a sword, I wouldn’t use concealed weapons.”


“The lance. Kouryou-sama—Kouryou—you’re familiar with stick fighting?”


“I am. Why?”


“I was hoping you could teach me.” Kyoshi made this request more forcefully than initially intended and added in a more subdued tone of voice, “Of course, it’s unlikely that a little more practice will make me any more useful in that regard. At the very least I’d like to know enough not to be a burden if and when the time comes.”


Kouryou grinned. “No trouble at all. Either Risai-sama or myself would be happy to be your sparring partner.”


“Risai-sama?”


“Not a realistic option for her these days but back in the day she knew her way around a lance. No cavalry officer worth her salt will get on a kijuu without first mastering the bow or lance.”


Listening in on the conversation, an intrigued Houto said, “So that’s what it comes down to. Incidentally, are you sure you’re okay bunking with us? We won’t take it personally if you want to move to the other room.”


“Like I said, I’m fine here. Do you really find my presence that much of a nuisance?”


“Not at all.” Houto waved his arms as if to swat away the implication. “I meant nothing of the sort.”


“Well, if I’m not, then I’ll stick around. Frankly, talking with the Young Master is like pulling my own teeth.”


“You too?” Kyoshi said, his eyes widening.


“The fact is, starting conversations with people is the kind of thing I’ve spent most of my life avoiding. Forcing myself to talk to someone out of the blue sets my nerves on edge.”


Kyoshi smiled. “And here I thought I was the only one. It’s a relief to know I’ve got company.”


“If you ask me, Houto here is the real mystery, the way he can talk up a storm without a care in the world. I’m truly impressed.”


Startled, Houto said, “Ah, so that’s what you meant by no holding back on your account. Of course, I can’t help feeling overwhelmed myself, but nothing’s going to happen if you don’t start talking.”


“Well, nothing’s happening in my case. Though I can’t speak for Risai-sama.”


“So that’s what it comes down to, eh?” Houto said with a grin. “I won’t deny I have a hard time getting a read on him.”


“You do?”


“I’m a commoner down to my bones, you see. I haven’t once caught a glimpse of what lies above the clouds. I never spent much time trying to imagine the sort of the folks who live there. But if I did, well, I might have imagined someone a bit more meek, softer, and more delicate.”


“He has certainly changed. I guess guileless was the main impression I came away with way back then.” Kouryou added with a wry smile. “Then again, the Young Master was a child the last time I saw him.”


“Only natural for a big change to come of that.”


Houto chuckled and so did Kouryou.




There was a time when Kouryou saw Taiki on a regular basis. He was attached to the Palace Guard of the Center. As such, his duties often brought him into contact with the Taiho. Not such much in a personal way. Only once had they conversed directly, when General Eishou brought Taiki a pony and Kouryou accompanied him.


General Eishou had a horse breeding center on his estate. It was renowned for the quality of its horses. Gyousou had discussed getting a horse for Taiki, so Eishou arrived with the finest pony in his stables. Eishou, the bearer of the gift, made the presentation. Kouryou had the honor of taking the pony by the reins and presenting it to Taiki.


Taiki thanked him and then asked, “It is a gentle horse?”


As Eishou was the man making the decisions in this regard, of course he settled on a pony with a mild disposition and had trained it thoroughly. Even when on a lead rope, the pony exhibited no skittishness or willfulness.


“A very gentle horse.”


“Aren’t horses sensitive animals?”


Seven years had passed since Gyousou’s accession. The enthronement ceremonies complete, they were seeing in the new year. Kouryou’s recollections placed these events shortly after that. Taiki was eleven years old at the time. His young eyes glittered with excitement, though he gazed at the pony with a palpable sense of wariness.


“Very much so. But this little horse has a big heart. No need to feel nervous around him at all.”


“Is it okay if I pet him?”


“Sure. Go ahead.”


The young Saiho reached out his hand toward the pony. The horse didn’t shy away. Rather it turned its curiosity filled eyes to the Taiho. Not only bighearted but it had an outgoing personality as well.


Perhaps tickled by the downy hairs of the pony’s muzzle, Taiki giggled. Kouryou’s clearest memory of him from that time was his cherubic smile. If those memories served him correctly, Taiki had only recently returned from his trip to the Kingdom of Ren as Gyousou’s envoy.




“Only natural, eh?” Kouryou said to himself.


Houto craned his head to the size, a quizzical expression on his face.


“Well, no. More likely because he was attacked by an adult, he had every reason to trust and suffered a grievous wound as a result.”


Whenever Kouryou recalled Taiki’s sweet smile on that day, the cruel turn of fate that followed weighed heavily on his heart.


“No small wonder that the many hardships he suffered after that should cast a shadow on his soul.”


“Attacked—” Houto muttered. “I heard the Taiho had been killed. In fact, it was considered a matter of public knowledge at the time.”


Kouryou shook his head. “I doubt you’ll find any official reference to the Taiho in the public record.”


Kyoshi agreed. “The only formal pronouncement declared the demise of the emperor. Not a single word about the Taiho.”


That was why the inauguration of a provisional government seemed a natural development, the assumption being that it commenced with the approval of the Taiho.


“However, the conduct of the provisional government grew increasingly strange. Suspicions arose that a pretender had usurped the Imperial Court. In that case, the question debated even within the precincts of Zui’un Temple was what had become of the Taiho? Some wondered if the Taiho was dead. But that appears not to have been the case.”


Despite the close relationship between Zui’un Temple and the Ministry of Winter, their combined efforts yielded no new information about Taiki. The one thing they knew for certain was that not a single person claimed to have seen Taiki in the Imperial Palace. No one had met him or caught sight of him or even heard rumors about somebody else encountering him.


“I heard that a disaster struck the Imperial Palace. Might have been a shoku.”


Kouryou nodded. “I was in Bun Province at the time so I didn’t witness what actually happened. But that’s what I heard too. After the shoku, all news about the Taiho ceased.”


“Some rumors said the shoku swallowed him up and transported him to places unknown. And at the same time, rumors spread that he’d been imprisoned somewhere.”


“The fact of the matter is, the Taiho himself caused the shoku.” Risai told him so the night before during a late-night discussion together with Taiki about how they would proceed next.


“His Highness had headed to Bun Province. The Taiho stayed behind in the Imperial Palace. He had his shirei—youma he’d subjugated as his bodyguards—to protect him. Told a pack of lies, he dispatched them to Bun Province to watch over the emperor.”


Most kirin had a multitude of youma in their retinue serving as shirei. Taiki only had two. Risai said this was because Taiki was a taika born in Hourai. Convinced to send his only two shirei to guard the emperor, the young Taiki was left completely exposed to Asen’s attack.


“Asen attacked the Taiho with a sword. In that split second, a shoku became his only means of escape. It’s called a meishoku, a small shoku triggered by Taiki in dire circumstances.”


“Unbelievable,” Houto exclaimed in unbridled indignation. “Was he hurt?”


“His horn, I was told.” Kouryou pointed at his forehead. “The Taiho is at heart a kirin. When in kirin form, he has a horn in the middle of his forehead. Asen’s attack struck that horn.”


“Don’t tell me Asen severed the horn from his head! A child of only ten or so.”


Kouryou nodded. He could not bring to mind the image of the young Taiki without shuddering in horror. Asen faced the child, raised his sword high over his head, and swung down with great force.


“A grave injustice to be inflicted on any kirin, let alone our kirin.”


The kirin was a divine guardian of the people. Under normal circumstances, an ally of the people who served them with compassion. The people were cognizant as well of the emperor as a link to that charitable impulse.


“The Taiho instantaneously triggered a meishoku and fled. Within that shoku, he was swept away to Hourai.”


“To Hourai—” Houto repeated in amazement. He looked at Kyoshi. Kyoshi agreed with a nod.


“The Taiho himself said he didn’t know the way home.”


Kouryou recalled Risai’s explanation. “To be precise, with his horn severed, he lost that sense of himself as a kirin. By nature, kirin can freely travel between here and there. Deprived of his powers and his memories as a kirin, the Taiho could not return.”


Houto blinked in confusion. “I don’t really get it.”


I don’t either, said Kouryou’s grim smile. Even after the explanations he’d been given, he still didn’t understand. He really wasn’t sure what a kirin was in the first place. What he did understand was that Taiki couldn’t get home according to his own devices. Asen’s actions had robbed him of that ability.


Houto let out a long breath. “Still, lucky it was Hourai, right? Bad men couldn’t pursue the Taiho there. And Hourai is the best possible place where any of us could hope to end up.”


Houto was referring to the popular myths and legends—that Hourai was the blessed land of the wizards.


Kouryuu’s grim smile now took on a bitter edge. “Turns out that Hourai isn’t necessarily a blessed land of the wizards either. The Taiho suffered a severe bout of esui while he was there.”


“Esui—”


“Apparently a disease that afflicts kirin, brought about by contamination of blood and long-harbored grudges.”


“You don’t say.” Houto’s jaw dropped in surprise and even Kyoshi’s eyes opened wide.


“The Taiho couldn’t return here by his own power. Far from it, day by day, the esui ate away at his lifespan. But Risai-sama made her way to the Kingdom of Kei and petitioned the Imperial Kei, a fellow taika. The empress agreed to search Hourai for him. Starting with the emperor of En, they enlisted the assistance of several other emperors and empresses, and eventually were able to secure the return of Taiki. Alas, because of the wounds received at Asen’s hand, he cannot transform into a kirin, or command his shirei, or sense the location of the emperor.”


“Does not that put him in a highly precarious position?”


“Very much so.”


“If his presence was revealed to his enemies, they would surely attack him again. Makes you wonder if returning to Tai was really his best option.”


“That is what the Taiho desired. He insists that Tai must be saved.”


But simply returning to Tai did not mean anything in and of itself. As Taiki said himself, he could perform no miracles that would transform Tai. For the time being, Taiki was merely a powerless young man. Perhaps he would have been better off staying behind in Kei. However—


“As long as the Taiho was not here, the current state of affairs would not change.”


Kouryou didn’t even think that Risai returning to Tai and proclaiming that Taiki was alive and well in Kei would have made a difference. He felt keenly that Taiki standing there in front of them was what set everything in motion.


Six empty years had passed since he’d last seen that dazzling and cherubic smile. Looking back on that day now, that smile preceded the tragedy by only days. News of the uprising in Bun Province arrived one day after Eishou and Kouryou presented the pony to Taiki.


Six years.


Gyousou had ascended the throne as the new emperor only a year before. Province lords had been dismissed and others appointed. A campaign to suppress the tyrannical rule of the local rebel groups began in earnest. This prompted a backlash from the rebels, who raised clenched fists and launched a full-scale rebellion.


The province lords dispatched their militaries to bring the situation under control. The rebels amassed weapons and fought back. These ongoing skirmishes had long constituted the status quo in Bun Province. But as Gyousou’s first official year as emperor ended, the rebels overran and occupied Kohaku. It became clear that only a direct assault would dislodge them from their strongholds.


The province formally dispatched the provincial guard to Kohaku with orders to drive the rebels out of the city, an objective that remained elusive even come the new year. The conflict took on the appearance of a drawn-out war. Reports of an insurrection in Bun Province soon reached the capital.


Gyousou decided at once to dispatch the Imperial Army. The orders came down to the Palace Guard of the Center. They were to join forces with the Bun Provincial Guard, suppress the rebel groups instigating the uprising, liberate the city, all the while safeguarding the citizenry.


	Chapter 12


[3-4] Kouryou was at army headquarters when the orders came down. He remembered muttering in bewilderment, “A whole division of the Palace Guard?”


“One whole division,” Eishou replied in blunt tones mingled with undisguised cynicism.


“But—” broke in Rikei. A regimental commander like Kouryou, his confusion was just as evidence. “I heard that the brigands occupying the city number around five hundred.”


The voice faded to a whisper. Rikei was the youngest of the five regimental commanders and was still intimidated by Eishou’s presence. Not only the youngest, also the most recently promoted. Kiryou, the previous commander, was appointed a general in the Bun Provincial Guard. Formerly a battalion commander, Rikei was chosen to fill the opening three months ago.


Considering the crusty personality of his superior officer, Kouryou thought with a small smile, a little timidity was to be expected.


Kouryou said, “The enemy occupied a shire castle and barricaded themselves within its thick walls. Moreover, they know the lay of the land.”


In response, Eishou laughed through his nose. “Stuff and nonsense,” he spit out. “However well they may know the territory, in the end, they’re a bunch of rogues and villains. No match for the regular army. And we’ll have the Bun Provincial Guard. A motley crew of chicken-hearted country bumpkins and hangers-on they may be, but General Kiryou will whip them into shape. Pitting the twelve-thousand, five-hundred soldiers of the Palace Guard against five hundred brigands should prove about as difficult as breaking eggs with a catapult.”


At the conclusion of this little rant, Eishou turned to Kouryou and said, “I take it that’s what you meant by a whole division?”


“Well, more or less.”


This sardonic attitude was nothing out of the ordinary for Eishou and nothing to get offended about either.


“His Highness agrees.” Though the sarcasm was still there, Kouryou knew full well that Eishou simply wasn’t capable of harboring negative feelings when it came to Gyousou. “His Highness believes it is vital to convince the people of Bun Province that the kingdom will be there to protect them.”


The mighty power of a full military division of the Palace Guard would make clear that they had nothing to fear from the brigands. That was why Eishou was being dispatched to Bun Province.


Of course, Kouryou thought. “When will you deploy?”


In answer to Kouryou’s inquiry, Eishou answered crisply, “As soon as possible.”


“Snow is falling. The Ministry of Spring forecasts it will keep falling for some time.”


“The Zui Provincial Guard will remove the snow along the route.”


It was a foregone conclusion that replacing the top leadership of Bun Province would sooner or later lead to strife with the local land gangs. With that expectation in mind, guardsmen had been stationed at key points along the main roads. Whenever it snowed, they expedited snow removal as well.


“Well, I would expect no less from Gyousou-sama.”


From before he became emperor until now, both he and Eishou had served Gyousou as their commanding officer with great respect and admiration.


“In any case, we don’t have the leeway to wait until spring. There being no way to avoid a hard winter march, best we get it done earlier than later. In fact, a letup in the weather would come with its own problems. It would definitely affect the mopping up operations.”


Kouryou and the other regimental commanders chimed in to agree. The hill they had to climb after that was nevertheless a steep one.


Having anticipated the likelihood of such a situation, every care was taken getting ready for a quick deployment. Nevertheless, preparing for the expedition to Bun Province took a good deal of time and trouble. With little sleep or rest, the plans were put in motion and a regiment left Kouki the next day as an advance guard.


Thereafter, the remaining regiments departed at regular intervals and proceeded north along the highway to Bun Province. The rear guard led by Kouryou and accompanied by Eishou departed Kouki three days later.


The road from Kouki to Bun Province was a frozen sheen of white. During the winter, the sky seemed constantly blanketed by snow-laden clouds from which white snowflakes constantly fell. No sooner had the heavily trampled highway been cleared but fresh snow piled up. Kicked up by the wind, the footsteps of the troops soon disappeared beneath a white haze.


After proceeding along the snow swept roads for two weeks, Eishou’s army arrived at Rin’u in Bun Province. They set up camp at the outskirts of the city. The troublesome town of Kohaku was a day’s march from there.


“They suddenly came surging into the city,” stated the complaint lodged by the mayor of Kohaku.


The outlaws responsible for the violence hailed from nearby Koumon. The mines developed on Koumon Mountain had yielded no ore deposits worth exploiting in recent years, only gemstone fountains. The stones produced by the gemstone fountains were second grade at best. In terms of the overall scale, it was not a wealthy mountain.


The outlaws running the territory belonged to an up and rising land gang. The entire operation was beset by one problem after the next. The provincial government sent in an inspector to get a handle on the situation. The outlaws on Koumon Mountain sent him and his crew packing and used strong-arm tactics to close off their access to the mountain.


In order to restrain the violence-prone land gangs and restore order to the Koumon region, the provincial justice minister sent orders to the shire justice minister along with a contingent of gendarmes. At this juncture, the situation still fell under the legal jurisdiction of the Ministry of Fall.


“Normally, we would handle the matter locally,” said the Bun Minister of Fall, who’d arrived to explain what was going on.


While under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Fall, the incident was classified as a public disturbance. If the disorder spread to the point that it became a rebellion, the jurisdiction shifted to the military and the Ministry of Summer and the Provincial Guard took over.


None of the land gangs could fight and win against the military in a face-to-face conflict. Knowing this full well, they looked for a way to settle their differences while the issue was under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Fall.


“They didn’t know when to quit and ended up trading blows with the gendarmes.”


Though the gendarmes acted under the direction of the Ministry of Fall, they were in fact soldiers on loan from the military. Their objective being the apprehension of criminal suspects, they were under strict orders not to use military tactics and weaponry. However, even with their hands so tied, there was little chance of them losing to the land gangs in a direct confrontation.


The gendarmes defeated the outlaws at Koumon in short order. But instead of surrendering, the outlaws fled down the mountain and holed up in Kohaku. Then taking advantage of its light defenses, they stormed the shire seat, killed the administrator, and occupied the citadel.


“Quite the head of government,” Eishou said with a thin smile. “A big brawl was going on right next door. But instead of strengthening his defenses, the administrator decided to take it easy and had the shire seat stolen out right from under him. Well, not before stealing his life first.”


The Bun Minister of Fall hunched his shoulders as if the criticism were personally aimed at him.


The city enclosed the village at its core. The village manager of Kohaku was a kindly middle-aged woman. One of her feet dragged along the ground as she walked.


“There’s bound to be trouble when civilians get caught up in a melee. What happened to your foot?”


“When the outlaws came storming in, they straightaway tried to break into the public storehouse.”


The storehouse contained emergency reserves of the basic necessities the village depended on during a crisis. In the winter, when the frozen land yielded nothing in the way of edible produce, the storehouse was the villager’s lifeline.


“We cannot live without food and charcoal. We never have enough in the first place. Because those brigands kept showing up and pilfering our goods at every turn. We have to offer a helping hand to those hit by hard times. As a result, even in good times, we’re going to have fewer supplies than we need. And yet here they come to steal more.”


People from the surrounding area pitched in and they held off the invaders as best they could. They got battered and bruised with little to show for their efforts.


“Looks like the shire administrator never showed much interest in defending the village. Well, what goes around comes around. He received a just reward for his incompetence.”


The outlaws attacked the storehouse and the homes of the inhabitants. Nobody else sallied in to defend them. Around that time, the shire citadel had already fallen to the main force of the land gangs. The village manager fled Kohaku with all the residents well enough to move.


“A good thing they didn’t take your lives as well. We promise to return Kohaku to you as soon as possible. You don’t worry about the storehouse. Expend your efforts nursing the wounded back to health.”


“Thank you,” said the village manager, bowing her head low.


She bowed several more times as she left the camp. Watching her leave, Kouryou said, “Are you sure it was a good idea to make promises about the warehouse?”


“It’s all the same to me. His Highness desires peace and prosperity for the people of Bun Province. Once we retake Kohaku, we can replenish the storehouse from military stockpiles. Have the Provincial or Imperial quartermaster arrange the shipments.”


“Providing there’s enough to spare.”


Little time had passed since Gyousou’s enthronement. The dissolute rule of the late Emperor Kyou and the empty throne that followed ravaged the realm. Even the Imperial storehouses hadn’t been adequately maintained.


“If not, you can take it from my estate,” Eishou said with an indifferent shrug.


Eishou ran a wealthy estate. To start with, not only Eishou, but all of Gyousou’s officers managed their estates well. When evaluating the merits of his subordinates, General Gyousou took into consideration their military skills and also their ability to manage their lands. No matter how well a commander fought on the battlefield, a mismanaged estate ranked him lower in Gyousou’s eyes. This explained why, after his enthronement, he so speedily put the Imperial Court in order.


Kouryou grinned. “Well, that settles the matter of the storehouse, which leaves us with your promise to retake Kohaku.”


“Not losing any sleep over that either,” Eishou said, a cruel smirk rising to his face.


True to those words, as soon as the Palace Guard bivouacked, he called up three regiments and surrounded Kohaku. They sealed the gates, locked down the city, eliminated the outlaws, and freed the besieged citizens. The troops advanced to the city center and mopped up the remaining brigands holed up in the shire castle.


The whole operation was over in less than two weeks. Kohaku was liberated as promised, with a minimum of collateral damage. Nevertheless, Kouryou’s work was far from over. Before the Palace Guard had retaken Kohaku, the outlaws incited insurrections in three nearby locations.


Along with cleaning up the mess in Kohaku, they had to deal with three more conflicts. On the verge of getting a grip on that mayhem, the fires spread elsewhere. In the time it took to suppress those outbreaks, more riots broke out in yet another location. When the Provincial Guard was mobilized and sent into the fray, the insurgents banded together and expanded the field of battle.


Answering suspicions that this was less a grass roots uprising than a carefully calculated rebellion, General Sougen of the Sui Provincial Guard was dispatched from the capital. Not only that, but Gyousou himself departed for the front with a contingent of the Imperial Army.


“The emperor?” exclaimed Rikei upon hearing the news. Kouryou was no less surprised.


“That’s right.” Eishou tossed aside the document brought by the blue bird carrier pigeon. The thin, nearly transparent sheet of paper drifted like a big snowflake to the slushy ground, where Eishou stomped on it with the heel of his boot in an obvious pique.


Kouryou picked it up. It was for their eyes only, after all, and should be properly disposed of.


Rikei hardly looked satisfied but wasn’t about to press Eishou on the matter. The tide of battle showed no signs of turning. That left Eishou in a chronically bad mood. Relying on the help of the Provincial Guard stung his pride. Now the situation had deteriorated to the point that General Sougen was rushing to his aid.


Moreover, with the subjugation of the outlaws dragging on day by day, the snow was growing soft. The battleground turned to slush during the day. At night, the snow froze, preserving the footprints tracked across fields in blocks of ice and making the ground as treacherous as rocky terrain.


Now and then came a day warm enough to bring out a sweat. And then temperatures plunged the next, bringing fresh snow. Even the elements conspired to exasperate Eishou to no end.


“Under normal circumstances, the emperor himself should not depart for the front,” Kouryou said, taking over the conversation. “The battlefield is constantly on the move. At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if Tetsui got involved.”


“Isn’t Tetsui located to the west of Kan’you Mountain? Once you cross over the mountain. It’s got a mid-sized shire citadel.”


“The size of the city isn’t the problem. Tetsui is a special place for His Highness and for us.”


Back in the day, Tetsui refused to pay the harsh taxes demanded of them and shuttered the municipal treasury. This was during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou. The emperor’s extravagant lifestyle exhausted the wealth of the kingdom. The tax burden rose accordingly, falling all the heavier on the poorer districts. If the weather worsened and natural disasters increased, there might be nothing to live on once the taxes were paid.


Pay the taxes and starve to death. Refuse and be condemned to death. Tetsui chose the latter. They turned away the tax collectors, shuttered the treasury, barricaded the city, and continued to resist. The kingdom in turn labeled them rebels. The military officer Emperor Kyou dispatched to subjugate them was none other than General Gyousou.


“That’s right,” Eishou muttered. “You were there, Kouryou.”


“I was. Among the current regimental commanders was Kiryou—who was transferred to Bun Province—and myself and Gouhei too, I believe.”


“Yeah, I was there.” Gouhei spoke up. “I’d just been promoted to company commander.”


Rikei shook his head. “An army of the Palace Guard pitted against citizen rebels holed up in the shire citadel—sounds a lot like this current business in Kohaku.”


“I hope the resemblances stop there,” Gouhei answered with a grin. “You see, we lost that one.”


Rikei’s eyes grew wide with surprise. “You lost?”


“More accurate to say we didn’t win,” Eishou interjected. “We didn’t lose. We simply didn’t win. Not because Tetsui was well defended. Gyousou-sama decided that Tetsui was on the right side of the argument. The treasury had to be opened but the inhabitants of Tetsui were not rebels.”


“I thought that Gyousou-sama never lost a battle.”


Eishou scowled. “Hard to even call it a loss. He applied that sort of tendentious logic to the situation and threw away a certain victory.”


Kouryou and Rikei exchanged wry smiles.


“There are some in the rank and file who misunderstand the meaning of the term, but among Emperor Kyou’s generals, the only one who truly never lost a battle is Asen-dono.”


Two others had similar records. One of them had only recently been promoted and the other was a wily old badger who never engaged an enemy he wasn’t already assured of defeating.


“Huh.”


Momentarily lost in reflection, Gouhei said, “I’ll never forget that battle. Our opponents weren’t rebels, so we just couldn’t attack them.”


“You didn’t attack?” echoed the astonished Rikei.


“Our orders stated so, in no uncertain terms. The result was, they came at us with shovels and hoes and we defended ourselves using our shields like tortoise shells.”


“Swords?”


“We carried no weapons into the fray. Only shields, wooden shields with metal sheets attached to them. When the command came down, it felt like we were being told to die.”


Kouryou grinned at the rekindled memory. “Sure did. We gritted our teeth and waited for them to wear themselves out.”


The stories later told of that day called them “white cotton shields.” The wooden shields had a cotton or wool backing to protect the citizen soldiers. In fact, the “white cotton shields” were used only at first. They couldn’t withstand too much punishment, not considering the kind of beating the soldiers were taking. Strictly disposable. There wasn’t enough material to go around in the first place and soon it was getting left out. Gyousou expected as much. He deployed the “white cotton shields” at the onset solely as a symbol to display the intentions of the Palace Guard.


Gyousou announced as well when the battle began that any soldier coming away with a bloodied shield would have hell to pay. He meant it. Severe consequences awaited any soldier who let things get out of hand and stained his shield by drawing blood.


“As our raw supplies diminished, the metal plates shrunk as well.” Gouhei chuckled. “Pretty soon there wasn’t any left. We had no choice but to make the shields bigger and bigger. And heavier. Wielding them with any kind of dexterity became impossible. We couldn’t counterattack if we wanted to.”


Rikei asked Kouryou, “And that was how the battle was finally concluded?”


“The battle never really concluded. That’s why nobody lost but nobody won either.”


“What a strange battle that was,” Gouhei muttered with a sentimental sign. “When they first saw we weren’t carrying swords, they came at us with a vengeance. But gradually eased up on the attacks.”


“More like they got worn out and bored. And they hadn’t had anything to eat for a while. In the end, they simply lacked the physical stamina to stay on the offensive.”


“We’d stick rations in our pockets, and when our small-town brawlers started getting wobbly and had to take a break, we’d hand them over.”


“On the other hand, I was given some boiled butterbur. My benefactor pitied me for the hard job we’d taken on.”


“It happened,” Gouhei said with a smile. “Others expressed concerns about our health, asking us if we were okay.”


His eyes still wide with amazement, Rikei said, “Sounds an awful lot like one of those ancient battles out of a folk ballad.”


“Nothing like a ballad. It was a battlefield, after all, a place where people were out for blood.”


The people of Tetsui, surrounded by the Palace Guard, resolved themselves for annihilation. Certain the army had come to kill them all, they launched their initial counterattack as a fight to the death. It took them a while to realize that Kouryou and his officers had no desire to engage them, though some in Tetsui still believed they were going to all end up dead in the end.


“People got killed and suffered heavy wounds. I put so much strain on my shield-bearing arm that I couldn’t fully extend it for several years.”


The righteous indignation Kouryou and the soldiers felt on the behalf of the people of Tetsui—who were being sacrificed on the altar of Emperor Kyou’s luxurious lifestyle—helped them carry out Gyousou’s order not to strike out in anger. Paying such heavy taxes would leave the people with nothing to live on. Refusing to pay the taxes resulted in situations like this. Even the lower ranked officers keenly grasped the cruelty of the dilemma the villagers found themselves in.


So Kouryou was delighted to hear Gyousou state that Tetsui was on the right side of the argument. That made following such unconventional orders all the easier.


“As far as battles go, it was a bad one,” Eishou said, “and not one I care to remember. But the people of Tetsui weren’t bereft of reason. In the end, they opened the gates and complied with the levies.”


“They were weeping as they opened the gates,” Gouhei said. “The soldiers carting off the goods from the municipal treasury couldn’t help tearing up as well.”


Because paying the assessed taxes meant they would starve that winter. They’d boarded up the city gates knowing they’d be branded rebels and exterminated. Forced to pay the taxes against their will, they knew that suffering and starvation awaited them. Kouryou saw the shadow of death in the dejected expressions on their faces, the faces of the young, the old, and the walking wounded. And yet the taxes had to be paid if the war was ever going to end.


“As expected, that incident brought the problems of excessively heavy taxes to the fore, which were only expected to grow worse from the next year onward. After the battle, we all chipped in out of our own pockets. But make no mistake, the coming winter was a hard one.”


Knowing all that, the taxes had to be collected. Giving tax outlaws a pass would shake the financial foundations of the kingdom. Tetsui had to be attacked to prevent that from happening. If they resisted, they had to be destroyed. Gyousou had resolved to not attack the people of Tetsui. But the longer the conflict dragged on, the higher the possibility of reinforcements getting sent in. If that happened, it would be impossible to avoid the complete eradication of Tetsui.


“It must have broken their hearts to open the gates, knowing that starvation awaited them in the future. But Gyousou-sama said that Tetsui had reason on their side and continued to search for common ground, so they must have come away with a sense of his feelings about the matter.”


Tetsui didn’t win and neither did the Palace Guard. Though both were left with nothing to celebrate, bonds were born between them.


“That was why His Highness sent himself into battle,” said Rikei. “But when exactly did all this happen?”


“Well—” Gouhei tilted his head to the side. “A long time ago. I doubt any of the chaps throwing themselves at us on the battlefield are still alive. And most of their children will have likely died of old age by now.”


“Very likely,” Kouryou agreed with a tight smile. “To the people of Tetsui, it’s become a legend. Though we are still alive and lived through it and carry those memories with us.”


Tetsui held a special place in their hearts. They could not overlook the crisis. So Gyousou set out to take back Tetsui from the land gangs and protect the city from the ravages of war.


And then while marching toward Tetsui, Gyousou suddenly vanished.


	Chapter 13


[3-5] The regiments under the command of General Eishou bivouacked outside Rin’u. General Sougen and Gyousou arrived at the beginning of March. As the ineffectual conflict dragged on, the snow began to melt. In open fields and on the south-facing slopes, the lingering snow disappeared, revealing the brown earth beneath.


Even in Bun Province, known for its interminable winters, spring was not long off.


As emperor, Gyousou had no actual army to lead. Rather, he put himself in charge of two regiments from the Palace Guard of the Right. The commander of the Palace Guard of the Right was none other than General Asen. With no way of knowing what was soon to occur, Gyousou marched to Rin’u with two regiments that included five thousand of Asen’s troops.


Gyousou headed directly to Eishou’s field headquarters as soon as he arrived. Kouryou was in attendance and found the experience humbling. Gyousou once conferred with Eishou like this as a matter of course, but here was a sight no one expected to see following his enthronement. This was the first time since then that Kouryou had stood face to face with the emperor. The always busy Gyousou had other duties to tend to when Kouryou delivered the pony to Taiki.


Gyousou had not been blessed with a physique that stood out in a crowd. Surrounded by his soldiers, what set him apart was his white hair, crimson eyes, and solemn demeanor.


That much about him hasn’t changed at all, Kouryou thought as he observed the interaction between the two men.


“What is the situation on the battlefield?” Gyousou asked Eishou, then quietly and attentively listened to Eishou’s explanation.


If anything, Gyousou was a bit thinner than the last time Kouryou had seen him. And perhaps because of his time away from the battlefield, paler than before, which had the cumulative effect of making him appear all the more sagacious.


“In any case, the land gangs in Anseki must be stopped from advancing east.” Eishou indicated a point on the map. Anseki was located northwest of Rin’u, between the Bun Province capital of Hakurou and Tetsui. With the Provincial Guard marching on them from Hakurou, the land gangs there fled toward Tetsui in the east.


“The Mount Shou district south of Tetsui is also seeing suspicious activity. Reports from the field have the land gangs massing in Houtaku.”


“Suspicious developments indeed. Stands to reason how you’re getting bogged down here, Eishou.”


“I find myself in a situation not at all to my liking,” Eishou sulked.


Gyousou smiled. “We can at least rejoice that, having gotten his hackles up, Eishou has not yet burned Bun Province to the ground.” He turned to where Kouryou and the others were standing. “You too have encountered unexpected difficulties.” His eyes stopped on Kouryou. “Kouryou, it’s been a while. I take it you’re doing well.”


Kouryou couldn’t help jumping to attention. “Yes, thank you.”


“You’re looking in good health, Gouhei,” he said with a nod. He added, addressing the regimental commanders as a group, “More importantly, Rikei seems to be holding up well. As this is his first deployment since his promotion, I’m sure he’s got more than enough on his plate to worry about.”


Rikei appeared at a loss for words. This was likely the first time he’d met Gyousou in person. The realization that the emperor had bothered to familiarize himself with his career brought a flush of delight to his face.


And yet not at all that surprising. Gyousou possessed an almost otherworldly ability to remember his subordinates. He only needed to meet someone once—an ordinary foot soldier, for example—to thereafter recall all the relevant details about that person. Even without a memorable confrontation, he wouldn’t forget a soldier he’d encountered even as a friend of a friend.


Eishou interjected in his always irritated tone of voice, “Not only Rikei, but as we are all only carrying out our duties, laurels are hardly called for. More importantly, what do we do going forward?”


“Aren’t you the one in charge here?”


“I’m not in the mood for unfunny banter. The Palace Guard is the emperor’s personal army.”


Gyousou flashed a smile. “Well, then, let me rephrase that question. What do you intend to do?”


“I plan to move on Anseki and check the eastern advance, closing from the east and west with the Provincial Guard and executing a pincer attack in the mountains. However, an unchecked advance will leave Mount Shou in our rear. One way or the other, the land gangs appear to be joining forces behind the scenes. That being the case, maneuvering with Mount Shou behind us is a bad idea.”


“I agree.”


“This road here.” Pointing at the map was General Sougen, who had accompanied Gyousou on the march. He commanded the Army of the Left from the Zui Provincial Guard. “This road would appear to lead to the highway that runs alongside Anseki.”


“It exits west of Anseki. We ended up pushing them east while the Provincial Guard has been holding its ground west of Anseki. At this juncture, we’d accomplish nothing by linking up.”


“Is there a way to get to the east of Anseki?”


“There are several. But these aren’t roads that can accommodate large armies. The snow is deep and the risk of an ambush high. I do not recommend splitting up large regiments into smaller companies.”


From conditions on the ground, Eishou and Kouryou and the regimental commanders decided to proceed toward Houtaku and halt the advance there. Tetsui was a two-day march from Houtaku. They’d be able to shift forces quickly if the land gangs in Anseki moved on Tetsui.


The problem was the suspicious activities of the outlaws on Mount Shou. If the army rushed in heedlessly, they could kick the hornet’s nest and invite chaos. On the other hand, the arrival of the army might temporarily tamp down local unrest.


If, as suspected, the outlaw groups were conspiring behind the scenes, then the land gangs holding Anseki would likely get word as soon as the army occupied Houtaku. Moving on Tetsui from Anseki would become all the more difficult. And doing so would make any plans to draw the army toward Anseki, with the outlaws on Mount Shou launching a pincer attack from behind, all the less tenable.


Gyousou concurred with Eishou’s proposal. The army began its march on Houtaku the next day at dawn. General Eishou took the vanguard with Kouryou and the regimental commanders. The advance guard under Rikei’s command left Rin’u first. Following the highway that skirted the foot of the mountain, they headed toward Houtaku. Gyousou’s army followed behind and General Sougen brought up the rear.


Things went disastrously wrong on the third day.


It was an unusually warm day, the clouds hanging low to the ground. As they approached a narrow ravine, the land gangs launched a sudden attack on General Rikei and the advance guard. Hiding among the surrounding ridges, the outlaws came at them without warning. They did not number that many, and did not align themselves in an intimidating battle formation. But the geographical conditions were bad and a hard fight was in the offing.


Eishou dispatched a runner to Gyousou as soon as he received the initial reports, only to be informed that Gyousou was nowhere to be found.


According to the soldiers in the vicinity who were questioned about Gyousou’s whereabouts, soon after the march got underway, Gyousou announced he was going to join General Sougen, who was coming along behind them. Accompanied by his guards, Gyousou separated from the column and waited there for General Sougen to catch up to them.


The soldiers took this at face value and continued on, leaving Gyousou behind. Except when they reached that spot, General Sougen’s soldiers didn’t see Gyousou or anybody else. Twenty-five elite guards and their mounts had disappeared as well.


The soldiers in his army equally had no idea when it had happened. They should have observed him waiting at the side of the road as they passed by but their stories were all over the place. No one could pin down an account of when and how he had disappeared, except it must have been something other than a battle.


In short order, the conflict with the land gangs was left in the hands of General Rikei and the remaining troops launched a search of the area for Gyousou. Around sunset, the first rain of the year began to fall. The failing light reduced visibility to near zero. Though the rainfall was not heavy, the incessant drizzle washed away any remaining traces in the snow.


Conditions only got worse. The search continued well after dark and turned up nothing that might point to Gyousou’s whereabouts. The twenty-five guards assigned to his detail vanished as well. Only Keito, Gyousou’s mount, returned alone the next day.


“How goes the battle?” Eishou asked, returning to his tent late that night.


Gouhei answered, “Rikei came here with me. He managed a retreat to safe ground. But this strikes me as more the result of the enemy making the most of all the tumult. They don’t seem that formidable an opponent. A battalion should be enough to deal with them. Time is our enemy now.”


“Indeed.” Summoning Rikei forward, Eishou glanced at him and nodded. “And what of the kijuu?”


“A tad skittish, but it appears to be in good condition, as are the saddle and packs. Whatever happened didn’t happen while His Highness was riding the kijuu.”


Eishou laughed through his nose. “Obviously. If he got attacked while in the saddle, I doubt that a kijuu like Keito would simply wander back to camp and calmly head for the stables.”


Rikei asked, “Is his kijuu that temperamental a creature?”


“I wouldn’t so much call it temperamental as say its eccentricities mirror those of its master.”


“Eishou-sama—”


“It’s the truth,” Eishou said, with a wave of his hand. He sat down on his cot. “His Highness caught and trained Keito himself.”


“Is that even possible?”


“It can obviously be done if he’s the one doing it. Hardly the same way a wrangler or dealer would, though. As a result, Keito is a handful for anybody to handle but His Highness. Not that it attacks people indiscriminately, though.”


“A clever creature, to be sure,” said Sougen. “It knows who you are. And if you’re not His Highness, it won’t listen to anything you say.”


“Huh.” Eishou sniffed. “Keito didn’t so much return to camp as it came looking for Gyousou-sama. Not finding him in the expected places is what put it in a bad mood. Gyousou-sama must have dismounted at some point. Based on the evidence gathered by General Asen’s men as well, Gyousou-sama definitely set off on his own accord.”


“That is indeed the case. However—” Sougen lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “There’s a reason I had you all assemble here in Eishou’s tent.”


“You have information for our ears only, you mean.”


Sougen nodded. “The fact of the matter is, the evening before he disappeared, His Highness visited me in my quarters. He wanted to borrow a contingent of soldiers off the record.”


Not only Eishou, a clearly dubious expression rose to the faces of everyone present.


“He said he was coming to me directly and in secret and asked me to lend him several of my troops. I asked why but he did not offer any explanations. I was to summon one highly capable officer to my tent, no questions asked. He would be designated the platoon leader, responsible for building a team of fifteen elite soldiers that would be loaned to His Highness.”


The officer was summoned to Sougen’s tent. Sougen excused himself and so had no idea what instructions Gyousou conveyed to this freshly designated platoon leader.


“The platoon leader selected fifteen elite soldiers and quickly organized them into three squads. They all brought kijuu with them.”


These soldiers, ostensibly under Sougen’s command, slipped away that night without a word to anyone.


“And never returned.”


Having gone to such lengths to “borrow” these soldiers meant that Gyousou was definitely up to something. He left the column with his personal detail in the middle of the march. Where he had gone and what he had done after that—all anybody knew for certain was that Gyousou vanished not long after he stopped by the side of the road.


Wherever he’d gone, he’d gotten into an accident or perhaps been set upon by the land gangs. Kouryou and his fellow officers conjectured the best they could and expanded the scope of the search.


In the midst of these efforts, startling news came from Kouki. A shoku had occurred in Hakkei Palace, killing or wounding no small number of ministers, officials, and government workers.


“How in the world could a shoku occur above the Sea of Clouds!” Eishou exploded in a rage. “Such a thing should be impossible!”


Sougen worried aloud, “We can only pray that nothing amiss has happened to the Taiho or the members of the Rikkan.”


“According to the dispatch, the Taiho is missing.”


The statement was met by wordless exclamations of dismay all around.


“We need more information,” Sougen insisted. “Send a runner at once.”


Eishou cut him off with a grunt. “Messengers are already headed our way. There is nothing more we can do until we know exactly what happened.”


More importantly, their priority at the moment was Gyousou. In the wake of the troubling news from the capital, soldiers were organized into search parties, but they turned up neither hide nor hair of Gyousou or his personal detail.


The entire Imperial Army was fit to be tied.


In order to clarify the situation at their end, Sougen left at once for Kouki. The search for Gyousou divided their time and labor. The critical campaign against the land gangs ground to a complete halt. Then came the devastating news from Kouki that the White Pheasant had uttered its last cry.


Meaning that somewhere Gyousou had died.


Even today, Kouryou could not forget the shock. The corrupt rule of Emperor Kyou had ravaged the countryside. No sooner had a new emperor at last been chosen and a new dynasty began but he perished after a mere half-year reign. The dispatch from the Imperial Palace that Taiki had vanished only drove home the despair.


Thoughts of what would become of the kingdom now grew mired in gloom and doom. The lamentations of the people resounded like thunder. Having invested so many hopes in the dynasty of the new emperor, his death left the people of Bun Province sorely dispirited. Soldiers and civilians banded together in the search. At the very least, if they could recover his body, they could conduct a proper funeral.


But such efforts came to naught.


The land gangs were blamed for carrying out the fatal assault and were branded bitter enemies overnight. General Gashin arrived from Kouki and conducted a thorough mopping up operation, finally imposing some semblance of control on the mayhem in Bun Province.


However, the chaos on the front lines only grew worse. Rebellions subsequently broke out in Shou Province while numerous incidents continued unabated.


A flurry of detailed orders came down the chain of command. The army was divided at the regimental level and the scope of their activities increased. In the midst of this confusion, a blue bird arrived in the camp bearing a message from Risai.


Asen betrayed the throne.


	Chapter 14


[3-6] An unexpected knock at the door brought Kouryou back to the present.


Encouraged by Kyoshi and Houto, he’d gotten absorbed in the story and the night had grown long. Houto got to his feet and opened the door. Risai was standing there.


“Is something the matter?”


“Oh, nothing. I saw the light from your room and heard you talking. The Taiho can’t sleep so I was getting him something warm to drink.”


“In that case, I’d be happy to.”


“That’s fine. I’ll take care of it. But as long as you’re up, we can make enough for you too.”


Houto thanked her with a bow. Exiting the room into the main hall, the three of them found Taiki waiting there.


“Our chatter wasn’t keeping you awake, was it?”


“Not at all. Just having a hard time settling down. How about yourselves?”


The night before, Kyoshi had hardly slept at all. But now, after a day on the road, he was wide awake and not sleepy in the slightest.


“Kouryou was telling us about the events in Bun Province.”


“Ah,” Risai said with a nod.


The previous night, while Kyoshi was running around making preparations for the journey, Risai and Kouryou talked with Taiki until dawn. So Kouryou was probably covering ground that Risai and Taiki were already familiar with.


Houto cheerfully lit a fire in the hibachi. He heated a kettle and then rummaged about the kitchen for a tray and a set of cups.


“So there’s no truth to the claim that the White Pheasant uttered its last cry?” Houto asked as he brewed the tea.


Risai nodded. “I was headed to Jou Province at the time. The Nisei-shi—the minister charged with the care the White Pheasant—rushed into camp. He personally witnessed Asen fabricating the supposed last cry.”


“Another scheme the Pretender—Asen—dreamed up,” Houto said with a sigh. “At the end of the day, what sort of chap is this Asen? I’ve heard that he is a capable general. If memory serves, after Emperor Kyou died, Asen was the odd-on favorite to be his successor. I take it that until certain facts came to light, nobody harbored any doubts to the contrary.”


Risai, Kouryou, and Taiki exchanged glances.


“No, not at the time,” Kouryou said. “We didn’t suspect a thing until we received that dispatch from Risai.”


“I didn’t either,” said Risai. “Not until I met the Nisei-shi. Before departing for Jou Province, friends of mine expressed misgivings about Asen, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe them. Asen had always ranked alongside Gyousou-sama in his generalship. His political talents matched his skills in military matters. He could reason without succumbing to his emotions and was popular among his men. Gyousou-sama often acknowledged Asen’s abilities, as did junior officers like ourselves.”


“He was warmly regarded by my fellow regimental commanders. None of us imagined him capable of high treason. Even now I find it hard to believe.”


“Does he have personal connections to Bun Province?” Kyoshi asked.


“I don’t know. Certainly nothing out in the open. I can’t think of any one person tying Asen to Bun Province. To start with, when the riots involving the land gangs broke out there, Asen wasn’t even in Tai.”


Taiki nodded. “I was visiting the Imperial Ren of the Kingdom of Ren. Asen accompanied me.”


Risai added, “He got back just before the decision to dispatch troops to Bun Province. When the decision was made to send a punitive expedition to Bun Province, General Asen’s name wasn’t on the table. By sending in the Palace Guard, His Highness wished to let the people of Bun Province know that reestablishing peace and order was his top priority. Because Asen had so recently returned from his trip abroad, it was also only natural to exclude him from consideration for leader of the expedition. To be sure, none of his soldiers had accompanied him abroad and were still in barracks. But the long journey had just concluded, leaving him with little time to prepare to depart for the front. Common sense argued against making him run around in a frenzy getting ready.”


Kouryou said, “Up until that point, I hadn’t even heard any rumors of discord between His Highness and Asen. Or rather, at least when it came to outward appearances, everything was going smoothly. Before that message arrived from Risai, no one had any reason to doubt Asen. Once we knew that Asen was the traitor, we figured his personal detail carried out the attack. They were, after all, Asen’s subordinates, and they disappeared at the same time. They somehow caught His Highness by surprise and struck him down. Except he didn’t die. The logical conclusion is that they hauled him away with them. But after talking it over with Eishou, that doesn’t seem very likely either.”


Gyousou disappeared. The column came to a halt. Ever-expanding search efforts commenced. At first, the land gangs caught the blame for the attack. Any suspicious persons and any suspicious baggage came under close scrutiny. The army was no exception. Agents of the land gangs could have infiltrated the engineering and transportation crews or the day laborers hired from the local communities to work around the camp. The area was searched for anything Gyousou might have had on his person, and for anyone carrying weapons that suggested nefarious intent.


“In the end, we didn’t find a single thing of any use.” And, Kouryou added, they were none the wiser about what had happened. “Under normal circumstances, a comprehensive investigation into what had happened would be absolutely necessary. However—”


The army sent to Bun Province was in chaos. Searching for Gyousou, on the one hand, while Sougen returned to Kouki by air with his senior officers to report on the developing situation. At the same time, the now leaderless troops from Asen’s army were placed under the command of Regimental Commander Hinken and ordered back to Kouki. Taking their place, Gashin was dispatched from Kouki with his army to subjugate the land gangs.


With his forces fully engaged, Gashin had, for the time being, pacified Bun Province by May. Except like falling dominoes, then came news of violence breaking out on the Jou Province frontier. Due to her in-depth knowledge of the area, Risai and her army were dispatched to Jou Province. With his troop strength cut in half, Sougen was directed to move his army from Bun Province to Jou Province to support her.


Those orders came from Asen, who already had the Imperial Court at his beck and call. Two weeks later, just as the army led by Risai crossed the border into Jou Province and Sougen was setting off from Bun Province, Gashin and his army were ordered to return to Kouki, the pretext being that the mopping up operation against the land gangs had concluded. However, in order to keep the peace in Bun Province, he was to leave half of his soldiers behind.


“What a tangled mess,” muttered a nonplussed Houto.


“It certainly was,” Kouryou said with a sour smile. “In fact, there was method in the madness. Start with a punitive expedition, a bunch of reports, a flurry of support missions, and a well-disciplined army chases its own tail hither and yon. The reasons given in each situation sounded reasonable enough to go along with at the time. But taken altogether, the whole thing began to feel wrong. And yet not so wrong that you felt compelled to openly voice disapproval.”


Wherever they went, they were castigated for showing up a step behind and a day late. Though no one at the time thought it was strange. And then in June, a blue bird arrived bearing that message from Risai.


“It dawned on us that of all of His Highness’s close associates, only Ganchou-sama remained in Kouki. Moreover, in the meantime, two of his regiments had been dispatched to other provinces, leaving him in Kouki with the remaining three.”


Soon after the blue bird arrived, a bulletin from Kouki designated Risai a rebel. On a march to Jou Province, Sougen received orders to execute Risai. Currently bivouacked in Bun Province, Eishou was ordered to do the same. They already knew that Asen was pulling strings behind the scenes. At the time, having been recalled to Kouki, Gashin had just departed Bun Province.


“Risai’s troops could do their part in the punitive expedition or be branded rebels as well. That’s what it came down to.”


Asen made it look like he was targeting Kouryou and the regimental commanders for overreacting and rebelling. Around this time, rumors suggested that the Minister of Summer had openly cooperated with Risai. Minister Haboku voiced objections to Risai’s designation as a traitor. Rather than standing up for Risai, the rumormongers had an old school retainer like Haboku inciting a newcomer like Risai.


Naturally, Gyousou’s supporters did not view Haboku as an opportunistic manipulator. A backlash was inevitable. Under the pretext that the capital defenses were shorthanded, contingents of the Provincial Guard from all nine provinces—excepting Sui Province—were transferred to the capital. In Kouki, Asen surely lay in wait, hoping to provoke open insubordination and smoke out anyone else loyal to Gyousou.


“In the end, together with Eishou’s army, and Sougen-sama and Gashin-sama and their officers, we disbanded in Bun Province, threw away our uniforms and insignias, and left Bun Province.”


Along with the soldiers he commanded, Sougen disappeared in Jou Province. Recalled to defend the capital, a day or two after he arrived in Kouki, Gashin vanished as well.


“I wonder how they are doing.”


Responding to Taiki’s question, Kouryou said, “There’s nothing in the wind about any executions. I’m sure they’re lying low somewhere. But I cannot bring myself to believe that all have fared well.”


In fact, after going on the lam in Jou Province, Risai caught word of many targeted killings. “Kouryou, do you have any idea of where Eishou is presently?”


“Unfortunately, no.”


Kouryou and his fellow commanders scattered in Bun Province. They did not do so in a haphazard or random fashion. They maintained means of communication with Eishou and created a network of contacts with their staff officers and battalion commanders. Rikei was the key link that tied this network together with Eishou.


Rikei had assured them he had a solid base of support in his hometown where he could go safely underground, but something had happened or someone got to him. Nobody knew what. And only Rikei knew where Eishou and the regimental commanders were headed.


“Yet I haven’t heard anything about Eishou being captured or killed. Whatever the circumstances, the information Rikei was privy to didn’t make its way to Asen.”


Whether that was good or bad news, Kouryou couldn’t say.


“I’ve lost three of my battalion commanders. I told them to split up and lie low. But that’s a hard thing to do. Tests a man’s patience. Those three raised a standard of revolt and got killed for their efforts. Those lines of communication we set up are too dangerous to touch now. That, I think, explains the silence of the two remaining battalion commanders.”


“How about the others? Do you know what happened to Ganchou after that?”


Gyousou had four key senior staff officers when he was a general—Ganchou, Sougen, Gashin, and Eishou, to whom Kouryou directly reported. All had served in his army as regimental commanders and later became generals in the Imperial Army. The fifth of his regimental commanders, Santou, transferred at the same rank to Ganchou’s staff after the enthronement.


“I haven’t heard of any executions but neither have I heard of anyone seeing Ganchou-sama after that. His army is apparently confined to Kouki but commanded by someone else. The ranks were definitely reorganized.”


It seems that Ganchou’s staff, including Santou, were incorporated into Asen’s army. Though more than a few chose desertion or death, the majority ended up reporting to Asen and were tasked with the defense of the capital.


“I see,” Taiki muttered.


Houto said, “Of the six divisions in the Imperial Army, with the exception of Asen’s and the Palace Guard of the Left, four have scattered and dispersed. I haven’t heard a thing about them since. At the very least, the generals have not been captured. However—” Houto smiled and glanced at Risai. “Rumors circulated that Risai-sama had been assassinated. It’s good to see you alive and well.”


Risai managed a wry smile in response. “Let’s just say that Kouryou and his fellow commanders wisely chose to beat a hasty retreat. Asen was surely offended by the mere existence of Gyousou-sama’s senior staff. Not only that, stick them in Kouki and he risked getting stabbed in the back. Stick them in the countryside and they could rally their forces and threaten an uprising. Where allegiances were clear, Asen could shake up the command structure, as with Ganchou. Or as in my case, fabricate charges and execute the accused after a drumhead court martial.”


“So that’s how it worked,” Taiki said. “What of the Rikkan? Does anyone know how they have fared?”


Kouryou answered, “I heard the Chousai is dead and the Minister of Heaven disappeared to parts unknown. I do not know what came of him after that. Haboku fled the Imperial Palace but was reportedly captured and executed in I Province. Rousan-sama, the Minister of Winter, remained in the Imperial Palace but was dismissed from her post, and like Ganchou-sama, hasn’t been seen since. Ganchou-sama and Rousan-sama were said to be His Highness’s closest confidants. It is possible that they are being kept captive as hostages somewhere.”


“I see,” Taiki said in a small voice. He’d been close to Ganchou and Rousan as well, and the likelihood of their loss distressed him deeply.


“That’s about all the news I know of. In any case, they’re no longer a part of the government. I understand that Chou’un, the Minister of Spring, resides in the Imperial Palace as the Chousai.”


As if taken aback, Taiki raised his head and furrowed his brows. “Was Chou’un-dono one of Gyousou-sama’s appointees?”


“No,” Risai said. “He became a government official during the reign of the late Emperor Kyou. He hadn’t held any major posts but worked hard and made enough of an impression to win a promotion from Gyousou-sama.”


“Strange that he should side with Asen, don’t you think?” Kouryou grumbled to himself.


“He’s probably Chousai in name only. There’s no telling what condition the government is in these days.”


Kouryou nodded. “After that, I guess there’s Seirai-sama. I believe he’s still in Kouki.”


Taiki looked straight at Kouryou. “Is he all right?”


Seirai was Chief Cabinet Secretary of Zui Province and Taiki’s tutor, perhaps the closest to him of all of Gyousou’s retainers.


“I can’t say whether he is or not. Seirai-sama was accused of embezzling from the Imperial Repository. During the chaos before Asen seized the throne. I heard he was arrested by Asen and interrogated within an inch of his life.”


He may have been executed after that. But observing the look on Taiki’s face, Kouryou was loath to let those words escape his mouth.


“I see.”


Taiki’s expression betrayed no signs of relief. He obviously had no difficulty guessing at what Kouryou didn’t say.


“These certainly are tragic times,” Houto said.


The majority of Gyousou’s generals and staff officers and government officials had disappeared. Asen had utterly laid waste to Gyousou’s dynasty.


The people had no doubts about what was going on—that Asen had stolen the crown. When Asen initially occupied the throne under the guise of filling in for the absent Gyousou, he was supported and believed. But little by little, the doubts began to grow. Zui’un Temple was the first to voice reservations, and when Zui’un Temple was destroyed, Asen’s usurpation became clear. As a matter of course, voices of censure arose and rallied forces of opposition. None prevailed.


Recollecting the events that brought them to this moment, Kyoshi felt that shiver of dread. Even now, he could not forget the terror and anger of that night. Spurred on all the more by the fury and outrage was the realization that, having stolen the crown, Asen was doing nothing of use with it.


“Why is Asen casting the people aside?” Kyoshi blurted out. “After going to such lengths to seize the title of emperor, why does he refuse to govern?”


Risai and Kouryou exchanged puzzled looks of their own. When Asen first occupied the throne, he appeared to be in the process of enacting an agenda.


At the time of Gyousou’s enthronement, Tai had suffered under the despotism of Emperor Kyou and then the ten years of an empty throne. Tai wasn’t blessed with a temperate climate. The only food available during the winters and summers in the northern territories was what people had in store. Without assistance from the kingdom, they would starve in short order.


Attempting to return the kingdom to a firm footing, Gyousou took active measures to bestow mercy on those lands. Asen seemed to continue the policy, except the kingdom had been functioning as a kingdom for less than a year. This time around, there was no obvious intent to punish the people. There was simply no charity forthcoming.


Every district was governed according to the expectations of the local governments. The kingdom showed no signs whatsoever of exerting any oversight over their administrations. They were all left to fend for themselves.


Houto said, “I’ve heard rumors that General Jou Asen doesn’t even occupy the throne these days.”


The rest of them responded with expressions of mutual bewilderment. Kouryou added, “I’ve heard the same. Some say an assassin already got to him and the throne sits there gathering dust.”


“Is that even possible?” Houto asked.


Risai shook her head. “I do not think the Imperial Court would be able to function without someone there to bind it together.”


“Does that explain why the kingdom doesn’t get anything done? Precisely because the Imperial Court is not functioning?”


“Things can’t continue the way they currently are. Lose the critical center and you’ll see power struggles breaking out among the ministers and bureaucrats. Someone will try to extend his power base and resort to violence to make it happen. If the Imperial Court collapses, the situation will grow all the more chaotic.”


Risai paused and thought about what she had just said, then shook her head once again. “No. At this juncture, I do not think the Imperial Court has fallen apart. For now, the government itself has managed to preserve basic order, doing the bare minimum to keep its own peace and collect taxes. It cannot let an actual rebellion break out. The power is in place to preserve the fundamental semblance of a kingdom. However—”


There would be no rescuing the people.


Insects trilled softly outside the window. Day after day, the nights grew colder. The singing insects would soon disappear altogether. Snow followed the frost, after which winter arrived for good, another winter that would deliver life or death to the people of Tai.


Kyoshi thought about the residents of Touka. People died every winter. Even after stocking up in preparation for winter, the question always remained whether their stores would last until spring. With Kyoshi’s departure, and the arrival of Enshi and Ritsu, the community added one more mouth to feed. He could only hope that they all survived the winter and nobody starved.




The next morning, after bidding goodbye to the landlady and thanking her for looking after them, the party departed the little town that seemed more of a hidden village.


To keep their troupe from standing out, Houto kept discretion in mind when choosing the route. They stoically tread the deserted roads and by dusk arrived at a run-down city.


Before entering the city, Taiki stopped and glanced back over his shoulder at the evening sky.


Risai asked, “What is it?”


“Do the city gates close at sundown?”


“Yes. And once they close, they will not budge until morning.”


“Is the time predetermined or does it change with the setting of the sun?”


“With the setting of the sun. They follow the times listed in the almanac for sunrise and sunset.”


“Ah.” Taiki nodded. He averted his gaze from Risai and once again looked up at the darkening sky. The autumn sky was stained a madder red, entirely appropriate for the season.


“What?”


Taiki murmured, “After this, the distance we can cover every day will grow shorter too.”


His voice was swept away by a passing fall breeze. They arrived at a small, quiet city called Hokuyou. As Houto promised, horses were waiting for them there.


	
	Part Four

	Chapter 15


[4-1] After one night in Hokuyou, they continued on their journey with a solemn resolve. Another two days later, a kijuu had been made ready for Kouryuu. The kijuu, known as a kou, resembled an oversized dog, though its coat was spotted like that of a leopard and its head sported a pair of short, arced horns like that of a bull.


Presented with the kou at the inn, Kouryuu couldn’t hide his surprise. “What a fine kijuu!”


Even a member of the air cavalry would be proud to claim such a mount as his own. This wasn’t the kind bought by the wealthy to show off their social status but a kijuu that served the practical needs of a military man. Moreover, this species of kou domesticated well. It’d take a short period of time to familiarize himself with the animal, but once they got used to each other, it should prove to be a good riding kijuu.


Kouryou could only begin to imagine what such a creature must have cost.


Both Kouryou and Risai said, thanking Houto, “Our apologies are in order as much as our gratitude.”


“Oh, apologies are hardly called for!” Houto responded.


But Kouryou knew that imports to Tai had ground to a halt. Kijuu dealers from the Yellow Sea were no exception. The fortunes of Tai were on the wane. As youma proliferated, it seemed, so did the youjuu. There were wranglers willing to capture and train them but in numbers too small to take advantage of the situation. The market had bottomed out and many kijuu traders folded up shop.


Houto must have sweated a lot of details getting his hands on a kijuu as fine as this kou.


“You outdid yourself, finding such a kijuu and in such a short span of time!” exclaimed a similarly impressed Risai.


“We’re on good terms with the shusei,” Houto responded. “Broadly speaking, shusei and kijuu traders are all koushu, citizens of the Yellow Sea, members of the same tribe. Shin’nou like myself who also wander among the kingdoms share strong ties with the shusei, just as we do with the Ministry of Winter and the Taoist and Buddhist Temples. While those of us who root ourselves in society operate above board, as opposed to the shusei who belong to no kingdom and can maneuver behind the scenes, we are nevertheless a band of brothers who travel the same byways and share information and help each other out.”


“Even so, it’s a remarkable accomplishment in times like these—such as the kijuu provender you supplied yesterday.”


The day before, the provender arrived by the time they reached the city. This provender was specially formulated for kijuu of the youjuu family. Kijuu were omnivores who could consume both fodder and grains. Some even fed on rocks and minerals. Still, their physical condition began to degrade without raw meat in their diet, which was hard to obtain in the middle of a march or journey. The provender made up the difference.


Using complex production processes, special kinds of youma meat were reduced to a dehydrated form that was lightweight, compact, and easy to transport. Only the Ministry of Winter made this kijuu provender. It wasn’t the kind of thing otherwise found in the marketplace. Although not impossible, getting hold of kijuu provender outside of official channels was extraordinarily difficult. And yet Houto had it delivered practically to their front door. Taiki’s kijuu, for one, could not be fed raw meat.


“The provender was entrusted to me by a kijuu trader. The only official source is the Ministry of Winter. In fact, kijuu traders make it themselves to feed the kijuu in their stables. You see, the Ministry of Winter got the formulations from the koushu in the first place. As a rule, kijuu traders don’t sell their own supplies, though they will make an exception for their friends.”


Knowing that Taiki could not tolerate the scent of blood, Houto custom ordered the provender for his kijuu, Tora.


“You shin’nou are really something,” Risai said.


“Naw,” Houto answered with a shrug and a smile.


Nevertheless, since setting out on this journey, even Kouryou had been honestly surprised by the resourcefulness of the shin’nou and the information networks they had access to. I never imagined what they were truly capable of.


Kouryou had known shin’nou since he was a child. The only shin’nou he knew back then were traveling merchants who visited the village on a seasonal basis and sold medicinal goods. To a child, they were people from afar who came bearing curious toys and telling fascinating tales. To an adult, the arrival of the shin’nou was a sign of the seasons and an opportunity to talk over any health concerns.


That had been the extent of Kouryou’s awareness of the shin’nou. “And a pretty lacking awareness at that!” he ruefully admitted over dinner at the inn where they were staying.


Risai nodded. “Same with me.”


They were in Risai and Taiki’s room. As a rule, Houto arranged for them to stay only at the homes or inns of supporters of Zui’un Temple. Generally speaking, the inns ranged from the top of the lowest quality tier to the bottom of the middle quality tier. Though with a shin’nou making the arrangements in advance, they could settle into their lodgings and enjoy a meal and trust that the kijuu were being cared for out of the public eye.


“At the same time, it does all stand to reason.”


“Stand to reason?” Kouryou queried.


“Gyousou-sama always granted the shusei a special place at his table. I image the shusei are much like the shin’nou.”


“Ah, yes. That stands to reason as well.”


“It does, doesn’t it? Speaking of which, Gashin did the same. He was on good terms with both the shusei and the shin’nou.”


“Was he? Well, Gashin set himself apart when it came to gathering military intel.”


“The tiniest bit of enigmatic information can shape the grandest of strategies,” Risai said with a smile.


Houto chuckled. “When you’re breaking bread with the shusei and shin’nou, the rumor mongering alone can be worth a small fortune.”


“No doubt,” Risai agreed. “Speaking of which, would the shusei have any idea where Gyousou-sama might be? What do the rumors have to say on that subject?”


Houto’s face clouded over. “Unfortunately, I haven’t heard a thing since he arrived in Bun Province. The complete lack of news is as strange as anything else, that’s what the shusei and shin’nou say.”


“Any news of his retainers?”


“Plenty of rumors about seeing his generals on the run here and there. I couldn’t tell you who is doing the seeing. The veracity of such incidents is difficult to confirm. They are doing a good job staying out of sight.”


Risai mused, “Staying out of sight—someone is giving them shelter, I wonder?”


Houto tilted his head to one side and puzzled over this question. Risai added, “I don’t think that, relying solely on their own resources, even Eishou and Sougen could stay so well hidden that not a single word leaked out. Whether wandering around alone like Kouryou, or based in a specific area and hiding out there, the support of the surrounding community is indispensable, people with heart and integrity to skillfully cover for them. Such as the people of Touka.”


“Though once you get more than a few in one place,” Kouryou interjected, “rumors are bound to get out. They might have scattered and are keeping a low profile.”


Houto didn’t appear at all convinced. “We’re talking about four armies, right? That many people dispersing would inevitably show up on the roads and in the cities and towns. It’s hard to imagine how they could all stay hidden. Makes me think that there must be some sort of organization supporting them behind the scenes.”


“You have a point there.”


“In which case, they’d need money to maintain that support. Where would those funds come from?”


Risai thought about it for a minute. “There are estates that could furnish those funds. Though in my case, those assets were seized by the government.”


“Because Risai-sama was branded a rebel,” Kouryou pointed out. “Having been labeled a criminal made it that much easier to confiscate her property. My estate was forfeited on grounds of desertion, though I was able to liquidate the assets before that happened.”


“Did the soldiers who resolved to desert and disperse have the time and resources to do likewise?”


“It was very last minute and not all could have managed it in time. But then what of the Imperial Treasury? One way or the other, it seems Gashin conspired with Seirai to smuggle out whatever he could.”


Taiki craned his head with a dubious expression. “The Imperial Treasury—isn’t it located within the Imperial Repository and contains the assets of the kingdom? Could Gashin have smuggled out much of anything by himself?”


Kouryou answered, “Ah. Of course, it is possible. The physical assets in the Imperial Treasury are mostly in the form of grain, along with precious minerals and other specialty items. But they aren’t kept in the Imperial Repository. Some are stored in regional warehouses. The largest portion are consigned to merchants in the marketplace. The merchants receive those assets on deposit and issue promissory notes. When the kingdom reclaims those assets, they are returned in the form of goods or money. So the Imperial Treasury actually exists as the entries recorded in the ledgers.”


“Ah. And then—”


“Without the promissory notes, the kingdom can’t redeem those assets. Even if the kingdom were to invoke the power of the state and demand repayment, lacking the ledgers, they wouldn’t know where and from whom to redeem those notes. Smuggle out those ledgers and keep them under wraps and Asen would be forced to fund the government with forcibly expropriated goods, new tax revenues, and public debt.”


Houto nodded. “It seems Asen is issuing enormous amounts of debt. That together with the mountain of liabilities left over from the dynasty of Emperor Kyou has left the finances of the kingdom in an impoverished state. So when officials supporting His Highness are executed or exiled, those empty positions go unfilled.”


Taxes grew all the heavier. Localities that didn’t cooperate in collecting the levies got cut off from government support. During the winter, these communities in Tai had long depended on support from the kingdom. The result was to thrust them immediately into poverty.


“That’s why the province lords of Ran, Ba, and Gai so readily raised their hands and aligned themselves with Asen’s camp. I Province and Jou Province saw their province lords executed and their replacements assigned from Asen’s inner circle.”


“I heard the illness has spread to Sui Province.”


“I heard the same. The province lords of Bun and Kou are under the weather as well. Of Tai’s nine provinces, none stand against Asen.”


“I figured as much,” Risai muttered.


Kouryou sighed to himself. There was nobody in power left to trust. Confirming the truth once again left him numb and depressed.


“Officials in every province who show any kind of a negative attitude in public are reassigned at best and executed at worst. Fearing the worst, not a few of them quit at the first opportunity and head for the cities, hoping to disappear among the crowds.”


Nevertheless, government officials with character and courage who stayed put and remained in their posts were not all hunted down. Here and there across the kingdom were those who, while bowing down to Asen, held their ground and did their best to save the people. The people of Tai clung to their compassionate works like the lifelines they were.


“And yet their numbers dwindle year by year. The fortunes of Heaven are on the wane. Youma are on the rise. Even in Ten Shire, last year’s winter took many of its citizens by spring.”


Houto’s words were met by a blanket of glum silence.


	Chapter 16


[4-2] Even after returning to the room, Kyoshi couldn’t shake that feeling of melancholy. They were doing everything in their power to keep Tai alive. There must be others like them out there. But they could do only so much in the towns and cities. At a fundamental level, there was no saving the people without first reforming the central government.


The air in the room was cold. The season had arrived when a fire in the hearth was in order. Would they greet the winter simply idling away the days like this? How many of their fellow citizens would survive until the spring?


Staring out the window at the darkness, Kyoshi asked no one in particular, “Is Asen really all that powerful?”


No one answered. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Houto shrug while Kouryou maintained a stubborn silence.


“More powerful than any of us could hope to oppose, right?” Kyoshi asked again.


This time, Kouryou answered with a sullen nod. “Asen currently controls all nine provinces. In all but name, Asen is the emperor. It goes without saying that the power of the emperor is absolute.”


“He’s got political power and the power of the military,” Houto grumbled in agreement.


“That’s what it always comes down to.”


“Is his military power that overwhelming? After so many in the Imperial Army deserted?”


“Without a doubt,” Kouryou answered. “Six divisions of the Imperial Army are normally stationed in Kouki. All of them Black Divisions.”


“Black Divisions?” Kyoshi queried.


“That’s full fighting strength, or 12,500 soldiers. Three divisions of the Palace Guard and three divisions of the Sui Provincial Guard. All of them Black Divisions. Of course, that is optimal troop strength in normal times. It’s unlikely that Asen could muster those kinds of numbers. I couldn’t say how many soldiers he actually has on hand.”


Kouryou paused at that point and Houto broke in to say, “Two Black Divisions and four Yellow Divisions.”


“Hoh,” Kouryou exclaimed in admiration. “That’s the shin’nou for you. You guys know everything.”


“Oh, nothing of the sort,” Houto said, waving his hand in front of his face. “I couldn’t spell out the particulars. Those happen to be the number made public.”


Kyoshi was still impressed. “What is a Yellow Division?”


“Usually three regiments or 7500 soldiers. The commander can change the mix of the troops as needed but not the 7500 number. Generally speaking, the troop levels a kingdom needs to maintain the peace. In tranquil times with no war and no natural disasters, a division strength of 7500 is considered optimum. They say that’s why the name is derived from the color of a kirin’s mane.”


Actual conditions differed according to the times and circumstances, but as a rule, this was the model the kingdoms used.


“Two armies of 12,500 and four of 7500,” said Kyoshi, doing the math in his head. “That adds up to a whole lot of soldiers.”


“Making assessments on numbers alone is difficult. We’re talking about a field army with a default troop strength of 75,000. You could say that puts 55,000 on the small side. Then again, gathering people together and giving them weapons doesn’t make them an army. Soldiers are specialists in war. The Imperial Army once had six full divisions. Four of those divisions have deserted and dispersed. Essentially, 50,000 soldiers disappeared. If you scraped together 30,000 civilians and armed them, you wouldn’t call them soldiers and you wouldn’t call all 30,000 of them an army. Think about it and even four Yellow Divisions adds up to a big number.”


So that’s what it comes down to, Kyoshi thought to himself.


“Asen has his intact division and Ganchou’s division on standby in Kouki. Even if subsequent pacification campaigns whittle down their numbers, they have plenty of reinforcements to fill in the gaps. That is the hard truth of having two Black Divisions on hand. Unfortunately, of our four divisions that deserted, a fair number remained loyal to Asen. I can imagine them making up a good portion of those four Yellow Divisions.”


Kouryou furrowed his brows and added, “Though not nearly enough. They must be getting those extra reserves from somewhere.”


“From the other provinces, I believe.” Houto raised his voice again. “His Highness’s birthplace, I Province, and Jou Province, which Risai-sama has strong ties to, have the usual three divisions. The others, practically speaking, only have two. I heard Asen is incorporating them into the Imperial Army.”


“And there’s the somewhere.”


Of the nine provinces of Tai, Zui Province was the domain of the Saiho. The Zui Provincial Guard was part of the Imperial Army. From the remaining eight provinces, with the exception of I Province and Jou Province, Asen was enlisting a division from each. That was likely what made up the difference.


“Wouldn’t that add up to six divisions?” Kyoshi asked, “Asen’s army reportedly added four.”


Kouryou said, “Those six divisions on paper probably work out to four in fact. Among the six divisions there must have been units that didn’t want to be used by Asen and deserted. Then there are the losses from natural disasters and the pacification campaigns. In particular, the serious proliferation of youma in the south. But the poverty and privation has been going on since the closing days of Emperor Kyou’s reign. Though the Imperial Army consists of six Black Divisions, the provinces are incapable of supporting large scale armies. During normal times and when the purse strings are tight, maintaining three Yellow Divisions is the standard. I’ve heard that many provinces are chiseling away at those minimums.”


Kyoshi nodded. “Makes sense.”


Thinking it over, indeed, youma were multiplying in the south. Rumors abounded about cities simply disappearing under the youma assault. If so, wouldn’t southern provinces like Sui and Gai need those three divisions? Even if cut to two divisions, troop strength in Kouki, I Province, and Jou Province could not be pared back. That was the fate shouldered by the evil presence known as the pretender. At the same time, those were the hardships thrust upon the subjects of a kingdom ruled by the pretender.


The 55,000 troops mustered to defend Kouki.


“Does that mean we would need 55,000 soldiers to overthrow Asen?”


The people of Ten Shire committed themselves to the protection of a little over a hundred Taoists. Altogether, their population did not exceed two thousand. A small number, to be sure, and when it came to saving Tai, practically insignificant.


Both startled and intrigued, Kouryou flashed a look at Kyoshi. “Overthrow Asen?”


Kyoshi returned the look with an equally surprised expression. “You don’t intend to?”


A wry smile rose to Kouryou’s face. Kyoshi couldn’t help feeling abashed. He didn’t exactly know why, except he had uttered something imprudent.


“Sorry, I—”


“No,” Kouryou said with a shake of his head. “I don’t mean to make fun. What you said is perfectly logical. It just caught me off balance. Hence my reaction.”


His countenance took on a grimmer cast. For a long moment he seemed to be turning an idea over in his head. At length, he said in quite sober tones, “Of course, Asen must be overthrown.”


Kyoshi reacted with a slight bob of his head.


“However, that will be no simple feat, not something that can be pulled off overnight. First of all are those 55,000 soldiers defending Kouki. Moreover, Kouki is a walled city with rugged ramparts and supported by the massive Ryou’un Mountain. The rule of thumb when assaulting a castle is to have three times as many on offense as they have on defense.”


“Three times.”


“In other words, 165,000 soldiers. As I stated before, you can’t calculate troop strength from the number of people armed with weapons. Consider yourself as a case in point. There’d be no making a soldier out of you without first putting you through the necessary amount of training.”


“Yes.”


For a long time, Kyoshi had fought with his staff to defend Touka. Yet he knew full well he didn’t possess the skills to call himself a soldier. The frustrating reality of the matter was, Kouryou and Risai alone could take on the entire village without breaking a sweat.


“Even without training all 160,000 to that level, it would still take time to get them working together toward the same objectives. From the start of training until the end of the conflict, that many mouths have to be fed. Simply arming and feeding them would require enormous amounts of funds.”


That is indeed the case, Kyoshi thought again, embarrassed all over again. He was about to apologize for speaking out of turn when Kouryou continued.


“However, it is not impossible.”


“Not impossible. Meaning it is possible? Possible to assemble that many people and accumulate that much capital?”


“Yes. Providing His Highness is present.”


Kyoshi caught his breath.


“His Highness stands forth, the Taiho at his side, and calls out Asen as a pretender. Which one of them is the rightful emperor will become perfectly clear to everyone. An army of 160,000 soldiers would by no means be impossible to achieve.”


“Yes.”


“The question is whether Asen would fail to take note of such things happening under his nose.”


“Ah.” Seated next to Kyoshi, Houto groaned.


Kouryou nodded. “In order to stand forth, His Highness would have to make his presence known and let the public hear his voice. As soon as that happened, Asen would surely attack before His Highness could summon any soldiers to his side. So when His Highness stands forth, he must be prepared to take on whatever Asen throws at him.”


“What scale of activities are we talking about?”


“Depends on the situation. In Kouki, it’s said that two divisions at the bare minimum are required to defend the capital and the Imperial Palace. The highly mobile Air Cavalry of the Imperial Army is also well represented. The soldiers are superbly trained and morale is strong. Nevertheless, two Black Divisions are deemed absolutely necessary. If His Highness stands forth, Asen will dispatch soldiers to confront him. Doing so won’t leave Kouki empty. Those two Black Divisions will stay behind. That means deploying Four Yellow Divisions in such an attack. Matching their troop strength wouldn’t be enough. You’d need at least twice that many.”


“Meaning 60,000.”


“However, that number can be significantly reduced when defending a castle. Facing off against four Yellow Divisions, a force of only 10,000 in a strong castle position could repel an attack by Asen. Ideally the castle of a province lord. But a district or prefecture castle on a similar scale would suffice. Except I can’t imagine Asen idly standing by while His Highness took over a castle and recruited 10,000 soldiers.”


“Ah,” said Kyoshi, raising his voice.


Kouryou said with a pensive nod, “In fact, we’d have no problem gathering the men and materiel right now. Because of the Taiho. If the Taiho made a stand in Touka, publicly took Asen to task and commanded that we rescue His Highness, all the resources would be there. But the moment he raised his voice, Asen would come at us like a lightning bolt. And just like he’s been doing all along, that beast would sink his fangs into Touka and Ten Shire. Asen has to be kept in the dark about any opposition out there. Up until the moment the castle is in our hands and we have the power to strike at him on our terms, we absolutely cannot give Asen any reason to suspect we exist. Except how likely is it that we could stay hidden from Asen’s eyes while assembling a force large enough to seize a castle?”


“Highly unlikely.”


Kyoshi’s voice trembled. The thought alone of Asen’s attention falling on a backwater county like Ten Shire terrified him—a mere hundred or so Taoists amidst a few thousand local inhabitants. But it was naive to believe they were so insignificant that they would always escape attention.


“I would not claim that even Ten Shire is safe. And I doubt there is a single castle that would fall to whatever forces Ten Shire could muster.” When Kouryou didn’t disagree, Kyoshi asked, “So is what we’re talking about still impossible?”


Amass the numbers needed and Asen would march against them. A force small enough to stay out of sight would present no threat to Asen. In short, there was no overthrowing Asen and the suffering and turmoil enveloping Tai would never end.


“There are stories of a small force prevailing against a great army, of ten thousand soldiers taking a castle defended by fifty thousand. Most are more fiction than fact, though some are grounded in actual historical incidents. However, such incidents are so rare they have taken on the aura of legend and fable. For all practical purposes, it doesn’t happen.”


“You mean storming a castle takes three times the troops defending it?”


“At a bare minimum. The right equipment can be a force multiplier but it can’t reverse those ratios. Stone cold reality always holds sway on the battlefield. On level ground, a mounted soldier is worth many times a foot soldier. The air cavalry all the more so. The troop strength of a regiment fighting with a castle to its rear must be increased accordingly. The results of all these detailed calculations is that the stronger force prevails.”


Kyoshi hung his head.


“Granted, there are those battles where nothing goes as planned. In such cases, troop strength on both sides was likely miscalculated because the variables weren’t correctly taken into account.”


“The variables?”


“A mountain of them, such as the weather, meddling third parties, troop morale. But none of them alone can overcome a basic difference in troop strength. The larger number wins. When the numbers match, the better weaponry wins.”


“That’s the cold hard truth, eh?” Houto said with a sigh. “We do like to say how the enemy was defeated by our superior spirit.”


“We don’t,” Kouryou said with a smile. “Spirit doesn’t have much to do with battles fought by a professional soldier. A superior spirit can intimidate a foe in a one-on-one contest. But if your opponent scampers away, that’s the end of that fight. This idea that a strong resolve can help you prevail against overwhelming odds is nonsense. While you’re recklessly running around, a hail of arrows from afar will make short work of you. Sure, with luck on his side, a quick-footed fellow can dodge a single arrow, but not two or three. Two at the minimum will do the job in most cases.”


“Then is troop spirit worth anything at all?”


“Stronger is better, because you can better size up the enemy and the battlefield. Take the positioning of troops and weaponry. If the enemy exposes holes in its battle line, it takes guts to rush into the breach. That strength of spirit is necessary.” Kouryou coolly added, “What it comes down to in the end is not leaving yourself open to attack.”


“That stands to reason.”


“No matter how strong your spirit and resolve, if the attack strikes home, you lose. You feel the blow. And the pain wrecks your concentration.”


“Obviously.”


“The reality of the matter is much worse than that. When you get hit, your body recoils. You can’t stand your ground or hold your position. When you do focus your attention, it’s not uncommon to simply not feel the pain. But if you took a hit in the arm, that’s where you’re going to lose speed and strength. Your muscles grow numb. You can’t hold your own weapon. Moreover, when you take that hit to the arm, your whole body responds to the shock. One small part affects the whole. Get wounded in a limb and it’s not only that limb that feels the pain. For whatever reason, it’s directly connected to your feet too.”


Kouryou smiled. “In fact, your feet feel like a pair of boulders. You get caught up in that thought and take a closer look and that’s when an arrow catches you in the shoulder.”


“Hoh,” said Houto, his eyes wide with surprise. “Something you have personal experience with?”


“Every time before, the point of the sword never reached you. As soon as that thought crosses your mind, you realize it did and you didn’t realize it.”


“You didn’t feel the impact?”


“I knew something struck me from behind and pitched me forward. In the midst of the melee, I thought maybe I’d taken a punch. And then the arrow.”


“Bad luck.”


Kouryou responded with a wry smile. “Bad luck without a doubt. When I pulled it out and checked, the arrowhead was one of ours. Friendly fire.”


“All the more awful.”


Houto and Kouryou both laughed. Kyoshi stood off to the side and looked on listlessly. His limbs felt strangely heavy as other thoughts filled his head—the bloodless mechanics of the battlefield.


If numbers ruled the day, then they didn’t stand a chance. Didn’t that mean there was no saving Tai?


Houto asked, “If the side with greater spirit had the advantage in each individual contest, then taken all together, the battle fought by any army of equally spirited comrades should also prevail. Isn’t that what the story comes down to?”


“Now we’re talking about morale. All things being equal, high morale wins against low morale. But it can’t reverse differences in troop strength.” Kouryou then added, “The smaller force will not defeat the larger one. A familiar scene in the theater has one swordsman going against dozens. But in real combat, that does not happen.”


“But—” Kyoshi raised his voice. “What about you and the people of Touka?”


“Because you hesitated,” Kouryou said with a smile. “Definitely a small force pitted against a much larger one. But you had no familiarity with war. When wielding your staff, you worried as much about hitting the man next to you as the man in front of you. You constantly checked your swing and never followed through.”


“Ah. I see.”


“When you’ve got numbers on your side, you must still overpower your opponent. That is absolutely fundamental. Unlike the theater, when you face off against one rival, all your other enemies won’t sit around waiting for the outcome. While you’re locked in one duel, you’re going to get attacked from the side and the back too. Superior talent may pull you through in the short term. Long term, the law of numbers is inviolable.”


Houto wondered aloud, “And with a familiarity with war, would a favorable outcome be in the offing?”


“It comes down to experience. The more experience you gain, the better accustomed your eyes become. You learn to read the lay of the land and predict your enemy’s movements. That is why there is such a thing as a professional soldier. Training included, the experience a soldier gains is unique.”


Kyoshi found himself bobbing his head in agreement. In short, soldiers were necessary. Overthrowing Asen would demand a commensurate number of troops with a commensurate amount of training. Except the Imperial Guard had scattered to the four winds. Gyousou or Taiki would have to stand forth and publicly summon them, something they definitely must not do. The soldiers instead should—


Turning these thoughts over in his mind, Kyoshi blurted out, “If we only had the cooperation of the province lords—”


Kouryou nodded. “That is a reasonable way to approach the problem. If we had the cooperation of the province lords, the castles and the soldiers would move to our side of their own accord. Even more than the Taiho alone, that was always the more plausible route. If the Taiho made the entreaties, any province lord with a heart would respond. Usually when a pretender arises, even when the province lords voice their allegiance, they rarely all support the pretender down the line. Some may resist out of sheer righteous indignation. It’s only natural to expect others to use their influence to twist true intentions into demonstrations of loyalty to the pretender. If the Taiho is present, then in those cases he could weigh in on behalf of the truth. But we have this strange disease in the kingdom.”


“We can’t expect any support for the Taiho from these stricken province lords,” Houto responded. “Moreover, if a province lord stepped forward to support the Taiho, he would no doubt fall ill too.”


“And so we are left without a strategy.” Kyoshi raised his voice. “What this all comes down to, is there any way to save Tai?”


Kouryou did not answer one way or the other.


“A long way off—” Kyoshi gripped his knees through the thick fabric of his robes. The end of this road was so far off he could not see it. How was that different than being without hope, what with winter soon being upon them?


“The end is a long way off but I will not give up,” Kouryou stated crisply. Kyoshi turned to face him. “The Taiho and Risai-sama are not giving up either. I believe finding His Highness is deeply tied to the salvation of Tai.”


“No matter how far away,” Houto said to Kyoshi in a bright tone of voice, “with every step we draw a step closer. Look at the way Taiho and Risai-sama have been moving forward all this time. There must be something in their hearts giving them such confidence.”


His optimistic and almost carefree attitude made Kyoshi catch his breath. Indeed, nothing good could come of despair. His first necessary task was not to lose hope. Repeating that counsel in his head, Kyoshi nodded.


	Chapter 17


[4-3] Now that Kouryou was equipped with a kijuu, he and Risai and Taiki parted ways with Houto and Kyoshi every morning and scouted the road ahead. Eyeing the highway from a distance, they flew over the countryside until they identified a town just short of their destination. There they waited for Houto and Kyoshi to arrive on horseback.


All that waiting felt like so much wasted time—or at least that was the sense Kouryou got from the thoughtful Taiki.


“Don’t you think we could give Houto and Kyoshi a ride?”


Kouryou answered with a wry grin. Every day, it seemed, since Kouryou got his own kijuu, Taiki had posed the question in a roundabout fashion. Today he cut to the chase.


“Houto and Kyoshi can’t ride kijuu.”


“I’m pretty sure Tora and Hien wouldn’t mind.”


“It’d place an extra burden on the kijuu.”


“But if we took more rest stops going forward?”


“Well, there is that—”


“Using kijuu, we wouldn’t have to follow the highway and could cover a lot more ground at once.”


Kouryou shook his head. “I’m sorry, but we can’t put too much distance between us and the road ahead. Bypass the highway and we’d lose the use of the inns along the way.”


“How about taking more shortcuts? Rather than winding around the mountains, wouldn’t it be a lot faster to fly over them?”


That simply will not work, Kouryou wanted to say, but hesitated, unsure of how to politely express himself.


Sensing his bewilderment, Risai said, “The Young Master’s earnest but unreasonable proposals have left Kouryou in a muddle.”


“Unreasonable?”


“The Young Master suggests crossing the mountains by air in one fell swoop. But in what direction should we fly and how would we determine which way to go?”


“With a map?”


Risai grinned. “I take it that such detailed and accurate maps are easily obtained in Hourai where the Young Master grew up. However, such maps do not exist here.”


The maps available to the general public were mostly rough guides that identified the major landmarks and estimated the distances. They were good for identifying the towns and cities along the highways and how many days it took to travel between them. But not much beyond that.


While the land registries maintained by the government were based on detailed surveys, they were limited to farmland and residential property. Created for each administrative region separately, areas where people didn’t live tended to get left out. The military drafted precise topographical maps during times of war, but the geographical scope of these maps was limited and the maps themselves were rarely revised except out of necessity.


“Hypothetically speaking, even given a sufficiently accurate map, how would you place yourself on that map and know where you were at any given time?”


When he got to a city, a traveler could at least determine what city that was. But away from the city, there was no way to know exactly where he was. No matter how accurate, a map would be of little practical use without the ability to locate himself on the map.


“What if you confirmed it yourself? Observing the terrain from the air would give you an unobstructed view of the surrounding area.”


“An unobstructed view on level ground. But a lot of details get lost in the mountains and forests.”


It was possible to navigate using the sun and the stars. The military relied on such methods, though this approach depended either on the existence of precise maps or the creation of precise maps during the march.


“To get to a city in question, you stick to the highway and make a note of all the cities you pass through along the way. Even if you don’t use the highways themselves, you’d best keep them in view or risk losing your way.”


Taiki fell silent and Risai smiled. “Thinking that leaving the highways will get you there faster is a common enough mistake, especially on the ground. While proceeding straight north seems a natural approach in theory, the obstructions presented by the topology and the forests and other natural features means there is no way to actually do so in practice. Once you stray from the line tying your starting point to your objective, you’ll never get to where you want, no matter how far north you travel.”


In fact, relying on an innate “sense of direction” was difficult enough to start with. Maintaining a given course was practically impossible without a magnetic compass. Even knowing the direction, heavily forested areas had to be avoided and mountains detoured around. Rivers had to be forded where the water didn’t run too fast or too deep. Simply climbing and descending hilly ground presented its own challenges. There was no way to travel in a straight line when forced to follow the only paths that provided good footing. Add up all those twists and turns and it was easy to wander off course.


“Take to the air on a kijuu and at first glance everything looks clear. But that’s a hole you don’t want to fall into either. No forests get in your way and the land won’t rise and fall. But you still have to navigate the mountains. You can’t see through a mountain and have to detour around the high peaks as well. In particular, in mountainous terrain, after a couple of detours you lose track of where you are. And once that happens, you’ll never get to where you’re going even if you know the direction.”


On the other hand, flying high enough to skirt the mountains completely made it difficult to recognize the landmarks below. Any town surrounded by trees completely disappeared into the countryside.


“Above the Sea of Clouds, you can reliably follow a compass. That’s how we returned here from Kei. But that was only possible because kijuu know the scent of the land. Point them in the right direction and kijuu will seek out the land on their own. The only land found above the Sea of Clouds are the Ryou’un Mountains. Knowing the distance flown and the direction and the geographical features rising above the Sea of Clouds, you can do a good job of guessing what mountain it is.”


“So if we set off across the Sea of Clouds from a Ryou’un Mountain and headed straight for Bun Province—”


Risai shook her head. “There is a Ryou’un Mountain called Mount You in the northern quarter of Bun Province. But there is no way to descend from the summit of Mount You to the ground. Moreover, there are no cities above the Sea of Clouds and very few below. If you took Kyoshi and Houto with us over the Sea of Clouds, we’d need someplace to rest the kijuu on a regular basis. There is no place like that there. Hien does not have the stamina to carry two people directly to Bun Province without a rest.”


Risai added in a sympathetic tone, “The Taiho being by nature a kirin means he has a lighter frame. If push comes to shove, we could both ride Hien. So I can’t say the idea would be impossible to carry off. Tora is a smart kijuu and I think he’d be willing to carry Houto and Kyoshi. However, only as a last recourse. Getting to Bun Province is only part of the objective. We need to gather actionable information along the way too.”


“I understand,” Taiki said, hanging his head in an abashed manner.




For the time being, at least, Taiki gave up on the idea of racing ahead, though while waiting for the other two in their party to catch up, he said he wanted to go into the town. That day, after hiding the kijuu in the countryside, they approached the gate. The gate was open but they weren’t allowed to enter.


“Times must be tough,” Taiki observed empathetically.


“You can’t take things at face value,” Risai consoled him. “Even if they were running a surplus, if all the surrounding villages closed their gates and only one left them open, then all the passers-by with no place else to go would flock there.”


Taiki nodded, though more out of pity for the town’s inhabitants.


“We’ve left Ten Shire. The villages around here are probably not as poor as Touka. Still, the mornings are growing colder. Everybody’s thoughts are turning inward as they prepare for winter.”


Taiki nodded here too and glanced back at the gate from which they’d been turned away. The gates were open but guards hovered inside just the entrance to prevent them from entering. Forming a kind of invisible wall, two skinny kids sat on the ground drawing pictures with pieces of white chalk on the cobblestones. An even skinnier old man squatted nearby, adjusting the collar of his cloak as he watched over them.


A sign of poor health perhaps, their eyes appeared jaundiced and their complexions were ashen.


After observing the scene, Taiki turned to Risai. “I don’t think there’s any doubt that they’ve got problems other than poverty. Can’t we at least give them medicine or some nutritional food?”


Risai shook her head. “We can’t. It must be unbearable given what you can see with your own two eyes, but please be prudent. Our generosity would only ensure that they remember us later.”


“But—”


“Under normal circumstances, they won’t remember who we are and won’t care where we came from. But once we start giving alms, we would be remembered as kind-hearted travelers with enough to spare. And among them, some might read that as meaning we were easy marks.”


Taiki held his tongue in evident bewilderment.


“What I’m saying is, kind-hearted travelers with enough to spare do not seek out lodging in little villages. Because impoverished little villages have been known to assault travelers like that.”


Taiki looked silently back at Risai.


“I know it is painful to hear me say things like this, but as long as you reveal no such weaknesses and present no opportunities, no matter how impoverished they are, the impetus to commit such a crime should not arise. I’m asking you to be patient enough to not create incentives for wrongdoing where there need not be any.”


“Yes,” answered a clearly disheartened Taiki.


Kouryou spoke up at this point. “Simply doing your best to not stand out is all we’re asking. If something does happen down the road, making ourselves memorable in the wrong way could put anyone who remembers us at risk too.”


“I understand.” Taiki finally nodded.


Noting his assent, Risai also turned and watched the guileless children drawing on the cobblestones. Their gaunt shoulders alone were enough to arouse sympathy. The complexion of the old man squatting next to them and that of the villagers manning the gate left no doubt that this village was already running short on provisions.


They should have brought in a harvest during the fall. And yet they are already in distress. How will they survive the winter?


Any thought of where these children would end up was altogether depressing. No small wonder that Taiki—the kirin—should feel the pain of that knowledge in his bones.


Risai accompanied the glum and silent Taiki back to the kijuu, where they waited for Houto and Kyoshi to catch up.


Houto and Kyoshi arrived before too long. Reading the mood, Houto said, “Sorry to keep everybody waiting. Did something happen here?”


Risai explained the situation. Houto said with a wry smile, “Certainly it’s better not to stand out. But we can’t always be so cautious. In the first place, our appearances make it clear at a glance that we’re hardly at the end of our ropes.” Then he added, “Wait here a little while longer, okay? I’ll run over and see what I can do. Visiting as a purveyor of herbal medicines should be a good enough excuse to leave some samples behind.”


“You’re not going to make trouble for yourself, are you?” Kouryou asked. “Won’t you be cutting in on the territory of another shin’nou?”


“Well, it’s no way to win any praise, but making up for a shortfall in their medicine supply shouldn’t present a problem. Tanshou-sama can see to it that the shin’nou who operates in this territory gets compensated.”


With that bit of big-hearted confidence, Houto raced his horse to the village. He returned a short time later.


Taiki ran forward and called out, “Is everything okay?”


Since Risai and Kouryou had been threatened by the guards when they first approached the village, he’d fretted about Houto’s well-being.


Houto answered with a big smile. “Everything’s fine! The kids had gone home already but the old man was still there. He certainly didn’t look in the best of health. When I suggested some remedies, he said he didn’t have any money. So I said they could have it on credit and left a couple of packets with him. Thinking that others in the village might be running low, I left a few more with the guards. They were all very happy.”


“Wonderful,” Taiki quietly exulted.


“They had a long spell of rain during this year’s harvest and the crops rotted in the fields. The prefectural governor in charge of the region seems a good and wise man and he promised to deliver the minimal necessary food supplies until winter.”


“That does give me some peace of mind. Houto, thank you very much.”


“No, no,” Houto said with a smile and a bright tone of voice. “That’s why I’ve been hauling this around on my back.” He stood and proceeded first down the road, raising his hand over his shoulder and pointing at the pack as he spoke.


“But doesn’t a donation take away from a sale?”


“A day I don’t do any business can be a good day too. Even I have to take a break now and then.”


Houto’s garrulous and glad-handing manner made Taiki smile. “Does that go for all shin’nou?”


“Hmm. Hard to say. We come in all types, don’t you know.” A genial smile rose to his face.




They couldn’t stay at the inn in the city they arrived at the next day. They had now finally moved beyond the scope of people like them from Touka.


“When it comes to inns that take in kijuu as well, I’m afraid I’m out of my depth. Perhaps Kyoshi should ask for shelter at a Taoist temple.”


Following Houto’s advice, Kyoshi inquired at the temple in the city. The letter that Enchou had prepared for such an occasion yielded results. They were welcomed into the temple but received a cool reception from the priests, the unspoken criticism being that anybody traveling with kijuu should have the wherewithal to stay at an inn.


“I apologize,” said an abashed Kyoshi, though it was hardly his fault. Nor was it the fault of the temple. Though this temple was said to be the biggest in the city, it was clearly in financial straits. It received no public assistance and those otherwise willing to offer support did not have the means to do so.


Houto said in a bright and encouraging voice, “We’ll get to Sekijou tomorrow.”


Situated at the crossroads of the major highways from Kou Province to Bun Province and from Kou Province to Zui Province, Sekijou was the largest city in the region.


“Past Sekijou, the road starts to climb, and when we get to the top, we’re in Bun Province.” Houto grinned. “See, we really are moving forward.”


	Chapter 18


[4-4] In Sekijou, they found shelter at a large Taoist temple outside the city. Perhaps because Sekijou was relatively well off, the temple still had an aura of grandeur about it. The chief priest was polite and hospitable.


After a warm reception, a much-relieved Risai took to her bed. When she awoke the next morning, she lingered a while longer in her room arranging her traveling clothing. Her growing efficiency at the task prompted a smile of realization. When she was in Kei, doing anything took time. Well, practice made perfect.


Keeping company with Kouryou helped sharpen her sword handling skills as well. Already second nature to her, once she grew accustomed to using her left hand, she had improved faster than expected.


We really are moving forward, she thought with a small sense of satisfaction, as she knocked on the door to the room opposite hers.


“Good morning,” she called out.


She received no answer. Assuming that Taiki must be worn out by their travels, she opened the door. If he was that tired, maybe they should take the day off.


Except as soon as she stepped inside, she realized the bed was empty. The futon was neatly folded and the room straightened up. He must have already gotten up. She hurried back to the main hall and down the corridor. A young priest in indigo robes was passing down the hallway, so she asked him if he’d seen her companion.


The portly and good-natured priest answered brightly, “Oh, he set off at sunrise.”


“Eh?” Risai said in complete befuddlement. “He set off? Set off where? When?”


The priest’s eyes widened with surprise at her reaction. “Well, he said he had to leave as soon as the dawn broke and the temple gates opened, so I showed him the way to the gates.”


“I don’t believe it!”


Evidently discomfited by Risai’s reaction, the priest explained, “He called on me before daybreak and said he was getting a head start. I helped him get his kijuu ready and saw him off.”


“Impossible!”


In the face of Risai’s unexpectedly frantic exclamations, the priest cringed and took a step backwards.


Impossible that Taiki should set off on his own. If he really had left the temple, it couldn’t have been of his own accord. Risai found herself unconsciously reaching for her sword.


“Where did he go?”


“But—you see—”


Now the poor priest simply looked terrified. Risai had taken a step forward when she heard her name being called.


“Risai-sama! Wait!”


His face pale, Kyoshi ran down the corridor and interposed himself between her and the priest, blocking her forward motion. He said to the priest, “I apologize. There has been an unfortunate misunderstanding here. You are in no way at fault. Please take no offense.”


“Kyoshi.”


Kyoshi shushed her with a glance. He again apologized to the priest and urged him to be on his way. Once the priest rushed off at a near sprint, he pushed Risai back in the room.


“What’s going on?”


Still facing her, Kyoshi closed the door to the main hall. “The Taiho has already departed.”


“Which means what? I’m asking you what’s going on!”


“Early this morning, he woke me and said he was setting off on his own.”


“That—that makes no sense.”


All the more convinced she had to pursue him, Risai moved toward the door. Kyoshi stopped her again. “The Taiho made it perfectly clear that he did not want you coming after him.”


“Why?” Why would he do something so out of character? Risai’s surprise was only exceeded by her confusion. Now was the time to begin the search for Gyousou in earnest. Every day they came one day closer to their goal. Why would Taiki suddenly take off on his own now?


“It’s dangerous out there. We’ve got to find him.”


Kyoshi retreated until his back was against the door. He shook his head. “That is exactly what he said you would say. And then he said to make sure you didn’t.”


“Kyoshi.”


“He said not to waste your time running after him. Instead, head straight to Bun Province and start looking for Gyousou-sama.”


Kyoshi had gotten jostled awake before dawn, and a good span of time before dawn at that. When he opened his eyes, Taiki was standing next to his bed. He was already dressed in his traveling clothes.


Taiki apologized and said he wanted to leave the temple at sunrise. He hoped that Kyoshi could speak to someone in charge and see to it that the gate was opened.


The already startled Kyoshi was all the more taken aback. He couldn’t have imagined being put in the position of doing something so risky. Risai would never stand for it. At first, Kyoshi refused, but when it became clear that Taiki wasn’t going nod and acquiesce, he implored him to talk it over with Risai. Taiki steadfastly refused that request as well.


“Please don’t tell Risai. She would do everything in her power to stop me.”


“Of course she would.”


A small smile rose to Taiki’s lips. “I’m afraid Risai will always see me as that ten-year-old boy.”


“That is not the problem here. And even if it were, there’s no way I could agree to let you leave by yourself.”


“Please don’t worry about it. I understand my own position very well. The memory of how the people of Touka rejoiced at my mere presence will be with me always. I am not about to let myself get captured or throw my life away on a whim. I know what a cruel betrayal that would be to the rest of you.”


“But—” Kyoshi objected and realized he had no convincing arguments left to offer.


“Please, Kyoshi. This is something I must do. I know I’m no good at defending myself. Fortunately, I have my kijuu. Tora will carry me out of harm’s way at the first whiff of danger.” Taiki grinned and added, “He’s a lot smarter than me, you see.”


“Taiho—” Kyoshi stopped and fumbled for the right words. “At least tell me where you are going and what you hope to accomplish.”


“I can’t tell you any of that now. Well, no. To be honest, I don’t rightly know where I am going and what I will do once I get there.”


“Seriously?”


“But maybe you’ll understand if I put it this way—I am hearkening to the Divine Will.”


Kyoshi caught his breath.


“Heaven tells me to go and so I must go.”


Kyoshi wanted to ask what he meant, whether Heaven had literally told him. Those and so many other questions filled his thoughts. But with the kirin standing in front of him invoking the Divine, Kyoshi was at a loss for the words to form the proper inquiries.


“I understand,” he said with a bow. “But you can’t go off on your own. Take me with—” He thought better of that suggestion. “No, take Kouryou. Kouryou can protect the Taiho. If you take Kouryou with you, I will make the arrangements with the temple and keep Risai-sama in the dark for now.”


Taiki craned his head to the side and pondered the proposal. He nodded. Kyoshi ran to the adjoining room. He shook Kouryou awake and spilled out the particulars of what was going on. Kouryou was no less startled than he had been. He was up in an instant. He earnestly tried to persuade Taiki otherwise. Taiki only said that he was hearkening to the Divine Will and couldn’t explain himself to any greater extent than that.


“I will accompany you,” Kouryou said with a clear resolve. “Wait while I get ready.”


While Kouryou dressed and packed, Kyoshi asked one of the temple attendants to bring around their kijuu and open the main gate.




Kyoshi laid out all these details. Risai slumped into a nearby chair. “So Kouryou is with him?”


“Yes. He said that if anything happens, he will contact us through the temple or the shin’nou guild. They will stay in touch even if nothing happens, so we shouldn’t worry.”


“We shouldn’t worry,” Risai muttered with a thin smile. “Talk about demanding the impossible.”


Kyoshi nodded. There was no way that Risai wouldn’t worry. He offered helpfully, “We can take heart that Kouryou is with him. He’s not about to let anything get past him.”


“Better if he could have put a halt to the whole thing.” Risai laughed to herself. “As if anybody could dissuade the Taiho once he made up his mind. That’s right—the Taiho is most definitely no longer a ten-year-old child.”


Risai looked at Kyoshi, still showing that wry grin. “He was around ten the first time I laid eyes on him. After that, he was attacked by Asen and swept away to Hourai. Then he finally came home. He really is no longer ten years old. I know that in my mind, but—”


When they were in Kei, he had similarly persuaded her to take him back to Tai. She couldn’t stop him. She could hardly expect Kyoshi to do what she hadn’t been able to.


“Sorry for causing such a commotion.”


“Perfectly understandable,” Kyoshi answered with a quiet sigh of relief. Saying he needed to get ready to depart, Kyoshi took his leave.


In the meantime, turning these events over in her thoughts, Risai must have tied up all the loose ends. When he returned, he found her in the company of a fully informed Houto, breakfast for the three of them in hand.


“I apologize for all the excitement,” Risai said to Houto.


“Well, he’s with Kouryou so I have every reason to believe he’ll be alright. Just as the Taiho said, we should get on to Bun Province without wasting any more time.”


“Indeed,” Risai answered in a much calmer tone of voice.


	Chapter 19


[4-5] Risai, Kyoshi, and Houto left Sekijou and proceeded due north on the highway as planned.


They didn’t have to factor in the normal precautions to keep Taiki safe. At the same time, Risai’s regal kijuu couldn’t help but attract attention and she had been accused of regicide. They kept a wary eye on their surroundings and traveled along the highway doing their best not to stand out. As usual, Risai split with Houto and Kyoshi when they left the inn and flew ahead over the countryside where no one was likely to see her.


She had no concerns about traveling alone, but the routine grew dispiriting day in and day out. When she was with Houto and Kyoshi, she could turn her attention to the next goal and dismiss the storm of thoughts crowding into her mind. But waiting in the hills outside their destination for the evening rush to commence had the cumulative effect of weighing down her spirits.


Her primary worries revolved around where Taiki was going, what he was up to, and if anything bad had happened along the way. Exacerbating her anxieties was the disposition of the passport given to him by the empress when they left Kei. He’d left it with Risai and didn’t take it with him. Should worse come to worst, that passport could prove a lifesaver, so she had to wonder whether he’d be all right without it.


He should be. Because Kouryou was with him.


Like Risai, Kouryou was a veteran soldier. He had unsurpassed skills with hidden weapons and now carried a sword. Kouryou would see to it that attacks from highwaymen or youma or other misfortunes wouldn’t present too great a risk.


Even after doing her best to convince herself, the uneasiness remained. Taiki didn’t have a natural familiarity with the land. He didn’t know very much about Tai to begin with. As a taika, he lacked a commonsensical understanding of the world. That must be at the root of whatever was bothering him. If Risai were there with him, she could sense the particulars of the situation and do what was necessary to help. She wasn’t certain that, in her place, Kouryou would catch on to the same degree.


But she knew she was getting carried away with her emotions and was being foolish.


She knew well enough that the worry itself had become the cause of her worry. What it came down to was, she was terrified at the thought of him being out of her sight. She could no more let him travel out of view than she could leave a precious gem at the side of the road. She felt anxious whenever he wasn’t within her grasp, and in order to rationalize that anxiety, she cast about for anything that might go wrong and counted up the reasons.


And that was why Taiki hadn’t consulted with her beforehand.


Even knowing that, Risai couldn’t help wishing he had said something to her before he quietly disappeared, had explained why he was setting off on a different course and with what goal in mind. She knew full well that if he had, she still wouldn’t have agreed to whatever he was planning to do. No explanation would have convinced her to let Taiki set off on his own. So he simply vanished without a word.


No matter if she couldn’t trust Taiki and let him go—no matter if she couldn’t trust that Taiki and Kouryou would be okay—she already had no way of knowing where he was and no way of running after him. Worrying about him was pointless. While she was tormenting herself like this, there was a mountain of things she ought to be thinking about.


Even so, she couldn’t stop thinking about Taiki and the situation he was in.


What did he mean by saying he was hearkening to the Divine Will?


Taiki was a kirin. He had a direct connection to Heaven. Risai and the rest of them were never going to comprehend what that meant, except there must be moments when Taiki communicated with the Divine.


At the very least, he could have explained that much.


Risai felt something akin to betrayal. Not that Taiki had betrayed her. If anything, it’d be more accurate to say her expectations had betrayed her.


Though thin on the ground, the clues they needed to find Gyousou were not beyond their grasp. Those clues and Taiki’s return inspired a vague sense of hope. That’s what had betrayed her. She still believed they could save Tai. But doing so would not be easy. Even given the cooperation of so many emperors and empresses around the Twelve Kingdoms, the salvation of Tai was a long uphill climb.


They’d returned to Tai aware of the gauntlet that lay before them. They first met the people of Touka and at last things began to move, though now that they were making real progress, it seemed more like a stumble.


By and large, the Taoist temples were less than cooperative when Risai and her traveling companions showed up on their doorsteps. That surely had an effect. They’d depended on the Taoist temples since leaving Ten Shire. None were happy to see them. They weren’t treated badly but neither did the monks and priests offer any heartfelt thanks or words of support or encouragement. They didn’t go out of their way to help.


To be sure, the temples didn’t know who they were, where they came from, or what they hoped to accomplish. Enchou asked for their cooperation so they gave it. And it went without saying that every temple was doing its utmost just to stay alive. Risai and her party were simply another burden added to their backs that they could not refuse.


I understand all that.


Every day was another day closer to their ultimate goal. Every day they put behind them was another day of accumulated fatigue. Another day passing through a ravaged city, witnessing the worn and weary faces of the displaced inhabitants, encountering another pair of shuttered village gates and crumbling hamlets that showed no signs of coming back to life. Fallow lands lined with graves.


Like it or not, the mornings and evenings growing colder and the daylight shorter could not help but constrain her emotions.


Risai crossed Kou Province and reached the border with Bun Province. Before her was a relatively large city. Behind her were the soaring mountains of Bun Province she had recently surmounted. She was undoubtedly drawing closer to her destination. And yet she felt no closer to her hopes.


Again, more a stumble than a leap. At the heart of that emptiness was Taiki’s absence.


What was Taiki thinking and where had he gone?


	Chapter 20


[4-6] Where does a life go when it ceases to be?


The man crouched down, that thought occupying his mind. Cast into shadows by the falling dusk, the silver branches of the tree before him reached out in what struck him as a modest and reserved manner. Buildings surrounded the small courtyard on all sides. The silver tree stood in the center.


He knelt beneath the branches that hung to the ground. Thin shards lay scattered around his knees.


That day until noon, a life had thrived within those shards, a new life bestowed by the silver tree. The riboku. A year before, a young couple tied a ribbon to the tree. He had allowed them to do so.


He was the superintendent of the town. Normally the position went to the most senior of the town’s elders. Far from an elder, he hadn’t yet turned thirty. But the previous superintendent died and he succeeded him. He’d grown up an orphan, after all, and had long relied on the good offices of the rika.


The superintendent also administered the Rishi, and that included presiding over the riboku. At the same time, he was principal of the rika. Though young, he well understood the duties of the rika and Rishi here at the center of the town, having long served under the late superintendent.


The couple he’d allowed to petition for a child were old friends of his.


It was a poor town, nestled in a narrow and desolate mountain valley. In recent years, rough and violent brigands had settled in the region. The brigands often descended from their dens in the mines and forced their way into the surrounding towns, where they shook down the people for goods and money. Any resistance was met with cruel reprisals. The previous superintendent stood his ground and lost his life as a result.


They’d sought assistance from the government on numerous occasions but no one rushed to the rescue. Rumors of the brigands colluding behind the scenes with government officials became increasingly hard to refute.


The young and able turned their backs on the town and left. This couple did not flee. Instead, they set out to begin a new life together. They prayed earnestly and the riboku blessed them with a child.


The ripening golden fruit hung from a silver branch. A new life dwelt within it.


Where did that life come from? he thought as he picked the shards off the white sand.


The tiny fruit, looking so much like a nugget of gold, grew and swelled over time. The husk that resembled gold leaf stretched and extended as it ripened, gradually growing thinner over time. The life it housed was the hope of the town. And as if in proof, a faint light glowed within the thinning husk.


That was about the time the mother was slain by the brigands.


The fruit had grown large enough to fill two hands. The mother died before the child within was born. The father steeled his grief until it was large enough to hold in his arms—by which time the husk had stretched so thin as to resemble blown glass—and that was when he met the same fate as his wife and by the hands of those same brigands.


Having lost both its parents, the fruit fell to earth and tumbled onto the white sand. The husk cracked apart, spilling out the pale crimson water and the blackened remains of what could only be called a withered life.


That gestating life that until so recently had glowed with its own light. The only reason for living left to its father, it harbored the dreams of its parents and the hopes of the village. All waited impatiently for its birth. And yet—


Into what void did that light disappear?


“I am sorry that your father and mother could not protect you,” he apologized as he picked up the fragments of the husk. He buried the remains in the father’s grave. Now he retrieved the rest of the shards and replaced the rust-stained sand.


“I am so sorry.”


His tears spilled onto the thin slivers of gold in his hands.




A small campfire burned in the darkness. The kindling had already reduced to embers, the fire on the verge of dying out.


“South of the castle we fought, north of the walls we died.”


A solitary figure sat beside the fire. The man wrapped his arms around his legs and rested his chin on his knees. Watching the dying fire, he sang the song in a small voice more like a murmur.


“Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.”


	

Please tell the crows on our behalf

To spare a moment before gobbling us down

And shed a tear like they truly care

Weathered and worn and without even a grave

How in the world might our rotten meat

Flee from the tips of your pointed beaks?




“You have mighty bad taste when it comes to music,” piped up a nearby voice.


He glanced over his shoulder. A young man stood there with an armful of firewood and a quizzical look on his face.


“Is it a popular song? You sure seem to like it, though it is on the creepy side.”


“An old folk song,” he replied. “An old drinking song.”


“Huh,” said the young man, tossing the wood onto the fire.


Camped out alongside the deserted road, the only shelter from the falling dew were the big branches of a cedar tree stretching out over their heads.


“It’s getting colder. None of the villages are offering us lodging of late. I can’t help feeling uneasy about how things are going.”


“How about quitting the shipping business?” he asked with a grin.


The young man sat down next to him. “Please, be serious. There is no way that is going to happen.”


“You mean the boss won’t let it happen,” he said, casting a glance in the direction the boss had taken off to relieve himself.


“That is not the problem,” the young man answered indignantly. He patted the hefty pack sitting on the ground next to him. “People are waiting for us to make these deliveries.”


“Yeah, they’re waiting but they won’t let us in.”


“Well, that’s life. Letting us in would make it all the harder to say no to the next traveler who happens by. We’re not in a position to make unreasonable demands either. Ultimately, we’re all in this foundering boat together.”


“You’ve got a big heart.”


“Everybody knows what’s going on. The more difficult traveling becomes, the fewer travelers you’ll see on the road. But even knowing that won’t stop people from doing what they do. That’s how hard life is.”


He hugged his knees all the tighter. “Tai is hurting everywhere. Especially Bun Province.”


“You can count on there being places worse off than here. Either way, all the complaining in the world won’t change a thing.”


A cold wind whipped around the campsite.


“We’ll probably see some frost tonight.”


“Probably.”


Snow would follow soon after, snow that would cover the north until spring. How many people would they lose this year? How many villages would sink beneath the drifts and never rise again?


No stars shone in the moonless sky above. The clouds had already moved in.


He drew his coat around his shoulders.


	

The day dawns

And full of life they set off for war.

The night falls

And none of them have returned.


	
	Part Five

	Chapter 21


[5-1] As he walked along, leading his kijuu, Kouryou couldn’t help wondering how willing Risai had been to go along with this arrangement. He glanced at the darkening western sky. Three days had passed since they left Sekijou, when he and Taiki parted ways with Risai, Kyoshi, and Houto.


The moonlight lit up the landscape in forlorn hues, casting the deepening fall into stark relief.


Taiki’s unexpected actions must have taken Risai by surprise. Though Kyoshi had persuaded Kouryou to accompany Taiki, he doubted Risai was willing to go along with the whole thing. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she insisted on chasing him down.


Were Kouryou in her position, he probably would have gone looking for Taiki too—or so he argued with himself. He cast a sidelong glance at the shadowed figure next to him, who looked up at the same dusky sky as he led his kijuu. The travelers around them streamed toward the city like a current. The gates were going to close before long.


Kouryou and Taiki had taken the road east when they departed from Sekijou. Following the highway and keeping a low profile, they proceeded across the countrywide and sought out the closest convenient city at sunset. This day as well, they joined the throngs entering the city. Passing through the gate, Kouryou felt a chill down his spine that again reminded him they were taking one chance too many for his own comfort.


Since leaving Sekijou, that sensation struck him in every city they came to. The highway ended at Kouki. All the more alarming, heading down this road took them closer and closer to Kouki.


Taiki was setting the itinerary here. When they set out from Sekijou, he asked which road led to Zui Province and Kouryou indicated this one. Ever since, Taiki had not deviated from the course.


The gate was thick with guards. Kouryou could not escape the fear of getting stopped and questioned. Avoiding the cities and camping under the stars seemed a plausible option, except that where wild animals prowled the countryside, there were bound to be youma too. Here in the heart of the kingdom, the possibility struck him as slight but he could not dismiss the odds, no matter how small.


Even if they found an acceptable campsite, Kouryou would have to travel to the city for water and food and other provisions. That would mean leaving Taiki alone in the wilds, something he absolutely could not bring himself to do. Not knowing the dangers that awaited them, he couldn’t quench the belief that if he left Taiki alone for any span of time, he’d return to find that he had disappeared.


So the city it was. Call it good luck or bad, but Taiki had grown up during his time in Hourai. He was unrecognizable to anyone who knew him then. Though his steel black hair set him apart, people associated the kirin with golden hair. Despite Taiki being known as the “Black Kirin,” the image of the kirin was so firmly entwined with golden or blonde colors that the relationship of the one to the other was a difficult assumption to overcome.


Kouryou only recognized Taiki because he was with Risai. Otherwise, it likely never would have dawned on him.


With their kijuu, an inn was their only choice. In fact, not staying at an inn would raise more eyebrows. Thankfully, as they approached the capital, the number of travelers with kijuu also increased. As before, they found an inn and got a room. Only after Taiki left the kijuu at the stables and returned to the room did Kouryou finally dare venture into the city to buy dinner.


Though he always stopped at the stables first and made it clear that his companion’s kijuu was not to be released without Kouryou’s explicit say-so.


The streets grew congested around the time the gates closed. Mingling with the crowds, Kouryou breathed a sigh of relief. He eyed the food stalls, looking for a meal palatable to Taiki as well, meaning nothing that contained any blood or meat.


For a short while, Kouryou could relax and enjoy some time by himself. This day, though, his emotions remained clouded. They followed the highway but he didn’t know where they were headed. They didn’t have to wait for the horses to catch up and so traveled as fast as their kijuu could carry them.


“Where are we going?” Over and over he tried to raise the question. But then his sense of protocol kicked in. He hesitated questioning Taiki so directly.


“Which way?” he’d asked when they left Sekijou.


“East” was the succinct answer. He hadn’t made any further inquiries since.


Tonight was different. No matter what, he had to know their destination. If they kept going down the road like this, they’d arrive in Kouki tomorrow.


Wrapped in these heavy thoughts, he returned to the inn. He climbed the stairs to the room and found Taiki standing at the window in the main room looking down at the city. Inns that accommodated kijuu attracted an upper-class clientele and the room was furnished accordingly, though it was still rather cramped. The sleeping quarters on either side of the main room lacked even windows. Kouryou had chosen such a small room on purpose. This way, no one could get close to Taiki when he was in the main room and neither could Taiki leave without his knowledge.


I’m treating him like the enemy.


Kouryou had to smile at himself. More like transporting a prisoner, around whom he could not let down his guard for a minute. He couldn’t avoid the irony that he was treating the kirin, of all people, in such a way.


Amidst the strained silence, he waited for the opportunity. With dinner over, he took a deep breath. He couldn’t drag things out any longer.


“Beg your pardon,” Kouryou finally said. “But where are we going tomorrow? I do need to ask what our destination is here.”


Having returned to the window where he again stood and took in the city below, Taiki glanced over his shoulder. He gazed at Kouryou as he mulled over the question.


“Same as it’s always been,” was all he said.


Up to this point, Kouryou would have taken such an answer at face value. But he couldn’t stay quiet any longer.


“If we keep going the way we’ve been going, we’ll arrive in Kouki. You don’t really intend to go to Kouki, do you?”


Taiki turned away and again directed his gaze at the hustle and bustle beyond the wall around the inn.


“I’m begging you here. Where are we going and what are we going to do when we get there?”


Taiki didn’t answer, only looked down at the street below. “More and more people are wearing heavy coats.”


Kouryou heaved a big sigh. Dispirited, he joined Taiki at the window and took in the view below. He really didn’t need to see for himself, but day after day, the travelers were donning heavier clothing. Naturally. The onset of winter was not long off. At a loss of what to do or say, he stood there and watched the people passing by.


Taiki spoke in a soft, low voice. “I’m going to Hakkei Palace.”


Kouryou turned to him, making no attempt to mask his utter amazement. “That is completely crazy!”


But Taiki remained serene. With a calm and collected demeanor, he closed the window and looked at Kouryou.


“I know you would have stopped me. That is why I didn’t mention it until now.”


“Of course I would have stopped you! It’s too dangerous! I could not possibly look the other way!”


“If you think it is dangerous, then you can go back and catch up with Risai.”


“As if I could do that!” Kouryou practically shouted.


Taiki said with a bemused look, “Then what will you do? Place me under arrest?”


“I will return you to Risai by whatever means necessary.”


“You’re going to tie me up, then? I would run away otherwise. Your kijuu would never catch my Tora.”


Kouryou was at a loss for words. Taiki was right. His kou was no match for a suugu. That meant his only recourse was to bind him hand and foot, something he could not possibly bring himself to do either.


“I’m going to Hakkei Palace,” Taiki said again. “The only question that remains is whether you will go with me or turn back and catch up with Risai. Please decide on your next course of action.”


Kouryou heaved another big sigh. “Answer me this only. Before we left Sekijou, you said you were hearkening to the Divine Will. Is that true?”


Taiki didn’t answer.


“Or was that the most convenient explanation that you figured would sway me and Kyoshi?”


Taiki puzzled over the question for a minute before answering with a nod.


“I can’t believe you’d do something so outrageous!”


“Yes, it is,” Taiki murmured with wry humor. “It is entirely outrageous.”


He crossed the room to the table and sat down. He picked up one of the handful of walnuts spilled across the tabletop and rolled it around in his hand, as if testing the soundness of the shell.


“Kouryou, I was born in Hourai.”


“I know.”


“I grew up in Hourai. At the age of ten, I was brought back to Mount Hou. There I chose Gyousou-sama as Emperor and returned to Tai. In the spring of the next year, I once again returned to Hourai.”


“Of course. I know that too.”


The exasperation in Kouryou’s voice brought a flitting smile to Taiki’s face.


“The fact of the matter is, I have lived in Tai all of six months and experienced winter only once.” It came as a complete shock, he murmured to himself. He said aloud, “The climates of Tai and Hourai are completely different. Winters in Tai are very cold. Surprisingly so. Gyousou-sama once took me to the Forbidden Gate so we could look down on the city. The city was covered in white, a scene so beautiful it was almost frightening. I will never forget what I saw that day.”


He glanced at the walnut. “A beauty as pure as it is cruel and terrifying. That was how Gyousou described it. That terrifying winter will soon be upon us.”


Taken aback by this turn in the conversation, Kouryou caught his breath.


“The wind grows cold. Travelers don heavier and heavier coats. Snow will fall before long. Finally, snow will cover every last inch of everything. When that happens, a little walnut like this can spell the difference between life and death.”


Taiki opened his fingers to reveal the walnut in his hand.


“Asen has cast the people aside. Town governments no longer function. Most have been abandoned to their own devices. How will the villagers of Touka fare this winter? What about the inhabitants of all the towns and villages we pass by every day? Will they have enough to eat? And if their stores of food run short, what will the people living there do?”


“Taiho—”


“Kouryou, before the snow completely shuts down the countryside, the minimum necessary steps must be taken to save the people of this kingdom.”


At last, Kouryou began to grasp something of Taiki’s state of mind, what was so incessantly driving him forward.


“And you’re saying that to bring that about, we must head for Hakkei Palace?”


“No emperor occupies the throne. Asen has no desire to save his own supposed subjects. In that case, I must step into the breach. That is the reason I am here, is it not?”


“I understand how you feel,” said Kouryou, clenching his fists. “I understand so well it hurts.”


“That is only the half of it,” Taiki said, interrupting him. “There are prisoners being held in the Imperial Palace. Seirai and Ganchou and Rousan.”


“Right,” Kouryou said with a nod.


“We cannot abandon them. Someone has to go to Hakkei Palace and ascertain their well-being and, if possible, rescue them.”


“I agree with you, but how would you bring that about? If you show up at Hakkei Palace, won’t you get apprehended and executed all over again?”


“Probably. But I do have a plan this time.”


Kouryou blinked. A way to get within spitting distance of Hakkei Palace without losing his life in the process? Was such a thing even possible?


“And this plan of yours?”


Taiki shook his head. “I can’t make any promises about the actual effectiveness of my plan, so I will say nothing for now. Because if it doesn’t work, we’ll have to come up with something else on the spot. If we had the time, I would prefer consulting with you on every detail. But that isn’t a viable option now. So I think it’s better to leave you in the dark. If I did a poor job laying out the course of action beforehand, and then suddenly had to do an about face, I’m not sure you’d be ready to follow my lead.”


“This is madness!”


“You’ve got a mountain of concerns, I know. But I don’t think it’s as crazy as you can imagine. I’ve been mulling over these strategies ever since we returned.” Taiki spoke in a subdued tone of voice. Then he added, “I honestly don’t think we’ll end up dead. Simply believing that is a good place to begin. But if you stick with me, you’ll be in for a lot of surprises, a lot of things that will make no sense. If you come along, I’ll have to ask you to leave everything to me. Keep your own counsel and go with the flow.”


“You are asking the impossible.”


“Would it do any good to argue that this will be the safest course of action for both you and me?”


Taiki asked that question with an utterly straight face, to which Kouryou had no ready rebuttal.


“Are you saying there will be absolutely no risk to the Taiho’s life?”


“I am saying that I will not do anything to cause the people of Tai—who up to now have shouldered so many hardships—to lose any more hope.”


Kouryou did not understand where Taiki was going with all of this but he nodded anyway. He couldn’t do much else.


The next day, Kouryou and Taiki headed straight to Kouki. These days, no one entered the city without their credentials being subjected to a thorough check. Anticipating such an eventuality, Doujin, the Touka village manager, had forged travel papers for them. Getting inside the city should not pose that great a challenge. The far larger obstacle came later.


While flying low over the countryside, eyes drawn upwards as Kouki’s towering gray mountain drew ever closer, Kouryou asked, “So how do we get into Hakkei Palace?”


“Through the front door.”




The sun hung low in the western sky when Kouryou and Taiki arrived at Kouki.


Rising like a bundle of stone pillars, the immense mountain soared into the sky, the hard, white contours of Mount Ryou’un framed against a light veil of clouds. Hakkei Palace was located at the summit of the mountain, though the lingering cloud cover hid it from view.


And yet there was no denying the beauty of the sight. The trees and shrubs clinging to the cliffs and outcroppings dotted the mountainside with daubs of dark green, vividly contrasted against the pale bare rock. The city traced undulating lines around the hilly base of the mountain, spreading out in waves of white. Glazed blue roof tiles covered many roofs and decorative crimson was visible everywhere.


Kouryou hadn’t visited Kouki in six years, not since the launch of the military campaigns in Bun Province. After his promotion, his face had become a familiar sight to soldiers in other regiments as well. If he was recognized, he’d be arrested for desertion on the spot. Though he’d previously strayed into the vicinity of Kouki, confident of keeping clear of any danger, he’d never actually entered Kouki.


From the highway, Kouki appeared to be right on top of them. To his eyes, the city hadn’t changed in those six years. His heartbeat drummed in his ears like an alarm bell. He forced himself to maintain a steady pace as they approached the massive southern gate.


The Horse Gate was a complex of five separate gates. The center gate was reserved for use by the emperor and Saiho alone. Kouryou got ready to present the travel papers they’d obtained in Touka and pass through one of the side gates into Kouki. But without a moment’s hesitation, Taiki headed to the central gate.


Kouryou frantically called out under his breath. Taiki answered only with a small nod and walked right up to the guards at the gate. The guards exchanged dubious looks and lowered their lances to block the way.


“Who are you? If you’re going to Kouki, use one of the side gates.”


Disregarding the obvious wariness of the guards, Taiki said, “Please open the gate. Six years ago, an accident separated me from Kouki. I have returned at long last.” Addressing the increasingly suspicious guards directly, he added, “I wish to convey a message to Asen-sama. My name is Taiki.”


The flabbergasted Kouryou managed to clamp his mouth shut and maintain an even composure. That hardly mattered, because what Taiki said next left him speechless.


“I have made this unannounced visit in accordance to the Divine Will. I seek an audience with the new Emperor of Tai.”
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[5-2] Asen is the new Emperor of Tai.


Kouryou wasn’t the only one astonished by this statement. The guards and the local official who came running in response to the urgent summons were equally befuddled. Kouryou fully expected to get arrested along with Taiki. But after again confirming who they were and the reason for the visit, they were confined to an anteroom in the gate annex building.


This is the Taiho’s plan? Kouryou desperately wanted to ask, except with guards posted right outside the door and on patrol around the gate, the risk of being overheard was too great.


This is still completely mad.


However calm and collected he appeared on the outside, a cold sweat ran down his back. He just didn’t see anybody believing this lie. To start with, Gyousou still lived. It was flatly impossible for the Divine Will to be overturned while the emperor was alive. A child could see through Taiki’s claim that Asen was the “new emperor.”


For Asen, this was a heaven-sent opportunity. He’d tried to kill Taiki once before, and here was the kirin showing up on his doorstep. If the kirin died, so did the emperor. Asen failed to assassinate Gyousou on Kan’you Mountain. Now he could kill Taiki and eliminate the emperor in one fell swoop.


Any minute now, soldiers are going to burst into the room with daggers drawn.


Imagining that imminent moment, his hands trembled. Kouryou caught his breath and waited for the gathering storm to arrive. He heard a flurry of approaching footsteps, steeled his resolve, and prepared to go on the offensive. But the only person who appeared before them was the aforementioned official.


No sooner had he entered the room but he knelt down. “I am deeply sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said, practically prostrating himself on the floor. If nothing else, his excessive politeness sucked all the tension out of the room. The soldiers accompanying him bowed in unison. They showed no signs of exposing Taiki to any kind of danger.


“I will show you the way. Please, after me.”


So they were not being treated as a hostile presence. The guards did not even inspect their personal effects or confiscate their packs or Kouryou’s sword, and returned their kijuu to them.


Are we going to at least make it past this first obstacle unscathed?


Kouryou finally allowed himself a quiet sigh of relief. The official leading the way stuck to the main thoroughfare and exited the gate area, at which point he urged Taiki and Kouryou to get on their kijuu. He followed alongside. A cordon of soldiers surrounded them, but in a manner more typical of guards escorting a nobleman.


Now that Kouryou could cool his head and think rationally, it all made sense. Only the word of a kirin could vouch for the Word of Heaven. The Word of Heaven being communicated through the kirin was itself a miracle, and nobody else had any way of discerning the authenticity of what the kirin said. All they could do was bow and acquiesce.


The Word of Heaven had declared Gyousou emperor. Kouryou never doubted that it must be so because that’s what the kirin said. It never occurred to him to doubt what he’d been told. The same must be true of everyone everywhere in this world. In that case, Taiki’s plan wasn’t half bad.


If Asen was the new emperor, he would have no cause to hurt Taiki. Far from it, he would make protecting Taiki a priority out of sheer self-interest. In short, Taiki had guaranteed his own safety.


As the Saiho, or rather, exercising his authority as the Province Lord of Zui, Taiki could then act on behalf of the people. Thinking about Taiki’s plan in these terms, Kouryou had to admit that the crazy scheme might actually work.


The problem was how far this particular lie would travel.


There was no fallback strategy here. The White Pheasant hadn’t sung. No auspicious omens had occurred. Asen would know full well that Gyousou hadn’t died. There should be no good reason to believe that a new emperor occupied the throne. No matter how many people they fooled at first, somewhere and at some point, the doubts and suspicions were bound to blossom.


Why hadn’t the White Pheasant fallen from its perch? Why hadn’t it uttered its portentous cry? Those questions alone exposed the fatal flaw in the plan. This house of cards was bound to blow over in the slightest breeze.


Wrestling with so many reasons to feel relieved and many more reasons for profound concern, Kouryou and Taiki continued north on the main thoroughfare that bisected the city from south to north. With so many eyes on them, Kouryou didn’t risk conversing with Taiki but focused his attention on the sights and sounds of Kouki.


Even inside the ramparts, the city looked the same. The luxurious avenues, the side streets lined with small shops and bustling with pedestrians. There was no sign of the impoverished people that lived in a place like Ten Shire. Nothing had changed since he left for Bun Province, not the streets he’d once walked or the stores he’d once frequented.


Or Hakkei Palace.


The Highland Gate—the entrance to the palace—hadn’t changed either. They walked through the gate and passed by the Hall of Government. From the Warehouse Gate to the Pheasant Gate, one gate after the next, they ascended the Imperial Palace, finally exiting the Zenith Gate just below the Sea of Clouds.


Here the government ministries and official residences spread out across the mountainside. Soldiers did not normally live in the Imperial Palace. The generals of the six divisions of the Imperial Army and their regimental commanders were exceptions. The generals lived above the Sea of Clouds. The regimental commanders had manors here in the Administrative Palace below the Sea of Clouds.


Kouryou had always thought it too much of a bother to live in the Administrative Palace. He did have the run of a small manse he rarely stayed in, though he visited his colleagues at their manors on a regular basis. As a result, he was well used to the sights and sounds of the Administrative Palace.


I wonder where are they and what are they doing now?


Kouryou doubted they were all safe and sound. The painful but undeniable realization was that he must have lost some of his friends and colleagues in the intervening six years.


The Road Gate stood to the north of the Administrative Palace, as if carved out of the cliffs. There they dismounted from their kijuu and were escorted inside the Gate Hall and shown to a room deep within the building. The official opened the door and ushered them into a small anteroom.


“Please wait here,” he said, and turned to leave.


Fixing a stare on the official, Kouryou stepped forward and held the door. He scanned the room and caught his breath. “What is the meaning of this?”


The windowless room was furnished with a single desk and two chairs. It rather resembled a subterranean prison cell.


The official looked over his shoulder as he backed out of the door.


“You’re tossing us into jail?” Kouryou demanded, his voice hoarse.


The official alone turned his frightened eyes toward Kouryou as he exited the room at practically a run. The door slammed shut. Kouryou didn’t hear the sound of a lock sliding into place but he sensed a sizable contingent of soldiers waiting just outside the room. They were being detained, no doubt about it.


Taiki turned to him, a puzzled expression on his face. “What is going on?”


Kouryou felt his stomach clench up. It looked like the powers that be hadn’t bought their tall tale after all.


Asen and his supporters should treat any pronouncement declaring Asen the new emperor as good news. Impossible that this was how they treated the kirin who came bearing such glad tidings. They should joyfully give him a warm reception at his living quarters in the Inner Palace, certainly not treat them like prisoners.


Kouryou could only conclude that Taiki’s lie had fallen flat.


Except he found it hard to believe they’d be brought all the way to the Road Gate with the sole intent of turning the tables at the last minute and executing them. Even so, soldiers could be massing outside the door, debating the right moment to rush in. In which case, Kouryou had to make sure that Taiki escaped. Alas, the cell had no windows and offered no other means of escape.


Our only chance is when the soldiers charge through the door.


The instant the door opened, they’d muscle the soldiers out of the way and run for it. They had to get through the anteroom door as well. If the anteroom door was secured and more soldiers were waiting for them in there, they wouldn’t be going anywhere.


Even if he cut them all down and they fled the Gate Hall, then what? They could hardly expect their kijuu to be waiting for them. Kouryou felt himself overcome by a cold wave of hopelessness.


He said under his breath, “Taiho, no matter what, stay behind me.”


Taiki answered with a smile. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. We are not necessarily in any more danger than we were before.”


“But—”


“It’s only natural that they’d be more wary than usual. Some kid shows up out of the blue calling himself Taiki and they’re going to just take his word for it?”


Of course, Kouryou was about to say, before he clamped his mouth shut. And all the more so hearing him say so aloud. Of course. That was the reflexive impulse that immediately crossed his mind. Supposing that the kirin showed up and called himself Taiki, there should be no room for doubt.


Because whether he was or wasn’t the kirin should be clear as day. Because of his golden hair.


It was common sense to someone like Kouryou, who had been around since the dynasty of Emperor Kyou. The color of the kirin’s mane—that golden hair—was a symbol unique to the kirin. Even if a kirin went to the trouble of concealing his identity, he could prove who he was in an instant. And as far as that went, there’d be no need for him to “prove” anything.


However, Taiki was the Black Kirin. His cropped hair was black, a somewhat odd color in the Twelve Kingdoms, but still a world away from the golden mane of most kirin. Forthrightly stating who he was wouldn’t convince most people on the spot.


“It’s only natural that the authorities would take a closer look at such claims. At the same time, they hedged their bets and brought us this far into the Imperial Palace. Once we cross paths with a familiar face, all will become clear. Please relax.”


Taiki calmly sat down on one of the chairs. Perhaps he really didn’t sense any danger in the air, for he did not appear particularly perturbed.


Kouryou said, “Did you anticipate that we would end up like this?”


“Like this?”


“Getting locked in a room like this.”


Taiki responded with a small nod. “I considered the possibility of being arrested and detained. As things stand now, Asen is going to see me as the enemy, so it’s possible we may be forcibly separated, a possibility we must strenuously resist.” He added with a small smile, “Alas, to tell the truth, I have not been able to decide on the best way to do that, only that we’d be better off sticking together.”


“Yes,” Kouryou said with a nod of his own.


“Given that they didn’t tie us up or take your weapons and left us here together, I believe they bear us no malice.”


Kouryou didn’t disagree with what Taiki was saying. He nodded again. At last he felt the tension draining from his body. Thinking about the situation in common sense terms, even if Asen concluded that Taiki’s statement about him being the new emperor was a complete fabrication, he had no need to deal with Taiki on the spot.


He would at least investigate the matter first. Realizing that Kouryou was Taiki’s only retainer, rather than kicking up a fuss, he’d settle the matter by quietly locking them away somewhere.


Like they were right now.
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[5-3] Relieved from the strain of all that stress, Kouryou now found himself keeping company with his own thoughts. A long minute passed, and then another. His confusion only deepened. Why were they being left alone like this for such a long time?


“What the hell is going on?” he grumbled with a good deal of pique.


The sunlight had long disappeared from the gap beneath the door. By now, a puzzled look had even risen to Taiki’s face. Finally reaching the limits of his patience, Kouryou strode toward the door. He was about to demand answers from the soldiers on the other side when the door abruptly opened.


“Hoh.”


Finding Kouryou right in front of him, the middle-aged government official pulled back in surprise and then hurriedly corrected his posture.


“Excuse me. You gave me a start.”


“Sorry about that. I was getting a little stir crazy in here and was going to pester the guards with some questions.”


The official, a man of small stature, bowed deeply. “I apologize for the long wait. My name is Heichuu. I am a valet with the Ministry of Heaven.”


This particular rank of valet waited upon the Emperor and Saiho and assisted them in the conduct of their personal business. The position was not unknown to Kouryou. Because of his commission in the Palace Guard, he had often associated with those who served the emperor. Still, the name of Heichuu did not ring any bells.


Though on second thought, that did make some sense. This valet didn’t belong to Gyousou’s retinue but Asen’s, and Kouryou would expect considerable turnover in Asen’s inner circle.


The valet turned to Taiki and bowed low to the floor. “It took some time to make ready your quarters. I apologize for the delay.”


He motioned for them to proceed to the door. The five soldiers posted outside the room were not wearing armor but regular military dress. They did not appear on edge or ready for a fight.


“Your kijuu were entrusted to the stables with instructions to take the utmost care. You have nothing to worry about in their regard.”


He indicated the end of the corridor. A soldier with a lantern led the way. Passing through a passageway hewn out of the rough rock, they exited onto a long colonnade set into the face of Ryou’un Mountain. On one side was a white wall carved out of the bare rock. On the other, beyond the retaining wall filling in the spaces between the stone pillars, the vast expanse of sky was filled with glimmering moonlight. The Sea of Clouds hovered just above their heads. The countryside unfurled beneath them.


“There are several inquiries we wish to make of you but you must be tired. You should rest for now.”


Heichuu opened a door bored into the rock wall. Another long colonnade climbed up and down the side of the mountain before widening at the end into a portico. Beyond a doorway of solid wood decorated with black iron hardware, the portico merged into a small living room furnished with only the bare necessities.


At the back of the room was another heavily engraved doorway, and through that doorway was a space larger than the parlor in both width and depth. Facing the entranceway along the back wall was a set of folding screen doors inset with glass. The bright glow of the lamps illuminated the interior. The room was filled with luxurious furniture.


Having shown them to their quarters, Heichuu bowed deeply to Taiki while gesturing toward the couch. “Your dinner will arrive shortly. Please accept our apologies. These were the only accommodations available on such short notice. Rest assured they are only temporary.”


After several deep bows, he backed out of the room as if yanked by a rope. Taking this as their cue, the soldiers who’d accompanied them shut the door. This time Kouryou clearly heard the clank of a bolt being thrown.


“Heichuu-dono—” a flustered Kouryou called out after him.


No answer came from the other side of the door.


More strange goings-on.


Kouryou looked around the room. Everything was perfectly arranged, the furniture and fixtures all of the highest quality. Kouryou crossed the room with long strides. Except for the parlor, he counted four doorways facing the main room. Three of them led to finely accoutered bedrooms with luxurious beds. The fourth appeared to be a study, equipped with a large regal desk and shelves.


Opening the folding doors revealed a veranda as wide as the main room carved into the rock face. The countryside lay far below them. Covering the face of the veranda was a finely crafted latticework of iron bars.


What a nice jail cell this is, Kouryou fumed.


At the same time, the cause of his unease became clearer. Though Heichuu told them his name, he never asked for Taiki’s name and didn’t once refer to him as Taiho. Even while walking alongside him, Heichuu hadn’t asked Kouryou who he was.


They were below the Sea of Clouds. The heavens above the Sea of Clouds were home to the inner sanctum of the Imperial Palace. Here they were on the other side of the palace wall, so to speak. By rights, the Saiho did not live beneath the Sea of Clouds. For Taiki, the “Imperial Palace” meant the Enchou, the buildings that encompassed the Imperial Living Quarters of the Inner Palace and the Imperial Court of the Outer Palace. As far as Taiki was concerned, he had yet to be welcomed into the Imperial Palace.


How to explain what was going on? Pondering that question, Kouryou felt a cold night breeze sweep around him and closed the doors to the veranda.


Taiki glanced at Kouryou. He said with a small smile and a knowing expression, “You look like a man who doesn’t trust the direction he’s headed in.”


“That is indeed the case. Taiho, are you fine with all this?”


Taiki answered with a small shrug. “And by fine you mean?”


“I mean—”


Kouryou swallowed the rest of the sentence. This was neither the time nor the place to question the state of their elaborate deception. The doors notwithstanding, soldiers might still be posted in the parlor. Nor could he dismiss the possibility that spies were eavesdropping on them.


Taiki sensed where he was going and said with a nod, “Impatience will get us nowhere. Let’s give things time to work out on their own.”


“Sure,” Kouryou agreed.


Having kicked the wheels into motion, as Taiki said, all they could do now was go along for the ride.




After that, Heichuu personally supervised the serving of their dinner, though he demonstrated not the slightest inclination to keep them company. Beyond uttering the occasional polite word with a courteous air, he said nothing of substance and studiously avoided answering any of Kouryou’s questions. When asked how long they were going to stay there, he only said that he didn’t know.


They could only conclude that Heichuu had been given sole responsibility for Taiki and Kouryou. He knew nothing beyond that. Asen wasn’t about to come bounding in, and neither was any other high official. The soldiers weren’t going to storm into the room for an interrogation. So no warm welcomes but no signs of impending danger either. They were very much being left alone.


Kouryou found it all incomprehensible. He could understand a cross-examination by a host of suspicious wardens. But simply being abandoned like this?


The status quo didn’t change the next day. Any question posed to Heichuu went unanswered. Kouryou tried striking up a conversation with the guards posted outside the parlor door and got nowhere.


“What is the meaning of all this?” Kouryou raged after another day of fruitless waiting.


Heichuu averted his gaze and said nothing while he gathered up the dishes from the evening meal.


“At the very least, you could show the Taiho some respect!”


For whatever reason, Heichuu responded to this request with a small bow. He delivered the dishes to the soldiers outside the door. In exchange, he brought in a tea tray and set it on the table.


“So this is how you behave in front of the Taiho, eh? Uncouth bastard.”


Confronted by Kouryou’s intimidating demeanor, Heichuu took an anxious step backwards. He was about to beat a hasty retreat out of the room when Kouryou stepped in front of him.


“Explaining what’s going on here is your responsibility.”


“I’m sorry,” Heichuu squeaked in a small voice. He stepped around Kouryou and headed for the door.


“Hey!” Kouryou grabbed him by the arm.


“Kouryou,” Taiki said in a soft voice, “You can’t blame Heichuu for any of this. Please show him more respect.”


Heichuu gulped a sigh of relief. Kouryou glared at him, then turned to Taiki. “I’ve had enough of this nonsense. This is nothing more than house arrest.”


“Something we can’t do anything about for now,” Taiki answered with a wry smile. “The fact of the matter is, the two of us are Asen’s enemies.”


“But—”


“I’m sure being cooped up like this is getting on your nerves. Heichuu likely doesn’t know why either. And even if he did, it’s equally likely he was ordered to say nothing to us. Were he to strike up a conversational tone, he might well be seen as colluding with the enemy. Try to see things from Heichuu’s point of view.”


Taiki added with a nod to Heichuu, “Kouryou is concerned for my safety, you see. I hope you will take no offense at his actions.”


“Of course not,” Heichuu replied with a bow.


“Thank you for all you have done. Please take your leave and have a good night’s rest.”


With another bow, Heichuu proceeded to the door. But upon reaching it, he turned back. “Um—” he began hesitantly. He faced Taiki. “With all due respect, are you really the Taiho?”


“Yes,” Taiki responded simply.


Heichuu stood there like a statue in obvious consternation.


Kouryou said, “If he wasn’t the Taiho, who did you think he was?”


“I—all I was told was that he was somebody claiming to be the Taiho.”


“Ah,” said Kouryou, with the look of a man for whom everything was becoming clear. “He is most definitely the Taiho. You’ll have to take my word for it, though. I can’t exactly prove it to you.”


“Then Kouryou-sama is the Taiho’s bodyguard?”


“I was previously a regimental commander in the Palace Guard. The responsibility of being his defender fell rather unexpectedly into my lap. But I did know the Taiho before and had several opportunities to serve him in the course of my duties.”


“But if he is, as you say, most definitely the Taiho, then why is he being detained here?”


Kouryou gaped at him. “That’s what I want to know! Why is he being treated like this?”


Heichuu shook his head in a manner that suggested he had no idea why. If he indeed had been told Taiki was only claiming to be the Taiho, then someone somewhere must harbor doubts about his identity. The problem was, if that was the case, then why hadn’t he been handed over to that someone for questioning?


“It’s only natural that my identity should be in doubt,” Taiki broke in. “Though if I met with Asen-sama, all those questions could be cleared up in an instant. Please tell that to the people who sent you here.”


“Yes,” Heichuu said with an ambiguous nod and retreated from the room.


Taiki watched the door close and sighed to himself.


Kouryou was about to speak up when a look from Taiki and a shake of his head warned him otherwise. So Taiki as well sensed the presence of the soldiers stationed in the nooks off the parlor. Taiki was right to be on his guard about people listening in.


There was no telling whether the way they were being treated was a good or ill omen. Given this turn of events, Kouryou wanted to ask if Taiki could still assist the people as he hoped. He closed his mouth.


With a bob of his head, Taiki cast his eyes toward the veranda. The moon was rising in the cold night air. Across the countryside below, set aglow by the moonlight, the leaves on the trees were beginning to turn.
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[5-4] Kouryou awoke the next morning to a cool draft and the faint sound of something moving about. He reached for his sword. A quick glance from the couch in the living room to the entranceway confirmed the door was closed. He breathed a silent sigh of relief. Taking another look around the living room, he saw Taiki walking to the veranda.


Startled to see Kouryou sitting up, Taiki stopped in his tracks. “Good morning. Looks like I woke you.”


He said so apologetically though Kouryou was the one who felt abashed. Because he hadn’t even heard Taiki leaving his room.


“Going outside? It’s cold out there.”


“I’ll be okay. You can go back to sleep.”


Taiki stepped onto the veranda. Kouryou released his grip on the sword and sighed again. Something was bound to happen sometime but he had no idea what or when. The parlor door could be locked from the outside. There was no way to lock it from the inside. The door swung open into the parlor so securing it from inside the living room was practically impossible.


Anybody could walk right in whenever he wanted to. That’s why Kouryou slept in the living room. And still he hadn’t heard Taiki get out of bed.


What am I going to do about this?


He was getting rusty. Those six years of idleness had taken the edge off. His senses were razor sharp when he first went on the lam in Bun Province. In the intervening years, wandering here and there, that state of alertness had dropped off to a considerable extent. Considering the little distance that separated them, the Kouryou from six years ago would have been wide awake the moment Taiki opened his eyes.


This was no different than the kind of situational awareness required on the battlefield when a night attack was in the offing. And yet Taiki had made it to the veranda door before he woke up. Kouryou felt as sluggish as an earthworm.


Supposing that Taiki had taken all due precautions and concealed his presence to keep Kouryou from taking notice, a true soldier still would have been wide awake as soon as Taiki got out of bed. Remaining able to draw on those inner reserves of strength while maintaining that level of vigilance was the ideal.


Aside from how possible such an ideal actually was, that it ought to be went without saying in the military. Kouryou had once achieved it for himself and sought it out among his subordinates.


Just how wretched a condition is this body of mine in?


“Pull yourself together,” he scolded himself. Right now, he was the only person who could protect Taiki. It was no exaggeration to say that by doing so he was protecting all of Tai.


These thoughts on his mind, Kouryou followed Taiki onto the veranda. Taiki glanced over his shoulder and gave Kouryou a pensive look. “Something wrong?”


He tapped the latticework. The surface of the black iron was wrapped in a white shroud. Frost. The season was turning inexorably toward winter.


Kouryou put a hand on Taiki’s back and nudged him back into the living room.


“So it’s finally time for the frost to fall. Seems a little late this year.”


“A little late?”


“I haven’t seen frost on the ground until now, later than most years. Come to think about it, this year has been a bit warmer than most.”


“You don’t say,” Taiki mumbled to himself. His shirt was cold to the touch. A cold wind blew across the veranda.


A fire wasn’t lit in the living room. Kouryou at least wanted to get Taiki something hot to drink but that meant waiting for Heichuu to show up. He didn’t even have a warm tunic to wrap around him. Neither of them carried much in the way of clothing. They hadn’t packed with winter in mind.


“Is it still warm in Hourai this time of year?”


“The mornings are usually cool, though it still gets warm during the day.”


“Quite a different world. What time of the year does snow begin to fall in Hourai?”


“Around December. But I don’t think the calendars match up exactly. When I returned from Hourai, the calendar was a month off.”


“Huh,” Kouryou muttered. He hadn’t imagined that even the calendars would be different.


Taiki said with a soft laugh, “The last time I was here, I was really surprised when it started snowing in October. I thought at first that winters came early in Tai. But that was because the calendars didn’t match up. It was more like November in Hourai. Though snow falling at the beginning of November in my home town is almost unheard of too.” He grinned. “As a child, I remember feeling how strange it all was, and yet I accepted it for what it was. For a kid who grew up in Hourai, everything around me was aglow with fantastic and wondrous things.”


“Aglow with fantastic and wondrous things?”


“And strangest of all were the kirin. When I was told that they were beasts at heart and could at any time revert to that form, I was completely dumbfounded.”


“Yeah, I think I can see where you’re coming from.”


As a human being, Kouryou had no difficulty imagining how bewildering such a revelation must have been. The kirin weren’t the only creatures who could transform from human to beast and back again. Hanjuu could too. But attempting to grasp what that actually involved always left him with those feelings of the mysterious.


Kouryou abruptly asked the question on his mind at that moment, though he did so with all the nonchalance he could muster. “Taiho, did you perhaps think this world was a bizarre place?”


“Not at all,” Taiki said with bright eyes. “Quite the opposite. I thought all the fantastic craziness was really fun.” He added as a casual aside, “Mount Hou in particular is both a beautiful and a pleasant place to live. Thinking about it now makes me kind of nostalgic.”


Mount Hou was the holy mountain where the kirin were raised.


“Nostalgic, eh?” Kouryou responded when a voice rang out from beyond the door. Heichuu had arrived with breakfast.


Kouryou opened the door to find Heichuu there as expected. This morning, a female attendant accompanied him. The two of them bowed to the floor at the door before proceeding into the living room.


“I brought with me a lady of the court to be at your service.”


Heichuu glanced over his shoulder at the woman behind him. The court lady appeared to be a woman in her forties. Her plump cheeks lent her a warm and pleasant demeanor.


She knelt and identified herself as “Shouwa.”


“Shouwa,” Taiki echoed, with a tilt of his head.


“Yes,” the woman responded. She lifted her head and looked at Taiki with unblinking eyes. A moment later, those eyes filled with tears. “Taiho—are you doing well?”


As soon as he heard her voice, Taiki jumped up and ran across the room and fell to his knees in front of her. “Aren’t you Shouwa? My lady-in-waiting?”


The ladies-in-waiting of Shouwa’s rank looked after high-ranked officials. They handled the many small but necessary chores that cropped up in the course of their daily lives.


“Oh my!” Shouwa exclaimed. “How this brings back the old days. Just look how big you’ve grown!” Daubing at her eyes with her sleeves, she began to weep in earnest.


Taiki placed his hand on her shoulder. “I am pleased to see you safe and sound after such a long time.”


“Oh, I worried about you so much. There’s nothing wrong with you, is there? You’re eating and sleeping well? You don’t feel out of sorts, do you?” She again faced him squarely. “What a fine young man you’ve become! Nothing in this world could have made me happier. Though I can’t help regretting that I wasn’t there while you were growing up.”


Shouwa buried her face in her sleeves. Looking on, Heichuu let out a long sigh and sat down on the floor next to her as if the energy had suddenly drained out of him.


“You really are the Taiho?”


“Of course he is!” Shouwa said with unexpected vehemence. And here he is in a room more like a jail and without any of his attendants!”


“Ahh—” Heichuu was literally at a loss for words.


Shouwa dried her tears with the undersleeves of her kimono. Then she bounced to her feet and strode to the soldiers behind her and retrieved the serving trays from them.


“It was cold this morning so the breakfast is cold as well,” she said, briskly arranging the dishes on the table. “I see no one has stopped by to clean the premises. And these gentlemen are wearing little better than rags! Heichuu-dono, please see to it that these matters are taken care of.”


“Oh, yes. My apologies.”


The care of the kirin was once entrusted in its entirety to these ladies-in-waiting. Taiki was a child at the time, having left Mount Hou a short time before. While at Mount Hou, he’d been attended to by the muses of Mount Hou, the female sages charged with raising him. With that in mind, Kouryou heard that Gyousou instructed Taiki’s ladies-in-waiting to create as similar an environment as possible.


Alas, Shouwa explained, most of the women who once served Taiki had long since left the Imperial Palace.


The shoku occurred six years before on the grounds of the Imperial Palace. Here and there—that enchanted and magical country known as Hourai—mingled together and swallowed up Taiki. The shoku caused tremendous damage in Tai. In Bun Province at the time, Kouryou heard that many buildings were wrecked and government officials injured.


The court ladies were in a house adjacent to the living quarters—Taiki’s home at the time—and were spared any injuries. But with Asen’s subsequent rise as the pretender, they scattered to the four winds.


Shouwa said as she served them, “Asen said the emperor was dead and Taiki had been swept away by a shoku and would never return.”


Asen claimed the shoku that stole Taiki away appeared completely out of the blue. But rumors soon spread that the shoku was a meishoku, triggered by a kirin in extremis. If that was the case, then Asen must have been the attacker. The ladies-in-waiting who cared for Taiki opposed Asen with one voice. As a result, some were punished severely, others were stripped of their titles and positions and expelled from the Imperial Palace, and the rest eventually left of their own accord.


Shouwa stayed at her post, even while weathering a storm of severe censure. She did not bend a knee in the slightest to Asen. As a reward, she was relegated to the kind of menial chores usually handled by maidservants and houseboys.


At the time of the shoku, many of the servants who weren’t listed upon the Registry of Wizards were badly injured. It was up to the government officials who had served Taiki and Gyousou to fill the ranks. Or so the reasoning went.


Shouwa once worked in the Zui Province Ministry of Heaven. She was appointed a lady-in-waiting and personally attended to Taiki. Now she spent most days washing dishes for the cooks in the palace kitchens.


“Life’s been pretty hard on you.”


“It was all but a passing shower once I was able to see you again.” Shouwa picked up the teapot, a smile dimpling her face. “Nothing could make me happier than being able to serve you as I once did.”


	Chapter 25


[5-5] As if eager to fill the emptiness left by all the fruitless days that preceded this one, Shouwa worked without pause, ordering Heichuu about as they refitted the bedrooms and turned the living room into a comfortable living space.


She finally retrieved the dirty dishes and said, “I shall have Heichuu-dono make sure this place gets a good cleaning. So much dust cannot be good for the Taiho’s health. After I return these to the cook, I will find more suitable clothing for the Taiho.” She paused. “Where were the Taiho’s items stored away? No, that hardly matters. None of those clothes would fit him now. I’ll see what I can put together.”


“You too,” she said to Kouryou. “When I get back, we’ll see if we can’t do something about your wardrobe.”


Leaving those words in her wake, she scurried out of the room, though not before pressing a bundle of dish towels into Heichuu’s hands. Eyes wide, he watched her leave, letting out a big sigh only after the door closed behind her with a soft click.


“Goodness gracious!” he exclaimed with a shake of his head that tossed his white hair back and forth, creating a scene no less comical.


Kouryou chuckled. “A force of nature.”


“And one altogether needed,” Heichuu said. “I have hardly done my duty until today. Shouwa was certainly correct in her assessment.” He again bowed to Taiki. “I must apologize profusely for the many slights you have so unjustly incurred.”


“Oh, think nothing of it. No one could have expected you to act in any other way.”


“I am grateful for such kind words.”


Kouryou added, “It’d be only natural to be suspicious of some kid who showed up out of the blue calling himself the Taiho.”


“That is also deeply reassuring to hear. I know I am making excuses, but I did not previously have the pleasure of meeting the Taiho.”


“Was yours a recent appointment?”


“No. Previously—well, until quite recently, in fact—I was an undersecretary at large in the Interior Ministry. Quite out of the blue, I was made a valet and appointed the Taiho’s personal assistant.”


“Who is currently in charge of the Ministry of Heaven?”


“His name is Risshou-sama. He served under the Minister of Spring so you likely never met him.”


“I’ve heard rumors that Kaihaku-sama went missing.” When Kouryou was dispatched to Bun Province, Kaihaku was the Minister of Heaven.


“Because of the shoku. His whereabouts are still unknown.”


“Oh,” Kouryou muttered.


This news left Taiki all the more dejected. “The shoku sure caused all sorts of damage.”


“Yes—well—what you’d expect—”


—what you’d expect from a shoku, Heichuu meant to say before his voice dropped to a whisper. Word around the palace was that, of the high officials in Gyousou’s inner circle, only Chou’un, the Minister of Spring, remained in the Imperial Court. Also that Eichuu, the Chousai, died from injuries suffered during the shoku. Kaihaku disappeared. Senkaku of the Ministry of Earth was executed by Asen.


Kaei, the Minister of Fall, and Haboku, the Minister of Summer, escaped the Imperial Palace to places unknown. Rousan of the Ministry of Winter was dismissed from his post.


“Is Rousan faring well?”


“I think so. A person in my position doesn’t know a good deal of such goings-on. At the very least, I’ve heard nothing to suggest he was executed or any rumors that he fled the palace.”


“Rumors, eh?” Kouryou said.


“Ah, yes. The fact of the matter is, I can’t say anything definitive about the inner workings of the palace these days. All I know for certain is what goes on around me. Everything else is based on hearsay.”


“In other words, the flow of information is being blocked somewhere along the line?”


Heichuu craned his head to the side. “I don’t get the feeling that anybody is actively intervening to stop that knowledge from getting out. If I had to describe what’s going on, I’d say the information gets—well—scattered.”


“Scattered?” Kouryou asked.


Heichuu again craned his head to the side and thought about it but couldn’t find the right words to articulate that feeling.


As a government worker, Heichuu rose through the ranks during the final years of Emperor Kyou’s reign. He started as an executive assistant in the upper echelons of the bureaucracy and steadily added to his resume. At the time, he considered his portfolio the kingdom itself. Cracks were already showing in the dynasty of Emperor Kyou. Many worried that the Imperial Court was beginning to list.


Despite those conditions, Heichuu felt a firm sense of belonging. He was a subject of the kingdom, a part of the whole. Falling behind in his work would only shift the burden to his coworkers and frustrate his superiors, the trouble then spilling over to other departments. There was a clear cause and effect. He knew what he was doing and why.


And if he didn’t know why, he could always find someone who did. He understood his place and his purpose in the whole that was the Kingdom of Tai.


That didn’t change during the waning days of Emperor Kyou’s dynasty or during the era of the empty throne. No matter how distorted in outward appearance, the kingdom was there and he knew his place in it. He grasped how his work contributed to the governance of the kingdom. If not, he could always come up with a plausible explanation.


He observed his colleagues getting on with their jobs and their superiors passing the results of their work up the chain of command. He had long figured out how information moved from the bottom to the top in an organization. He was no less familiar with the people who made it happen. Even without every seeing them or meeting them in person, based on his own eyes and ears and from the grapevine, he knew somebody was there and he had a good idea what they were doing.


In short, he never lost that feeling of people being behind the scenes and making sure the wheels of government kept turning.


That was the case at first during the Asen’s reign. Despite the Imperial Court being in disarray, with a complete lack of coordinated efforts here and inexplicable delays there, such that there seemed no way to surmount the problems they faced, everything still made sense.


However, little by little, that was no longer true.


Perhaps it started with the high officials injured and killed by the shoku. And then in the process of seizing control of the Imperial Court, Asen dismissed and reassigned many senior officials or had them executed. Many more government workers were replaced or simply disappeared, so often that Heichuu had no time to familiarize himself with their names or faces or dispositions.


The government of the Kingdom of Tai was incomprehensible in such a state. Except the same had also been true during the twilight of Emperor Kyou’s dynasty and the era of the empty throne, and even soon after Gyousou’s enthronement.


But those periods hardly resembled the current state of affairs. When a senior position opened up in a ministry or department, no one knew who would fill it. When it was filled, no one knew who that person was, what they did, or if they even existed. Nothing like this had happened before.


Whether Asen was a pretender or the emperor pro tempore, as the leader of the Imperial Court, he was nowhere to be seen. They at least knew who was ostensibly in charge of the Rikkan. Many more new faces were complete strangers. All anybody could say for certain was that a person was on the premises. No one knew what they did, what they intended to do, or in what direction they intended to move the kingdom. A complete mystery.


The organizational outlook had grown murky and incomprehensible, until nothing was clear and nothing made sense—as if they’d been swallowed up by a thick fog.


They at least knew that Asen, a former general of the Palace Guard, occupied the throne. When the shoku occurred, throwing the Imperial Court into chaos, they knew he had gone to great lengths to reassert control. They knew the means by which he seized an Imperial Court that had lost its emperor. They knew how he removed Gyousou’s subordinates and replaced them with personnel he found more compliant, while pushing out anyone who might stand against him.


But in the process, something else began to change. The Ministry of Heaven, for example, in which Heichuu served. During Gyousou’s reign, Kaihaku was the Minister of Heaven. Kaihaku went missing in the aftermath of the shoku. The assistant minister filled the post.


The reasonable expectation was that the assistant minister would reorganize the Imperial Palace according to Asen’s plans. But at some point, he simply disappeared. His instructions to the Rikkan grew further and further apart, and then without so much as a rumor about his departure, he wasn’t there anymore.


After that, Risshou was appointed minister. Risshou previously worked as an assistant in the Ministry of Spring. The promotion made everyone blink. Even as an official in the imperial bureaucracy, Risshou came from the lowest ranks of the civil service. No one imagined him as one the ministerial heads of the Rikkan. The promotion defied common sense.


No one knew a thing about his career, about his accomplishments, or, at the very least, what kind of person he was. Everyone in Heichuu’s circle drew a blank. In any case, the first question on their mind was whether “Minister of Spring” referred to Chou’un, the Minister of Spring under Gyousou, or the current Minister of Spring.


Then there was the mystery of what Risshou did every day. The ministerial reorganization already underway was left as is. The shake-up left many positions vacant. Heichuu’s superiors had gaps in their ranks. And yet job assignments suddenly showed up out of the blue. From someplace above his pay grade, instructions came down to do this or that, with no indication of their origins or intentions.


Asking for clarifications only puzzled the person delivering the orders. No sooner did he do as he was told and get to work but a set of contradictory directives came down. These too were delivered on behalf of parties unknown and for reasons nobody knew, leaving Heichuu with no idea of which of the conflicting assignments to prioritize. Inquiries produced answers that in no way reconciled the problem. Repeated inquiries produced only silence.


Not that the original directives were withdrawn, just that whoever was sending them stopped communicating. Heichuu and his colleagues had no choice but to do as they were told.


They reasoned a power struggle was underway high in the bureaucracy and concluded that whatever side shut up first lost the argument. But that was mere conjecture. In any event, they learned not to be surprised when the orders to do a particular thing came at longer and longer intervals. And then, with no rush to competition and no one taking charge of the work done so far, the whole project was often simply tabled.


“That is pretty much the pattern,” Heichuu said. “My fellow colleagues and I haven’t the slightest idea what is going on.”


This latest incident involving Taiki and Kouryou proved to be no exception. Heichuu was an administrative official at large in the Interior Ministry. His job involved keeping the administrative laws and the institutions that managed the civil service in working order. And then he was abruptly made a valet. No one took credit for the appointment and no reason was given.


One day he was summoned by the Minister of Internal Affairs, who was responsible for managing the personal lives of the Emperor and Taiho, and told that, as a valet, he was now to look after this person calling himself the Taiho.


For Heichuu, it was a demotion from his position as an administrative official. He must have messed up somewhere to get shuffled out of his post, but if so, no one told him, leaving him in the dark as to why he ended up a valet. He was only told to get the job done, with no indication of how he was supposed to get the job done or who could tell him.


He asked his new direct supervisor, the emperor’s head butler, but the head butler had no idea that Heichuu had been appointed a valet. His only question to Heichuu was, “Who are you again?”


After that, word must have come down from above, and then the head butler’s only advice was, “Do as you see fit.” There was a person calling himself the Taiho waiting at the Road Gate. “See that he’s taken care of. The rest is up to you.”


That was the sum total of Heichuu’s job description.


So he had to prepare a place for them to stay. When he proposed the Taiho’s residential estate in the Imperial Palace, he was hastily informed that it was far too soon to allow them access to the Inner Court.


“Then where?” he inquired. “What place would be appropriate to his status? How long could he be expected to stay? What kind of reception should he be given?”


Heichuu received a satisfactory answer to only the first question. But when he approached the property manager for the key, the manager hadn’t heard about any such goings-on. Heichuu got similar responses when it came to catering meals and arranging for the bedding and practically everything else.


Finally, Heichuu met separately with the supervising party in each case, presented his credentials, introduced himself, and explained the situation, basically starting the whole process over from the beginning each time.


“That is how things have gone on all along. That’s how we end up doing what our betters tell us to do. Everything else we figure out on our own. We have no other choice. I imagine it’s equally true of the people handing down the orders. Maybe every civil servant in the imperial bureaucracy is in the same situation that we are.”


Again, Heichuu said it was like an impenetrable fog had enveloped the Imperial Palace. He could clearly make out his own immediate surroundings, but expand the view and objects farther away grew vague and indistinct before disappearing from view.


Is this how a kingdom loses its way? Kouryou asked himself as he listened to Heichuu. He could only answer the question in the affirmative. This was why the kingdom could do nothing for the people. The kingdom itself was losing the very shape and form and substance that made it a kingdom.


“I wonder what Asen is up to?” Kouryou asked this question aloud.


Heichuu took the query as addressed to him. “These days, it seems Asen-sama has holed himself up in the Imperial Palace and rarely shows his face in public.”


“He doesn’t appear in public?”


“That’s right. I’ve heard that anything having to do with the kingdom is handled entirely by Chou’un-sama and his faction. Asen-sama left everything up to him and hunkered down in his quarters. But even more curious than that—”


Heichuu lowered his voice to a loud whisper. “Rumors say that Asen shutting himself away like this has given Chou’un-sama a free rein and he is taking every advantage. Frankly, getting appointed a valet piqued my interest in palace politics and I’ve been asking around ever since. As best I can tell, Asen-sama hasn’t the slightest idea that the Taiho is on the premises.”


“Chou’un is covering it up?”


“That’s one possibility. If not Chou’un-sama, then somebody else with vested interests. People in my position have no way of knowing which.” Heichuu paused and said, again in hushed tones, “For some time now, I have been getting a strange feeling about this Imperial Court. Despite the number of civil servants working here, it often feels like a deserted ruin.”


Heichuu himself was pleased to hear the news that Asen was the new emperor, believing that now law and order would finally be restored to Tai. If the reign of a pretender, as it had come to be known, became a true and proper imperial dynasty, Heichuu would happily be a part of it. But such a celebratory mood was nowhere to be found in the Imperial Palace.


“Like it never happened. Still as death. No, like everybody is holding their breath. Like they are all nervously waiting for the next shoe to drop.”


With that, as if suddenly realizing what he was saying out loud, Heichuu snapped his mouth shut. He said apologetically, “Forgive me. I have gone on much too long. I fear I have been speaking out of turn. Please forget everything I said.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Kouryou said. “We didn’t hear a thing.”


Heichuu bowed his head in relief, then in a rushed manner began haphazardly wiping down the furniture with the bundle of dish towels he was holding. Kouryou watched him for a minute, then cast a glance at Taiki. He didn’t say anything but Taiki caught the gist and nodded.


News of Taiki’s presence hadn’t reached Asen. It was hard to believe that was really true. But it meant Asen didn’t know that Taiki had pronounced him the emperor. Maybe Chou’un was suppressing the information. If so, Chou’un might have reasons of his own to not celebrate Asen being named the new emperor.




As Kouryou turned this new information over in his mind, Shouwa was heading deeper into the Imperial Palace. Now shouldering her long-sought commission, she hurried higher in the heavens toward the Inner Court. Passing through a tower that continued onto the Outer Court, she turned down the corridor and headed east. With a glance at the gate leading to the Imperial Court, she scurried to the executive offices of the Rikkan.


At the gate leading to the buildings that housed the Ministry of Heaven, she paused and called out to the guard, “It is Shouwa. Please let Risshou-sama know I am here.”


One of Risshou’s assistants soon appeared and accompanied Shouwa to the main building. Waiting there was a man in his fifties, a man with a glint of steel in his eyes. This was the man who had rescued Shouwa from her maidservant duties and restored her to her former position of lady-in-waiting.


Shouwa knelt before him. “Without a doubt, the young man is the Taiho.”


“Without a doubt, you say?”


“Yes,” Shouwa said with a bob of her head.


The young man was indeed the master she once served. Though not a member of his personal retinue, she had been at his side on a daily basis, speaking to him and being spoken to in turn. He had grown up since then but she was certain he was Taiki.


Risshou nodded vigorously. “Well done. Please continue to serve him as you did before.”


“The Taiho’s current accommodations leave much to be desired.”


“I will leave all such matters up to you. Whatever personnel or material goods you need will be made available at your discretion.”


“Yes,” Shouwa said, bowing low to the floor.


“See to it that he wants for nothing. And also—”


Shouwa nodded. “I will make sure to keep you informed of anything I might see or hear.”


The man responded with a satisfied smile.
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[5-6] In reality, rumors that Taiki had appeared in Hakkei Palace and declared Asen the new emperor shot through the Imperial Palace like a bolt of lightning.


“Is he really the Taiho?” came the inevitable question.


Assurances that he was only further muddied the waters.


“The Taiho was only a child when he last occupied Hakkei Palace. Would anybody here recognize him as an adult?”


“Whether they do or not, it’s not likely that somebody would go around pretending to be the kirin.”


Under normal circumstances, there would be no room for doubt. The kirin’s golden hair settled the issue. Except the current kirin of the Tai was a Black Kirin.


The mention of that fact was met with silence. Once hair color was removed as the determining factor, how could a person calling himself Taiki prove he was Taiki?


“Even if he grew up, his features shouldn’t have changed that much.”


True enough, but they might also have changed quite a bit in the meantime. Either way, the only way to settle the issue would be to talk to somebody who knew him back then. And that pretty much limited any trustworthy eyewitnesses to people who lived above the Sea of Clouds.


The news raced from the foot of Ryou’un Mountain, up through the Road Gate, and right to the summit.


“What about one of the civil servants in the Ministry of Heaven? Or the Rikkan of Zui Province?”


“Nonsense!” said a man who once worked in the Ministry of Heaven. “It’s not like we ever had the chance to give him a good hard look. In normal circumstances, you’re simply grateful to be in the presence of people like that. Staring at them would be the height of disrespect.”


What it usually came down to was, if they did find themselves in the presence of Taiki, they’d be looking at the floor in a deep bow.


“Frankly, you’d have an easier time discriminating between two peas in a pod than you would picking the grown Taiki out of a crowd.”


“I do have a vague recollection of his face, but all I could tell you today is that he was young.”


“Perhaps the only person who would recognize the grown Taiho is Gyousou-sama.”


Except Gyousou wasn’t there.


“Or the chief cabinet secretary of Zui Province or regimental commander Risai-sama.”


“What about the previous head of the Rikkan?”




The furor reached every corner of the Imperial Palace.


“They’ve all died or disappeared. The only ones left—” In the office of the Chousai, the lowly civil servant bowed low. “The only ones left are Rousan-sama, once the Minister of Winter. And the Chousai, who was the Minister of Spring.”


The current Chousai, Chou’un, had indeed once headed the Ministry of Spring. He groaned aloud. “You’re hoping I would recognize him now?”


Though Chou’un had served as Minister of Spring, he wasn’t a member of Gyousou’s personal retinue and thus had never formed the kind of relationship with Taiki that might have made them comfortable acquaintances. Basically, he only saw Taiki during Privy Council meetings and then only looking up at him on the dais. He could count on the fingers of one hand the times they had met face to face and exchanged words. And since he was mostly bowing at those times as well, he had formed no strong impressions of his countenance.


“Now, Rousan or Ganchou of the Palace Guard—”


As part of Gyousou’s inner circle, they should be on more familiar terms with Taiki. The problem was, that wasn’t the real problem.


“Far more important than examining the Taiho’s bona fides is whether Asen-sama is truly the new emperor.”


“A hard question to avoid.”


“You do not think it likely?”


Chou’un had gathered his closest aides together in the office of the Chousai. Still, nobody dared answer the question he posed.


“Or perhaps—” Another thought occurred to him. “This means that Gyousou is dead?”


“Impossible!” chorused the voices around him.


Chou’un asked them in turn, “What of the White Pheasant?”


If Gyousou died, then the White Pheasant would fall dead as well. No such news had arrived thus far, though nobody observed the White Pheasant on a daily basis. It was entirely possible that at some point it had uttered the Last Cry.


“We’ll confirm this right away,” said one of his assistants, jumping to his feet.


He ran out of the room and with all due haste dispatched a messenger to the West Palace to make the confirmation. The office of the Praetorian Guard forwarded the request to the Minister of the Two Cries, who hurried over to the Palace of the Two Cries.


Nothing now occupied the silver branch where the white bird once made its perch. Rather, at the base of the tree was a small mound from which protruded a section of bamboo. The Minister of the Two Cries crouched down and brought his ear up next to the bamboo. One end of the bamboo branch was embedded in a large vase buried deep in the earth. Listening more closely, he could hear the rustling sound of the bird moving around in the vase.


“The White Pheasant is not dead,” he reported.


This news left Chou’un and his assistants all the more confused.


“That being the case, the Divine Will stands as is in regards to the emperor.”


“Can we go so far as to say the Taiho lied?”


“What is the Taiho up to then?”


“I cannot believe the kirin would engage in any sort of political machinations.”


“Does it mean somebody is using the Taiho, perhaps even against his will?”


“Somebody behind the scenes?”


Listening to the back and forth, Chou’un pondered the possibilities. Either unknown forces were pulling Taiki’s strings or Taiki himself was orchestrating all this confusion. If so, what was he trying to accomplish? Why go to such lengths and risk kicking the hornet’s nest?


“More importantly, shouldn’t we establish the bona fides of this person who calls himself the Taiho?”


“What about Asen-sama?”


“Not a chance,” Chou’un flatly stated. “Let’s say they happened to cross paths and something happened to Asen, then what? Anything of the sort would constitute serious business indeed. Someone else should establish his identity. Like the Minister of Heaven.”


Chou’un glanced at Risshou, the Minister of Heaven.


“I was only recently appointed to the position and am not in the position to make such a determination. However, there are those who once served alongside the Taiho. The Zui Province Minister of Heaven might have been the closest to him. But the Taiho was usually in the company of Gyousou. In that case, we’d want to look for a civil servant in the Ministry of Heaven who served on Gyousou’s domestic staff and helped run the household.”


In the end, Chou’un ordered that such a civil servant be found. The result of the search was Shouwa.




And Shouwa positively identified Taiki as the kirin of Tai.




“How could the kirin ever act against the interests of the emperor?” objected many. “Supposing the hands of Providence still rest upon Gyousou’s shoulders, it does not stand to reason that the Taiho should repudiate the Divine Will.”


“Yes, there is that.”


“And if Gyousou truly has not died, does it not follow that, for reasons unknown, some alteration has been made to the Divine Will?”


Chou’un thought it over. “Leaving us again with the problem of whether or not to inform Asen-sama.”


Chou’un still hadn’t dared to report any of this to Asen. None of the bureaucrats on the premises had Asen’s ear. Their subordinates were also ordered to stay mum on the subject, though the subject was so incendiary that putting a halt to the rumors proved impossible. But call it good luck or bad, aside from ordering them around, Asen did not interact with the civil servants that attended to him. They were unlikely to communicate to him whatever rumors caught their attention.


The Minister of Earth spoke up. “The Taiho may have a scheme up his sleeves. The Taiho—or more likely, someone using the Taiho—is attempting to bring the fight to Asen-sama in person. Carelessly allowing them to meet would play right into their hands. We must take care not to become unwitting partners in such a conspiracy. Until we know the true intentions of the Taiho, he should be kept at a distance.”


If Asen became aware of these disturbing events, he might request an audience with the Taiho. The situation demanded a closer look before that could be allowed to occur.


“In any case, we should be on the alert for any suspicious behavior among Gyousou’s followers. Moreover, as we have found no comparable examples in the historical accounts, including those of other kingdoms, that as well warrants the need for a thorough investigation. Until the actual designs of the Taiho are determined, none of this should be communicated to Asen-sama.”


Everyone in attendance nodded in agreement.


	Chapter 27


[5-7] The rocky ledge reached out over open air. The city of Kouki unfurled far below the towering palisades. The distance was so vast it made the head spin. The colors of autumn deepened day by day. Harbingers of winter crept into every gust of wind and tinged the great expanse of the sky.


The large, flat slab of finished stone formed a platform. The cliffs of Ryou’un Mountain rose around it on three sides.


Cut into the side of the cliffs, a walkway wound around the face of the mountain. Here and there the path widened a bit to form a terrace. At the highest point along the walkway, a small figure appeared next to the precipice. A bird perched on her arm. She stood at the edge showing not the slightest sign of fear. For a long minute, she gazed at the world below.


And then launched the bird into the air. Blue wings beat against a blue sky as it wheeled about and headed north. The young woman watched the bird fly away.


She was not dressed in ministerial robes. Her personal attire suggested she was in the Imperial Palace of her own accord. She wore a divided skirt and a kimono jacket that normally reached the knee but was hemmed short. Though the jacket was made from lightweight material, the cloth matched that of court attire in cost and quality.


A matching pair of swords hung from either side of her waist. As hefty as the swords must be, they did not weigh her down in the least. Rather, she carried herself like a lithe animal. Even now, standing at the very edge of the cliff, she didn’t stir an inch. Having followed the walkway to the far end, she climbed onto a crenel in the parapet and curled her toes around the stone lip.


Not even the brisk breeze made her sway.


The girl watched the bird until it disappeared from view, then turned and hopped gracefully onto the walkway. She left the terrace and followed the path along the face of the cliff. Descending a flight of stairs, she passed by the doorway from which she had emerged earlier. She continued down the walkway, negotiating multiple switchbacks, and finally arrived at the platform.


The giant doorway set into the platform was the shuttered Forbidden Gate. The other walkways leading to the platform were devoid of life. The gatekeeper’s room adjacent the gate looked like it’d been gouged out of the cliff. She peeked through the long horizontal slit in the rock. The room’s sole inhabitant was a civil servant. An utterly bored look on his face, he looked back at her with vacant eyes.


His expression didn’t falter in the least. He wasn’t ignoring her. He was a loyal functionary going through the motions like a mannikin. His job was to challenge anybody who approached the Forbidden Gate. He knew who the young woman was and couldn’t be bothered to demand that she identify herself. That’s what it came down to.


Sparing him only a glance, the girl moved on to a large building carved from the stone of the cliff. These were the imperial stables. The emperor’s kijuu were kept there, along with the kijuu of the guards assigned to the Forbidden Gate. Visitors entering the Imperial Palace through the Forbidden Gate might temporarily stable their mounts there too.


Next to the stables were the barracks for the guards. Five soldiers stood there like a row of statues. Knowing the girl was permitted to come and go from the gate, they acted no differently than the gatekeeper. Faces blank with disinterest, they looked at the girl and didn’t budge. They might as well have been propped up corpses.


Though had a stranger strolled into their presence, they would have sprung into action and cut him down with mechanical precision, no questions asked.


The whole of the Imperial Palace is not much different than this.


That thought on her mind, the young woman peered into the stables. Half of the stalls were boarded up. In front of the last stall at the back, a man sat on an overturned bucket, his large frame almost curled over into a ball. When she stepped inside, the man turned his head and looked at her with listless eyes. But then a mix of emotions rose to his face. He was not one of those lifeless mannikins.


“Wearing the same glum face as usual,” the girl said.


Showing no inclination to answer, the man returned his gaze to the stall in front of him. Inside crouched a creature that resembled a white tiger. It was a ferociously beautiful animal, black stripes on a white coat, a tail as long as its body, eyes that glittered like cut glass.


“How are you doing, Keito?” the girl called out.


She wanted to get closer to the kijuu but could not. Only the man sitting there in front of the stall was allowed to approach the suugu. The stall was enclosed in iron bars. The suugu would attack anybody who carelessly strayed too close. The beast likely only wished to remove any nuisance from its presence, but one swipe of its forepaws could kill a man.


The girl stood next to the man and looked into the stall. “I heard the Taiho has returned,” she said, gazing at the suugu.


She heard him draw his breath. “The Taiho—” he echoed, as if in a daze. The boulder of a man rose to his feet. “Yari, is that really true?”


Yari glanced up at him. “Seems so.”


“Was he taken prisoner?”


“The Taiho returned to the Imperial Palace of his own volition. Walked right in the front gate. Nobody had to arrest him or anything. Because apparently Asen is the new emperor.”


The man leaned over to seize her by the shoulders. Yari skipped out of the way like a leaf blown by a gust of wind. His hands grasping empty air, the man glared at her in stark astonishment.


“Asen? The emperor?”


“According to the Taiho.”


“Impossible!” the man roared. “A villain and a thief! He stole the throne and butchered his own subjects. He isn’t qualified to be emperor in the slightest!”


Yari craned her head and said, “Gyousou butchered his share of his subjects too. A military man, after all.”


“Not the same meaning at all!”


“Not the same? He killed the people of Tai with his own hands. What other meaning is there? Aren’t they all birds of a feather? Asen and Gyousou and even you, Ganchou.”


Ganchou fumed. “Having the right reasons matters. We never set out to kill innocent people on purpose.”


“I suppose Asen had his right reasons too.”


“Are you saying the usurper’s reasons are right?”


“They’d be right if he wasn’t a usurper. Because apparently the Divine Will has been revised anew.”


“Nonsense,” Ganchou spit out. “There is no need for a new emperor in the first place. The emperor of Tai is even now—” He closed his mouth in the middle of the sentence. A look of fear rose to his face. “No, that cannot be—”


“You want to know if the White Pheasant has fallen? The answer is, no. I’m told the White Pheasant is alive and well. That means you are right, there is no reason for a new emperor to step forth. And that fact has the Imperial Court in a tumult.”


Ganchou craned his head back and stared at the ceiling and let out a long breath. Then he returned his attention to Yari. “And what does your boss say?”


“He says it is impossible too.”


As if to quench his irritation, Ganchou sat down on the pail in a huff. “There is no new Emperor Asen. He must have grabbed the Taiho and made him say what he said.”


“That doesn’t make sense either. Everybody says the Taiho came back because he wanted to.”


“Then what is going on?”


“Hmm.” Yari returned her gaze to the suugu. The animal stared back at Yari and Ganchou with deep interest.


“A storm is coming,” Yari said under her breath.


Ganchou glanced up at her, a dubious look on his face.


“That’s what my boss says,” Yari explained. “A storm is coming. The times are changing. For better and for worse.”


“I don’t understand a thing your boss says.”


“Not the kind of person that people like us are ever bound to comprehend.”


Meaning what? asked another deep sigh from Ganchou. He asked, “How is he doing?”


“The Taiho? I haven’t met him so I don’t know.”


“Oh,” Ganchou muttered.


“But I hear he’s all grown up.”




Gogetsu heard the kirin of Tai had returned to the Imperial Palace from Boushuku. Boushuku was another junior retainer like himself.


“Really?” He felt a reflexive jolt of delight, followed by a deep sense of unease.


“The news seems to check out,” said his young colleague, his voice and expression bright as he sharpened his sword. “Somebody confirmed that he is the Taiho, without a doubt. Moreover, the Taiho declared that Asen-sama was chosen as the new emperor.”


“That’s absurd!” Gogetsu blurted out.


“Absurd? Why do you say that?” Boushuku stopped what he was doing and turned to Gogetsu. His youthful face took on a look of honest confusion.


“Ah, no,” Gogetsu prevaricated. “Not at all.”


Boushuku shook off the puzzled expression, smiled, and returned to the work before him. “Of course Asen-sama is the new emperor. Tai at last has better days before her.”


Boushuku spoke with great enthusiasm. He clearly looked forward to finally being able to wield his sword on behalf of the kingdom.


“Sure,” came the reply. Gogetsu sat back on the chair, drew up his knees and wrapped his arms around his legs. He unconsciously found himself gnawing on his fingernails.


This room in a corner of the Inner Palace was consigned to the junior retainers. Gogetsu joined their ranks five years before. Boushuku took up a new post here last year. They’d been chosen from the rank-and-file soldiers to serve on the emperor’s security detail. In light of their heavy responsibilities, they typically held the rank of centurion or higher.


A centurion commanded a hundred soldiers, a position that, in and of itself, demanded commensurate achievements. The young Boushuku had only recently become a centurion and was soon promoted to this post as a junior retainer. He had every reason to be pleased with his performance. Gogetsu considered his rise dazzling.


A new emperor. Gogetsu turned the statement over in his mind with a mix of emotions. Tai had been without its kirin these past six years. While Asen took on the role of the emperor in holding the Imperial Court together, the emperor and the kirin moved the kingdom forward together, like the two wheels of a cart. Misfortune was inevitable when one of them went missing. Tai could have hoped for no better news than the return of the Saiho.


The absence of the Saiho from the palace should never have happened in the first place. Asen was at the root of that misfortune, Asen who had committed high treason.


Gogetsu was one of Asen’s subordinates. He had commanded a battalion under Seikou, the current general of the Palace Guard of the Left. Though neither Seikou nor Gogetsu had any part in the treason, when it came to the loss of the emperor and the disappearance of the Saiho from the palace, he couldn’t say they were without sin.


At least Gogetsu couldn’t call himself blameless. He hadn’t raised a voice of censure, hadn’t taken Asen to task. Knowing of his treason, Gogetsu never defied him. He’d simply gone along.


And so Gogetsu wound up on the side of those who’d driven the Saiho from the palace. He didn’t think he had the right to rejoice over his return. At the same time, he knew it was wrong that such a malefactor should become emperor.


Boushuku has no comprehension of what this feels like.


To begin with, Boushuku hailed from Gai Province in the south. When General Shinryou of the Provincial Guard transferred to the Imperial Army, he brought Boushuku with him. Boushuku thus bore no responsibility for any act of treason and no responsibility for the current status quo in Tai. He could rejoice in the return of the Saiho with a clear conscience.


They certainly had every reason to expect that this dynastic change meant they would now be able to honorably carry out their duties. Gogetsu understood those expectations so well it hurt.


The junior retainers served as the emperor’s personal bodyguards outside of the public eye. Protecting the emperor was their primary charge, except for a long time, all Gogetsu and his colleagues had done was report to their posts and sit around all day.


A slow death from a thousand cuts.


When his spot in the rotation came up, he headed over to the Inner Hall and camped out in the guardroom. He did nothing of note until his shift was over and then went home. That was the sum of his idle life day after day. Because Asen had not commissioned the junior retainers for his own protection.


Any appearance Asen made at the Inner Hall also involved building security, though that happened hardly at all, and he often didn’t bother summoning them when it did. Gogetsu had no idea whose orders the security detail was supposed to follow or what they were supposed to actually secure.


Why doesn’t Asen want anyone anywhere near him?


As one of Asen’s subordinates, personal concerns aside, Gogetsu should be able to take honest satisfaction in having won Asen’s approval and the honor of serving alongside him as his bodyguard. But here he was, twiddling his thumbs. For the past five years.


He’d given up asking for reasons and pleading for more productive work. Like the other retainers, he’d resigned himself to the job being what it was, nothing more and nothing less.


Though Boushuku saw things differently. “When do you think the coronation will take place?” he happily inquired.


“Hard to say,” was always Gogetsu’s answer.




Kisen was fit to be tied. Asen had once again left his retainers in the lurch. Why does this keep happening? he wondered.


Kisen considered Asen his esteemed sovereign. Asen was exceedingly virtuous, capable, and resolute. Unbeaten on the battlefield, he had been Emperor Kyou’s most valued vassal. He was no less revered by his soldiers and respected by everyone who knew him.


Comparisons to Gyousou often arose, but as far as Kisen was concerned, Asen was the better man. Kisen thought Gyousou had difficulty keeping in step with his surroundings. Gyousou tended to jump to his own conclusions and pursue them with a dogmatic sense of conviction.


Asen was different. He listened to his subordinates. He took their opinions into consideration and did not hesitate to explain his decision. He was frank and honest in his personal and professional associations. He paid attention to even seemingly insignificant details and kept his promises.


In contrast to the timidity that Taiki showed around Gyousou, the way he took to Asen was surely proof of this.


Asen had a great capacity to accept others, an aura of magnanimity that put them at ease. Gyousou lacked such qualities. At times he walled himself off emotionally, creating a tense atmosphere in his immediate vicinity.


So why Gyousou and not Asen? That was a question Kisen still could not answer.


Asen-sama is the true emperor, superior to Gyousou in every way.


That was the belief Kisen had clung to all along. When he learned of Asen’s rebellion, he was not surprised in the least. It only made sense. Heaven made a mistake. Asen corrected it. Justice was served.


Asen would prove that he should have been emperor all along. Kisen worked alongside him with that strong sense of determination. He refused no task that was for the good of the sovereign. Such work was never trying or difficult. Kisen believed a wrong decision had steered the dynasty astray. They would return it to the right and proper course under the leadership of the rightful ruler.


And yet, at some point, Asen stopped appearing in public, stopped meeting with Kisen and the rest of his staff. They heard from him as rarely as they saw him. Far from it. He issued no orders or instructions.


“What is going on with Asen-sama?”


Unable to contain his frustration, Kisen posed the question to Hinken, another one of Asen’s senior commanders. Hinken said with a self-deprecating smile, “We must not be rising to Asen-sama’s expectations in a satisfactory manner. We are not doing the requisite work.”


“Except we haven’t done—” anything wrong, Kisen started to say before clamping his mouth shut.


They had undeniably been given orders, but he couldn’t say they’d accomplished what Asen was striving for when he issued those orders. He ordered them to put down the civilian uprisings, so they put down the civilian uprisings. Those objectives they saw through to the end. Except what Asen desired was a world without civilian uprisings, a goal they were nowhere close to fulfilling.


Seen in that light, Kisen and his colleagues had not risen to Asen’s expectations.


“Except that doesn’t apply only to us,” Kisen pointed out.


Hinken sighed. “We haven’t measured up for some time now. We’ve been putting in insufficient effort going all the way back to Bun Province.”


Kisen swallowed his response. When Gyousou disappeared, Kisen and his fellow commanders were headed to Bun Province along with him. Kisen hadn’t been privy to Asen’s plans beforehand. He did as he was ordered, which, he believed, was to support Gyousou in the defense of Tetsui. So that’s what he did.


As a result, his efforts may have not aligned with Asen’s true wishes. In fact, though no one had seen Gyousou since, rumors said he was still alive. His assailants must have failed. Unaware of what was going on, Kisen and his men might well have inadvertently hindered the assassin and obstructed his subsequent course of action.


“Asen is likely disappointed with us,” he said in forlorn tones. Kisen hung his head.


We have undoubtedly performed in a less than exemplary manner.


The Imperial Court was in chaos and the kingdom was not at peace. Kisen and his colleagues weren’t working hard enough and their work did not innovate or inspire.


Moreover, Hinken wasn’t one of Asen’s original retainers. He served under a different general during the reign of Emperor Kyou. When Kisen joined the military, Hinken was already one of Asen’s subordinates, though his different roots may well have affected his reception.


And yet—


Kisen’s approach to his work had indeed been described as “ham-handed.” Asen told him so, right after he messed up in a major way.


“You really are a bull in a china shop,” Asen said with a warm smile. “You have a hard time getting things done without ruffling as many feathers as possible in the process.”


When the humbled Kisen apologized, Asen slapped him on the back. “But that is exactly why I can trust you. There’s no need to hold yourself in contempt.”


The mistake wasn’t Kisen’s, Asen explained. It was his failure for giving Kisen that particular order. No need for regrets.


Hinken later explained, “Asen-sama straight-up calls you tactless and gauche. But what he’s also saying is that nobody sets out to be that way. Handled right, such qualities could prove a rare gift. See that you don’t take them for granted. That’s the gist of it, I think.”


Hinken’s words put Kisen in a good mood. Compared to others, he knew he didn’t measure up across the board. All he could do was serve as earnestly and diligently as he could. No matter how hard he worked, his achievements would lag behind. And yet knowing that his efforts didn’t go unappreciated was intensely reassuring.


And yet, he couldn’t help feeling he’d been cast aside, that Asen had finally thrown up his hands. He truly was nothing but a fool and an incompetent.


When Kisen confessed these feelings to Hinken, Hinken responded with a wry grin. “You know, Asen-sama likes to say the two of us are a lot alike. If so, then I must have been cast aside just like you.”


“No, we’re not at all alike! You think things through. You’re solid and reliable. You have so many achievements to your name. You are completely different from people like me!”


Hinken grinned and clapped Kisen on the shoulder, this time showing him a truly pleasant smile. “Subordinates like you are truly hard to come by.”


“Um, sure,” Kisen replied, unsure whether he was being praised or not.


“Take that as a compliment,” Hinken said, the smile lingering in his voice. “I appreciate how you press forward without any compulsion to change. Well, the time will come when we will be of use once again. Believe that and keep your shoulder to the wheel.”


“Yes,” Kisen said with a nod.


Get to work. He should be hearing those orders before very long. When he did, he’d be ready to do his part the best he could. There could be no slacking off in the meantime. That was the course of action he committed to in his heart.


And now that time had come. Taiki returned and proclaimed Asen the new emperor.


The Imperial Court was bound to change in significant ways after this. The moment in time when they could literally create a new era was upon them. The stagnant air lingering around the Imperial Palace was going to lift. Asen’s wounding silence would melt away. He’d send down the orders to his once and future senior staff.


Get to work.


Any day now. Without a doubt.


	
	Part Six

	Chapter 28


[6-1] A gloomy, moonless night. Clouds covered the sky and hid away the stars. The waning drone of the insects foreshadowed the impending end of fall. According to the calendar, a new month was upon them.


The craggy You Range in the north of Bun Province was home to four Ryou’un Mountains. The first snows of the season fell there that night.


The city had a distant view of the mountains. Wrapped in the black cloak of the night, the residents of the city looked forward to the brief respite of dreams. Outside the city, there were those who also waited for sleep and perchance to dream. Unable to secure lodgings or find anyone in the city to take them in, they huddled around a fire in a fallow field.


They had no idea where the morrow would take them or how far they would have to travel so they could settle down with peace of mind.


Along the hills looking down on that fire, dew dampened the graves of the travelers who had exhausted the last of their physical reserves along the way. As if mourning those lost hopes, the insects trilled once more before lapsing into silence.


No one rested well that night in Bun Province.




In a hut not far from the graves, an old man wrapped himself in a tattered cloak. The hut had once been a tool shed. Save this shed, he had lost everything, including his house in the hamlet and his family. Working their fingers to the bone, they’d managed to save up that much, only to have it stolen by bandits. The old man alone was left alive. He had long since lost the will to live. Now all he could do was pray.


Pray to travel more quickly to where his family was waiting for him.


He had reached his limits. During this hopeless era, when such a prayer was the only wish left to an ordinary man, the sooner it all ended the better. He’d lived long enough and looked forward to nothing. He no longer possessed the inner strength to wish for anything more except to finally end things himself on this miserable night.


Save me, the old man muttered and tugged at the lapels of his cloak.


Except so many in so many places voiced the same desire. His own suffering was but a drop in the ocean. He harbored no yearning for salvation other than to be freed from suffering by leaving the world behind.




As he prayed, a woman stood at a window and gazed at the black night. Her winter home in the hamlet was home to no one but herself. She once lived here with her husband and child. Visions of that beloved family flickered in and out of the corners of her eyes.


Tonight is better. Because there is no light.


Any glint of light made the visions all the more piercing in their clarity. The chair where her husband sat. The son playing with wooden blocks around his feet. The daughter who had finally learned to stand while holding onto the table. Eating a frugal dinner around the table. Laughing and sleeping and crying.


That was why she did not light the lamp, why she did not wake during the day and kept the door shut tight while the sun still shone. During the day, she could see the claw marks left by the youma on the dirt floor and on the furniture, and the splatter of blood stains on the walls. The sight was sure to revive in her mind’s eyes those heartrending remains lying in a pool of blood.


She usually worked in the garden about now. But the lack of light made that impossible. These idle times weighed the heaviest on her heart.


A life like this can’t end too soon.




Pondering that same thought, a local civil servant lay in the dark and breathed out a painful sigh. He lived in a deserted village at the foot of the mountain. This house was the only remaining residence and he was the only remaining resident. His breath as well seemed on the verge of petering out.


He was born in this dying village in Bun Province. To the delight of his friends and acquaintances, he became a provincial civil servant. Then after ten years, he deserted his post and returned to the place where he was born.


The provincial palace had become an unrecognizable den of thieves. Bureaucrats wandered the hallways with lifeless eyes. Every time he tried to make things right, he was demoted and threats were made against his life. He had no choice but to quit. His name removed from the Registry of Wizards, he slipped out of the palace and went into hiding before finally making his way home.


The village was deserted. Anticipating his moves, the Provincial Guard had laid waste to the area, killing his beloved mother and father along with the neighbors he so dearly missed.


Since then, having no idea what he should or could do, he stood watch over the ruins.


But that was coming to an end too. He’d fallen ill over the summer. His condition grew worse day by day. He was no longer a wizard. That meant an illness could take his life. And perhaps that was a good thing. He had no desire to see how this world was going to turn out.


Lying on his sick bed for these past three days, he first lost his voice, and then he couldn’t even sit up. His hands and feet grew numb. He could barely move a muscle. Up until the day before, his joints had throbbed unbearably. Though today they felt strangely fine.


They were all waiting for him in that other world.


Wringing each breath out of him, he stared into empty space.




A small hamlet located not far from that small village.


A girl came running out of a ramshackle shack barely distinguishable from a lean-to. She hurried down the road carrying a basket in one hand and a lantern in the other.


In the north of Tai, people didn’t usually live in the hamlets. Common practice in this world was to divide the house and farm properties between the hamlet and the village. But during the winter, the vacated buildings were bound to collapse under the snowpack.


Consequently, the buildings in the hamlets consisted of little more than temporary shelters thrown together during the summer while they eked out a living tilling the land and grazing livestock. The structures that collapsed over the winter were easily rebuilt once the snow melted.


These homes were furnished with the bare necessities. Except this was the house where the girl lived. Fire had destroyed the town she and her family had once lived in. Wandering along the road, a passing stranger said that one of these hamlet shacks should suit them fine. And so they ended up here.


They dug a fire pit inside the cramped quarters, heaped dirt around the outside of the thin walls, rethatched the roof with strips of bark, and managed to make a home of it.


The girl’s mother was dead. She’d been told her mother died in an accident. By and by she came to learn that her mother had been assaulted by sadistic soldiers and murdered. Her father worked in a nearby town for a wealthy farmer. He’d leave, work, and return. In their father’s stead, as he labored with all his might, the three children managed the household.


On days like today, when their father couldn’t return home, they took on the chores their father normally did, such as watching over the charcoal kiln and gathering branches from the mountains. They split the wood, peeled off thin strips of bark and steeped them in water. Weaving the properly soaked strips into boxes and baskets was the only thing they couldn’t do on their own.


Passing the night so engaged, the girl suddenly remembered that this was the night of a new moon. On the night of a new moon, her father always went to a nearby mountain to make offerings. Her father wasn’t home that night, so one of the children had to go in his place.


But her older brother was standing watch over the charcoal fire. Their father could catnap throughout the night while keeping the fire from going out, something her brother couldn’t pull off yet. The charcoal was critically important. They could sell nuts and berries instead of charcoal but there was little profit in them. Charcoal was the only way to earn a living.


One of them had to stay up with her brother and make sure he didn’t fall asleep, and the only person who could do that was her older sister. She stripped the bark off the boughs as she chatted to keep him awake.


The girl was still only nine. She couldn’t stay awake all night peeling the bark off the tree limbs. In their stead, she ran down the pitch-black road bearing the offering.


Though the road at night was frightening, she didn’t want to disappoint her father. He wouldn’t get mad at her if she didn’t. But he would surely grieve. And the next day, despite having returned home ragged and worn, he would still set off, even a day late, to make the offering himself. Bringing the offering once a month was terribly important to him.


With a tight grip on the basket, she hurried as quickly as she could. She left the hamlet and scampered down the dark road. Descending the mountain path brought her to the deep stream pool in the valley river that would carry the offering away. She ran on with all her heart and soon arrived at the edge of the pool.


A wide rocky ledge pitched slightly below the grade of the path skirted the edge of the pond. Coursing down the mountain from its headwaters, the river slowed here and pooled. Tucked into the embrace of the gorge, the brimming pool narrowed to a gap at the far end. Beneath the fissure that rent the cliff like a torn cloth, the black hole gaped open. The river poured through the mouth.


There must be a cave at the back of that mouth, though the throat appeared too constricted for even a child to wiggle through. To be sure, She and her siblings hadn’t ever tried. The opening was set into the base of the cliffs on the opposite side of the pool. It could only be reached by swimming across the widest part of the pool.


Worse, the placid surface of the pool hid the strong undertow, making it dangerous for children to swim there. The water was deep and the black mouth swallowed water at a prodigious rate. A little harmless wading could easily result in being swept into the hole. The girl did not dare do such a thing even in the middle of the day.


This night as well she swallowed hard and carefully inched toward the edge of the ledge. Along the way she paused and cast her eyes upwards in the direction of the headwaters. The farm her father worked on was located near the headwaters of the mountain river.


The girl once asked why they performed such a ritual. Her father always put a few edibles and a few coins and scraps of clothing into the basket they wove from vines and strips of bark. The girl knew what it was like to go hungry when there was no food to put on the table. And yet food was placed in the basket and cast into the water. She simply couldn’t understand why items they could all share were going into the basket.


Her father explained that a very important person dwelt at the far reaches of this river. The water that flowed from the pond was consumed by the mountain, Mount Kan’you. That very important person had died there.


He died on Mount Kan’you and resided in the spirit world located on that mountain. A lack of food and clothing would leave him in distress. Though their family was poor, they had enough for a daily meal. As that august person could only partake once in a month, they should do their best to persevere. That’s what he taught them.


Much the same way, they left food and clothing on their mother’s grave. While treating someone she didn’t know as a close acquaintance was odd, in truth, she did not know her mother that well either. She’d died when the girl was young and she didn’t remember her face or voice.


It’s so sad that he can only eat once a month, the girl thought as she checked her footing and dropped the basket from her small hands into the water. The covered basket did not sink but bobbed along in the current until the wan light of the lantern no longer reached. The girl watched it disappear out of sight, then turned her gaze toward the cave, now hidden behind the black veil of the night.


She wondered if she would have to live in that scary place one day when she died.




Not far from the ledge overlooking the pool in the ravine of the mountain, a man hunched down in the gloomy dark. A voice echoed faintly around him.


“—we fought there—”


So dark the single point of light appeared on the verge of winking out.


“—and died there—”


Surrounded by the night, the figure sitting there didn’t move. The song spilled from his mouth more like a hum.


“Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.”


The low and lifeless voice, altogether bereft of emotion, flowed through the gloom. From not far off, the sound of rushing water chimed in like a chorus.


	

Please tell the crows on our behalf

To spare a moment before gobbling us down.

And shed a tear like they truly care

Weathered and worn and without even a grave.

How in the world might our rotten meat

Flee from the tips of your pointed beaks?




The man hugged his knees and buried his head between his arms and shook with stifled laughter. Perhaps he remembered the day when he roared with laughter while singing the song. Or perhaps he was laughing to scorn at his own private recital in the dark.


The dim light wavered again. The figure stirred, lifted his head to make sure the fire had steadied again, and then lowered his head again.


	

The day dawns

And full of life they set off for war.

The night falls

And none of them have returned.


	Chapter 29


[6-2] Over half a month had passed by the time Risai, Kyoshi, and Houto arrived at Rin’u.


Situated in the southeast, Rin’u was the largest city in Bun Province. During the subjugation campaign against the land gangs, this was where the Imperial Army set up camp, where the Imperial Army brought the fight to the land gangs, and where the Imperial Army disintegrated and dispersed.


As a result, this was where the eradication operations against Gyousou’s senior staff also took place. When Risai started her search for Gyousou, she came first to Rin’u. But on the run as she was, she couldn’t get anywhere near the city.


This was the first time in a long time that she had seen Rin’u up close.


Rin’u rose majestically in the middle of a high plateau, the long slope of the mountain at its back. The tall and wide barrier wall enclosing the city climbed the gentle undulations of the foothills up to the mountainside. Within the walls, the buildings crowded together as if to form a single tiled roof.


From the vantage point where Risai and her companions paused along the road, the city spread out as it ran up the rising slope. What must be the prefectural castle occupied a promontory toward the back of the city, ringed by the castle wall. Buildings that looked like temples continued on to the right and left along a mountainside carpeted with green.


The city unfurled along the slope beneath these palatial buildings. Situated at the lowest point of the slope was the soaring multistoried structure of the Horse Gate. Strung together like links in a chain, the shops, booths, and street stalls spilled forth from the city, crowding the shoulders of the long, straight road that neatly divided the broad plain outside the barrier wall.


Far beyond the shops and stalls and throngs of people, craggy mountains pierced the clouds. Together these four Ryou’un Mountains were called the You Range. Risai and her band were headed toward the southernmost peak, known as Kan’you Mountain.


“A Taoist temple called Fukyuu Temple is located here,” Kyoshi explained as they passed through the Horse Gate. “Enchou-sama said that’s where we should go. A blue bird was sent ahead of us with the necessary details, so the abbot should be informed of our situation and be ready to receive us.”


Risai nodded. The blue bird that Kyoshi mentioned was unlikely to be the same species of blue bird used by the government. The blue birds deployed by the civil service and the military in their communication networks were enchanted you birds, distant relatives of the youma.


Under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Summer, the chicks were harvested from the riboku in the administrative castle. Surplus birds were sold to civilians, though they were so terrifically expensive that only those with means could hope to lay their hands on one. As a result, most people relied on common carrier pigeons and inexpensive you birds like the meng.


But as a class, all birds used for communication purposes were called blue birds.




With Houto taking the lead, they passed through the gate. They were struck at once by the lively atmosphere of the city. The main boulevard bustled with pedestrians and wagons, the stores on both sides of the street busily doing business. Many travelers led kijuu like Risai and not a few wore swords and gave off a martial air.


And yet, an aura of barely contained chaos hung over the city. The colors of disarray and decay stained every surface. Bands of rough men and refugees seemed a constant presence. Civility and moral discipline had long gone to the dogs.


“Except nothing here suggests the aftermath of a war or a natural disaster,” Risai muttered to Houto.


“Because Rin’u itself is in the eye of the hurricane, untouched by the winds of war. The armies set up camp in the surrounding fields but the actual fighting took place to the north of Rin’u and in cities to the west.”


“Ah,” Risai said with a nod. Though it was surely caught up in the mopping up operation after the Imperial Army disbanded, she thought as they wended their way through the throngs.


They continued along the gently rising foothills. The mountain rose like the back wall of the city. The citadel soared above a ridge that jutted toward the city center. The prefectural castle, by all expectations, though the immense scale more closely matched that of a district fortress.


Vibrant green covered the slopes that reached out to the left and right of the fortress, dotted with clusters of buildings large and small. Houto headed straight toward the mountain. Halfway up the hillside, they turned off the road and climbed stone steps until the tiled roofs of Fukyuu Temple finally came into view.


The simple but sturdy temple gate was shut. Fukyuu Temple belonged to the Zui’un branch of Taoism. Unlike many Taoist temples, Kyoshi explained, it was not a destination for pilgrimages but a place for the study of the Taoist disciplines, and had taken up the responsibility of protecting and preserving the science and technology developed at Zui’un Temple.


Hence the shuttered gates. Risai grasped that much, except when the doors opened in response to Kyoshi’s hail, she could see that the grounds inside were crowded with the poor and needy.


Kyoshi introduced himself with a bow. “I am Kyoshi from Tokushi Temple.”


The priest who opened the gate offered a polite bow in turn. “The abbot has informed me of your situation. My name is Ki’itsu. I am the prefect at this temple.”


The prefect was a priest who took on the role of instructor in directing the student priests in their studies.


“The abbot is waiting for you. Please.”


He motioned for them to enter and they followed him inside the temple gate. They climbed a cobblestone path toward the top of the foothills. The buildings of Fukyuu Temple were suffused with history, each bearing a distinctive quality of its own.


The large number of people occupying the grounds around the buildings was another matter entirely. The walls surrounding the ancestral hall were strung with tarpaulins. Women tended cooking fires on the raised platform inside the walls. Small huts dotted a courtyard populated mostly, it seemed, by scampering children and chickens.


Risai found the sight perplexing. Kyoshi was equally taken aback. “Ki’itsu-sama,” he asked, no doubt puzzled by a scene foreign to any temple he’d previously visited, “who are these people?”


Risai had long heard that entering the priesthood for academic and ascetic pursuits had a rich tradition in the northern provinces of Tai. But none of these people wore indigo clerical robes. They certainly didn’t look like Taoists there to study and otherwise discipline their minds.


“Just call me Ki’itsu,” he said calmly. “They are refugees who lost their homes and hamlets.”


“You’re offering shelter to refugees?”


“That’s what it comes down to. For the time being, they came to the temple and declared their intention to become Taoists.”


Having taken note of the people around him, those in the immediate vicinity bowed to him. He bowed to each of them in turn.


“The fact of the matter is, they have no place else to go. At the bare minimum, the Taoist and Buddhist temples provide them with a meal and shelter from the elements. Many take the tonsure simply to survive. Many more have come to the mountain during these times of poverty and distress. The result is what you see before you.”


A wry smile rose to Ki’itsu’s gaunt face.


“Though when the numbers grow to this size, there’s not much in the way of training and study going on. They came here in the first place because they had no place else to go. They’re not really here to become priests and monks. When circumstances improve, most will return to their secular lives, so there is little point in spending much time and effort on religious education. Under the guise of waiting to take the tonsure, we let them stay.”


Ki’itsu added in a small voice, “We couldn’t actually fend off the outside forces arrayed against us. Allowing these unfortunately folk to gather here in large numbers invites suspicions that we are fomenting rebellion. An investigation by the Provincial Guard becomes all but inevitable.”


Kyoshi asked, “The Provincial Guard is that unforgiving?”


“Only the rika are officially allowed to take in refugees and the indigent. Unfortunately, none of the rika around here are equipped to do so. They lack the provisions to feed every stranger who knocks on their doors. At the same time, we cannot abandon those in our care.”


Which was the real reason why the gate was shut, Ki’itsu explained.


“We admitted them in the first place with the expectation that we could somehow deal with the situation. Alas, we have long past exceeded the capacity of the temple. We cannot see to the needs of any more people. We had no choice but to close the gates.”


“So that’s what it’s come down to,” Kyoshi said, surveying his surroundings as they walked along.


The strange scene had taken over Fukyuu Temple as far as the eye could see. Any spare land had been turned into gardens, the courtyard of the ancestral shrines into livestock pens. Laundry hung from the cloister railings. The refugees had settled into huts that now occupied every available inch beneath the overhanging eaves. Where the slanting rays of the sun reached into these makeshift dwellings, the vacant eyes of those within reflected the hard reality of their impoverished state.


“Given the situation, we can offer you only so much assistance,” Ki’itsu apologized as he led them to the sculpted grove alongside the lecture hall.


What had been a beautifully sculpted grove now grew vegetables. The once breathtaking placement of placid water, mossy rocks, and grove of trees, their low-hanging branches twined together, was home to pigs and poultry. And yet there still wasn’t enough to eat. None of the refugees had eaten a full meal in quite some time, hence their enervated condition.


“Here,” Ki’itsu said, showing them into a study in the lecture hall.


The old abbot of Fukyuu Temple came to the vestibule to greet them. His name was Joukan.


“The grounds of the temple must have caught you by surprise. We regret not being able to offer you a more peaceful respite.”


“And we apologize for imposing on you at such trying times as these. You have done more than enough by going out of your way for us.”


“No, no, no,” said Joukan. He escorted them into the study and seated them at the chairs around the desk. “That Enchou-sama made the request is reason enough. The refugees and ourselves have long relied on the medicines formulated at Zui’un Temple.”


Joukan glanced at Ki’itsu. With a knowing nod, Ki’itsu secured the doors to the study and shuttered the windows. A lit lamp illuminated the dim interior.


Having confirmed that the necessary measures had been taken, Joukan said, “We heard from Enchou-sama that Tai has been blessed with a great good fortune.”


“Yes,” Kyoshi answered with a nod. “This is Risai-sama, a former general in the Zui Provincial Guard. Risai-sama brought the Taiho back to Tai.”


“And the Taiho?”


“The Taiho—” Risai began. “Due to unavoidable circumstances, the Taiho could not accompany us here.”


Joukan drew his white brows together with a questioning look. “Is that so? Well, no, that is probably for the best. Here in Bun Province, the inspections and interrogations have grown severe of late. To tell the truth, I was concerned for the Taiho’s well-being.”


“Does that include Fukyuu Temple well?”


“More recently, raids by government agents have dropped off. Nevertheless, with all the people currently under our roof, rumors from anywhere and about anything can spring to life overnight.”


“I see,” Kyoshi said with a nod. “Let me introduce our guide. This is Houto, a member of the Shin’nou Guild. With all the burdens you are already bearing, we are deeply grateful to you for letting us impose on you like this.”


“You are a member of the Shin’nou Guild?” Joukan greeted him politely. “And you are looking for His Highness?”


“Yes. We believe the best evidence for his whereabouts will likely be found on Kan’you Mountain.”


“The land gangs currently have the run of Kan’you Mountain. Getting close enough to find that evidence could prove a challenge.”


“Are conditions such that you would call it impossible?”


With a grave nod of his head, Joukan added, “However, if I may venture to say so, when His Highness disappeared, the Imperial Army mustered its forces and searched the area, including Kan’you Mountain. Any number of dragnets for rebel groups have been conducted since. I do have to wonder if His Highness will still be found in the area.”


Hearing her uncertainties so clearly stated aloud left Risai in a bit of a muddle. “The fact is, we cannot say anything definite about where he might be at the present moment. At this point, we are willing to grasp at any straw offered us.”


“That certainly does seem to be the case,” Joukan agreed, though in a manner that did little to dispel the lingering air of dejection. Risai couldn’t shake the feeling that Joukan might not be so happy about their visit after all.


Joukan bowed his head for a moment as if deep in thought. Then he straightened and said, “Ki’itsu will see to your needs after this. If any arrangements have to be made, he is more than capable of figuring out what needs to be done.”


With that, Risai, Houto, and Kyoshi bowed deeply to the old Taoist sage.


	Chapter 30


[6-3] They were escorted to a standalone building in a back corner of Fukyuu Temple. Isolated from the rest of the compound, it was off limits to the refugees. The building was surrounded by cart sheds, stables, and workshops for formulating medicines.


“The accommodations are rather run down and I apologize for that.” Ki’itsu opened the door. “The artisans who build and maintain the hearths and kilns live here. The main temple compound being in the condition it is, when priests from other temples come here to learn how to make our herbal medicines, they use these facilities too. You should be able to stay here safely out of sight.”


Showing them around the tidy interior, Ki’itsu further explained, “I will have meals brought from the kitchens out front. I’ll see to it that you are served in a timely manner. Given the current circumstances, much here is not up to our usual standards. We appreciate your patience and understanding.”


There was no way Risai’s kijuu was not going to attract attention. So as not to involve Fukyuu Temple in their affairs any more than necessary, they cleared out the stables for the kijuu and lent them the use of their horses in exchange.


“We deeply appreciate the lengths you all are going to.”


“No, not at all,” replied an abashed Ki’itsu. “We really are deficient these days in every respect. We can only offer you the same food that we eat, so I’m afraid you’ll have to endure it the best you can.”


“Not a problem,” Risai said. She looked at Kyoshi. “With so many people to take care of already, at the very least, we should donate the cost of our meals.”


“A good idea—” Kyoshi agreed, except Ki’itsu batted away the idea with a frantic wave of his hands.


“That is out of the question. No, we simply could not accept such an offer. Even rumors of a change in the status quo going around would cause no end of problems.”


“But—” Kyoshi started to object.


Houto interceded at that point. “You have already done more than we could ever ask for. We are humbled to accept your kind offer. We are the ones imposing on your good offices and would be delighted to accept whatever you have to offer, no matter how meager. Please do not trouble yourself any more on our behalf.”


Houto paused and said, “More importantly, to return to the matter at hand, would you know if His Highness’s retainers are still being pursued?”


“Ah,” Ki’itsu hesitated. “I wouldn’t say they’re on the run. We don’t see a great effort being made these days to track them down. Of course, that doesn’t mean they’re being given a free hand. According to some of the more dubious rumors going around, the gendarmes will show up at a moment’s notice to break up any gathering of refugees and displaced people.”


Risai asked, “Are you going to be all right here?”


“For the time being, as long as the Taoist temples and monasteries do nothing to attract unwarranted attention, they are being left alone. Because the local authorities ultimately answer to Asen, I attribute that less to any sense of magnanimity and more to simply letting sleeping dogs lie.”


Risai nodded. Support for Asen usually came down to self-interest. Asen had no strategy or big ideas for governing the countryside. As a result, the political operatives pulling the strings in local government made a show of backing Asen and little else. They didn’t treat Asen’s policies concerning the refugees with any seriousness and were just as likely to exploit them for their own gain.


“Which is why the activities at this temple have been largely overlooked.”


Nevertheless, any attempt to foment rebellion against Asen would not be tolerated in the least. Joukan took great pains to ensure that no such accusations could be directed at Fukyuu Temple.


“The last time I was in these parts, anything in the vicinity of Tetsui had been wiped clean. What about now?”


“That hasn’t changed. The regions to the northwest of Rin’u are mostly burnt fields. In the vicinity of Tetsui, the land has completely gone fallow.”


“What about the residents of Tetsui?”


“It looks like they've gathered in small hamlets in order to support their local Rishi. They all keep their gates shuttered, so it is hard to get good information about the conditions inside.”


The burned and abandoned villages along the road to Hakurou were struggling back to life, somehow managing to maintain the form of functioning municipalities.


“Is there anybody left still holding out against Asen?”


“Anyone who openly resisted was long ago eradicated. Not a trace of them left. The campaign against the remnants of His Highness’s retainers was relentless. I don’t think any of them remain around here.”


“The campaign against the remnants,” Risai murmured to herself. “I see no evidence of an armed struggle here in Rin’u. How did such an eradication campaign leave no trace behind?”


“Because none of it took place inside Rin’u,” Ki’itsu said, and the explanation clearly pained him. Before the campaign launched, the prefectural mayor shut the gates of the city.”


“Shut the gates?”


“Yes. The Imperial Army bivouacked north of the city. When it disbanded, as soon as it became apparent that the reprisals were imminent, the prefectural government drove off any soldiers within the city limits and ordered the gates closed.”


“Even though Asen himself appears utterly apathetic about the fate of the rank-and-file soldiers and the citizenry,” Houto observed.


“At the time, nobody knew Asen’s thoughts on the matter. The prefectural mayor was watching out for his own interests. He made sure that any spark that might start a fire was quenched immediately. That meant cutting the Imperial Army loose, with a large number of soldiers getting arrested and even executed. At one time, a hill not far from the fallow land at the outskirts was heaped with their remains. We did not dare interfere and let them decay where they lay. At some point they simply disappeared. I could not say whether they turned to dust and returned to the earth or someone interred them elsewhere.”


“I see.”


Many of Risai’s acquaintances would have been among the targeted members of Gyousou’s senior staff. General Eishou, General Sougen, General Gashin—and so many others. She could only hope their remains were not numbered among the dead.


Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.


That old folk song came to mind. However common a fate it was for soldiers to meet their end in a field, their bodies exposed on the ground, the dead were never far from her thoughts.


Risai having fallen unexpectedly silent, Houto picked up the conversation in her stead. “We must renew the search for them. Would inquiring about the city put you here at any risk?”


Ki’itsu paused, flustered by the question. A moment later he said, “I can’t really say. Asking around might attract attention from unwanted quarters. So, yes, there could be some danger there. And I have to wonder if anybody would speak to you in any case. The inquisitions following the strife with the land gangs were so severe that the man on the street is going to keep his own counsel on the subject. Most shrink from even mentioning His Highness’s name.”


“How about we speak with the refugees here in the temple?”


“That alone—” Ki’itsu said with a deep bow, “If nothing else, we must quash any rumors you came here to search for His Highness. Were such a rumor to escape these walls, an official investigation would be inevitable. So far, we have managed avoid the prying eyes of the government inspectors and they have not paid close attention to the conditions here. But given a reason to glance our way, the number of refugees alone is certain to arouse their suspicions.”


Ki’itsu then added, “It pains me to say this, but Fukyuu Temple privileges the safety of the refugees above all else. I truly understand how important the search for His Highness is for the kingdom, but certainly we must also avoid inflicting any more suffering on these poor folks who have already lost so much.”


“In other words,” Kyoshi said, “don’t do anything that would draw the attention of the powers that be.”


“He’s asking us not to get Fukyuu Temple caught up in our crusade,” Risai interjected. “That is not something we want either. I think Ki’itsu has every right to insist that the people under their care are their first priority. We shall take every precaution possible.”


Ki’itsu let out a long, relieved breath. He bowed and headed for the door. Then he hesitated and glanced back at them. “And when will—” he started to say and stopped. “No,” he muttered to himself, bowed again and left.


“I imagine he wanted to ask how long we were going to be hanging around here,” Houto said, looking at the now empty doorway.


“I suspect so,” Risai agreed with a wry smile. “And I completely understand, given the number of refugees here. If you ask me, cramming so many people into one place is asking for trouble. The only reason it hasn’t become a problem is because the government is looking the other way. But all it’ll take is for some bureaucrats to start wondering aloud what in the world is going on at Fukyuu Temple and you can bet the blame will come raining down. That’s what they want to avoid.”


“Sorry about all this,” Kyoshi apologized in a dispirited tone. “I’m sure Enchou-sama never imagined Fukyuu Temple was in such a state when it penned the request.”


“It says a lot about the dire straits Bun Province is in everywhere,” Risai observed.


It was tough not being able to count on willing allies. But then they probably shouldn’t have been harboring such expectations in the first place. Because going head-to-head with Asen would mean leaving a lot of victims in their wake.


“Nevertheless,” Houto pointed out, “if we’re not going to do anything that might on the off-chance cause trouble for Fukyuu Temple, that’s going to severely limit our options.”


“We can’t very well go around asking people if they’ve heard anything about His Highness. To start with, we’d have to keep everybody from figuring out that we are guests of Fukyuu Temple too.”


“That’s what it comes down to,” Houto said. “When problems do arise, we want to be able to claim that Fukyuu Temple knew nothing at all about our activities. We begged and pleaded and they gave us a place to sleep. We’ll have to be able to sell that story.”


“That’s why we can’t make any donations?” Kyoshi asked.


“That’s one reason. Taking our money would raise suspicions they were doing our bidding too. We have to maintain the appearance of being strangers to each other.”


Risai let out a long breath. Things were not going the way she wished, but wringing her hands wasn’t going to help either.


“We want to cause as little distress as possible to Fukyuu Temple and the refugees struggling to get by here. That means watching our steps however well we can.”


Houto responded with a heartfelt nod. “We need to establish a home base somewhere else. As long as we’re staying here, Joukan-sama and Ki’itsu-sama aren’t going to rest easy. And without more freedom to act on our own, coming here to Bun Province will end up a waste of time and effort. Let’s see if we can rent ourselves a room or a house.”


	Chapter 31


[6-4] While Houto reached out to his shin’nou contacts to find another place to stay, Risai and Kyoshi took a stroll around Rin’u. Ki’itsu offered his services as a guide, though Kyoshi got the feeling he was tagging along to make sure his guests didn’t stir up the kind of trouble that might cause them grief.


As far as Risai was concerned, their relationship with Ki’itsu and Fukyuu Temple had started off on entirely the wrong foot, but one that was also unavoidable. Rin’u was overflowing with refugees who had no place else to go.


Caught up in the chaos caused by the conflict with the land gangs, followed almost immediately by the eradication campaign against Gyousou’s retainers, and then the purges of any remaining anti-Asen holdouts, they’d been cast aside without a second thought.


The refugees who’d come to rely on Fukyuu Temple received the bare minimum in terms of housing and subsisted on a meager diet.


But scattered throughout Rin’u were many more fending off the wind and rain with a single blanket, the great majority with jaundiced skin and clouded eyes. An emaciated mother cradling a baby against her skin and bones frame. Scrawny children fishing through the garbage piled up on the street. The elderly curled up in the alleys, clothed in rags, and showing no more life in them than old fallen trees.


“Can’t the administration offer them any aid?” Kyoshi asked.


Ki’itsu shook his head. These refugees were not citizens of Rin’u. The official stance of the government was that those benefits extended only to legal residents of the city. In their eyes, any squatters not there legally did not exist at all.


But that didn’t mean the legal residents of Rin’u had access to social services that came anywhere close to meeting their needs. The granaries and public warehouses where foodstuffs and material goods were stored in case of natural disasters and hard cold spells had long been emptied. The wagons delivering the harvest had a habit of disappearing along the way.


The officials claimed they distributed the proceeds to impoverished villages and hamlets, except no one ever heard a word from the supposed recipients of this generosity.


“Then how will they fare during the winter?” Kyoshi asked. “Snowfalls are heavy in this region.”


Ki’itsu explained, “The cold is a greater fear than the snow. Aside from the northern coast of Bun Province bordering the Kyokai, snowfalls around here are not so severe. Heavy enough to collapse the roofs of older houses, to be sure, but not enough to leave villages cut off and isolated. Rather, the wolf at the door is the cold that seeps into the bones.”


Every year, refugees camped out alongside the roads froze to death. Even those with homes to live in could find themselves at risk if they ran out of firewood and charcoal.


Ki’itsu said, looking around, “Were this the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, the damage would likely be all the greater. And yet—”


They’d come to the suburbs of the city, to the banks of the river that flowed through the outskirts of Rin’u.


The southeast of Bun Province was marked by hilly land that rose over and again into mountain ranges. In the midst of the highlands, Rin’u and its environs occupied the only level land that reached to the horizon as far as the eye could see. The Hokusui cut through the middle of the flatlands. It was a big river that ran north to the Kyokai from the capital city of Kouki far to the south.


Having collected the runoff from the streams cascading down from the surrounding mountains, the river turned abruptly to the west in the vicinity of where they were standing. The geography here resulted from the imposing presence of Mount You.


Home to numerous towering Ryou’un peaks, the enormous mountain range occupied the middle of northern Bun Province, dividing north from south in the eastern half of the province. No navigable roads crossed Mount You straight through to the north, meaning that any passage to the northeast of Bun Province required a detour around the mountain.


The Mount You range dominated any view of the north, the ragged ridgelines fading into the distance beneath the clear fall sky. The giant pillars of the Ryou’un Mountains, that otherwise would have loomed overhead, instead dissolved into the air. From Mount You, the mountains sloped down to the flatlands around Rin’u. Harvested fields spread out from the foothills.


A cold wind blew across empty plains thick with withered autumn growth. What looked altogether like a land of wrack and ruin reached out before them.


The Hokusui neatly bisected the plain. A considerable distance separated the three of them from the opposite bank. High levees lined the river, though they looked less like levees than great gouges left behind in the earth by the flow of the river.


The embankments were covered by white flowering shrubs.


“We owe our lives to these,” Ki’itsu said. He reached out and plucked several of the yellow fruits from amongst the small white flowers and deposited them into a bag that hung around his neck.


The shrub was called the thorn oak. It thrived even in depleted soil and flowered from spring until late fall. The fruit emerged after the flowers fell, about the size of a small stone. When dried, it made a fine substitute for charcoal. The plant did not exist before the battles with the land gangs. When Gyousou ascended the throne, he petitioned Heaven and obtained the new seed.


After Gyousou went missing, the seeds were distributed throughout the country. During the six years of his absence, the thorn oak had made life bearable. People came to call it the Gift of Kouki.


The way the bag hanging around his neck was discolored with the oily stains from the fruit, Ki’itsu probably picked several every time he went out. Kyoshi and Risai did the same. They were by no means the only ones. Others along the levee were picking the fruit.


The thorn oaks bushes were everywhere, covering the banks of the river, the causeways between the rice paddies, and the rising slopes of the mountains. It was a testament to just how important charcoal was. While the thorn oak did not burn with as much heat as charcoal, when charcoal became too expensive to afford, there was a substitute available at the cost of a little effort. It was indeed a gift of great worth to the people of Tai.


On their journey, Kyoshi and Risai and Houto had regularly gathered the thorn oak berries. For young children in particular, it’d become part of their usual chores.


Picking the thorn oak berries, Ki’itsu stopped. Holding the bag in his hands, he slumped to the ground. “The person who blessed us with these gifts—where is he now and what is he doing?”


Kyoshi didn’t know how to answer such a question. Risai silently gazed down at the berries cupped in her hands.


“Is he even still alive?”


“He is without a doubt,” Risai declared.


Ki’itsu glanced up at her. “Then why has he hidden himself away?”


“He isn’t hiding because he wants to. I don’t know where he is and what he is doing, but if he is safe and sound, then I know the present state of Tai pains him as much as any injury. Whatever he is doing, he is doing it in order to save Tai. It may not appear that way because conditions are so dire and are not improving. All the more reason we must come to his aid.” Risai paused and added, “That is what I honestly believe.”


Holding the bag in his hands, Ki’itsu nodded. “If true, then shouldn’t we mobilize Fukyuu Temple and help you out as well?”


“No need to go that far,” Risai said. Ki’itsu fixed his gaze on her and she explained. “Saving him means making an enemy of Asen, which will invite a high degree of danger. Those who have someone or something to protect should give that their undivided attention. For Ki’itsu-dono, the people sheltering at Fukyuu Temple are your first priority. Saving them is your way of saving Tai.”


“You really think so?”


“Leave it to people like me, who have nothing else to lose, to save His Highness. Your support of Tai, in turn, gives us the peace of mind that makes it possible for us to dedicate ourselves fully to our objectives.”


Ki’itsu responded with a deep bow.




The next day, Houto brought a man to see them. “This is Kenchuu. He runs an agency here in Rin’u.”


Kenchuu was a brawny man who made no unnecessary movements and said no unnecessary things. He stood next to Houto, his arms folded across his chest.


“The shin’nou in Rin’u introduced me to him. He recruits laborers for the mines in the mountains. The miners who come to Rin’u looking for work need room and board until a job comes through. Kenchuu here makes sure they get it.”


“Nice to make your acquaintance,” Risai said.


Kenchuu answered with a wordless nod. A man of few words, Kyoshi thought. More than just a man who had little to say, he carried about him a curiously intimidating aura. Keeping rough men like miners in line certainly required a particular ruggedness of both muscle and mind. He was as much a knight errant as a mere job recruiter.


Houto drew closer to Risai and said under his breath, “Not the kind of thing he wants bandied about, but amongst the miners are a fair number of exiles and refugees. Word is, the refugees gathered in Rin’u have come to depend on his good offices in one way or another.”


“You don’t say.”


“He arranges room and board for the miners. To that end, he maintains a portfolio of rental properties. I gather he’s willing to lease one of them to us.”


“For which we would be very grateful,” said Risai, turning to face Kenchuu.


Kenchuu finally opened his mouth. “There are conditions.”


“Such as? We will, of course, do our best to make sure that our actions do not conflict with your interests.”


“The shin’nou tell me you’re looking for His Highness. That true?”


Risai nodded.


“Are you starting a revolution?”


“Not at all—” Houto started to say.


Risai cut him off. “You heard correctly. I am searching for His Highness. During the battles with the land gangs and the chaos that followed in Bun Province, we lost all contact with him. I need to ascertain his condition, and if he is well, offer him whatever assistance I can. That is all. Would you call that fomenting a rebellion?”


“I’m asking whether His Highness is for the people or against them.”


“That depends on what you mean by being against the people.”


Risai-sama, Kyoshi whispered tersely under his breath.


“What I mean?” Kenchuu fixed Risai with a sharp glare.


Risai did not retreat. “His Highness surely holds no malice against the kingdom or its people. But I could not say he would show allegiance to the kingdom that exists today. Observing its current state, he might well find no righteousness in it. If that is what you mean by against, then I could not categorically say he is not against the people. Though I couldn’t say so for certain without meeting with him in person and hearing him speak his own mind.”


Kenchuu narrowed his eyes in a way that said his suspicions had in no way been allayed, but he did not argue. “I’m not looking for trouble.”


“And we’re not looking to cause you any,” Risai said.


He nodded. “The place is not far from here. After me.”




Kenchuu led Kyoshi, Risai, and Houto out the back gate. With Houto in the lead, they wound their way down through the narrow alleyways.


His eyes on Kenchuu’s back, Kyoshi said to Risai in a hushed voice, “Do you think it wise to answer the way you did?”


Not being able to speak the truth made the lies inevitable. But Risai’s choice of words did not quite amount to a falsehood while skirting close to dangerous territory.


“At least he didn’t ask if we were deserters,” she muttered to herself.


By which she meant deserters from the Imperial Army. Or more precisely, the remnants of Gyousou’s retinue. She suspected that’s what Kenchuu really wanted to ask them about.


“It seemed to me that he left us enough room to maneuver around the stone-cold truth, so I ran with it.”


	Chapter 32


[6-5] Kenchuu led them to an estate not far from Fukyuu Temple. It housed a broken-down building that had seen better days. But they could make good use of it.


Kenchuu handed over the key. That day they moved their things from Fukyuu Temple. There was no way to bring the kijuu without attracting attention, so they left it in the care of the temple stables and brought the horses with them.


Ki’itsu came along as well. They needed someone to look after them, he said. They didn’t want to inconvenience Fukyuu Temple more than they already had, but even if they were no longer on the grounds of the temple, clearly Joukan wanted to keep an eye on them. Were they to stir up any trouble, the blame would fall on Fukyuu Temple.


With this in mind, Risai did not protest Ki’itsu’s presence.


As was common in the north, the main wing of the house was deeper than it was wide, with four rooms attached to the central hall. There weren’t any detached buildings to the right and left of the main wing. The narrow courtyards on the east and west were situated in order to allow the main wing at the north end of the property as much exposure to sun as possible.


The south wing of the house was a lean-to used for the stables and sheds, constructed so that the low-pitched roof did not block the sunlight. Though the south wing appeared on the verge of falling down, the sleeping hearth in the main wing was in good working order. Channeled beneath the hearth, the flue from the cooking stove in the kitchen off the west courtyard heated the house.




Scrubbing the water basin, Risai said to herself, “This is the season that calls for a fire in the morning.”


Behind her, Kyoshi lit the stove and agreed with a nod “That’s for certain.”


The residents of Touka would be lighting the fires in the sleeping hearths about now as well. For an old sage like Enchou, with his aching back and joints, this was increasingly a tough time of year. As the villagers bantered back and forth about whether it was colder this year than last, the snow began to fall, at first melting away when it reached the ground, then more and more often freezing and accumulating.


And soon the hard winter would be upon them, a blanket of cold covering the countryside. The snow left the roads impassable and isolated small hamlets in the mountain valleys. And then all anyone had to eat was what they had laid up in store.


How many villagers will make it through the winter this year? Wondered Kyoshi as he always did.


During the depths of the winter that accompanied the new year, the food supplies running low, they’d count the days until the snows melted and start rationing the consumables. Seeing the snowpack still high and the stockpiles low, the anxieties grew all the greater. It was a feeling impossible to grow accustomed to, even though that pervasive sense of unease stalked them year after year.


Their thoughts focused on the coming season, the room had fallen into a gloomy silence when Ki’itsu returned from his errand to Fukyuu Temple. A step behind him was a middle-aged woman. She deposited the meager bundle of firewood on her back in a corner of the kitchen.


Looking on, Ki’itsu prefaced her introduction by explaining, “She is one of the refugees staying at Fukyuu Temple.”


Kyoshi and Risai couldn’t help tilting their heads, wondering if she was the hired help. Their puzzled looks notwithstanding, Ki’itsu urged her forward.


With a downward glance in lieu of a bow, the woman said, “I saw His Highness six years ago.”


That statement immediately seized their attention.


“No, to tell the truth, when I caught sight of him, he was some distance away. It was outside Rin’u. He was riding a magnificent kijuu and wearing black armor. He was far enough away that I really couldn’t make out his face. His white hair made me think at first he was a weathered old general, except the way he rode the kijuu was so regal and the way he moved so full of life.”


A man who appeared old but looked young—a passing stranger clued her in. “That’s the new emperor of Tai,” he explained.


According to the woman, the incident happened soon after Gyousou arrived in Rin’u. Several in her village had also seen him while working on their farms. Spring was not far off and they were shoveling the snow off their huts and sheds.


“I saw him purely by happenstance. But rumors spread soon enough that His Highness had arrived. Hoping to see him for themselves, many of the villagers ran off to a vantage point where they could see the camp.”


For every one among their number who pointed from afar and said that was him, another thought he was in a group over there, and yet more couldn’t make out anything for sure from that distance. As far as the woman knew, she was the only one who’d seen him that close.


“Even though I couldn’t clearly make out his features, I had no doubts in my heart. I just had this feeling about him. I was envied my good luck.”


“Good luck, indeed.” Risai nodded.


“The army camped outside of Rin’u for just a day. Most of the troops soon moved west. The encampment was still there, so some hurried over thinking he was still there. But that wasn’t the case.”


“Because the army left Rin’u the day after they arrived and marched west. How did His Highness appear to you?”


“In good spirits. No signs of apprehension or timidity. At the same time, neither did he appear impatient or agitated. He was surrounded by ranks of stern and solemn soldiers but carried on with them in a cheerful manner, as he might around the campfire. The soldiers he spoke to appeared entirely pleased by his presence. I remember everyone there remarking about how popular he was with the troops.”


“Ah,” said Risai, for she could picture such a scene herself.


Gyousou was born with the blood of a soldier coursing through his veins and was popular among his men. Gyousou as well considered them kindred spirits and conversed with them easily as his band of brothers. Without exception, they were happy to be under his command.


The same was no less true of Risai’s army. Risai’s senior staff had served with her since her days in the Jou Provincial Guard. As a result, she didn’t meet Gyousou until she was appointed a general in the Imperial Army. She hadn’t known Gyousou when he was a general in the Palace Guard. She met him for the first time as emperor. But ever since, simply seeing him raised her spirits.


“His Highness came all the way here to Bun Province to answer our needs. Thinking about him in those terms always left me deeply thankful. When the land gangs first went on the rampage, we had no choice but to adapt to their violent ways. No one was coming to save us. They could sow chaos to their heart’s content and our only choice was to meekly submit and wait them out. Then His Highness dispatched the Palace Guard and clamped down on them overnight.”


The woman pressed her stubby hands against her chest. “When I say how thankful we are, I mean His Highness had not cast aside this godforsaken land. It lifts our hearts to know he spares a thought even for us.”


“Do you know what happened after that?”


“I do. A great uproar erupted over his disappearance. It was said the land gangs must have done something to him. That enraged all of us. Whether he was attacked or abducted, we had to do what we could to help him, and so we searched the countryside every day, looking for any place that looked out of sorts or people that looked out of place.”


“You did?”


“But His Highness was nowhere to be found. While this fruitless search was underway, strange events consumed all of Bun Province. The ranks of the Imperial Army hollowed out. In their place, new troops were dispatched from the capital. And they—”


The woman stopped talking. The new troops were forces loyal to Asen. They began a systematic eradication of Gyousou’s retainers and subordinates. Any village or hamlet caught harboring them was mercilessly put to the torch.


“Bun Province has since fallen into the state you see today. We look back fondly on that brief moment in time when His Highness reigned, and we tell how much better our lives would be had he remained on the throne.” The woman peered at Risai. “Ki’itsu-sama said you were interested in any stories about seeing His Highness. That you are gathering such stories now can only mean you are searching for him.”


For a moment, Risai didn’t reply. Then she said, “We will do whatever we can to save Tai.”


Risai wasn’t sure how the woman would respond but she answered with a deep bow. “I hope what I have told you today will prove helpful. I’ll be sure to mention it to my friends—”


Risai interrupted her at that point. “We appreciate the sentiment, but you should probably keep this exchange to yourself. You simply brought us firewood. Understand?”


The woman nodded, a stiff expression on her face, and after repeated bows left the kitchen. When Ki’itsu returned after seeing her off, Risai asked him, “Ki’itsu-dono, do you think this is going to be alright?”


Ki’itsu only answered with a small smile.


If the refugees set about gathering information, that would increase the risk that somebody would notice something was going on. Especially if that something concerned Gyousou, it’d be easy to jump to the conclusion that forces were arraying themselves against Asen. The refugees were such a motley bunch, there was no way to shut them down or shut them up. Any rumors that started to circulate could cause problems for Fukyuu Temple.


Despite Risai’s concerns, Ki’itsu later brought another woman and then a man by to see them. These two had seen Gyousou from closer distances.


“I lived in Kakyou at the time,” said the man, who had a bad limp.


Kakyou was one of the towns occupied by the land gangs. It was a relatively large town on the highway west from Rin’u. A major conflict occurred there shortly before Gyousou disappeared.


“The land gangs stormed the town and easily occupied the shire castle. The Imperial Army came to drive them out. The battle went on for seven days before the castle was recaptured. After the land gangs fled, I saw the man himself entering the shire castle.”


The woman was a resident of Shikyuu, a village to the north of Rin’u.


“The land gangs raided Shikyuu as well, but they just came for our money, food, and clothing, and disappeared almost as soon as they’d appeared. Despite taking only our goods, they rampaged about and wounded many in the process. Unlike Kakyou, no battles took place and nobody was killed.”


Not long after the land gangs were subdued, Shikyuu was accused of harboring deserters from the Imperial Army and put to the torch. The majority of the villagers shared the same fate as the soldiers. The woman barely managed to escape with her family to Rin’u and finally made their way to Fukyuu Temple.


“Once the land gangs were sent packing, the Imperial Army replaced the goods taken from us. At the time, word went around that one of the military units outside the town was led by a quite impressive commander that was in fact the emperor. He wore armor trimmed with black silver and rode a kijuu that resembled a tiger.”


“Keito,” Risai muttered to herself. After Keito lost sight of Gyousou, he’d returned to camp by himself. Speaking of which, what had become of Keito?


“And you haven’t seen him since?”


“Well—ahh—” she mumbled.


“If you know anything at all, please let us know.”


“The thing is, what I know is—”


Ki’itsu gently encouraged her to continue. “Won’t you tell us? Of course, nothing you say here will be repeated outside these walls.”


“No, that’s fine. You see, I did catch sight of him.”


“At camp?”


“Not at the camp but not far from the camp. I can’t rightly recall the finer details.” An awkward smile rose to her face and she turned to leave. Ki’itsu retrained her and in soothing tones urged her to relate the rest of the story.


“I happened to visit a small shrine not far from the village and saw him in the nearby woods. He wasn’t wearing his armor but that kijuu was with him, the one like a tiger, so I am sure he was His Highness.”


The shrine was adjacent to a small hillock formed from boulders piled atop each other. Evergreens rooted here and there in the gaps between the rocks formed a sparse grove of trees that didn’t obstruct the view.


“He was with two or three others. They appeared to be discussing something. And one of them—” Her voice faltered and her downcast eyes focused aimlessly on the ground. “A military man wearing garish red and black armor. I will never forget his repellent countenance. After the conflict with the land gangs, he was the one in charge when they laid waste to Shikyuu and hunted us down like animals.”


“Laid waste to Shikyuu—so a member of Asen’s army?”


The woman nodded. “I believe so. It was hardly human, the way he slaughtered women and children with unbridled glee.”


She spit the words out with unrestrained disgust. The precise details of her story were hard to make out, but apparently these otherwise ordinary men went on explaining something or other while Gyousou listened without interruption.




Risai thanked her and promised again not to divulge anything she said. Watching as she hurried back to the temple, Risai scoured her memories. Had there ever been such a man among Asen’s officers?


Asen had always been ranked as Gyousou’s equal. He was highly respected as a general, and many of his staff officers had well-earned reputations as exceptional commanders in their own right. Hardly a gang of undisciplined barbarians, his army conducted itself according to form. She couldn’t imagine any soldiers among their ranks so vulgar that they would gleefully hunt down women and children.


The next day, Ki’itsu brought another man to see them, a small man with a tattered and worn air about him.


“I saw His Highness only once,” he said, recalling the scene with evident nostalgia. “I was born in Tetsui.”


“Tetsui—”


“At the time, I was living in Kakyou. I grew up in Tetsui. My work brought me to Kakyou.”


He worked at a business in Kakyou. His parents and siblings remained behind in Tetsui. When the land gangs abandoned Kakyou, they fled toward Tetsui. At the time, a rebel army was advancing on Tetsui from the west. With wild rumors circulating of an imminent invasion, his frightened family reached out to him and they relocated to Kakyou. Many residents in and around Tetsui also sought refuge in Kakyou.


“The people in Tetsui were overjoyed that His Highness decided to come there. Eager to catch a glimpse of him, if only from a distance, many ventured to the military encampments. Nobody could get close enough to pick him out from the rank and file, though.”


Before that golden opportunity could present itself, the troops broke camp and shifted their forces towards Tetsui. Responding to the heightened risk of an invasion by the land gangs, the Imperial Army took on the mission of defending the city.


“They weren’t going to let us anywhere near the battlefield so this was our last good chance. Together with my brother, we chased after the Imperial Army.”


That was when his brother suggested that they might be able to see him if they ran ahead and waited in the mountains. Not far on, the highway crossed a range to the southwest of Kan’you Mountain. The highway climbed a gentle rise out of Kakyou. There was a town at the crest of the grade. Past that town, the highway cut through a low-rising mountain ridge.


From atop that ridge, they thought they might be able to spot Gyousou as he marched with his troops through the pass.


“We expected the army to arrive at the town in the evening and set up camp there. My brother and I got there ahead of time and climbed the ridge during the night. But the mountain was more treacherous than we anticipated.”


In the middle of the night, wandering up the slope with no marked path, they lost track of where they were until the next morning. Initially disappointed that they wouldn’t make it to the lookout before the troops marched through the pass, they unexpectedly overheard people talking.


“My brother and I made it to the crest of a low-lying ledge. From below us came the sound of human voices and the footsteps of animals. Delighted that we had emerged from the forest at a spot where we could overlook the pass, we turned our attention to the voices. But when we peered down from the ledge, below us was only a narrow mountain trail. Navigating the trail was a platoon of mounted knights.”


The two of them were familiar with the trail. Heading from Rin’u to Tetsui, the highway to Hakurou skirted the foothills to the south. Heading north at the fork in the road, the route circled around to Tetsui, west of Kan’you Mountain. But there was also this narrow trail from Kakyou over the mountain to Tetsui.


“People like us from Tetsui took that route to Rin’u. You had to sleep under the stars along the way, but it cut the distance considerably. Using the main highway, it took seven days to Kakyou, and just three on the mountain trail. Granted, it was impassable during the winter and not wide enough to accommodate an army. That’s where they saw the soldiers on their kijuu.”


One of them appeared to be Gyousou himself.


“He was a good way away, but based on the rumors spread by people who claimed to have seen him up close, I was pretty sure it was him. He was wearing black armor and riding a kijuu that resembled a white tiger. He didn’t have on a helmet and his hair was white.”


Risai nodded. “That does sound like him.” She said with poorly contained impatience, “And?”


The man weakly shook his head. “That’s all. As you’d expect, riding kijuu like that, they climbed the mountain trail at a brisk pace.”


“What about his condition? Did he appear to be in danger or under threat?”


“No,” the man answered. “There wasn’t anything in the air that suggested he was being menaced or intimidated or that he was coercing those around him, only that they were briskly moving forward in an entirely normal fashion. All of the soldiers around him wore resplendent red and black armor. While maintaining a comfortable distance, they surrounded him on all sides. I figured they were his bodyguards.”


“Did they look like they were in a hurry?”


“Yes. I think they were headed to Tetsui. That trail leads to Tetsui. If you aren’t going there, the only other destination is Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai found herself clenching her fists. Kan’you Mountain.


“My brother and I were pretty happy with the way things turned out. And very tired. We’d been wandering around the mountain all night, after all. Fortunately, we were just above the trail that led back to Kakyou. We wouldn't have to run around in circles, only climb down from the ledge and follow the trail. Relieved at the way things had turned out, we decided to take a nap on the ledge. Except the sun was high in the sky and we were in high spirits so sleep was out of the question. We might as well head straight back to Kakyou. The problem was, we didn’t have anything to eat or drink and every bone in our bodies ached. We talked for a while until we nodded off. No sooner had we fallen asleep, it seemed, but a noise woke us up.”


As it turned out, they had napped a good part of the afternoon. The sun was low on the horizon. They couldn’t figure out at first what awoke them, but his brother had as well so they must have heard the same sound.


“Guess we fell asleep,” he said.


That’s when they caught the sound of footsteps coming from below the ledge. They peered over the edge. The platoon of mounted knights was coming down the trail. As best they could tell, these were the same soldiers who had climbed the trail that morning.


“Except His Highness was not among them.” Moreover, the platoon was at half its previous strength. “And some had suffered wounds. We thought maybe they’d been ambushed by one of the land gangs.”


The scene had an ominous feel about it. Where had the emperor disappeared to? They didn’t want to imagine such an outcome, but they had to consider the possibility the battle with the land gangs had taken a bad turn.


“We wanted to run after them and ask what happened, but that wasn’t possible. Getting down from the ledge posed a big obstacle to start with, and there was the strange feeling we got about the whole thing.”


“The strange feeling?”


“Supposing that a battle had taken place, and something bad happened to His Highness, that platoon should have rushed back to the main force to report the situation. They’d deliver the news and call up reinforcements, right?”


“Stands to reason.”


“Except they didn’t appear to be in any kind of a hurry. Though they were riding kijuu and so were covering ground faster than soldiers could on foot, they weren’t moving nearly as fast as they could. Far from it, some of them looked like they’d been out for a jaunt, joking around with each other. Well, we weren’t close enough to make out their individual expressions, so we might have only imagined them laughing. The voices carried to our ears on the wind were unquestionably those of people in a giddy mood. And not the normal kind of casual happiness. Gallows humor.”


Their presence was cloaked in such grim shadows that he and his brother watched them ride off without calling out to them. After the sound of pounding hooves disappeared, they climbed down from the ledge and returned to Kakyou.


“We didn’t think any more about it until His Highness disappeared. When the word got out the next day or the day after, in the uproar that followed, that was when my brother and I started putting the pieces together—” The man quieted his voice to a taut whisper. “Those soldiers probably did something to His Highness in the mountains. Traitors in the Imperial Army betrayed and assassinated him—”


He’d harbored these doubts all along and kept them to himself. At first, he couldn’t bring himself to admit the possibility. Then later, saying such things in public grew all too dangerous.


“I see.”


That platoon must have comprised the bodyguards Kouryou had spoken of, Asen’s personal retainers. They departed in the company of Gyousou and returned without him.


“Thank you. We’ve learned a lot from your account.”


The man nodded with brimming eyes. At length, he asked, “Would you perhaps be looking for His Highness?”


Risai only nodded in reply.


The man covered his eyes with his sleeve. “His Highness is no longer with us.”


Risai wanted to assure him otherwise, but felt it prudent not to do so. The less the people around them knew the better. The closer to the vest they kept this information the better, for all parties involved.


The man wept quietly for a moment, then bowed deeply and left.


	Chapter 33


[6-6] A platoon of soldiers ascended the mountain with Gyousou and came down without him.


The heavy meaning in that simple recounting left Kyoshi harboring dark thoughts.


He asked, “Risai-sama, is this what you meant when you said the best evidence would be found on Kan’you Mountain? That His Highness was attacked there? Given the pace of such kijuu, they definitely could make the trip to Kan’you Mountain and back in a day.”


Risai nodded. “Gyousou’s sash was discovered in a shipment from Kan’you Mountain, stained with blood and severed in a way that suggests he was attacked from behind and slashed with a single stroke. It likely fell where the attack took place.”


“So that’s what happened,” Ki’itsu muttered, closing his eyes as if deep in thought.


Houto said, “Considering the descriptions of that platoon, I don’t think there’s any reason to doubt that Gyousou-sama left the column of his own accord. Though the testimony of Asen’s own troops is not to be trusted in this regard.”


“So it seems.” Risai said, a puzzled expression on her face. “Why would Gyousou-sama separate from his own column?”


Under normal circumstances, she went on to say, answering her own question, it should never happen.


Houto agreed. “But then there’s the account of Gyousou-sama at the shrine outside Shikyuu, carrying on a conversation with a military commander wearing red and black armor and several seemingly ordinary men.”


“That red and black armor was worn by his bodyguards. Kouryou did say a platoon went missing at the same time. This platoon was suited up as his security detail. The soldiers in Shikyuu accompanied him there ostensibly to protect him. The problem that leaves us with are these civilians.”


“Would an ordinary civilian be able to wrangle a meeting with His Highness?”


“Normally it’d be out of the question, unless a longstanding friendship or other circumstances were involved. And unlikely even then. In any case, even Sougen and Eishou don’t appear to have been familiar with them. One possibility is that someone in Asen’s army made the introductions and arranged the meeting. We’re not talking about any common foot soldier. Perhaps General Hinken. He had command of Asen’s troops at the time.”


“What kind of man is this Hinken?”


Risai tilted her head to the side. “I don’t really know. We don’t share any common acquaintances that I know of. He is a regimental commander in Asen’s army. I haven’t heard anything that suggests his skills are in any way exceptional. I don’t even think he was one of Asen’s subordinates originally. During the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, he might have served in a different chain of command.”


The command structure of an army was rarely made up solely of the general’s personal retainers. That was true of the army Risai led as well. Her five regimental commanders had risen up the ranks with her. But at the battalion level and below, more than a few of the soldiers and officers were assigned there by the Ministry of Summer, including some with decidedly less than stellar reputations.


“I never heard of any problems that set him apart from the rest, but he didn’t exactly make his presence known, if you know what I mean.”


“That being the case, it’s hard to imagine a regimental commander like Hinken setting up a meeting with Gyousou-sama.”


“Not necessarily. To be sure, Hinken might not have been a stand-out as a military leader. But however imperfect, he was the face of Asen’s army and in charge of its officers and soldiers. Though Gyousou-sama was formally in command as the acting general, the army was basically on loan to him. It wouldn’t be good form to not take Hinken seriously. If Hinken insisted on a specific course of action, it’d be difficult to refuse.”


“So Hinken made the arrangements?”


“I think it highly likely. In which case, these arrangements in Shikyuu ended with Gyousou-sama leaving the column. Having kept any knowledge of the meeting from Sougen and Eishou in the first place, they were equally in the dark when he set off on his own.”


“In other words, you’re saying he was lured out?” Ki’itsu was clearly doubtful. “That would be careless of him in the extreme.”


“Based on how things turned out, so it would seem.” Risai was no less taken aback. “But Gyousou-sama also must have sensed something strange going on. That’s why he borrowed additional soldiers from Sougen the night before.”


“Ah, I see,” Houto said with a soft clap of his hands. “Hinken offered to arrange a meeting with some third party. The circumstances being what they were, Gyousou-sama couldn’t reject it out of hand. This third party had the ulterior motive of separating him from the main column. Gyousou-sama agreed, but thinking things seemed suspicious, he took extra troops along with him and had them standing guard.”


“That seems the rational conclusion to come to. However, those guards never returned. I think we can conclude that when things took a turn for the worse and they came running, they got attacked along with Gyousou-sama.”


“And the stage for these events was Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai agreed. But Ki’itsu responded with a questioning look. “I don’t think these events can be confined to Kan’you Mountain. That shortcut certainly exists. Except starting out west of Kakyou and climbing north brings you to Ryuukei. Without a doubt, heading west from Ryuukei takes you to Tetsui. Heading east takes you to Kan’you Mountain. But there are a number of towns on the road between Kan’you Mountain and Tetsui.”


“Any attack would have been planned to take place out of public view,” Houto observed.


“Even so, would they deliberately go all the way to Kan’you Mountain? Kan’you Mountain is hardly unpopulated. On the other hand, that mountain path is perfect for an ambush, mostly deserted and no homesteads in sight. I think it more likely His Highness was attacked somewhere along that route.”


“You have a good point,” Houto agreed.


“In that case,” Risai objected, “why was Gyousou-sama’s sash found in a shipment from Kan’you Mountain? What was the state of operations on the mountain at the time?”


Ki’itsu cast his thoughts back and nodded. “Now that you mention it, Kan’you Mountain might have been shut down around then. Not just the mountain. The whole area was infested with the land gangs. I recall the local residents relocating in great numbers.”


“Asen was pulling the strings of the land gangs. If he designed the ambush to take place somewhere in Kan’you Mountain, he could have deployed the land gangs to clear out any people in the vicinity.”


“But if you’re going to go to the trouble of clearing out of an area like that, it wouldn’t have to be Kan’you Mountain.”


“There is a degree to which, if you’re not in an area that’s been cordoned off and you miss your mark, that makes escape all the easier. Choosing Kan’you Mountain makes more sense in that light. And Kan’you Mountain is where the sash—”


Ki’itsu broke to say, “Don’t you find that strange? Asen attacked His Highness—or to be precise, the soldiers he dispatched as his security detail bungled the job. At that point, Asen having shown his hand, his subordinates would do whatever it took to keep any knowledge of the attack from getting out. They’d scrub the area clean of evidence that might lead back to them. They wouldn’t leave a scrap of clothing just sitting there.”


Risai furrowed her brows. “True enough.”


“Moreover, having gone to all the trouble of luring him out, I find it hard to believe his security detail would carry out the attack alone. If it were me, I would have allies lying in wait at the designated spot, hiding out of view in a place nobody else was likely to chance upon. Carry out the attack and then dispose of the incriminating evidence, including the body of His Highness. And the disposal site was Kan’you Mountain.”


With all the mine ventilation shafts, fissures in the earth left behind by cave-ins, and test digs by prospectors, Ki’itsu explained, there were no end of deep holes where the truth could be buried for good.


“Hold on, there,” Houto said, raising his voice. “If they really did go to such lengths, Gyousou-sama could not have possibly survived. And yet he is very much alive.”


“I have voiced these doubts before,” Ki’itsu said. “But can we say for certain that is the case?” Ki’itsu cast his eyes down at the ground. “I don’t want to believe that His Highness is dead, but—”


“He lives,” Risai declared. “Beyond the shadow of a doubt, he lives.”


“Then why haven’t we heard a word from him these past six years?”


“That is—” Risai started to say and couldn’t find the words to complete the thought.


“Is he not aware of the current state that Tai is in? Knowing how things are, how can he remain silent? Why won’t he step forward to save Tai?”


“Perhaps because no matter how much he wants to raise his voice, he cannot,” Kyoshi interjected. “As Kouryou said, Tai is caught between a rock and a hard place.”


“A rock and a hard place,” Ki’itsu echoed, a puzzled look on his face.


“Saving Tai means striking Asen down. Doing that requires military force. If His Highness stood forth and denounced Asen, his retainers now in hiding would rally behind him and those military forces would gather to the cause. However, as soon as they came out in the open, Asen would certainly attack before those military forces could assemble in a meaningful way.”


“Ah, yes. That makes sense.”


“We can’t strike back at Asen without showing our hand. But showing our hand invites immediate reprisals. Moreover, innocent civilians would inevitably get caught up in the ensuing chaos. With such concerns in mind, His Highness’s retainers are keeping so out of sight that their activities are not even fodder for gossip. The same would hold no less true for His Highness.”


“Exactly,” Risai said with renewed conviction. “I believe His Highness is alive and somewhere in hiding. He is surely distressed by the present state of Tai, but his hands are tied.”


“That makes sense to me. But then where?” Ki’itsu asked.


“Hence the importance of this search. Our only clue is that sash. Regardless of how it came to be cast aside, the fact remains that it is somehow connected to Kan’you Mountain. There is no way to tell what the connection is without going to Kan’you Mountain and seeing for ourselves.”


“And yet with conditions on Kan’you Mountain being what they are—”


“Meaning that one way or another, we will have to find a way,” Kyoshi said.


Risai and Houto nodded with great resolve.
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	Part Seven

	Chapter 1


[7-1] The winds buffeting Hakkei Palace grew colder day by day. Frost covered the crowns of the roofs in the morning, even the buildings located near the Sea of Clouds. Snow already blanketed the mountain peaks to the north.


Having been placed under house arrest, Kouryou and Taiki spent their days in idleness. They hadn’t been formally questioned once during this time. Far from it, no one in authority had visited Taiki. Asen’s absence was not that surprising, but none of the high officials, starting with Chou’un, had shown up at their door to make any demands of them whatsoever.


What is the meaning of this? Kouryou asked himself.


Taiki’s typically unflappable countenance had also grown increasingly cloudy. As far as Kouryou could tell, the whole plan had run aground, a ship foundering on the reefs. On top of that, witnessing Hakkei Palace from the inside provided a perspective unlike anything Kouryou and Taiki had imagined.


Until now, Kouryou pictured Asen as he would any usurper—a corrupt ruler jealously hoarding his stolen authority, running the government like his personal plaything. Accordingly, one look at Asen’s visage and the Rikkan turned its backs on the people out of pure self-preservation. People of principle who tried to correct the downward course were promised the torments of the world below for their efforts and so kept their counsel to themselves.


That’s what Kouryou thought he would find within the confines of Hakkei Palace. But what Asen’s Imperial Court actually revealed defied all of those expectations.




To start with, Asen was nowhere to be seen. Even taking into account the stories related by Heichuu and Shouwa, Kouryou barely felt his presence. Though Asen occupied the throne, he rarely emerged from the Rokushin, the manor that housed the emperor’s living quarters deep within the Imperial Palace. Kouryou gathered that Asen didn’t show up for Privy Council meetings and made no public pronouncements or decrees.


Perhaps—Kouryou voiced the thought. “Maybe somebody already got to Asen and assassinated him.”


Brushing out Taiki’s hair, Shouwa’s hands paused. “Oh, nonsense,” she said, reacting to Kouryou’s surmise with a startled expression. “That’s the last thing I would expect.”


Since Shouwa had been assigned to be their attendant, life inside their jail had markedly improved. She moved into one room of their little prison and worked with barely a rest, overlooking nothing deserving of her attention, waking every morning to stoke the fire and warm the living room, heat the water, and tidy up. After which she prepared Taiki’s wardrobe for the day.


This morning as well, she helped him dress—refusing to take seriously his protestations that he could do so himself—and now was giving him a trim.


After telling Taiki, “Well, then, that should be fine,” she said, “I believe we can safely assume he is in good health precisely because we see him so rarely these days.”


But someone had to show up for work in order to keep the kingdom running. That was the job of Chou’un, the Chousai, and the six ministerial heads of the Rikkan. The ministers were usually close associates of the Chousai, but it would be no exaggeration to say that Chou’un ruled Tai. And yet no one called Chou’un a corrupt or conniving official.


During the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, Chou’un had been a vice-minister in the Ministry of Spring.


“If memory serves, he became a vice-minister with the strong support of the Minister of Religious Affairs.”


“I heard the same. It’s not that he curried favor with Emperor Kyou. He steadily accumulated a long string of accomplishments and earned a trusted reputation.”


Kouryou nodded. When it came to the rites and rituals, Chou’un’s knowledge was said to be without equal. The twilight of Emperor Kyou’s reign saw the proliferation of irresponsible officials who swaggered through the halls of the Imperial Palace. He wasn’t one of them. Kouryou recalled hearsay and chatter that described him as a shrewd and capable official. Gyousou likely heard it too, and so chose him to head the Ministry of Spring.


“I’ve heard nothing to suggest that he conducted his affairs in a manner that could be described as cruel or coldhearted. People like me are not in the position to judge those who live above the Sea of Clouds, but no word has reached my ears that would lead me to conclude he is a dissolute official who would cavalierly toss the kingdom into turmoil.”


“Then how did Tai come to be in its current condition?” Kouryou wondered aloud.


Shouwa had no answer. Based on what they’d learned from Heichuu and Shouwa, the chaos gripping the kingdom sprang less than any one person’s actions, but was rather the consequence of nobody doing anything to stop it. That seemed a better description of the actual conditions. Scattered, was the word Heichuu used. The Imperial Court was crumbling and the kingdom was losing its form.


“Either way, it’s all very strange,” Taiki broke in. “Why do you suppose Asen doesn’t show himself in public?”


“It definitely is,” Kouryou agreed with a nod. He heard Heichuu’s voice from the other side of the door. Their valet had arrived with breakfast. Kouryou stepped to the entranceway. As always, Heichuu was accompanied by several lower-ranked attendants bearing the dishes.


“Sorry for the wait,” Heichuu said with an apologetic bow.


The attendants stepped past him, carrying the meal into the main room. Observing them, Kouryou drew his brows. One of the attendants stood apart from the rest, a blank look on his face. His clothing and the badge affixed to his waist told Kouryou he also belonged to the Ministry of Heaven. Yet he showed no inclination to help. He wasn’t even paying attention to his colleagues, only staring off into space.


Kouryou wasn’t the only one who found this behavior odd. Heichuu and the rest of the attendants cast unsettled glances in his direction.


Who is this guy?


And what was he doing here? Kouryou caught Heichuu’s eye with an inquiring look. Heichuu shook his head. He didn’t know either. Whatever orders sent the man there with them came from a separate chain of command.


Having done their duty, the attendants left the room. With an equivocal smile, Heichuu said to Taiki, “Pardon the delay, but please—”


That was when the unidentified civil servant, standing there like a statue, suddenly sprang to life. He strode up to Taiki and knelt before him with an almost mechanical formality.


“You have been summoned by His Highness.”


Kouryou started but tightened his lips before the exclamation could escape his mouth. His Highness could only mean Asen. The wheels had finally started to turn.


“I am to escort the Taiho to the Naiden in the Inner Palace.”


“Did this request come from Asen himself?” Kouryou asked.


The emissary from the Ministry of Heaven remained impassive and did not answer or even look at him.


Kouryou continued regardless. “We should first want to know the purpose of this meeting.”


His repeated demands prompted no answer. After stating that an escort would be arriving momentarily, the emissary got to his feet and left the room, his face as blank as when he entered.


“Momentarily!” Shouwa exclaimed in a small voice and cast her eyes around the room. Her thoughts were obvious—if Taiki was going to meet with Asen, then he should be dressed accordingly, and the necessary preparation must be made at once.


Heichuu was no less flustered. Apparently, the Ministry of Heaven hadn’t informed him of this official’s errand either.


An entirely different question crossed Kouryou’s mind. He said to Heichuu, “Who was that emissary?”


“Hmm,” was Heichuu’s first response. He tilted his head to the side and said, “A civil servant in the Ministry of Heaven attached to the Rokushin, though I couldn’t tell you his name.”


Kouryou wasn’t particularly interested in the man’s name. As a matter of fact, he didn’t have a good idea right then what question to ask or how to ask it. The man’s presence just felt off. His eyes, to start with. It was he was trying to focus on something that wasn’t there, like he was intoxicated. If the eyes were the windows to the soul, these windows weren’t closed. They were wide open and there was nothing inside to see.


His face expressionless, his movements mechanical, and his intonation so flat that not even his words seemed a product of his own will.


“More like a windup doll,” Kouryou muttered.


“Ah,” Heichuu nodded. “I get the same feeling from most of the civil servants who serve in the Rokushin.”


“From most of them?”


“Yes.” Heichuu glanced at Shouwa, who bobbed her head in agreement. An unsettled look crossed her face, as if recalling an unpleasant sensation.


“Asen surrounded himself with people like that? What are we talking about here anyway?”


Heichuu shook his head. “I haven’t the slightest idea. At some point, we started seeing them here and there. You’ll catch one shuffling past you out of the corner of your eyes and feel a shiver down your spine, and then take another look and he’ll be gone.”


“Were they like this from the start?”


“No,” Heichuu said. He lowered his voice. “According to my colleagues, they succumbed to the condition. Like falling ill, they lost their drive and eventually ended up like that.”


The words “falling ill” struck Kouryou as particularly alarming.


“During this time, a once normal person talks less and less, grows more and more enervated. You might say the spirit slows down, like they’re literally losing heart. Their responses grow dull. Ask how they’re doing and they say they’re fine. Then it gets worse and they stop answering altogether. They stagger around with blank faces. After that, you stop seeing them at all.”


“They end up in the Rokushin?”


“So it would appear. Once they go missing, their names disappear from the register at their duty station. Ask around about where they went and nobody can give you an answer. Then came the rumors that they were seen in the Rokushin. One way or another, their job posting was changed and they were assigned to the Rokushin under the auspices of the Ministry of Heaven.”


“Completely unrelated to their previous duty station?”


“Yes. An acquaintance of mine in the Ministry of Fall related this to me. One of his colleagues was assigned to the same duty station as himself. He came down with the condition and disappeared. But there have been more dramatic changes. A great many of them were people dissatisfied with Asen-sama’s reign. Openly critical until the day before, and then a day later they succumbed. They didn’t disappear but stayed on at their posts like nothing had happened.”


“These are unsettling stories, to say the least.”


“Yes,” Heichuu agreed. He drew closer and said, “They’ve lost their souls.”


Kouryou furrowed his brow and turned to face him.


“At least, that is the best description we’ve come up with.”


Kouryou groaned. The expression “lost their souls” fit all too perfectly. They’d turned into empty vessels, leaving only the human husk behind.


And that’s who Asen has surrounded himself with?


Whether she took any note of their brooding looks or not, Shouwa ran out of the room mumbling to herself about their attire.




As promised, the emissary showed up again not long after that. Kouryou accompanied Taiki as if his presence was presumed, and nobody objected. Leaving a worried-looking Heichuu and Shouwa behind in the room, with the emotionless civil servant in the lead, Kouryou and Taiki left their prison for the first time in many days.


Though a cold wind blew across the roadway, the brisk breeze seemed to make taking each breath all the easier. Life in that makeshift jail cell was far more constricting that he had realized.


Following the road, Kouryou and Taiki left through the Road Gate, an enormous structure carved into the bare white rock. A large white staircase rose upwards from the gate. These stairs were bespelled in such a way that they covered the remaining distance to the Sea of Clouds almost at once.


The long flight of steps was not at all commensurate with the distance traveled, and yet having surmounted them, they found themselves above the Sea of Clouds. The cold wind now brought with it the smell of the sea. The faint sound of waves echoed beneath the bright dome of an expansive sky.


They left the open gate. Taking in the scene before them, Kouryou gaped in surprise. A gate towered above the plaza leading to the Outer Palace. To the right and left of the gate, more buildings extended east and west. Soaring turrets looked down from the four corners of the plaza.


And all of them everywhere were cracked like eggshells, the stone walls laced with fissures, the plaster shattered and falling to pieces. The eaves of the great roofs sagged, spilling the corner tiles to the ground.


“What the hell?” Kouryou blurted out. The emissary leading them said nothing.


The only comparison that sprang to mind was the aftermath of a war. Even the Imperial Palace had not escaped unscathed. A shoku that should never occur above the Sea of Clouds had struck here.


Kouryou glanced at Taiki. He also looked around in stark surprise.


The damage extended to buildings well beyond the walls. There were signs of repairs, with scaffolding covering some of the structures. But the great majority had been abandoned in their damaged state.


Gawking at the sights around them, they passed through the Outer Palace. The surrounding buildings here did not appear damaged, but hardly any civil servants busied about the grounds. Those who occasionally passed by did so with heads slumped to their chests, as if filled with a silent dread, heads that if raised would undoubtedly reveal vacant eyes and faces devoid of expression as they drifted along.


What is all this? Something was very wrong. What could possibly account for all this strangeness?


That sense of wrongness surely arose from the profound differences with the city of Kouki, its sights and sounds perfectly preserved in his memories. So unchanged he never would have otherwise guessed the kingdom had lost its rightful emperor and was being ruled by a pretender.


In stark contrast, what could account for the profound differences here in the Enchou, which encompassed the residences of the Inner Palace and the Imperial Court of the Outer Palace? He knew a meishoku had occurred and heard that it caused an enormous amount of damage. However, six years had passed. The ragged appearance of the structures around him made it clear that much of the damage was simply being ignored.


To be sure, only so much could be accomplished in only six years. What struck him as particularly strange wasn’t that so much of the Imperial Palace hadn’t been repaired, but the complete lack of an inclination to do so. Aside from sweeping up the rubble, the fallen roof tiles hadn’t been replaced. Cracked walls and the sunken footings were left as is.


At least the rubble had been removed. And yet even minor repairs went unaddressed. Such was the sense of strangeness that surrounded the Imperial Palace. Perhaps the strangest of all, here he was with Taiki and a single emissary from the Ministry of Heaven. There were only a few civil servants in the vicinity. None of them stopped as they passed and none of them bowed. They might not even know who he was.


It was like a haunted manor in a ghost story. Anything that was in order was lacking in vitality. Deathly still, gripped by gloom and melancholy.


A voice suddenly rang out. “What is going on!”


Sounding shockingly alive in the stagnant air, the shout communicated anger and astonishment. Surprise warred with relief as Kouryou whirled around. He found himself confronted by a government minister. The man’s face was red with indignation, his shoulders heaved.


Kouryou was pretty sure he recognized the man. Chou’un, the current Chousai.


“Unbelievable! The Taiho—”


Like Chou’un himself, his entourage appeared animated and alive. They all turned their attention to Taiki, leaving Kouryou with the impression that Taiki was a stranger to them too.


Chou’un said to one of his subordinates. “Who arranged this meeting with the Taiho?” he demanded in a hoarse voice. “On whose authority was he removed from his quarters? You must immediately—”


The civil servant he’d addressed replied in a subdued voice, “His Highness issued the summons.”


Chou’un’s features contorted like he’d swallowed a mouthful of bitter tea. In any other situation, Kouryou would have shaken his head in disbelief.


Without a doubt, Asen’s Imperial Court does not speak with a single voice.


“Why—” Chou’un started to say, then closed his mouth and started again. “I shall go with you.”


“The presence of the Chousai was not requested,” the emissary stated in a flat and emotionless tone.


Chou’un glared at him. “I cannot condone the taking of such liberties. But if a summons was handed down, we have no choice. I shall accompany you regardless.”


	
	Chapter 2


[7-2] With the emissary from the Ministry of Heaven leading the way, Kouryou, Taiki, and Chou’un proceeded deeper into the Imperial Palace. Chou’un’s entourage trailed after them, making no attempt to hide the worried looks on their faces.


Waiting for them in the Naiden, the great hall where the emperor conferred with his ministers and handled the affairs of state, was Asen himself. Or so they assumed. With the bamboo blinds lowered around the throne, all they could see was a figure sitting on the throne. It was impossible to make out any distinct features. Kouryou thought that unfortunate. He wanted to see the look on the traitor’s face when he confronted Taiki.


With mechanical movements, the emissary faced the throne and bowed. “I brought him,” he said, and slipped away like a fleeting ghost.


Taiki stood there and peered at the figure behind the screen. On either side of him, Chou’un and the others knelt on the floor. Taiki showed no inclination to follow suit. Following his lead, Kouryou didn’t either.


Taiki said nothing, only looked at the throne. No orders or instructions came from within the bamboo blinds. Under normal circumstances, a court official would direct the unfolding events. For whatever reason, Asen must have dismissed such intermediaries. A frigid silence flowed through the building.


The total lack of action only heightened Kouryou’s suspicions and was raising his hackles as well when a voice finally emerged from behind the blinds.


“Why did you return?” The question was posed so calmly as to sound devoid of emotion.


“I came in search of the emperor’s aura,” Taiki answered, no less calm and composed.


“Meaning what?”


“The words mean what they mean. I sensed the aura of an emperor within these walls. So here I came. Nothing more, nothing less.”


“By which you mean me? What makes you think so?”


“Because that is what I felt. That is the only answer I can offer.”


Taiki spoke so dispassionately that Kouryou had to wonder whether such statements, made with such serenity and lacking any kind of zeal, would deceive Asen.


It wasn’t only Taiki’s preternatural composure that puzzled Kouryou. Something about him had changed. Kouryou felt no emotion in the air. Taiki faced Asen head on without a hint of timidity or defiance. Indifference was the strongest impression Kouryou came away with at that moment.


“Such an explanation will not suffice!” Chou’un interrupted in a ragged voice. “Explain yourself in terms that Asen-sama can comprehend!”


Taiki cast an impassive glance at Chou’un. He took a long breath. “I do not understand myself. When I returned from Hourai, I sensed the emperor’s aura nowhere. That is how weak it was. I even thought that perhaps Gyousou-sama had passed away during my absence. But I could not say that for certain.”


Taiki craned his head to one side. “To tell the truth, I am not sure I could tell if the emperor had died. I have no idea what form such knowledge would take. I’ve never had an emperor die on me, you see.”


He not only lacked the experience, he had no one now who could explain the particulars to him.


“However, I do have a very good idea what the aura of an emperor feels like. I know Gyousou-sama’s aura first hand. Without a doubt. And yet I could not detect that aura.”


Taiki again explained in plainly-stated terms that he could not clearly say whether that aura existed or even where it might be found. However—


“The other day, quite unexpectedly, I distinctly felt an imperial aura and confirmed that it was here. For a moment, I thought I might be Gyousou-sama himself. Except it didn’t feel quite right. Something about it was different. If I had to describe it, I would say the color was different. Whoever it was, it wasn’t Gyousou-sama. Moreover, it came from Kouki. Fully knowing the risks that lay in store, I approached the city. When Kouki came into view, I knew for certain that the aura of the emperor emanated from within the Imperial Palace. At the same time, I attached a memory to that feeling.”


Taiki directed his cool gaze at the throne. “That memory was of you.”


In a cool monotone he then uttered words that made Kouryou’s blood run cold.


“I didn’t want to admit it was true.”


No response came from within the bamboo curtain.


“Six years ago, you tried to kill me. You betrayed Gyousou-sama and committed high treason. That makes you my enemy twice over.”


Taiho, Kouryou whispered, but Taiki’s gaze did not falter in the slightest.


“I could hardly be expected to accept that the imperial aura should rest upon you. But at the end of the day, I am nothing more than the vessel of Providence.” He spoke as if observing the affairs of some unrelated third party. “I do not choose. Heaven makes the choice.” He added in a murmur, “You are the emperor. Unfortunately.”


From behind the curtain echoed stifled laughter. “Quite true.”


“I once feared Gyousou-sama. When I was on Mt. Hou, I was gripped with the impression that something foreboding this way comes. Even after we met, that impression did not fade. Nevertheless, Gyousou-sama was the emperor. No matter how foreboding, I could not flee that conviction.”


This moment alone, a touch of nostalgia and regret colored Taiki’s voice.


“In the same way, however I may detest your existence, you are the emperor. As difficult as it may be for me to countenance, it remains a truth I cannot deny.”


Kouryou cast Taiki a sidelong glance. Was this the plan Taiki had spoken of? Or was he telling the truth? No. He shook his head in his heart. Utter nonsense. This too must be all part of the strategy, Taiki spinning lies in order to deceive Asen. His demeanor and the way he spoke was so calm and composed. But then why did it feel like he was speaking from the heart?


Perhaps because their audience shared that same impression, from the sidelines where Chou’un and his entourage were kneeling, Kouryou heard several of them groaning aloud.


“Of course,” whispered one.


“How ironic,” responded another.


As if deliberately cutting them off, Chou’un raised his voice. “To speak in such a manner, even for the Taiho, is beyond the pale!”


Taiki glanced at him but did not respond.


Chou’un continued in a sullen grumble, “I am sorry, but I find your words difficult to accept. I have never heard of such a thing happening before. All the more reason to make a report to Asen-sama after conducting a thorough investigation. Considering the current circumstances—Rousan!”


Kouryou glanced around the room in surprise. Rousan?


Rousan had once run the Ministry of Winter and was said to be a member of Gyousou’s inner circle. Kouryou was certain Asen would have arrested her long before now.


“Rousan! You are surely behind all this. You must be here. Show yourself!”


Chou’un’s entourage erupted in a chorus of muffled chatter. Behind them, a girl of slight stature stepped from the shadow of a pillar. Rousan, without a doubt.


Taiki glanced over his shoulder, no less startled than Kouryou. Rousan met his gaze with barely a raised eyebrow, a smile creasing her lips as she strode toward the throne.


“As I expected. What gave you the right to do such a thing!” Chou’un demanded, his face flushed with rage.


Rousan, in contrast, answered in a dry tone of voice. “I thought it necessary.”


She stopped at the foot of the throne platform and turned to face them. Asen sat right behind her. Rousan stood a step below, taking a stance that made a clear claim on the authority of the throne. Taiki faced her directly while Chou’un and his supporters eyed the two of them and raised objections from the wings. It was a scene that, given the place and the people involved, could rightly be described as strange beyond belief.


“What right do I have? How ironic. What gave you the right to conceal the existence of the Taiho?”


Kouryou caught his breath. So that was why Taiki had been ignored until now.


Chou’un looked like he’d taken a blow to the solar plexus. “I did so with the safety and well-being of His Highness always in mind!”


“You overplayed your hand,” Rousan said dismissively.


Stifled laughter drew their attention to the man sitting behind the bamboo screen. He called out, “Rousan, what do you think?”


Rousan said, “I shall not mince words. Just to be certain, the Minister of Two Cries confirmed this as well. The White Pheasant has not fallen. That means Gyousou-sama has not died. And that means the emperor of Tai is, as he was before, Gyousou-sama. And that makes you, who drove him from the throne and stole it from him, little more than a common criminal.”


Kouryou couldn’t help catching his breath. Confronted by such a brazen recounting of the unvarnished truth, Asen did nothing to challenge a thing she said.


“Well, yes, that about sums it up.”


Rousan calmly nodded. “Heaven changing its mind and choosing another while the current emperor still lives—such a thing has never happened before. And that the throne should then be given to the usurper? Impossible under any normal circumstances.”


“In short, you’re saying that Taiki made it up.”


Kouryou felt a cold sweat course down his back. Rousan, though, tilted her head to the side, folded her arms, and rested her chin on one hand.


“I wouldn’t go that far. After all, what is happening now in Tai is without precedent. With so many unprecedented things taking place, what was once thought impossible cannot be so easily dismissed.” Rousan narrowed her eyes and for a minute lowered her eyes as if deep in thought. “Or rather, the other way around.”


“The other way around?”


“Perhaps it’d be more accurate to say that in unprecedented times, anything can happen.”


“Make up your mind! Which is it?” Chou’un interrupted in an irritated growl. “Is Asen-sama the emperor? How do you propose to confirm that assertion?”


“What assertion requires confirmation?” Rousan asked, giving Chou’un a startled look. “Who else but the kirin has ever decided who the emperor was?”


“Not good enough!”


“Not good enough,” Rousan muttered with undisguised sarcasm. She closed her mouth and again sunk into her thoughts. “I wouldn’t say there isn’t way to extract such a confirmation—”


Chou’un’s face lit up with excitement. “Let’s hear it and settle this matter once and for all!”


“It’s a rough and reckless but simple solution—have His Highness take a literal stab at Taiki.”


A shock of dismay rippled through the room. Kouryou leapt in front of Taiki, shielding him behind his back.


“What nonsense is this!” Chou’un shouted. “If Asen-sama is the emperor and you kill the Taiho—”


“I didn’t say kill him,” Rousan quickly added. “A stab, I said. Nothing fatal. For the Taiho’s shirei, however, allowing even a slight injury is no small matter. Were the one inflicting the injury the emperor, well, they would let that pass, would they not? But otherwise, they could not condone such an attack and would rise to his defense.”


She added with a small smile, “And perhaps take Asen’s head in the process.”


“Sheer idiocy!” Chou’un roared.


A resolute voice interrupted his tirade. “Fascinating.”


The bamboo curtains stirred and rolled up with ease. Beneath the curtains, the shadow emerged into the light, a figure clothed in imperial vestments.


Asen.


Kouryou looked at his face, a face that hadn’t changed from the last time he had seen him. His countenance an icy calm, the traitor wore the false robes of a pretender. He carried a sword in one hand, his fingers wrapped around the hilt.


Kouryou was about to take Taiki by the shoulders and turn him away when Taiki stopped him.


“Kouryou, please withdraw.” His gaze fixed on Asen, Taiki displayed not the slightest sign of consternation.


“But, Taiho—”


Taiki looked at Kouryou, and Kouryou sensed what those quiet eyes were telling him. I cannot let this chance slip by. Here was an unparalleled opportunity to elevate Asen as the new emperor. No matter what Asen did with his sword, nobody was coming to Taiki’s rescue. As things stood right now, Taiki had no shirei.


Asen pulled the sword from its sheath and pointed it as Taiki. “You say that I am the emperor.”


“To my everlasting regret.”


Kouryou didn’t have enough time to react. Without a moment’s hesitation, Asen swung the sword, bringing the bare blade down from right to left across Taiki’s arms.


A scream rang out from amongst the onlookers. Then the silence flowed back again as everyone in the room froze in place.


A cold and cruel smile rose to the villain’s face. “Looks like he’s telling the truth.”


Arms crossed, gripping his shoulders, Taiki silently slumped to the floor, his countenance contorted with pain. Fresh blood brimmed from beneath the fingers pressed against his upper arms.


“Of course!” came startled exclamations from Chou’un’s entourage.


Utterly unmoved, Asen looked down at Taiki. “I shall allow you to return. Someone see to his wounds.”


With that, he turned on his heels. Sheathing the sword with an almost loathsome serenity, he returned to the throne.


Kouryou caught Taiki in his arms and cast his eyes around the room—at an utterly intrigued Rousan, at a flabbergasted Chou’un, at his white-faced assistants.


“Call a doctor!” someone called out. All of a sudden, the room thawed and people began to move.


“Taiho—” Kouryou said.


His face pale, Taiki nodded and said in a painfully faint voice, “Thanks for putting up with all of this.”


	Chapter 3


[7-3] Taiki was moved at once to a side room in a corner of the main hall. Kouryou took a closer look at the wound. The sword had not cut to the bone but it was still a deep gash. Asen hadn’t checked his swing. Kouryou grabbed a swath of cloth and was pressing it against the wound when the doctor ran up.


The flustered physician immediately advised that a surgeon be sent for and went about staunching the flow of blood with the supplies he had on hand. The surgeon arrived and treated the laceration. At that point, the kirin doctor was finally summoned.


Kouryou could help thinking that all this random running about perfectly symbolized the disordered state of the Imperial Court.


And yet—somehow—he pulled it off.


Kouryou was as bewildered as he was surprised. And relieved. Asen bought the story that Taiki sold him. Time after time, Kouryou felt the cold fear of getting backed into a corner with no exit. At least for now, Taiki had gotten away with his crazy scheme to anoint Asen the new emperor. With Asen’s consent, Taiki could formally return to Hakkei Palace bearing the authority of the province lord and Saiho.


Except—


What would they do next? The next step for Asen was a coronation. But the fact of the matter was, in this situation, Kouryou hadn’t the slightest idea what protocols were involved and wouldn’t know how to carry them out if he did. The path a new emperor took leading up to an imperial accession was a long and winding one.


And there was no way Taiki could follow it. Because Asen wasn’t any sort of emperor. He could announce his enthronement and put on a coronation ceremony. Those rites and rituals were under the jurisdiction of the kingdom and could be carried out according to Asen’s whims. There were certainly cases of pretenders going through the motions in the past.


But no one was truly crowned emperor until Heaven gave its blessing. Kouryou didn’t know what that involved either, except that auspicious omens and supernatural events accompanied the key events. None of that had occurred. Heaven had not smiled on Asen’s accession. At some point, the whole Asen-is-the-new-emperor thing was going to run aground in a bad way.


How do you intend to play your hand now, he wanted to ask Taiki, but they were surrounded by doctors and attendants. In any event, with Taiki lying on the ottoman, face pale, eyes closed, Kouryou hesitated at raising such matters now.


In the meantime, the kirin doctor arrived at a run, accompanied by several assistants. The veteran physician hurried up to Taiki and bowed low before him.


“Thank goodness you are safe and sound.”


Tears brimmed in the old man’s eyes. He had served the kirin as a doctor since the dynasty of Emperor Kyou. His was a familiar face for Taiki as well. Taiki’s expression filled with warmth and affection.


“Bun’en, are you doing well?”


“Yes. All the better that the Taiho should have kindly remembered this doddering old man.”


“But of course,” Taiki said. He turned his attention to the doctor’s assistants. “It is a great relief to know that you are all in good spirits.”


Bun’en said, “You’ve grown up.”


“I apologize for my long absence.”


“The Taiho has nothing to apologize for, especially after suffering so many unjust insults.”


The doctor reverently took hold of Taiki’s arms. The wounds had been treated but he examined them again. The gash crossed both arms from high on the shoulder.


“Heartrending,” he said at once. “Such unconscionable cruelty. Are you in any pain?”


“I’m feeling pretty numb right now.”


“These lacerations are deep but do not appear to affect any areas that would leave lasting damage. Even so, he need not have acted with such force.”


The doctor spoke with evident anger. He must have been informed about the events that had taken place. Bun’en reapplied the bandages, informed his assistants about what medicines to prepare, and took Taiki’s pulse.


Peering at Taiki’s face he said, “You truly have grown into a fine young man. Nothing could have made me happier than meeting you again.”


As he spoke, he confirmed the particulars of Taiki’s condition and relayed detailed instructions to his assistants.


“Had you previously fallen ill? Your constitution appears to be in a weakened condition.”


“Yes, but I recovered.”


“Nevertheless, it must have been severe. The esui, perchance? Was Asen responsible?”


“No,” Taiki answered with a shake of his head. Then he thought about it and said, “Not directly. The meishoku transported me back to my home country. That is where I contracted the disease.”


“I heard that abominable Asen attacked the Taiho.”


“He cut my horn. That is why I could not return on my own.”


Bun’en gasped, his hands reflexively rising to his mouth. “Goodness gracious! The horn is the wellspring of a kirin’s life. And to take a sword to it! You say you fell ill in your home country? If not for the esui, it is possible the injury would have healed.”


Kouryou interrupted at that point. “Isn’t the esui a disease a kirin contracts through contact with impurities?”


Bun’en gave Taiki a look that asked who this Kouryou person was.


“He was a commander in Eishou’s army. We happened to cross paths and now he’s my bodyguard and traveling companion.”


“You don’t say.” Bun’en turned to Kouryou and nodded in a respectful way that conveyed his thanks. “Yes, the esui is a disease brought on by impurities. Hourai is not a healthy place for kirin in this regard. Kirin who are swept away there cannot hope to live long, or so I’ve been told.”


“I have recovered from the esui itself,” Taiki said. “In truth, my health has very much improved.”


“Is that so? I can only hope that the air in the Imperial Palace has not had an ill effect on you.”


“Is it that bad? You weren’t poorly treated while I was away, were you?”


“Oh, I’m sure he never gave me and mine a second thought,” Bun’en answered with naked sarcasm. Then he clamped his mouth shut and added quietly, “I have said too much. He is the new emperor, after all.”


Bun’en proceeded to straighten Taiki’s clothes like a mother sending her child off to school. “In any case, it has nothing to do with me. As long as the Taiho is hale and hearty, my job is done.” He glanced around. “Your retinue consists of your bodyguard only?”


“He does have his hands full looking after me.”


“By himself?” Bun’en looked doubtful, and let out a long breath. “But I am relieved to know you have a retainer you can trust. It should come as no surprise that the ministers of Zui Province have all been reassigned. I was worried about who among them would step forward to see to your care and well-being.”


“All of them?”


“I think it safe to say that every influential minister in the provincial Rikkan was removed from office. Ah, there’s no need to look so crestfallen. It’s not like they were punished. Because the ministers were all appointed by His Highness, they were given sinecures and put out to pasture, so to speak. For the time being, Asen has appointed himself lord of Zui Province. In essence, ministers at the imperial level are handling the governmental affairs of the province, eliminating any reason to fill those posts with provincial civil servants.”


“Bun’en, would you happen to know how Seirai or Tansui have fared?”


Seirai was the chief cabinet secretary of Zui Province and also served as the provincial prime minister. Tansui was the Daiboku, Taiki’s personal bodyguard. These two civil servants had been the closest to Taiki in his retinue.


The old doctor furrowed his white brows. “Tansui-dono accompanied Haboku-sama when he was accused of treason and fled the palace. Their whereabouts are currently unknown. Seirai-dono was arrested. I have heard nothing about where he is being kept or his fate since. I suspect only a few close associates of Asen know the exact place.”


“I heard he has been badly treated.”


“Such are the rumors. Though his life has so far been spared. A military surgeon in Asen’s retinue attended to him to make sure he suffered no grave harm. Though perhaps such attention has far more heinous implications.”


Kouryou groaned. Seirai had reportedly concealed the ledgers in the Imperial Treasury that recorded all the public monies available to the kingdom. He was likely being questioned about their whereabouts and being tortured as part of the interrogation. Having a doctor present to keep the prisoner alive until the sought-after information was extracted was a long-standing practice. The whole point was to avoid putting the prisoner in extremis while prolonging the pain.


“An undeniable cause for concern. Let us explore any avenues that might indirectly ferret out his whereabouts.”


“Please take care not to overextend yourself.”


“I am aware of what is involved. In any case, the Taiho should be assigned his own medical staff. It is unconscionable that he has only a single retainer. The overriding objective now is making sure he receives the necessary medical treatment.” Bun’en turned to his assistant physicians. “Tokuyuu, can you see to that for me please?”


“Of course,” one of the doctors answered with unfeigned sincerity.


“Report to the Chousai that, for the next while, Taiho must remain under close observation around the clock while he rests and recuperates. No matter the time of day or night, inform me immediately of any decline in his physical condition or state of mind.”


“Thank you,” Taiki said.


Bun’en took Taiki’s hand in his old and worn hands. “No, I am the one who must thank you. We are so grateful you have returned.”


	
	Chapter 4


[7-4] A military officer arrived not long after the kirin physician left. Kouryou recognized him. If memory served, his name was Keitou. He was a staff officer in Asen’s retinue.


As soon as Keitou entered the side room off the main hall, he offered Taiki a respectful bow. “It is good to see you back home again.”


Though Keitou appeared to speak with heartfelt emotion, his words rubbed Kouryou the wrong way. Who did he think was responsible for Taiki leaving Hakkei Palace in the first place?


“How are you feeling?” Keitou approached Taiki, who was still lying on the ottoman. Kouryou made a point of standing in his way. Keitou looked at him and said, “You were one of Eishou-sama’s men.”


Kouryou answered that statement with an icy glare. Keitou faltered and looked away. After a moment of silence, he again turned to Taiki and said, “My name is Keitou. I was ordered by Asen-sama to see at once to the Taiho’s welfare.”


Or so he said. In fact, he was not there to care for Taiki but to keep an eye on him. Sensing that, Taiki said, “I do not see the need. I’ve got Kouryou here and Bun’en assigned one of his doctors to handle my case.”


Keitou turned his attention to Tokuyuu, a dubious expression on his face. But when Tokuyuu explained that Taiki’s condition required the presence of an attending physician for the next while, he nodded.


“We do not object to the Taiho keeping a retinue on hand and by no means wish to diminish the capabilities of Kouryou-dono. Certainly, any injuries suffered by the Taiho require the services of the kirin doctor.”


However, he added, there were a limited number of courtiers able to serve Taiki. “You’ve been assigned a valet and a lady-in-waiting from the Ministry of Heaven. But the ministry alone cannot summon the necessary human resources. There are likely not enough civil servants on hand even to swap out individual personnel.”


Moreover, under normal circumstances, as Saiho and province lord, Taiki enjoyed the support of two separate chains of command, comprised of the imperial and provincial ministers. The authority of Heichuu and Shouwa from the Ministry of Heaven only reached so far. Taiki needed someone who could work across bureaucratic boundaries when dealing with the Rikkan.


What it came down to was, Asen had given that responsibility to Keitou.


“I am well aware that the Taiho will need time to heal from his wounds. During that time, I will put the various organizations in order.”


Taiki asked, “Are none of the Zui provincial ministers available?”


Keitou was momentary at a loss for words. Taiki was, by rights, the Zui Province Lord, leading a government independent of the imperial government. The Ministry of Summer provided his security detail and the Ministry of Heaven tended to every aspect of his personal life. If the Zui Province administration still existed, there should be no need to rely on the imperial government or Asen to handle any difficulties arising from the ordinary demands of daily life.


“What of Seirai?”


“Seirai-sama is—” Keitou started to say. He looked down, searching for the right words. “Seirai was arrested for a serious breach of trust.”


“Is he still alive?” Taiki asked. “I would like to see him.”


“Regrettably, arranging such a meeting is not at my discretion.”


“I returned to see Asen elevated as the rightful ruler and to save the people of Tai. To that end, my power and authority as province lord are indispensable, and in order to properly exercise that power and authority, so is Seirai.”


“I completely understand. After this, as we move towards Asen’s enthronement, we will address the reform and reorganization of both the imperial and the Zui provincial governments. But for the time being, until then—”


“Then tell Asen-sama to hurry things up.”


“Yes,” Keitou replied with an earnest bow.


“Next, I need to know how long I am going to stay here. I’d like to go home and rest. And preferably not in that jail. But in my own manor.”


Keitou explained that they were making the arrangements with all due haste and rushed out of the room, head hung as if abashed by the encounter. Kouryou watched him leave. He took no little satisfaction in the surprisingly cool and brusque way Taiki addressed Keitou, though at the same time, there was something to be pitied in Keitou’s flustered demeanor.


With all due haste, Keitou said. But Kouryou was pretty sure they’d be heading back to their jail before long.


Except that Keitou returned a short time later. “Your living quarters have been made ready. Unfortunately, damage to the main hall rendered it unusable. A small villa in a corner of Jinjuu Manor managed to survive unscathed. Would that meet with your approval?”


“That’d be fine with me.”


With a respectful bow, Keitou led them out of the side room. A palanquin was waiting in front of the building.


Taiki declined. “I don’t need it. I can walk.”


“But—”


“If you are concerned about my physical condition, then please bring around our kijuu.”


The request left Keitou at a loss. He said only that he would look into it.


With Tokuyuu supporting Taiki, they and Kouryou followed Keitou to the west end of the Imperial Palace. The scenery surrounding the Naiden was little different than before, but as they made their way west, the damage grew more apparent. Here as well, few of the buildings showed any signs of being repaired.


Further on, structures had been completely leveled. In some places, the rubble had been cleared away, exposing the bare ground. In others, the wreckage was simply left as is. The faded and worn facades clearly indicated the remaining buildings had been left to nature, with no effort being made to maintain them.


Like the ruins of an abandoned castle.


Below the Sea of Clouds, the scene remained unchanged as far up as the Administrative Palace, while the destruction visited upon the Enchou, which could be said to comprise the innermost sanctum of the palace, was a shock to the senses.


Six years had passed since the meishoku. What could explain the derelict state of the Imperial Palace? Seirai’s “misappropriation” of the ledgers for the Imperial Treasury was not unrelated. Except the sight that met the eyes felt completely out of proportion with any reasonable expectations. Even given the insufficient funds, there were surely those who could bring some order to the chaos with the resources on hand.


Halfway down a dark corridor, the cooing of a dove rang out. Drawn to the hushed silence of the ruins, the bird must have nested there. The hollow echo of the cry seemed a fitting symbol for the setting.


As expected, they did not encounter many other people. A number of them took note of Taiki, stopped in their tracks, and knelt on the ground as he passed, some bowing with joyful expressions rising to their countenances, others with pained looks on their faces. And then there were those who walked on by without showing a hint of interest. Either they did not recognize Taiki, or for any number of reasons, simply didn’t care.


Exiting the Inner Palace to the west, Kouryou came to a halt in utter amazement. Taiki did the same, drawing a sharp breath of surprise.


Jinjuu Manor, home to the Saiho’s residence, and Koutoku Hall, that housed the offices of the Zui Provincial government, no longer existed. Only small mountains of rubble. Beyond those ragged hills, once hidden behind the magnificent ring of buildings, the cove and the shattered remains of the gardens came into view.


“The destruction was this severe?” Standing there stock still, Taiki’s voice shook.


“Yes,” Keitou replied in a low voice.


“How extensive was the damage?”


“No one has made an actual count,” Keitou said. “But you can probably imagine the state of things.” He added in consoling tones, “Not all of these buildings collapsed because of the shoku. Many remained standing afterwards, thankfully sparing the lives of those inside. However, with the walls bowed and buckling, it was too dangerous to just abandon them, so they were demolished.”


Now that he mentioned it, none of the buildings were left in a half-fallen state. Many of the remaining structures here and there had missing tiles and collapsed walls, but the frames and footings were sound.


They proceeded north, casting sidelong glances at the mountains of debris. Though still showing signs of damage, the number of intact buildings began to increase. They entered a compound through a well-preserved portal and passed down a relatively unscathed corridor that led them to a small cluster of residences.


Keitou led them towards one of the guest houses. They were now just west of a small grove of trees to the north of Jinjuu Manor. Through the entranceway and across the front yard, they came to the main gate that opened onto a modest reception area. They crossed an unadorned outer courtyard to a portico and a second gate. Continuing on brought them to the inner courtyard, landscaped as a compact garden. The corridor adjacent to the east wing took them to the main hall of the house.


A framed signboard hanging beneath the eaves identified the hall as “Nightingale Villa.” As the name suggested, the inner courtyard was landscaped as an orchard and lined on both sides with rows of old and weathered peach and plum trees, which the poets said attracted the nightingale when they blossomed and heralded the coming of spring.


The manor house where the Saiho normally resided had three large courtyards. This residence had only the inner and outer courtyards.


“I apologize for the cramped quarters, but please make use of these facilities for the time being. We have completed the basic preparations, though I am aware they will prove lacking in many respects. We will be putting things in order by and by, so please overlook these shortcomings.”


As Keitou pointed out, they’d only had time to give the place a quick cleaning and furnish the rooms with the minimal amount of furniture and household goods. The villa had obviously not been used in some time.


“Your valet and lady-in-waiting will be along presently, and we will arrange for as many servants as you think necessary to look after you.”


“For now, there’s no need to increase the number of servants. More importantly, I’d like you to arrange a meeting with the Zui Provincial Rikkan.”


Keitou said with a courteous bow, “I shall ask you to please wait on that request a little while longer. Please focus your efforts instead on recovering from your wounds. I will be sure to communicate your desire to be reinstated as province lord without delay.”


“I’d also like to see Ganchou and Rousan.”


Keitou clearly wasn’t sure how to respond to this request. “That is—”


“I just saw Rousan but wasn’t able to speak with her. I’d like to see her again. Ganchou too, and make sure for myself that they are doing okay.”


“I shall make your wishes known,” Keitou said in a way that implied he wasn’t making any promises. Taiki nodded and Keitou added, “If there is anything else you need, don’t hesitate to ask. After reporting to the Chousai, I will try to stay out of your way. We will make use of a room in the wing next to the portico. You can send any requests to me there.”


Keitou briefly described the grounds and the facilities and then took his leave, looking rather dejected. After seeing him off, Tokuyuu asked Kouryou, “He was wearing military dress, but who exactly was that man?”


“One of Asen’s subordinates. He was a staff officer back in the day when I first got to know him. No idea of his rank or status now, other than he’s been tasked to look after the Taiho.”


“Given the demands of the moment, I guess they had to make do with whoever they had on hand.” As he talked, Tokuyuu checked out the accommodations off the inner courtyard. “These look in presentable condition.”


He indicated an apartment to the right of the main hall. The apartment was divided into front and back rooms. The front opened onto the main hall, laid out as a study with an expansive entranceway that gave it a fine view. A set of folding doors set apart the back room. It faced the fairly large back courtyard, considering the size of the house. The back room was tastefully furnished as a comfortably-looking bedroom.


“You must be tired. I am sure the Taiho wished to see for himself the state of the Imperial Palace, which is why you have kept up a frenetic pace until now. But you really do need to take a break from all this walking around. Today has been quite an unusual day, after all.”


As he talked, Tokuyuu propelled Taiki toward the bedroom, where he helped him into his night clothes and drew back the futon and plumped the pillows.


Taiki lay down without protest. “To be honest, it is a relief to finally get off my feet.”


“I can well imagine,” Tokuyuu said with a smile. “The medicines should be fully effective for the time being, but they will start to wear off. If the pain wakes you up, I’ll be in the next room, so just ring the bell. Don’t worry at all about inconveniencing me.”


“If you don’t mind,” Taiki answered politely, and closed his eyes in relief.


	Chapter 5


[7-5] Keitou returned that evening. When Tokuyuu informed him that the Taiho was asleep, he retired without protest to the portico room. He had no good news to report about reviving the bureaucracy that served Taiki’s interests. In any event, such things were going to take time.


Heichuu and Shouwa arrived one after the other. The valet and lady-in-waiting normally traveled back and forth to the mansion. For now, they moved into rooms off the outer courtyard.


Bun’en, the kirin physician, visited that night to check on Taiki. After the examination, he discussed Taiki’s condition and diet with Tokuyuu. Bun’en said he would send over another physician the next day to spell him off and thanked him for all his hard work.


“Leave everything to me,” Tokuyuu replied. “Please rest for a moment. I’ll make tea.”


Bun’en sank into a chair in the main hall. Tokuyuu expertly brewed him a cup of tea and then returned to Taiki’s bedside.


Generously wide and deep, the living room in the main hall was a spacious and comfortable room with a high ceiling. To the north, the room faced the gardens of the back courtyard. The south-facing wall sported large glass windows, along with a set of wide doors fit with glass panels that revealed the corridor and inner courtyard. Visible on the other side of the courtyard were the portico rooms where Keitou had set up house.


Folding screens inside the doors had been pushed aside so as not to obstruct the view. As a result, anybody approaching the main hall could be seen at once.


“Thank you for all you’ve done,” Kouryou said.


“No need to thank me. I am only doing my job.”


Kouryou smiled. The same title of “doctor” referred to a general practitioner, surgeon, or veterinarian, to name just a few of the many specialties. Besides seeing to the well-being of the emperor and nobles, they supervised the delivery of medical care at the administrative level. The “Yellow Doctor,” by contrast, was a court physician whose only patient was the kirin.


“I don’t imagine that leaves you on the best of terms with Asen,” Kouryou said.


Bun’en scowled. “Assuming there are any terms to start with. As far as we are concerned, he is the enemy. He is the one who attacked the Taiho in the first place.”


“You’ve known about that all along, then?”


“What other explanation could there be? Only a grave injury inflicted on the Taiho could cause such a meishoku. Meaning that whatever happened after that can be laid at Asen’s feet alone. We are not the only ones who came to that conclusion. For several years now, it has been common knowledge throughout the palace. Asen whipped up the land gangs in Bun Province, seized His Highness, and attacked the Taiho.”


Kouryou leaned toward him. “Seized His Highness? You’re saying that Gyousou-sama was captured?”


Bun’en cocked his head to the side. “Or so I’ve been told. Officially he was declared dead. But one way or another, the White Pheasant has not fallen. So he must still live. A logical conclusion is that Asen is keeping him prisoner.”


“Inside the palace?”


“I have heard no rumors to that effect. If he is being held, then not in Kouki but in an imperial estate somewhere. For example, one of the provincial castles that Asen seized.”


Bun’en lowered his voice to rough whisper and asked, “Is that bastard Asen really the new emperor?”


Kouryou pondered the question before answering. “According to the Taiho,” was all he said, having decided that adding anything more at this juncture would not be prudent.


“Hard to imagine such a thing could ever happen.”


In unprecedented times, anything can happen, Kouryou recalled Rousan saying. He said aloud, “Do you think Rousan-sama has gone over to Asen’s side?”


“So it seems,” Bun’en responded with a sour look. I know nothing of the fine details. She resigned her position and was appointed one of Asen’s advisors as Lord Privy Seal, though in actual fact she continues to direct the activities of the Ministry of Winter. Having been granted such privileges and liberties, little wonder that she should ally herself with Asen. Though as you saw yourself, they get along like oil and water. It might be more accurate to say she bought the freedom she wanted from Asen.”


“What about Chou’un?”


A contemptuous smile replaced the sour smile. “I’d say that he as well is less a loyal servant than another opportunist who attached himself to Asen to serve his own ends. When Asen took control of the palace, Chou’un promptly started acting on his behalf. When censorious voices accused Asen of usurpation, he not only took the lead in denying the charges, but accused the accusers of plotting treason against the emperor pro tempore. He subsequently purged the ranks of any officials who didn’t fall in line. As a result, Asen rewarded him with a big promotion. But that aside, he hasn’t a speck of true loyalty to the man.”


“And the Chousai—”


“His Highness had many capable civil servants working for him, chief among them being Seirai-sama and his colleagues. They were placed in positions commensurate with their abilities and so put His Highness’s Imperial Court in order practically overnight. They were summarily cast aside. Almost none of them remain. He was one who did. Chou’un has no fealty to Gyousou-sama, which made him of Asen’s few allies. His portfolio expanded at a blinding speed. Before anyone knew it, he was named Chousai. Taking advantage of the fact that Asen does not care one whit about governance, he has the Imperial Court at his beck and call.”


“About that—” Kouryou again leaned in close. “Asen really has no interest in governing?”


It sure appeared that way to him. Even without seeing Hakkei Palace for himself, Kouryou had sensed for some time that Asen had cast the kingdom aside.


When Asen first usurped the throne, he issued a flurry of imperial edicts. He seemed to have specific goals in mind and was building a government to serve those ends. But as doubts about his coup d’état grew, and the flags of the rebels multiplied and the harshness of the reprisals escalated, Asen’s interest in the kingdom and its subjects dwindled away.


The kingdom held together as a kingdom, but only because the old organizational wheels kept turning out of sheer momentum. There was no sense that anything going on was the product of Asen’s will or intentions. And now that Kouryou had seen the facts on the ground, he had all the more reason to believe his intuition had been right all along.


“I’ve thought for some time that Asen wasn’t actually doing anything, but is he really not doing anything? If so, then why? What did he covet the throne for in the first place?”


Bun’en shrugged. “That is a puzzle I cannot unravel. It’d be nice to just leave everything up to Chou’un, but all he cares about these days is expanding his power base. Asen’s disinterest in the kingdom means he can get away with doing nothing of substance too. Or maybe doing nothing is what Asen wanted all along, and everybody it catering to those desires by doing nothing too.”


What a strange tale this is, Kouryou thought. Isn’t the kingdom what Asen wanted? Why let it die on the vine?


“I’ve heard rumors that Asen surrounded himself with a strange retinue and they are only firming up the ranks as time goes on.”


Bun’en furrowed his brows. “You mean those marionettes? So it seems.”


“Who or what are they, exactly?”


“I do not know. A kind of illness. Some call it a curse. Because it mostly infects those who oppose Asen, they say Asen is casting the spell.”


“A spell—” The portfolio of the Ministry of Winter included the study of sorcery. Maybe Rousan had a hand in all this. “Does Asen have anybody else around him other than those marionettes?”


“When Asen stepped forward and declared himself the stand-in emperor, the Ministry of Heaven assigned a staff of servants to assist him. Well, I suppose they intended to. I’m told they’ve been remarkably absent from their duties. There should be valets and ladies-in-waiting serving him as well. No sign of them either.”


The Rokushin, where Asen was holed up, had become a decidedly strange place, Bun’en said. Nobody went near the place and Asen hardly ever left.


“Even Chou’un?”


“Even Chou’un. At the end of the day, it’s not like Asen has any inclination to run the kingdom with Chou’un. Rather, Asen leaves it up to Chou’un to do whatever he wants.”


“In other words, he’s given up on the kingdom.”


“In other words,” Bun’en agreed with a nod. “However, if Asen is the new emperor, shouldn’t he want to amend his ways? Setting aside the issue of whether that would actually benefit Tai.”


“So you can imagine the possibility of a big downside.”


“I am in no position to say one way or another. I have no way of divining the intentions of Heaven. But there can be no doubts about Asen’s usurpation. I cannot believe that Providence would condone the actions of anyone who committed such a grave sin. These events are strange by any estimation. In the first place, the conditions of the Imperial Court and the Imperial Palace are simply bizarre. Don’t you think so, Kouryou-dono?”


Kouryou didn’t know how to answer. In fact, he was confused. Seeing Rousan switch to Asen’s side was a shock. Yet at the same time she properly referred to Gyousou as Gyousou-sama, she spoke to Asen in the crudest of terms. He couldn’t wrap his head around what he’d seen and heard. Moreover, Asen didn’t rebuke Rousan for her behavior. As strange as the relationship between Asen and Rousan was, how they related to Chou’un was no less odd.


Chou’un and Rousan clearly saw eye-to-eye on little to nothing. Except that didn’t mean Asen and Rousan had pitted themselves against Chou’un. To start with, Asen occupied the Imperial Throne. Open antagonism on Chou’un’s part was out of the question. Nevertheless, Chou’un did not think highly of Asen and Asen had no respect for Chou’un.


The deserted palace, civil servants wandering about as if possessed, the incomprehensible relationships among the members of Asen’s senior staff—the sheer strangeness placed it all beyond anything he might have imagined. He had no idea how to react or respond.


Without a doubt, something here went very wrong at a very fundamental level.


“I shall allow you to return,” Asen said to Taiki. But Kouryou suspected that whatever came next, it wasn’t going to produce a simple solution, let alone hew to common sense.


	
	Part Eight

	Chapter 6


[8-1] In Bun Province, the joufuu began to blow.


From far out in the Kyokai, the prevailing winter winds swept across the northeast of Tai. After picking up moisture over the Sea of Nothingness, the freezing gales collided with the mountain ranges in the north of Tai and unleashed great quantities of snow. Crossing the soaring You Mountains north of Rin’u, the now arid air cooled further before gusting down the foothills.


In one quarter of Rin’u, Risai sat in the courtyard of the house and looked up at the sky. The mountains rose like a wall over the tiled roofs of the low-rise buildings. White covered the ridgelines. The higher elevations had already seen their first snow.


On a windless day like today, sunlight filling the courtyard, it was easy to spend a day outdoors. Though the sunlight was warm enough to feel comfortable, it wouldn’t be too long before the cold of winter would seep into her bones if she sat there for more than a minute or two.


With Ki’itsu lending a helping hand, she and Kyoshi and Houto had gathered as much information as they could about Kan’you Mountain and the territories occupied by the land gangs. And yet the details remained nebulous and inconclusive, much of it little more than gossip and rumors. Telling truth from fiction was an increasingly difficult task.


“Clearly, we’re not going to make any more progress without reconnoitering the road ahead,” Risai said.


Kyoshi and Houto agreed.




The next day, they left Rin’u and took the highway north.


Rin’u was situated to the south of the You Mountain Range. The highway followed a broad valley that extended through the foothills all the way to Kan’you Mountain. The villages and hamlets that had once been home for those who worked on the mountain dotted the highway. So many lives had been lost in the meantime that most were now abandoned. With nowhere left to live, the few survivors became refugees.


Following the road, they first arrived at the village of Shikyuu. From Rin’u, the distance could be covered on foot in an hour. A woman who once lived in Shikyuu had seen Gyousou and soldiers under the command of one of Asen’s lieutenants engaged in secret talks. The meeting took place at a shrine in a grove of trees not far from the village.


Except the shrine no longer existed, the hill of blackened stone stark evidence that it had been burned to the ground.


“What a pity,” Risai murmured, patting the scorched bark of a nearby evergreen.


The roots of the big pine burrowed into the rocky ground. Charred on one side and stripped of its leaves, healthy limbs still grew on the side opposite, though in a debilitated condition. All the more symbolic, Risai couldn’t help thinking.


Ki’itsu looked up at the ravaged tree, sorrow brimming in his eyes. “When Shikyuu came under attack, many of its residents sought refuge at this shrine. They were reduced to ashes together with the building.”


“So that’s what happened.”


“And yet it lives,” Houto observed of the tree. “However brittle life may appear on the surface, it can prove quite resilient deeper within.”


We can only pray the same holds true for residents of this land as well, Kyoshi thought, pressing his hand against the trunk of the scraggy pine.


According to Ki’itsu, rumors had the road to Kan’you Mountain being closed. But past Shikyuu, the highway was not empty of people. Here and there along the wintry road, they encountered travelers headed toward Kan’you Mountain.


“Looks like the way is not impassable,” Kyoshi said.


“There’s a town called Sokou a four-day walk from here,” Ki’itsu explained. “The towns up to Sokou are generally accessible. North from Sokou is territory occupied by the land gangs. No stranger can set foot there without someone to vouch for them.”


Travelers once headed to Kan’you Mountain on the highway and from there could cross over the range to Tetsui. But now all such thoroughfares were impassable. As a result, pedestrian traffic had dropped to a fraction of what it had been before.


“Though there are roads east from Sokou, with the town encircled by the land gangs, they’re all unusable. That means if you don’t have business in one of the towns in-between, those roads won’t take you anywhere.”


As Ki’itsu explained the situation, an older couple passed by on the road without stopping at Shikyuu. As if leaning against each other for support, they slowly trudged up the gentle slope.


“Headed back to their village, I imagine. It’s probably not so dangerous, but living that way has got to be lonely.”


“As I expected, hardly anybody is left here anymore. Ah, aren’t they hakushi?”


“Hakushi?”


“Yes. The pilgrimage of the Tensan school based in Rin’u.”


The Tensan school was a Taoist sect that flourished in the northern part of Tai. Among the Taoists who belonged to it were those who went on pilgrimage as part of their training. The circuit included Taoist temples in the provinces of Zui, Ba and Bun, as well as Sekirin Temple.


“Originally, only monks entering the priesthood walked the circuit. More recently, lay followers have followed in their footsteps. You see the white ribbon tied to their walking staffs?”


The old couple climbing the hill both made use of walking staffs. A white ribbon was tied to both staffs.


“That is the badge of a pilgrim. Back when it started, adherents carried a certificate in the form of a flag bearing the calligraphy of Sekirin Temple. Anyone going on the pilgrimage had to petition Sekirin Temple for a permit. That way, they could count on a minimum guarantee of shelter from the shrines along the way, lodging and meals. The white flag signified that they had the endorsement of Sekirin Temple.”


“Huh.”


“At some point, it became a popular activity among regular believers as well. Also followers of the Tensan school, but their faith can include a mingling of folk religions that results in beliefs that are less than doctrinaire. They are called hakushi to distinguish their activities from those going on the formal Tensan pilgrimage.”


In particular, the hakushi did not have to petition Sekirin Temple for a permit and did not carry the flag. They traveled with the white ribbon instead of the flag. Sekirin Temple recognized them as practicing members of the laity, and the shrines were said to offer shelter to those carrying the white ribbon.


“The official pilgrimage for the Tensan school begins at Sekirin Temple, crosses Zui and Ba, and circles through Bun Province before returning to Sekirin Temple. It is an enormously challenging undertaking. While visiting the shrines and monuments in each area, they make the rounds of each temple. Tying them all together are training courses that take them deep into the mountains, often to quite inaccessible places. As a result, completing the pilgrimage alone can propel a participant into the ranks of respected and esteemed Taoists.”


Future generations of devoted adherents wished to experience a similar pilgrimage, but doing so proved an insurmountable challenge for the ordinary believer who was not a disciplined disciple. The itinerary was harsh, and without the necessary training, the journey on foot itself was difficult. Nevertheless, those who pressed their case could win approval from Sekirin Temple. Rather than the austere training courses, they followed more navigable routes. The number of locations visited along the pilgrimage were reduced and the more dangerous locations avoided altogether.


“So the whole thing was simplified,” Kyoshi said.


Ki’itsu nodded. “The pilgrimage still follows portions of the training courses taken by the priests and monks, so it couldn’t be called easy. Sekirin Temple does not hand out certificates on a whim, and limits the applicants to groups and those clearly fit for the task.”


Because the Tensan school placed an emphasis on its training regimens, its followers participated in such practices as well, though the granting of permission first depended on the accumulation of a certain degree of experience.


“However, the hakushi belong to a different category. Unlike the pilgrimage for monks, priests, and the more dedicated adherents, the hakushi follow a course pared down to the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain. After visiting Sekirin Temple, the pilgrims continued to a shrine in the eastern peaks. From there they make stops at the monuments along the way as they circle Kan’you Mountain. The whole pilgrimage takes about a month.”


Ki’itsu cast his gaze at the elderly couple now receding into the distance.


“I can say that the Tensan school pilgrimages for the monks and priests and for the adherents are rare, but the hakushi pilgrimage is quite popular. The number of participants has grown especially in recent times. As the land gangs have nothing to lose or gain from them, the hakushi alone have their tacit consent to travel through their territory. Granted, we are talking about the land gangs, so victims of their capriciousness do emerge on an unfortunately regular basis.”


And yet they went, knowing the dangers. Even if the land gangs turned a blind eye along the way, the mountains were still bitter cold at this time of year. Even if the shrines along the way could be trusted to take them in, there was no denying that the journey itself was beset with risks.


Kyoshi was turning these thoughts over in his mind when Risai asked, “When did the pilgrimage start to get popular?”


“I recall that a pilgrimage for lay followers was already established when I was growing up.”


“I have to wonder what kind of experiences they might have along the way.”


“Ah,” said Ki’itsu. He lowered his head in thought. “The official pilgrimage is not so common these days. The more popular hakushi sprang to life in the wake of the chaos in Bun Province, after the eradication campaigns. But with the circuit limited to the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain, there is a chance they would see or hear something on the journey.”


Risai nodded and rushed off after the old couple. “Excuse me—” she called out.


The couple let out a small shriek and spun around. In the process, the old woman lost her balance and tumbled to the ground.


“I’m sorry. Are you all right?”


Crouching down to help his companion, the old man looked up at Risai, a look of fear on his face as well.


“Sorry for startling you,” said Ki’itsu. He ran up, knelt down, and reached out a hand. “Are you okay?”


The couple answered Ki’itsu’s question with surprised expressions, then took in his monasterial robes and nodded in apparent relief.


“We thought you were with the gangs—”


“We apologize for the misunderstanding. We simply wished to ask you some questions.”


Ki’itsu helped them to their feet and brushed the dust off their clothing. He said, “You’re locals, right? Have you encountered the land gangs in these parts?”


Back on their feet again, the couple said, “We heard things were still calm in this area. But there are also stories going around about how they’ve gotten restless of late and are even showing up here in the south.”


“Knowing that you still set out on the pilgrimage?”


The couple responded to Risai’s question with a pair of puzzled looks.


“I mean,” Risai pressed, “it sounds dangerous for someone your age.”


When the two bowed their heads in an abashed manner, Ki’itsu said consolingly, “I am sure you gave the decision much thought and prayer. If you don’t mind, could you spare us a few minutes of your time?”


“Oh, of course.”


“May I assume you are at the beginning of your pilgrimage?”


They both nodded. Looking on, Kyoshi sighed dejectedly to himself. In that case, it was unlikely they would have heard anything new about Gyousou’s whereabouts.


“We were wondering if you had chanced across anyone else going on the pilgrimage, someone who might have seen or heard stories about a senior military man in the area, perhaps badly wounded.”


“No,” they answered. The old man narrowed his eyes and gave Ki’itsu a scrutinizing look. “Who exactly are talking about here?”


“Oh, no one in particular. Well, an acquaintance of ours went missing around these parts a while back. Even if the stories are dated by now, anything noteworthy since the troubles with the land gangs.”


“We don’t know anything about that,” the old man said, in a tone of voice that shut the door on the subject.


“Well, then,” the old woman said. “Let’s get going.”


“Not even rumors?”


“Like I said, I haven’t heard a thing. Now, if you don’t mind—”


The couple hurried off, but not before Ki’itsu called after them, “Snow will start falling before long. Are you sure you are going to be okay?”


“There are temples along the way.”


“I too have visited the holy temples on Kan’you Mountain. The road ahead is not an easy one. But I can tell this was not a decision you came to lightly, so we will not hold you back. Please take care and do not take any unnecessary risks.”


Their perplexed looks and slight nods expressed thanks to Ki’itsu for his concern, but also made clear they did not wish to have anything more to do with him.


“You’re not going to stop them, Ki’itsu?” Risai asked, watching the two hurry off as if escaping their clutches.


“They have obviously set their hearts on this journey.”


“But it is dangerous.”


Perhaps her words reached them, for the old couple shot worried glances at her over their shoulders.


“Not only the land gangs. The weather and the road itself.”


“I am sure they are perfectly aware of the dangers,” he said with a wry smile. “Which speaks to the extent of their commitment. Such is the stuff that faith is made of.”


Risai closed her mouth, though she clearly didn’t agree. On the other hand, Kyoshi more or less understood where they were coming from. They wanted to go, the risks notwithstanding. Having committed themselves, they could do nothing else. Watching the couple recede into the distance, Kyoshi thought how such a journey could only be explained by the earnestness of their entreaties. Something must have compelled them to set off on this journey for the first time, no matter how dangerous it might be.


“I do hope they return without incident,” Kyoshi murmured.


Struck by a thought, Risai turned to face Ki’itsu. “Ki’itsu, do you think it possible to outfit us as hakushi?”


Ah, Kyoshi thought. They would have to leave the kijuu and horses behind. Armor and weapons as well. But with a white sash affixed to their persons—


Kyoshi nodded to himself. A dagger could be hidden beneath the clothing. A fighting staff could easily be passed off as a walking staff. Kouryou’s talents would prove useful in that respect. Come to think about it, what was he up to these days? But then he shook off the question. Such ruminations did them no good at this juncture.


“Let’s make the preparations with all due haste.”


The four of them rushed back to Rin’u. That night, having finished with the preparations, Ki’itsu said that he believed they could use another person in their party.


“A resident of Rin’u, someone I can trust without reservation. A courageous and capable man the people of Fukyuu Temple have turned to time and again. He knows the environs of Kan’you Mountain like the back of his hand. I think he would prove quite useful were he to accompany you.”


Ki’itsu explained that he thought they would be better off if he bowed out. “One way or another, I’m afraid my presence would amount to so much extra baggage. Especially if you have any run-ins with the land gangs, I would end up one more thing for Risai-sama to worry about.”


They appreciated his honest assessment. At the minimum, an experienced traveler like Houto knew how to handle himself when push came to shove. Kyoshi as well could at least watch his own back. But that didn’t hold true for Ki’itsu. If something happened, reacting to the situation while protecting Ki’itsu would become an inevitable concern. The same thing had occurred to Risai, who gratefully accepted his proposal.




The next morning, they were waiting for Rin’u gates to open with Ki’itsu arrived with a familiar face in tow.


“Kenchuu?” Risai exclaimed.


Ki’itsu cast a startled look at the two of them. Kenchuu must have been taken aback as well, but only responded with a puzzled nod.


“So you already know each other.”


Houto grinned. “Kenchuu arranged for the house we’re staying in. Seems he’s on good terms with both the shin’nou and with Fukyuu Temple.”


“You don’t say,” Ki’itsu said with a smile of his own.


Or just call it karma, Kyoshi thought to himself.


“Do your connections extend to Kan’you Mountain as well?”


“No,” was Kenchuu’s terse response.


Ki’itsu explained. “Kenchuu has long served as an agent for the miners and the local mining operations.”


“That’s what I heard from the shin’nou too.”


Ki’itsu nodded. “Those connections have provided him with a good working knowledge of the mines in the area, along with the region around Kan’you Mountain. That’s where the worker villages for the miners were located in the first place. Though Kenchuu doesn’t dispatch miners to the mountain, I don’t think.”


Kenchuu agreed. “It’s not a miner’s mountain.”


More than the mines, Kan’you Mountain was known for its gemstone fountains. A gemstone fountain was a spring that literally produced gemstones. The water bubbling to the surface on Kan’you Mountain naturally created precious stones within the earth. It was the job of the miners to extract those bounties. Except Kan’you Mountain was home to the oldest known gemstone fountains, and had been mined as far back as anybody knew. But having yielded a treasure trove of jewels, the fountains were now dry.


During the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, only a few active springs remained on the mountain. Prospectors staked claims in the creeks and quarries and cultured gemstones in the fountains. They obtained writs from the imperial and provincial governments that recognized their exclusive rights to farm the gems there. To keep their claims from being poached, they built multiple layers of barriers along the mining roads and kept the exact locations of the fountains secret, even going so far as to hire guards to man the barriers.


The land gangs, of course, supplied the security.


“The prospectors didn’t need any miners to culture and farm the gemstones.”


They did turn to the miners to search for new fountains. But it’d long been common knowledge that there were no new fountains on Kan’you Mountain. The result was that Kenchuu didn’t dispatch miners to Kan’you Mountain.


But small gemstone fountains could be found around Kan’you Mountain, especially in the region south of Mount You. And not only Mount You. Many mines and mineral fountains in the vicinity of Rin’u produced gold and silver and other rare metals. Kenchuu did act as an agent for the miners who worked in those locations.


Risai asked, “When the violence broke out in Bun Province, how many working gemstone fountains could be found in an around Kan’you Mountain?”


Fewer than ten was Kenchuu’s estimation.


The gemstone fountains on Kan’you Mountain had already been headed that way for some time, but around the time that Emperor Kyou strayed from the Way, the nearby gemstone fountains and the mineral fountains in the vicinity of Rin’u began to dry up. New ore beds and fountains were sought out and more productive mountains put into development. Many more never panned out. The miners suffered chronic unemployment.


However, precious stones could be sifted from the strata of sand and gravel in the old fountains and the channels the water from the fountains flowed through. Though they didn’t sell well as jewels, there was a reasonable demand for the polished stones. Some miners worked those gravel beds, at least until the land gangs moved in and took over.


“In any case, Bun Province took a hands-off approach to the land gangs. The province lord showed little interest in actually governing.”


Ki’itsu explained all this in a dejected tone of voice. The Imperial Army had temporarily vanquished the land gangs. With the rise of Asen and the breakup of the Imperial Army, the land gangs regrouped. Preying on the impoverished inhabitants of the area, they regained the power and influence they’d enjoyed before. And Bun Province let them be. The government didn’t lift a finger to expel the land gangs or save the people.


“A gang lord by the name of Kyuusan controls Kan’you Mountain. The Imperial Army smashed the biggest and most powerful of the land gangs, which had the effect of breathing new life into the bit players and also-rans. Kyuusan was one of those who rose up to fill the gaps.”


Though reorganized along the same lines as before, the gangs were shadows of their previous selves, little more than roving bands of rough and violent men with no strong leader to tie them together and give them a common cause.


Ki’itsu concluded, “Not as dangerous as their predecessors but still reason enough to stay on your toes.”


The next day, Risai, Houto, Kyoshi, and Kenchuu left as soon as the gates opened and once again headed north. Figuring that openly carrying weapons would give the land gangs an excuse to pick a fight with them, they were armed only with fighting staffs disguised as walking staffs, to which they affixed white ribbons. An hour later, they had left Shikyuu behind as well.


	Chapter 7


[8-2] Three days later, the four of them arrived at a mid-sized town, the final safe stop along the way. Heading further north, they’d be entering territory held by the land gangs and would be traveling at greater risk.


Early the next morning, they set off on a quiet road, Kenchuu in the lead. The vast majority of the villages and hamlets they passed showed no signs of life. They had been abandoned and left to the elements.


“At least the roofs and walls are intact,” Kyoshi said under his breath.


Were it not for the ongoing menace of the land gangs, here were buildings and land that could help many people rebuild their lives, starting with the refugees gathered at Fukyuu Temple. The thickets of thorn oak—the “Gift of Kouki”—that blanketed the outskirts of Rin’u were nowhere to be seen, proof that the area had been abandoned for some time.


By evening, Sokou came into view. They didn’t intend to stop there. The city had a ragged look about it. The glowing points of lamplight here and there offered evidence it was inhabited. The highway passed west of Sokou and continued to the north. Right before the town, another road turned east and climbed the mountains in the distance.


“Where does this one go?”


Houto explained, “This road heads east and passes between those two peaks before joining up with the Totei Highway east of Rin’u and entering Jou Province.”


Kenchuu nodded. He was a stout and stalwart man of few words. He would answer a question posed directly to him, but never said anything more than necessary. Though he was not an easy person to engage with, he had the trust of the refugees and was well known among them.


In which case, things may have turned out differently, Risai thought with a small smile.


“What?” Houto queried, noticing her expression.


“Oh, nothing. Just thinking about His Highness. He liked to say how he was not a popular man.”


“Eh?” Houto responded with evident surprise. “He wasn’t popular?”


Risai laughed. At the time, she reacted no differently to such an unlikely statement.


Surely you jest.


She wasn’t entirely sure how to explain herself. When it came to popularity, it was hard to imagine a person in Gyousou’s position being any less well known. It was part and parcel of the throne itself.




“I’m not an interesting man,” Gyousou liked to say. “There is certainly nothing endearing about me.”


By the winter after he ascended the throne, he had already earned the moniker of the impatient ruler. Risai asked him if it was really necessary to advance his agenda at such a rapid pace.


“I am not a popular man,” was his answer. “If you’re asking why I don’t slow down, it’s because the needs of the people must be met. That’s what it comes down to. After being impoverished by the reckless abuses of Emperor Kyou, I must demonstrate sooner rather than later that their expectations will not be frustrated.”


“I think that would be obvious to everyone.”


But there were also those who did not adjust well to rapid change, who were frightened of change itself, who felt like they were being swept away by the surging currents. That fear of an uncertain future was an emotion Risai could empathize with.


“In fact, I get the feeling it is in my nature to do so. The only way I can settle down is to charge ahead at full speed. I can’t wait for public acclaim to catch up with me because it won’t.”


Risai reacted the same way Houto had. “What do you mean by that?”


Gyousou chuckled. “It’s the truth. You know the popularity that Ganchou and Sougen and Gaishin and men like them enjoy. Ganchou is beloved for his broadmindedness, Sougen for his refined manners, Gashin for his big heart.”


“Well, yes, I get that—”


“Eishou has his quirks, but—” Gyousou said with a wry grin, “Precisely because of those quirks, his getting along with people has a charm all of its own. Like Seirai, he can criticize you while remaining the best of friends, one reason why so many are willing to place their trust in him.”


Risai agreed. They had their detractors but far more people loved them. They were especially adored by their retainers.


“That is exactly the kind of personality I do not have. I’d take it as a compliment to only be called straight-laced and stuffy. I am never going to be the lovable life of the party. In short, not a popular person.”


“That isn’t the only meaning of being popular.”


As if a personality that only engendered feelings of affection, loyalty, and trust should have nothing to do with being “popular.”


“Your Highness is respected and trusted by many. Ganchou and his peers speak of Gyousou-sama in the highest terms. Isn’t that also a kind of popularity?”


Gyousou smiled. “What they trust are the results I produce,” he said in a perfectly matter-of-fact manner. If I didn’t, no one would line up behind me.”


“You shouldn’t say such things.”


“I don’t mind admitting it. There are plenty of uninteresting people like me in the world. But if I keep producing the results people are looking for, I will attract a following. Whatever popularity I enjoy is a consequence of the results I create. That’s why I am always looking for a way to get those results as quickly as possible.”


“Ah,” Risai said with a nod. In that sense, Gyousou’s “popularity” did indeed arise out of his accomplishments.


“We will move forward with all due haste.” Gyousou cast his gaze across the Sea of Clouds.


“And the results you are looking for will bring your subjects peace of mind.”


“That’s right,” Gyousou said.




Risai recounted her conversation with Gyousou.


“Hoh,” Houto said, raising both his voice and his eyebrows. “Is he really that uninteresting a person?”


“He is serious to a fault and still with plenty of rough edges. It never occurred to me to think of him as uninteresting or otherwise.”


“If it never occurred to you, then he probably is as you say.”


“I wonder—” Risai started to say when Kyoshi spoke up.


“If he is the kind of person you have described, then he must find his current state to be most trying.”


Kyoshi’s words struck Risai like a stab in the heart.


Gyousou was not dead. He was alive somewhere right now. Being incapable of doing anything for the people of Tai must weigh heavily on his soul. He surely understood how the chaotic state of Tai sprang from that powerlessness, just as Asen’s refusal to govern left the people destitute and impoverished. How that must exasperate and anger him.


Risai hadn’t before empathized so keenly with Gyousou’s state of mind and emotions. “Of course,” she said to herself.


She raised her eyes. Walking along on the road ahead of them was a woman and child. The woman looked around the age of thirty. Despite her gaunt appearance, she stood tall and strode forward at a brisk pace, hand in hand with the young girl. She had a white sash tied around her head.


“Really?” Risai said in a small voice. “They’re going on the pilgrimage too?”


Kyoshi followed her gaze, as did Houto, who stared in surprise before hurrying over to them. “Excuse me. This may seem a stupid question, but are you headed to Kan’you Mountain?”


Startled by the voice suddenly calling out to her, the woman glanced at Houto with suspicious eyes. But she took note of Houto’s walking stick, also affixed with the white ribbon, and the expression on her face softened to one of relief.


“Yes, we are. Are you as well?”


Houto nodded. He looked down at the child, a girl of six or seven. Her otherwise adorable countenance was taut from the strain of the journey. She held tightly to her mother’s hand.


“Your daughter? Hi, there,” Houto said, but the girl cowered behind her mother’s back.


“I apologize. She is shy around strangers.”


“No, no, not at all. My fault for rushing up on you. Sorry about that.” Houto gave the girl a reassuring smile. “She’s going with you?”


“Ah, yes.”


“I know I’m sticking my nose in,” Houto said with evident concern, “but it’s a bit dangerous, don’t you think? We’ve heard that the land gangs around these parts have been growing restless of late.”


“I’ve heard such rumors as well. How true are they?”


“True enough, it seems. Moreover, winter will soon be upon us. Snow is already falling at the higher altitudes. Isn’t taking a child into the mountains, well, rash?”


For a moment, a guilty look flashed across her face. She averted her eyes. “But in the end, they are just rumors. Anyway, the white ribbon gets you a pass. That’s always been the rule.” With that, she urged her daughter onward. “Let’s go. You all take care.”


She bade them goodbye in curt tones and set off again, until Risai stood in their way.


“Weren’t you listening? The road ahead is dangerous.”


“Those rumors are so much talk. We are taking all due care along the way.”


“But hasn’t it been a dangerous venture from the start? Even if they pay you no mind at first, we’re talking about the land gangs. Their moods are as fickle as the weather. If they have a change of heart, they’re not going to politely announce it ahead of time.”


“Sure,” the woman said, impatiently looking past Risai at the road ahead.


“There’s nothing wrong with rethinking a decision like this. You really ought to head back. At least until the weather improves.”


“You’re hakushi too. Why are you trying to stop us?” The woman glared at Risai. “We’ll be on our way. You have warned us plenty. Now let us be.”


“But—”


“I know full well what dangers lie ahead.” Her voice rose. “My husband died not far from here.”


“That being the case—”


“He died before he could see the pilgrimage through to the end. That is why. I appreciate your concern. Now, if you don’t mind—” She bowed politely, though with a decidedly frosty air.


“You couldn’t leave the child somewhere for the time being?”


“And where would this somewhere be?” she said, her eyes cold as ice. “Who would take her in during times like these? If there was such a place I could trust, I wouldn’t have needed to bring her along in the first place.”


“But—”


“Please leave us alone. We must be on our way.”


“Why must you?”


The woman answered Risai’s question with a piercing look. “Who are you people?”


Caught off guard, Risai stumbled for a reply.


“You’re not from around here, are you? Not even from Bun Province. You don’t have trouble making ends meet. Anybody can tell at a glance. You are wealthy strangers dressing down like us commoners and playing at going on the pilgrimage.”


“I live in Rin’u,” Risai said. “No, I wasn’t born in Bun Province. Your birthplace doesn’t have anything to do with your faith, now, does it?”


“I suppose,” the woman said coolly. She took her daughter by the hand. “A Taoist master lives on that mountain.” She turned her attention to the soaring mountain to the north. “Long ago, he ventured into the mountains and became an exalted wizard. If you meet him, he will save you from the cold and hunger. After this, my daughter will live with no fear of death.”


What nonsense, Risai thought. There was no such wizard handing out miracles like that. Who was spreading such rumors? Nothing but fairy tales.


Still— she thought again. Driven into one corner after the other, the people of Bun Province had only their dreams to cling to in the end.


“We have to go on, if only for her sake,” the woman said over her shoulder. Leading her daughter by the hand, they set off toward Sokou.


Watching the mother and child stride off, Risai said to Kyoshi, “Let’s follow them.”


“You think you can stop her?” Houto asked. “That’s one stubborn lady.”


“We just can’t leave them to their own devices. We can at least follow at a safe distance. If they get into trouble, we won’t be far off. It’d look like we’re going on the pilgrimage together. The assumption that we’re traveling companions may well help to keep any danger at bay.”


“Got it,” said Kyoshi. Risai and Houto and Kenchuu picked up the pace to keep up with him.


“Just how safe is Sokou?” Risai asked Kenchuu.


“The town is definitely under the control of the land gangs. A lot of outsiders congregate there too. Together with the gangs, there’s enough of a population to draw in merchants and traders. That means a healthy flow of goods and services. People coming and going. A fair number of miners work in the nearby mountains. So it’s just not the gangs. But who is and who isn’t is going to depend on how the lines are being drawn.”


Risai nodded. The mother cast a sharp glance back at them and hurried along all the faster. After a while, she must have realized that Risai and the others were doing nothing more than following behind them and resumed a more normal gait. As they neared the gates to Sokou, she slowed even more and allowed to catch up with her, having concluded that entering the city as a group was the safest course of action.


Inside the gates, she looked right and left. The town was painted with the dark hues of ongoing decay, any broken-down buildings abandoned and left to deteriorate. Only the remaining intact structures showed any signs of life, the flickering of lamplight in the windows. And yet a good half of the town appeared uninhabited.


A small flag fluttered next to the building on their right.


“The Sekirin Temple shrine must be in that direction.”


The white flags indeed showed the way to the shrine, Kenchuu explained. True to his word, the woman continued down that street. The thoroughfare was quiet. Though pedestrians came and went frequently enough to never leave the street deserted, only half of the buildings showed any light in the windows. A glance revealed that there were relatively few inhabitants here given the overall size of the town.


Once an important transportation hub, Sokou was at the crossroads of the highways linking Kan’you Mountain and Rin’u and the routes branching off to Jou Province. Given the many mines in the vicinity, miners had crowded the streets.


The mother and child strode determinedly down the gloomy streets, following the trail marked by the dusty and dirty white flags. They turned a corner and entered a side street. The woman confirmed with a glance that Risai and her companions were tagging along after them. Straight down the street, they could make out the gate and the roof of the shrine.


“Do you think any Taoists will be staffing the shrine?”


“Should be,” Kenchuu said in his matter-of-fact way.


Sekirin Temple devoted itself to ascetic practice and study. As a rule, the Tensan school kept the outside world at arm’s length. As a result, the land gangs generally respected an unstated nonaggression pact with them.


“You don’t say,” Risai muttered.


A shadow fell across the path ahead of them. Several men emerged from an alley that intersected with main thoroughfare. Clearly members of a land gang. They weren’t wearing armor and weren’t carrying weapons. But they carried about them the brutish air of thugs and brawlers. They fanned out on the road, right in the path of the woman and child.


“What are you doing?” the woman asked in an anxious voice.


Risai quickened her pace to close the distance between them.


“Haven’t seen your face around here,” one of the men said. His slurred words suggested he’d had more than enough to drink already.


“We are hakushi. Pay us no mind.”


“This time of year, those mountain roads exact a heavy toll. No place for a child, I’d say.”


“Let us through, please.” She stepped forward.


So did the man, blocking their way. His mouth twisted into a cruel smile. “You’d better call it quits. For the kid’s sake.”


“Yeah, yeah,” his comrades chimed in.


“Journey’s over for you. Time to donate your traveling expenses to a better cause.”


They were a bunch of shake-down artists. Risai firmed up her grip on the staff. Kenchuu raised his voice first. “Hakushi get a pass. That’s the rule around here.”


The men turned their attention to Kenchuu and Risai. Then to Houto and Kyoshi.


“You’re calling it quits too. You won’t be needing those traveling expenses either.”


“If the journey’s over, there’s no hakushi to start with.”


“We’re not quitting,” the mother said, and tried to push her way through the throng of men.


One of them seized hold of her. “I said you are.”


“Use your head. Looks like it’s about to start snowing around here.”


“And since you’re giving it a rest, that money in your pocket is crying out to buy us a round.”


Kyoshi glanced at Risai. Risai answered with a nod. Kyoshi sprinted toward the mother, staff in hand. He gave the man holding her a sharp jab in the shoulder, pushed him away and struck at his hands.


“What are you doing?” the man exclaimed, reflexively letting go of her.


“Get them to the shrine,” Risai said to the Kenchuu, shoving back the men reaching for Kyoshi.


Kenchuu ducked down and wedged himself between the mother and man, threw a sharp elbow, and scooped up the child. The man lunged at Kenchuu. Kyoshi knocked his arms aside. Another hand reached in from the side and grabbed the end of the staff. Instead of getting into a tug-of-war, Kyoshi let himself get pulled in and drove his shoulder into the man’s chest, then swept the staff under his feet, flipping him over on his back.


A gap opened up. Kenchuu plunged through it with the mother in tow. He took off to the shrine. One of the men tried to follow. Houto rushed over and blocked his path. Kyoshi slashed at the man’s legs with his staff, toppling him like a tree, stomped on his knees, and planted the end of the staff into the solar plexus of the next man who came at him.


All right. Kyoshi nodded to himself. Thanks to Risai and Kouryou, his fighting skills had definitely improved since the first time they met.


“You’re getting good at this,” Risai said softly, a smile in her voice. At the same time, she lashed out, her arm and staff a blur, and another man sank to the ground.


That was when Kyoshi heard footsteps behind him. Whirling around, he spotted a bigger crowd of men turning the corner at a run.


“Let’s go,” Risai said, flicking her eyes at the shrine.


Kenchuu and the woman and her child disappeared inside the temple gates. The woman glanced over her shoulder. Her expression was impossible to make out at this distance.


Of the drunkards who’d picked the fight, two lay on the ground, having lost the will to fight. Unable to accept defeat, the remaining three flailed about in a futile effort to regain the offensive. Houto shoved one back to the ground. The second rushed Risai. She knocked him on his backside with her staff.


Slipping through the opening, they made a beeline for the shrine. But the new arrivals rushed in and formed a ragged line in front of them.


Enemies before and behind.


Kyoshi, Risai, and Houto banded together, back-to-back-to-back. As best they could make out, there were six in front, seven to the rear. And three more running down the street. The one saving grace was that most of them were unarmed.


“Let’s make a headlong charge,” Risai said under her breath.


Kyoshi and Houto nodded and bolted at the six in front. Kyoshi thrust his staff into the chest of the man directly in front of him. He tottered off balance. Before Kyoshi could deliver the finishing blow, another man appeared from the side, blocking his swing. He dodged the thrown fist, found his footing, and parried the next punch. His assailant faltered. Kyoshi stepped forward to take advantage. But now the first man he’d failed to dispatch came at him again.


It took all his effort to turn that attack aside. A brief pause followed. He caught the sound of footsteps approaching behind him. He twisted around and shook him off, jumped to the side and opened up space between them.


The man sprawled on the ground and grabbed his ankle. Kyoshi kicked back and retreated, taking the chance to check his grip and level the staff. But ten more men had already rushed in to fill the gap.


This is impossible.


A cold sweat ran down his back. This is what it was like to face off against overwhelming numerical odds. Kouryou’s words rose up vividly in his mind. Overwhelm your opponent with sheer quantity. The fundamental rule of any offensive strategy.


One against this many was asking a lot. Given Kyoshi’s abilities, well-nigh impossible. However headlong attacks might whittle down their numbers, he was constantly getting outflanked. He’d been lucky enough to get out of the way of their assaults so far. But any more of them and that luck would run out.


Though Kyoshi might be losing his nerve, Risai was dispatching the men in front of her one after the other. He at least wanted to get himself into a position where he could back her up. But every time he tried to rush to her side, another opponent stood in his path and stopped him in his tracks.


Even for Risai, the human wall surrounding her was slowly beginning to contract. Past a certain point, her skills with a fighting staff wouldn’t make a difference.


Recklessly brandishing his staff, Kyoshi charged the wall around Risai. If he could intimidate his opponents, open up a hole, break through and bolt for the shrine—


A blow caught him in the side. For a long second, he couldn’t breathe. He turned toward the attack. A fist came flying at his face. He ducked just in time. Someone seized his arm. He resisted the force dragging him off his feet when another blow landed on the side of his head.


The world blacked out in front of his eyes, followed by an explosion of stars. His senses briefly went numb. A flood of pain rising from his side brought him back to his senses. When he came to, Kyoshi found himself on his knees. He tried to stand and got pushed back down. He wrenched himself free. Before he could escape, more hands held yanked him down to the ground.


It’s all about not letting the attack strike home. Kyoshi again heard Kouryou’s voice in his head. When it does, you lose.


“What part about the hakushi getting a pass don’t you understand!” Houto roared. Pinned to the ground like Kyoshi, he drew ragged breaths. “Have you all taken leave of your senses?”


“That’s what I’d like to know too.”


The strangely calm voice cut through the tumult. The crowd parted before the speaker, an impressively large and muscular man with an exasperated smile on his face. “Hakushi getting into a street fight—what in the world is going on?”


“Those men assaulted a woman!” Houto shouted.


“A woman?” the man said with raised brows.


“She managed to escape to the shrine.”


Kyoshi glanced at the shrine. He saw no signs of life there, no evidence that the woman or Kenchuu were peering out at them from behind the walls. The street was crowded with men. Their numbers were only increasing. Risai alone was still standing. But she too was surrounded by a cordon of men. She stood there stock still, having realized that any further resistance was futile.


The big man looked at the shrine and shook his head. “Don’t see anybody there.”


“She had a child with her. They were trying to rob her.”


“Hmm.” The big man squatted down next to a man sprawled on the ground. “What happened?”


“They jumped us out of the blue and started beating us.”


“Liar!” Houto bellowed.


The big man said with an unhappy wave of his hand, “Looks like we’ll have to listen to what you have to say for yourselves. Let’s go.”


Protests arose from the men around him. Some steamed with indignation while others looked on like they’d chanced across an entertaining street performance.


“These guys first,” someone else said, and was about to give Houto a jab when the big man stopped him.


“Kyuusan—”


“Like I said, everybody gets to share their side of the story.”


Kyoshi looked up at the big brazen man. Wasn’t Kyuusan the boss of the land gangs who’d taken up residence on Kan’you Mountain?


“So how about we sit down someplace and talk?” Kyuusan said with a sinister smile. “I really dislike crowded places like this.”


	Chapter 8


[8-3] Kyoshi, Risai, and Houto were bound with rope and taken to a compound near the front gate that also housed an inn. The inn must serve as their headquarters. Lamplight lit up the windows. Boisterous voices echoed from within. They were pushed into a shed off the entranceway to the compound.


“Well, then,” the big man said.


He pulled up an old chair, flipped it around, and sat down with his arms draped over the backrest. His henchmen deposited Kyoshi, Risai, and Houto on the dirt floor. He gave them an amused look.


“I’ll ask you again. Who are you and what are you doing here?”


Risai glared back at him. “We are hakushi on a pilgrimage to Kan’you Mountain.”


Kyuusan chuckled. “A pilgrimage? I know enough to know you aren’t interested in visiting a bunch of shrines. It’s the mountain.”


“The mountain?”


Kyuusan waved his hand. Don’t bother playing dumb with me, the gesture meant. “You’ve been observed on several occasions prowling around the mountain well off the beaten track. You’re after the stones, aren’t you? The mines are all under our control, so you’re looking for abandoned pits to poach.”


Irritated by the scoffing tone of voice, Risai explained that the mother accompanying them was searching for a Taoist priest who’d become a mountain wizard. She believed that if they found the wizard, he would save them from their hard life. It sounded like a fairy tale, but to someone mired in poverty like herself, it was a ray of hope she could cling to. That’s why, given the season and knowing the dangers, she set off with her child in tow.


The land gangs created this state of privation. The gangs of Bun Province did Asen’s bidding and drove Gyousou from the throne. The hardships suffered by the people could also be laid at the feet of the land gangs. That they should suffer all the further at their hands and be left with nothing to cling to but a magical quest for a mountain wizard was an unforgivable outrage.


“The goal of the hakushi is the pilgrimage. All we have to that end is our prayers, so we must make many sacrifices to do so.”


“I really doubt that.”


“Have you actually seen us picking up any of your precious stones?”


“No, but probably because you haven’t found a productive pit yet.” Kyuusan looked around the small space, a theatrically perplexed expression painted on his face. “At the end of the day, I’m a nice guy, you know? People traipse through here now and then assuming if they pick up a few stones we’ll just look the other way.”


The men around him reacted to this declaration in a variety of ways, some with laughter, others shaking their heads in surprise.


“But my gut tells me something else is going on here.” Kyuusan folded his arms on the top of the backrest and rested his chin on his arms. “Hakushi are an organized bunch, right? Though a few venture into the mountains on their own, the fact is, they usually troop off together with one objective in mind.”


“What are you getting at?”


“At first, I thought you were looking for abandoned mines, digging through old prospecting pits you could raid for a few precious stones. But now I got the feeling that’s not the case.” A menacing glint glowed in his eyes. “In truth, aren’t you here to reconnoiter our movements and positions? Getting ready to launch an attack and plunder Kan’you Mountain.”


“This guy’s an idiot.”


“Am I? Admittedly, I was on the fence about that particular conclusion. Except now I’ve got no doubts. Because you cannot possibly be a bunch of devotees out to see the shrines. Not the way you fight. In particular—” He pointed straight at Risai. “You. You’re ex-military, aren’t you?”


“I am.”


“Risai-sama—” Kyoshi cautioned under his breath.


Risai looked at him and nodded. She said, “No need to lie about something like that. I am ex-military. As you can see, I lost an arm and had to take an early retirement. What’s so strange about someone like me finding a reason to live in religion?”


“Huh. So they’re like your subordinates?”


“Fellow followers. When I said I wanted to go on the pilgrimage, they offered to accompany me.”


“And you expect me to buy that explanation?”


“I heard that hakushi on Kan’you Mountain get a pass. That’s why I’m not carrying a sword. We only came here to pay our devotions. But those men picked a fight right in front of the shrine. They grabbed the woman with us and tried to shake her down for drinking money. We only wanted to help her get away. She’s traveling with a child, you see.”


“They’re spouting crap!” a man shouted, looking daggers at them. “They’re the ones who came at us.”


Risai started to respond. Kyuusan beat her to the punch. “Just shut up already.”


“But—”


“You guys have been stinking of alcohol this whole time. And we all know that when you get drunk, you get stupid too.”


Stung by the verbal slap, the man sank into silence. Kyuusan’s behavior now had Risai wondering if she should reevaluate her opinion of him.


“Whatever you came here for, I’m sure it wasn’t to get into a brawl with my men in broad daylight. That’s why I’m willing to believe you didn’t start the fight.”


Risai nodded.


“But I don’t buy for a second that you are hakushi. You said you came here to pay your devotions. Was that to seek the divine protection of the mountain wizard? Or perhaps you were hoping to cast a curse on the rogue who took your arm?”


Kyuusan posed the questions in an excessively dramatic manner and grinned. “Hakushi don’t set off with prosaic purposes in mind, now, do they?”


Uncertain of where he was going with this line of questioning, Risai didn’t answer.


“They go on the pilgrimage in fulfillment of their vows. The pilgrimage itself is the answer to their prayers. They’d tell you they’re following in the footsteps of a mountain wizard who was reborn on Kan’you Mountain.”


If you meet the great Taoist who lives on the mountain—


So that was what the woman was going on about.


“How is that you hakushi don’t know what you’re doing here?”


Asked point blank, Risai could only avert her gaze.


“You said that you were wandering around the mountain to confirm that some mountain wizard had been reborn there. Of course, I don’t believe such silly tales either. But those silly tales are exactly what hakushi believe. Do you think they come all the way here to make a few wishes and pay some mindless devotions?”


Which is why the Tensan School is known as a sect apart.


Risai groaned to herself. If its adherents did little more than visit the shrines and monuments of Sekirin Temple, that wouldn’t have earned it such a distinction. It differentiated itself with a unique theology and set of beliefs.


A little due diligence in that regard would have gone a long way.


The mention of a pilgrimage simply brought to mind a circuit tied together by a defined number of locations, trodden by pilgrims in search of spiritual uplift. But excuses and rationalizations would avail them nothing at this point, so Risai and Kyoshi said nothing.


A muffled voice echoed from the other side of the door. One of the men looking on went to answer the inquiry. After exchanging words at the door, he called out to Kyuusan, “Hey, Boss.”


He crossed the room from the door and whispered to Kyuusan.


“You’re sure about this?” Kyuusan said.


“Yep,” the messenger answered.


Kyuusan gave the matter a moment of thought and indicated agreement. The messenger went back to the door and returned in the company of another man.


“Kenchuu!” Houto exclaimed.


Kenchuu glanced at Risai and Kyoshi and Houto and nodded. Kyuusan looked Kenchuu over and said, “So you’re the Kenchuu, eh?”


Kenchuu ignored the inquiry as if the words hadn’t reached his ears. “I’ll take them with me.”


That prompted a wry chuckle from Kyuusan. “What, none of the usual pleasantries? Not even a thank you for looking after your friends? How sorry are you for the imposition? You sure don’t beat about the bush.”


Kenchuu didn’t respond, only met Kyuusan’s gaze head-on. Kyuusan shook his head. “Guess not. The famous agent from Rin’u. What brings a man like you to a place like this?”


“They needed a guide.”


“Never heard of any hakushi needing a guide.”


“They’re not hakushi.”


Kyoshi started in surprise. A flustered Houto raised his voice again. Kenchuu shot them a look. “No sense trying to fool anybody here. Sticking to that story’s not gonna make it any more convincing. These guys are not so easily fooled.”


“Nice to hear you say that nobody here was dumb enough to get fooled in the first place. But if they’re not hakushi, then what did they come here for?”


“I heard they were searching for somebody and there might be clues on Kan’you Mountain. That’s where they wanted to go. This neighborhood isn’t exactly friendly to sightseers. They thought they might not stand out so much dressed up as hakushi.”


“I can’t be the only one who thought them insisting they’re hakushi sounded all the more suspicious.”


“Well, it’s the truth. Fact is, when it comes to getting into these parts, doing it as hakushi is the only good option. Seeing the woman hakushi—she’s the real thing—getting accosted by those drunks, they stepped in to help out. Here’s the result.”


“Passing themselves off as hakushi. Huh.”


“She had a kid with her. Another reason for concern. We heard that the land gangs on Kan’you Mountain were a rough sort.”


Kyuusan let out a long breath. “I’d like to say it isn’t so but I can’t deny it either. My apologies. Harvests have been poor these past few years, you see. Like anybody else, empty stomachs make for worse manners.”


“No need to go that far, I don’t think. After all, this is your mountain. These people bear you no ill will. I’d appreciate you letting them go so they could continue their search.”


Kyuusan folded his arms. “They said the woman was traveling with them. If you could bring her around, I’d like to hear her side of the story. We’ve gotten the feeling of late that these hakushi have a different set of objectives in mind. I have a few questions about her role in that fracas too. May have to press her a bit on that account.”


Kenchuu didn’t answer.


“Bring her over here. Plus the kid who was with her. I’m sure the discussion will move right along with the kid present.”


“Threatening to use the child as a hostage?” Risai faced Kyuusan with fierce eyes.


“Simply the fastest way to get the truth out of her. Best way to save everybody a whole lot of time and effort, and make things easier on her. I know full well that’s not playing fair. Here’s the deal—the woman and the child in exchange for you three here. And everybody goes free.”


In short, Kyuusan was demanding a ransom.


“That’s low,” Risai spit out.


Kyuusan laughed. “So it is. Being labeled a member of the land gangs was once taken as an insult too.”


“Because you’re supposed to take those insults to heart and live a better life.”


“Oh?” Kyuusan grinned, as did the men around him. “How high-minded of you. The way you carry yourself, I’m guessing you’re one of those cast-offs from the Imperial Army or Provincial Guard.”


The messenger who’d whispered in his ear earlier interrupted at that point. “They called her Risai-sama earlier. That happens to be the name of a certain general with a price on her head.”


Risai caught her breath and felt a cold chill down her back.


“Hoh, that got her attention.” Kyuusan laughed. “You know, we’ve gone through a lot to survive as long as we have. You’ll live a short life around here if you don’t keep your ear close to the ground.”


“Hardly,” Risai shot back. “Why not give the credit where it rightly belongs? The real reason you’ve got Kan’you Mountain under your thumb. Who’s supporting you? Who do you have watching your backs?”


Kyuusan widened his eyes, feigning surprise. “You think we’ve got a benefactor behind the scenes looking out for us?”


“Asen, isn’t it?”


Risai was convinced this was the case. The only way a motley bunch like the land gangs could seize control of Kan’you Mountain was with the backing of a powerful patron. A powerful patron like Asen. He organized the chaos sown by the land gangs. They worked on his behalf. Their reward was Kan’you Mountain. It made sense, then, that the province would turn a blind eye to their activities, just as it would explain their suspicious behavior.


“Asen?”


“The traitor who stole the throne from the emperor.”


Kyuusan gaped at her, then threw his head back and roared with laughter. “Now I get it. You think Asen handed us control of Kan’you Mountain. And General Risai came here to confirm that for herself?”


Risai didn’t answer.


“That makes you, what, one of the emperor’s retainers? You’re looking for somebody, didn’t you say? The leftover bits and pieces of the Imperial Army?”


With a wave of his hand, Kyuusan stood, turned the chair around, and sat back down again. Taking the gesture as a signal of some sort, half of the men there left the shed.


“Let’s say you find them. Then what? You’re going to gather together a fighting force and depose this Asen and whoever? Now you’re the one dreaming the dreams of an idiot.”


“An idiot, you say.”


“A raving idiot,” Kyuusan added with a smile. “Asen would squash you like a bug before you collected anywhere near enough forces to take his head.”


It was the cold hard truth, but Risai still found it infuriating.


“To start with,” Kyuusan continued, “overthrowing Asen at this point would make this kingdom even worse off than it already is.”


“The likes of the land gangs wouldn’t understand.”


“The likes of the land gangs, eh?” Kyuusan said with a loud guffaw. “Well, you’re not wrong. That’s who we are. We got no clue about the feelings of the high and mighty who live above the clouds. At best, we’d say it’s a lot of whining and pining for your lost status. But I suppose that’s just the petty-minded suspicions and misunderstandings of lowlifes like us.”


“What I’d expect to hear from a lout.”


Kyuusan laughed through his nose. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.


“It’s easy to throw around words like land gangs. This used to be our neighborhood too. We became bandits to put food on the table. Bad weather means bad harvests. Our last ray of hope was the mines. But then the bounties of the land got monopolized by the powers that be, who cared only about lining their own pockets. You put your life on the line working morning to night in the pitch-black mine shafts and end up with a few coppers to rub together. For the fathers, it goes without saying, but mothers and children venture into the mines to scrape out a meager living. If there’s an accident and one of them can’t work, the cupboards go bare pretty quick. It’d be one thing if you just died, but end up bedridden and somebody else has got to stay home to take care of you. Now you’re two workers down and the whole family starves. If breaking the law is the only way not to die, you break the law. Or what? Is our high and mighty general-sama telling us to starve to death rather than fall into a life of crime?”


Risai bit her lip. Without a doubt, the exploitations of Emperor Kyou lay at the root of much of this evil.


“The rika is already bursting at the seams with villages who can’t feed themselves. Ask for a little help and they turn you away. My mother wrecked her knees in the mines. They said if she could still stand, she should do needlework instead.”


Kyuusan interrupted himself with a scornful chuckle. “You need eyesight to thread a needle. Working in those dark mines wrecked her eyes too. Well, they said, you got a mouth. Go beg on the street.”


Kyuusan laughed again.


“So that’s what we did. Never mind my mother. I had my health and two hard fists. So I beat a donation out of a couple of passers-by. That’s how I fed my family. You got a problem with that?”


Risai initially found herself at a loss for words. Finally she said, “The people you robbed had parents and siblings and children too.”


“I know. When it comes to causing other people grief, if it’s me and mine starving or them starving, I’m choosing them. If that’s not to your liking, then beat me up and take my money instead. Fair’s fair.”


Risai held her tongue. At that moment, she was hesitant to criticize someone who knew what he was doing was wrong and did it anyway. Winters were tough in Bun Province. Running short on supplies was a death sentence.


“What? Is the sermon over?”


Risai pressed her lips together. This man knew the difference between right and wrong. He knew he was on the wrong side of the law and yet chose to keep doing wrong in order to survive. And yet Risai herself couldn’t say she wouldn’t do the same given the alternative of starving to death. Back when she was on the run from Asen, she also lied and deceived and had more than a few unfortunate encounters with the law.


Risai said with a sigh, “In any situation where the only choice is between living and dying, the strong come out on top. You can call that a law of nature. The battlefield is such a place. Any sign of weakness and you’re dead. Except your strength is not without its limits. Someone stronger than you is bound to show up and swat you aside. Perhaps you can resign yourself to your own weakness, but what about the family that depends on your support?”


That prompted a quiet chuckle. “They’d have no choice but to resign themselves as well, if that’s what it came down to. We’d have no choice. I’ve lived this long relying on these fragile fists of mine. I fully accept that if they break, this livelihood of mine is over.”


Kyuusan sat back in the chair and crossed his legs. “This is probably beyond the imagination of our betters, but the world of the thieves is a world unto its own. We know we must all hang together or all hang separately. Rather, your world is the one that knows nothing about the camaraderie of the helping hand.”


“You do your duty,” Kyuusan explained, but that was hardly the same thing.


“If I died, my family might well starve. All the more likely they would not. A chivalrous soul would take it upon himself to look after them. If I had the resources to spare, I would do the same. Honorable individuals with such a sense of obligation do exist. Or at least I have to believe they do.”


“So there is honor amongst thieves.”


“Sounds absurd, but that’s what it is. The same way they know how to reach out to a mate who strayed from the proper path. The land gangs have their own ways and their own reasons. Their own sense of honor and their own relationships between high and low. As a case in point, there was this nearby town I attacked. I was told to do so by a man I owed a debt of honor to. I had no reason to refuse. Somebody was going to get a beating and I had no reason to believe this particular town was off limits.”


“And the people living there—” Risai started to say.


Kyuusan cut her off. “The same as the gang that hoists a traveler’s belongings on the highway. I don’t make any fine distinctions between them. There is one difference. I heard that attacking that town would rid the area of imperial rule. There was a new emperor on the throne and everybody was afraid the Imperial Army was out to make an example of us. Everything we’d been building would be swept away. In fact, province lords were getting replaced one after the other. We were in a hurry to make sure things didn’t end up like before.”


That’s why he went along with the plan, Kyuusan said. He looked down at his feet. “But nothing got better after that. The poverty in these parts is worse than under Emperor Kyou. No one in our little kingdom of the land gangs saw a turn for the better. Far from it. The guys conspiring with the higher-ups somewhere, that got us all riled up in the first place, they started disappearing one by one.”


“Like I said, idiots.”


Kyuusan said with a derisive smile, “So we were. Unschooled fools who could only think about what was right in front of our faces. You know, you ragtag remnants of the Imperial Army may be just what we need—somebody to tell a bunch of dummies like us what in the world has been going on in Bun Province these past six years.”


	Chapter 9


[8-4] Kyuusan was born in a small town in the south of Bun Province, in a desolate mountain valley mostly cut off from the rest of the world. It produced nothing of note. Impoverished by the dry and cold winters, isolated by the snow and ice, the townspeople exhausted the meager supply of foodstuffs they put in storage every year. The heavy taxes levied to support the profligate lifestyle of Emperor Kyou only added to the burden.


When Kyuusan was thirteen, his father struck their names from the local census records, and fled the town, meaning that Kyuusan had been a rootless drifter since the age of thirteen.


At the time, the family had already relinquished the allotment and house they’d received from the kingdom. His mother and youngest sister had weakened constitutions that often left them ill. They sold everything they could sell to buy medicine. Their father parted with their land for less than it was worth, and then worked as a tenant farmer for the man who bought it, a lifestyle he soon could no longer abide.


After leaving town, the family headed for the mines east of Rin’u, where his parents dug for silver. Kyuusan become a miner as well. Even with the three of them at work, making ends meet remained an uphill climb. So meager were their wages that if their mother fell ill, their remaining income couldn’t put food on the table.


Kyuusan’s younger sisters were too small to work in the mines, and the older of the two had her hands full tending to the youngest, and their mother too, when she was laid up. This child of ten valiantly watched over them until she came down with a fever and quickly passed.


Not long after that, their grief-stricken father was killed in a cave-in. Her eyes failing and knees ruined, their mother could no longer work. Kyuusan’s earnings alone were not enough to feed them. With nowhere else to turn, their mother returned to the village where she grew up and sought shelter in the rika. The rika coldly refused to take them in.


Now with a sister and invalid mother to support, Kyuusan went back to the mines and joined the local land gang. The gang leader who recruited him promised to make him one of their own and look after his sister and mother to boot.


Though only sixteen at the time, Kyuusan was already a head taller than most adults. Able to eat his fill, his once thin frame filled out. He learned to fight with his fists and mastered the use of weapons. He soon stood out among the rest. The boss took a liking to him. By his mid-twenties, with the boss’s own strength failing him, Kyuusan took over the gang in his stead.


To be sure, the definition of a “land gang” varied as much as the land itself. In basic terms, a land gang had the run of a mountain. From a broader perspective, the territories were divided up among them. The gang lord of the mountain where Kyuusan operated was a man by the name of Rensoku. Rensoku had three main gang factions under him that managed the territory on a day-to-day basis.


In organization terms, Kyuusan’s faction was positioned under them.


Though the boss of his faction had retired and left Kyuusan in charge, the scope of his activities on the mountain was checked to a considerable extent. His primary duties involved mediating disputes among the miners and maintaining order. His areas of responsibility were defined as “above ground,” but did not include dealing with merchants and traders, who fell under the auspices of a more powerful faction.


Always with an eye out for disgruntled rivals with chips on their shoulders, Rensoku parceled out the jobs with the most potential for profit to the most powerful gangs.


Kyuusan, on the other hand, had the disagreeable job of playing peacemaker, pulling brawlers apart when fights broke out, breaking up rowdy parties, and calming everybody down when things got out of hand. Though when an actual criminal dared to break their laws, he wasn’t above dispensing a bit of justice with his fists.


These were the kind of responsibilities that put him in danger on a regular basis, and that could easily earn him the enmity of the miners.


But the boss who recruited Kyuusan focused on the upsides the job presented. He reminded Kyuusan over and again: Use your brain, use your brawn, and make an honest effort. If he resorted to cheap shots and easy solutions when breaking up a fight, both sides would end up hating him. Instead, he should find ways to earn the thanks of both parties. The trust and good opinion of the miners would prove a far more valuable commodity down the road.


Kyuusan took those lessons to heart. The assets he garnered along the way later bought him his independence. Though its fortunes had long been in decline, its mines mostly worthless, he now ran Kan’you Mountain. No one’s underling, Kyuusan could fairly call the mountain his own. By rights, the land gangs had dibs on all the work contracted on the mountain, which put Kyuusan in a privileged position.


Kyuusan became a free agent when the chaos erupted in Bun Province. Three years after that, he gained a controlling interest in Kantaku, a small gemstone fountain not far from Koumon, the mountain where the troubles first started. Like Koumon, Kantaku was on a mountain that had played out in recent years, leaving behind little in the way of precious gems worth mining for.


It was blessed only by the fountains that bubbled up here and there in the mine shafts.


Since the waning days of the Kyou Dynasty, the mines in Bun Province had run dry at an alarming rate. Even Kan’you Mountain seemed to shut down across the board. A sharp increase in prospecting naturally followed, with new ventures launched on many mountains. But the returns everywhere were disappointingly small.


Even so, whatever happened on the mountains, the jurisdiction of the land gangs had come to be seen as necessary, meaning that a small gang like Kyuusan’s could easily strike out on its own. Kyuusan himself exemplified the sudden rise of new land gangs that accompanied recent developments in the region.


The inhabitants of Koumon received a license from the province giving them private ownership of the mountain. Kantaku, on the other hand, fell under direct ownership of the shire castle town of Kohaku. The shire administrator was a young and avaricious apparatchik, but the mountain had an excellent track record.


As the gemstone fountains were a key feature of the mountain itself, it largely escaped the mayhem. When it came to managing the small but high-quality mining claims, what Kyuusan brought to the table were the personal relationships he’d forged along the way. Rensoku, the gang lord he’d once reported to, had also taken note of the thriving human resources Kyuusan had put together.


Thanks to Rensoku’s negotiations and the recommendations of miners on the mountain, administration of Kantaku was handed over to Kyuusan.


Since taking charge in Kantaku, prospecting for new ore beds and fountains and developing the finds proceeded apace. As the scale of the operations expanded, albeit in small and incremental steps, Kyuusan’s power and influence grew at an equally measured rate. Kantaku’s reputation spread as a good mountain to work on. Even without experiencing Kyuusan’s management skills first hand, word of mouth attracted skilled miners to the mountain.


The first clouds began to gather six years later.


Kyuusan became independent. Having laid the foundation of his own organization, he had nothing like a boss directly above him. The only person who could be called senior to him was that avaricious shire administrator and the bureaucracy he controlled. Generally speaking, though, they didn’t have the kind of relationship that resulted in anybody ordering Kyuusan around.


The one exception was Rensoku, whose smooth tongue and wily ways had given Kyuusan such a big leg up. If Rensoku owed Kyuusan for his years of service, Kyuusan owed Rensoku for handing him the reins to Kantaku. So far Rensoku had yet to call in those markers, but when and if he did, there was no way that Kyuusan could refuse.


Six years before, Rensoku directly appealed to Kyuusan to lend Kyuujo a hand. In the end, Rensoku handed over management of the mountain to Kyuusan and two others. Also one of Rensoku’s subordinates, Kyuujo held the same rank as them. In terms of their duties, they occupied the second organizational tier below Rensoku. Kyuusan was the most junior of this group. The pecking order on the mountain made Kyuujo his aniki, his “big brother,” and also made it difficult for Kyuusan to say no to him.


And if Rensoku put in a word on Kyuujo’s behalf, it’d become well-nigh impossible.


The first job Kyuujo passed along to Kyuusan involved the security in and around Kan’you Mountain. “We’re catching wind of big brawls in the offing,” he explained. “We need to make sure that people who don’t need to be here aren’t muscling their way into the territory.”


According to the code of the land gangs, that meant they were going on the warpath and needed his support. If the military mobilized, the land gangs involved needed backup. In fact, not long after that, the gang in Koumon staged an uprising. After clashing with local government forces, they occupied Kohaku.


And then to everyone’s surprise, the Imperial Army waded into the fray, a truly disastrous development.


A new emperor had been enthroned in Tai. Immediately following the coronation, corrupt province lords, long the subject of sinister rumors, were shuffled out of their positions. Their replacements were blank slates, just as the true character and disposition of the emperor remained a mystery. The only thing without a doubt was that this emperor was no friend of the land gangs.


Anyone born in Bun Province well understood the facts on the ground in Tetsui. The new emperor had a major hand in shaping them and called himself an ally of Tetsui. When the land gangs and the people came to blows, the emperor defended the people. The land gangs had no expectations that he would do anything but side against them.


Even so, dispatching the expeditionary forces of the Imperial Army to confront the land gangs was entirely out of the norm. Here as well, the emperor was putting the iron in his resolve on display. No longer would the land gangs be allowed to do as they pleased.


Think of a kingdom as established on the two pillars of the government and the law, and it was only natural for the land gangs that flaunted the law and opposed the government to be regarded as enemies of the state. Except the land gangs had a say in the matter too. Was the government really an ally of the people? Did the kingdom never inflict harm on its subjects? Were the land gangs always in the wrong?


Only the names of the mountains stayed the same. Everything else was up for grabs.


Most of the miners were refugees and drifters denied the customary protections of the government and the order promised by the law. They looked askance at both and followed their own rules. As the de facto governing body, the land gangs administered the only law the miners respected. The foundational pillars of their polity were money and a clenched fist.


However, their failure to conform to imperial processes and procedures meant the land gangs could offer no long-term guarantees of their own. With no place in the political system carved out for them, they had no access to the full faith and credit of the kingdom. So when the new emperor assumed the throne and set about putting the kingdom’s house in order, the land gangs were slated for elimination.


As far as the land gangs were concerned, they had no choice but to live on. No one was going to tell them to abandon everything they’d fought for up to now.


They knew well where the emperor stood on every matter concerning them. The land gangs of Bun Province had every reason to fear that the accession of the new emperor meant losing the livelihoods they had built for themselves. Given the recent events in Koumon, the possibility remained very real. But that didn’t mean they were foolish enough to believe they could eliminate the emperor.


As long as that was out of the question, so was bringing an end to his reign and all the policies that sprang from it. And yet none of them could countenance simple surrender. Most of those in the land gangs believed they had to find a way to guarantee the survival of what they called home in the new dynasty.


Pointing to their achievements on the mountain as a precedent, they had to move from an illegal to a legal footing while remaining as free as possible from the constraints of the shire government. Rensoku made this argument often, and Kyuusan didn’t disagree.


And thus he concluded that whatever assistance he provided Kyuujo must be along those same lines. The land gangs of Koumon raised their own standard of revolt and occupied Kohaku in order to defend their place in the world. That was why it was necessary for Kyuusan to offer Koumon his support.


Except the crew in Koumon had a nasty way of getting things done. Kyuusan was not impressed by the way they stormed Kohaku and even less by the occupation that followed. To put it bluntly, they behaved like a bunch of petty and capricious tyrants, the kind of behavior that only reinforced every bad thing ever said about the land gangs.


Moreover, their actions played right into the hands of the new emperor. He now had all the reasons he needed to deploy the Palace Guard against them, pledging to put a halt to the atrocities of the land gangs. Kyuujo tasked Kyuusan with keeping watch to make sure the local folk didn’t take advantage of the advancing Palace Guard to launch their own rebellion against the land gangs.


To be honest, his heart just wasn’t in it. What is going to come of all this? They were wringing their own necks.


“Let’s teach them that they can’t push around the land gangs of Bun Province,” said the more excitable among them.


Don’t be a bunch of idiots, Kyuusan silently rebuked them.


On top of that, Kyuujo’s orders grew increasingly bizarre. One time, Kyuusan was instructed not to allow anybody into the area surrounding Kan’you Mountain, not only soldiers and civilians, but other gang factions too. Another time he was told to hunt soldiers, and then to attack towns and drive off the inhabitants as well. He was also told to go here or go there and deliver a beat-down to another gang.


Kyuusan had no idea what Kyuujo was doing. When he asked for explanations, Kyuujo only said he was following the orders he’d been given and didn’t know either.


Gripped by a debt of honor he couldn’t cast aside, getting tossed this way and that in utter confusion, Kyuusan could only conclude that someone was deadly serious about driving the new emperor and the power to smash the land gangs out of Bun Province. He didn’t think anything like that was remotely possible.


But then came the news that, amidst the chaos, the emperor had disappeared.


That deadly serious someone had hatched an impossible plan and carried it off.


Unbelievable.


The land gangs were all over the map when it came to the emperor. As far as the kingdom and its subjects were concerned, having an emperor was all for the best. Kyuusan had been one of those miners who traced his roots back to life as a refugee, so he could see the justice in rescuing them from that plight, and making sure that they would never have to return to that life again.


If the emperor was deposed, and the throne once again left empty, the land gangs would continue on their merry way. But the kingdom would decline and fall. He couldn’t imagine how they would benefit from such an outcome.


Kyuusan gradually distanced himself from Kyuujo. At the same time, he prepared for the and looked for ways to guarantee the survival of him and his mates. The demise of the emperor was rumored about, as was the enthronement of an emperor pro tempore. The emperor’s retinue were accused of sedition against the provisional government and declared enemies of the people. The carnage that followed reached an unbelievable intensity.


Bun Province fell into chaos. Amidst the pandemonium, Kyuusan achieved complete control of Kan’you Mountain. Kyuujo, on the other hand, was captured and executed as a common criminal. Rensoku was once again driven from his position of power and was later killed by brigands, though the word went around that he’d been assassinated.


Rensoku’s faction fled in all directions, though many were captured in short order and executed as rebels or criminals. Separated from the mountains, not only Rensoku’s men but the land gangs in general wandered about without any sense of purpose. And practically before anybody took notice, the vast majority had simply fallen off the face of the earth.


“Kyuusan, what do you conclude from all these developments?” Risai asked, because she knew this big man was no fool and no run-of-the-mill highwayman.


“I got the feeling we were pawns in somebody else’s game. Somewhere higher up, that somebody played us like pieces on a board. Somebody who harbored not a speck of good intentions toward the land gangs, who used us up and threw us away when the job was done.”




On that note, Kyuusan let Risai and the others go. They walked back to Sokou together. It was Kyuusan who suggested they find a place to get something to eat.


“Asen must be at the root of all this,” Risai said, putting a name to Kyuusan’s someone. “Asen had to drag His Highness out into the open. Whatever he was scheming, Gyousou-sama was too well defended in the Imperial Palace. Asen had to separate him as much as possible from his retainers and create an opportunity where he held the high ground. The opportunity he created was in Bun Province.”


“Because the land gangs had the free run of the place?”


“Not that, I don’t think. More likely because of Tetsui. His Highness had deep ties to Tetsui. If something happened in Tetsui, he absolutely could not look the other way. Tetsui was in danger so he ran to the rescue. That’s why your someone orchestrated an attack on Tetsui.”


“And since we’re talking about Bun Province, it’d only be natural for the land gangs to play the part of the villain.”


“Indeed. Moreover, those particular land gangs happened to be bad to the bone to begin with. It wouldn’t have worked otherwise.”


“Because of what had happened in Tetsui. If anybody in those gangs showed any inclination to think things through and talk things over, the emperor might have pulled back on the reins and listened to what they had to say.”


Risai nodded. She couldn’t help but be impressed. Kyuusan had a good head on his shoulders.


“Hence the need to keep those bad actors all riled up. But only to a degree. Beyond that would be worse. If Bun Province turned into a complete firestorm, the emperor would have stayed put. Despite his affections for Tetsui, things spinning out of control could still put a halt to everything. The blaze had to be just big enough to get him to come running. So the land gangs were thrown into the fray. Using them kept the scale of the chaos in check.”


“Makes sense to me. Asen always paid attention to those fine details.” Looking back on it now, the whole thing had the feel of Asen’s handiwork from the start.


“When the crew at Koumon went so far as to occupy Kohaku, it struck me as such a stupid strategy that I could have been convinced the emperor dreamed it up.”


“Meaning what?” Kyoshi wondered.


But Risai nodded. “Meaning the Koumon land gangs and His Highness did a deal under the table. The land gangs played the role of the bad guys. By defeating and driving them out, His Highness won over the hearts and minds of the people of Bun Province.”


“Rumors to that effect reached my ears too. When I called them stupid and said they were being too clever for their own good, Rensoku said that was the whole point. All the more convenient for this high and mighty someone to make everything out to be the consequence of a cunning plan.”


“And for that they sacrificed the people of Kohaku?” Houto interrupted in a rage. “The furthest thing from a cunning plan.”


Kyuusan answered with a wry smile, “Rensoku didn’t say anything about the emperor. I don’t think he thought about the man that way. I’m pretty sure he meant the emperor that came after him, this provisional emperor.”


“In other words, Asen.”


Kyuusan nodded. “With the new emperor disposed of, the provisional emperor—no, the Pretender—rises up in his stead. But the Pretender also needs Bun Province back in his grasp. If you’re dealing with a bunch of simple-minded villains, it’s an easy story to tell.”


“Yeah, I see.”


“In fact, I’m sure everyone around Rensoku saw things the same way he did. They knew from what happened in Tetsui that the emperor was a man committed to doing right by his subjects. Yeah, scoundrels like us wouldn’t be welcome in the dynasty of this new emperor. But there were worse scoundrels trying to depose him and steal the throne. There was nothing honorable or just about the villains plotting to usurp his position. So maybe if we put in the work, we could make a role of the land gangs in the new dynasty.”


Kyuusan added with a thin smile, “If we don’t start thinking that way, we’re never going to see eye to eye. I know we’re not a bunch of geniuses, but we’re at least smart enough to look down the road and tell a winning hand from a losing one. The fools who can’t tell the difference will never get the job done the way a boss like Rensoku did.”


Risai nodded, fully in agreement with Kyuusan’s words. At the same time, she felt a sharp pang of regret. If nothing else, Kyuusan had one thing right. The land gangs sprang to life from the ruins of the previous dynasty. While she couldn’t agree that struggling to get by in life justified a life of crime, she understood the tragic circumstances that drove them to such choices. It was an era when the average man could believe he had no other options.


Setting aside the question of whether bad times justified unlawful means, they were trying hard to survive. As a reward for that effort, they got taken advantage of and tossed aside. With all the land gangs lumped in together, no one shed a tear on their behalf. It was a sad state of affairs from beginning to end.


A few parts of Sokou continued to function close to normal, still full of disorder but also full of life. Small restaurants and food stalls, stores selling used clothes and sundries. And no lack of pedestrians strolling the avenues.


“Quite a number of people around,” Kyoshi observed. “Are they all from the land gangs?”


“A fair number of them are miners. We’re not far from Kantaku, you see.”


The gemstone fountains entrusted to Kyuusan before the troubles were alive and well. During the campaigns against the land gangs, the mountain was temporarily purged of their presence. Except as it turned out, the mountain couldn’t function without them. So they returned. Kantaku as well drove off Kyuusan for a spell. But without Kyuusan’s guiding hand, the business ground to a halt.


To make matters worse, Kantaku fell under the jurisdiction of Kohaku. The city had been left in ruins after the occupation by the land gangs and the shire administrator killed. The new administrator had no experience running a mining operation. In any case, given the sad state Kohaku was in, it desperately needed the tax revenue from Kantaku.


“In the end, we returned to Kantaku, only to discover the crew from Koumon had poached every stone in the fountains down to the bare soil.”


They set out to culture new stones in the fountains, but it would take a good amount of time before they yielded gems worth putting on the market. The greatest demand was for stones between the size of a common coin and the size of fist. The former alone took over a year to culture, the latter several more. In the meantime, they’d have to tide things over by digging out the pebbles and gravel.


“We recruited more miners and prospected for new mines. But to be honest, the yields are poor. Miners are always looking for work. They end up here in Sokou, biding their time until something turns up. And then there’s all of their friends and relations. Most of the shops around here are run by the families of gang members. There are more of them around than there are of us of the old land gangs. What it comes down to is, we’ve lost a whole lot of men since the troubles six years ago.”


Exact figures were hard to come by these days, but in Sokou they numbered around two thousand. Of those, no more than two hundred were actual gang members. The rest were friends and relations, or anybody with some sort of connection living under their protection, such as the families of their deceased mates, or those receiving patronage in exchange for their cooperation with Kyuusan’s gang.


“To speak the unvarnished truth, we’re talking about refugees and drifters. The majority of those here lost access to their census records a long time ago.”


As a result of war or natural disasters, refugees were those temporarily separated from their registered allotments. Drifters, on the other hand, abandoned their census records and allotments, and thus removed themselves from the protections and guarantees of the kingdom. Although people sometimes did so of their own volition, for employment or other reasons, in many cases they’d been burned out of their homes, their villages left in ruins, their census records lost or destroyed.


“Didn’t your father run away from his village? What about his registry card?”


The registry card listed where a person’s census record was registered when he left the town or hamlet he was born in.


Answering Risai’s question, Kyuusai explained, “He discarded when he left. Even if it didn’t, a miner has to give up his registry card when he goes into the mines. It’s a rule on the mountain. If things get tough, he might run away if he still had it.”


“What about the rest of the family?”


“Same for them. Though my father died in a cave-in. My frail little sister and mother both fell ill and died. I couldn’t give them the food or the medicine they needed. There was nothing I could do. I did what I could do. I harbor no regrets now.”


“You’re on your own, then?”


“I’ve got a wife and a few relatives, along with four children.”


Risai blinked. “But you’re drifters, aren’t you?”


There was no way a couple could have children without being officially registered in a village.


“Not mine. My wife had two daughters before she was widowed and a house in the mountains. Her husband died. She married a gang member after that. He got killed in a fight when the troubles broke out. I adopted them. Two more mates of mine died during that time. Each had a son. And one had three more surviving relatives. Add to that my wife’s mother and an older man—we go way back—who lost a leg in the troubles. Eleven altogether. One big family.”


Kyuusan grinned as he counted them up.


“And you look after all of them.”


“Well, it’s not like I’m supporting them by myself. One of my sons is already a full-fledged member of the gang. The other works in the gravel pits with the two kids of another of my colleagues. My wife is a cook at the inn back there.”


Kyuusan said with a more knowing smile, “They don’t dig enough out of gravel pits to support a family. The job of the land gangs in the first place was keeping the mountains shipshape. The miners are the ones who bring in the money. When the mines run dry, our income dries up as well. My wife is the one putting food on the table these days.”


Everyone in the land gangs was scraping by living on his past earnings. The goods they’d stocked up on back when the money was good had lost most of their value. That was how a man went broke—gradually and then suddenly. He’d wake up one morning only to discover the cupboards were bare.


“And the next day they find themselves shaking down travelers for pocket change. Because going hungry is not an option.”


“Eleven people is a substantial burden. I can’t excuse robbery as an occupation, but I can understand the circumstances that might lead a man in that direction.”


“Yeah, it is tough. I became a drifter before I grew up so I figured that kids were off the table for good. But children are a good thing. They give you a reason to get up in the morning.”


“You don’t say.” Risai smiled.


Returning to Kyoshi’s earlier question, Kyuusan said, “At the end of the highway, the last stop before you reach Kan’you Mountain, is a town called Anpuku. Probably a hundred of us there.”


And maybe three hundred on Kan’you Mountain itself. Past Kan’you Mountain to the west, there were two hundred or so in the town of Seisai. Eight hundred households all together.


“I am not well versed about the current state of the land gangs. Is that a lot or a little?”


“Compared to our numbers back in the day, a drop in the bucket. When the troubles broke out, a powerful boss might have three thousand under his command. At the top of his game, Rensoku had at least that many answering to him.”


“Similar to the population of a shire,” Risai said aloud. Of course, she thought. Those kinds of numbers went a long way to explaining what had made the land gangs such a formidable force.


Even at a scale of hundreds, the land gangs also had friends and relations to account for. Strictly speaking, not gang members but the many people who relied on and associated with them.


“You won’t find gang lords like that around these days. It’s a rare boss with more than a thousand under him. Many more in-between. We, for one, hold the mountain and most of the surrounding land.”


“But the main cities around here are Sokou, Anpuku and Seisai. And Kan’you Mountain. That’s a pretty small population to support all of them.”


“Pretty small. Well, as long as we can count on not getting attacked by the kingdom or the province, we’ll get by somehow.”


The only viable assaults on Kan’you Mountain could be launched north from Rin’u or east from Tetsui. Sokou and Seisai took on the role of lookouts in that regard.


“It’d be easy enough to sustain a retreat as far as Anpuku. But if worse came to worse, we’d need an escape route for the women and children. From here, though, they could flee directly to Jou Province.”


“You’ve got towns and land. What about parceling it out to the refugees? Finding housing for them is a significant problem. I’m sure they’d work hard in exchange for a house and land.”


“In turn, the government would impose on us taxes and regulations. When that happens, count on them going back to branding us rebels, if not enemies of the people. Sure, it’s a shame to see the land and buildings going to waste, but our hands are pretty much tied. Damned if we do, damned if we don’t.”


“Yeah, I see what you mean,” Risai muttered.


Kyuusan laughed.


“What?” Risai asked.


“You’re one of the kingdom’s high and mighty. Yet I do believe you’re beginning to see the world the way we do.”


“That doesn’t mean I condone the way the land gangs chose to live their lives. But going on airily about the rule of law and such doesn’t solve any problems either. Any viable solution has got to start with recognizing that fact first.”


“You don’t say,” Kyuusan said. Then he added, “That sort of talk sails way over our heads. We have no idea whether the emperor is good for us in the long run or not.” He turned to face her directly. “But as for whether Asen is good for us or not? We know the answer to that one. He isn’t.”


“Hence the importance of driving Asen from the throne,” Risai said.


“And then what? The emperor is dead,” Kyuusan said. “An era with an empty throne would be worse than whatever Asen’s up to.”


“The emperor is not dead,” Risai said, but Kyuusan appeared to treat such a statement as little more than wishful thinking.


“At the time, a strongly-worded advisory came down to stay away from Kan’you Mountain. If it was the provisional emperor—Asen or whoever—who was using the land gangs, then it figures it was also Asen who cleaned out the area around Kan’you Mountain. He was setting the stage to kill the emperor. In fact, during the march, a guy who looked like the emperor was seen in the company of troops moving into the mountain. An unsavory bunch, according to the reports we heard.”


“We have heard similar stories from other sources,” Risai pointed out, “about His Highness being escorted somewhere. Are we talking actual eyewitnesses?”


“It was during the mopping-up operations. A crew decked out in gaudy red and black armor. Don’t know their names. I believe they called themselves the Shakou.”


“The Shakou?”


The Red Armor. Risai wracked her brains but came up with nothing. This was the third time she’d heard about a company of soldiers wearing red armor. It was common practice to give soldiers uniforms and equipment commensurate with their duties. Officers outfitted their own men with armor and weapons. When distributing the gear, the armor in particular often had a similar style and appearance.


“It was like they had eyes on the back of their heads, their senses were that sharp. They fought with a skill and brutality that sent a chill down even our spines.”


“They were that good?”


“I absolutely would not want to cross swords with any of them.”


Risai again craned her head to the side in confusion. She couldn’t think of any military detachment with anything resembling such a reputation.


“They must have been the ones that attacked the emperor and killed him on the mountain.”


“The body of His Highness was never found,” Houto stated emphatically.


“Because they hid the remains. They were last seen leaving with him. The body turning up later would be tantamount to a confession.”


The rest of them had no way to answer that logic.


“Ah, you wouldn’t be searching for the emperor, would you? If you expect to find him on Kan’you Mountain, I’d tell you to give up on that dream. But if you can’t take no for an answer, your best bet is to take your search to the heart of the mountain.”


Noting Risai’s startled look, Kyuusan explained with a thin smile, “At any rate, the time is coming when we’re going to pack up and leave too. This isn’t what we were talking about before. The gravel pits are playing out. Cave-ins are commonplace. We’ve suffered more big mineshaft collapses than we care to count. And then there are youma welling up from deep underground. They’re small critters for now, but their big brothers and sisters are gonna show up soon or later.”


Kyuusan concluded with a bitter laugh. “That’s why we’ve all but abandoned the mountain to its own fate.”


	Chapter 10


[8-5] Risai, Houto and Kyoshi set off from Sokou the next day. Kyuusan accompanied them. They parted ways with Kenchuu. With none other than Kyuusan as their guide for the rest of the way to Kan’you Mountain, he’d decided to return to Rin’u.


“We are very grateful to you for coming this far,” Risai said.


Kenchuu responded only with a nod.


Kyoshi and Houto said their goodbyes and saw him off.


They took the highway out of Sokou and headed north. Kan’you Mountain rose majestically like a great wall at the far reaches of the valley. Rising even higher behind it, shrouded in watery gray clouds, the peaks of the You Range pierced the heavens.


The highway out of Sokou climbed the valley straight to the north. Walking their borrowed horses along in a line, Kyoshi glanced over his shoulder and raised a soft cry of alarm. The rest of them followed his gaze. Two human figures emerged from the dilapidated roka alongside the road they had just passed, an adult and a small child, hand in hand.


“That’s—” Risai said. Her face clouded over.


Kyoshi’s expression showed the same mixed feelings. Despite that terrifying experience the day before, the mother had again set off with her daughter. Traveling on horseback, Kyoshi, Risai, Houto, and Kyuusan had just caught up with them. They must have been taking a break in the broken-down building, having left Sokou as soon as the gates opened.


No matter what, they were determined to stay the course.


Kyoshi looked up at a sky covered with thin clouds. The clouds shrouding the mountains to the north were deeper and darker, a harbinger of the snow soon to come.


“An impressive degree of resolve,” Houto said in a small voice.


Risai agreed with a sad nod.




They continued along at the fastest pace the horses could comfortably carry them. Along the way, they stopped at Anpuku. On foot, Anpuku was a relatively small city a day’s walk from Sokou. Nevertheless, it was defended by the barrier walls and ramparts typical of a shire castle, along with a pair of redoubts. Considering the number of gang members Kenkyuu had under his control, a size suitable to its defense.


The mountain loomed to the north of the city. To the east, two high hills enclosed a thin strip of farmland. The highway here veered to the west as it climbed the narrowing valley. A mountain river ran alongside the highway, coursing through a deep channel gouged into the earth, then cut across the highway south of Anpuku. Reaching Anpuku from the south required crossing the bridge over the river.


In terms of locational advantage, Anpuku held the high ground. There were bigger cities along the way, but placing his stronghold here reflected Kyuusan’s natural grasp of military geography.


“Hakushi on the Kan’you Mountain pilgrimage enter the mountain from the west and leave from the east between those two hills.”


Anpuku and Kan’you Mountain together formed the inner citadel of the territory held by the land gangs.


Kenkyuu explained, “We’ve got men working on Kan’you Mountain. Their families stay here while they’re away. We keep two other cities up and running in case we get attacked and they need an escape route.”


Sokou was the crossroads for the highway headed east while Seisai was the key city along the way from Tetsui. If enemy forces marched from Rin’u, they would wait for them in Sokou, buying time for the women and children to flee from Seisai. By the same token, if the attack came from Tetsui, they would make a stand at Seisai, slowing the advance long enough to give the civilians time to flee Sokou.


“The road from Tetsui wasn’t built to move a large force under arms to begin with. But better safe than sorry. We simply don’t have the size or strength to lock horns with the provincial or imperial armies. We’d barricade ourselves in the city and hold out long enough to allow our friends and families to slip out the back. Giving it our all, that’s the best we could do.”


“And if an attack came from Rin’u and Tetsui at the same time?” Kyoshi wondered aloud.


“We’d throw up our hands and beg for our lives,” Kyuusan said with a hearty laugh. “Supposing things ever got that far given the likes of us. If we found ourselves under siege in both Seisai and Sokou, we’d have no place to run. At best we could head for the hills and wait for things to simmer down.”


“You really wouldn’t have another way to escape?”


“Not really,” Kyuusan said. “Of course, if we’re facing off against the regular army, a force that size has to move along the major highways. They’d come marching down the road. We’d leave the beaten track and take the footpaths into the mountains, leading them on a wild goose chase while we scattered to the four winds. Though if they got it into their heads to finish what they started, I don’t suppose they’d leave us be.”


“Well,” Risai said. “If they were determined to wipe you out, they’d attack from Rin’u and Tetsui and make sure to shut down all the trails and side roads.”


“Yeah, I figured as much,” Kyuusan grinned. “But wipe us out to what end? Supposing they came at us from all sides, that could only be because somebody decided to retake Kan’you Mountain. The mountain would be the goal, not eliminating us. In that case, we could abandon the Kan’you Mountain and be done with it. Before that, we’d play for time to make sure everybody who needed to get away got away. Anybody tainted as a member of the land gangs was sure to see the inside of a jail.”


“I see,” Risai muttered as they climbed the deserted road.


They reached the crest of the gentle slope, passed a big city long reduced to ruins, and by sunset arrived at Kan’you Mountain. The highway continued to rise to the west. They turned north and crossed a bridge over the river. The road here appeared cut from the face of the mountain. Clusters of houses lined both sides of the road, each ringed by tall walls, forming a jumble of villages of varied sizes.


The road wound between the villages and ended at the entrance to Kan’you Mountain itself.


The rugged barrier wall formed a tall arc right before the mountain. A tower gate guarded the approach. A gate road at least twice the usual length led the traveler inside. Down the gate road, at the far end of a large plaza, the black mouth of a tunnel gaped open beneath the overhanging cliff. The weathered signboard over the ornate doorway burrowed into the side of the mountain read, “Kan’you Mountain.”


Buildings of various shapes and sizes lined the plaza. Overwhelming all of them was the barrier wall itself. As could be ascertained from the length of the gate road, the thickness of the wall alone set it apart from the norm. With the wall pushed outwards in a bowed arc, clusters of four and five storey residences climbed the inner slope. Openings bored into the wall formed doors and windows. Wooden corridors ran between them, climbing flights of stairs to each individual domicile.


Though ragged and worn, the rooms appeared to be in use. Windows gaped open here and there. Freshly washed clothing hung from the corridor railings. Recent rough repairs made by Kyuusan’s men had clearly been done with whatever was on hand. And while sufficient to keep out the wind and the rain, nothing about the place appeared the least bit comfortable.


They passed by the warehouses and equipment barns that bordered the broad gate road and entered the ornate doorway. Inside the doorway, a large tunnel had been carved into the bedrock. The floor was paved with quarried stone, but the long years of miners and their carts moving back and forth across the rough surface had worn it down to a smooth gloss.


After walking a little while longer, they came to the end of the tunnel. The sky appeared above. They found themselves in a large and open space. Tall cliffs formed the walls of the round room.


As Risai gazed up at the sky, Kyuusan said, “It had a roof way back when. The roof caved in at some point and formed this pit.”


“The mountain is that unstable?”


“The whole mountain is a house of cards. The rock isn’t any more brittle than elsewhere. But the mines are old. The tunnels run through the mountain like a spider’s web. Every tunnel demands that many more ventilation shafts, leaving the mountain full of holes. It’s like everything is just ready and waiting to fall apart. You’ll find the remains of recent cave-ins wherever you look. It’s not that any one place is more fragile than another. It’s just that no one knows what will cause the next collapse or when.”


Kyuusan smiled. “Don’t even clap your hands, let alone whistle. Those are taboos among the miners.”


“You’re kidding. Clapping and whistling aren’t going to cause cave-ins.”


“So you would think. But it’s hard getting those taboos out of your head.”


Risai nodded and flashed a wry smile.


The ragged remnants of the ceiling cantilevered over the cliffs like unfinished eaves. Back in the day, the tunnel would have brought them to a big underground cavern. Then the ceiling fell in, turning the cavern into a plaza ringed by palisades. The ceiling collapsed several generations before. Pine trees and shrubs had taken root atop the cliffs and since grown to a considerable size. The roots snaked down the cliff face, channeling a dripping curtain of water.


The wall of the plaza was pocketed with the gaping entrances to more tunnels. Some continued along the same plane while others plunged deeper underground. The slope of the inclines varied from tunnel to tunnel. The stone floor of those worn smooth from use reflected their age. Others boasted carefully constructed flights of stairs. And then there were those that practically dropped straight down.


“Over there is the only working mine shaft.”


Kyuusan pointed at an excavated depression and the rightmost mouth of three tunnels bored into the wall. Taking a step inside revealed that though it was younger than the rest, the floor and walls were well worn down. A latticework of lumber and logs formed a series of stairs. The light slanting into the chamber did not reach the inside of the tunnel. Lanterns occupied the regularly-spaced nooks in the walls.


“Still looks pretty old,” Houto said, peering into the mineshaft. “And you say it leads to an active mine face?”


Kyuusan nodded. He indicated the tracks affixed to the latticework. “The carts roll along those rails. With the lanterns and the tracks, that’s how we move the ore around.”


“Any other mines?”


“This is the only one with any life left in it. It’s pretty far to the working face of the mine but they’re still hauling out low quality stones. Fewer and fewer over the years, though. The stones worth keeping in a single cart barely reach thirty percent these days. Sometimes I want to tell them that the rewards aren’t worth the effort, but there’s no work for them off the mountain either. So they patiently keep their shoulders to the wheel. Except when—”


“Except when youma show up.”


“It’s happened three times so far. Two of them were youma and one was a youjuu. Thankfully, none were the kind that indiscriminately hunt humans. But those encounters caused a fair amount of grief. One of them appeared in a mineshaft out of nowhere. Two were dug out of the rock. The miners working the mine face found them hibernating in a void in the earth. As a result, they got plenty spooked about digging any further.”


Common wisdom held that when a kingdom fell into turmoil, the youma roiled up out of the ground. When peaceful times came around again, the youma returned to the earth and slept there. Risai believed the common wisdom was not far off the mark.


“The miners were ecstatic when they hit the void in the rock. That usually means a depleted water channel. If it’d been the source of a gemstone fountain, they might find a motherload of stones. Even the aquifer for an ordinary spring can collect gem fragments. Their reward was a youma instead.”


“Bad luck.” Risai nodded. “You said some of them were serious about abandoning the mine. Is there really no other way to make ends meet?”


“Hard to say,” Kyuusan said with a grim smile. “There’s always Kantaku, but those mines played out years ago. Nobody expects to hit paydirt now. Moving to another mountain is always on the table. But every mountain has its own gang. We’ve ruled the roost around here for so long, bowing down to the gang on another mountain is a complete nonstarter. If push comes to shove, we’d have to drive them off, and no place in Bun Province is producing the kind of yields worth fighting over.”


“How about getting an honest job?”


“Sure, if we could earn enough to live on. The land gangs are like big families. We’ve got plenty of the aged, plenty of the infirmed. Find me a job that would allow me to support them and I’ll happily put in for a change of occupations. If you happen to know of any such open positions, please let me know.”


Risai had no answer for him on that account.


Houto asked him, “Kyuusan, are you familiar with all the mines in the area?”


“Hardly. Nobody has a handle on all of them. This mountain is huge.”


“We believe that the emperor was attacked somewhere around here. We have no idea of the specific location.”


Kyuusan furrowed his brows and folded his arms in a contemplative manner. “You guys seem to believe that this mountain was the stage for an assassination. To be sure, somebody was clearing out the inhabitants from around Kan’you Mountain at the time, but I don’t see how that means they were setting up an assassination here. The foothills would work just as well.”


“It’s not like we don’t have any basis for believing that,” Houto said, looking at Risai for guidance.


Risai continued, “An article of His Highness’s clothing was discovered in a shipment of ore from here.”


“Really?”


“The shipment was headed for Han. If my memory serves, back then, only Kan’you Mountain was shipping ore to Han.”


“You are right on that.”


Kyuusan explained that Kan’you Mountain didn’t have the only operating mines. But only Kan’you Mountain produced enough ore to justify shipping it across the kingdom to foreign markets.


“Setting the quality aside, we had the facilities in place to deliver that volume. But at the time the emperor disappeared, I don’t believe any excavations were going on.”


“Is that true?”


Kyuusan shrugged. “I don’t know the fine details well enough to make a definite statement. But there is a guy who does. You should ask him.” He turned on his heels and grinned at them. “If one of those dugout houses suits your purposes, you’re welcome to stay here and keep searching until your curiosity is satisfied. My only condition is that you live and let live. Don’t go interfering in anybody’s business.”




“You’re looking for somebody on this mountain?”


The guy Kyuusan said knew the fine details was an old man who worked in the dining hall. He’d been on and around Kan’you Mountain since he was a youngster.


“Quite the task you’ve set for yourselves.”


Risai asked him, “Have you ever come across any evidence of an attack taking place on the mountain?”


“Nope. Well, if you’re talking about the occasional brawl, signs of something like that’s not going to stick around for long.”


“People would have been killed. There’d be blood left behind. And dead bodies.”


“Hmm,” the old man said, lining up bowls filled with rice gruel on the counter. “Haven’t caught wind of any such disturbances. Only been on the mountain once of late. Right before the troubles broke out. It was the end of the year, I think. That’s how closed down Kan’you Mountain is these days.” The old man stared off into space, searching his memories. “Most operations came to a halt before that. No good stones were left in the mines. The gemstone fountains had already dried up.”


The oldest and biggest gemstone fountains in the Kingdom of Tai started to run dry toward the end of the reign of Emperor Kyou. The flows of water diminished and the quality declined. It took time to culture stones from scratch. If the end results didn’t justify all the effort, the miners would just as soon abandon the mountain.


“What I heard was, the last miners pulled out of Kan’you Mountain during the era of the empty throne. A few stragglers stuck around and dug for low-grade stones. They didn’t find enough to make a profit. That’s when operations ground to a halt. Though the mountain wasn’t sealed tight.”


Nobody was working on Kan’you Mountain, but the province still exercised administrative control and posted sentries along the access roads to defend the mountain.


“There were people who got permission to dig. Miners with buyers who didn’t care if the stones were low grade. Prospectors hoping to stake new claims. And rock hunters chasing down old era stones.”


“Old era stones?” Risai asked.


“Stones discovered by sifting through the tailings from mines excavated in past dynasties. There are tales of whole armfuls of white jade being discovered that way. The story is, the jade had first been found at the face of the mine, but then a cave-in or some other disaster buried all those needles under a haystack of earth.”


That jade had supposedly been uncovered by prospectors searching for new veins of ore.


“They would have made a fortune overnight. Then there are cultured gems that were abandoned and discovered later. Maybe a cave-in cut off access. Or the claim owner met a sudden death and took his secrets to the grave. Miners are famously tight-lipped about the location of their gemstone fountains, so if they or their workers die in an accident or battle, that location can be lost forever.”


The old man elaborated with a mischievous grin, “I’ve heard of miners inserting keystones into the support arches such that removing them will cause the whole shaft to collapse.”


He chuckled. Who could confirm or deny whether any of this was true or not?


“There are as many of these legends and fairy tales as there are rock hunters. Even when a mountain shuts down operations, they get permits from the province and head into the mines. Haven’t heard rumors of any big finds, though.”


And then there were those who took a more studied approach, starting their search for the gemstone fountains by studying the written notes and other clues the miners left behind. The repository for the harvested stones should be found not far from a fountain. Find a lost fountain and a fortune awaited them. Believers in those tales also sporadically ventured into the mountains.


“The winds of change shifted around with His Majesty’s enthronement. A new province lord arrived in Bun. He declared that the low-grade scrap stones were worth mining too. Anything to help the people scrape by. Large-scale mining took off once again. Up till then, the government raked off the lion’s share of the profits, but now we were told the more we mined the merrier, and we could keep all of what we earned.”


The old man added with a broad grin, “Those were good times. Even if you weren’t digging up the best stones, you could make a little off each one. We finally had work that was worth the effort. But those good times lasted half a year. Right before the troubles with the land gangs began, the whole mountain shut down. Nobody knew why but that was the end of it. The Provincial Guard pulled out too. Nobody was left on the mountain.”


Those events took place right after the troubles with the land gangs broke out, followed by the occupation of Kohaku.


“About the time His Majesty disappeared. There was nobody on Kan’you Mountain and nobody was allowed to get anywhere close.”


“Nobody at all?”


“That’s what I heard. Not only Kan’you Mountain. Nobody but the land gangs could set foot on the whole mountain range.”


The old man furrowed his brow. His voice took on a serious tone. “Somebody was cooking up bad things on Kan’you Mountain. That’s what I think. The way they were clearing the people out of there, everybody was on edge. It was the land gangs doing it, but even they were told to keep their distance.”


“Bad things?”


The old man said with a big nod, “That was when His Majesty disappeared, right? Somebody must have attacked him, right? I can’t say whether they were out to kill him or kidnap him, but I’m pretty sure they used the land gangs to get everybody out of the way. Whoever this guy was, he didn’t want anybody seeing him on Kan’you Mountain. Not even the land gangs caught a glimpse. That’s why the place got swept clean as a whistle.”


“In order to kill the emperor on Kan’you Mountain.”


“Yeah. I figure the pretender must have done the deed. Makes me mad just thinking about it.”


Risai agreed with a bob of her head. “It was uninhabited until you people ventured back in?”


“Not quite,” the old man said. “Mining operations started up again once the troubles were put down and the traders got back to business. I don’t know whether the word came down from the province or the guys with the money started petitioning for permits. The townspeople and miners driven out before the troubles came back. The mountain returned to the way it was before it was shut down. Then came the purges. This city and that town were accused of harboring traitors or being rebel bases and were attacked and destroyed. Injustices like that brought youma out of the sea and large-scale mining came to a halt.”


At the time, most of the excavated ore was flagged for export. Considering the low quality of the stones, the only way to turn a profit was to dig as much as possible and sell it at any price. But the townspeople were gone and so were the transporters. The costs of bringing in labor from elsewhere were too great. Moreover, even if they managed to move the ore to harbors on the Kyokai, it wouldn’t move. Youma had invaded the sea lanes. Shipping dropped to practically nothing. Eventually everything came to a halt.


The old man said with a hollow smile, “The miners abandoned the mines, the traders pulled out, and the mountain was left empty once again. That’s when we stepped in.”


“Did you return to Kan’you Mountain when operations started up again?”


“Naw. When the mountain closed and we got tossed out, I didn’t look back. I was scraping rock bottom when the boss took me under his wing and got me a job in Kantaku as a cook. I returned when the boss decided the time was right to take over the territory.”


“When you got back, did you encounter any evidence of a bloody assault or dead bodies or anything?”


“Nope. If there was, the miners would have buried any remains they found. But I never heard of them stumbling across anything like that.” Some of the miners had been there ever since, he added.


“But some of the emperor’s effects were found in ore shipped from here. The destination was Han.”


“Han? Then it came from Kan’you Mountain. Supposing the emperor was attacked on Kan’you Mountain, they’d hardly do it at an active mine face. More like a mine shaft out of public view. A lot easier to clean up after themselves. And if you’re not in a working mine, then how does your stuff get mixed in with the ore?”


Risai asked, “How would that happen somewhere other than a working mine?”


The old man folded his arms and pondered the question. “The ore brought out from the mine face is deposited at the mouth of the shaft. Maybe that’s where.”


“That suggested someone mixed it in with the ore on purpose.”


“It does,” the old man agreed. As if a thought had just occurred to him, he glanced around the room. There were a dozen people in the cafeteria. It was still a little before meal time. “Hey,” he called to an older man. “When you came back after the mountain reopened, didn’t you say you smelled something fishy?”


The older man raised his head and nodded. “Sure did. Smelled like the inside of mine and lamps and campfires. The idea we got was, someone raided the place while we were away.”


“Raided the place?” Risai echoed.


“Thanks,” the old man said with a wave. He nodded in response to Risai’s question. “Like he said. During the time the mountain was inhabited, someone was up there doing digs. Though not where we had operating mines. The miners could tell if anybody was poaching their claims. Whatever happened went on deeper in, somebody digging in an unused claim, and that smell must have wafted down the mine shafts. I’d hazard they kept the good stuff for themselves and discarded the tailings outside the mountain. My guess is that whatever was mixed in with the tailings ended up in a shipment to Han.”


“How possible is that? Weren’t all the people on the mountain cleared out between the time it was closed until it reopened?”


“Anybody determined to sneak in is going to sneak in. No shortage of those interlopers.” They were mostly small-scale bootleg miners, the old man explained. “A few at most, and they only dig what they can carry out on their backs. They find unused pits and fissures and dig them further.”


He paused, then added with a wry smile, “Mining for us is a matter of life and death, so we’re always keeping an eye out. Security on the mountain used to be a lot more lax. Back when mining was going full tilt, the bootleggers were a pinprick on this big mountain. As a result, small-time operators showed up on a regular basis looking for old stones and new veins. There was no way to tell the shadier characters from the rest. Moreover, they all knew the lay of the land. There was always going to be somebody sneaking onto the mountain to pilfer claims for small stones. Refugees living hand to mouth, for example. As long as even junk stones could bring in a little money, the claim jumpers and poachers were going to show up. Though without a license, they could only sell those stones on the black market.”


Miners needed a license to work a claim, which had to be produced when the stones went to market.


“But, you know, in every era, there are always deals going on under the table. You hear plenty of talk about merchants willing to trade in unlicensed stones.”


“Does anyone around here even have a license?”


“You mean us? Of course, we got licenses. Though the licenses are for Kantaku.” He grinned. “The stones we extract here get stamped as coming from Kantaku.”


As a matter of fact, the Kantaku Mountain wasn’t producing good stones. But according to the paperwork, stones extracted on Kan’you Mountain were being credited to Kantaku.


“Yeah, it’s a pain. But let’s keep that between us, okay? Kantaku belongs to Kohaku, the shire castle town. Kohaku got damaged pretty bad during the troubles with the land gangs. It needs that money coming in. What matters the most on the mountains around here are the gemstone fountains. During the troubles, some of the disreputable gangs pilfered all the stones from the fountains. Well, the fountains are still there. New stones can be cultured, but it’ll be years before they’re worth selling. In the meantime, we’ve got to dig in the mines to make a living.”


“In other words, the Kohaku government is going along with the charade.”


The old man answered with a shrug. “That’s why we don’t have to rely on the black market. But if you’re an unlicensed stone hunter and you want to turn those stones into cash, you got to have a trader willing to do business. They are out there. And that’s why we have the poachers to meet that demand.”


Except that during the height of the troubles, the black market shut down when the land gangs were ordered to blockade the mountain. The barricades went up at Ryuukei to the west and Sokou to the east and nobody was allowed inside. Especially around the time that news about Gyousou ceased, the land gangs as well were discreetly driven back.


“And so Kan’you Mountain was left uninhabited.”


“Though that was only temporary. It was a while until business picked up where it left off. Until then, there were people getting in. I don’t know exactly when the land gangs were pulled back and regular traffic to and from the mountain went back to normal, but I’m sure more than a few could have snuck in and dug for stones.”


He nodded as if confirming for himself what he had just said.


“Fact is, there were people on the mountain. The smell of the mines was in the air. There’s your proof. Couldn’t say whether it was folks from around here looking for a little something to tide them over or refugees who’d run short on their rations. Somebody was on the mountain digging for stones.”


Taken aback, Risai glanced at Kyoshi and Houto. The two of them nodded as well.


Somewhere far off the beaten path on Kan’you Mountain, Gyousou parted with his sash. Refugees went stone hunting in that same area. Could they have come to Gyousou’s rescue? Had they found Gyousou there, suffering serious wounds and unable to move? How likely was it that they had rescued him?


They spent the whole of the next day searching the interior, on the lookout for any mines the bootleggers might have excavated. But they turned up no new important clues. They came away with no idea where or under what conditions the assault took place.


In the end, Kan’you Mountain turned out to be a dead end. The next morning, they abandoned the search and left the mountain.


The cold gusts of wind were speckled with flecks of white. Snow began to fall.


	
	Part Nine

	Chapter 11


[9-1] Taiki’s wounds were far from superficial, but neither were they life-threatening. Bun’en and his kirin doctors diligently attended to him. While they cared for his injured arms, he was able to resume a mostly normal life.


During that time, Taiki repeatedly sought audiences with Seirai, Ganchou, and Rousan. As far as Seirai was concerned, it was made clear that a meeting with him was out of the question due to his serious crimes. As for Ganchou and Rousan, they reportedly declined to see him.


“I heard the Ganchou-sama is holed up in a little house somewhere.”


Juntatsu came up with that tidbit. He was one of the doctors Bun’en sent over to assist Tokuyuu.


“I doubt he actually refused the meeting. More like he was never informed about it in the first place. I wonder if he’s even aware the Taiho has returned. I’m sure he would be delighted.”


Juntatsu wasn’t the only new addition. Shouwa commanded a small army of maids and manservants to attend to Taiki’s every need. Kouryou was not happy with the sudden surge of personnel, but Heichuu and Shouwa could no longer manage all of the household duties by themselves. The servants didn’t come into close contact with Taiki so Kouryou relented to the staffing increases.


For the time being, though Taiki lacked for nothing in his personal life, the current state of affairs was far from satisfactory. He was nowhere close to restoring his status as Zui province lord.


The weather grew colder day by day. For whatever reason, the first snowfalls of the season came late this year, though early snow reports still trickled in from around the kingdom. They had to find ways to help the people of Tai survive the winter, and the sooner the better.


“Snow has already started falling in the north. The people there are going to need the assistance of the kingdom.” Taiki summoned Keitou to inform him of his intentions in this regard. Keitou never brought back a satisfactory answer.


“At the very least, we should start implementing a practical administrative agenda for Zui Province.”


Over and again, Taiki sent word through Keitou to the provincial administrators asking to meet with them, but Chou’un and the rest of them simply prevaricated and did nothing.


He gathered from his conversations with Tokuyuu and the doctors that Chou’un had named Shison, the provincial prime minister, to serve as interim governor of Zui Province. Though in that capacity, Shison was little more than a puppet. Chou’un was the one who actually ran the province. Taiki sought a sit-down with Shison too, another meeting that never happened.


Taiki was, by all rights, province lord of Zui. His return to Tai having been condoned by Asen himself, there could be no objection to the restoration of his title. Shison should answer to him as his subordinate. And yet Taiki’s requests for a meeting were met with firm though gracious refusals.


“What nonsense is this!” Kouryou raged.


Keitou only mumbled apologies and bowed his head repeatedly.


“When I politely ask him to come and see me,” Taiki declared, “that should be considered a direct order from the province lord!”


Except Shison never showed up. He claimed that as a retainer of the province lord, it was his duty to abstain from doing anything that might possibly cause any harm to a superior. Taiki’s first priority, after all, should be the restoration of his health.


Such excuses annoyed Taiki to no end. He instructed Keitou, “Perhaps he refuses to meet because has an issue with me personally. Tell him that if he cannot accept my authority as province lord, then I am perfectly willing to accept his resignation.”


In response, Shison hurried over in a small panic. He was a scrawny man who peered at people with upturned eyes.


As soon as he entered the main hall, he cried out, “Taiho!” As if overcome with emotion, he scurried over and made a great show of kowtowing before him. “It is such a blessing to lay my humble eyes on you again. I cannot express my delight knowing that you have once again returned to us safe and sound!”


Hardly allowing Taiki a word in edgewise, he babbled on with his felicitations, proclaiming how terribly sad they had all been during his long absence, how distressed they were about Taiki’s condition, how they all cried aloud with joy when he came back to them, and etcetera and etcetera.


Looking on from the side, Kouryou found no opportunity to break into the one-sided conversation.


Having had his fill of this self-serving melodrama, Keitou interrupted in a severe tone of voice. “More importantly, have you no explanations for why you failed to respond to his repeated summons?”


“Oh my goodness! I profusely apologize if I have displeased the Taiho in any way. I must confess that my extraordinary concern for the Taiho’s health and well-being led me to humbly conclude that I should not trouble a person of such unqualified importance with my trifling and unsightly presence.”


He bobbed his head up and down as he spoke, as if pounding on the floor with his forehead.


“I have always acted with complete devotion to your high office. Alas, my clumsy and frivolous efforts have betrayed those intentions. And now, at this late hour, I find myself abashed at the meagerness of my efforts. There surely could be no higher honor and no greater joy than striving on behalf of the esteemed Taiho. However foolish and inept I may be, I hope to serve you to the utmost in whatever manner you shall see fit.”


Listening to Shison’s performance, as superficial as it was grandiose, Kouryou couldn’t keep a sardonic smile from his face. Taiki, however, showed not a flicker of emotion.


“If you do indeed harbor such intense emotions, then please demonstrate those feelings with your actions,” Taiki said with icy composure. “First of all, I wish to meet the Provincial Rikkan. I must know what the government of Zui Province has been up to these past six years. Tell them to make ready all the relevant reports and materials at once.”


“Ah!” said Shison, raising a flustered objection. “No, no, no. Please wait. No, well, of course, I cannot refuse any request from the Taiho. But compared to your august personage, we are but lowly souls who shrink from inviting ourselves into your exalted presence. However presumptuous it may be of me, if you do have any other inquiries—”


“Prepare those records and make them available to me. That is an order.”


“As you know, preparing documents worthy of the Taiho’s attention will us incompetent civil servants a considerable time—”


“Get it done in five days. I do not care if that is not enough time.”


“No, but—” Shison shook his head back and forth. “Given so little time—I would not begin to presume—that is so very very—” Mumbling to himself in confusion and dismay, he clasped his hands together in front of his chest. “More importantly, if we fail to attend to His Highness’s instructions—” He continued with a big bow, “We owe our good offices to Asen-sama. Should we presume to act outside of any directive from Asen-sama, we would undoubtedly be upbraided as a result.”


He prostrated himself on the ground and trembled with fear. “We should be happy if such discipline should end with only a reprimand.”


The dark implications were that acting counter to Asen’s will could end with them being dismissed from their positions. Or worse.


“Naturally, should such an order come from the Taiho, we are prepared to lay down our lives. But—”


The cowardice on display made Kouryou sick to his stomach. Nobody could touch Asen. He’d heard that not even Chou’un ever talked to or directly petitioned Asen. Taiki couldn’t hope to fare any better. There was no way to get close to Asen in the first place. And yet the justification that “Asen said so” was met with silence.


Unmoved, Taiki rose smoothly to his feet. “Well, then. We shall proceed as stated. I will meet with the ministers of the Rikkan in five days.”


“Eh?” Kowtowing on the floor, Shison looked up at Taiki, the stark surprise evident on his face.


“Should Asen-sama discipline you in any way, I promise to intervene on your behalf.”


“No—well—but—”


“Were you lying when you claimed you were prepared to lay down your lives?”


“No, no, no.” The flustered Shison again shook his head.


Taiki shot him a final glance as he strode toward the bedroom. But halfway there, he let out a slight gasp and stopped in his tracks. For a moment, he swayed back. Then his head slumped forward and he collapsed to his knees.


“Taiho!” Kouryou ran over to him. “Are you alright?”


His hands planted on the floor, Taiki’s shoulders heaved. Eyes wide, as if equally surprised at what his body was doing, he focused on a single point on the floor. Alerted by the commotion, Tokuyuu ran in from the adjoining room, just as Keitou rushed to his side, all of them calling out to Taiki.


Behind them, Shison added his own voice. “Of course, the Taiho needs his rest. So as not to obstruct the Taiho’s rest and recuperation any further, I shall withdraw for now. Please excuse me.”


Rattling off the words and not waiting for an answer, Shison made a beeline out of the room. Keitou turned to address him but he had already scampered away. Keitou noted with no little irritation that Shison managed to flee the scene before extracting any promises from him.


In any case, Taiki’s condition took precedence. Tokuyuu offered him his hand and urged him to the bedroom, but Taiki refused.


“I’m okay.”


But—”


“I got a little lightheaded when I stood up. That’s all.” And, indeed, the color had returned to his cheeks. “Bad timing. I see Shison made good his escape.”


“Yes,” said Keitou. “I will be sure to remind Shison of his commitments regarding the Taiho. But for now, you absolutely must not overexert yourself.”


“That is not something I can afford to do. The weather grows colder day by day.”


Keitou clasped his handed together and bowed deeply. He had promised Taiki he would get the job done. Unfortunately, any meeting with the provincial ministers would come about only at the conclusion of the ongoing verbal tug-of-war that followed, with Shison bringing up the “Taiho’s health” at every opportunity.


If they cared about the Taiho’s health, Keitou reprimanded them in turn, they would stop giving him reasons to worry. When he was finally able to assemble a quorum of the Rikkan, the participants all turned out to be more of Shison’s fellow sycophants or minor bureaucrats only there because of Chou’un’s patronage. Taiki first ordered that they speed aide to the refugees. And though they prostrated themselves while proclaiming that “Your wish is our command,” no wheels began to turn.


When Taiki pointed out that no progress was being made, the blame was laid on instructions from His Highness or the Chousai. They hemmed and hawed while using every possible pretext to avoid taking responsibility. The whole thing turned into a sickening swamp of procrastination and prevarication.


Asen had “allowed” Taiki to return while allowing him no actual authority. Taiki remained in the dark about Ganchou and Seirai. Rousan hadn’t agreed to see him either. At some point, a company of soldiers cordoned off Nightingale Villa. Only Keitou and Bun’en had unfettered access to the villa. No one else could freely come or go. When Taiki protested, he was told it was being done with his own safety in mind. He couldn’t leave the villa for the same reason. There were too few guards assigned to his personal detail.


“At this point, we are little more than prisoners in a prettier cage,” Kouryou fumed to Keitou. Except that venting his anger on Keitou accomplished nothing.


Though Keitou had been given the authority to deal with all matters regarding Taiki, none of his inquiries received satisfactory answers from anyone. They were simply told to make do with what they had on hand. Nothing moved forward. Nothing changed from before. All they had done was relocate to a more spacious jail.


The lack of progress was vexing in the extreme. Under the equivalent of house arrest, they couldn’t leave the villa. They had no evidence of Gyousou being held anywhere on the palace grounds. They couldn’t approach Asen, and he showed not the slightest inclination to act in any case. The one thing Taiki could do was come to the aid of Zui Province, except that was impossible with Shison blocking the way.


The entire premise of Taiki’s plan was that officially naming Asen the new emperor would give his camp the necessary impetus to start implementing the policies of his administration. Except that from Kouryou’s perspective, the whole plan had faltered from the first step. Not only Asen, but Chou’un as well, showed not the slightest inclination to implement anything.


He didn’t understand why, just as he had no idea how to kick things into motion.


Perhaps, just perhaps—


Kouryou thought the possibility impossible, but perhaps Asen had seen through the charade from the start. And this quiet confinement was the result.


Day by day, Taiki grew more melancholy, often barely saying a word, staring up at the sky in prolonged bouts of silence. Before long, more days than not saw the skies over the Imperial Palace blanketed in dark gray clouds.


The full force of winter would soon be upon them.


	Chapter 12


[9-2] Keitou was no less depressed.


Taiki harangued him day and night. It was unavoidable and inevitable. As province lord, Taiki wished to exercise his authority to rescue the people of Tai. The day before, snow again covered Kouki. The snow was not yet accumulating in measurable amounts, but periods of fair weather came less frequently. Soon the lingering snow would not melt away even when the skies cleared, and the ground would no longer yield harvestable food.


In an impoverished kingdom like Tai, the assistance of the government was critical. Nevertheless, for the time being, Taiki couldn’t do anything. Chou’un and Shison, the provincial prime minister, fled from Taiki’s presence like birds from a cat and wouldn’t act on any of the directives he sent them. This treatment of a kingdom’s Saiho was, by any estimation, beyond the pale.


Taiki naturally bristled at their conduct, and Keitou was the person upon whom he vented his simmering dissatisfaction.


To start with, Keitou had been one of Asen’s staff officers. Tai ended up in its current state thanks to Asen. As far as Taiki was concerned, that made Keitou the underling of his mortal enemy. He vociferously voiced his displeasure in Keitou’s presence and the attitude he showed him was frosty in the extreme.


There was nothing Keitou could do about that. He himself did not in any way intend to slight Taiki and hoped no less to help the people. In that light, it stung being perceived by Taiki and his retinue in such hostile terms.


“So Asen-sama’s accession is not being moved forward?” he asked Chou’un.


Since Taiki had designated Asen as the new emperor, normal expectations held that preparations for the enthronement should be well underway. Except nothing appeared to be happening.


“Asen-sama has handed down no instructions along those lines,” was all Chou’un said in a peevish manner. Does Asen-sama demonstrate no desire for an enthronement? Or does he doubt the veracity of the Taiho’s pronouncement?”


“I don’t know. I am as confused about the whole situation as you are. What do you think, Keitou? Asen-sama personally put you in charge of the Taiho. Has he given you any further instructions in that regard?”


There was an accusatory edge to the question, but Keitou was equally at a loss. He was only one of Asen’s staff officers. Or rather, one of his former staff officers. Nothing like the army Asen once led currently existed.


The soldiers who’d served in that army received new enlistments or commissions and joined reorganized military units. Many of his former officers ended up in the Ministry of Summer.


When Gyousou first disappeared and Asen took de facto control of the Imperial Court, Haboku headed the Ministry of Summer. When accusations of sedition were leveled at Haboku, he and his close associates fled the palace. Shukuyou, one of Asen’s military commanders, assumed the office. Shukuyou, in turn, nominated Keitou as vice-minister.


That nomination had sat in limbo ever since. The Ministry of Summer would not accommodate another military appointment. Upon being nominated, Keitou resigned his position as staff officer and received the consent of his superiors to become vice-minister. But the papers approving the personnel transfer, which should have taken no more than a day or two, never arrived. No one could offer an explanation.


While Keito waited for the transfer to arrive, the vice-minister’s post remained unfilled. An irritated Shukuyou tried to petition Asen directly. His requests for an audience were rebuffed. Resigned to the inevitable, Shukuyou had no choice but to push the matter aside and assign the portfolio to the regular bureaucracy while waiting for the logjam to break somewhere.


That was when an envoy dispatched by Asen arrived with the unexpected news that Taiki had returned and Keito had been appointed as his personal advisor. He was given a badge and wooden passcard, and told to take all measures necessary in order to accommodate Taiki’s abrupt arrival.


Those were the last specific instructions he’d received. At some point, all that vagueness and indecision became the norm.


With Asen permanently holed up inside the Rokushin, everything else was left to Chou’un, though all matters of critical importance were simply shelved. Exercising his authority as Chousai, Chou’un could otherwise do as he pleased.


“What I’m asking is, what do we do with these requests from the Taiho? At the very least, if the Provincial Rikkan would simply—”


Chou’un stopped Keitou mid-sentence. “I don’t want to hear about it. In the first place, on what authority are you raising such matters with me?”


Keitou had no answer to that objection. All Chou’un apparently knew was that an official notice had left everything up to Keitou’s discretion. Except Keitou hadn’t been given the commensurate rank or position. The badge and pass that allowed him to freely traverse the grounds of the palace identified him as an assistant lord steward. But he didn’t officially hold the rank of an assistant lord steward. In no way could he issue orders to someone like Chou’un.


Casting a resentful glance at the departing Chou’un, an increasingly mortified Keitou couldn’t help wondering what he’d done wrong to deserve getting stuck in this vexing predicament.




“The Taiho’s security detail?” Yuushou asked, sitting down across from Keitou.


Keitou nodded. “The only person presently assigned to that role was a regimental commander in the Palace Guard of the Center. I’m concerned about his ability to hold up. Handling the job all on his own must be taking a toll. He needs someone to trade shifts with. I was wondering if you could recruit one of your officers for the job.”


Yuushou was one of Asen’s subordinates. He’d been recently promoted to the rank of general in the Palace Guard of the Right. He and Keitou had been friends since they joined the military.


“Someone with a good grasp of court protocols and an amiable personality.”


“That wouldn’t be a problem.” Yuushou had just gotten home and was changing out of his uniform, as was his habit, discarding his clothing hither and yon as he spoke. His living quarters were, as a result, in a constant state of disarray. “Would the Taiho accept them into his retinue? We are the enemy, after all.”


Keitou had to hang his head. Yuushou was only pointing out the obvious. “But—we can’t be enemies now. Because Asen-sama is the emperor.”


“Logically, yes. Not so simple a matter emotionally. Who is this regimental commander from the Palace Guard of the Center?”


“The name is Kouryou.”


“Ah, General So, the legendary master of hidden weapons. Well, then, he should be able to handle any emergency all by himself.” Yuushou grinned. “Okay, probably not. It’s not hard to imagine situations that could overwhelm one man.”


“My thoughts exactly. He’s wearing himself out. In fact, he is looking a big gray. The two doctors aren’t faring much better. They seem to be slowing down a bit of late. If they simply need to be on call, then two should be enough, but they’ve had to take on the roles of guards and servants. Their jobs are hard enough as is, and this only increases the stress. Sooner or later, somebody’s going to collapse.”


Yuushou said as he gathered up and folded the scattered articles of clothing, “I still think recruiting from Asen-sama’s retinue is asking for trouble. What about Ganchou-dono’s men? They should fit in without any difficulties.”


“Chou’un would never agree to that.”


“He’d never agree to it?”


“Chou’un is doing everything he can to prevent contact between the Taiho and the men who served under Gyousou. He says there’s no telling what might happen. It’s the same with provincial ministers and imperial ministers who served in the previous regime. He won’t allow them to get close to the Taiho. The only exceptions are the kirin doctors. You can argue that they were never part of Gyousou’s retinue.”


“What about his attendants?”


“Well, there is the valet and the lady-in-waiting and her maidservants. Chou’un was responsible for the valet. And the lady-in-waiting—” Keitou lowered his voice. “Probably his spy.”


Hiding Taiki away in a secret room was enough to earn his disapproval, even if it was Chou’un who did it. And Chou’un definitely had planted a spy close to Taiki. Keitou was pretty sure it was Shouwa. As of yet, he didn’t have any evidence to back up this supposition. If forced to say, he’d call it less the instincts of a military officer and more a soldier’s intuition honed from serving for many years on the front lines.


“I haven’t confirmed it with him, but I’d bet that Kouryou has noticed too.”


“Hmm,” said Yuushou, now down to his underwear. He stepped onto the raised hearth and sat down and folded his arms. A fire was lit in the hearth and the room was comfortably warm. “In any case, transferring anybody from my command would require Shukuyou’s stamp of approval.”


“I don’t think Shukuyou has any objections to the makeup of the Taiho’s personal detail.”


Yuushou nodded. “Probably not. Even if Chou’un went along with whatever Shukuyou decided, your charges will be wary of anybody you bring to the party. Another burden to shoulder. You might want to give the whole idea a rest.” After a moment’s thought, Yuushou continued. “The only solution is to get a stamp of approval from Asen-sama. That way, everybody would have to accept the decision. The Taiho would still end up with more on his plate to deal with. But at least you could draw up plans for his personal safety.”


“If only that were possible,” Keitou answered with a sigh. He’d been ordered to look after the Taiho and hadn’t heard a word since. There was certainly no way for Keitou to initiate any such contact on his own.


“What do you think Asen-sama is up to?”


“Up to?”


“The Taiho asked. He wants to know why Asen-sama shows so little interest in governing. If he holds no great devotion to the office, then why seize the throne in the first place? Why do you think?” Keitou tossed him a balled-up cloak cast aside at his feet.


Pulling it on, Yuushou said, “Asen-sama certainly appears to have lost all interest in governing.”


“Ruling Tai in Gyousou’s place does not seem to have been his intention.”


“That’s the obvious interpretation.”


Keitou sighed. “I think Asen-sama burned himself out, as if overthrowing Gyousou was his sole objective.”


“His sole objective, eh?”


Keitou could empathize with the rivalry between Asen and Gyousou so much it hurt. Though the rivalry never showed on the surface, it could not be denied that Asen was constantly aware of Gyousou and incapable of ignoring how they measured up in the public eye.


“I have to think that was evitable. Their staff officers have been comparing Asen-sama and Gyousou-sama since the dynasty of Emperor Kyou. How could we not match them head-to-head on the merits? They were known as the two jewels of the crown. But flip that on its head. If one of them stumbled even once, he would inevitably be judged inferior to the other.”


“Though I always got the feeling that Asen-sama enjoyed the competition.”


Keitou nodded. A friendly rivalry, was how he’d always thought of it. He couldn’t help but be conscious of the rivalry between them. Asen especially seemed to enjoy feeding off the tension. And yet, if Gyousou took the lead, Asen was sure to praise him. “I would expect nothing less.” And when he edged ahead, he never cast aspersions on Gyousou.


Though Asen and Gyousou were never particularly close as colleagues, Keito never attributed that to an unapproachable distance looming between them. Simply that Asen wasn’t the type who made friends easily, and not because he nurtured grudges. Naturally, on an emotional level, there must be those he was well-disposed toward, but he never let a relationship grow too close. That was how he maintained that comfortable level of tension.


As Keitou laid all this out, Yuushou retrieved a bottle of wine from a trunk and nodded. “I’ve always thought along those lines as well. Fact is, I never expected to become best mates with Gyousou’s officers. To be sure, there are good-natured chaps like Gashin and Kiryou. Our postings being what they were, we ended up frequenting the same taverns on more than a few occasions. They always made for good company to raise a little hell with. But it’s not like we went out of our way to extend the invitation to them or them to us. I figure the feelings were pretty mutual in that regard. Speaking of which, are you in the mood for a drink?”


He casually offered Keitou a dusty teacup.


“You know, it wouldn’t kill you to clean up around here. You could at least hire a maid.”


“Naw. What a pain. Truth be told, I didn’t expect Asen-sama to rise up and make a stand like that. I was expecting the opposite.”


“The opposite?”


Yuushou filled the dusty teacup. “Maybe I was just pretending not to be a sore loser, but who was up and who was down, that was all water under the bridge. Gyousou-sama was the emperor. Asen-sama was his retainer. No need to stay at arm’s length in order to keep the competition going. I was sure they’ll hit it off together, take the enthronement as an opportunity to bury the hatchet and all.”


Keitou was honestly taken aback. “The possibility never occurred to me,” he responded.


“No? When I heard that Gyousou-sama had been chosen as the next emperor, I thought things were going to get all the more entertaining from here on out. And I was sure Asen-sama felt the same.”


“You’re simply an optimist.”


Keitou really was surprised. At the same time, though, the way Yuushou read the situation wasn’t beyond the bounds of reason. Keitou happened to be with Asen when the word arrived. “It’s Gyousou,” the messenger said. In that moment, they were looking at the man delivering the news, so he didn’t see Asen’s initial reaction. But when he turned back, Asen was wearing a sardonic smile on his face.


“So that’s how things turned out, eh? Should have seen it coming.”


Keitou expressed stronger feelings of regret. “It’s not a decision I can accept,” he remembered saying.


Asen was his leader and his commander. Whatever the world thought or believed, Keitou would always hold Asen in higher esteem than Gyousou. He would grudgingly admit that Gyousou handled a sword better than Asen. But what did that have to do with governing? Asen was more suited to reigning as emperor. It was only natural that he should assume the throne.


When Keitou said as much, Asen only chuckled. “If the roles were reversed, Gyousou’s officers would be saying the same thing.”


“That may be so, but—”


“The sum and substance of nepotism.”


“I’m not talking about nepotism,” Keitou fumed. Anybody other than Asen being chosen as emperor aroused in him an unreasonable fury. “Gyousou is not invincible.”


Asen was the invincible general. Not only was Gyousou not invincible, he had openly defied Emperor Kyou’s directives and resigned from his post, actions that should have brought his qualifications as general into question.


“You were promoted to general before he was,” Keitou pointed out.


“But Gyousou was younger,” Asen said with an amused smile.


“Only because an open position needed to be filled. To start with, Gyousou-sama went on the Shouzan for his own benefit. You prioritized maintaining peace and order in Tai and stabilizing the political situation. That is only one example of what makes you more suited for the throne.”


When Emperor Kyou passed away and the Yellow Banners were raised, proclaiming that Taiki had commenced the selection process, Keitou and his fellow officers urged Asen to go on the Shouzan.


“At this time, I cannot take my eyes off Tai,” he said. Gyousou had already asked for a leave of absence to go on the Shouzan and the Palace Guard could not spare two of its commanding generals. If fate did not smile on Gyousou and he was not chosen, Asen would go on the Shouzan when he returned.


Keitou said insistently, “I believe there are few if any other men like Asen-sama in all of Tai with the strength of character to stay behind for the good of the kingdom.”


Asen again reacted with an amused look. “You really should take care not to get carried away with the compliments. After all,” he added, “I agreed with Gyousou that he should go on the Shouzan first.”


“You what?” Keitou had blinked in surprise.


“The night the Yellow Banners were raised, he unexpectedly showed up at my quarters. He asked me directly if I was going on the Shouzan.”


“How did you answer him?”


“I said I hadn’t yet given the matter any thought and asked him instead. Gyousou replied at once that he was. So I said he should go first. The kingdom couldn’t have two of its generals taking leave at the same time. When he returned with his head hanging low, that’s when I would go.”


Gyousou had responded with a chuckle. “You may live to regret that decision.”


“The order hardly matters. It’s up to Heaven in the end.”


“You’re right about that,” he said with a smile, and left.


“Gyousou expected we’d be going on the Shouzan at the same time,” Asen said, thinking back. “He was familiar with the Yellow Sea. I got the sense he could have even worked there as a guide. The Imperial Army would be down two generals, but the accession of a new emperor was the kingdom’s first priority. A clamor of voices was already promoting the merits of him or me. The longer things dragged on, maintaining a sense of unity would become all the more difficult at this critical time, with the Imperial Court splitting into competing factions.”


“Ah,” Keitou muttered. At that time, any bunch of bureaucrats with time on their hands debated who would be the next emperor. Back the right candidate now and generous rewards might be in the offing after the enthronement. Among the officials trumpeting Asen’s virtues to anyone who would listen were those who also criticized Gyousou in the most venomous of terms.


The opinions of the court had absolutely no effect on the opinions of Heaven, but get them in the same room together and the opposing camps were sure to glare daggers at each other. The civil servants who stuck with Gyousou hardly held themselves above the fray. In time, all this ugly internal dissension was sure to split the court into warring factions.


“Gyousou said that both of us returning with our heads hung low would be an equally welcome outcome because it’d quiet down the discord. I thought the same and so told him to go first. Even if we both didn’t vacate our posts and he went on the Shouzan, the civil service would still have to hold its collective breath and await the outcome. That should keep the factional strife from spinning out of control. He grinned and said it looked like we were both going to come home with our tails between our legs.”


“You don’t say—”


“But Gyousou ended up being the right one. I had always wanted to see the Yellow Sea at least once. I lost that chance. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t sting, but I do think Gyousou is better suited than anybody else. Emperor Kyou had always taken the military for granted. When Gyousou becomes emperor, I think you can expect to see some improvements in the way you’re treated as well.”


“Huh,” Keitou couldn’t help exclaiming.


“More importantly, the hard part comes after this. The early days of an imperial court are the toughest. You as well should be prepared to proceed with all due caution.” Asen added in a graver tone, “Gyousou is bound to lean on us a lot at first.”


As proof of those words, Gyousou appointed members of his retinue, along with Asen and Asen’s retinue, to important posts in the new administration. Never once did Keitou feel his contributions were being ignored or undervalued. Keitou reacted with deep emotion when he first heard the news of Gyousou’s accession, but when the shock of the moment passed, his normal composure returned. He found it easier to accept Gyousou’s enthronement than he might have other individuals.


Nevertheless, the vague resentment over Asen not being chosen continued to smolder in his heart. He could have better accepted the outcome if both Asen and Gyousou presented themselves at the same time and Taiki had selected Gyousou. But Gyousou went on the Shouzan first and was chosen first. To Keitou, it felt like he had stolen a march on the competition.


“I said as much to Asen-sama and caught an earful as a result.”


Yuushou laughed loudly. “A bad habit of yours. You don’t know when to give up.”


Keitou didn’t reply. Even after Gyousou was enthroned, the discord in the Imperial Court did not abate. Keitou thought Gyousou was in too much of a hurry, justifying the rushed pace of his reforms with hasty rationalizations. He was hardly the only one who came to that conclusion.


“Gyousou-sama never struck me as living up to the ideals of an emperor.”


“What constitutes an ideal is very often the product of personal interpretation.”


“Are you saying you were never dissatisfied with the policies he was advancing?”


Keitou asked him directly. Yuushou looked away, a perplexed expression on his face. “I wouldn’t say I was dissatisfied. As far as I was concerned, those were interesting times. I can’t speak to whatever might have been on Asen-sama’s mind, but I wouldn’t call it dissatisfaction. To be sure, had Asen-sama ever been shown any disrespect, there would have been hell to pay. But I never saw that either.”


“But in the end, Asen-sama defied Gyousou.”


“And that’s why it caught me by surprise. The first I heard about attacking Gyousou-sama was before he departed for Bun Province. Asen-sama gathered all the new regimental commanders together for the first time and laid out his intentions.” Yuushou shook his head. “No,” he muttered, contradicting himself.


Asen hadn’t stated outright that a coup was in the works. Rather, he explained that strange things were afoot in Bun Province. When these unexpected events took place around Gyousou, they were to pay them no mind. A roundabout way of saying that Gyousou was the target. Something was going to happen in Bun Province, something like somebody traveling with Gyousou had orders to assassinate him.


That somebody was never identified, but Asen had given every aspect careful consideration, so they should take care not to interfere.


“It came like a bolt from the blue. Up until then, I couldn’t have imagined Asen-sama entertaining such thoughts. But having set his mind to the task, was I in any position to oppose him? He hadn’t only made up his mind, he had made meticulous preparations. That meant he had already taken the reasons and odds of victory into account. I had no desire to chime in with any objections at that point. I was his subordinate, after all.”


He understood, of course, that treason was a high crime. He believed himself resolved to take part in such a drastic course of events. To his great chagrin, when the moment arrived, he found himself relegated to the role of onlooker, not the man of action.


Startled, Keitou pressed him, “Yuushou, did you want to be told to kill Gyousou-sama?”


“I certainly didn’t want to be told. Being given such an order would have caused me great distress. There is no worse sin than high treason. I thought of trying to hold Asen-sama back. Following orders while knowing full well the crime I was committing creates quite a mental conflict. Precisely because it was such a big deal, thinking about all the others doing their duty as ordered really got me down.”


“When I heard that Asen-sama had rebelled against Gyousou-sama, I was frightened right down to my bones. I literally shook with fear.”


“Well, I know what that’s all about.”


Keitou only learned of what had happened only after it was over and done with. He and his fellow staff officers were dealing with the destruction and chaos in the aftermath of the meishoku at Hakkei Palace when the word came down.


“Asen-sama’s resolve was a terrifying thing to behold. He made up his mind and made all the preparations without any of us realizing a thing.”


Something must have happened, Keitou was sure. Something forced his hand and brought him to this decision. He must have been carrying the secret in his heart for a long time. This was no ordinary choice, no ordinary call to arms. For the first time, he was truly in awe of his commanding officer.


Yuushou nodded. “I understand the feeling.”


Keitou was frightened, but that ship had sailed. It did not take him long to grasp the whole of the situation.


The dynasty of a pretender was an unlucky one for a kingdom, clearly because a person with inferior abilities, who didn’t know his place in the world, occupied the throne. But a man with superior abilities wouldn’t be held back by any of those failings. Such was the absolute faith he had in his commanding officer.


“In fact,” Keitou said practically under his breath, “after the coup, things proceeded smoothly at first.”


But Yuushou maintained a gloomy silence.


When did the whole mechanism of state start to grind to a halt? As the details of Asen’s revolt gradually grew clearer, the administration of basic policy grew more ragged. Well, that was hardly unexpected. This was treason, after all. Of course, Gyousou’s retinue would rebel against Asen. Asen came under criticism as well from anyone who held the rule of law in high regard. Purging them from the government was the inevitable outcome. The kingdom had to be pacified under Asen’s firm hand.


Keitou said, “That’s what I tried to convince myself of over and over. But I kept coming back to the sense that this wasn’t the road we should be headed down. I had never taken the time to contemplate my complicity in what was a serious crime. Despite allying myself with the perpetrators, I felt like a victim caught up in the aftermath of the crime.”


Keitou bit his lip. He still felt that way.


Despite all that, with Asen at the vanguard, inspiring and urging them on, they should have overcome such misgivings. Except at some point, Asen shut himself away deep in the Imperial Palace and handed over unfettered control of the political machinery to Chou’un, while greedy bureaucrats were given the run of their little domains. More and more civil servants staggered around like hollow-eyed puppets.


Asen’s retainers no longer trusted or respected any pronouncements from Asen. At some point they no longer saw him or even heard his voice.


“Why has Asen-sama so completely removed himself from our presence? How does a pipsqueak like Chou’un get himself promoted to such an important post, where he does nothing but plot and scheme all day?”


“No idea,” Yuushou muttered.


“Seems to me that striking down Gyousou-sama left Asen-sama a hollowed-out husk.”


“I agree.”


Tai was slowly sliding into the abyss, heading on a downward course that in time would become impossible to correct. As to whose fault that was, nobody would speak the name out loud, but everybody in the kingdom knew.


Keitou and Yuushou both wanted to bring back the old Asen they knew, but he was surrounded by a wall of petty bureaucrats and soulless puppets. No one was at liberty to approach him. Some ministers were so wracked with doubts over what Asen had become that they left government service. Others rose up in revolt and were slaughtered. Keitou had a hunch that all of this only exacerbated Asen’s isolation.


“But, of course, I thought this was just another rebellion,” Yuushou oddly remarked. A twisted grin rose to his face. “There have been plenty of coups in the past. In contradiction to the Divine Will, some person kills the rightful ruler and steals the throne. Asen-sama is a pretender who scorned Providence. And now he is reaping the just deserts. And so it seems he will be crushed by the weight of his sins.”


Keitou closed his eyes and shook his head. Did the Divine Will manifest itself with such brutal repercussions? He could easily imagine that, in the past, the end result of their savage deeds was to bring all those other pretenders and their accomplices to the same painful realization.


“But Heaven chose Asen-sama as the emperor.” Keitou raised his voice with the sudden realization. “He was not in the wrong, after all. Everything was for the good.”


Yuushou averted his eyes. “I don’t believe it.”


“Yuushou—”


“I do not believe Heaven will forgive Asen-sama.”


“But—” Keitou could not find the words.


“I do not know what will happen after this. At best, we can only hope we generals don’t need to know. The only thing that won’t change is that we are members of Asen-sama’s retinue.” He added with a sad smile, “But there is nothing right about the current situation.”


	Chapter 13


[9-3] Chou’un was no less fit to be tied.


He couldn’t tell whether Taiki was telling the truth when he proclaimed Asen the new emperor. Without knowing, he couldn’t arrange a meeting with Asen. Too dangerous, was the consensus opinion. Then Asen himself summoned Taiki and rendered the whole matter moot. If true, that meant everything was back in Asen’s hands. Except Asen did nothing.


“Why hasn’t Asen-sama issued any directives or policy statements?”


These and other exasperated inquiries arrived on his desk from across the civil service. Chou’un could only growl with his own growing discontent.


Asen met with Taiki and said he condoned his return. In accordance with Asen’s words, Chou’un ordered that Taiki be ushered into the Imperial Palace. Based on the way Asen and Rousan reacted to his presence, there could be no doubt that this Taiki was the Taiho.


In fact, Chou’un only vaguely remembered meeting Taiki previously, and never up close. He had seen him on several occasions. He couldn’t have described his countenance in detail, but when Taiki stood in front of him, the whole question resolved itself in his mind right there and then.


Taiki had returned. That was fine. Taiki declared Asen the new emperor. Asen acknowledged as much. That being the case, Chou’un prepared for the wheels of government to start to turn.


They didn’t. It was like the entire matter began and ended with the encounter between Taiki and Asen.


“What is Asen-sama thinking? When is he going to be enthroned?”


To those questions as well, Chou’un could only hold his tongue and grind his teeth. This entire series of events was without precedent. They lacked an established course to follow. Chou’un and his fellow ministers had no idea where to begin. If Asen only delivered instructions to the bureaucracy, they could follow and implement them. But as he had before, Asen retreated to his rooms and remained silent as a stone.


“Shouldn’t Asen-sama be delighted with these developments?”


Craning her head to side as she asked the question was the Daisouhaku, the Minister of Spring. Her name was Kenshu. She had just met with Keitou and returned to the Chousai’s conference room. Aside from the Minister of Winter, five of the ministry heads were assembled there.


“I am sure Risshou-dono would have heard something in that regard.”


Risshou was the Taisai, the Minister of Heaven, responsible for the operations of the Imperial Palace. His job would have ordinarily put him at Asen’s side on a regular basis. Except the servants Asen chose to surround himself with did not include any from the Ministry of Heaven. Holed up inside the Rokushin, Asen wouldn’t even let them inside.


Feeling like the hard facts of the matter were being thrust in his face, Risshou frowned. “We have no way of knowing Asen-sama’s feelings on the subject. What about you, Kenshu-dono? Any ceremonies involved with the enthronement would be your domain.”


The snide edge to his response prompted a sullen pout from Kenshu. Kenshu wasn’t on any better terms with Asen than Risshou. From the start, Asen hadn’t demonstrated the slightest interest in the customary rituals or religious services. Since occupying the throne, he had not participated in the seasonal festivals and had not conducted the highly important Festival of the Winter Solstice. The Winter Solstice was again near at hand. Kenshu again made repeated requests and had not received a single reply.


“Goodness gracious,” Kyoushou exclaimed with a dramatic sigh. He was the Minister of Judicial and Foreign Affairs. “All this bickering will get us nowhere. In any case, if Asen-sama does not act, neither can the kingdom. The Taiho says he is the new emperor. By all rights, an enthronement must take place. But Asen-sama himself shows not the slightest interest. Why is that?”


Why did Asen not act? Though to them, the greater mystery was why he showed no inclination to govern.


“I apologize for repeating myself, but didn’t he desire the throne so much that he resorted to the force of arms to obtain it? And now that it is in his hands, he casts it aside.”


No need to tell us what we already know, Chou’un grumbled to himself. He couldn’t understand why Asen had abandoned even the pretense of governing, or why he had committed regicide in the first place.


Asen made that decision entirely on his own. Chou’un had never seen Asen express the kind of discontent that might give rise to a revolt. Rather, the exact opposite. As far as he could tell, Asen fit right into Gyousou’s new administration. And yet he suddenly rebelled. Chou’un could not begin to grasp why he committed regicide and then why he showed no interest in running the kingdom.


At the same time, Chou’un could only rejoice in Asen’s lassitude. Asen’s disinterest in governing had, by default, made Chou’un the de facto emperor, with all the power and authority that came with the office.


“At any rate, the decision is up to Asen-sama,” Chou’un said. “All we can do is wait.”


Kenshu said, “And if we wait, will a decision eventually arrive?”


Now Chou’un was the one sporting the sullen pout. They repeatedly sought approval for new programs and policies and received no satisfactory answers to any of them. When objections were raised, they were told such a course was “inadvisable.” But otherwise, the inquiry ended with reply, “Your petition to the emperor has been heard.”


Kenshu looked around the room. “Shall we seek guidance from the Taiho?”




Heichuu arrived in the main hall of the villa to inform them that Keitou desired an audience with the Taiho. Kouryuu nodded.


Keitou rarely showed up on the spur of the moment. He didn’t bother stopping if there was nothing out of the ordinary on the agenda. Kouryou didn’t take that to mean he was ignoring Taiki. Rather, it was Asen and Chou’un who pretended that Taiki didn’t exist, which caused Keitou no little distress. He usually retired to his portico rooms in the villa, ready to come running if called.


If Keitou had a reason to visit, he was sure to let Heichuu know first. He didn’t barge in, nor did he overstay his welcome. The previous day, when Taiki collapsed at the end of his meeting with Shison, he demonstrated real concern for Taiki’s well-being, offering without being asked to adjust his schedule in order to lighten his load. Though Keitou was a member of the enemy camp, Kouryou had to admit the man served Taiki with honest dedication.


“Ask him to wait while I get the Taiho.”


Kouryou headed to the back of the main hall and stepped into the north courtyard. Glancing about the gardens, he spotted Taiki beneath the low-hanging arbor of a small pavilion. Tokuyuu was with him.


It’s getting cold out here.


A tidy garden circled a pond. Across the pond, in the northwest corner of the courtyard, a large slab of stone formed a decorative mountain. From the top of the mountain, a narrow waterfall spilled down three stone terraces into the pond. Right beneath the summit, a small pavilion perched on the second terrace next to the waterfall. Taiki had grown quite fond of the pavilion. The tumbling stream filled a basin beneath the waterfall and overflowed into the crevices and crannies in the slab, raising the gentle sound of running water.


During this season, when snow threatened to fall even in the Imperial Palace, it seemed a chilly place. Taiki must enjoy the view. Climbing up to the pavilion, the gardens immediately to the east reached out below. Off to the southwest was the lovely bay in the Sea of Clouds. To the north, the keep of the grand Imperial Palace came into view.


While talking with Tokuyuu in the pavilion, Taiki often turned his attention to the north. Regardless of the weather, he made a point of visiting the pavilion, facing the north, and bowing his head in prayer. Explaining that “I need to move around more,” he’d made a habit of it since his bout of illness the other day. Bun’en and his doctors thought a little activity was a good idea too, so Kouryou didn’t object.


The West Palace reached out beyond the west wing of the living quarters. Located there were the Imperial Roboku and the temple dedicated to the Lord God Creator. Tokuyuu believed Taiki was praying for a mild winter, but it looked to Kouryou like he was facing in a slightly different direction. Perhaps directing his prayers toward the heart of the Imperial Palace? On behalf of Asen, even?


With the current state of affairs stuck in the mud, and an aura of languor enveloping the palace like a thick fog, Kouryou sensed unsettling thoughts creeping into his mind as well. Call it a smoldering ember of mistrust. Did Taiki really loath Asen to the same degree his words suggested? When he dealt with Chou’un and Shison, his naked contempt for them was plain as day. But when it came to Asen, the man giving a free rein to Chou’un and Shison, Kouryou felt none of that scorn from Taiki.


He certainly asked why, but never in censorious tones, something Kouryou found incomprehensible.


He climbed the stone terraces of the decorative mountain. “Taiho, Keitou has arrived.”


Perhaps having seen Kouryou coming, Taiki appeared to be waiting for him. He nodded. Despite the hibachi, the inside of the pavilion was chilly. Tokuyuu sat there with his shoulders hunched against the cold.


Kouryou said, “Pretty cool in here, isn’t it? Are you sure it’s good for your health?”


“It’s a lot more stifling down there,” Taiki answered, but then turned to Tokuyuu with a contrite look and said, “I must apologize to Tokuyuu for dragging him out here.”


“Oh, I am perfectly fine,” Tokuyuu said with a smile. “It is cold here, but I agree how stifling the atmosphere is down there. With nothing to block the view, the vistas here are quite refreshing.”


If you say so, Kouryou thought to himself as they returned to the main hall, where Keitou was respectfully waiting for them.


“I came bearing a message from the Chousai,” he said, kneeling before Taiki. “Preparations must commence at once for Asen-sama’s enthronement. Surely the process will begin by escorting Asen-sama to Mount Hou.”


Finally, Kouryou thought. The log jam had broken. They were moving forward.


However elated he was with this development, it raised doubts as well. Asen’s accession would cause Taiki a host of new problems. Even if calling Asen the new emperor was a lie, turning it into the truth, however briefly, would make traitors of Risai and the rest of them.


Not only that, the whole point of the accession was the enthronement. That could only occur after a host of steps had been taken, chief of which was to travel to Mount Hou, visit the temple of the Lord God Creator, and officially receive the Mandate of Heaven.


Except the Mandate of Heaven was not going to be bestowed on Asen’s shoulders. At that point, the extent of Taiki’s fabrication would become evident to all. As far as Taiki was concerned, Asen’s accession absolutely could not be allowed to continue to its inevitable conclusion. But once they started down that road, there’d be no turning back. The risk of exposure growing day by day, all that awaited them at the end of the journey was their own destruction.


They had to rescue Gyousou before that happened. Except in their current state, under what amounted to house arrest, they lacked the means and the opportunity to carry out such a mission. No matter how much they wanted to save Gyousou, there wasn’t a thing they could do.


Kouryou growled under his breath. In order for Taiki to carry out his goal of saving the people of Tai, he had to imbue Asen with that same desire. But the accession presented him with a real problem. They simply couldn’t allow it to proceed. Not until they had first rescued Gyousou.


Kouryou looked on, these questions plaguing his thoughts, as Keitou continued.


“Considering that there is no known precedent for these events, the Chousai himself is perplexed as to how to proceed. He wishes to available himself of the Taiho’s advice on this matter.”


Stands to reason, Kouryou thought. Gyousou was the only emperor he’d seen enthroned. Except Gyousou had gone on the Shouzan. Until the kirin selected the next ruler, he dwelt on Mount Hou in the middle of the Yellow Sea in the center of the world.


A candidate seeking to become the next emperor or empress entered the Yellow Sea with the express purpose of climbing Mount Hou, meeting the kirin, and petitioning Providence for a yea or nay. That was the sum and substance of the Shouzan.


Gyousou climbed Mount Hou. Taiki chose him. Then and there the accession was complete. The White Pheasant sang. The Black Tortoise carried them to Hakkei Palace. At that point, Gyousou was already officially the emperor.


There were emperors and empresses who had not gone on the Shouzan. The kirin purposely sought them out and urged them to accept the throne. In those cases, in order to officially complete the imperial accession, they had to travel at least once to Mount Hou.


That much was common knowledge. But when it came to an actual enthronement, Kouryou had no idea what traveling to Mount Hou involved. The journey across the Yellow Sea to Mount Hou was dangerous in the extreme. This was a land infested with youma and untouched by human civilization. Any candidate who crossed the Yellow Sea on the Shouzan was literally risking his life.


An emperor to whom the Divine Will had already been manifested should not need to go on such a dangerous journey. It was not hard to imagine a worst-case scenario where both the emperor and the kirin accompanying him ended up dead.


There must be a safer solution than that, but Kouryou hadn’t heard of it. He had the feeling that perhaps no one in the Imperial Palace right now had the foggiest idea. He’d have to ask Taiki directly. But if Taiki were to be believed, Asen was nobody’s emperor.


The unanswered question was whether there was a safe way to escort not-the-emperor Asen to Mount Hou, and if there was, whether Taiki could avail himself of it. Kouryou was pondering these possibilities when Taiki answered the petition put to him.


“That is something I cannot do,” he said point blank.


That was an answer Keitou clearly had not expected. “When you say you cannot, what precisely does that mean?”


Taiki inclined his head as if listening to a far-off voice. “The Divine Will has been revised. No, these revisions are still underway. As such, they remain in an uncodified form. Gyousou-sama remains the de jure emperor of this kingdom. Two emperors cannot reign at the same time. Thus it follows that Asen-sama cannot be formally enthroned.”


“Forgive me,” Keitou said, no less confused than he was before. “But I am not sure of what you are saying.”


“Gyousou-sama is presently alive somewhere, is he not? If he is here on the palace grounds, then he must travel to Mount Hou where he will abdicate.”


“W-wait!” Keitou blurted out. “Are you saying that Gyousou-sama himself would relinquish his office? Is that something Gyousou-sama would ever consent to?”


“Then it will become necessary to prevail upon him. That is why Gyousou-sama must first be brought here.”


So Taiki declared. Keitou bowed low in response. Kouryou could barely believe his own ears. Was this also part of Taiki’s plan? If so, it was outrageous in the extreme. Taiki was asking that Gyousou be brought to him, to the Imperial Palace.


All the evidence told them Gyousou was not in Kouki. If Asen had him secreted away somewhere, then Taiki was, in so many words, telling Asen to produce him. Except that would be the same thing as the emperor returning to the Imperial Palace. Taiki had said that Gyousou was still the rightful emperor of the kingdom. If the rightful emperor showed up in the Imperial Palace and met with the kirin, then there was no reason for Asen to be there.


Asen was never going to go along with that.


Kouryou made sure Keitou had left before he started to say in a small voice, “Taiho, there is no way—”


Taiki cut him off with a look. He shook his head and cast a glance in the direction of the bedroom where Tokuyuu and Shouwa had withdrawn. They knew nothing of Taiki’s schemes. Understanding the meaning in that look, Kouryou closed his mouth and said no more.


	Chapter 14


[9-4] In the office of the Chousai, an increasingly agitated Chou’un listened to Keitou’s report.


“Didn’t I tell you?” he barked. “It was a trick all along! If Gyousou returns to the palace and meets the Taiho, that is the end of Asen!”


“But that is what the Taiho said,” Keitou pointed out as he knelt there. “By the way, where is Gyousou-sama?”


Chou’un had no answer for him. Gyousou was not in the Imperial Palace. Haphazard searches were ongoing, but it was unlikely he would turn up within the reach of Chou’un’s authority. In order to escort Gyousou to Mount Hou, he first had to be retrieved from wherever he was being held. Asking Asen was the only way to figure that out.


“In any case, bringing Gyousou into the Imperial Palace, into the presence of the Taiho, is out of the question. Not to mention that I cannot imagine Gyousou ever agreeing to abdicate. Knowing that, the Taiho is telling us he will have Gyousou leave Tai and travel to Mount Hou?”


“That is what he told me.”


“Enough,” Chou’un responded, dismissing Keitou with a wave of his hand. He watched Keitou leave and then turned to the assembled ministers. “What do you think?”


They answered in one voice. “Impossible!”


Chou’un nodded and cast a glance at the adjoining room. The door was open, the view blocked by a pair of folding screens.


“I’m sure you are listening,” Chou’un called out. “How do you read the situation?”


A figure appeared from behind the folding screens. She said, “Unusual, to say the least.”


“The Taiho is obviously up to something.”


“So the kirin is up to something. Huh.”


“Rousan,” Chou’un said in exasperated tones.


Rousan let out a long sigh. “One doesn’t typically speak of conspiracies and intrigues and the kirin in the same breath. Don’t you think?”


“A kirin he may be, but he has an agenda and specific ends in mind. It is only natural that he should avail himself of all the means available to achieve them.”


“I suppose.”


“At least in emotional terms, the Taiho has been, until now, one of Gyousou’s retainers. The Taiho himself makes no effort to hide that fact. With that in mind, it stands to reason that he would be devising a plan. We have to ascertain his true intentions.”


“He wishes to save the people of Tai,” Rousan stated without hesitation. “Because he is the kirin.”


Chou’un held his tongue. He knew full well the people of Tai had been abandoned to their own fates. But casting them aside wasn’t what he set out to do. That was what Asen did. If Chou’un defied Asen, at some point he was bound to lose everything.


Responding to Chou’un’s silence with a small smile, Rousan sat herself down in an empty chair. “Anyhow, Taiki’s words are definitely unusual. But they do contain a certain logic.”


“Logic?”


“Heaven acts according to its own tenets far more than humans think. The forms and formalities matter exceedingly. As a result of Gyousou-sama being separated from the throne, Tai has, in a very real way, entered the era of an empty throne. To Heaven, this is a highly undesirable state of affairs. Thus it becomes possible that forces are at work in order to return that undesirable state to normal.”


“Are you talking about a revolution?”


Rousan nodded. “With Gyousou-sama absent from the throne, Heaven abandoned him and altered the Divine Will. That alone would constitute a highly unusual and unprecedented situation. When dealing with unprecedented phenomena, Providence seems to prefer to follow the established forms. Having prevailed upon Gyousou-sama to abdicate, the Divine Will would again come into force. Seen in that light, the actions of Heaven become comprehensible.”


Chou’un said in a low voice, “Doesn’t that imply that killing Gyousou would also constitute a favorable outcome?”


Rousan scowled at him. “Do that and everything does return to normal. In short, a state where Providence holds sway in all the ordinary ways. As I keep telling you, what is critical at this juncture is that we prevent Providence from moving in that direction.”


Chou’un felt a chill down his spine. He had no idea what Rousan was thinking. But clearly, Rousan’s advice was intended to maintain the status quo. Not only that, he was beginning to wonder if this crazy lady minister was the one who’d gotten Asen all fired up to commit treason.


The prestige of the position aside, the Lord Privy Seal exercised no real authority. No one ended up in the office unless that was what they wanted. If Rousan wanted it, Asen would make her Chousai in a heartbeat. Because he owed her or because he trusted her, either way, nobody was closer to Asen than Rousan.


Moreover, this was a relationship of equals. Rousan didn’t bide her time and then betray Gyousou and switch her allegiance to Asen. Chou’un had sized them up as fellow conspirators from the start.


“Excuse me,” spoke up Ansaku, the Assistant Chousai. “That is what you always say, Rousan-sama, but there is an element in your reasoning that I do not follow.”


Rousan exhaled as if in surprise at his inability to comprehend her.


“The Divine Will can be altered in only two ways. First, the emperor dies. He abdicates, relinquishes his title, and his life ends. Or someone else kills him. The other way is for Heaven to cast aside the emperor and take his title from him. In other words, the shitsudou.”


Chou’un cast Ansaku a withering look. Thanks for telling us what we already know, he didn’t have to say.


“In the case of abdication, which takes procedural precedence? When the emperor relinquishes his title? Or his subsequent death?”


“Hmph,” Rousan responded, resting her cheek on her knees. “You have touched upon a fascinating point. Yes, that would be of crucial importance.”


Ansaku nodded, his expression blank.


“In the past, more than a few emperors have abdicated. After traveling to Mount Hou and abdicating, it’s not like they expired on the spot. Half a day, at least, several days at most. There is no example of the Divine Will being revised during this time.”


“In short, when an emperor abdicates, you’re saying he remains the emperor until his life ends?”


“I believe so. Even after abandoning the title, the Divine Will remains with him, and only extinguishes when he draws his last breath.”


“After several days,” Chou’un mumbled to himself.


“There is great significance in those several days. When an emperor abdicates, the kirin remains. In the case of the Imperial Sai, the empress was a close associate of her predecessor. Given the importance of having an emperor occupy the office, the next emperor should be chosen the moment after the abdication. The successor is right there, after all. But if only briefly, there is always a delay. I’ve racked my brains trying the understand the delay. Why is the length of time between the moment when the emperor abdicates and the emperor dies not set in stone?”


Why is that, Chou’un wondered himself. It was not for humans to understand the intentions of Heaven.


Ansaku piped up, “Heaven needs time to choose the next emperor. If you think about it in those terms, it does begin to make sense.”


“Sure,” Rousan said with a smile that appeared to communicate her agreement. “Even after relinquishing the title, the Divine Will rests upon his shoulders. After that, Heaven designates a new emperor. The Divine Intent is reestablished and the Divine Will descends once again. At that point, the emperor has no role to fill and his death is of no consequence.”


Rousan let that sink in and then added, “In fact, I have no idea. But when you consider that an emperor can lose the Divine Will because of the shitsudou, the priorities of Heaven become clear.”


“The Divine Will come first. The Divine Will takes preference over all other considerations.”


“Exactly. Heaven chooses the emperor. The Divine Will descends on the person so chosen. But if that person deviates from the Way as Heaven defines it, Heaven amends the Divine Will. The Divine Will changes. A new emperor is chosen. The emperor up to that point is now no longer emperor. The gift of immortality is lost and his life ends. If the emperor steps down of his own accord, he is no longer emperor, but the Divine Will still rests upon him. Heaven must choose a new emperor. The Divine Will changes. The emperor who relinquished the title is left with no further role to play.”


“Makes sense,” Ansaku murmured.


“Up until now, the Divine Will has resided with Gyousou-sama. Hence Gyousou-sama was the rightful emperor.”


“Again telling us the obvious,” Chou’un spit out. “The problem is why Heaven should choose to alter its intentions. Can such a thing actually happen? That’s what we should be talking about.”


“My apologies,” Ansaku said, answering Chou’un’s rebuke with a respectful bow of his head.


“That is what we are talking about,” Rousan shot back. “Okay? By rights, Gyousou-sama is the emperor and the Divine Will still resides with him. However, this emperor does not occupy the throne and has abandoned any attempt to govern. To Heaven, this is undoubtedly an unwelcome state of affairs. But Heaven will revise the Divine Will only if Gyousou-sama sins in a way that brings about the shitsudou or chooses to step down himself. He hasn’t sinned. He does not occupy the throne because Asen deprived him of that opportunity, not because of any lack of desire to do so.”


Ansaku asked, “Then in this situation, short of the shitsudou, the Divine Will cannot be altered?”


Rousan nodded. “Right.”


“As you have said, Heaven acts in accordance with its own tenets and follows its forms and formalities with great precision. Specifically, Heaven does not wish to see an empty throne. However, unless the conditions for the shitsudou are met, Heaven is not going to bring about any changes to the Divine Will.”


“Exactly. If Asen assassinated Gyousou-sama, Heaven would step in to correct the state of things. Simply put, an emperor died, necessitating the selection of the next emperor. But suppose we took hostages, threatened and cajoled Gyousou-sama into giving up the throne? That again would represent a state of affairs in need of correction. No matter the circumstances, if the emperor casts aside the throne and quits the government of his own free will, the shitsudou follows. Yet it must be kept in mind that neither condition applies to Tai at the present time.”


“Which is why it is critically important not to set the wheels of Province into motion—”


“For us, the choice of ending Gyousou-sama’s life is not on the table,” Rousan concluded in straightforward terms. “As long as it is not, the kingdom remains under Asen’s control.”


Even among the ministers, some insisted that Asen had not attempted to assassinate Gyousou in Bun Province and failed, as so many claimed. In fact, Asen had not failed at all. From the onset, they believed, Asen hadn’t intended to kill anybody.


“If so,” Chou’un said with evidence dissatisfaction, “there remains no reason for a change of dynasty. Asen-sama being the new emperor is entirely a fabrication of the Taiho.”


“As far as that goes, strictly speaking, I do not see how the current state of affairs requires the intervention of Heaven. But it is equally true that Heaven does not wish the current conditions in Tai to continue. So far, the kingdom has idled away in neglect, but steps may have finally been taken to correct that. In which case, Gyousou-sama being blameless, there would be no revising of the Divine Will. The only remaining option is to have the man in question step down. If we believe what Taiki said, that is what Heaven has decided.”


Ansaku asked, “And how does Asen-sama figure into all this?”


“Perhaps he becomes the person upon whom the Divine Will next descends. Taiki spoke of a revision to the Divine Will, but as with the shitsudou, I do not think that means such a revision has already taken place. Instead, Heaven being loathe to remove the Divine Will from a sinless emperor, and yet having tacitly taken note of the abnormal goings on in Tai, we are talking in more classic terms about the abdication by an emperor in favor of a more virtuous successor.”


“I can only imagine the Lord God Creator pulling His hair out over all this somewhere,” Chou’un said with undisguised sarcasm.


“Shouldn’t He be? Supposing He is, events up to now have surely caused Him no end of grief. But He has come to the decision that things cannot go on the way they are. Except He has no desire to remove the Divine Will from an emperor not guilty of the shitsudou. So someone must have him abdicate. And who alone in Tai might that someone be?”


“Only Asen-sama,” Ansaku said.


Rousan nodded. “And so Asen was designated as the next emperor. Or put another way, Heaven did a deal with Taiki. If Asen can exert his authority to arrange Gyousou-sama’s abdication, the Divine Will descends on him in turn.”


Chou’un groaned. “So Gyousou must be persuaded to abdicate. That part of this deal is non-negotiable?”


“I imagine so,” Rousan said with a bob of her head. “It is likely the only option available. Any attempts to eliminate Gyousou-sama could result in Heaven altering the Divine Will with a wave of its hand. After that, whatever the new deal is, it probably wouldn’t include Asen. He was the one who caused Heaven all this grief in the first place. And there are other reasons Asen would not be chosen.”


“Other reasons?” Chou’un asked. “Such as?”


Rousan didn’t answer. She pretended not to hear him and sank into silence. Chou’un cast her an irritated look and said, “Anyway, now we understand at least that much. We’ll have to convince Asen-sama to bring Gyousou to the palace.”


“And there’s the problem,” Rousan said, before sinking into thought again. “Well, we might as well find out what Asen has to say about the matter.”


	Chapter 15


[9-5] Shouwa sighed. “How did things come to this?” she quietly said to no one in particular. She sat down at a table that commanded a view of the courtyard.


“What?” Heichuu responded in an equally soft voice.


Shouwa didn’t answer. She wasn’t looking for a conversation. Heichuu had a good idea what she was talking about. The current situation was hard to believe, everything twisted beyond recognition.


Taiki met with Asen and was formally welcomed back to the kingdom. Heichuu was delighted when he heard the news, the pure joy that arose from knowing for certain the kirin of Tai had returned. At the same time, he also rejoiced knowing the rough treatment the Saiho had received until then could finally be corrected, and eagerly anticipated a return to the Saiho’s residences in the Enchou.


But all that was waiting for them was this small villa. Unavoidable, as the western half of the palace, starting with Jinjuu Manor, had been heavily damaged by the shoku. Jinjuu Manor no longer existed in any meaningful form, and little remained of the buildings that once constituted the Saiho’s actual living quarters.


Among the structures that survived, a few turned out to be in reasonably good condition, comfortable and architecturally sound.


Keitou chose Nightingale Villa and did his best to make it habitable. He also took great pains to bring as much order and stability to Taiki’s personal life as he could manage. Taiki was attended to by two court physicians at Nightingale Villa, Tokuyuu watching over him during the day, and Juntatsu at night.


With the doctors always on call, Heichuu spent less time personally tending to Taiki. Under Keitou’s direction, he instead focused his efforts on organizing all the various necessities that made Taiki’s life manageable.


That meant taking a step back from serving at his side. In fact, he’d never been comfortable waiting on the aristocracy and could never relax while around them. So this was like a weight being lifted off his shoulders. In the evening, however lonely it was returning to his room, he was grateful he could.


“It’s a bit odd having the outer courtyard all to ourselves, don’t you think?”


Bright sunlight filled the courtyard, spilling through the window glass and across the table. Though the weather was growing colder, here he could often find a spot of warmth. Basking in the sunlight like this, Heichuu felt the tension melting away.


That didn’t seem to be the case with Shouwa. Sitting at the table, she accompanied her needlework with a stream of complaints. The villa was too meager to serve as Taiki’s home. Taiki had been poorly handled from the start, not treated with the gravity he deserved. Heichuu got the idea she was voicing discontent about the way they were treated as well.


Only Kouryuu, Tokuyuu, and Juntatsu stayed in the main hall with Taiki. Heichuu and Shouwa shared the outer courtyard. Keitou had taken over the portico rooms in-between, and though they could freely pass back and forth, there was no denying the physical distance created between them and Taiki, nor the fact that the three in the main hall enjoyed superior accommodations.


“Well, we were dispatched here by the Imperial Court,” Heichuu consoled her.


As far as Taiki was concerned, the current Imperial Court was the enemy camp. They were the vassals of Asen who had stolen the throne from Gyousou. To Kouryou, who had served under Gyousou and was now Taiki’s chief retainer, they were his implacable foes.


And then, quite out of the blue, Asen, their ringleader, was chosen as the new emperor. Logically speaking, the Imperial Court was no longer the enemy. But it was understandable that neither Taiki nor Kouryou would be on any better terms with them than before. With Chou’un running the show, the Imperial Court was no ally of Taiki. The way they treated him was proof of that. Confiding him to the villa and depriving him of his authority as province lord made it clear they viewed him as an enemy as well.


“Weren’t Tokuyuu and the doctors dispatched by the Imperial Court as well?”


“The kirin doctors don’t belong to any political faction, because they tend to the untainted kirin.”


Bun’en and his colleagues had known Taiki from a young age. Taiki had no reason not to accept them at face value. The circumstances under which Heichuu and Shouwa came here were altogether different.


“That is true, but—”


Although it was an honor to serve in such close proximity to Taiki, Heichuu at times found the burden an overwhelming one to shoulder, especially considering the nebulous state of Taiki’s current political and social status and his heavy-hearted disposition.


“I would like to go home once in a while.”


Taiki being under house arrest meant that those who served him found themselves in the same straits. They couldn’t go home at the end of the day. They weren’t allowed to leave the villa. From Taiki’s perspective, they took their orders from the enemy camp. But as far as the enemy camp was concerned, they weren’t friends of this Imperial Court either. Chou’un considered them members of Taiki’s entourage.


“That’s why they take us for granted.”


Shouwa’s griping prompted a wry smile from Heichuu. She was a hard worker. Soon after arriving at Nightingale Villa, she had negotiated the particulars of the position with Keitou, assembled a staff of servants, and expeditiously put the villa in order. Though Tokuyuu and Juntatsu were the ones who tended to Taiki in person, Shouwa busied about without a break, catering the meals, planning the menus, and preparing his wardrobe.


At times, she seemed to be trying a bit too hard to run every aspect of Taiki’s life. After all, she had once attended to Taiki in Jinjuu Manor as a lady of the court.


Not so for Heichuu, for whom this was all quite out of his normal line of work. He served Taiki as well, but had no idea what was necessary and what should be prioritized. All that not knowing wore on his nerves. He felt a constant weight inside his skull, like a dull headache that wouldn’t go away.


“I do believe a dove is nesting somewhere around here,” he blurted out.


Shouwa paused at her needlework and lifted her head. “You’re right. There is.”


“It starts cooing in the middle of the night. Never fails to startle me. Thanks to that bird, I have a hard time getting a good night’s rest.”


“That’s because you’re not moving your body around enough,” Shouwa stated in her matter-of-fact voice.


Heichuu flashed another wry smile. Offering no excuses, he looked up at the overhanging eaves of the courtyard rooms behind them. He never saw it but could certainly hear it. It was definitely there, its cries creating the aura of a dreary forlorn and forgotten palace.


I really would like to go home.


He had a wife and child at home. Believing the new dynasty would surely bring good times, he’d gotten married after Gyousou was enthroned. They petitioned the palace riboku for a child. The son they’d been blessed with had turned two years old. He was beginning to walk and talk and was cute as a button. Heichuu would much rather be watching over his son right now.


I wonder what my colleagues are up to, he wondered, casting his thoughts down to the Administrative Palace below the Sea of Clouds.




The transfer caught Boushuku and the rest of his fellow junior retainers by surprise. To start with, they hardly ever met face to face with the director of security for their current post. He didn’t show up that day either. Instead, a low-ranked civil servant appeared at roll call and read aloud their orders.


They’d been transferred to the Zui Provincial Guard as members of the Saiho’s security detail.


Boushuku didn’t expect they’d actually end up guarding the Saiho himself. After all, they’d previously been assigned to the emperor’s security detail and ended up not guarding anybody. Boushuku hadn’t seen Asen once.


They reported to the director of security from the provincial Ministry of Summer. Director Fukushou informed them that their new duty station was Nightingale Villa. Depending on their watch rotations, they would patrol the grounds or stand guard inside the villa. But they were not allowed to enter the main hall where the Saiho lived.


“Figures. We’re not actually going to be the Taiho’s bodyguards,” said a clearly disappointed Boushuku.


Gogetsu smiled and shrugged. “Well, that’s the way this job goes.”


Gogetsu said that a lot these days. Boushuku wanted to serve Asen, or in this case, serve Taiki. Gogetsu did not appear to be possessed by any fervent passions in that regard and always carried on in a disinterested manner. Yet he performed his duties with diligence and dedication. Many of his colleagues looked forward to wasting every second of spare time given to them. That included some who would start drinking and gambling at noon if the opportunity availed them.


Gogetsu might have preferred to share more in common with his fellow junior retainers, but he showed no interest in such activities. Boushuku thought that sad and unfortunate.


Apparently, the Daiboku alone was attached to Taiki’s security detail. That was an obvious oversight. There should surely be more guards than him. According to Gogetsu, those were the cards they’d been dealt, so they might as well resign themselves to the status quo.


“But no matter how you look at it—”


“Considering our formidable presence inside and outside the villa, I don’t see a problem.”


“True, but—what about when he goes out?”


“He doesn’t go out.” The droll smile on Gogetsu’s face said he somehow felt sorry for Boushuku. “And if by chance he does, the commensurate orders will come our way.”


Boushuku watched Gogetsu march off on patrol and muttered to himself, “Gogetsu can’t be at all happy about this either.”


Behind him, Fukushou sat at his desk. He’d occupied the guardroom next to the entranceway since that morning and was sorting through a pile of paperwork. The director was in charge of the security details, a position usually not assigned to the military but to the civil service. His job was ostensibly to supervise and coordinate the activities of the Daiboku, who was a military officer, and the junior retainers.


In practical terms, he supported Boushuku and his colleagues as an administrative official.


“Can’t see why he should be unhappy. Only that Asen-sama’s retainers do find themselves in a bit of a bind these days.”


“A bind?” Boushuku said with a quizzical tilt of his head. But Fukushou had nothing more to say on that subject, answering him only with a smile that seemed tinged with hidden shadows. “You just became a centurion, Boushuku?”


“Yes.”


“And yet so young. You must be quite capable.”


Boushuku batted away the compliment with a wave of his hand. Truth be told, his service record didn’t list any particularly outstanding achievements.


“Where were you born?”


“Gai Province.”


Fukushou grinned. “I imagine you come from a well-to-do family.”


“Well, yes, I suppose.”


“Thought so,” Fukushou chuckled. “You have that blue blood look about you. You attended a military school, didn’t you? Why’s that?”


“I heard it was the alma mater of the previous emperor.”


Boushuku felt his face growing warm. He came from a family of government officials. Everybody expected him to attend the provincial academy but he chose a military school instead. The previous emperor had just been enthroned and it was the school the previous emperor attended. He’d been enamored with Gyousou at the time.


“What? That’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”


“I’m not embarrassed. Only it sounds childish when I hear people talk about it.”


“Well, that’s what deciding to become a soldier usually comes down to. It’s a better reason than doing it for money or social advancement.” Fukushou raised an eyebrow. “Seems a good fit for you. Getting promoted to centurion at your age is a fine achievement. Do you have a specialty?”


“I couldn’t point to any one thing that I excel at more than any other.”


“In other words, you can do anything.”


“Not at all!”


Boushuku was feeling chagrined again. He did not excel at any one thing. There wasn’t anything he was bad at either. Generally speaking, he could carry out his orders without mistakes, but beyond that, he wasn’t the kind to stand out and go the extra mile. When he was in military school, that was said to be his biggest flaw. Since being commissioned, he hadn’t earned any commendations for exceptional service. He simply had no black marks on his record.


He also had a knack for being in the right place at the right time. When he graduated from military school and entered the army, his first platoon leader was a highly capable man.


Five soldiers formed a squad and five squads of twenty-five soldiers constituted a platoon. Each squad selected a squad leader, and one among those five also served concurrently as the platoon leader. The squad leaders were soldiers with meritorious service records or long experience. Or were military school graduates like Boushuku.


Boushuku was promoted to platoon leader. His platoon leader, in turn, became a company commander. Because his previous platoon leader was an exceptional man, Boushuku took over an exceptionally well-trained platoon. Word got around, and when Shinryou was promoted to the Imperial Army, Boushuku’s platoon transferred along with him.


“Although I had accomplished nothing that noteworthy myself, I became a platoon leader in the Imperial Army. All the recent confusion notwithstanding, last year I was, as expected, promoted to centurion.”


As long as he kept his nose clean, a military school graduate was pretty much guaranteed to advance at least as far as centurion. The job of a squad or platoon leader was to represent the unit to the commanding officer. The centurion was a commissioned officer in charge of four platoons and no longer a member of the units he commanded.


He also became eligible to be listed in the Registry of Wizards. With no unique achievements to his name, following the established customs and precedents, Boushuku became a centurion.


Fukushou laughed out loud. “Being able to take advantage of opportunities handed to you on a silver platter is indeed a worthy achievement. Your contribution henceforth will be to bring good luck to the table.”


“Um, okay.”


In the realm of departmental directors, Fukushou was as big-hearted and easy-going as they came. Used to crusty bureaucrats, Boushuku found his personality almost unnerving.


“Director, were you one of Asen-sama’s staff officers?”


“Hardly!” Fukushou chuckled. He indicated the pile of paperwork. “Does this look like the desk of an efficient military man worthy of being named a staff officer?”


The disarray on his desk was not shaping up in an expeditious manner. Rather, Boushuku couldn’t help recalling the cliche that a cluttered desk was the sign of a cluttered mind.


Hearing no answer, Fukushou said, “I was a battalion commander in Asen’s army. I worked my way up the ranks so I know the ropes. But administrative work is not my forte. You and I should trade places. With your college education, you’d have this paperwork thing down backwards and forwards.”


“Huh,” Boushuku said, but in his head he didn’t disagree.


When it came to basic logistics, managing personnel and moving equipment and supplies around, the military was the same as any other organization, including all the attendant paperwork. Officers up to the rank of centurion weren’t assigned a secretarial staff. They did all the desk work themselves. It could get quite complex, and a knowledge of the rules and regulations was necessary.


A foot soldier who worked his way up the ranks would have plenty of practical hands-on experience but plenty of holes in his education as well.


“If there’s anything you need help with, just let me know.”


“Thanks,” Fukushou said, with a heartfelt sincerity as oddly out of place as the man himself.




Her master summoned Yari and stood at the window, gazing down at the Sea of Clouds. “It must be snowing in the world below.”


Sunlight bathed the balcony here, though the temperatures would drop precipitously when evening fell. The Sea of Clouds beyond the balcony was shaded a dark charcoal gray, a sure sign of clouds covering the world below.


They both lifted their gaze from the Sea of Clouds. Her master said, not turning around, “I have a job for you, Yari.”


“A job?”


Then the young girl remembered her place and knelt and bowed her head.


“I’d like you to join the Taiho’s retinue.”


Yari lifted her head with a start. Those were the last words she’d expected to hear.


“The Taiho needs people around him who can protect him. I cannot entirely trust the security detail dispatched by Chou’un.”


“If you so order, then I would be happy to. But wouldn’t Ganchou be a better choice?”


“There are limits to my ability to order Ganchou around.” An exasperated sigh accompanied that acknowledgment. “People are saying the Taiho should be treated with greater care. I don’t know when, but we can expect the number of guards to increase before long. Those on the Taiho’s side will naturally be reluctant to accommodate them. They report to Chou’un, after all, and accepting them means accepting Chou’un’s prerogatives.”


“And you wish me to be one of them?”


“You’re good at slipping into a crowd. I’ve done all I can from my end.” Her master urged Yari to her feet. “One person close to the Taiho has taken on the role of Daiboku, a regimental commander who served under General Eishou. His name is Kouryou. He fortuitously encountered the Taiho outside the Imperial Palace and accompanied him here. Kouryou appears to be the only person acting in that capacity who has the trust of the Taiho. Except Kouryou by himself cannot fill all the roles as the Taiho’s Daiboku. Staffing levels should be increased, but the Taiho’s inner circle is understandably not eager to allow another armed guard into his immediate vicinity.”


“And that would be me? I have no social standing.”


Her master nodded. The girl had no formal rank or position. Put another way, she stood outside the reach of Chou’un’s authority.


“Through the work of several intermediaries, we are in the process of infiltrating the equivalent of a private army into the palace. If you take this assignment, you will become a permanent member of his retinue and eventually be listed on the Registry of Wizards. Will you go?”


“If that is what you wish me to do.”


“That is indeed what I wish you to do. When you enter the Taiho’s retinue, you will follow his lead. What I want will no longer matter.”


Yari furrowed her brows. “Does that mean I will report to the Taiho and not to you? He will be my master and not you?”


“That’s what it comes down to.”


“I changed my mind. I refuse.”


Her master said with a knowing smile, “There are no conflicts of interest between the Taiho and myself. I wish to save Tai and save its people and return Gyousou-sama to the throne. We share the same desires.”


Yari craned her head to one side. “Didn’t the Taiho declare that Asen was the emperor?”


“Impossible. Our next emperor would never be chosen before Gyousou-sama died. Even if worse came to worst and Gyousou-sama did die, Asen would never be chosen as his successor.”


“He wouldn’t?”


“No. Were he the emperor, he would have already been deservedly branded a villain who succumbed to the shitsudou. Asen is not and never will be the emperor. Think about it. Why would the Taiho say he is? Because that is for him the best way to save the forsaken people of Tai, in which case, our wishes once more coincide.”


“If so, then isn’t serving you the same as serving the Taiho?”


That smile again. “You do have a point. On that account, there is no great difference between us, as we are both striving toward the same goal. Please, Yari.”


The girl nodded. She rested her hands on the hilts of the swords at her waist. “Then I will decide who I will call my master. If that is fine with you.”


	
	Part Ten

	Chapter 16


[10-1] Snow was falling when Kyoshi, Risai, and Houto left Kan’you Mountain. It hadn’t let up when they returned to Rin’u five days later. It wasn’t a heavy snowfall and little accumulated during the day. But in the morning, a blanket of white covered the countryside. The clouds hanging over the foothills broke apart and the sun shone through around the time Rin’u came into sight at the end of the road.


It was a melancholy journey. Their explorations of the mines on Kan’you Mountain hadn’t produced a single useful clue. They paid particular attention to mine shafts that showed signs of being worked when the mountain was supposedly closed, searching all the way to the mine faces. But the numerous side tunnels, many of them running into dead ends caused by cave-ins, made it impossible to conclude the search in a satisfactory manner, especially when there was no way to determine when the cave-ins occurred.


However, considering conditions at the time, descending Kan’you Mountain alone, evading the Imperial Army, and escaping territory controlled by hostile forces would have been difficult in the extreme. Perhaps there had been refugees who’d stepped in to help. They talked to miners who worked on Kan’you Mountain but hadn’t learned anything more.


No one doubted that refugees and drifters and bootleggers down on their luck snuck onto the mountain to work the mines, except mostly after Asen conducted the sweeping purge. The ongoing operations before that were limited in scope and duration. The Provincial Guard made a halfhearted attempt to guard access to the mountain, demonstrating little desire to stand their ground when attacked by the land gangs.


What it came down to was, the only time the mountain was truly devoid of people was during the troubles.


The old man they’d talked to said sneaking onto the mountain during the troubles would have been difficult. But if there were refugees up there, they could have come to Gyousou’s aid. In that case, they would still have to carry a badly wounded man off Kan’you Mountain and slip through the cordons set up by the Imperial Army—an even more difficult task.


They were confident that Gyousou had been attacked on Kan’you Mountain. Otherwise, Asen would not have gone to such efforts to clear the place of witnesses. Through a series of calculated steps, Gyousou was lured away from the column of soldiers he was leading. He was accompanied by a security detail, but the “Red Amor,” as they were known, had been recruited to assassinate him in the first place.


The assassins accompanied Gyousou up the mountain, and when all was done, returned to camp. As it turned out, they didn’t actually come back in the same fashion. It was more likely they hid their uniforms and mingled with the regular troops.


Because Gyousou wasn’t with them when they came down from the mountain, Kyoshi believed he’d been left behind at the scene of the attack. Given the condition of his sash, cut from behind, he surely suffered a deep wound. They wouldn’t have left him there if he still had life in him. The assassins must have believed they’d dealt a fatal blow.


The problem was what became of Gyousou after that, the place he chose to disappear.


“The wound must have been so grievous that his attackers were confident in leaving him for dead. In that case, I don’t think he could have fled Kan’you Mountain right away,” Kyoshi concluded, and he might not have been able to move at all.


Houto nodded. “Likely rendered unconscious. They wouldn’t have settled for seeing him lying there. They would have checked for signs of life and delivered a coup de grâce to be sure. He must have been close enough to death that they couldn’t tell the difference.”


“Something like that,” Risai said.


“In that condition, he hardly could have fled the mountain under his own power.”


Definitely not, Kyoshi thought to himself.


Risai agreed with that assessment as well. “I think Gyousou-sama carried a talisman to protect himself. On the verge of death, it breathed life into him and accelerated the healing process. But even with the power of such a talisman at his disposal, his recuperation would have taken time, forcing him to remain there for a period of time. He came down the mountain when he was able to move again.”


If Gyousou had indeed escaped Kan’you Mountain under his own power, those were the conditions he would have had to deal with.


“In that case, wouldn’t he have returned to camp straightaway?” Houto asked.


Risai shook her head. “Not necessarily. Gyousou-sama was attacked by a security detail attached to Asen’s army. He would have fully understood by then that they were the enemy. Eishou and Sougen were still in the dark about what was going on. In that situation, any contact with the army could have proved dangerous in the extreme.”


“Makes sense,” Kyoshi muttered. “The enemy thankfully left him for dead. Any error alerting his allies to that fact would inform his enemies as well. He’d end up jumping out of the frying pan and right back into the fire.”


What would I do in such circumstances? Kyoshi turned the question over in his mind. Even with such a talisman, he would have suffered grave wounds. If he could move, he’d be far from fighting strength, with every ability compromised. Supposing he struggled down the mountain and back to camp, any accidental contact with Asen’s army could end his life right there and then.


On the other hand, slipping through the lines to make contact with his personal retainers only made sense if he had the physical strength to do so, which was doubtful. The smart strategy would be to lie low, stay out of sight, and not reach out to his retainers until he’d sufficiently healed.


When Kyoshi voiced these thoughts aloud, Houto said, “Sounds right to me. Moreover, he’d have to find a hiding place quickly in case his attackers returned, don’t you think?”


Kyoshi thought so too. When the White Pheasant did not fall from its perch, the emperor’s assailants would realize they’d missed their mark. Despite the delays communicating between Bun Province and Kouki, using a blue bird, the fastest form of long-distance communication, it would take only a day or two to learn the truth. And when they did, the assassins would return to finish the job while the emperor was yet in a badly wounded state.


“If rendered unconscious, we don’t know how long that would have lasted. No matter what, if it were me, getting away from the mountain would be my first priority.”


With enemy agents infiltrating the regular army, running away from the camp was the sanest strategy. Attracting any kind of attention brought with it the likelihood of getting hauled back to the army. That meant getting spotted by strangers could prove just as fatal.


“So, the mountains?” Houto said.


Kyoshi came to the same conclusion. The emperor must have left Kan’you Mountain and hid out in the foothills while waiting for his wounds to heal.


“And then?” Houto continued, with a tilt of his head that suggested he was less than satisfied with that explanation. “While waiting for his wounds to heal, he would need food and water and medicine. Suppose he could last for two or three days using the talisman alone. Wounds that healed that fast wouldn’t convince his assailants he was dead. They’d have to appear fatal, and injuries that severe would take a long time to heal. Don’t you find it hard to believe that he could hide out in the mountains alone for that long?”


Risai said, “It’s like Houto says. I can’t imagine Gyousou-sama escaping all by himself. It makes more sense that some of the refugees who snuck onto Kan’you Mountain came to his aide.”


“It does,” Kyoshi quietly agreed.


Risai pointed out that they hadn’t discovered any evidence on Kan’you Mountain. Given that the trail Gyousou left behind was impossible to track at this late date, wouldn’t it make more sense to search instead for whoever might have assisted him?


Houto said, “In which case, the odds are high His Highness found shelter in a village somewhere in the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai nodded. A village outside the perimeter maintained by the land gangs yet within a stone’s throw of Kan’you Mountain. The villages that met those criteria were subsequently caught up in Asen’s purge and their residents scattered. Among them, there must be people who cared for a wounded general, people who had hidden something of great value at great cost and now carried that secret with them.


But what was the best way to find these refugees or drifters who had already moved on? That question on their minds, they returned to Rin’u. Ki’itsu was waiting for them. As it turned out, he’d come to the gates every evening at closing time to check for signs of their return.


“Kenchuu informed me you’d safely made it as far as Kan’you Mountain.”


That was indeed good news, but when he inquired about what they found there, Risai had to let him know they hadn’t turned up any clues. Their thinking now was that local inhabitants who were living close to the mountain at the time sheltered the emperor and then took him with them when they fled the area.


Had Ki’itsu perhaps caught wind of any rumors to that effect?


Ki’itsu shook his head. But two days later, he brought two men to see them. They were refugees who had sought shelter at Fukyuu Temple.


“These men had something interesting to say on the subject that I thought you might want to hear.” At his urging, the two scrawny men hesitantly stepped forward. Ki’itsu said, “Go ahead. Tell them what you saw.”


“Those soldiers, you mean?”


The other man nodded his head, albeit with obvious reluctance. He cast Risai and the others a grim look from upturned eyes. He clearly had second thoughts about the wisdom of cooperating with these strangers.


“You are sure they were soldiers?” Risai asked.


“More the way they carried themselves, I guess. They weren’t wearing armor or riding horses or kijuu. One of them looked like he’d been on the losing end of a bad fight. Maybe ten others, none of them shabbily dressed. A land gang, we thought, so we ducked out of sight and watched from a safe distance. They maintained a tight formation, you know? And they were all armed, to boot. Something like that, right?”


He turned to his companion for agreement, got a nod for an answer. “As far as that goes, they were dead on their feet, dragging themselves into the mountains.”


“Which way were they headed?”


“We spotted them east of Sokou. They were climbing the north slope headed east. We were hiding in the bushes and couldn’t tell you much more than that.”


“Was the man with them gravely wounded?”


“Not gravely.”


He again turned to his companion, who again nodded. “He was walking on his own, after all.”


“Like I said, dragging his feet, borrowing a shoulder to lean on, but making his own way. If he lost his footing, the guys around him held him up.”


If the individual in question was moving under his own power, then he couldn’t be Gyousou, could it?


“Can you remember when this occurred?”


“Well—” Both men shrugged.


They couldn’t say for certain, but the time period they both agreed on was two months or so after Gyousou disappeared. In which case, it was possible he had built up enough strength by then.


“Thank you. Was there anything else that caught your eye?”


“Nothing comes to mind.”


His silent partner again nodded without a word.


“We appreciate you taking the time to see us,” Ki’itsu said graciously, followed by a gesture that indicated they were free to leave. The two were on their way out when the silent man spun around.


“You know, I saw this trunk.”


“A trunk?”


“It was outside Nanto. Late at night. This group making their way along the mountain trail there, real wary of their surroundings, you know? They were pulling a cart with a big trunk on the back.”


“Hey, no kidding?” exclaimed his companion.


The man nodded. That was the conclusion he came to from the way they were grunting and groaning and urging each other on. He’d been asked to run an errand to Nanto east of Rin’u but arrived after the gates closed and ended up camping out until morning. He’d nodded off when a noise woke him up. In the dead of night, he could make out several people trudging down the trail south of Nanto.


“They were totally on their guard, you know? And pulling that cart. Refugees, probably. They were headed southeast. Maybe that’s why it left an impression.”


With that, he turned on his heels. When Risai went to call him back, he was already gone.


“At the time, that wouldn’t have been unusual,” Ki’itsu observed. “Many refugees were slipping away from Kan’you Mountain with whatever they could carry. But normally they headed west. Whatever direction they went, it had to be convenient. Hakurou, for example, where they might be able to get work. Going east from Rin’u and then continuing onto the southeast makes no sense.”


“The southeast—”


The Totei Highway ran east of Rin’u toward Jou Province. Although there were no mountains on the scale of the You Range north or south of the highway, it was surrounded by precarious cliffs and ridges. Ki’itsu said that small villages could be found in the mountain valleys, though moving further to the southeast, the terrain was practically uninhabited. The mountains were steep and no roads crossed them. In short, following any road to the southeast ended in a few small villages and then wilderness.


“One of those, perhaps?” Risai suggested, but Ki’itsu had no idea one way or the other.


“Let’s check it out,” she said, looking up at the snow-covered peaks that formed a massive line from Kan’you Mountain to the south. “We’re never going to know for certain unless we see for ourselves.”


	Chapter 17


[10-2] They waited for dawn to break and set off toward the east. As best Ki’itsu could recall, six villages were nestled deep in the mountains, located along the trails that climbed the foothills from the city of Nanto.


They arrived at Nanto two days later and found room and board at the Taoist temple. While there, they asked if anyone had seen a group of refugees hauling a curiously large trunk. The incident would have occurred six years before.


“That long ago—” The head priest responded with a look that made his withered complexion appear all the more perplexed. No one else at the temple had any helpful information.


The next day, they left their heavier packs behind when they departed Nanto. They trusted their horses to find the best way along the trails as they visited each village in turn.


The first was located close to the highway. Perhaps as a result, it showed little evidence of ruin and decay, despite the dire poverty on display. But they learned nothing of use.


The second village no longer existed. The wrecked and charred remnants spread out before them, making them wonder what disaster had occurred. The third village was located not far from those ruins, crouching at the bottom of a narrow valley cut into the steep slopes of the towering mountains.


The name of the village was Ginsen, meaning “silver river.” They’d heard that silver was once mined there. The silver fountains had long ago dried up. The villagers now made a living panning for nuggets in the river that flowed along the valley floor.


The sun had not yet set but the gates to the village were closed.


“So many villages in Bun Province are like this,” Risai sighed.


Ki’itsu said apologetically, “A city like Nanto, adjacent to the highway and accustomed to doing business with travelers, will follow the usual customs. But this is normal for a small village.”


Kyoshi said to Ki’itsu in consoling tones, “Ten Shire is no different. Even when the gates are left open, anybody approaching the village is sure to be challenged.”


“Not only Bun Province and not only Ten Shire,” Houto added with a sad smile. “The same holds for any village anywhere. Even when there are no pressing circumstances, if this village is the only one around with an open gate, then all the travelers with no place else to go will end up on its doorstep.”


“That is indeed true,” Ki’itsu said.


Ki’itsu rapped on the narrow wicket gate set into the massive doors. A little while later, the wicket gate opened from within. A middle-aged man peered out.


Ki’itsu said, “We wish to visit the Rishi. May we come in?”


The man looked them over. The party of four before him consisted of two dressed in priestly robes and a man and a woman wearing regular traveling garb.


“Do the honorable priests wish to make use of the Rishi? Shall I go see if caretakers of the Rishi are in?”


“Ah, no. That is all right. We happened to be in the area and thought we’d stop by. We are from Fukyuu Temple in Rin’u. The two behind us are with the shin’nou guild.”


The man looked confused as to how to proceed. “What business brings you to our humble town?”


“Well, we’re not here to conduct any specific business, aside from being asked by the abbot to visit the villages in the area to see how the Rishi are faring, to assess how ready they are for the winter and note what they may be lacking in the way of stores and supplies.”


Perhaps reacting to the mention of “stores and supplies,” the man smiled at last. “Oh, is that what this is about? We’re grateful for all your good work.”


He opened the wicket gate wider. They tied up the horses outside the gate and followed him into the village.


“I’ll wait here,” Houto said when they stepped inside the gate. He turned to the man. “I’d like to make sure you have enough medicine to last the winter. If not, I can always leave some on consignment.”


The man answered with a big nod. “We’ve been wondering when a shin’nou was going to drop by. Much appreciated.” He called out to a woman looking on suspiciously. “They’re priests from Fukyuu Temple. Wanted to see the Rishi.” Then he said to Houto. “I’ll let the others know.”


He ran down the main road. Kyoshi, Risai, and Ki’itsu left Houto in charge of a gathering crowd of curious villagers and headed for the Rishi.


A middle-aged woman asked, “Are you from Fukyuu Temple?”


“Yes. We’re making the rounds of local villages to see how they expect to fare over the coming winter.”


“Thank you,” She clasped her hands together and bowed. “Abbot Jokan-sama really watches over the people around here.”


Kyoshi felt a twinge in his heart and stole a look at Ki’itsu. Right then, Ki’itsu stood there calm and composed, a warm smile on his face. Maybe the line about “making the rounds” wasn’t just a convenient excuse to get inside the village gates.


The woman showed them the way. “The good folk of Fukyuu Temple have kindly visited us in the past.”


“We try to get out on a regular basis. Last year we were short-handed and only made it to a few towns. We’re sorry about that.”


“Oh, you have nothing to apologize for. It’s good of you to come at all.”


Ah, Kyoshi said to himself with a growing realization. He glanced at Risai, who nodded as well in admiration. Abbot Jokan was doing his best to reach out to the impoverished villages in the district, despite the number of refugees they had already taken in and their own resources being stretched to the limit.


The village was poor, yet the avenue was so well kept that the destitution was not at all apparent. Though worn and tattered, the houses showed signs of diligent maintenance. The Rishi was no different. The paint was peeling and the structure bore obvious scars here and there, but what could be repaired had been repaired, lending to the overall impression of everything being in good working order. Though meager, there also remained traces of offerings and incense.


Responding to the woman’s greeting, the superintendent appeared and politely bowed to them. He answered each of Ki’itsu’s questions. In short, the villagers should have enough food stored away to winter over without going hungry, though some were just scraping by. There was nothing in the way of a surplus, not as much as they would like to feed the growing children and the infirmed in need of nourishing food. Any kind of natural disaster had good odds of causing great misfortune. They barely had enough reserves to make ends meet as is.


Ki’itsu nodded along to each response. “People are going through hard times most everywhere we go, so it is reassuring to hear you have enough to meet the bare minimum. Having a little extra on hand when people get sick is always a good idea. We do have some hyakka roasted grain on hand. It cooks up to a nourishing gruel. Not a lot, but we’ll send over whatever we can spare.”


“We’d be grateful.”


“How are your charcoal supplies holding out?”


“We have the Gift of Kouki so we should make it through the winter. In any case, we’ve got reserves of twenty bushels of thorn oak and charcoal.”


“Impressive,” Ki’itsu said. He cocked his head to the side. “With the main gate shuttered, I expected you to be in much worse straits. It is a great relief to see that is not the case.”


Caught off guard by the remark, the superintendent blinked. He smiled in a self-effacing manner. “With law and order on the wane around here—”


“The land gangs?”


The superintendent nodded. “Yes well—”


Looking on, Risai felt a whisper of suspicion about the way the superintendent handled himself. There was something else she couldn’t help noticing since entering the Rishi. Subtle traces of a particular scent lingered in the air of the main hall, that reminded her of the smell of oil used to maintain weaponry.


The dire poverty that usually accounted for a shuttered gate wasn’t evident in this village. The superintendent’s excuse of breakdown in law and order looked just as dubious.


“By the way—” Ki’itsu said, changing the subject. “Thinking back six years ago or so, would you have noticed refugees moving a curious trunk around these parts?”


“A curious trunk?”


“A large trunk being transported on a cart. A band of refugees moved it through here doing their best not to be seen.”


“I cannot imagine what you might be referring to,” the superintendent said, his countenance growing firm. “Is this something you are looking for?”


Ki’itsu nodded. “A gang of thieves stole a valuable Buddhist statue from a temple in Rin’u. At this juncture, we are not so interested in apprehending anybody for the crime but hope to return the statue to its rightful owner.”


“Ah,” said the superintendent, his face brightening with obvious relief. “A serious affair, indeed.”


“A status about as tall as a person. Probably encased in some sort of packing material.”


“Unfortunately, nothing springs to mind. As you have seen for yourselves, the roads around here are mountain trails that wander off into the wilderness. Refugees on the move are unlikely to ever drop by.”


“Of course,” Ki’itsu said with a bow. He inquired about other villages in the area, then brought the conversation to an end, promising that they wouldn’t leave with any more that what they brought with them, and left the Rishi.


“What do you think?” he softly asked Risai once they were out of earshot.


“There is something a bit odd about his attitude.”


Kyoshi said, “Risai-sama, did you notice it too?”


“You mean, the smell?”


Kyoshi nodded. The strange scent hadn’t escaped Kyoshi’s attention either.


“Smell?” Ki’itsu queried with a puzzle tilt of his head.


“They could be storing weapons in the Rishi.”


“Why would they do something like that?”


“I wonder if they are taking precautions in case the land gangs start acting up.”


Kyoshi said, “When Ki’itsu mentioned the Buddhist statue, you could see the relief all over his face.”


Risai agreed. “Mentioning the trunk clearly struck a chord. The superintendent likely has a good idea what was in it, and it wasn’t a Buddhist statue.”


Kyoshi glanced around. There aren’t many people out and about. “They’re hiding something here.”


Or were they hiding someone? Someone they needed a cache of weapons to defend? To keep anybody from discovering what that was, as in Touka, they kept the outsiders out.


“Whatever it is, it’d be in the rika or the council house,” Risai said. A quick examination of her surroundings confirmed that no one was watching them. She strode in as casual a manner as she could muster toward the west side of the Rishi. That was her best guess for where the rika was located.


She followed the fence to a row of buildings with heavily tiled roofs, catching glimpses of trees and shrubs in a small garden through gaps in the fence. Here was the only building in the village large enough to be called a manor. From its overall style, she didn’t think it was the council house. Probably the rika.


Walking a little further brought her to a tiled gate. The gate doors were shut tight, leaving not so much as a gap to squeeze through.


“The gates are closed, eh?” Kyoshi muttered. “All the stranger.”


“Is there something I can help you with?” a wary voice called out. A short man of fifty or so emerged from the house opposite the gates.


“Oh, nothing we particularly need help with,” Ki’itsu answered cheerfully. “We were curious about how the rika is faring.”


“The rika?”


“Yes. How many people are living there, what condition it is in. Depending on the situation, whether you’re short of any necessities.”


“Why are you priests so interested in the rika?” the man pressed.


“What’s going on?” a familiar voice rang out behind them.


The superintendent ran up. Ki’itsu bowed to him and repeated what he’d told the other man. Clearly flustered, the superintendent said, “The rika is closed. We don’t have the budget. Orphans and the aged are taken care of by families in the village.”


“So that is how you’re handling it.” Ki’itsu smiled.


The small man regarded that smile with a suspicious glare. The superintendent’s smile by now lacked any humor. He gestured toward the front gate. “You should probably be moving on. It’s about time to close the gates.”


“Oh, but of course. Thank you very much for your hospitality.”


“We would invite you to stay the night, but unfortunately—”


“We understand. Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”


Without any further fuss, Ki’itsu proceeded to the gate. Risai gave the houses another searching look, taking in the still suspicious countenance of the small man and the villagers behind him. Without a word, she turned on her heels and followed Ki’itsu.


At the gate, they found Houto engaged in a friendly chat with the villagers. Ki’itsu said, “Thanks for waiting. Shall we be on our way?”


With a nod of his head, Houto bade his new friends goodbye, hoisted the pack onto his back, and ducked through the wicket gate. The superintendent politely bowed and shut the gate behind them.


Without a word among them, they got back on their horses and started down the trail. Reaching the bottom of another hill, they turned behind a screen of trees crowding the slope of the mountain. There they lined up the mounts and stopped.


“What do you think, Houto?”


“The villagers I talked to said they didn’t know anything about any refugees carting anything anywhere. But I came away with the feeling they were hiding something.”


Houto was rambling on about how the refugees and their cart were headed this way when one of the villagers unexpectedly agreed with him.


“Despite saying they didn’t know anything, he insisted those refugees were going to another village, not this one. And then his mate jumps into say those were just rumors they’d heard. The whole thing struck me as very odd.”


“Sounds like they know a lot,” Risai said, climbing off her horse. She set her pack on the ground and took out her sword.


Houto nodded. “That village is better off than I expected. Thanks to that, I did some good business there.”


“They’re hiding something in the rika,” said Kyoshi. “The superintendent said it was shuttered but there was smoke coming from the chimney.”


Hoisting the pack onto her back, Risai agreed. She’d noticed the thin haze rising from the chimney as well. “And then there was the house opposite,” she said, thinking back. The ordinary wooden gate had a peephole installed. “For keeping an eye on the rika.” When she was standing in front of the rika, she’d noted at least two faces peering out at them. “They had several people in there watching us.”


“All the more suspicious. What’s next?” Houto asked. “Should we go back?”


Risai got back on her horse. “We should gather more information about Ginsen first.”


“Good idea,” said Houto.


Just then, a rustling sound came from the hilly slope to their right. Masked men armed with lances jumped out from the underbrush.


“Right on schedule,” Risai muttered, drawing her sword. “Houto, you and Ki’itsu head down the mountain. Get out of harm’s way.”


Houto grabbed the reins to Ki’itsu’s horse and started off at a gallop. When several of the masked men ran over to block the way, Kyoshi knocked them aside with his staff. They reeled backward and tumbled to the ground.


“You from Ginsen?”


“What are you talking about?” answered a muffled voice on the edge of panic. “We’re—we’re the land gangs who run this territory! Hand over those packs!”


Risai had to try hard not to laugh. What land gangs ever announced themselves as such in the midst of a highway robbery? “In that case, disguising yourselves rather misses the point, does it not? I’m getting the feeling you’re not accustomed to armed combat.”


The men surrounding them only pointed their lances. They didn’t appear to know what to do next, and in particular, had no idea how to attack an enemy on horseback. Merely holding a lance seemed about the extent of their skills.


“By the way, I lost an arm on the battlefield. But don’t start thinking that gives you a leg up. I doubt you have the equivalent experience under your belts.”


Risai released the reins and raised the sword in her left hand. Turning the horse with her legs, she headed toward the man she’d picked out as the leader of this motley crew. The rest of them had repeatedly looked at him as if asking what they were supposed to do next.


Risai didn’t brandish the sword. She held it level in front of her as she walked the horse forward. The point of the sword had almost reached the man’s throat when he shrieked and reared back so far, he lost his balance and collapsed on the ground.


Stepping the horse over his prone body, she turned her sword toward his companion. He randomly thrust his spear at her. She sliced off the spear tip and in the same sweep of the sword flipped the shaft out of his hands. She spurred the horse toward the next man. Raising a pitiful cry, he crouched down and covered his head with his hands. Meanwhile, the rest of his companions ran for the hills.


The squatting man tossed aside his lance and tried to join them. Kyoshi jumped off his horse and pinned him to the ground with his staff, held him face down with a knee and twisted his arms behind his back.


“Nice move,” Risai said.


Kyoshi responded with an abashed grin.


“Well, then,” Risai said, jumping off her horse. “What are you hiding in the rika in Ginsen?”


Despite Kyoshi’s firm hold, the man managed to violently shake his head back and forth. “I—I don’t know anything!”


Risai chuckled. “Are you a rebel?”


That word prompted a voluminous response. “No, no, no!” he shouted. “Nothing of the sort! I am the furthest thing from a rebel! I wouldn’t dream of such a thing!”


“You know, a little raid on Ginsen would clear things up right away.”


“Forgive us. We acted without malice. We’ve got all our precious surplus goods stored in the rika. That’s all. Nothing more. I swear—”


“Then why did you attack us?”


“We thought you were a gang out to rob us. And if not now, if you found out about the surplus we had stored away, there was no guarantee you would attack us some other time. That’s why—”


“Only two more questions. First, six years ago, did you see a band of refugees hauling a strange looking trunk?”


“I don’t know anything!”


“Second, around the same time, did you hear anything about a badly wounded military officer?”


“I didn’t hear anything! Really!”


Risai let out a long breath. She glanced at Kyoshi. Kyoshi nodded. Nothing the man said could be trusted. But for the time being, there was no good way to get at the truth.


“I understand. For now, we will take you at your word.”


With a tip of her head, Kyoshi released his hold on the man. He jumped to his feet and with a yelp ran back up the mountain trail.


Watching him sprint off, they heard the sound of horse’s hooves on the stony ground. Houto and Ki’itsu had returned.


	Chapter 18


[10-3] Kiitsu called out, “Are you alright?”


“Nothing to worry about,” Risai answered.


Ki’itsu smiled in relief. “Were they from Ginsen?”


“So it seems.” Risai said, and described the events that occurred in their absence.


“Do you think they were really protecting their surplus goods?” Houto asked as their horses wound down the trail single file.


“I have to wonder. We could find out for certain if we went back to Ginsen and investigated a bit more. But the answer to that question wouldn’t do us much good in the long run.”


“Are they perhaps hiding His Highness?”


“I don’t think so,” Risai said with a sigh. “To start with, he wouldn’t be so ham-handed about concealing his presence.”


“Indeed.”


The sun set over the mountain trail. The city gates would already be closed by now. They were unlikely to be let in if they returned to Nanto, so they instead stopped at the second village they’d visited, the burned-out ruins, and set up camp.


“I’ll look for firewood,” Houto said.


Kyoshi raised his hand. “Hey, there’s a light.”


They exchanged wary looks. None of them believed the law and order in the area was as out of control as the superintendent in Ginsen said. At the same time, this was not the time or the place to let down their guard.


Keeping their eyes peeled, they urged their horses forward and soon came across a campfire ringed by three men. The men looked back at them with equally suspicious expressions on their faces.


“You travelers?” one of them called out, a tall and lanky man.


“That’s right,” Ki’itsu replied, speaking first as he had before.


“Priests, are you? What are you doing way out here at this time of night?”


They didn’t strike Risai as particularly distrusting. The lanky older man, a shorter and younger man, and one other sat nonchalantly around the fire, though far enough away that the flames didn’t illuminate their features. That was a small cause for concern.


Ki’itsu explained they were making the rounds of the small villages in the area and checking to see how well they were preparing for winter.


“We ended up taking in one town too many. Before we knew it, we’d lost track of the time.”


“Good of you to go the extra mile. You’re welcome to share our fire. It’s going to be a cold night.”


“Thank you.”


They tossed another log onto the fire. The flames flared up, casting Ki’itsu’s features into greater contrast.


“Hoh, it’s Ki’itsu-sama from Fukyuu Temple,” the older man said, the relief clear in his voice. “It’s been a while.”


Ki’itsu responded with a similarly relaxed smile. “Oh, is that you, Shuukou?” He waved over Risai and the others. “He’s a shin’nou from Rin’u. This is Shuukou and Yotaku, his apprentice. Good people.”


Now that he mentioned it, two packs similar to the ones Houto and Risai were carrying sat on the ground not far from the fire.


“Are you working the circuit around here too?” Houto asked in a bright voice.


“Sure,” Shuukou answered. “You have to visit the villages before winter.”


Houto scratched his head and said with an apologetic shrug, “Sorry about that. I did some business in medicines when we passed through Ginsen.”


Shuukou gave Houto an examining look. “You’re a shin’nou?”


“Tanshou is my guild boss and warehouse manager,” Houto said in a softer voice.


The expressions on the faces of the shin’nou and his apprentice abruptly stiffened. “Well, you have certainly gone out of your way, coming such a long distance.”


Tanshou being his guild boss meant that Houto handled shipments for Zui’un Temple. Perhaps making that connection, they both gave Houto a respectful bow.


“And this is?” Houto shifted his attention to the third man standing a little way off.


“He is traveling with us.”


“Together?”


“The way the region has grown unsettled of late, he was looking for someone to keep company with.”


The man acknowledged them with a nod of his head. Averting his eyes, he sat under a nearby tree.


“Please don’t take it personally. He’s not the sociable type,” Shuukou said. “So, you stopped at Ginsen? How did that work out?”


“I moved a fair amount of product. Ginsen seems a prosperous village.”


“Yes, you do come away with that impression.”


“You were headed there next, weren’t you? My apologies. Let’s swap inventory. You can have the cash margins on the sales.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Shuukou protested, raising his hands.


Houto insisted. “This is your territory, after all.” He took out his traveling purse. They exchanged money and the stocks of medicines Houto had sold. “I hope that that is enough.”


“Of course! Seeing as you are accompanying Ki’itsu-sama, you wouldn’t have come here only to conduct business.”


Ki’itsu added hurriedly, “We didn’t know you were headed our way. We just wanted to make sure they didn’t run short of supplies.”


“Ah, so that’s how it happened.”


“The villagers in Ginsen said there was a good amount of civil unrest in the area. Are things that unsettled around here?”


Shuukou shook his head. “I don’t think so. Granted, you’ll find your fair share of shady characters and bad neighborhoods in Nanto. As they say, where travelers flock together, so do the vultures. But hardly anyone walks the roads in these parts, you see.”


An excuse cooked up by the folks in Ginsen, Risai thought to herself. She glanced at the man sitting in the shadows of the tree.


“Well, enough of that. Gather around the fire. The horses must need water. Yotaku—”


Shuukou turned to the younger man. With a bob of his head, he took hold of the reins of one of the horses and led it down the slope. Yotaku watered the horses one by one. Alongside him, Shuukou gathered more firewood. He put on a kettle, humming to himself as he made tea.


“All we’ve got are our leftovers,” Shuukou apologized as he cut the manjuu and steamed chicken cutlets into portions.


“That tune takes me back,” Risai said.


Shuukou cocked his head to the side with a quizzical expression.


“The song you’re humming. Brave knights sally forth to slay and be slain, leaving behind their riderless mounts, that wander about loudly neighing and braying.”


“Ah, yes, that.” Shuukou said with a nod at the quiet man beneath the tree, “He sings it often. The lyrics aren’t exactly music to the ears, though.”


“Huh.” Risai stole another look at the man. “South of the Walls We Fought,” was the name of the song, a favorite among soldiers.


She got to her feet and walked over to him. Shuukou called for her to come back. She ignored him and knelt down close enough that he could hear her without raising her voice.


“I think you used to be a soldier.”


He glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes before turning away again.


“Who did you serve under?”


He didn’t answer and went to stand. Risai took hold of his arm.


“You were a soldier. In what army?”


Shuukou shouted at her to leave him alone. The man got to his feet, pulling Risai up with him. He turned. For a moment they stood face to face. She guessed he was in his late twenties. Still young, still showing the physique of a military man. But before she could take that all in, he reacted first. Eyes wide, he stared at her, mouth open, unable to find the words. And finally—


“I don’t believe it. General Ryuu—” he exclaimed in a hoarse whisper.


She didn’t recognize his face at first, though something about him struck a chord deep within her memories.


“General Ryuu? Risai-sama?” He slumped to his knees and bowed his head almost to the ground. “You’re alive!” he exclaimed in a quavering voice. “I am Seishi. I was in the Zui Provincial Guard of the Right.”


“Oh, you served under Gashin. Now I remember. You are the Seishi I met at Mount Hou.”


Risai had once traveled to Mount Hou. There she met Gyousou along with Ganchou and Gashin, members of his retinue. Seishi was one of Gashin’s staff officers. They weren’t traveling together so didn’t meet that often. But now that she thought about it, his was a familiar face.


Seishi looked up at her and nodded vigorously. “I thought I recognized your voice. What happened to your arm?”


“Oh, that.” Risai said with a wry smile, “I blundered into a bad situation.”


A puzzled Shuukou broke into their conversation. “Um, an acquaintance of yours?”


“Ah,” said Risai.


“She commanded the Zui Provincial Guard of the Center.”


Shuukou stared at Risai in surprise. “You don’t say. Anyway, come to the fire, you two. It’s cold out here.”


	Chapter 19


[10-4] Shuukou and Seishi told their stories while the rest of them ate a late dinner.


Seishi had commanded a battalion under General Gashin. A battalion consisted of five hundred soldiers in five companies of a hundred soldiers each. Six years before, Gashin’s army was stationed in Bun Province when he was ordered to return to Kouki with half of his troops. As there were five regiments in an army, it was impossible to divide the command structure neatly in half.


The circumstances the army found itself in also had to be taken into account, so how the troops were divided up was left to the commanding general. The orders came down with the understanding that “half” could be rounded off accordingly.


Gashin ended up leading two regiments back to Kouki. Seishi was attached to one of the three regiments that stayed behind in Bun Province. Seishi’s immediate superior was Shouhaku, a regimental commander. Risai remembered Shouhaku as well, a jovial and chivalrous man.


“Where is Shouhaku now?” she asked.


Seishi shook his head. Shouhaku’s regiment dispersed in Bun Province. Shouhaku fled together with Seishi and twenty or so others. They went into hiding in the west of Bun Province. But when Asen initiated the eradication campaign, they returned to defend Tetsui. He was killed during the conflict.


“I see. How unfortunate.”


Shouhaku was another one of Gashin’s trusted lieutenants who had roots in the region. He was talented and popular. He had belonged to the Zui Provincial Guard. Risai had gotten to know him well, and enjoyed his amiable and cheerful personality, so characteristic of Gashin’s retinue.


“A truly regrettable loss,” she said.


Seishi nodded. Of the several dozen who had joined the fight in Tetsui, he was the sole survivor.


“I was badly wounded and fell in the underbrush, unable to move. That’s how he found me.”


“That’s right,” Shuukou broke in to say.


Battalion commander was a high enough rank to be listed in the Registry of Wizards, so Seishi managed to survive wounds that would have killed an ordinary soldier. It still took a good six months until he could stand on his own two feet, and another six months after that until his debilitated body regained its normal strength.


Shuukou had sheltered Seishi ever since. The dragnet for Gyousou’s retainers continued for several years, making it impossible for him to come out in the open. But more recently, under the right conditions, he’d been able to accompany Shuukou on his travels.


“I’d always hoped to meet up with my old mates who scattered to the four winds along with me.”


“You did a good job hanging in there, Seishi. Shuukou, I appreciate you stepping in when it counted. We are deeply grateful.”


“No, no,” said Shuukou, waving his hands. Having returned from watering the last horse, his young apprentice beamed at Shuukou and Seishi.


“But—” Seishi said. “Why did you return to Bun Province, Risai-sama? They say the province is at Asen’s knee. Aren’t you placing yourself in danger?”


“We are searching for Gyousou-sama.”


“Gyousou-sama.” Seishi blinked. “Gyousou-sama is—”


“He’s alive,” Risai stated. She didn’t go into greater detail. The more they knew, the more responsibility they would bear, and it wouldn’t be fair to burden them with too much information right now.


For a long moment, Seishi was at a loss for words. He stared up at the sky, took a deep breath, and then looked straight at Risai.


“I want to help in any way I can.”


“Of course. That is reassuring to hear.”


Risai questioned the three of them. After Gyousou disappeared, had they seen refugees hauling a curious looking trunk?


“Six years ago in Ginsen—” Shuukou muttered.


His apprentice chimed in. “When that happened, you mean.”


“That happened?”


“I heard rumors about it from a yaboku hunter based in these parts,” Shuukou said by means of introduction. He lowered his voice. “Jewels.”


“Jewels?”


“And no ordinary stones. Perfectly clear and round sun jade gemstones, the size of a small baby. A pair of them.”


Risai caught her breath. Even among gemstones, sun jade commanded a high price. The value of the clear variety was inestimable.


“That big?” she muttered to herself, and then recalled the old man at Kan’you Mountain mentioning something similar.


Six years before, those rumors were quietly whispered about until everyone had heard of them.


“The gemstones were said to have been originally cultured to adorn the throne of Emperor Kyou.”


To culture a stone, a seed gem was immersed in a gemstone fountain. The longer it stayed in the fountain, the bigger it grew. The problem was, because the quality of the stone depended on the quality of the fountain, the longer a stone spent in the fountain, the greater the odds of flaws creeping in.


The clearest and highest value stones began life as tiny beads of jade. In gently rippling waters, the beads rose and fell in the pool as they grew larger. But over the months and years, the composition of the fountain changed. No matter how well and how clear it grew, a chance contamination could change the color. Once a stone turned cloudy, its value dropped precipitously.


When that happened, the only option was to extract the stone from the fountain and grind off the cloudy layer like peeling the skin off an apple. Even if it was immersed in the fountain again, it still wouldn’t grow clear. The scars—the imperceptible spots of imperfection—left behind by the polishing inevitably rose to the surface.


“But it is better if the flawed skin can be removed. Worse is failing to notice that the water is contaminated in the first place. Once a stone grows to a certain size, any imperfections rising to the surface will ruin the quality. When the flaws are deep within the stone, there is no way to grind them out. A big stone is always a big gamble.”


Every additional year of patient waiting was rewarded with a jump in value. And an equal increase in the risks.


“A perfectly clear gemstone is something of a miracle in and of itself.”


“And yet the size of a small baby.”


A cultured bead of jade would take longer than mere decades to grow that large. More likely a span of time beginning in the last dynasty.


“Moreover, a pair of them—”


“Brilliant jade of almost uniform color, perfectly clear and flawless. A true treasure, the genuine article. A pearl of great price. The miners who cultured them called them the Kouin.” The word meant “in the shade of the bamboo.”


But they lost it all. Before transporting the Kouin off the mountain, a big cave-in buried the mine.


“The location of the fountain where the stones were cultured, where they were moved to—the miners kept their secrets. A large-scale cave-in occurred and both the Kouin and the miners disappeared. According to some stories, they got attacked by jealous competitors and collapsed the mine shafts themselves, consigning all their hard work to oblivion. Search teams crawled all over the mountain, convinced the treasure was buried there somewhere. But nobody ever found anything.”


And so this pair of jade stones, the Kouin, became a legend. These gems of incomparable quality slept somewhere beneath Kan’you Mountain.


“Other rumors say the legend is so much fiction and the stones never existed in the first place. Or they were caught in the cave-in and shattered to bits. All that’s left are bits and pieces. On the other hand, there are believers who insist the originals remain there unscathed. The Kouin were being made ready to present to Emperor Kyou, so they would have been securely padded and packed.”


“And that’s what they found?”


“According to other rumors, refugees working the gravel pits amidst the chaos dug them up. No one knows the truth. No one has seen the items in question. But several people have seen a group of refugees transporting a large trunk away from Kan’you Mountain, while doing their best to stay out of sight.”


“And those refugees are now in Ginsen?”


“No,” said Shuukou, lowering his voice even further. “Those refugees turned up dead a few days later. The cart was empty. The scene suggested they died violent deaths.”


“They were killed and the trunk stolen?”


“That’s what it looks like.”


“By the land gangs?”


“Yeah, about that.” Shuukou leaned forward. “At first, I thought it was the land gangs too. But afterwards, there was this town that got wealthy right out of the blue.”


“Sounds familiar,” Risai said under her breath.


Shuukou nodded. Then he shook his head. “I don’t think it was Ginsen, not the first time around. But it was a whole town, not a couple of individuals. If this really was highway robbery, the heist was pulled off by the entire community.”


“That makes more sense.”


If a couple of jade stones as big as a small baby hit the markets, the rumors would be everywhere. If carved into smaller pieces, no one would recognize it as the Kouin. Doing so would considerably diminish its value. But the Kouin was priceless to begin with. There’d be no way to buy or sell it.


“Where is this town?” Houto asked.


Shuukou pointed silently at his feet. With a gasp, the rest of them glanced around at the charred and shattered stone foundations.


“That sudden wealth pinned a target on their backs. At the time, they could have escaped to Jou Province. There’s a logging road only the locals know about that heads off in that direction. It’s for hauling out lumber so a cart could easily use the road. Except a landslide a few years back blocked the trail.”


“The plan was to climb over the landslide and leave Bun Province.”


“That’s what I gathered. The land gangs caught the blame for burning the place down, but there are rumors that say their neighbors were the ones that stabbed them in the back. The way I see it, the land gangs fanned the flames and the locals did the dirty work. That’s why nobody around here is talking. Bring up the subject with the wrong people and you’re taking your life in your hands.”


Risai nodded. “So we are back to Ginsen.”


“Well, there is one other village around here that is inexplicably doing better than the rest. It’s a good bet the two villages were in on the scheme from the start.”


Risai agreed. The way the villagers came after them with lances all but confirmed the rumors.


“There’s no way to know for certain this is about the Kouin. On the one hand, we have the famous legend of the jade gemstones slumbering beneath Kan’you Mountain. On the other, there’s nothing unusual about a rich claim disappearing beneath a cave-in. There must be lost fortunes sleeping down there that don’t qualify as legendary. They could have dug up one of those.”


The whole discussion made Risai depressed. Refugees who’d lost the place they called home went digging through the tailings of abandoned mines and discovered a hoard of valuable stones. Selling them would free them from a life of poverty. Believing that, they went to great lengths to unearth them and transport them away from the mountain.


And yet the treasure was stolen from them by a gang of criminals, along with their lives. The criminals themselves were living on borrowed time, for the violence they had employed to obtain that wealth was soon visited upon them in equal measure.


The attackers got attacked, and now afraid the stolen prize would be stolen from them in turn, they locked the gates and lived in fear of the inevitable reprisals.


Here was Tai in a nutshell, a cruel testament to how far the kingdom had fallen.


	Chapter 20


[10-5] Snow began to fall the day they returned to Rin’u, marking the onset of another merciless winter in Tai. Any hopes for more of those crystal-clear mornings would have to wait until spring. The cobblestones in the courtyard gathered frost and ice skimmed the surface of any bucket of water left outdoors. When Risai got up that day and went out to the courtyard, Yotaku was breaking the ice in the water barrels.


“Good morning,” he cheerfully called out.


They’d met Seishi in a burned-out village not from Ginsen. He accompanied them back to their home base in Rin’u. Yotaku, Shuukou’s apprentice, came with them. When they parted ways in the ruins, Yotaku took pains to explain he wasn’t taking his duties as an apprentice shin’nou lightly. He simply believed the search for the emperor took precedence.


He wasn’t any good with a sword, but he could take on odd jobs and step into the role of Risai’s manservant and do his part to help save the kingdom.


“I guess I’ll have to put off my retirement for a few more years,” Shuukou complained, but blessed Yotaku’s decision with a smile.


“The ice is growing thicker by the day,” Risai said, adjusting the cloak around her shoulders.


Drawing out a bucket of water, Yotaku grinned. “Pretty soon we’re going to have to melt the snow and ice first.”


“Figures, I guess,” Risai said. “Bun is pretty chilly as far as provinces go.”


“Risai-sama, I heard you’re from Jou. I would have thought the two provinces had a lot in common.”


Yotaku hauled the water into the kitchen. Tagging along, Risai shook her head. She was born in the southern part of Jou Province and lived for many years in Eisou, the capital of Jou. Though written with the characters for ice and frost, Eisou boasted a fairly temperate climate. Though the snowfalls were heavy, the snow didn’t accumulate in amounts that brought everyday life to a standstill. The stinging dry cold that seeped into the bones in Bun Province was rare in Jou.


As Risai explained the weather in Jou Province, Yotaku kindled a fire and put on a kettle.


“The winters in Bun take a toll, but thanks to the Gift of Kouki, we’re able to survive them well enough.”


“I have gathered as much.”


Yotaku handed Risai a steaming cup of tea, slightly thickened and sweetened with arrowroot. She drank it down, then took a bamboo canteen from her inside coat pocket. After filling it, she left the kitchen. She walked the short distance to Fukyuu Temple where Hien was waiting for her.


Hien was in a playful mood, like a friendly dog anticipating its master’s arrival. Risai petted Hien for a while, then cleaned the stables and changed the bedding, refreshed the water and feed. She groomed Hien using handfuls of fresh straw as a brush and then tended to any needed repairs.


“Sorry I haven’t been able to take you flying,” she apologized.


That was when Ki’itsu poked his head into the stall. Hien looked less than happy to see Risai go. She apologized again and accompanied Ki’itsu back to the house. Kyoshi and Houto had gotten up in the meantime and made breakfast. They talked as they ate, but it wasn’t a spirited conversation, and not just because of the cold.


Their latest search had turned up nothing. They weren’t making progress in any direction. It looked increasingly unlikely that Gyousou escaped Kan’you Mountain under his own power. Someone had surely been there to help him. Although the mountain appeared deserted, there were periods of time when no one could say for certain that nobody had been up there.


Like the refugees who’d dug up the gemstones, other refugees or impoverished villagers must have gone into the mines to sift through the tailings. It followed, then, that one of those groups came to the aid of Gyousou.


“Except,” Houto pointed out, “the bunch headed for Ginsen were spotted along the way. Could these noble souls have made their escape while leaving no evidence and no eyewitnesses?”


No one had a good answer to that question.


Seishi asked in turn, “Don’t you think it more likely they holed up on the mountain until the Imperial Army called off the search?”


“They holed up on the mountain?” Risai echoed, turning her attention to Seishi. “How would they pull that off?”


“There are villages in the vicinity that were deserted during the troubles. They could have hidden out in one of them.”


“The villages were deserted after Asen launched the purge. Previously, scuffles with the land gangs did force people out of their homes, but not to the extent of abandoning entire towns.”


Ki’itsu agreed with this assessment. The battles with the land gangs inflicted widespread damage on the surrounding communities but never with the kind of savagery that would leave a region depopulated. To start with, the land gangs lacked the firepower to wipe a village off the map.


It would be possible given the enormous power wielded by Asen and the Imperial Army, with its specialized combat teams and the ability to deploy them in a systematic manner across the board. The people living in and around Kan’you Mountain who were driven from their villages during the troubles returned after Gyousou disappeared.


“I tend to favor the mountains themselves,” Ki’itsu said.


“The mountains themselves?” Risai echoed with a quizzical turn of her head.


“Kan’you Mountain is part of the You Range. That’s where the mining got started in the first place.”


Centrally located in the eastern part of Bun Province, the You Range was home to four enormous Ryou’un Mountains. Approaching the range, the peaks arrayed themselves like a row of pikes. There was no traversing them under human power alone. The You Range effectively divided the eastern half of Bun Province north and south. For now, the only viable route from Rin’u to the northern coast was via Hakurou.


This range of mountains imposed a great inconvenience on the people of Bun Province. At the same time, with Kan’you Mountain anchoring the southern end of the You Range, they were also known as the treasure mountains.


Gemstone fountains dotted the You Range in locations accessible to miners willing to make the effort. There were numerous small mines here and there around Kan’you Mountain as well. The workers built huts close to the mines. If enough of them ended up in the same place, mining towns sprang up. Though those mines had long ago played out.


“There was a time when it was said that the You Range was made of jewels, a time when rich veins of ore were said to exist in the heart of the mountains. Prospectors ventured deeper and deeper in searching for them, though those mother lodes never were found. The You Range is home to the gemstone fountains, and like the water itself, the deposits are thicker the lower you go.”


“Huh.”


“Prospectors turned up a great many smaller finds that were soon exhausted and abandoned. I’ve only heard about mines on the north face of Kan’you Mountain from the stories passed down. Entering the mountain from the west, some mines were active until recently. Those were small scale operations as well, so the mines played out in quick succession. But I am pretty sure the remains are still there.”


“Meaning the huts and mining camps?”


Ki’itsu nodded.


“They were abandoned when the mountain closed down but not destroyed. I’ve heard rumors—from people who’d swear they saw them with their own two eyes—that between the troubles with the land gangs and the later purges, refugees and gang members on the run fled into the mountains carrying all their worldly possessions on their backs. Maybe they’re the ones who came to Gyousou-sama’s aid and hid him from prying eyes.”


“Makes sense,” Risai said to herself.


Refugees knew how to keep a low profile and stay out of sight. Around the time that Gyousou disappeared, the area around Kan’you Mountain had been cleared of inhabitants. But the odds were good that the abandoned mining camps had been overlooked. Given where they were located and why, life there wouldn’t be easy. But until the troubles in Bun Province settled down, they might provide enough to get by.




Once again they set out for Kan’you Mountain, this time in the snow. Just to make sure this time, they dropped in on Kyuusan in Sokou, only to be informed that Kyuusan had relocated to the mountain.


“He won’t be returning to Sokou for a while,” Sekihi explained. “Are you headed to the mountain as well?”


Sekihi was Kyuusan’s right-hand man, a familiar face from their previous visit to Sokou. Kyuusan left Sokou in Sekihi’s hands when he wasn’t in town.


“We’re going there to take another look around,” Risai said.


Shokyuu, another of Kyuusan’s close associates, offered to show them the way. Shokyuu had looked after them the last time. He was a timid, middle-aged man but with a cheerful disposition. Two days through the falling snow brought them to Kan’you Mountain. Shokyuu never faltered in the slightest.


When they met with Kyuusan, he laughed and said, “Shokyuu here definitely is a man among men.” But then he added, “There’s no one around these parts. To be sure, there were mining camps in the area at one time.”


“Can you say for certain those camps are empty?”


Kyuusan shrugged. “Well, you can go find out for yourselves. Come back when you run out of food and get hungry.”


He provided room and board for them that evening. The next morning, concerned about the difficulties they would encounter navigating the mountain trails, he provided them with a guide. As on their previous visit to Kan’you Mountain, he was also an old man. With one leg twisted at an odd angle, he appeared immobile. But he rode a horse with surprising skill. And though his roly-poly mount looked no younger than its rider, the two of them moved together like a single nimble creature.


“You ride well,” Risai said.


The old man—his name was Chuukatsu—laughed and said, “Because this guy’s my legs, you see.”


“I apologize for the question, but how—”


“Cave-in. Hey, water under the bridge. I figure I’m in the black in life’s ledger book as long as I’m still breathing.”


They turned off the main road to Kan’you Mountain and headed west. Used to transport supplies up and down the mountain, this side road was well maintained and wide enough to allow wagons to pass in both directions. To the right and left were stacks of lumber in one depot and piles of scrap wood in another. Each depot had a few small houses and a lot for the wagons. Some depots were simply large mounds of gravel.


By the time they passed the depots, the forest had grown thicker. The blowing snow gathered into small drifts in the shadows. The road gradually grew rougher. The overlapping boughs of the evergreens alongside the road formed a kind of bower overhead. The surface of the road disappeared beneath the undergrowth.


Chuukatsu rode his horse straight ahead into the thicket. He climbed out of the saddle, retrieved a hatchet from his pack, and cut away the protruding limbs with quick and efficient movements.


“This here is the old road.”


Upon closer examination, a grassy trail wound up through the groves of trees.


“Considering the condition, nobody had used it for a while. A footpath continues on from here. Back in the day, somebody must have been going back and forth. But from what I can tell, nobody’s been through here for a while.”


As he chattered on, he chopped away at the fallen branches and withered ivy vines that could trip a horse.


“Watch your feet when you leave the trail. There are mine shafts and fissures hidden in the undergrowth.”


He sliced away the last of the vines and returned to his horse. As they made their way up the mountain, whenever the thickets grew too dense for them to proceed, Chuukatsu jumped off his horse and attacked the problem with his hatchet. The rest of them pitched in to help and found the work grueling.


The third time they stopped to clear away the brush, Risai apologized for all the trouble. “Chuukatsu, we should be able to make our way from here on out. We’ll be sure to watch where we’re going.”


“You sure?” Chuukatsu glanced around, checking where they’d come from and where they were going. “That’s okay. I’ll tag along. To be honest, I hadn’t expected the mountain to swallow up the trail like this. It’ll be hard going for greenhorns like yourselves.”


“We don’t want to inconvenience you any more than necessary. I’m sure there are other things you need to get done.”


“The boss said to help you guys out as much as I could. He wanted me to tag along, if you don’t mind.” Chuukatsu grinned. “You don’t mind, now, do you?”


Risai shook her head. “Not at all. It’s just that I’m a little puzzled why Kyuusan is going to such lengths on our behalf.”


“The boss is grateful to you guys,” Chuukatsu said. He jumped back on his horse. Again taking the lead, he said over his shoulder, “Truth is, after you guys left the last time, plenty of our mates were certain the Provincial Guard was going to come storming in any minute. Me, I didn’t disagree with them. Only saw bad things in the offing. No good could come from letting strangers inside the citadel like that.”


Risai couldn’t help a wry smile. Running off to the Provincial Guard was the last option on their list, not with her name all over the wanted posters.


“And then nothing happened. Nothing. Well, not nothing. We got a bunch of thank you gifts from a shin’nou and agent based at Rin’u and Fukyuu Temple. Sake and medicine and salt. Good stuff like that.”


The agent was Kenchuu and Houto had probably submitted a request through the local guild. This was the first Risai had heard about it. When she glanced at Houto, he answered with a bright smile.


“The first camp is off in this direction,” Chuukatsu said. He raised an arm and pointed at the road ahead, though Risai couldn’t see any kind of a defined path. “The last time I saw it, all that was left were the wrecked remains of a house. Shall we take a look?”


“When was that?”


“Last year around this time. The house had collapsed and was rotting away, covered with trees and weeds. It was hard to tell the difference between what was left of the house and the rest of the mountain.”


What condition had it been in six years ago? If even a small hut remained, that’d be enough to shelter a person.


“I’d like to take a look.”


“All right, then,” Chuukatsu responded in cheerful agreement. He turned his horse in the direction he had previously indicated, climbing upwards through the waist-high grass.


Halfway up the slope, Kyoshi called out, “There’s a road here too.”


Chuukatsu glanced back at him. “You youngsters got good eyes.”


“I guess I’m getting used to the mountains.”


“Want a closer look? Over there are the remains of an old slope mine.”


“Definitely.”


Risai found herself curious about what the remains of a slope mine entailed. Following a road that appeared as little more than a carpet of underbrush brought them to a depression in the ground covered by a wild tangle of saplings.


“As you can see, it’s old enough that it’s already silted in.”


Here and there they could make out the quarried stone of the walls that had once supported the shaft of the mine.


“How old do you think it is?”


“Well, my grandfather—our family has lived in these parts for generations—was a lumberjack. The mine had been abandoned for as long as he could remember. There was enough of it left to know it was a slope mine. The entrance to the mine was still there. The rest collapsed a long time ago. The year before last, the runoff from a big downpour filled it in. From the saplings growing there, that’s around the right time frame.”


“I see. Were you a lumberjack?”


“Yeah, when I was younger. But I couldn’t pay the taxes and became a miner. Soon after that, I got caught in a cave-in.” He’d worked for the land gangs ever since. “The irony is, since joining the land gangs, I’ve been spending more time on the mountains again.”


Lumber was necessary to support the slope mines. Ever since joining up with Kyuusan, he’d been in charge of obtaining supplies and materials on the mountain.


“I resisted at first. I felt I was demeaning myself by becoming a gang member. But I had a wife and child at the time.”


“And now?”


“Three years ago, there was a big outbreak of youma near here. They ruled the roost on the west side of Kan’you Mountain, from Seisai to parts west. That’s when they got devoured by the youma.”


His animated tone of voice remained unchanged, though darker shadows flitted across his face.


“That is most unfortunate.”


“I really messed up back then. I went into the mountains with the sole objective of cutting down trees and hauling out the lumber. I didn’t want them joining me because it was too dangerous. And yet here I am, still alive.”


Chuukatsu stopped talking for a moment. “Human beings are really something, you know? When you’re married for a long time, your wife is like the air you breathe. You stop paying attention to her face, to whether she’s done up her hair or put on makeup. With stuff like that, you could swap in a stranger and not even notice. And yet—when I saw her hand—just her hand—” He blinked. “Not a doubt in my mind. I knew it was her.”


“I see,” said Risai, who couldn’t find the words after that.


Chuukatsu smiled, putting the past behind him for now. “Well, I haven’t heard of any youma sightings recently. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”


“Kyuusan said they’ve dug up youma in the mines.”


“They have, small critters and the hibernating ones. Hasn’t become a serious problem yet. They weren’t the real dangerous kind. A posse of our toughest guys hunted them down. Can’t deny it was a big pain in the neck.”


They’d suffered cuts and bruises but nobody died or was gravely injured.


“That’s what matters in the end,” Risai was saying, when the forest came to an abrupt end.


Ahead of them was a meadow. Sometime before, the trees had been cleared away. Small grassy knolls dotted the field beneath the few remaining trees. Drawing nearer, thick timbers and pieces of bamboo peeked out from beneath the mounds of dirt. The buildings that once stood there had collapsed and were returning to the earth. One day they would become one with the mountain.


“As you can see, nothing habitable here.”


“Sure doesn’t look like it.”


Given how many of the timbers had rotted away, the building must have collapsed ten or twenty years before. Animals appeared to already be making use of the trees that had rooted there.


“The slope mine is over there.”


They checked it out, but this mine as well was almost entirely buried. Though the entrance to the mine remained, a few steps inside revealed the walls and ceiling had collapsed, sealing off the shaft.


“No signs of human life. Considering the conditions here, all we’d find burrowing deeper underground is more dirt.”


Chuukatsu agreed with Risai’s assessment with a nod.




None of the mining camps remained functional. Following the vanishing trails, they discovered ten more mining villages and encampments, but nothing to suggest anyone was hiding out there. And if someone was, they’d likely locate themselves closer to the trail head.


“If you keep going deeper in and higher up, the trail loops around and follows the stream channels back to the trail just ahead.”


Kyoshi spotted the fork in the trail. They continued east, descended to the valley floor, and soon came to the next hamlet. They spotted the buildings from some ways off and counted ten houses in the forested valley.


They had to work hard to get there, and when they did, they found that while most of the houses were falling apart, most also retained their recognizable forms. The structures had held up under the wind and rain.


At the far end of the village, beneath a cliff at the deepest part of the valley, the entrance to the mine gaped open. They forded a stream drifted with snow to the opposite bank. The entrance to the mine was boarded over with old wooden planks, a section of which had broken away. Peeking inside revealed that the tunnel extended further in before turning downwards and sliding into the earth.


They stepped inside and were met by a pitch-black expanse. The broken and pitted boards blocking the tunnel let thin streams of light into the chamber, though it still took several minutes for their eyes to adjust to the dark. When they did, signs of human habitation were clearly visible.


Seishi crouched down. “I see the remains of a campfire here.”


Kyoshi and Houto found a cooking pan, a kettle, and an earthenware pot nearby. Not far off, what appeared to be a pile of weathered old wood turned out to be assembled into a small hut. A blanket hung over where the door would otherwise be.


Risai drew aside the blanket and waited for her eyes to become further accustomed to the dusty shadows. Another ragged blanket formed a mound in the middle of the hut.


“So this is where they bedded down at night—”


Risai lifted up a corner of the blanket just as someone moved behind her. A faint flash of light slanted across the cave floor into the hut and she realized she was looking down at a desiccated human hand.


It must belong to you, she thought to herself, her eyes trailing up the arm to the torso. In the darkness, she could make out a shoulder and then the darker pits of the eye sockets in a human face.


“He’s dead.”


“Eh?” voices called out behind her, followed by a flurry of footsteps.


They tore the boards from the mouth of the tunnel. Dusky light flooded the cave. Now Risai made out three bodies huddled together beneath the blanket. A husband, his wife, and their child, was her guess. The body in the middle was so much smaller.


“They starved to death. Or froze to death.” Kyoshi crouched down next to her and clasped his hands together.


“I don’t see any external wounds. Hunger or the cold. Or both.”


Kyoshi nodded. Next to him, Chuukatsu hung his head and said with an audible sniffle, “The whole family. At least they were together at the end.”


Risai answered with a reflexive nod, and was at once struck by a pang of remorse. There shouldn’t be anything comprehensible about dying from hunger and freezing to death. They had a child. They never wished for such a fate. Driven to such a place, driven to the edge of death—not a speck of rightness or justice could be found here. And yet looking down at the three corpses locked together in an eternal embrace, she couldn’t deny that one small truth.


At least they were together at the end.


“I’d estimate about a year ago,” Seishi said in a cool voice not entirely devoid of emotion.


“Something like that,” Risai agreed.


“A good thing the animals didn’t get to them. Shall we bury them?”


Digging their graves now meant returning to Kan’you Mountain in the dark. Chuukatsu answered with a firm nod. “Yeah, let’s at least bury them right.”


“We’ll follow your lead on this one, Chuukatsu. Let’s do it.”




They interred the three bodies and then explored the rest of the village in the fading twilight. They found a fair amount of proof scattered throughout the village of people living there. Nothing that indicated a large-scale habitation of the area. Maybe a handful of people at a time. But refugees had clearly used the place. Some of the artifacts they found were decidedly old. Others were relatively new. The most recent were associated with the dead family of three. Up until a year ago, people had settled here on and off.


Houto said, “It doesn’t look like they had any way of provisioning themselves without carrying in food and supplies. The fact that people kept coming here suggests there were still stones worth extracting at the mine face.”


“That’s my guess as well,” said Chuukatsu. “I do believe this is the newest of the mines.”


Meaning that of the mines in the area, this one was still being worked until relatively recently.


“It’s not so much a mine, not being part of Kan’you Mountain. I’m pretty sure nobody calls it a mine. More a pit. My gut tells me the tailings left at Kan’you Mountain were excavated somewhere else.”


The scope and scale were limited and the yields small, but mining was going on right up until Kan’you Mountain was shut down. They carefully picked through the scattered remains and turned up nothing that might possibly be related to Gyousou. If the refugees living here had indeed found him and hid him here, there should be something left behind, like a scrap of armor. But they didn’t turn up anything they could even pretend could be traced back to him.


They returned to Kan’you Mountain in the dead of night, feeling like they’d spent the day chasing their tails. Early the next morning, they again returned to the mountain. This day as well, Chuukatsu rode point as their guide.


Taking the alternate trail at the fork before the village where they’d found the three corpses, they came across two more abandoned villages. Both were in rough shape, but in both was evidence that people had sojourned there in the recent past.


For a period of time after the troubles, people had definitely made use of these mining camps. But they’d been abandoned again some time before. Most of the buildings were falling apart. Even in the camps where they remained intact, it was evident that whoever used them last had not intended to stay there for the long haul.


“I don’t see any signs that anybody was here, or at least that nobody has lived here for years.”


Surveying the frigid conditions around them, Kyoshi adjusted the collar of his cloak. The village they came to following the valley west from the fork in the road appeared to have once been a fairly large settlement. Quite a number of buildings. While the ones they could see all showed some damage, most of them hugged the side of the cliffs and had inner rooms with stone walls.


The builders burrowed into the side of the cliffs to create the rooms toward the backs of the houses. The eye was drawn to the overhanging wooden facades in front, but the caverns within had survived relatively unscathed, in some cases proving to have been constructed on an impressively large scale.


Inside the caverns they found what looked like storage facilities, though they were mostly empty. They came across few if any belongings or personal effects, only the items normally abandoned or cast aside.


A slope mine was located in a corner of the village. Though not on the scale of Kan’you Mountain, it slanted downward and opened into a large cave.


“A fair number of people could have lived down here.”


“That certainly is possible.”


Risai spotted the pond carved deep within a crevice in the cliffs. A flowing spring welled up from a crack in the boulders and spilled into a pond that brimmed with crystal clear water. The pond was constructed from thick slabs of quarried stone. The upper terrace formed a large reservoir. The water ran through a channel from the reservoir to a large, shallow pond in the lower terrace.


The stone fulling blocks and footholds scattered throughout the pond were likely there for washing clothes. Sunlight shone down through a thin, high fissure, drawing iridescent patterns on the clear surface of the water, creating an altogether sublime sight.


“Remarkably well made,” Seishi said, examining the reservoir. “The outlet here is probably for diverting water to the rest of the village.”


Looking more closely revealed that the reservoir had several such outlets. The conduits running beneath the path leading to the upper pond connected to the square-walled wells and cisterns located through the village. The water flowed all the way from here to there.


“The water supply takes advantage of the differences in elevation, and separates the drinking water from water for household use,” Risai observed. “This is a level of engineering you’d expect to find in a large city, not a village in the middle of nowhere.”


Chuukatsu said, “I believe it was called Rokou. They were still working the mine when I was a kid. But the population was already on the decline and a lot of the houses were empty. Even back then, I recall it was a lonely and desolate place.”


There were no gemstone fountains. They had to dig for the stones in this mine. Nevertheless, the quality of the stones once attracted many miners to the area. The mine began to play out in the waning years of Emperor Kyou’s reign. As the yields fell, so did the population. The mine apparently shut down before the death of Emperor Kyou.


“Would you call this a town?”


“No. As you can see, it is bigger than the towns around here but it never was one.”


Miners gathered where there were mines. They formed mining camps to provide meals and lodging. Like Rokou, these camps could grow very large. But a big mining camp didn’t make it a village. That designation was up to the government, and was contingent upon the appointment of a village council, planting a riboku, and opening the Rishi.


A variety of criteria had to be met in order to incorporate a new village. To start with, people had to live there for a sufficiently long period of time and with the expectation they would do so going forward. Satisfying that condition depended on attracting residents other than miners, who would stick around if the mine closed.


When miners congregated in a mining camp with the intention of continuing there for a long time, the merchants and traders who worked alongside them would gather there too. The families of the miners and merchants would inevitably start farming as a side business. That meant clearing trees from the mountain and digging irrigation canals. Soon enough, the new farmland drew in farmers to cultivate the land.


At length, with enough people living there not directly dependent on the mines for their livelihood, the local government branch office was promoted to autonomous status. It was not rare for a village to appear with the stroke of a pen. In that case, at the bare minimum, one more town also appeared on the records in one fell swoop.


A town officially consisted of four villages and a hundred homes. A township consisting of twenty villages could also spring into existence practically overnight. But by the same token, without achieving a sufficient degree of scale, a new government administration could not be inaugurated.


Rokou was not a village. There were no signs of a government branch office ever being established there. Rokou was recognized as a mine by the government, but the mining camp itself didn’t formally exist on the census records that managed the land and the people living there.


When a mine closed, the mine village went to ruin as well, creating ideal conditions for refugees on the run and in need of a hiding place. Except there weren’t any traces left behind, nothing to suggest recent human habitation.


They searched the village. There were a few signs of people living there and all of it old. People had stayed there for short periods of time, with nothing suggesting they had settled down. The refugees must not have found any reason to stick around either. Ruins abandoned even by those ruined wanderers.


They traipsed around the mountain for another day and didn’t come across another living soul. Heading as deep into the wilderness as they could manage, they found no evidence that human beings had been there before.


Finally abandoning the effort, they thanked Chuukatsu, bade him goodbye, and descended the mountain.


	Chapter 21


[10-6] The whistling wind blew the door open.


The girl jumped up and shut the door, hunching her shoulders against the cold draft. Holding the door closed, she secured a strand of twine around a nail in the jam. Still, with every gust, the door pulled hard on the twine and the freezing wind swept a swirl of snow inside the house.


Only a few days earlier, in order to provide a bit more protection from the wind, she’d hung two blankets in front of the door. But she took them down and instead tucked them around her older sister.


The girl retied the twine and tried to keep just a little bit less of the wind from stealing in, but had to give up when her fingertips started to grow numb. I can put up with it, she thought to herself as she returned to the back of the narrow room, where a bed was fashioned out of a stack of firewood.


“Sorry about that. Are you cold?” she called out.


Her sister didn’t answer. She slept with the blankets wrapped around her. Her face pale, her lips slightly parted, her gaunt chest rose and fell with each shallow breath.


The girl sat next to the bed and added three thorn oak fruits to the hibachi. The hibachi sat at her sister’s feet, in hopes that the Gift of Kouki would keep her warm.


Her sister collapsed several days ago, the same day the young girl went with her father to the deep pool in the mountain valley to watch their offering get swept away. He had unexpectedly returned before dusk. The two of them trudged through the snow, the girl carrying a basket with a few berries and a small kerchief.


Before they left, her sister had taken out a jar and added a handful of walnuts and chestnuts and sweet acorns that rattled around in the basket.


Every time her father came across a dry branch, he broke it off and added it to the pack on his back. As a result, the trip took longer this time. The sky was black by the time they arrived. The girl lit her lantern. In the uncertain light, they watched the currents carry the basket into the black hole in the rock.


They returned home, her father carrying the branches that wouldn’t fit into the pack, to find her brother on the verge of tears. During their absence, her sister had fainted.


Her sister’s body had felt especially warm of late. The girl felt it keenly when they snuggled together at night. But that day when they got back to the hut, her skin was surprisingly hot to the touch. She exhaled excruciating breaths through cracked lips. They ran around fetching all the blankets in the hut and wrapped them around her. Her father added the branches he had just picked up to the hibachi to warm the interior. Her sister at last broke a sweat.


Her father cried out in dismay when the girl loosened her sister’s clothing to wipe off the sweat. She was no less taken aback. Her older sister’s torso had wasted away to skin and bones. Her ribs protruded from her skin.


“You haven’t been eating!” her father exclaimed.


That was when they realized the small portions of food she served them at dinner, always with that kind and teasing expression on her face, had been at the expense of her own.


She cut back on her own rations and divided them up among her sister, brother, and father. Now that the girl thought back about her, since the snow started to fall, she hardly ever saw her older sister eating. And what she did eat would hardly sate a sparrow. While the rest of them were eating, she busied about replenishing the firewood and water and doing the household chores. She was always so busy she never had time to eat. Or so it seemed.


The truth of the matter was, she had grown so thin because of the extraordinary discipline she exercised to deny herself. Her condition had undoubtedly worsened several days before. And yet she put on a cheerful face as she brought water from the river, gathered kindling, stoked the fire, and made them dinner. Afterward, she straightened up the hut and stripped bark from the boughs.


The next day, their father departed, saying that he would return with food and medicine. He hadn’t come back since. He was likely looking for a second job so he could provide nourishing food for his daughter, medicine if possible, and if the fates smiled upon them, bring back a doctor or a priest. Perhaps, like the time when her brother got injured, he begged his usual employer for more work and would be boarding on the premises for several days to work off the hours.


There were so many poor people around, it was a struggle even to find day labor. The jobs that did turn up paid meager wages and not always in coin. He once spent a day cultivating new land only to bring home five servings of millet in a rice bowl.


“Simply having a job is blessing enough,” he said with a sad smile.


The nearest city was filled with people who didn’t have houses or jobs. Though their home was a cramped little hut, at least they had a place to live together as a family. They could be thankful for five servings of millet as payment for services rendered. Five servings of millet, mixed together with assorted grains, edible grasses, and tubers could feed the family for five days.


Except her sister hadn’t eaten her share.


The girl held her sister’s hand. It’s not enough, she remembered complaining. I can’t sleep when I’m hungry.


Her sister must have abstained because of her selfishness.


“I won’t behave like that after this. I promise.” Please. She held onto her sister with both hands and poured all of the energy in her soul into her. Please, God. Don’t take her from us.


As she prayed, she heard a small gasp. Raising her head with a start, she gazed at her sister’s face. Her sister exhaled a long and labored breath. As if attempting to disgorge everything wrong within her, her lips parted and a thin, hoarse whistle resonated from deep within her chest.


The girl called out to her, shook her by the shoulders, and flew out of the hut in a panic, crying for her brother. He was splitting wood next to the hut.


His face pale, her brother hurried back inside the hut. In the long moments it took for them to reach the side of the bed, their older sister had lapsed into silence. Her mouth opened as if to call out a greeting. The light vanished from her pale eyes and the emptiness rushed in.




Snow danced in the frigid evening breeze. The boy brushed off the stone with his hands. The stone was so large his arms barely fit around it. The flakes tumbled from the frozen surface.


Are you cold, Sir?


The boy gazed down at the indifferent stone face. His master slept beneath the stone. His physical condition had deteriorated that summer. He slept and awoke, slept and awoke. His life went on. In his lucid moments, the master said he was fine.


And yet—


Back when it all began, six years before, the villagers said the master had suffered grievous bodily injuries that eventually exhausted all his strength.


The boy made an offering of the dagger before the gravestone. From his sickbed, the master instructed him in the art and craft of sharpening a blade. When the boy demonstrated an ability to follow and apply those instructions, the master gave him the dagger.


The master’s dagger had an edge completely different from the dull blades he had worked on before. The sharpening process was so unique it posed a steep challenge. The master patiently led him through the steps.


“It’s too hard,” he complained.


The master smiled. “You’ll figure it out soon enough.”


That was the last conversation between the two of them.


I figured it out.


The retired soldiers in the village taught him what he needed to know. The night before, they finally said he could present this dagger to the grave without any shame.


Once he learned how to hone a blade, the master promised to teach him the art of the sword. The boy resolved to practice long and hard so he could defend the master the way the master once saved his father.


He would fight on the master’s behalf and one day defeat the beast in Kouki.


But he hadn’t been able to save him.


The boy did not want to call him a liar. The master never intended to tell him falsehoods.


Still—


“You said that we would take back the palace together,” the boy muttered to himself.


The freezing wind whipped past him, swirling the snowflakes around the surface of the stone.


	
	Part Eleven

	Chapter 22


[11-2] A fresh layer of white covered the streets of Kouki.


Snow fell the entire day before, completely covering the city hugging the slopes of the Imperial Palace. The palace itself offered only a glimpse of the city. Now and then, the storms crowding the sky below the Sea of Clouds broke apart, offering a distant view of the world below. Most of the time, all that met the eyes was a great expanse of muddy gray.


The weather patterns suggested the snow would continue off and on. The undeniable conclusion was that winter had finally arrived in Kouki.


And yet, for Taiki and his retinue, the conditions of their house arrest—for lack of a better word—had not changed. They still could not do a thing for the people of Tai. Taiki’s moodiness only deepened. Kouryou had never found him an easy person to converse with. Recently, though, Taiki did not appear eager to talk to anybody. He strolled to the arbor in the courtyard every morning, and despite the weather growing colder by the day, spent more and more time there.


“So, what’s going on?” Kouryou said under his breath.


Tokuyuu was there in the room, grinding medicinal herbs. Kouryou hadn’t spoken that softly and should have been overheard, but Tokuyuu didn’t answer. Kouryou tipped his head in confusion. Tokuyuu had been acting a bit strange of late, as if he was present in body but not in spirit.


“What are you up to, Tokuyuu?” Kouryuu said, raising his voice.


Tokuyuu reacted with a start. He raised his head and blinked. “Yes? Eh? What was that?”


“Oh, it’s just that you look a little down in the mouth. Anything on your mind?”


“No. Nothing like that,” Tokuyuu answered, the expression on his face the same as always.


“You don’t say,” Kouryou muttered, his suspicions in no way allayed. He glanced at the front entranceway. “I guess Heichuu’s not coming.”


“Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen him around.”


Heichuu as well hadn’t been himself for a while. Like Tokuyuu, he often seemed in a daze. Believing he was worn out from the accumulated fatigue, Kouryou discussed the matter with Keitou and recommended that Heichuu take a day off and go home and get some rest. But a day later, it was past noon and he hadn’t shown up. Kouryou could only hope he wasn’t bedridden.


Fatigue brought on by hard work and exertion was one thing. The exhaustion that arose from doing nothing was quite another. A miasma of melancholic weariness enveloped Nightingale Villa. And then, as if mocking their misbegotten state, came the cooing of a dove.


The bird had nested somewhere in the villa. Echoing from the eaves in the midnight hours, its song aroused unsettled feelings, like a harbinger of bad luck.


Indeed, Kouryou was undoubtedly worn out as well. A profound sense of ennui descended on him late at night. Thinking about the circumstances that brought it about, the cause seemed obvious. They were fighting a war where they never engaged the enemy and never won a battle. Only the tension accompanying the promise of an impending conflict went on and on.


Around this time, Kouryou came to feel like he was living in a world of ruins. Common sense told him that countless government officials were living and working all around them. But he observed none of those activities from Nightingale Villa. The dispirited and taciturn Taiki, the enervated Tokuyuu, and perhaps because of his upside-down life, working late-night hours as Taiki’s attendant, Juntatsu appeared perpetually pale.


From the beginning, Shouwa had concerned herself with every detail of Taiki’s life. She was imposing herself on them less and less of late. Heichuu showed up infrequently, if at all. In the absence of any progress to report, Keitou simply stayed silent when he had nothing of substance to say. And whenever he did make an appearance, he did nothing to hide his gloomy disposition.


The servants moved about like shadows, working without uttering a word and disappearing when their jobs were done. Bun’en once bustled in on a regular basis, bringing them news of the outside world. Nobody had seen or heard from him recently. Taiki was understandably concerned, as were Tokuyuu and Juntatsu.


A jail amidst the ruins.


Or perhaps Kouryou and the rest of them were little more than rootless ghosts roosting in the ruins.




“Nothing has moved forward in the slightest!” exclaimed Shukuyou, the Minister of Summer. He all but pounded his fist on the table. “Don’t you find this all rather strange?”


Kenshu, Minister of Spring, agreed. “The Taiho said that an abdication is necessary for us to proceed. Where is Gyousou?”


“Like I should know,” Chou’un grumbled to himself.


“To start with, has the Chousai informed His Highness of that necessity and how it arose?”


Rankled by the tone of reproach in her voice, Chou’un glared at Kenshu. “Meaning what?”


Responding to his evident displeasure, Kenshu hurriedly rephrased the question. “No, I was only wondering if the Chousai had thought deeply about the subject and had reasons to keep things under wraps—”


Like harboring doubts about the Taiho’s version of events, Kenshu hesitated to add.


“Impossible,” Chou’un said with a dismissive gruffness.


For a brief period of time, Kenshu’s assumptions might have held true. Though Rousan seconded what Taiki said, Chou’un wasn’t convinced. He could not imagine Gyousou responding to demands for his abdication. In any case, Gyousou could not be allowed to return to Hakkei Palace to meet with Taiki.


At the same time, the constant barrage of inquiries from the civil service about what was going on only grew stronger. With Chou’un demonstrating no ability to end the stalemate, the currents of criticism were beginning to flow more freely. As with Kenshu, Chou’un was suspected of keeping Asen in the dark in order to preserve his power and prerogatives.


If these conditions persisted, they’d soon be calling Chou’un’s authority into question. Ansaku persuaded him that they had to go directly to Asen before things reached that point. With no other options available, Chou’un had to lay out Taiki’s arguments for Asen and get his thoughts on the matter.


However, every envoy Chou’un sent to Asen waited around twiddling his thumbs and returned bearing the same message as always. “Your petition to the emperor has been heard.”


“Unbelievable,” Chou’un clucked his tongue. When all was said and done, they ended right back where they started.


In fact, Chou’un had no idea what Asen was thinking either. Taiki called Asen the new emperor. Asen cut Taiki with his sword, apparently confirming the validity of what he said. But expectations that preparations for the enthronement would soon be underway were just as quickly dashed. Asen retreated deep within the palace walls. No news had been heard of him since.


Taiki said that Asen was emperor. For now, Asen’s assent to that statement was the beginning and end of the matter.


For the third time, Chou’un sent word through the Ministry of Heaven urging that they begin making preparations for the enthronement, and again received no response. Taiki’s statement that “Abdication is a prerequisite” raised the stakes to such a degree that it should shake the Imperial Court to the core, to say nothing of Asen himself. It was met with silence.


When a reply at last arrived, it said only, “Your petition to the emperor has been heard.” The same as all the others bearing Asen’s name. It had been heard. That was all. Chou’un couldn’t begin to fathom what designs Asen had in mind.


He dearly wanted to march into the Inner Palace and make his demands in person. But not even the Chousai was authorized to enter the Rokushin at will. He was beside himself with fury and frustration when a messenger arrived with a pressing dispatch from the Ministry of Summer.


“What’s going on?” called out Shukuyou, the Ministry of Summer, and made a beckoning gesture.


The kneeling messenger jumped to his feet. He hurried to Shukuyou’s side and whispered in his ear. Shukuyou’s face took on a stony demeanor.


“Where is this?”


The messenger answered under his breath but his words reached Chou’un’s ears. “A rebellion in I Province!” he exclaimed.


I Province was home to Gyousou’s birthplace. He was beloved by many people there. Since Asen seized the Imperial Court, rebellions had broken out there on a regular basis.


“I Province again. Where in the province this time?”


“I thought it had finally calmed down in recent years.”


“I Province is a dangerous place. We should go in there with everything we’ve got on hand and take care of the situation once and for all.”


Amidst the uproar, Shukuyou looked at Chou’un. “What do you think?”


“All we can do is what we’ve done all along. No matter what, we’re going to be told that our petition to the emperor has been heard.”


The same as it had been for so long now.


At first, it was Asen who paved the way in every instance. Until at some point, he lost the will to stand in the vanguard. Since then, “Your petition to the emperor has been heard” was the answer to every inquiry. Chou’un and the Rikkan had no choice but to fall back on the established precedents. That was their only option this time as well.


Kashaku, the Minister of Earth, objected. “Are you sure that is the right course of action? I don’t quite grasp the reasons, but Asen-sama is the new emperor. The Taiho said as much, so it must be so. In that case, acting on the established precedents and doing what we’ve done all along should no longer be permissible.”


Chou’un furrowed his brow and looked at Kashaku. “Should Tai descend further into chaos, would the Divine Will that descended upon Asen-sama desert him? As a manifestation of the shitsudou?”


“That is possible,” Kashaku said, appealing to a sense of impending crisis. “In any case, shouldn’t we at least be curtailing the more merciless purges and eradication campaigns?”


“So we curtail them. Then what? How is that supposed to curb the discontent of the people?”


Most did not even accept Asen as an emperor pro tempore. They were far more likely to consider him a pretender. When a revolt broke out, Asen’s response was to destroy the city, root and branch, and everybody living there, even if they had nothing to do with the revolt. Doing so suppressed such insurrections by turning every citizen into a spy out of self-preservation.


But as a result, their discontent only festered. At some point, that festering discontent was bound to express itself in rebellion and civil strife. A small uprising in one place sparked similar revolts in unrelated locations, such that they became impossible to put down with a single and direct action.


Kashaku said, “The sooner we carry out the formal enthronement the better. Doing so should put an end to these scattered revolts.”


	Chapter 23


[11-2] Chou’un left the Chousai’s office and headed west through a light flurry of snowflakes toward the remains of Jinjuu Manor. He first summoned Keitou at the portico room in Nightingale Villa and then proceeded with him to the main hall. Custom dictated that he kneel before Taiki, which annoyed him to no end.


He could grit his teeth and bear it with Asen. After all, Asen was the reason Chou’un was Chousai. Kneeling before somebody to whom he owned nothing offended his pride. But such humiliations were unavoidable in situations like this.


According to the expected formalities, he knelt as soon as he entered the hall, kowtowed, scooted forward on his knees, and kowtowed again.


“I have come here to inquire about a most pressing matter. Is the abdication of the emperor in this case an indispensable requirement?”


Taiki replied with an impassive look, “It is as far as I know.”


“As far as you know,” Chou’un echoed. “Meaning?”


“Heaven does not communicate in words humans can comprehend. No voice descended from the skies declaring that an abdication must take place. Rather, I was struck by the impression that it was absolutely necessary, the one condition for succession that must be met.”


“Could we please get a straight answer—” an exasperated Chou’un started to say, but Taiki wasn’t finished.


“Abdication means that Gyousou-sama will pass away. There was a time when that prospect would have been more painful than my own death,” Taiki said, his voice tinged with sorrow. “However, now I consider it only an unfortunate outcome.” He looked at Chou’un. “In order to save Tai, Gyousou-sama must relinquish the throne. When he does, his life will end. But for the good of the people, there is no other way forward. Gyousou-sama is fully aware of the kingdom and its subjects. When he understands that his sacrifice will save them, I believe he will accept that fate.”


Standing off to the side in silence, Kouryou felt as if the ground were about to swallow him up. Could he possibly be speaking the truth?


When acting on behalf of the people, the kirin at times said unreasonable things. Though known as creatures of compassion, entirely against expectations, kirin could conduct themselves in decidedly discompassionate ways. Kouryou had learned that lesson well from the emperor and the kirin who chose him after the end of Emperor Kyou’s reign.


As far as the kirin was concerned, the people always had the first priority, and the emperor was but a servant of his subjects. Consequently, when the interests of the emperor and his subjects came into conflict, the kirin was not above rebuking the emperor using words and deeds so unsparing as to be hard to believe.


The shock of realizing that this legendary creature of compassion called a kirin could also speak in such heartless terms brought to the fore that haunting sensation of standing face to face with an otherworldly being.


That is what I am feeling right now.


Chou’un must have been seized by the same apprehensions, for he bowed himself to the floor with a startled look on his face.


“I understand.”


“However, Asen-sama’s indecisiveness certainly has you in a bind. Your sole recourse at this juncture is to patiently continue to submit your reports to the emperor. But what if you publicly announced that Asen-sama was the new emperor? Asen-sama was designated the new emperor by the kirin and the enthronement ceremonies will take place in the near future. Or words to that effect.”


“A public announcement.”


“Wouldn’t that help to pacify the kingdom? If possible, at the same time, relief efforts on behalf of the people could commence. That as well should hasten the return of more peaceful conditions.”


“That is likely true, but—”


“Can we at least move forward in Zui Province? You will at some point have to return the authority of the province lord to my offices.”


“It is not so much a matter of returning your authority,” Chou’un said, hanging his head. “The Taiho is the province lord of Zui.”


“Exactly,” Taiki said bluntly. “You heard Asen-sama condone my return. The matters under discussion also encompass my status as province lord. What do you have to say in that regard?”


“Such would undoubtedly be the case.”


“And yet the Zui provincial government shows no inclination to follow my directives. Is that because Shison is acting on his own? Or on your orders?”


Kouryou felt a jolt of surprise. When the question was posed in that fashion, there was only one way Chou’un could answer.


“Regardless of any such orders from me, Shison will naturally do as Shison sees fit, though definitely with no intention to slight the Taiho. Only out of concern for the wellbeing of the Taiho.”


“What I asked him to do he has not done. Is that because he simply does whatever strikes his fancy? Or—and I will ask you again—he is not following my lead because you ordered him not to?”


“Perish the thought!”


“Well, then. Has Shison grown too big for his britches? Sounds to me like grounds for dismissal.”


There was only one answer to that question as well. Chou’un bowed his head, scraping the floor with his forehead. “As you wish.”


“Dismiss Shison and appoint Keitou the provincial prime minister.”


“That—” Chou’un glanced up at Taiki, but as if conceding he was on the losing end of this contest of wills, kept his mouth shut.


“I believe appointing the prime minister is the prerogative of the province lord. Or do I need the permission of the Chousai?”


“No,” Chou’un replied.


Again, he could say nothing else. The appointment of the prime minister in fact required neither the approval of the Emperor or the Chousai.


“Unfortunately, the provincial ministers are not carrying out my requests. Please exercise your authority as Chousai to make them aware of how the status quo has changed.”


“Understood,” Chou’un said with deep bow.


From where he was standing, Kouryou could see the sweat coursing down the man’s neck.




Chou’un dragged himself out of Nightingale Villa, his mind a mass of confusion. For some odd reason, he realized his legs were trembling.


The Taiki fixed in his memories was that of a young child. His predecessor, who served during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, was also a gentle soul. Chou’un had expected his successor to be much the same, meaning that Chou’un could ignore him and at worst he would whine about it.


Does a kirin like him exist anywhere in this world?


Shison was an associate of his, which was why Chou’un made him the provincial prime minister. Chou’un couldn’t deny telling him that no matter what Taiki said, Shison could prevaricate to his heart’s content. He was certain that however angry Taiki got, he wouldn’t do anything.


And yet there was also no denying that Taiki had outwitted him, driven him into a corner, and forced him to agree with his line of logic.


Is that boy really a kirin? Once again, the doubts rose up in his mind. Is that boy really Taiki?


But as long as Asen recognized him as such, Chou’un had no standing to argue otherwise.


He returned to his office and summoned Ansaku, the assistant Chousai. After instructing him to dismiss Shison and appoint Keitou province lord, he proceeded to unload on Ansaku in a major way.


“That kid thinks he can do whatever he feels like—”


“But—” Ansaku said consolingly, “the province lord definitely does have the authority to hire and fire the prime minister. If that’s what the Taiho wishes to do, you can’t stop him.”


“I know that!” Chou’un barked, then grumbled under his breath, I’m surrounded by idiots. He next instructed Ansaku to issue an official bulletin proclaiming that Asen was the new emperor.


“I see. That may indeed help to pacify the civil strife.”


“We’ve been told to save the people. Apparently, we stand accused of deliberately abandoning the people of Tai.”


Chou’un ground his teeth. They hadn’t abandoned anybody. Chou’un certainly hadn’t. Asen was the one who cast them aside. Purposeful neglect was his official policy, that Chou’un simply followed. Asen steered the ship ahead. Chou’un only trailed faithfully in his wake.


And then Asen became emperor, which was not at all a positive turn of events for Chou’un. If things continued as they were, the Providence which had at last smiled upon Asen could just as well abandon him.


“Yes—that possibility does exist,” Chou’un murmured.


If Asen lost the Divine Will, and he and Taiki fell victim to the scourge of the shitsudou, then Chou’un would rule the kingdom until the accession of the next emperor. Such an outcome was not beyond the realm of possibility. There were even historical precedents of the Chousai serving as emperor pro tempore during eras of an empty throne. He could become emperor both in name and reality.


Chou’un allowed himself a private smile.


Ansaku interrupted the moment in a small voice. “In the case of the shitsudou, it’d take around a decade for the next emperor to be enthroned. The current dynasty would end at that point.”


The shock of cruel reality invaded his thoughts. The enthronement of a new emperor would erase all his power and influence.


Ansaku was exactly right. The post of provisional emperor was but a passing fancy that would never pay off in the long run. A stable dynasty that ensured a long tenure for the Chousai promised a far better value. Even if the dynasty ended prematurely after he labored to save Tai but was thwarted at every turn by Asen, he only had to maintain that facade and distinguish himself in the next dynasty in order to survive.


Chou’un nodded. “By all means, we must make sure that Asen-sama’s accession is completed as soon as possible.”


For good or ill, he would see Asen seated upon the throne.


	Chapter 24


[11-3] Keitou said, “I am—the prime minister?”


Chou’un answered with a reluctant nod. “The Taiho handed down the directive himself. Offer him your earnest regards and do your best.”


“Of course.”


Bowing low to the floor, Keitou felt both a surge of joy and a rush of confusion. As far as Taiki was concerned, Asen and his retainers were the enemy. Like it or not, that was the painful impression he took away every time he and Kouryou crossed paths.


In the face of that one undeniable reality—Asen had stolen the throne from Gyousou—he could not begrudge the scornful glances and cool asides.


Keitou returned to Nightingale Villa in something of a daze. He requested an audience with Taiki, which was granted, and entered the main hall. Taiki occupied an ornate chair in the living room, appearing a tad encumbered by the document he had propped open with one hand.


Keitou bowed before Taiki and said, “The Chousai has informed me of my appointment as prime minister.”


As soon as Keitou spoke, Kouryou cast Taiki a scolding look. Whether Taiki caught that look or ignored it, he did not return it.


He faced Keitou and said, “Nice to have you on board.”


“The honor is more than I deserve. Am I really the right man for the job?”


“Keitou, you are a sincere person who acts in good faith. I know you are equally concerned with the travails of the kingdom and its subjects. We must do what we can to save the people and ensure that they endure the winter months ahead. I look forward to any and all the help you can provide.”


“With pleasure.”


Keitou kowtowed again, delighted to know that the value of the contributions he had made were being recognized.


“The makeup of the Rikkan is up to you. If necessary, I will handle any negotiations with Chou’un. Just let me know. Unfortunately, I am not as acquainted as I should be with the workings of the government. Please let me know of any pressing issues, even they only involve yourself.”


“Yes,” Keitou said with a bow. He raised his head. “There is one request I wish to make.”


“What’s that?”


“Please commission a more robust security detail. I’m afraid Kouryou-dono alone cannot fill the position all by himself.”


This time, Taiki did give Kouryou a concerned look. Kouryou said, “No. I’m fine.”


“I do not think so. There are too few people in the Taiho’s retinue. Heichuu is not in the best condition. Tokuyuu looks pale and drawn on a good day. Even Kouryou-dono appears to be under a constant strain. I fear the fatigue is piling up. To be sure, I do not anticipate any great risks to the Taiho inside the palace. Still, something out of the ordinary could happen at any time. We should at least increase the number of personnel assigned to his personal detail.”


Taiki mulled the matter over for a moment. “You’re right. I probably have been relying too much on Kouryou.”


Keitou breathed a sigh of relief, assured that Taiki had grasped the nature of his concerns.


“Do you have any candidates in mind?”


“In any case, I recommend that Kouryou-dono take on the role of Shashi as provincial director of security. And then there’s the Daiboku and his detail. Stipulate that, in order to avoid upsetting the Taiho, they cannot have served under Asen-sama. If possible, make the selection from among Ganchou-sama’s retainers.”


“Ganchou—is that even possible?”


“I think it would be best if I reached out to Ganchou-sama myself. I will make every effort, though it may take some time.”


Taiki nodded and let out a long breath. Asen had gone to great lengths to prevent any contact with Ganchou. Setting aside what Asen actually thought, Chou’un was sure to insist that Asen would not smile on such an arrangement and thus was unlikely to give the proposal his stamp of approval.


“The selection process promises to be difficult. Do you have any ideas?”


“At the very least, I believe it is imperative that we find someone who can trade off shifts. I have reached out to Santou for references. He was one of Ganchou-sama’s staff officers.”


“I remember him. Wouldn’t that be the Santou who once served as a regimental commander under Gyousou-sama?”


“Yes. Santou-dono is presently assigned to Hinken-sama, but I don’t think there would be a problem making available some of Santou-dono’s retainers. Such an arrangement would help the Taiho rest a little easier.”


“Will Hinken sign off on the transfers?”


“I believe he will. When I last discussed the matter with him, he agreed it was the best solution to the problem.”


“What do you think?” Taiki called out to Kouryou.


Kouryou said, “If memory serves, Hinken-dono is a man you can trust. He didn’t come up the ranks under Asen. He served under a different general during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou.”


Keitou nodded. “Reserved but sincere and straightforward. At the end of Emperor Kyou’s reign, an outbreak of youma in Zui Province caused a great deal of chaos. The general of the army sent to subjugate the youma got killed during the fight. Hinken-dono was a regimental commander in his army.”


He wasn’t one of Asen’s proteges. Unlike so many of Asen’s other retainers, Hinken had a laid-back and affable side, as did Santou, which was probably why he was assigned to Hinken.


“I think he and Hinken-dono have a lot in common,” Kouryou said, putting in a good word of his own. However trivial, the remark put Keitou a bit more at ease.


“Understood.”


“Santou-dono has agreed to start on the personnel selection. After that, within the palace, there are any number of private soldiers. The men who served with distinction under Kaihaku-sama offered to lend us any they still have on retainer.”


“Private soldiers?”


Keitou nodded. Many in Gyousou’s retinue had been sidelined with sinecures in unimportant posts. Many more were driven out of the Imperial Palace. Among his senior staff, Haboku and Kaei in particular had deep ties to Gyousou. As a result, constantly suspected of fomenting rebellion, they fled and went into hiding. Unable to get away himself, Senkaku was arrested and executed.


Eichuu and Kaihaku escaped those repercussions only because Eichuu died of injuries sustained during the shoku, and in the aftermath of the shoku, Kaihaku was nowhere to be found. Eichuu’s associates survived, but with Chou’un seeing them as the enemy within, few stayed long in the palace. Kaihaku’s aides weren’t expelled, but due to their cool reception, most had already left.


Among Eichuu’s closest advisors, Kakei alone remained as vice-minister in the Ministry of Heaven, though he’d been stripped of his official rank and now served without portfolio. Keitou had once been in his shoes, pushed to the side and waiting forever for orders that never arrived. With no rank or title, Kakei didn’t even have a secretary assigned to him.


“He ended up employing an attendant out of his own pocket. From our discussions, I gathered that, being so short-staffed, it pained him to admit there were limits to the number of personnel he could spare. But he would lend us three, one from the military and two from the civil service.”


“The vice-minister—I have the feeling we’ve met before. Is there any way we could lend him a hand?”


“Being stranded without rank or portfolio is indeed a sad state of affairs. What about the post of Provincial Minister of Heaven?”


Taiki nodded, looking to Kouryou for his opinion.


“I don’t see a problem with Kakei-sama,” Kouryou said, with a nod to Taiki. “However, I cannot go along with my appointment as Shashi.”


Taiki responded with a quizzical tip of his head.


“The Taiei is responsible for the overall management of the Taiho’s security at the provincial level. Under the Taiei, the Shashi supervises the Taiho’s security detail in public. Otherwise, his personal security is handled by the Shishi. These officials have always come from the civil service, not the military. I do not see the position as a good fit for myself. Appointing anybody from other than the civil service is bound to cause problems.”


“Ah,” said Taiki, struck by a thought. “Back then, Tansui was in charge of my security. Tansui was the Daiboku, and his supervisor was a regular civil servant. Now that you mention it, I believe his supervisor was the Shashi.”


After another moment of reflection, Taiki added, “I believe the office of Shishi wasn’t filled at the time. Only Tansui as the Daiboku.” Taiki craned his head to the other side. “Tansui oversaw a contingent of guards, but they only worked the perimeter on building security and night watches. I hardly ever saw them.”


“Gyousou-sama was in the process of building an organization that would serve the necessary purposes. As for now, it definitely does not. I think I will do well as a Daiboku, and I won’t deny that having one more person in that position would be helpful. The palace needs more security. There are junior retainers filling that role now, but morale is not good. Reforms are required across the board.”


As he spoke, Kouryou glanced at Keitou, who nodded. The guards that Shison—or rather, Chou’un—had dispatched to the villa were not a well-disciplined lot. While a few took their jobs seriously, many more were constantly absent without leave or just killed time until their shifts ended. Something had to be done at a fundamental level.


“I agree. The status quo cannot go on. The security service must be reorganized with all due speed.” Keitou faced Kouryou straight on. “I will not tolerate anyone making light of the Taiho and his office.”


	Chapter 25


[11-4] Gogetsu said, as if simply confirming that what he’d heard was true, “So Keitou-dono is the new provincial prime minister?” He let out a big sigh of relief.


Boushuku raised his brows. “Gogetsu-dono, do you know Keitou-sama?”


“I am familiar with all of Asen-sama’s senior retainers. Because they are such talented staff officers.”


An army general had a base of operations. Rank and file soldiers filled the usual bureaucratic positions at the lower levels. Rising up the chain of command, the staff officers occupied the highest ranks.


“Among the staff officers, Keitou-dono was often placed in the top five. When Chief of Staff Shukuyo was appointed Minister of Summer, he wanted to bring him along as a vice-minister or an executive assistant. But for whatever reasons, Keitou-dono was pushed off to the side without rank or position. His situation was widely thought regrettable.”


“Does he have any black marks on his record?”


“No,” Gogetsu answered, with a shake of his head. “I’ve never heard of him failing a performance review or collecting any demerits. At first, it struck everybody as quite unusual.”


“At first?”


“Nobody thinks it strange these days, perfectly normal for this Imperial Court.” Gogetsu added with a wry grin, “There are talented and capable people who can’t get on the first rung of the ladder, and those with the rank and the experience who still never get the nod. It’s the same story no matter where you go, on the civilian side too.”


“Huh,” said Boushuku.


Gogetsu took in Boushuku’s perplexed reaction and left him behind in the guardroom. A brisk wind brought with it the penetrating cold. He hunched his shoulders against the cold. With nothing else to keep himself busy, going on patrol was the only constructive way to pass the time. Bearing his lance, he exited Nightingale Villa.


Director Fukushou sat on a stack of lumber in the plot of vacant land in front of the villa. He gazed up at the sky, his breath creating a billowing cloud of white.


“What are you looking at?”


“Oh, nothing,” Fukushou answered. He glanced back at Gogetsu. “Going on patrol? You’re a dedicated soldier.”


“I haven’t anything else to do. I hear Keitou-dono got appointed the provincial prime minister.”


“So it seems. The sun finally decided to shine down on him.”


“Indeed. He’s the right man for the job.”


“Speaking of which, a job has come your way too, Gogetsu.”


“For me?”


Fukushou motioned to the plank of lumber. Gogetsu sat down beside him. The hard wood was freezing cold.


“Gogetsu, how many of the soldiers under your command would you personally recommend?”


Like Fukushou, Gogetsu had previously served as a battalion commander.


“Two capable company commanders with good characters to match, and a platoon leader I’d consider their equal. Are you looking to reinforce the ranks of the junior retainers?”


Fukushou nodded. “As the provincial prime minister, Keitou-sama wants to bring some order to the Taiho’s personal and working environments. They’ve been short-handed for some time now, so the word came down to bolster the staffing levels.”


“What of the Shashi?”


Security for the ruling elite was divided into public and private spheres. Security for ceremonial functions and activities that took place on the public stage were the responsibility of the Shashi at the provincial level. The Shishi, in contrast, worked behind the scenes, taking over in the personal settings.


“The post of Shashi hasn’t been filled. The Shishi assumed those duties.”


Given an insufficient number of personnel, the internal and external security details could be combined, either under the Shashi or Shishi. Because the Shashi’s portfolio included public security, the manners and appearance of the guards mattered as much as their skills and character. Consequently, the Shashi held a higher status than the Shishi.


Although they occupied the same ministerial office under the Taiei, the tendency to treat the Shashi as higher ranked meant that when their security functions were integrated, it was typically under the auspices of the Shashi. However, no Shashi currently occupied the office, and the Saiho had no public duties to attend to in any case.


Maybe Boushuku wasn’t able to fully grasp what was going on, but this really was a nicely appointed prison.


“What about the Daiboku?”


“As he has up until now, Kouryou-dono will continue as the Daiboku, and another will be joining him. But they won’t get involved with the junior retainers, who will still fall under my direct supervision.”


In other words, going forward, the Saiho’s security would be handled by Kouryou, as it had been all along. Guarding the aristocracy demanded close attention to many sensitive details. In particular, when securing such a person’s personal space, the level of security constantly changed depending on the time of day and the parties involved. The exceptions were always the rule.


When staffing levels were reduced, the Shishi and Shashi could commission military officers to fill the ranks. There were also cases where the Daiboku carried out those duties with no retainers of his own. Some nobles could only relax if surrounded by a phalanx of bodyguards, while others preferred to rely on one trusted individual and have no one else around.


Fukushou didn’t mind the Daiboku taking sole responsibility for the Taiho. Doing so was certainly not so unprecedented that it qualified as a legitimate cause for concern. Though it did mean that Gogetsu and his colleagues would be kept at arm’s length.


“I figure these things are what they are. But here’s what it all comes down to in my book. We aren’t trusted.”


“Of course,” Fukushou crisply replied. “The Taiho and his circle are understandably wary when we’re around. Because we served in Asen’s army.”


Gogetsu nodded. It was Asen who attacked the Saiho in the first place. And there was no ignoring the whole current state of affairs.


“It’s only natural that we would be regarded as the enemy. Nevertheless, the safety and well-being of the Taiho is, for Tai, the first and overwhelming priority. Even if the Taiho never trusts us completely, we must be prepared to lay down our lives for his sake. He has no lack of enemies, and not only Chou’un and his ilk.”


Fukushou looked him straight in the eye. Gogetsu didn’t disagree. It was unfortunately necessary to consider Asen a foe as well. Until he was officially enthroned, and likely even afterward, the two of them were bound to be at loggerheads. That was the sad present reality of Tai.


“Yes,” Gogetsu answered aloud.


He would protect the Saiho. That was his job. The Taiho’s security took precedence even over that of the emperor.


Fukushou’s expression softened, perhaps relieved to know they were seeing eye to eye. He placed a hand on Gogetsu’s shoulder. “I’m putting you in a tight spot, I know. But despite the mood around here, I need people who can rise above it all and do their jobs. If you have any suggestions about the best way to get that done, let me know.”




Kisen was delighted to learn that Asen was going to be enthroned.


Taiki had chosen Asen as the new emperor. That meant Asen would become the rightful emperor as well. Nothing could please Kisen more. Yet strangely enough, up to and including today, Asen had not done a thing. As usual, he closeted himself deep within the palace, never emerging to deliver orders or instructions to Kisen and his retainers.


With a stab of sorrow, Kisen couldn’t help feeling that all the joy that should accompany the dawning new era had somehow been betrayed.


But now, finally—


“The news has been going around that Asen-sama is going to be enthroned.”


Asen was called a pretender. It was true he’d driven Gyousou from the throne. But instead of condemning his actions, Heaven chose Asen as the new emperor. After this, no one would be calling him a pretender anymore.


Beside himself with delight, Kisen couldn’t help sharing the latest development with everybody he met. But raising his head with a start, it was Santou’s profile that came into view this time. The look on his face reflected his decided mixed feelings on the subject. He averted his eyes.


“Oh, sorry.”


“Not a problem,” Santou muttered, though he continued to direct his gaze elsewhere.


Santou was one of Gyousou’s retainers. To be precise, he was one of Ganchou’s men, Ganchou who was said to be like a brother to Gyousou. General Ganchou had been demoted, stripped of his military and social rank, and confined to quarters. Santou was assigned to Hinken, who was also Kisen’s commanding officer.


For Santou, it must have been a humiliating turn of events. When Gyousou vanished in Bun Province, Hinken had been there with him. He and Kisen were similarly startled by Gyousou’s disappearance and made every effort to find him, but uncovered not a single clue about his whereabouts.


Gyousou’s fate was blamed on an attack by the land gangs. That was Kisen’s reasoning as well. Nevertheless, they at least hoped to recover his remains and bring them back to Kouki. Alas, to their great regret, the search came up empty and they returned the Kouki empty handed.


Moreover, Gyousou had ventured to Bun Province in order to defend the city of Tetsui. At the time, law and order in Tetsui was by no means guaranteed. Both Hinken and Kisen asked that they be allowed to stay on until they could help stabilize the situation there. But orders came down stating that they must leave Tetsui at once. Heartbroken, they made their way back to Kouki.


Far more startling circumstances awaited them in Kouki. One day, Hinken and his fellow regimental commanders were summoned by Asen. Hinken returned from the meeting, his face gray.


“Asen-sama rebelled against His Highness.”


Kisen would never forget the grim look on Hinken’s face, shock of surprise that coursed through him like a bolt of lightning. But when the cold, hard reality finally sank in, he accepted everything.


Asen must have had his reasons. It was a pity Kisen was privy to none of them beforehand. But he had no qualms about following Asen down the path he chose. After all, Kisen always believed that Asen deserved to be emperor. Asen had, by his own strength of will, corrected the erroneous course that Heaven had mistakenly initiated.


However, to Gyousou retainers, to a man like Santou, Asen’s actions were nothing more than treason. They would naturally conclude that Hinken and his associates had been involved in Gyousou’s disappearance and view them in hostile terms.


Except that Santou, who’d been attached to Hinken’s army, demonstrated no such animosity toward them. Regardless of the circumstances, right now, the kingdom was in dire straits. At a time like this, he said, the work was what mattered, not settling scores. He never showed Hinken anything but respect. If anything, Hinken was the one expressing his regrets.


Santou told him he had nothing to apologize for, not to Gyousou and certainly not to him. Hinken was a man of good character. Santou held him in high regard, and showed Kisen, who had become Hinken’s subordinate, a great degree of consideration. Because Kisen was one of Asen’s retainers and at the same time reported to Hinken, Santou’s attitude was a blessed relief, when he could have just as well demanded that Kisen answer for his complicity in Asen’s usurpation.


Kisen again apologized and backed away. Leaving the office, he happened to meet Hinken. Sizing up the consternation on Kisen’s face, he asked, “What’s going on?”


Kisen explained what had happened at the office.


“No doubt a bitter pill for Santou-dono to swallow.”


Kisen hung his head. “I shouldn’t have brought up the subject that way, but I am happy with this turn of events.”


“We haven’t gotten any clear statements about an actual date for the accession.”


“Yes,” Kisen nodded. “Still, it should take place before long. I do look forward to the enthronement ceremony.”


“Indeed,” Hinken said, and then muttered under his breath, “I wonder if it’s all for the best.”


“For the best?”


Hinken answered with a wry smile and a shake of his head. “I suppose that’s a strange way of putting it. The question on my mind is whether Asen-sama becoming emperor by usurping the throne is a good thing.”


Kisen stumbled for a reply. Then he said, “But if he really did usurp the throne, he would never be chosen as emperor, right?”


Hinken looked back at him, a startled expression on his face.


“What I’m saying is, Asen-sama wasn’t in the wrong for removing Gyousou-dono from power.”


“Nonsense.”


“But, you see, none of us saw what was really going on. What if, back then, Gyousou-dono had already succumbed to the shitsudou?”


Hinken’s eyes opened all the wider.


“People were saying that Gyousou-dono was acting in an excessively self-interested manner. There may have already been other things going on that we know nothing about. The Taiho hadn’t reached the stage where he was exhibiting any signs of illness. But isn’t it possible that Heaven had already cast Gyousou-dono aside?”


As he spoke, Kisen became more and more convinced that what he was saying was the truth.


“That is why Heaven did not consider Asen-sama striking Gyousou-dono down a sin. And that is why this time Asen-sama was chosen as emperor.”


Hinken furrowed his brows and thought it over. “I see. I certainly wouldn’t dismiss such a possibility out of hand.”




That evening, Keitou brought the new Daiboku to meet Kouryou and Taiki.


“Her name is Yari.”


Kouryou made no effort to hide his surprise. All he saw before him was a young girl. She had the bearing of a soldier, to be sure, but looked the same age as Taiki. Maybe a little older, but not in a meaningful way. Moreover, as it turned out, she was not yet listed in the Registry of Wizards.


She was a private soldier with no military rank or social standing. She’d been chosen as Daiboku on Kakei’s recommendation.


Is this going to work? Kouryou fretted to himself. Except as he observed her standing there, he answered his own question. That little girl is no ordinary person.


Taiki said graciously, “We look forward to having you here.”


She responded to Taiki’s welcome with a simple bow. So she wasn’t the talkative type, though her eyes glittered with a deep and abiding curiosity.


“We’ll be counting on you,” Kouryou added.


She turned at the sound of his voice. Those eyes reflected an equally profound interest in him as well. She nodded politely, then said, “You look tired.”


“I probably am,” Kouryou said with a grim smile.


“Will you be retiring soon, or do you wish to spend more time examining my bona fides?”


Though the kind of question that could easily give offense, Yari’s clear voice contained not a hint of disagreeableness.


“Yari will be handling the night watch. She’ll accompany me tonight so I can familiarize her with the Taiho’s routines.”




Showa left Nightingale Villa and hurried to the Administrative Palace.


Keitou sent an urgent notice asking her to check on Heichuu’s condition. Taiki was growing quite concerned.


Why am I doing a maid’s job? Showa grumbled to herself. She considered sending a servant in her stead, but thought better of it. She hadn’t reported to Risshou in a while. This was the perfect opportunity to slip off to the Ministry of Heaven.


At first, Risshou had demanded regular updates, that at some point grew further and further apart. Showa had the sense to pay Risshou a visit whenever she had the chance. Gradually their interactions turned into an afterthought and then more trouble that they were worth. Somehow or other, Risshou lost interest in whatever Taiki was up to.


Pretending to be a spy was a constant strain on her nerves. The weariness had deepened of late. She was thankful for Risshou’s indifference, but at the same time couldn’t help feeling dissatisfied. The elation of being entrusted with such a weighty responsibility had lost much of its value.


With this mix of emotions on her mind, Showa stopped by the Ministry of Heaven. That day, Risshou didn’t make an appearance. Don’t avert your eyes, she’d been incessantly lectured by his assistants. Especially pay attention to any conversations involving Taiki and Keitou and Kouryou. Now she had to wonder if Risshou was at all interested in what they said.


After delivering such detailed instructions, she could only imagine he enjoyed handing out orders for the sake of handing out orders.


Showa left the Ministry of Heaven in a gloomy mood and resumed her original errand to the Administrative Palace. Perhaps it was the accumulated fatigue that made her legs feel so heavy. Shouldering that weariness, she passed through the Road Gate and descended below the Sea of Clouds.


The world beneath the Sea of Clouds was much colder than the world above. The freezing air stabbed at her skin like icy cold needles. Asking for directions along the way, she made her way to Heiwa’s residence.


His house was bigger than hers. At present, she was a lady of the court and he was a valet, which put them on the same social tier as middle-ranked squires. Heichuu had previously been an administrative official at large, which made him an upper-ranked squire. He must have been allowed to keep using the residence he had back then.


Showa wasn’t all that surprised. When she was dismissed from her post as a lady in waiting, she had to give up her house as well. She hadn’t had a home of her own since then. Although she was once again a lady of the court, the paperwork must have gotten lost somewhere because she still hadn’t been assigned her own residence.


Keitou had been appointed the provincial prime minister. Once he reorganized the provincial Rikkan, Showa’s status should change. She imagined herself as Taiki’s personal secretary, responsible for organizing his servants and staff. In that case, Heichuu would be promoted to a minister of the Inner Palace as her superior. No surprise there either.


Despite being a man who seemed a bit of a fish out of water at times.


When it came to the effort they put in around the villa, Showa was the harder worker, and much more useful to have around than Heichuu. Not that Kouryou ever seemed to notice. He didn’t take Heichuu for granted the way he did her.


Nursing these feelings of resentment, she knocked on the imposingly grand shuttered gate. A response soon echoed from within the walls. The gate opened wide enough for a woman to poke out her head. Showa took her to be the head housekeeper. She looked at Showa, a blank expression on her face.


“And who might you be?” Although the question was itself devoid of intonation, she was clearly puzzled by Showa’s presence.


Showa began with a respectful bow and asked politely, even managing a disarming smile. “I am Showa, a lady of the court. The Taiho is concerned about Heichuu-dono’s health and asked that I inquire directly about his current condition.”


The housekeeper’s answer was, in turn, curt to the point of insolence. “There is nothing wrong with the master’s condition in the slightest. Aren’t you aware that he was promoted to a different post?”


“Eh?” Showa responded, her voice rising. “A different post?”


This one time the housekeeper chose to respond with a courteous nod. “The master now serves as the Hokou.”


Showa’s mouth dropped open. The office of Hokou made him a baron. A lower class of baron, to be sure, but superior to his previous position as an administrative official at large.


“Heichu-dono is presently—”


“He is at work.” So you can take your leave, she didn’t have to add.


All Showa could do was bow and depart. Harboring deep feelings of uneasiness, she returned the way she’d arrived.


As the housekeeper closed the gate behind her, from somewhere in the building, Showa heard the cooing of a dove.


	
	Part Twelve

	Chapter 26


[12-1] When Kyoshi and Risai and the rest of their party returned from Kan’you Mountain, Rin’u was covered with snow.


The snow was not deep and the winter wind froze it solid. More snow fell after that, leaving behind fields of white as far as the eye could see. The river that flowed through the outskirts of Rin’u iced over in the shallows along the banks. Farmland disappeared beneath the blanket of frozen snow. The livestock that once grazed on the hills was nowhere to be seen. Bun Province had settled down for its long winter nap.


The sky hugged the horizon. The heavy clouds hung low to the ground. Now and then, as if reminding itself of the season, the wind whipped up a flurry of snowflakes. But the snowpack never grew by much. A cold, dry wind blew instead. On some days, the gales gusted down from the mountains with enough force to bend the trees like strung bows, bringing with them the kind of cold that seeped into the marrow.


This was winter in Bun Province. Whether the clouds grew thick or thin, the days when the overcast skies parted enough to reveal a shining sun in the blue heavens were rare indeed.


Beneath the gloomy skies, here and there along the streets, mounds of white snow appeared overnight. The morning after they got back to Rin’u, one showed up in an alley not far from their safe house. Hearing the hubbub and looking out from the front gate, someone in the crowd of onlookers brushed away the snow to reveal the frozen body of a refugee.


“An old man,” someone observed with undisguised melancholy. “He’s holding a child. Must be a grandchild.”


“Maybe that explains the noise I heard last night,” a woman said in a despondent tone. “I thought somebody was knocking on the gate. I asked who was calling but nobody answered.”


“You didn’t take a look?”


“At that hour? I couldn’t risk opening the gate. What if they forced their way in?”


“More people are getting robbed these days. Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now.”


The assembled crowd sighed as one. People reacted to the pair of corpses with bowed heads and downward glances until someone covered them with a straw mat. They were left like that for a while, and then at some point they disappeared. The authorities must have been notified and had the remains taken away.


“The same thing happened while you were away at Kan’you Mountain,” Yotaku said as he set cups of steaming water on the breakfast table. “In that case, a middle-aged man.”


Civic morals in the neighborhood had gone downhill. Many buildings were abandoned, making them ideal for refugees fleeing the cold. Unfortunately, that set off a scramble for structures still in good condition. The strong drove out the weak. With no place to go, their sad fate too often was to freeze to death in the streets.


As he stoked the fire in the stove, Yotaku said sadly, “There’s only so much we can do to help.”


The house they were living in had a single sleeping hearth in the main hall. Moreover, perhaps due to its age, it wasn’t very efficient, so they tended to gather in the kitchen around the stove. The house was drafty and the cold seeped in everywhere. At least with Yotaku keeping the fire going, the kitchen stayed warm.


Seishi said with a sigh, “We tend to lump them all together as refugees, but a bunch of strangers ending up in the same boat together doesn’t make them anything other than strangers. You can’t ask people who know nothing about each other to live under the same roof when nobody knows who is capable of what. Especially when theft and burglary is rife.”


“Nobody’s going to make much robbing the refugees.”


“There’s still a big difference between nothing and not much. A lot of thieves target the refugees. Because as far as the authorities are concerned, they don’t fall under their jurisdiction and thus are not deserving of their protection.”


The actual damages were meager in any case, and a search for the perpetrators was inevitably put off until some more convenient time. There was no lack of lowlifes willing to take advantage of those harsh realities. It was easy to get all high and mighty and blame faceless bureaucrats in the government. But Kyoshi knew full well that if a knock came at the gate in the middle of the night, he’d think twice before responding.


And when the wary Risai was on the premises, even if the visitor was a freezing refugee, getting past her would be no easy task.


Two days later, the woman whose gate the old man and child had approached was attacked and killed, her place robbed.


“It was karma,” people said.


“Just the opposite,” was Houto’s take. He lamented, “Because of that old man and the kid, this time she did open the gate.” She felt guilty about turning them away and couldn’t ignore the next visitor that came knocking.


The crime might even have been committed by someone in the neighborhood who anticipated such a reaction and took advantage of her rekindled compassion.


If only there was an emperor on the throne. If only the government worked the way it was supposed to.


At times like this, the fallen state of the world was almost too much for anyone to bear.


Ki’itsu visited on a daily basis, bringing with him rumors along those same lines. The corpses that showed up here and there. The crimes committed here and there. Not the kind of conversational topics that brightened the day. The day after the woman got killed, he arrived with a different tale to tell.


“I caught wind of an interesting story,” he said when he walked into the kitchen. “I heard there’s a business in Rin’u that deals in unlicensed stones.” He brushed the snow off his overcoat. Snow was falling again. “Seems it’s been trading under the table for some time now. They buy whatever stones you bring them, no questions asked.”


“Where is this place?”


“The rumors put the storefront on the other side of the city and the base of operations in Hakurou.”


West of the You Range that included Kan’you Mountain, Hakurou occupied the foothills of Mount Hakurou, the provincial capital’s Ryou’un Mountain. Ba Province lay further west of Hakurou through the depths of the mountains.


“There is a wealthy and well-known merchant in Hakurou. The proprietress is Fu Hoyou. The Hakurou Fu clan is known not only in Bun Province but throughout Tai. They started out small in the gem trade and have grown by leaps and bounds, expanding the network of their trading partners. They enjoyed the patronage of Emperor Kyou during his dynasty and accumulated vast amounts of wealth.”


Hoyou’s husband died when she was still young. Thereafter, she single-handedly built a fortune. She had two sons and one daughter. When they became adults, she handed the business over to them and retired to the outskirts of Hakurou, though rumors said it was a retirement in name only, and Hoyou continued to wield the real authority in the company.


“Businesses operated by the Fu clan are located throughout Tai. They especially proliferated in their home territory in nearby Bun Province. Most act as middlemen, buying uncut stones and selling them to gem processors. They also do their own faceting and polishing in house and sell the products at retail. They’ve opened boutiques in every big city in the kingdom and cater to the wealthy and powerful.”


Risai nodded. “I recall seeing them in Kouki too. Are you saying the Fu clan is buying unlicensed stones?”


“Of course, the boutiques operated by the Fu clan would never be caught doing so. The rumors say they deal in unlicensed stones using storefronts that can’t be tied to them, while pocketing the profits under the table.”


Though now closed, A Fu store had operated in Rin’u until recently. And then a small shop quietly opened on a side street lined with upscale establishments.


“An old man in the neighborhood clued me in. He said he never saw anybody behind the counter during the day.”


The store ostensibly operated as an intermediary in the gem trade. Nobody was sure what actually went on inside. It was closed for business every time he checked. The doors facing the street were usually shut. Perhaps to provide access to the place, one set of doors was left open.


“Inside the door was a narrow foyer and a small window set into the wall opposite. Despite giving every appearance of being closed, refugees were observed bringing packages to the shop. According to the old man, they stepped into the foyer, knocked on the window, the window opened, they handed over their packages, and one way or another took money in exchange.”


The people bringing the goods came and went in broad daylight while the proprietor and the staff never showed their faces. The old man shook his head and said it looked awful fishy to him. Then late one night, he saw someone leaving the shop.


“He says it was a person who worked at the Fu store in Rin’u.”


“One of their employees?”


“Not exactly. The old man said that he was a craftsman who worked as a polisher at the Fu store on a piecework basis. They crossed paths a number of times back then. Up until last year, he definitely was working at the Fu store.”


The first time the old man saw him in his neighborhood, he thought he’d quit the Fu clan and had gone independent. But then a few days later, he ran into him making a delivery to the Fu store.


“The old man called out, wondering if he was still working as a subcontractor. In fact, he explained he was living in the same neighborhood as the shop. Two days later, that shop closed its doors.”


“Sounds suspicious.”


“It does,” Ki’itsu agreed. “The old man thought so too. He asked the agent who rented out the place. The agent had no idea who the actual backers were. They’d occupied the premises for two months. According to the agent, they weren’t interested in a lease longer than half a year. Every six months, they packed up and moved somewhere else.”


“I see.”


The way the system worked, they bought unlicensed stones from the refugees and sold them to the Fu boutiques. They set up shop in easily overlooked locations and moved every six months in order not to attract unwanted attention. Whenever they moved, they informed the refugees of the new address so they wouldn’t lose any of their clients.


“They must be still doing business here in Rin’u. We don’t know where. There is likely a whole network of the same sorts of shops from Rin’u to Hakurou.”


Risai said, “If we divided up the stores and kept an eye on them, we could make a note of the refugees using them and track them down. They might know something about Gyousou-sama. Though I don’t see how we could pull that off with the resources we have. It’d be better to go right to the source.”


Ki’itsu nodded. “The head house of the Fu clan in Hakurou?”


“Doesn’t Hoyou-dono still pull the strings? She supposedly retired and is living in a villa called Gamon Temple.”


“A Taoist temple?”


Ki’itsu shook his head. “Gamon Temple was deconsecrated during the era of the empty throne.”


Gamon Temple was originally an independent Taoist temple not attached to any sect. The founder of the temple garnered renown as a diviner. She started off with a small shrine and was finally able to build a large temple. But when the founder died, repeated battles over successorship divided the followers and eventually left them scattered to the four winds.


Only the large temple remained, now with no legal owner. During the troubles with the land gangs, Hoyou snatched up the deed to the property.


“The building was officially renamed, but people had gotten used to calling it Gamon Temple. The name stuck.”




From the start, gemstones from the mines couldn’t be excavated or sold without a government permit. Refugees who scavenged for stones couldn’t cash them in without those black-market channels. They made a point of picking them up along their journeys. Had they found any on Kan’you Mountain around the time Gyousou disappeared, the odds were good they had used one of these Fu branch storefronts. It was also possible that the Fu dealers might have some familiarity with their whereabouts.


Risai said, “I’d like to check it out. But—”


But Hakurou aligned itself with Asen quickly and early on. It was the first city where the “illness” struck. In fact, Gyousou appointed the Bun province lord. Though not one of Gyousou’s retainers, he’d been on good terms with him and was considered a popular and amiable man. It was precisely because of his disposition that he was appointed province lord of problem-ridden Bun Province. And then he betrayed Gyousou at the first opportunity.


Now Hakurou was at Asen’s beck and call. Needless to say, Risai would be taking a risk getting anywhere near the place.


“I think Risai-sama should keep her distance,” Seishi said. “I’ll go there instead and look around.”


Risai nodded and turned to Houto. “What do you think, Houto?”


Houto shook his head. “I wonder—”


Tending to the firewood at the stove, Yotaku spoke up. “Hakurou and the surrounding towns aren’t on that high a state of alert.”


“You don’t say. Yotaku, I take you’ve been around these parts as a shin’nou.”


“The master’s circuit is confined to the vicinity of Rin’u. The shin’nou guild in Rin’u collects information like that.”


According to Yotaku, Hakurou and its environs were put on high alert only before and after the troubles. Martial law was imposed right before the troubles to handle the land gangs and the chaos they brought with them. But for whatever reason, it was relaxed during the troubles.


“Strict identity checks were dropped for a while. At the height of the purges, the controls grew considerably tighter for a period of time but gradually relaxed after that. From what I hear, those kinds of checks aren’t much carried out these days. Though in Risai-sama’s case—”


One result of Asen’s grip on power was that Risai now bore the blame for Gyousou’s regicide.


“Six years have passed since then. In fact, nobody in Rin’u ever checks your identity either.”


There was a time, right after the purges, when anybody entering Bun Province had little to no chance of getting into one of the larger cities. But the security was just as strong in Rin’u back then, and now a wanted criminal had much less to worry about. Risai’s missing arm likely allayed suspicions as well.


“Kyuusan noticed, didn’t he?” said a concerned Seishi. “Aren’t there still people around who believe that Risai-sama was a traitor? Some of them have long memories and will be on the lookout. We should keep that in mind and take the necessary precautions.”


“With no evidence of Gyousou-sama turning up in the vicinity of Rin’u, we need to expand the scope of our search east and west. Though Hakurou presents more dangers, it’s also a city where people gather. And that makes it a place where we can gather information. We may need to shift our base of operations there too. We can’t keep putting it off forever.”


“You make a good point.”


“I’d like to go there at least once and see for myself what kind of risks we may face.”


Seishi thought it over for a minute and nodded in agreement.


	Chapter 27


[12-2] It certainly helped that Gamon Temple wasn’t located in Hakurou proper but at the outskirts. Leaving the safe house in Yotaku’s care, they departed Rin’u. Ki’itsu went with them this time. The name of Fukyuu Temple might prove useful when arranging a meeting with Hoyou.


From Rin’u to Hakurou on horseback took a little over a week. They reached Kakyou the day after they left. The next day, before noon, they passed the area where Gyousou disappeared. Seishi pointed out the spot where Gyousou departed from the column. Seishi hadn’t been in Bun Province at the time so his information was second hand. But it was at the foot of a bridge that crossed a mountain stream, near to where the mountain path left the main highway and headed towards Ryuukei.


And from here they must have headed toward Kan’you Mountain.


Accompanied by a security detail made up of Asen’s retainers, they climbed the mountain trail toward Ryuukei. Only the soldiers came back down again.


The feelings that welled up were difficult to bear, knowing that here was where everything began.


Surrounded by steep cliffs, the narrow path lay there still and frozen. No one used it now. Not a single footstep disturbed the fallen snow.


Around evening the next day, they came to a fork in the road that veered off toward Tetsui. The bleak and desolate landscape spread out before them. Snow fell the night before. Swirled about by the wind, the blowing snow cast a veil of white across the scene. The region from here to Tetsui bore the brunt of Asen’s purges. The area around Tetsui in particular had become uninhabited, with most of the villages destroyed and the riboku withered.


People wouldn’t settle in a town without a riboku. In administrative terms, they were deemed abandoned and cut off from financial assistance. The towns along the road repaired the buildings and achieved a degree of revitalization. But for the time being, with no one left to till the soil, winter had turned the farms into a frozen wasteland.


By the sixth day of their journey, the tension began to mount. Off in the distance, the snow-capped Ryou’un Mountain appeared through the haze. This was Mount Hakurou of the city of Hakurou. The mountain coming into view normally meant they’d be close enough to see a corresponding ramping up of security, with increasing numbers of gendarmes posted on every street corner.


But none of that was on display in Bun Province. No one challenged them when they entered a town. Security patrols were nowhere in sight. In fact, the deserted streets looked no different than those in any other city. It was apparent at a glance that the arm of the government did not even extend that far. The many refugees gathered under shelters and windbreaks, where they huddled together on a single straw mat around a fire.


“Abandoned to their own devices—and here at Asen’s knee,” Risai said, a puzzled look in her eyes as they took in their surroundings.


Seishi nodded. “I’d heard the rumors. It looks like they’re true.”


Seishi had also kept his distance from Hakurou. Reports that there were no special security measures in force reached his ears, but he hadn’t given them much credence. The circuit he’d traveled with the shin’nou was confined to the territory around Rin’u, so he didn’t have any first-hand knowledge about Hakurou. He’d heard through the shin’nou grapevine that public morals were on the wane, and believed he could naturally expect to see the authorities making at least a reasonable effort to maintain the rule of law.


“But if you stop to think about it, tight security would make it difficult to carry on a trade in unlicensed stones. The existence of the black market itself could be taken as proof of the decay in civil order.”


Nevertheless, they still took care to avoid the security checkpoints as they drew closer to Hakurou.


There wasn’t any good way to avoid the prying eyes of other travelers. But for good or ill, these were the coldest months of the year in Bun Province. Everyone was wearing the same layers of mantles and overcoats with hats and caps pulled low over the eyes. More than a few had scarves wrapped around their mouths and noses. At this rate, nobody could identify anybody.


Entering Hakurou itself would mean submitting to a passport check. But Risai, like Taiki, carried traveling papers both from Touka and from the Kingdom of Kei under different names, so that wasn’t a problem. Moreover, Gamon Temple was located outside the Hakurou barrier wall.


“Built thanks to the wasteful extravagance of Emperor Kyou,” Risai muttered, glancing up at the majestic structures of the temple. Her breath escaped from the gaps in her scarf in white puffs that froze to her eyelashes.


The city circled the base of Mount Hakurou. Located outside a crook in the barrier wall, the temple gardens filled the bottom of a valley bracketed by steep ridges. The soaring towers of the enormous gate that sealed off the entrance to the valley came into view. High walls circled the compound to the right and left, blocking much of the view beyond. The sculpted landscape spread out along the valley floor. Toward the far end of the valley, barely visible off in the distance, multistoried pagodas dotted the side of the mountain.


Risai nodded to herself. Situated along the valley channel were what appeared to be Buddhist or Taoist temples of various sizes, hardly the gardens of a country manor.


“Hoyou spends most of the year here at Gamon Temple. It’d be no exaggeration to say she’s spending her retirement expanding the real estate, constructing her own mountain villa of the gods.”


“Like she’s the Queen Mother of the West,” Risai said.


But in that moment, Risai felt a cold chill. She had once been granted an audience with the Queen Mother of the West. Because the Queen Mother granted requests for children, she was adored as the great mother of them all. But Risai found her to be a goddess as cold and heartless as a stone.


What kind of woman is this?


Ki’itsu requested a meeting, using the name Fukyuu Temple to establish his bona fides. After an interminable wait in one of the buildings attached to the gate, they were finally led to one of the even bigger towers in front of the gate.


The way the strange stone pagoda blocked the view of the valley, it more resembled a gigantic spirit wall.


“Is this part of the original structure?” Risai asked in a low voice.


Ki’itsu wasn’t sure himself. “This is the first time I’ve been here. But I don’t think it was part of the temple.”


Risai nodded. Like a Buddhist temple or a Taoist temple or, for that matter, a government building, the structure had a form and a structure characteristic to its use and purpose. These high pagodas did not fit the pattern. The buildings at the ends of the two wings all had three floors and high ceilings, and were built such that they jutted outwards. The snow-covered roofs perched awkwardly atop the tall and angular structures almost as an afterthought.


The double roofs rising above the corners of the large central roof and buildings, and the far ends of the wings, must be watch towers. The watch towers were connected by a low hanging roof. The bare stone surface of the outer walls disappeared beneath brightly painted engravings of birds and flowers.


Blue dragons wrapped around the red stone pillars attached to the outer wall, columns that appeared more ornamental than structural. The garish metal fittings decorating the huge doors traced out patterns of dragons soaring amidst dreamy landscapes of smoke and clouds.


Ostentation was the word that rose up in Risai’s thoughts. The empty displays of wealth and vanity covered every square inch, down to the walls, the roofs and doors, and the iron latticework shutters over the windows.


To the right and left of the gardens, connecting the gate towers to the main pagoda facing the entranceway, were smaller buildings that resembled shrine halls. They crossed a courtyard, neatly swept clean of snow, to one of these side halls.


Seishi and Houto remained there. Accompanied by Kyoshi and Ki’itsu, wearing their Taoist robes, Risai proceeded to the pagoda. They were shown inside the pagoda by a woman, a maidservant, based on her garb.


The interior of the pagoda differed little from the exterior. The floral decor covered the walls and pillars. Everywhere they looked there were more ornamental vases and sculptures and folding screens covered with gemstones mounted in intricate bas-relief fretwork. All this pomp and splendor served no apparent function except to put the owner’s wealth on display.


They strode down a long reception hall that was as warm as it was extravagant. Through a large engraved door, covered with gold leaf and precious stones, the building continued on. The floor and walls here were tiled with white stone. Trimmed in red and gold, this must be the main hall.


Tall, narrow doors were set into the facing wall. The courtyard beyond was visible through the glass panes, landscaped with an arbor and massive, curiously-shaped boulders.


Sitting with her back to the windows must be Hoyou herself. She appeared to be a woman of around fifty. Pale-skinned and plump. The figure of a kindly mother, except for the luxurious clothing, the priceless jewelry, and more than anything else, the cunning glint in her eyes that utterly betrayed her outward appearance.


“So what business does Fukyuu Temple have with me?” Hoyou asked with a soft smile as she lounged on the luxurious ottoman.


Ki’itsu handed her a letter of introduction and offered her a polite bow, his left hand clasped around his right fist. “We are grateful for granting us an audience.”


He proceeded to formally introduce himself and the rest of their party. The two of them exchanged a few harmless platitudes. The pleasantries continued on for a while, when Hoyou finally said in an expectant tone of voice, “And so?”


Now Ki’itsu put on a more serious face. “In fact, my companions are searching for someone. They heard from various sources that refugees have been trading in gemstones under your auspices.”


“Oh, nonsense.” Hoyou held a bejeweled fan to her mouth and laughed. “A government permit is required to mine precious stones. Those poor refugees could not possibly get their hands on the necessary licenses.”


“Ah, yes. I apologize. Supposing that such transactions were going on, we did not come here to find fault with those actions. The refugees require their daily sustenance too, if they wish to survive these hard times. Were Hoyou-sama helping out in such a manner, Fukyuu Temple would only offer its thanks.”


“How broadminded of you,” Hoyou said, a smile rising to her red lips. “However, it is our policy not to accept unlicensed stones. In any case, considering the taxes levied on traded stones by the imperial and provincial governments, even if pursuant to charitable ends, it would be highly remiss of us to go around flaunting the law.”


In the face of this brazen display of feigned ignorance, Ki’itsu only answered, “Oh, is that so?”


Then he said, “As I mentioned a moment ago, we are searching for somebody. We have reason to believe there are refugees in the stone trade who might have knowledge of that person’s whereabouts. But precisely because they are refugees, we have no good idea of how to get in contact with them. We were hoping to avail ourselves of the good offices of a person with connections among the refugees.”


“If that is the reason behind your visit, then you have come on a fool’s errand. I would think the good folk of Fukyuu Temple would be much more familiar with any goings-on in the refugee community.”


There’s no need to guess at what she means by that, Risai thought. That Fukyuu Temple sheltered refugees was known even in these parts. Hoyou was wondering aloud why they weren’t asking those refugees. Because there must be something they weren’t telling her.


Hoyou said with a theatrical laugh, “Didn’t you hear? I retired. I spend my time tending to my gardens. I have no interest in the materialistic world.”


“And what wonderful gardens they are.”


“Alas, the gardens are still very much a work in progress. I hope you will visit again when they are done so I can show off the finished product.”


In contrast to her words, her attitude made clear the contempt Hoyou had for Ki’itsu and the rest of them.


Against her better judgment, Risai blurted out in a no less sardonic tone of voice, “You certainly have not spared any expense.”


“Please. Not at all.”


“The Fu clan are the wealthiest merchants in Bun Province. Thanks to the preferential treatment given you by Emperor Kyou.”


Hoyou smiled, and the disdain was clear on her face. “Emperor Kyou was so gracious as to become a regular customer of ours.” She added with shameless pride, “He took a liking to our product line. If we told him we made something for His Highness, he purchased it sight unseen.”


“At a generous markup for yourselves.”


“Of course. He was always happy to meet our asking price. A much appreciated and valued client.” She stated matter-of-factly, “Sure, we could have gotten on our high horses and thumbed our noses at those opportunities. In which case, worse bureaucrats would have handed the business to worse merchants than ourselves. As long as the wealth was getting spread around, better it fall into the hands of those who knew how to use it best.”


“Who knew how to use it best, eh?” Risai said, glancing around at the gaudy excess surrounding them.


“The poor do take great pains to gather up stones that we strike a hard bargain to acquire. Be that as it may, as long as they are put to good use, all’s well that ends well in our books.” Hoyou smiled softly and sat back in the ottoman. She again pressed the fan her mouth and narrowed her eyes as if looking down at them from a command height. “I decide what is good and what is not.”


Her tone of voice changed. Risai didn’t respond. Whatever did not appeal to this woman’s self-interest simply escaped her notice. No argument was going to change her mind otherwise.


“Of course, we’ve been trading in stones. And we will continue to do so.” Hoyou said with a hearty laugh, “It’s the charitable thing to do, right? The quality of the shipments we’re bringing in from other gem fountains means we don’t really need the stones the refugees manage to scrape together. But like you said, they have to put food on the table too.”


Hoyou added, “We are always keeping an eye on our margins. Buying low and selling high is the foundation of all business. Sellers spread the word around about how we bargain down the price. But if they were really dissatisfied with our terms, they would take their product to another trading house. They can complain all they want if they keep coming to us. It’s all good.”


“And if there aren’t any other trading houses?”


“Well, that is a possibility.” Hoyou raised her voice and laughed again. “Not many merchants take shipments with no questions asked about the provenance. Though please don’t take that to mean we are flaunting the law. We simply do not press them about how they came into their possession. If they show up with stones, we assume they have the necessary permits. After all, you can’t mine or transport precious stones without a government license. Were we to start nitpicking and raising doubts, it would inevitably come back to hurt the business.”


That itself was not against the law, and no basis for outside criticism, Hoyou insisted. As far as she was concerned, the refugees who showed up to sell the stones they’d acquired were her customers. The polite thing to do was not ask too many questions and hand over the money.


“Were a conversation to go off on an odd tangent, about the strange provenance of a particular stone, somebody might end up saying something they shouldn’t. That’s why most of our buyers never meet face to face with the sellers. They stick to the business at hand, like they’re told. So they’re not likely to be privy to whatever rumors are going around amongst the refugees, or to learn any of their names or faces.”


Hoyou let out a dramatic sigh. “It is most unfortunate that you came all this way for nothing.”


She smiled sweetly and raised her hand in a beckoning gesture. She called out to the maidservant who had withdrawn to a corner of the hall, “Our guests will be leaving now.”


The maidservant hurried over. At the same time, several manservants appeared at the doors behind them. Together they hustled Risai, Ki’itsu, and Kyoshi out of the room and out of the building to where Seishi and Houto were waiting. And then with superficial politeness, they were summarily evicted from the premises and left outside the gate in the freezing cold.


“Well, that was interesting,” Ki’itsu said with a sardonic shake of his head.


Houto asked what happened and Kyoshi explained with an equally wry smile of his own. “That woman is a piece of work. I think formidable is the word I’m looking for.”


In any case, the best option left to them now was to make their own inquiries at the trading houses. They’d planned to see Hakurou up close all along. Kyoshi and Houto could check out the Fu shops by themselves if necessary.


As they trudged down the snowy-packed road to Hakurou, Risai said, “We might not have gotten anything useful anything out of her, but I still have to wonder if Hoyou knows more than she’s letting on.”


“Do you think she’s hiding something?” Seishi asked with heightened interest.


Risai shook her head. “I couldn’t say if she’s hiding information we want to know. But she’s bound to be keeping a lot close to the vest. Maybe some clandestine deals even shadier than her usual schemes.”


“Is that really all that’s going on?” said Kyoshi. When Risai cast a questioning look over her shoulder, he added, “I looked around the place the best I could while you two were talking. There is something off about the whole estate.”


“Something off?”


“You could see the courtyard through the windows. The arbor and the rock garden mostly blocked the view. Beyond them I could make out what looked like a wooded courtyard. And in the distance, more buildings with people going in and out. Laborers and tradesmen, they all looked alike.”


“So the buildings are under construction?”


“All the stranger, given a villa that luxurious. You’d expect the servants to wear clothing appropriate to their surroundings. The maidservant who served as our guide was wearing whatever luxurious clothing the wealthy dress the hired help in these days. But we encountered servants like that only at the gate tower and the reception hall. The rest looked like common laborers and tradesmen trundling in and out of buildings that did not appear to be under construction. More like it was a manufacturing facility of some sort.”


“A manufacturing facility—”


While Risai pondered the scene being described, Seishi said, “Speaking of which, there were a few odd things that caught my attention as well. The main building facing the gate tower is constructed entirely out of stone. That huge structure might be better described as a parapet with an unobstructed view of the courtyard.”


“It does lend itself to that impression.”


Seishi said, “And not only that. I took a look around while we were waiting in the side hall. The front courtyard from the gate tower to the main building is a completely enclosed space. It’s pretty large and the layout is fairly complicated. But that courtyard and the corridor passing through it are sealed off from the rest of the compound.”


In addition, he pointed out, “The doors to that main building appeared to be bronze. They are engraved and decorated with gold leaf and bear all the hallmarks of the rest of the luxurious excess. But there is nothing normal about a solid bronze door. The windows overlooking the front courtyard are located high on the walls. They are also embellished with engravings and gold and silver trim. And covered with sturdy iron latticework shutters. The windows without shutters are too small for a man to crawl through.”


“That definitely is the case.”


“The overbuilt and reinforced main building and corridors are more like a castle, which makes the front courtyard a barbican. The typical barbican projects beyond the castle walls. This one carves out a space inside the barrier wall but would function the same.”


“So when an enemy charges through the gate into the front courtyard, they can be attacked from all directions.”


Seishi nodded. “Think about it in that context, and the small windows would function as the equivalent of parapets, with archers firing down on the courtyard from the mezzanine floor.”


Risai glanced over her shoulder at the buildings behind them. Was Gamon Temple preparing to defend itself against an attack?




They returned to the main road. They changed the plans they had for the day and instead kept an eye out for roads leading to Gamon Temple. Trudging through the snow, they climbed to one of the nearby peaks overlooking the temple. From where they were standing, not all of the temple proper came into view. They could see the luxurious gardens and the line of large and small buildings, but the people entering the leaving the buildings were too far away to make out what they were wearing.


There didn’t seem to be all that many people visiting Gamon Temple itself and not that many milling around inside. They did observe a wagon train of three carts rolling through the gates. As far as they could tell, the carts weren’t carrying building or landscaping materials. Rather, firmly packed wooden boxes and heavy ones at that. A good guess was these were shipments of raw gemstones, though others looked like they contained large amounts of charcoal.


“Maybe for a stove or hearth?”


“You mean, a sleeping hearth?”


A sleeping hearth heated the room by channeling smoke from a fire beneath the floor. The main hall they’d passed through had been warm enough that they didn’t need to wear their overcoats. It would not be unusual for someone as wealthy as Hoyou to heat the entire building using the same kind of apparatus.


“I don’t think so. You see how big and tall that smokestack is? You wouldn’t need something of that size for a sleeping hearth. Those are the dimensions you’d need to produce very high heat.”


“Very high heat,” Risai echoed.


Kyoshi nodded. “For example, to smelt metals, perhaps as part of the ore refining process.”


Unbelievable, Risai muttered to herself.


Mines and the management of the extracted ore fell under the authority of the Ministry of Earth. The administration of the mines themselves belonged in the portfolio of the Suijin, the Minister of Land Management and Construction, while the transportation of extracted ore was the province of the Shishi in the Ministry of Earth.


However, because the metals produced during the refining process could just as easily be made into currency as into weapons for the military, their disposition could not be left up to the whims of market forces. Thus, refining and metal production fell under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Heaven. Two completely different ministries with two completely separate lines of authority. Nobody was allowed to wear both hats at the same time.


Traders who handled gemstones could also deal in ore. But they could not refine the ore. Hoyou was doing both. Everything about this business was illegal.


“But, of course. Another one of her black-market operations.”


Gamon Temple was encircled by formidable defenses. Because of the great amount of wealth stored there, it would be fair to say. But that wasn’t as compelling a reason as running an illegal metal refinery and foundry.


“Right here in the shadow of Hakurou?” said an amazed Houto. “A mere stone’s throw away?”


“They must have bribed the right corrupt government officials. Or they are actively conspiring with people in high places.”


The government didn’t turn corrupt overnight. During the past six years, bureaucrats and politicians alike had free rein to pursue their own self-interests.




Accompanied by Ki’itsu, Risai and Seishi returned to an inn in a town on the road not far from Hakurou. Kyoshi and Houto continued on to Hakurou, where they rented rooms. The next day, just to make sure, they staked out the Hoyou boutique. It was located in the center of the city. No refugees got anywhere near the place.


Obviously, they reported back to Risai, the trade in unlicensed stones was left to branch stores that were specially equipped to handle it.


“How many branch stores there are and where they are located is anybody’s guess,” Risai mused as they left the inn. “If the rumors hold true, even if there are refugees coming and going, we would have no idea about the where or the when.”


“That’s right,” said Seishi. He hushed his voice. “As expected, we’re being watched.”


Risai looked around with a nonchalant glance. The two men were casting sidelong looks at them from an alleyway next to a nearby shop. They stood there, hunched over in the cold.


They’d picked up the tail returning from the ridge overlooking Gamon Temple. Halfway down the mountain, they noticed the two men lurking in the tall grass alongside the path. Risai and Seishi exchanged looks and feigned ignorance of their presence.


The men stuck with them all the way to the inn. At first, Risai wondered if they were familiar with her background and wanted status, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The two didn’t behave like regular gendarmes and certainly weren’t any good at being spies. They were amateurs at best.


“Gamon Temple, you think?” Seishi asked.


Risai nodded. That was the conclusion she came to as well. Gamon Temple had dispatched a couple of underlings to keep an eye on them.


“It’s looking more and more like something shady is going on here.”


As long as they weren’t gendarmes, Risai had nothing to worry about. Gamon Temple was obviously on guard about whatever it was up to, and Risai was curious to see just how on guard. She and Seishi pretended they weren’t there. Then the day before, one of the two men skulking about near the inn was replaced by a new face. Which suggested that Gamon Temple was intent on seeing this stakeout through to the end.


The spies continued to spell each other off and tailed them around the city until they returned to Rin’u. Although no longer watching them around the clock, it wasn’t long before they noticed the same men loitering around their home base in Rin’u, still keeping an eye on them.


	Chapter 28


[12-3] Once again, the expedition ended with no useful new clues.


The five of them returned from Hakurou in the face of a biting cold wind that did nothing to raise their spirits. Along the way, they kept their eyes peeled for Fu Hoyou branch stores and their ears open for rumors about activities related to the Fu clan, but came up empty there too.


The fatigue accumulated over a fruitless journey was hard to shed. The cold wind soaked into the bones.


Kan’you Mountain, Ginsen and its ruined neighboring villages, and now Hakurou. Their searches had yielded nothing to date. What they grasped instead was how miserable conditions were in Tai—


The rack and ruin that created the land gangs, and the sad state of affairs that allowed the land gangs to keep holding territory. The tough lives that even the land gangs led. The refugees that resorted to stone hunting, knowing the dangers, and when they at last made a valuable find, were robbed and killed as a reward for their efforts.


That was the present-day reality of Tai—a family with no place to run who hid out in an abandoned village and starved to death—all the illegal businesses that profited off refugees in such desperate straits.


The devastation was there to see in all the towns they passed on their journeys. Remnants of the ravages of war, refugees camped out wherever they could find shelter, snow covering fallow land dotted with graves. Lawlessness ran rampant and the corruption left its mark on the people. There were no signs of this pervasive crookedness ever being corrected.


A righteous emperor did not reign.


Nevertheless, however grueling, life went on. The people safeguarded their daily lives with all their hearts and souls as the dark shadows mercilessly closed in on them from all sides.


Risai returned to Rin’u with those thoughts on her mind. She went to see Hien for the first time in a long time and lavished attention on her before returning to the house.


They had a visitor.


“There’s something that’s been bothering me,” said the old man. Their visitor was the shin’nou, Shuukou.


“Something’s been bothering you?” Risai asked in turn.


Just then, the back door opened and a voice full of good cheer called out, “Shuukou, isn’t it? It’s been a while.”


“Seishi-dono,” Shuukou said, a smile rising to his old and worn face. “How are you doing?”


“I’m doing fine, in no small part thanks to you. More importantly, you look in good health too.”


Shuukou laughed and nodded. And then took note of the curious looks directed at him. “Seishi-dono got here just in time. Do you remember, a while back, talking about this town where something seemed a bit off?”


“A town?” Seishi furrowed his brows and stared off into space, searching his memories.


“A small town not far from Kohaku. Rouan.”


Seishi frowned and drew his brows all the more. Finally, he made the connection and raised his voice. “That town with quite a few wounded people.”


Shuukou responded with a big bob of his head.


“Wounded?” the rest of them murmured.


“Southeast of Kan’you Mountain, heading into the hills from Sokou brings you to the shire castle town of Kohaku. The troubles in Bun Province started there six years ago.”


“The land gangs occupied Kohaku. That was the spark that started the whole conflagration.”


“That it was,” Seishi agreed. “The land gangs running the Koumon gemstone mine in the mountains near Kohaku started the troubles, that began in earnest when they spilled into Kohaku and ended up occupying the shire castle. The Koumon land gangs had long been a rude and rowdy bunch, and the surrounding towns, including Kohaku, suffered because of the violence. Level land is in short supply, with few prospects of large enough lots to farm. The area was never wealthy to begin with. Even with the gemstone mines, the only benefit was that the land gangs holed up there and left them alone. But when they inevitably ran short on food, they’d force their way into the villages and shake them down for supplies while paying next to nothing.”


Shuukou added, “That’s how Kohaku got drawn into the mayhem. All the collateral damage to start with, and after that, the purges laid waste to the region. Some towns and villages were wiped out. Others ceased to function properly after being overwhelmed by refugees. Among them, Rouan managed to escape with relatively little damage.”


“It’s in the middle of the mountains, on a high plateau not far from Kohaku. They’ve terraced narrow strips of farmland one atop each other into the rocky mountainside.”


“What about this village?” Risai asked.


“It’s always been a poor village perched on the top of the mountain. Even the Koumon land gangs hardly bothered raiding the village. You could call its location advantageous due to the sheer difficulty getting there. But because of that, the chaos that came later mostly passed it by. That’s the kind of place it is. The damage inflicted on the surrounding villages resulted in large numbers of refugees, but again, probably because of its location, they avoided getting overwhelmed. That’s not to say there are none at all. I heard a small number of refugees made their way to the village and weren’t turned away. There never were many landowners there, and with the decrease in population in the wake of the chaos in Bun Province, they welcomed more able workers.”


“Were there any wounded among the refugees?”


“Hold on,” Shuukou said, raising his hand. “A little patience. I’m getting to that. The refugees and the residents have come to reasonable accommodations. Though the damage from the fighting was light, it’s been a poor village going way back and hard to get to. That hasn’t changed. Perhaps because many of the refugees there were burned out of their homes, I saw a small increase in the need for salves and ointments and convalescent medicines from before. I understood the circumstances and visited whenever I could. Enough time has passed since then that the demand is no longer there. Now they ask for the same medicines for fevers and stomach aches as any other village. Household medicines. These days, I can pretty much put together the order ahead of time. Given a certain population, they will need this much of this and that much of that. It comes down to simple rules of thumb. You stick at this job long enough and a shin’nou gets good at sizing up the situation, the same way the route sticks in your mind after you’ve walked it for a while. You’ve got to know what is and isn’t necessary when you end up with that patient with a unique illness.”


Risai nodded and silently urged him to continue.


“Except in Rouan, the numbers never added up. For a village of that size, the number of people you saw around and about didn’t match the amount of medicine I was delivering. One way or another, more people were living there than were listed on the books. That alone wasn’t unusual. Or rather, it’s the kind of thing you see more or less everywhere in Bun Province. If you take in refugees, the population of the place is going to grow. But maybe you make sure that information doesn’t reach the tax collectors. Or businesses take root that nobody talks about in public. Villages that are home to members of the land gangs and their ilk, villages where unregistered drifters and refugees gather to trade and barter off the books—those are the kind of places we’re talking about.”


“This is turning into a most interesting tale.”


“These are the places where the size of the village and the amount of medicine you’re bringing in don’t add up on paper, where what you’re seeing with your own two eyes isn’t what they’re saying. You’ve got people living there who aren’t on the census records. Hence the mismatch.”


“What about when the head count is smaller than you expect?”


“Then we’re probably talking about certain individuals with a price on their heads, righteous vigilantes or plain old rebels who can’t afford to show their faces in public. Especially if the residents aren’t supposed to know they exist, then even if the population of the village matches up with what your eyes can see, you’re going to end up selling more medicine than the numbers would suggest. Rouan is that kind of village.”


“Plain old rebels—”


“Hardly out of the ordinary in Bun Province. In particular, there are places around Kohaku that helped soldiers of the Imperial Army go underground after the troubles in Bun Province. Back when this all began, it was the Imperial Army that rescued Kohaku from the land gangs, so they were already well disposed toward them. Quite a few felt a deep debt of gratitude especially to the Palace Guard of the Center.”


“The Palace of the Center—that was Eishou’s army.”


Shuukou nodded. “They were the first to arrive on the scene and lend a helping hand. Word got around how the Army of the Center did right by them. Because of that, many villages took in the soldiers. But as a result, those villages got caught up the purges. For the good of the villages, those soldiers often fled on their own. But the purges never reached Rouan. They might still be hiding people there, though as far as I know, nothing has emerged that could confirm those suppositions.”


“Soldiers of the Imperial Army?”


“I don’t know. Shin’nou like me who visit the village on a regular basis get requests for this or that the next time we’re in town. Sometimes the list includes whetstones and stone oil, items you’d associate with the care and maintenance of weapons. I couldn’t say whether we’re talking about soldiers or something else, but I do think there’s a military connection there. Not many, I don’t think. Even if there were enough to qualify as many, we’re talking a dozen or so, not hundreds.”


Picking up where Shuukou left off, Seishi added, “Hearing these stories, and hoping I might run across surviving elements of the Imperial Army, I went with him on several occasions and looked around the town. Maybe I’d recognize somebody there or someone lying low there would notice me. But I didn’t get any reactions at all, even when broaching the subject as indirectly as possible.”


“Unfortunately,” Shuukou said with an equivocal smile. “If people are hiding in the village, they’re not likely to be soldiers. Probably residents of other villages that were targets of the purges. Fearing a renewal of the purges, they stay out of the public eye. The villagers themselves hide them out of good will and their own self-interest. I was pretty sure that was the case in Rouan too. Except there is that unusual demand for salves and ointments in Rouan. Perhaps because people there are recuperating from serious wounds.”


“Serious wounds—” Risai murmured, leaning forward.


“Based on the use and consumption of the medicines, I imagine a person or persons there must have been gravely injured. When I asked around, the villagers insisted that there was no one like that there, which only leads me to believe they are hiding someone who was badly injured. And while the exact amounts have gone up and down, the demand has continued for these past six years. That person has not fully recovered. However—”


Shuukou lowered his voice. “The last time I visited Rouan, the volume of salves and ointments was much less. The demand for convalescent and nutritional medicines were down as well. It appears they don’t need them anymore. And not only that. When I ventured into a nearby neighborhood, I was asked if I could procure a half dozen swords or spears.”


“Swords or spears—”


Risai’s expression stiffened and Kyoshi felt his heart skip a beat. A person with serious wounds, who had required medical treatment over a long period of time, and then didn’t anymore. And now, instead of medicine, they wanted weapons.


“Let’s check it out.”


“Not so fast,” Seishi said with a restraining gesture. “The villagers are already a wary bunch, and took all kinds of precautions hiding this individual. Sticking our noses in without cause could be dangerous. They could just as easily point us in the wrong direction. Let’s have Shuukou deliver the swords. I’ll accompany him. I’ve already visited on several occasions as Shuukou’s apprentice.”


“We would greatly appreciate it,” Risai said with a bow. She turned to Shuukou. “Any preferences about the swords and spears?”


“As long as it cuts well. If you can’t get your hands on winter weapons, then anything with a good edge will do. That’s what they told me. As far as the costs are concerned, money is no object.”


All the more suspicious, Kyoshi thought, clenching his fists. A poor village on the frontier shouldn’t have access to financial resources like that. And no villager needed winter weapons for ordinary self-defense. Whatever or whomever they were hiding, they probably weren’t members of the land gangs or vigilantes. They had to be soldiers. Based on previous discussions, possibly a remnant of the Imperial Army.


Badly wounded six years before and on the mend ever since.


Searching his thoughts for an answer, he let his gaze wander. His eyes met Houto’s. As if sharing the same thoughts, Houto nodded.


The possibility was definitely there.


	Chapter 29


[12-4] Risai and Seishi commenced an expedited search for swords that fit the buyer’s requirements. Two days later, weapons in hand, Seishi and Shuukou set off for Rouan. Traveling there took two days on horseback. Several long days would elapse before they got back to Rin’u. The wait could stretch out if they encountered blizzard conditions along the way.


At times like this, it really stung not being able to use the far too conspicuous kijuu.


Three days later, still impatiently awaiting their return, Ki’itsu stopped by for the first time in a while. No storms waited on the horizon. The air had been bitingly cold, though the snow wasn’t deep enough to impede a determined traveler. The day as well was suffused with a soft light and the freezing temperatures moderated somewhat by the time he arrived.


So his flustered countenance could not be attributed to the weather.


“Did something happen?”


In response to Risai’s question, Ki’itsu averted his gaze and didn’t respond. He appeared to be struggling for the proper response.


“Ki’itsu? What’s the matter?”


“Actually—” Ki’itsu started to say, and again couldn’t finish the sentence. “Today, I caught a rather severe scolding from Jokan-sama.”


When Risai responded with a quizzical expression, Ki’itsu raised his head and said with what could only be described as a cornered look on face, “Risai-sama, please don’t get upset at the question I’m going to ask you. Where exactly is the Taiho?”


Asked straight out like this, Risai was hard pressed to answer. She couldn’t simply say, “I don’t know.”


As she struggled in silence, Ki’itsu said, “Risai-sama, when you came here, Enchou-sama at Zui’un Temple prepared papers for you. The Taiho was with you at the time. But in fact—”


“That is—” Risai started to say. Her voice trailed off.


Kyoshi said, “The plan in the beginning was for him to accompany us. But we came under more scrutiny in Bun Province than expected and judged it too dangerous to go on together. More specifically, we hoped to relocate the Taiho to a safer place in the meantime. We couldn’t afford to have anything to go wrong at that juncture.”


Risai nodded with obvious relief. Except Ki’itsu didn’t look at all convinced.


“Do you fully concur with the truth of what Kyoshi is saying, Risai-sama?”


“Ah—”


“Are the Taiho and Risai-sama actually acting with the same objectives in mind?”


Kyoshi stared at him. Was Ki’itsu suggesting that Risai only using Taiki’s name to advance her own agenda? Ki’itsu’s question surely aroused a similar reaction from Risai, for she drew her brows in obvious displeasure.


“What do you mean by that?”


“I apologize.” Ki’itsu hung his head. “I trust Risai-sama, and Kyoshi and Houto too. I don’t believe you are lying. Without any reason to harbor doubts, it never occurred to me to ask why the Taiho was not with you. However, Jokan-sama reprimanded me for not confirming the details.”


“So Jokan-sama has his doubts?”


“No, well, that’s now how I would phrase it.” Flustered, Ki’itsu groped for the right words. His shoulders slumped in resignation. “No, I’m not sure how to say this.”


He wrung his hands for a long moment as he organized his thoughts. He raised his head. “Risai-sama, in fact, an urgent dispatch arrived from a Taoist temple in Zui Province. It seems too preposterous to believe, but—”


“Preposterous?”


Ki’itsu nodded. “Asen has been chosen as emperor and the enthronement will soon take place.”


Risai stared at him in utter disbelief. “Nonsense!” she exclaimed. “That is impossible!”


Kyoshi and Houto exchanged glances. The bewilderment was clear on Houto’s face as well.


Houto said, “In the past, he was often described as the provisional emperor. It was said he would formally be made emperor, though no actual enthronement took place. Is that what we’re talking about here?”


Kyoshi seconded Houto’s summation. Asen’s imminent accession had once been all everybody talked about. As a matter of fact, upon the abdication of the rightful emperor, a provision emperor often filled the role. Whether a formal ceremony resembling an enthronement took place was up to him. But the intention to accede to the throne was made public.


In Asen’s case, though rumors of his imminent accession abounded, no actual announcement was ever forthcoming. In the past, no one understood why. But now they did. Because Gyousou hadn’t passed away, the provision emperor could not possibly be officially acknowledged as the actual emperor.


In any event, whenever the kingdom wished to do something officially, an official proclamation was required, and that proclamation must bear the Imperial Seal. Even if the document was prepared and signed by a scribe, it still must carry the Imperial Seal, that only the emperor could use and none other than the rightful emperor could apply. When the right emperor died, the engraved impression on the seal disappeared, leaving a smooth surface behind.


As a result, during the era of an empty throne, the seal was unusable. The feet of the White Pheasant from the prior dynasty, after it uttered its final cry, were used instead. Kyoshi had heard that when the feet were removed from the dead White Pheasant, over time they turned to gold and were used instead of the Imperial Seal.


Except the White Pheasant hadn’t uttered its final cry, and remained in full possession of its feet. Neither had the Imperial Seal lost its mark. Asen had no way to apply the seal to anything. In short, Asen could not make any kind of official proclamation. That was why he hadn’t formally assumed the post of provisional emperor.


But Ki’itsu shook his head. “Not the provisional emperor. The new emperor. We heard the Taiho chose Asen as the new emperor and the official enthronement will take place in the near future. Risai-sama, surely this information must be mistaken.”


“Of course, it’s mistaken,” Risai declared. “The Taiho can’t possibly be in Kouki and couldn’t possibly have chosen Asen as the emperor. The emperor of Tai is Gyousou-sama. That hasn’t changed. There is no reason for a new emperor.”


Kyoshi nodded. This was another deception concocted by Asen. What evil schemes must the man be dreaming up this time? Just then, horrible misgivings flashed across Kyoshi’s mind.


They did not know where Gyousou was. But as long as he was safe wherever he was, there was no need for a new emperor. But what if—


The same thought must have crossed Houto’s mind. He said in an agitated voice, “Risai-sama, you don’t think it possible that something happened to Gyousou-sama?”


Risai drew a sharp breath. “He couldn’t have!”


If the White Pheasant had fallen, with Hakkei Palace under his thumb, Asen could do whatever he wished with the bird’s feet. Heaven would surely not bestow its blessings on him, so Asen calling himself the new emperor were empty words. But he could officially seat himself upon the throne.


Kyoshi turned these thoughts over in his mind. Houto said, a taut expression on his face, “I am going to run this information by the shin’nou guild. They should be able to confirm whatever truth there might be behind the rumors.”


Before anyone could respond, Risai jumped to her feet. “I’m going to Kouki.”


“Risai-sama!” Kyoshi exclaimed, his voice rising. “That’s far too dangerous!”


“We have to get to the bottom of this.”


“If you insist, I will go. This isn’t something you can do. The risks are too high.”


“I have Hien. I can find out a lot faster.”


“No. That is one place you cannot go.”


“Wait, please.” A flustered Ki’itsu said, “The temples in the Sekirin Temple circuit know more about what’s going on in Kouki than anyone around.”


“Sekirin Temple?”


“One of the temples that belongs to the Tensan school.”


“The ones that distribute the hakushi—the white ribbons—as amulets that guarantee protection during the pilgrimage?”


Ki’itsu nodded. “The head temple is here in Rin’u. The region between Rin’u and Hakurou is home to many shrines, especially those associated with Sekirin Temple. However, due to certain regrettable circumstances, my colleagues and I cannot make direct inquiries at Sekirin Temple. I suspect you would have better luck.”


That statement was met with curious looks from his audience.


“It pains me to say so, but the temples in the Zui’un circuit and the temples in the Sekirin circuit are not on the best of terms.”


“Where in Rin’u is Sekirin Temple?”


“On top of a mountain to the northeast. Sekirin Temple devotes itself to ascetic practice and the pursuit of knowledge. However, only adherents and disciples are allowed on the premises. There are several branch temples in Rin’u. I think it best you visit one of them first.”


“We will certainly see what they have to offer.” Risai said to Houto, “In the meantime, Houto, please find out what you can from the shin’nou guild.”


	Chapter 30


[12-5] Speaking in a soft voice, Ki’itsu explained the background behind the rift. “Zui’un Temple was the first to get caught up in the purges. That’s when it started.”


They were on their way to a Sekirin Temple shrine, one of several Taoist temples conveniently located not far from the safe house.


“The Taoist temples in Kou Province agreed that Asen’s claims deserved a closer examination. Hearing the rumors, Sekirin Temple put a stop to it. It was too dangerous, they said. At the time, nobody understood what was so dangerous about a public inquiry into such a matter.”


“Common sense was on their side,” Kyoshi agreed. He and the rest of the people directly involved hadn’t sensed the slightest need for any such concerns.


“Nevertheless, the head priestess at Sekirin Temple—Moku’u-sama—insisted it was and refused to provide any direct assistance to Zui’un Temple in regards to the matter. Zui’un Temple did not heed this warning. And as a result—”


Out of consideration for Kyoshi, Ki’itsu left the rest of the sentence unsaid.


“I can’t remember any such counsel ever reaching our ears, not even rumors to that effect. I suspect our superiors didn’t think the issue was serious enough to warrant their further attention. At the time, I would have probably dismissed such concerns as people spouting off about strange stories and the like.”


On Ki’itsu’s advice, Kyoshi set aside his monk’s robes for the first time in a long while and borrowed a more conventional coat and cloak from Houto. This clothing was certainly warmer, though wearing it left him feeling a bit out of sorts.


“At the time, none of us would have been surprised if our inquiry resulted in a rockier relationship with the kingdom, but we never imagined we were risking our lives.”


“A totally natural reaction, and after the tragedy struck Zui’un Temple, all the more reason for the associated temples in Bun Province to wonder what Sekirin Temple knew and what led them to conclude we were pursuing a dangerous course.”


Sekirin Temple had long kept its fingers on the pulse of the latest goings on in Kouki. A big reason was that, in the beginning, Emperor Kyou himself favored the Tensan sect. Though it later distanced itself from Emperor Kyou, it enjoyed a long history of imperial patronage.


Moreover, Sekiran Temple had distinguished itself from the start by rejecting the teachings and practices of other Buddhist and Taoist institutions. In basic terms, employing the technology and medicinal rites that sprang from the development of herbal medicines, those temples and monasteries earnestly served their adherents.


In appreciation, their adherents visited the temples and gave alms. In other words, the growth of these temples and monasteries was a product of their close relations with the laity.


But as far as Sekirin Temple was concerned, the purpose of Taoism was to master the creeds and doctrines. In order to accomplish that, they prioritized the pursuit of knowledge and ascetic practice above all else.


“I wouldn’t say they were wrong, but—”


But their lack of discretion too often culminated in claims that other sects were “currying favor with the laity in order to line their pockets.” Criticisms of this sort couldn’t help but arouse bad feelings, especially from those who insisted that serving the people was the essence of Taoism.


Sekirin Temple making light of those activities and rejecting out of hand religious teachings at odds with its own only prompted their critics to declare in rebuttal that what they were preaching was not true Taoism.


“The antagonism has been there all along. Except that and the way Sekirin Temple privileges its own doctrines over everything else in no way accounts for why it should be so familiar with conditions in Kouki. The explanation inevitably offered up is that if the other sects curry favor with the people, well, then Sekirin Temple curries favor with the powerful.”


“I don’t suppose the critics are ever going to stop reminding everybody they once enjoyed Emperor Kyou’s patronage.”


“Unfortunately, no,” Ki’itsu said, his shoulders slumping. “And because of that antagonism, Sekirin Temple refused to participate in the inquiry initiated by Zui’un Temple. After the purges, more misguided rumors began to circulate.”


“Namely that Sekirin Temple was in Asen’s back pocket?”


“Exactly.”


Observing the unscathed temples in the Sekirin circuit, such cutting comments were common among the survivors of the other sects who endured such enormous sacrifices. The rumors took on a life of their own. Because Sekiran Temple had been joined at the hip with the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, people expected they were on equally friendly terms with Asen.


“This notion that those connections persisted after Emperor Kyou and then reattached themselves once again to Asen is nothing more than rash speculation.”


“Ah, because Gyousou-sama was essentially the opposite of Emperor Kyou, that makes Asen the new Emperor Kyou?”


“Something like that. Having thrived under the patronage of Emperor Kyou, Sekirin Temple must have the secret support of Asen. For every person who harbors such suspicions, there are those who go even further and assert that Sekirin Temple was behind the destruction of Zui’un Temple.”


“In light of all this, how would you characterize the actual state of affairs?” Risai asked.


Ki’itsu waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “It is so much nonsense. I do not believe that Sekirin Temple is conspiring with Asen. The patronage of Emperor Kyou is a story that belongs to the past. It has nothing to do with Moku’u-sama, the current head priestess. Moku’u-sama has always been a woman of deep and abiding faith, a person of great character.”


But having long ago split into warring camps, with careless people on both sides striking out with thoughtless words, the deep rift between Sekirin Temple and the other sects showed no signs of ever healing today.


“Jokan-sama is profoundly distressed by the situation, but a clumsy attempt to bridge the divide could result in a stray word or action being taken wrong, and end up making everything worse. I have no doubt the other side is of the same mind. The safest course for the time being is simply to have nothing to do with others.”


“There are many kinds of Taoist temples,” Risai observed.


Ki’itsu said with a wry smile, “Because, in the end, a congregation consists of the people who show up. However, the fact remains that Sekirin Temple possesses a keen understanding of the conditions in the capital. I believe that’s because personal connections forged during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou continue to bear fruit. I don’t think there will be a problem as long as we leave Zui’un Temple and Fukyuu Temple out of the discussion.”


Ki’itsu came to a halt at that point. At the far end of the road ahead sat a small shrine, its gate open.


“I will wait for you here.”




The scale of the shrine was fairly limited. The shrine itself centered on the worship of religious icons. The attached buildings surrounded a courtyard. The number of worshippers in attendance suggested it had many adherents. The smoke from the incense offerings collected in a thin white cloud over the snow-covered courtyard.


Kyoshi and Risai bought incense sticks from an old woman at a table set up at the front gate and proceeded directly to the inner shrine where they performed the offering ritual. As best they could tell, the shrine was dedicated to the Ten Kings of Hell who judged the sins of the dead.


Observing the line of statues, Risai said in a small voice, “I wonder if most of the people here are followers of Sekirin Temple.”


Kyoshi smiled. “Not necessarily so.”


People came there to pray on their own behalf. They chose the god to fit the prayer. One of the primary missions of a Taoist temple was to create a place where people could connect with the divine. A shrine in the Zui’un Temple circuit would also have a pharmacy on the premises, but such facilities were not found here.


“I never heard of Sekirin Temple in Jou or Zui Province.”


“I don’t think there are any branch temples in Kou Province either. As I recall, there are quite a few between Bun Province and Ba Province.”


“I used to think that all Taoist temples were pretty much the same.”


“I don’t think that would be an entirely wrong conclusion to jump to.”


Based on the history of the Kingdom of Tai, and on the number of institutions and adherents, the Zui’un Temple school defined the meaning of Taoism. Even in the temples of the Zui’un Temple circuit, doctrinal differences and different denominations had inevitably arisen. But it’d be fair to say that the foundational beliefs remained largely the same.


However, the Zui’un Temple school did not encompass the entirety of Taoist belief in Tai. Many competing sects arose out of theological rifts with Zui’un Temple. Among all those that sprang to life and subsequently disappeared, more than a few achieved a sufficient size and significance to leave their mark on history.


The pilgrims themselves hadn’t changed at all. For every pious and zealous worshiper, there was a temple tourist who appeared more interested in seeing the sights and having a jolly good time.


Here and there in the crowd were temple visitors dressed in white. Zui’un Temple eschewed white robes, meaning they likely belonged to Sekirin Temple. One or two had on brown habits, probably indicating their higher status.


Kyoshi approached one of the acolytes dressed in white. “Excuse me, but we heard that coming here was a good way to find out what’s going on in Kouki.”


The middle-aged acolyte stopped and eyed him suspiciously. “Kouki? What do you want to know?”


Kyoshi bit his lip for a moment. “We’ve heard rumors that a new emperor acceded to the throne.”


“Shh—” The acolyte held up a finger while glancing around and said softly, “Where did you hear that?” and with his eyes indicated a corner of the courtyard.


“A rumor we overheard in the city.”


“Nothing more than a rumor. And I’d highly recommend you keep your voice down when bringing up subjects like that.”


“Then you wouldn’t lend much credence to the rumor?”


The expression on the acolyte’s face hardened. “Like I said, nothing but rumors.”


A throaty voice broke into the conversation. “That true?”


They all turned to find a man behind them staring at them with wide eyes. “Just now, weren’t you talking about a new emperor getting enthroned?”


“No. Nothing but idle gossip,” the acolyte said.


Except at that moment, “What’s that?” piped up someone else.


The man glanced over his shoulder at a group of several more men and women. “Seems there’s going to be a new emperor.”


Something like a cheer accompanied the startled exclamations. “Really?” a woman said excitedly. “A new emperor?”


Another man answered, “A strange story, isn’t it? Isn’t there already an emperor?”


“A provisional emperor is what I heard. Figures that’s what it was. We will finally have a rightful emperor on the throne.”


“A pretender,” Risai spit out in disgust. “There’s no need for a new emperor. We have a rightful emperor already.”


Risai spoke with such vehemence that everyone around them took a step back, dispirited looks rising to their faces.


“If there’s a rightful emperor, then why isn’t sitting on the throne?”


“If you’re talking about the emperor who was enthroned a bunch of years ago, I heard he died a while back.”


“Yeah, wasn’t he killed in that battle at Kakyou?”


“Now that you mention it, for a while there was a big commotion with everybody running around looking for his body.”


Risai was readying a retort when Kyoshi grabbed her arm and with a look told her to get hold of herself. She clenched her mouth shut and nodded.


“If we’ve got a new emperor, that’s cause for a celebration. Life will finally begin to improve around here.”


“We can only hope that the emperor this time has a long reign.”


“That’s for sure. Tai hasn’t been blessed by its emperor of late.”


Catching wind of the boisterous conversation taking place, more voices chimed in and others gathered around.


“What’s going on?”


“What about the emperor?”


“A new emperor? Really?”


“Is that true, Sensei?”


They had finally created enough of an uproar to attract the attention of the authorities. A young monk wearing a brown habit approached them.


“Calm down, please,” he said in an unexpectedly deep voice. “What is this commotion all about?”


That question was met with another flurry of questions about whether these rumors were true or false.


“If true, then in the very near future, we will hear an announcement from the city government office. The imperial standard will also be hoisted above the Rishi. Until then, I recommend exercising a little patience.”


“But—”


“The selection of an emperor is of the utmost importance to the kingdom. It is not a matter for wild speculation. Superficial despair and superficial delight alike eat away at the peace and calm of the people. In the end, a rumor is like a monster without form or substance. Clear your thoughts and quiet your minds and pray instead for Heaven to watch over us.”


The chastened crowd fell silent. The people milling about quietly went their separate ways.


Kyoshi bowed his head. “I apologize for broaching the subject so rashly and causing a disturbance.”


“This is a place of prayer. The rumors of the world should be left behind in the world.”


“But these are not rumors so easily dismissed,” Risai said in a low voice.


He asked her in turn, with a quizzical tilt of his head, “And where did you hear them?”


“Around the city.”


“I do happen to know that those rumors are not yet circulating in the city.”


“Then do you know where they came from?”


One of the white-robed Taoists raised his voice. “You’re supposed to leave such stories at the gate. Don’t bring them in here. Like Sodou-sama told you—”


“That’s all right,” the young man said. He added with a wave of his hand, “We’re fine here. You can go.”


A sullen expression rising to his face, the white-robed Taoist strode off.


“This way, please,” Sodou said. He led them outside the grounds of the shrine. Treading through the frozen snow, he brought them to a deserted courtyard. There he explained, “Yes, there are rumors to that effect, but not rumors you would easily chance upon in the city. Which means you must have picked up this information through connections with a government official or a temple, perhaps?”


With a glance at Risai, who was keeping mum for the moment, Kyoshi said, “We do apologize. In fact, a certain person at a certain temple to whom we are deeply indebted.”


Sodou looked back at Kyoshi, the follow-up question obvious in his expression.


“We did not come here to make trouble. We would like to keep the name of the temple to ourselves for now. We had heard that bringing up the subject here in Bun Province can cause problems.”


“But of course,” Sodou muttered. “Well, I can’t deny it.”


“So the rumor does exist?”


Sodou nodded. “The Taiho chose the current emperor pro tempore to be the new emperor. That is the substance of the rumor. The official enthronement will take place in the near future.”


“We do not know the current whereabouts of the Taiho right now.”


“What I’ve heard is, he returned to Kouki.”


“That is impossible!” Risai blurted out.


“May I ask why you think it is impossible?”


“Because the one who harmed him and exiled him from the Imperial Palace in the first place was Asen!”


“Calm down,” Kyoshi chided her under his breath.


“It’s the truth. The Taiho would not return to the Imperial Palace, home to the enemy that tried to kill him! If Asen captured the Taiho, had him right there in front of him, of course he would try to finish the job. Asen is the enemy who attacked the Taiho, and attempted to assassinate His Highness and steal the throne. He could not possibly be chosen as the new emperor.”


After a moment of thought, Sodou replied, “Except it is Heaven that chooses the emperor.”


Risai caught her breath.


“No matter how much the Taiho may despise the man, if Heaven makes the choice, the Taiho is in no position to raise objections.”


Risai didn’t answer. Because that was the truth. In her heart, she could not admit that Taiki would ever choose Asen. That was what her heart told her head. But until she was willing to acknowledge that Heaven did not care what she thought or felt, she couldn’t allow herself to get carried away by her emotions.


“Moreover, the Taiho has been missing for a long time now. Rumors abound that he passed away. As you stated yourself, no one knows where he is. That he is somewhere is self-evident. But do you know where he is right now?”


“Well, I—” Risai fumbled for the right words. “There is no good reason for a new emperor. Tai has a rightful emperor.”


“The logic is certainly sound,” Sodou agreed with a nod. “But what if that rightful emperor were to pass away?”


“You mean, he died?” Risai asked softly.


Sodou shook his head. “I haven’t heard any rumors to that effect. For good or ill.”


“His Highness not dying is bad luck?”


“Perhaps. I mean no offense, but an emperor is necessary for the welfare of the people. An emperor whose existence no one can verify and who can do nothing for the people is no emperor. Better one who actually occupies the throne and governs on their behalf.”


Risai silently looked back at him, sorrow more than anger filling her eyes. “You are right about that.”


“Mistress,” Kyoshi said.


Risai nodded. “I know. Our disappointment is one thing. The state of affairs in Tai is quite another. If a new emperor is enthroned, even if it is Asen, the people could at least hope to escape the current poverty and distress. Such sentiments are perfectly understandable.” She spoke with her emotions tightly constrained and said with a slight nod to Sodou, “I apologize for causing such a disturbance.”


“Not at all,” Sodou said, bowing in turn. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more assistance.”


“Let’s go,” Risai said in barely a whisper and started to walk away.


Kyoshi bowed and followed her. Behind him, Sodou called out, “They’re all nothing more than rumors for now. Don’t lose hope.”


Kyoshi cast a startled glance over his shoulder. Sodou had likely surmised that they were followers or retainers of Gyousou. With a final bow to Kyoshi, as if still trying to size up his intentions, Sodou turned on his heels and proceeded back to the shrine.


What to make of all this? Kyoshi turned the question over in his mind. His eyes trained on Sodou as the brown habit disappeared into the crowd, he caught a glimpse of a woman’s pale face. He craned his head to the side, struck by the feeling he’d seen her before.


“Sorry for losing my composure like that,” Risai said.


Kyoshi collected his thoughts and looked back at her. “Don’t worry about it. It’s only natural you’d get flustered. I am equally at a loss.”


Risai nodded. They left the shrine without another word between them. Ki’itsu was waiting further down the road. Expressions grim, they walked up to him.


“How did it go?”


Risai appeared lost in her thoughts so Kyoshi answered instead. “The rumors are definitely in the wind, though no one can vouch for their authenticity. Sekirin Temple hasn’t come to any definite conclusions either.”


“I see,” Ki’itsu muttered. He pressed his fist lightly against his forehead. “Perhaps we are too late.”


Kyoshi didn’t answer. Not because the rumors couldn’t be confirmed. The more he thought about it, somewhere in his heart, the possibility that Gyousou had died grew more palatable. Otherwise, he couldn’t begin to understand why Gyousou had remained silent for so long. Likely because he was in a condition that did not allow him to. He hadn’t recovered from the deep wounds he suffered during the attack. Or in order to remain hidden, he had to remain hovering at the edge of life and death.


Walking back to the safe house, Risai said, “The Taiho can’t be in the Imperial Palace.” Her head hung low, breath puffing out in a white cloud, the words spilled out of her. “If Asen got his hands on the Taiho, this time he wouldn’t let him get away alive.”


“That is for sure.”


“Something must have happened.”


They each sank into a pensive silence. The shadows of twilight fell across the city as they returned to the safe house. Piercing cold arrived along with the setting sun. They breathed a collective sigh of relief when the warm light of the house came into view. Houto must have gotten back already.


Passing through the front door, they found Houto in the living room, and to their surprise, Seishi as well. Seishi was sitting on the floor, his head slumped against a chair. A pained expression on his face, Houto patted his back. A clearly dejected Yotaku looked on.


Of course, Kyoshi thought to himself Seishi must have heard about the rumors from Houto. If the rumors were true, that meant Gyousou had died. This had surely come as a crushing realization.


“Risai-sama—”


From Houto’s countenance and the tone of his voice, the shin’nou as well had confirmed the rumors.


“So there is substance to them?” Risai asked.


Houto looked back and forth between Seishi and Risai as if unsure how to speak his mind. “In the end, we are still talking about rumors.”


Seishi raised his head. The distress was clear in his features. “There was a general in Rouan, a general who had suffered severe wounds. The medicines were for him. The demand vanished. Because he died.”


Risai stiffened, her eyes widening in surprise.


Seishi paused for a moment. Then he said, “Risai-sama, the fact of the matter is, we’re talking about His Highness.”


	Chapter 31


[12-6] Three days before.


With the crates and travel packs prepared by Houto loaded onto their horses, Seishi and Shuukou left Rin’u and took the highway due north. Shortly before arriving at Sokou, they turned off the highway and climbed a side road into the foothills. Surmounting the first slope brought them to Kohaku. A generous expanse of farmland spread out around Kohaku, encircled by the forested hills.


They took a short break there, then pushed deeper into the mountains.


Rouan was located on a desolate mountaintop. Seishi had traveled there on several occasions. Shuukou was riding a borrowed horse. Horseback riding wasn’t exactly his forte. On top of that, they were making their way through a deep snowpack. Shuukou couldn’t pick up the pace lest he get thrown from the saddle.


Seishi bridled his patience. They made their way up the mountain paths as quickly as they could manage.


The trees thinned out as they climbed higher, replaced by rocky crags and shrubs, creating a desolate landscape covered by ice and snow. At length, the bare, rock-strewn slopes rose to a solitary ridge, atop which perched an old barrier wall.


Narrow fields terraced into the steep mountainside ran right up to and along the barrier wall. The season being what it was, the fields were buried in snow. The thickets of thorn oak covering the rice paddy levees were shrouded as well by blankets of white, adding the finishing touches to the bleak and barren scene. A freezing wind swept across the slopes.


Seishi and Shuukou entered the village just before the gates closed. Snow covered the main avenue. Black paving stones were only barely visible down the center of the avenue and along the paths leading to each dwelling. The village was on the small side, maybe home to twenty-five households.


These days in Bun Province, small villages with dwindling populations had become more common. Except compared to other villages of this size, there seemed to be more people up and about than expected. That was at least partly due to this being the off-season for farmers. As a rule, the population in the villages increased during the winters.


Soon after entering the village, Shuukou recognized a villager at one of the gathering spots inside the gate and called out to him.


“Is that you, Shuukou? What’s going on? Weren’t you here recently?”


The middle-aged man wore a puzzled expression on his face. By and large, the residents of Rouan didn’t show outsiders their friendly side. They had already accepted more than their fair share, so the sentiment went, and enough was enough. Any traveler who hadn’t earned his place there was going to get a good looking over to start with and feel eyes on his back wherever he went.


“We received a unique order from Boukyuu-dono and managed to get our hands on the items. We dropped by to make the delivery.”


“Oh.” The man’s expression brightened. Seishi concluded he must have some idea what those items were. It wasn’t only the clients who knew of the request for weapons. Perhaps the entire village had an inkling about what was going on.


The man hurried toward the rishi. Seishi and Shuukou followed behind, leading their horses. The people who passed by on the street didn’t pay any extra attention to them, but they sensed themselves being watched and scrutinized from a safe distance, from inside the houses and beneath the eaves of shops along the way.


Rouan is definitely hiding something.


That impression had stuck with Seishi since the last time, not unrelated to the unusual demand for medicines. They tagged after the man to the rishi. He rushed inside. A few moments later, a much older man appeared in his stead. This was Boukyuu, the assistant village manager. The village manager of Rouan died that spring and the position hadn’t been filled. In the meantime, Boukyuu had taken over those responsibilities.


“You managed to procure them?”


“Yes, though we can’t guarantee they are exactly what you are looking for.”


“Bring them inside and we’ll see.”


Seishi and Shuukou unloaded the crates from the horses and hauled them into the rishi. A white tree occupied the center of the courtyard. A man and a woman were waiting in the room behind it, at the other end of the courtyard. Both had a military look about them, that air and demeanor unique to the professional soldier. To Seishi, they felt like brothers in arms. The feeling was apparently mutual. They gave his face a searching look, as if trying to place his background as well.


The woman asked, “Boukyuu-dono, who are these gentlemen?”


Seishi did not recognize her or the man. They must not have ever entered the circle of his friends and acquaintances, professional or otherwise.


“Shuukou-sama and his apprentice,” Boukyuu said to Shuukou. “Is that correct?”


“To be precise, not exactly my apprentice. Someone I took under my wing a while back. When it comes to navigating the rough terrain around these parts, I like to bring him along.”


“Didn’t see him the last time.”


“I’d heard it was safer south of Sokou. But on the way back, a bunch from the land gangs took off after me. Things looked dicey there for a while.”


“They took off after you?”


“Hot on my tail. Of course, I can’t say for certain I was the one they were after or even if they meant me any harm. But stuff like that gives me a bad feeling. Takes a few years off my life.”


“Seems they’re having a hard time lately making ends meet. Carrying on like highwaymen is the latest gambit they’ve been up to. Fortunately, they have yet to enter the vicinity of Kohaku. Still, it’s the kind of thing that weighs on your mind.”


“Yeah, it’s a nuisance. We’re often carrying goods and money, so all the more reason to worry.”


“Knowing you’re a shin’nou, you’d think they’d keep their distance.”


“Hard to know what they’re up to,” Shuukou said in uncertain tones.


The shin’nou were a medical lifeline in remote regions. The land gangs needed medicine too. Even unreformed outlaws wouldn’t lay their hands on a shin’nou. Once the shin’nou deemed a region too dangerous to include in their sales routes, no one else would step in to fill the void.


Not only that, the shin’nou forged strong local connections and more than a few had their own security details.


There was nothing to gain by antagonizing the shin’nou. In return, the shin’nou made sure that any privileged information they learned during their sales calls did not make it back to the government authorities. Particularly dangerous criminals were an exception, of course. Otherwise, when it came to illegal and unlawful behavior, they saw no evil and heard no evil.


“Well, staying safe is all that matters in the end. How about we take a look at the merchandise?”


“Go ahead,” Shuukou said.


The man and woman opened the crates. Five swords, one of which was a requested winter weapon.


“The dealer we worked through admitted up front they were not the highest quality.”


The man and woman nodded. “The winter weapon certainly isn’t. But it definitely is a certified winter weapon. The rest are fine.”


Their judgment was sound. It wasn’t easy to tell the difference between a winter weapon and its ordinary counterparts, mostly impossible for anyone but a trained soldier. Seishi was all the more convinced they were remnants of a highly trained military organization. Like the Imperial Army or the Provincial Guard.


Perhaps remembering to keep their thoughts on the subject close to the chest, they clammed up. With a searching look at Seishi, they nonchalantly turned away.


“Any problems with the products?”


“No problems at all,” Boukyuu said and asked Shuukou about the bill. Shuukou named the price. “This way,” Boukyuu said and motioned him toward the council house.


Shuukou said to Seishi, “Wait here while I take care of business,” and left with Boukyuu, leaving Seishi behind in the room with the man and woman.


They cast the occasional glance in his direction. Finally discomfited by the silence, the man spoke up. “So, I take it you’re working as a shin’nou?”


Seishi had to smile to himself. He’d correctly read him as the kind who was quick to run out of patience in situations like this. A lower-ranked officer? In fact, the expression that rose to the woman’s face was very much that of a superior officer who wanted to tell her subordinate to keep his mouth shut.


“Not exactly. I owe Shuukou and try to help out whenever I can. That kind of thing.”


“You owe him?”


“I got badly wounded, almost killed. He came to the rescue. Ever since, I’ve leaned on him for room and board. I’m doing whatever I can to pay him back.”


“You used to be a soldier?” the woman said.


Seishi nodded. “Yeah. The same as you two.”


“We are—” the man started to say.


The woman cut him off. “Point taken. We share the same background. Do you mind if I ask what army you belonged to?”


Seishi turned to face her. “That’s the kind of information I think we should both keep to ourselves for now. I don’t need your name or your chain of command. Just the answer to one question. You don’t need more medicines, do you? Nothing more than usual?”


The woman averted her eyes. “We don’t.”


“I’d like to think that’s because everybody got better. The last time I was here with Shuukou, I came away with the feeling that someone in the village was suffering from grave injuries. A person who was nowhere to be seen, that everyone in the village insisted did not exist.”


The woman flashed a wry smile and shook her head. “Looks like you noticed long before now.”


“Not so much noticed. More something I sensed. So, did this individual recover?”


The woman answered with a pained look. “No. He died.”


Seishi felt like he’d been punched in the head. “What sort of person was he? Can you tell me anything about him?”


“Why do you want to know?”


“He might have been an acquaintance.”


The man and woman exchanged glances.


“There’s a person we’ve been trying to track down for a long time now. It might be him. Can you tell me anything more?”


The woman appeared to come to a decision and nodded. She directed her attention to a corner of the room. “His effects are in there.”


A small stand stood in the corner. A wooden box sat on the stand covered by a cloth. Incense and a sprig of evergreen had been placed in front of the box.


With a look, the woman urged Seishi to approach the stand. He courteously removed the cloth and opened the lid. Inside, wrapped in another cloth, were a broken short sword, a fragment of armor, and a cracked jade pendant.


Staring at the items, quite unconsciously, Seishi’s legs began to shake. He caught his breath. Seishi didn’t know everything there was to know about Gyousou. But Gyousou hadn’t spent his entire life above the clouds. For a period of time, Seishi served alongside him. Seishi was one of Gashin’s officers when they traveled with Gyousou to Mount Hou on the Shouzan.


To be precise, Gyousou was accompanied by Gashin and Ganchou. Seishi was one of Gashin’s men. During the journey across the Yellow Sea, they all ate and slept around the same campfire. Though they were worlds apart in terms of rank and status, and Seishi’s relationship to Gyousou was solely the product of his connection to Gashin, during that time, they became as familiar with each other as any people will traveling together in a small group.


Gyousou became emperor and after that really did reside above the clouds. But whenever they crossed paths, Gyousou always had the time for a friendly word.


Seishi did not recognize the objects in the box, only that they carried a high value. The short sword and the pendant in particular were not the kind of items that an ordinary soldier would have in his possession. More typical of someone with much higher rank. On the other hand, though hardly luxurious, the scrap of armor was in line with that worn by the Palace Guard.


Seishi was caught between conflicting emotions, no knowing whether he should lapse into despair or continue to cling to hope.


“Did the owner of these objects initially take refuge here?”


“No,” the woman replied.


A lumberjack encountered him in a nearby mountain, where he’d collapsed and was on the verge of death. That was about a fortnight after Gyousou disappeared. Along with the injuries incurred from wandering through the wilderness were several wounds left by a sword, so severe that it was a miracle he wasn’t dead, and yet he had remained alive all that time.


“Having had barely anything to eat or drink, he was in great distress. Even after regaining consciousness, he faded in and out. It wasn’t a state of mind where he could carry on a conversation.” With evident apprehension, the woman pondered what she wanted to say next. “We’ve been hearing rumors about a group of people in the vicinity of Rin’u asking about the location of a military man.”


“Rumors?”


“I don’t know the details, other than they are looking for a wounded soldier and have proved quite dogged in tracking him down.”


Now they’re telling stories about us, Seishi thought to himself, shaking his head at the bitter irony. Risai may have overstayed her welcome in Rin’u.


“Those rumors are about you and yours, aren’t they?”


Seishi prevaricated for a moment before answering in the affirmative. “They probably are. We haven’t heard of anybody else on a similar mission. To be fair, I wouldn’t call our efforts dogged. Let’s say we are earnest in achieving our goals.”


The woman showed no inclination to reveal more about the wounded man, not to someone she shouldn’t be talking to in the first place. Seishi as well wasn’t eager to open up about his personal history or go into specifics about who they were looking for.


So the woman debated with herself about the advisability of speaking with Seishi, and Seishi wondered if she was a person he could trust when it came to his own background.


The best they could do for now was try and close the distance between them in a more roundabout manner.


“Did you recognize any of those items?” she asked.


“No,” Seishi said. “Nothing rings a bell. Though I couldn’t say for certain that they didn’t belong to my lord.” He used lord to see if it prompted a reaction. “That fragment looks like it came from armor worn by the Palace Guard. My lord had his own armor, and that definitely isn’t it.”


“His clothing was torn and half was lost, and the remaining fabric was covered with mud and blood. Still, its quality was undeniable. The armor fragment was found on that part of his clothing.”


The woman took a half-step toward him. Seishi mirrored the move.


“There is no way to tell the army or the military unit from that fragment, except that it was provisioned by the Palace Guard.”


“The short sword was tucked into a cord belt. Usually, a leather belt holds the scabbard for the long sword, along with a short sword. These days, you don’t see soldiers using a cord belt like that.”


Seishi groaned. “He had on a cord belt?”


He felt his vision growing dim. Indeed, unusual in this day and age, Gyousou still used a cord belt. When Seishi traveled with him across the Yellow Sea, he wore the usual leather belt. But upon his accession, he started using a cord belt. Seishi had seen it himself, and Gashin had mentioned it as well.


“I cannot vouch for the short sword. The long sword is another story.”


When it came to Gyousou’s preferred sword, Seishi would recognize it on sight. But the short sword was not so unique that its design had stuck with him after a look or two.


“What about the pendant? Any thoughts about that?”


It appeared to be a pearl-shaped jade gemstone. Seishi didn’t recognize it, nor could he recall if Gyousou had a habit of carrying such a pendant when going into battle. He certainly hadn’t been wearing it during their journey across the Yellow Sea. Aside from the imperial vestments he donned on formal occasions in the Imperial Palace, Seishi didn’t think Gyousou ever wore jewelry like that.


On the other hand, though he couldn’t recall the time or the place, he remembered hearing the sound made by jade pearls chiming together, a crisp, clear, ringing tone that impressed upon him the quality of the stones. Once when he turned around to see where it came from, Gyousou was standing there. Seishi couldn’t say whether the sound came from Gyousou. He wasn’t the only one there, after all.


But there was no denying the quality of the pendant, that could only belong to an individual of high status. Considering that the short sword was a well-made winter weapon, it must have undoubtedly belonged to a soldier.


“The armor fragment seems out of place with the short sword and the pendant. For one reason or another, all he had on hand was the regular armor supplied to the Palace Guard. I can’t help imagining that when he was wounded and escaped, he pulled on whatever was on hand along the way, and then had to shed that as well.”


“In other words,” the woman said, “he took the armor off a corpse.” She licked her lips, as if resolving to take yet another step closer.


“He was on the run. His enemies were hunting him down. Exhausted, he escaped into the mountains. Despite his deep wounds, he managed to stay alive, probably due to his being listed on the Registry of Wizards. Considering his condition, he otherwise never would have survived as long as he did.”


His shaking legs finally brought Seishi to his knees. He leaned against a nearby post to keep from falling over.


“What did he look like? His appearance?”


“He had white hair and crimson eyes.”


Seishi collapsed the rest of the way down the post. “That cannot be possible!”


They had come so far and gotten so close, when Seishi had known all along that someone in this village was suffering from severe wounds.


“And he was right here—”


How would he explain this to Risai? Such a short distance away, and yet he had foolishly failed to follow up, and so the opportunity slipped through their fingers. How could he even find the words to report this news?


Because I did not believe His Highness still lived. He didn’t want to cause trouble and thus left those avenues unexplored. His Highness would have died not long after that. And that was the end of everything.


The failure was his alone. He had to apologize to Risai, to the people of Tai. It was only right that he should lose his head right here in this place.


The woman said, “So it was His Highness you were looking for.”


“I didn’t make it in time. I have no idea what to do next.” Seishi sprawled on the floor. How to bear such blame?


“Seishi-dono—what in the world?”


Seishi looked up at Shuukou, his hand stretched to him.


“Shuukou, kill me—”


“Seishi-dono—”


“You have the right. Every citizen of Tai has the right to have me torn limb from limb.”




They hauled Seishi to another room in the rika and sat him down in a chair.


Boukyuu set a lantern on the table. “The blame hardly belongs to you,” he scolded. “We heard the rumors that a new emperor had arisen. The past is in the past. A new dynasty is upon us.”


Seishi couldn’t move. His whole body felt numb. In the fading twilight, the room grew dark, the still air all the heavier from the cold. In a consoling manner and without saying a word, Shuukou pulled up a chair and leaned forward on the armrests. He patted the back of Seishi’s hand as if to say, Don’t go getting ahead of yourself.


“Seishi-dono, when was the last time you were here?”


“At the end of the summer.”


“Well, then. Even if you had met him at the time, it would have changed nothing going forward.”


Seishi could not muster a reply.


“From the start, it sounds like it was a miracle he had any life left in him at all. I doubt we could have done anything for him either.”


Boukyuu made tea next to a flickering lamp. “It took him some time for him to regain consciousness. And when he did, another month until he could speak legibly. When we asked what led to him collapsing in a place like that. He only said that he was being pursued by his enemies. He’d been on the run until they finally cornered him.”


He said he’d been given shelter, but he said nothing about where or by whom. The place got caught up in a raid and he stumbled down the mountain and managed to get away.


“When he gave us that account, he did not reveal who he was. We asked for his name and rank but he showed no inclination to provide answers. He said if we needed a name to address him with, then we could make one up. He obviously felt we were better off not knowing anything more about him, so we did not press him on the matter. However, going to such lengths did suggest that he was a man of significant standing and status. Afterwards we naturally started to wonder if he was His Highness.”


Boukyuu set a cup of tea on the table and motioned to Seishi.


“In particular, the color of his eyes stood out.” Boukyuu said with a glance at the woman, “Seika raised the possibility. If he was indeed His Highness, then we must take all possible precautions to guard his safety. So we again raised the issue with him.”


“And did he acknowledge who he was?”


“No. He always insisted he was not. Sheltering His Highness put ourselves in harm’s way. In that light, his insistence to the contrary made sense.”


By stubbornly concealing his identity, the general clearly hoped to heal from his wounds and leave the village as soon as the danger passed. Boukyuu insisted that going to such lengths was not necessary. The village would offer him sanctuary no matter what the cost. Boukyuu’s persistence seemed to sink in, for little by little, he stopped denying the obvious.


Though not once did he respond to any mention of “His Highness.”


“I see.”


Likely because he was a wizard, he began to heal. He got better. With his condition improving in fits and starts, he’d pick up a wooden sword and practice swinging it. He’d hike off to do farm work. In a hurry to build up his strength, he’d drive himself to collapse.


“We pled with him to stop. He was only opening up old wounds. But he wouldn’t. He said somebody had to save the people and the only way to do that was to return to Kouki.”


When his wounds opened, he had them bound with bandages. Only then did he rest for a little while. But as soon as the wounds began to close, he’d pick up right where he left off.


“Except all along, there was no way he could have willed himself to get better.”


Boukyuu believed that his desire to recapture the throne had become his raison d’etre. It gave him something to live for and likely prolonged his life. Despite knowing he had to heal and recuperate, he couldn’t stop reaching for his sword and continuing his training.


“This last summer, he slipped deeper and deeper into sleep. At first, he only seemed to have come down with a cold. But the condition inflamed even his viscera. There was nothing more we could do for him. None of the medicines had any effect. And still he refused to resign himself to his fate and continued to conduct his affairs from his sickbed.”


But at the end of fall, he finally reached his limits.


“Right up to the end, the future of Tai was constantly on his mind.”


On his deathbed and with his final breath, they heard him murmur, “The Taiho—at least—” before falling into an eternal sleep. Perhaps in that moment, abandoning any hope for his own life, and knowing how necessary the Taiho was for the kingdom to continue, his final wish was for the Taiho’s return.


“Those were his last words. He asked us to search for the Taiho. Except he might as well have asked us to capture the clouds. We had not the slightest idea even where to begin.”


Boukyuu drew a deep breath and let it out. “We are hiding a number of soldiers in this village, like the two Seishi-dono met. During the subjugation of Bun Province, they were suspected of lending aid and comfort to the rebels and were forced to flee.”


“The Bun Provincial Guard?”


Boukyuu nodded. In some cases, they tried to help the residents of cities under attack get away. In others, in order to defend households from being slaughtered, they attacked the Imperial Army and were hunted down by them in turn.


“Those two say they want to go look for the Taiho. They don’t know where to begin, but surely won’t get anywhere holed up here in the mountains. They hope to make their way to Kouki and find more clues there. The plan is to set off with a team of only three.”


Though as for what they needed the weapons for, Boukyuu remained mum on that particular detail.




“In any case, I thought it imperative that I get this information into your hands. I prevailed on them to open the gate and returned as quickly as I could.”


Seishi’s report left Risai and Kyoshi and the rest of them speechless.


“I’ll go there and check it out for myself,” Risai said.


“And do what?” Ki’itsu pressed, in a severe tone of voice usual for him. “Questioning the villagers will avail you nothing. His Highness passed away. The dynasty of a new emperor has begun.”


“You don’t know that.”


Ki’itsu shook his head. “Hasn’t that been on our minds all along?”


At first, Kyoshi had no idea what Ki’itsu was trying to say. Risai looked at Ki’itsu with the same perplexed look on her face.


“Look, everyone, all along, surely you knew that a change of dynasties was upon us. But you are retainers of the previous emperor. You’re not about to accept Asen’s accession and will avenge yourselves.”


“Nonsense.”


“Why? Can you tell me you haven’t formulated any plans to strike back at him?”


“Well, those plans—” Risai mumbled, her voice trailing off.


Finding Gyousou was their primary objective. Once they’d done that, they next had to drive Asen from the throne. It was only right that the position stolen from Gyousou should be returned to him.


“Yes, but not in the way you mean. I believe His Highness still lives.”


“Are you sure?” A weary smile rose to Ki’itsu’s face. “Asen will become the new emperor. Didn’t the Taiho already know that? But you have resolved to stick by Gyousou-sama come hell or high water, and thus you and he parted ways.”


Risai couldn’t find the words to respond.


“That is why the Taiho did not accompany you here.”


“No. That’s not the reason. He—”


Risai couldn’t go on. She didn’t have an argument that could refute what Ki’itsu was saying. Taiki left without a word of explanation. She didn’t know why, what he was thinking, or where he went.


“He will get in touch with us,” Kyoshi said back then, but they had been out of contact ever since. “Maybe he simply hasn’t found the means or the opportunity.”


Or maybe Kyoshi was only saying so to assuage her feelings.


	Chapter 32


[12-7] Why had Taiki suddenly disappeared?


A cold chill made Risai shiver. As best she could remember, he’d vanished along with Kouryou ten days after they left Touka. They were in Sekijou in Kou Province. The general in Rouan died around the same time, the time of the first frost.


It was hard to believe, but was that what Taiki had sensed? Is that what he meant by “Heaven told me”?


The emperor has died. Choose the next.


“That could not possibly be true,” Risai groaned to herself. If it was true, Taiki would have told Risai straight out. He had no reason to keep something so important to himself. Theirs was a relationship where they spoke their minds.


In any case, Taiki didn’t have his horn. Could he really tell if Gyousou died?


Hurrying around and outfitting her horse for the journey to Rouan, the gloomy thoughts invaded her mind. Think about the situation in those terms and Taiki taking off like that makes sense.


Taiki and Risai had teamed up together to save Gyousou because saving Gyousou meant saving Tai. But if Gyousou was no longer emperor, saving him became meaningless. Moreover, if the new emperor was Asen, as the rumors suggested, continuing to accompany Risai and the rest of them became completely untenable.


“Asen? It can’t possibly be Asen,” Risai blurted out loud.


Impossible. Look at the state of Tai. Asen himself created all this chaos and ruin. He could not possibly become the next emperor.


But she could not argue away the growing feelings of unease. The sight of Rouan in the distance only intensified the feelings of melancholy.


They proceeded through the freezing cold ravines to the encircling ring of the gray barrier walls perched atop bare ridges, unblemished by even a spot of living green. The season transformed the narrow terraces cut into the steep mountainsides into fields of snow. Whipped up by the frigid wind, the snow swirled around the travelers like a circling pack of white wolves.


They entered the village with Seishi in the lead. He soon picked out a familiar face and called to him. The villager ran straight to the rishi. They followed and arrived just as an older man hurried out of the building.


“This is Boukyuu, the assistant village manager.”


Boukyuu looked at Risai. “Seishi-dono, this is—”


Seishi nodded. “We think it’s better to not identify her in public, only to say that she was close to His Highness. She has steadfastly searched for him throughout the ruins and wilds of Tai.”


Boukyuu bowed and did not raise his head. “I am sorry you missed meeting him.”


“You have no doubts that he was His Highness?”


Instead of answering her question, Boukyuu motioned them inside the rishi, to the stand in the corner of the room that held the effects of the deceased.


Risai squared her shoulders and examined the items. Nothing there sparked any memories. The only thing she could confirm was that the shard of armor belonged to the Palace Guard.


“Risai-sama?”


Risai shook her head. “Nothing looks familiar.” She turned to Boukyuu. “Did His Highness ever acknowledge himself as such?”


“Yes. Well, no. To be sure, he never referred to himself as the emperor.”


Risai looked down. “I’d like to see his grave.”


Boukyuu agreed, and called out to someone elsewhere in the building. An old man emerged and escorted them to the gravesite.


The grave was located outside the village a small way higher up the snowy mountainside. There a large boulder jutted out like an elevated platform, creating a small and serene spot of level land. A simple arrangement of rocks formed the modest burial mound.


A boy of twelve or thirteen knelt in front of the mound, his hands clasped together. Sensing their presence, he rose to his feet.


The old man said, “Oh, so you’re here.” To Risai, “This boy is—”


“Kaisei.”


The boy spoke up before the old man finished. The old man only shook his head in exasperation.


“I’m Kaisei.”


“That man chose the characters for him,” the old man said with a smile. “The boy looked after him right up to the end.” With a formal bow, he returned back down the mountain.


“Looked after him?”


Kaisei nodded.


“What was his condition?” Risai asked.


The boy snapped his head back and forth. “Who are you guys?”


Seishi answered, “We’ve been searching for him.”


“Searching?”


Risai nodded.


“But it appears we did not arrive in time,” Seishi said, kneeling in front of the grave. “I visited Rouan on several occasions. If only our paths had crossed back then.”


He’d suspected someone in the village was badly wounded. But he could tell the residents were in no mood to be interrogated about the matter and did not pursue those suspicions. He wished now he had conducted a more thorough investigation. He struck the ground in mortification.


“If you did that, he would have died all the sooner,” Kaisei said in a low voice.


Seishi raised his head. Risai as well gave the boy a puzzled look. She asked, “Because of his poor condition?”


“Milord caught a cold toward the end of the summer. It dragged on longer than usual. But he got better. That’s not what killed him.”


Risai drew closer. “He died because of his grievous wounds—”


“He had a lot of wounds. He never slowed down and gave himself time to completely heal. But nothing life-threatening. His condition was much worse than before. He’d gotten better since I started taking care of him. Even Milord said he was okay.”


“Then why?”


The boy’s face clouded with anger. He fixed his furious glare on the village below. “Because word got around that people were looking for him. That’s for certain.”


“Looking for him?”


“Only what I happened to overhear so I don’t know all the details. Word went around the village that somebody was looking for him.”


The rest of them exchanged glances.


“They were based in Rin’u and traveled from around the countryside. That was you, wasn’t it?”


Risai let out a gasp. “People were spreading rumors about us?”


The boy nodded. “The adults caught wind of the rumors and got in a tizzy about what to do. Things could get tough if outsiders found out about Milord.”


Risai place her hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Do you understand what you are saying?”


“I know,” Kaisei said, his voice shaking with fury. “Even I figured out that much. Milord mixed something into his food on the sly. When I asked him what, he said it was medicine. Because it cost so much, Milord insisted that nobody should go to that much trouble. That’s why he said to keep it a secret.”


Tears spilled down his cheeks. “I was a fool and believed him. I should have tasted it for him. Then he wouldn’t have died.”


“Kaisei—”


“You are fools too. Why didn’t you show up earlier? Now you’re too late. Milord is no longer in the world.”


“Kaisei,” Risai said again, shaking his shoulder. “Do you know who the person you call Milord is?”


“I know.” Kaisei shook off her hand and looked up at her, eyes blazing. “My defender and benefactor. My one and only lord and master.”


With that, he spun around and ran back down the hill.


“Risai-sama—”


At Seishi’s voice, Risai only nodded and watched until the boy disappeared out of sight.


“Is what he just said the truth?”


“Hard to tell.”


They had become the stuff of rumors. That was probably true. Risai had stayed too long in the same place. When that information reached their ears, the villagers understandably grew alarmed. They had no idea what sort of force they were up against.


“They probably thought we were one of Asen’s posses hunting down remnants of the Imperial Army.”


“Or the opposite,” said Houto. “They knew some sort of force was searching for His Highness and it wasn’t Asen or a specific military unit.”


“Then they’d have no reason to get all up in arms.”


“Not necessarily. The villagers no doubt expected that giving shelter to His Highness would pay off in the future. He was their legendary Kouin. A pearl of great price was lost in this land. If they got their hands on it and protected it, all their wishes would come true.”


Eventually Gyousou would arise. Or rather, when the forces that claimed him marched forth and toppled Asen, Rouan would become the heroes and saviors of Tai.


“Except the time is clearly not right for now.”


“Just like the Kouin,” Risai muttered. “Simply having it in your possession paints a target on your back.”


Houto nodded. “The rebels arise and cross swords with Asen. An uprising follows. At this stage, knowing his whereabouts, His Highness’s loyal retainers gather around him, also increasing the likelihood of Asen learning about his existence. That would spell the end of Rouan.”


Until now, Rouan had escaped the purges. The next time, they wouldn’t be so lucky.


Risai covered her face with her hands and took a deep breath.


“Risai-sama—”


“I know. If what Kaisei told us is true, then to the people of Rouan, it was an unavoidable choice.”


From the start, Risai hadn’t believed that Gyousou died. She couldn’t believe. Whatever sins Rouan had or hadn’t committed along the way were a distant concern.


Not only that, given the current conditions in Tai, with the kingdom itself teetering on the edge of the precipice, such actions could hardly be considered surprising. Just as it would be equally fair to conclude that Rouan sheltered Gyousou and the renegade soldiers with the best of intentions in mind. No one there demonstrated any animosity towards Asen. Rouan was not recruiting or quartering troops. No one intended to rise up in revolt. The village lacked the size and scale to do so in any event.


So even if they were covering for Gyousou and the soldiers, for the time being, she couldn’t think of any good it would do them. They were taking a great risk for only the distant promise of a reward.


Risai looked at the unmarked grave. Are you really sleeping down there?




Under a setting sun, they plodded down the trail to the foot of the mountain. The village gates would have closed by now anyway. Although Rouan did have a single inn where they could stay the night, none of them had any desire to do so. No matter the cold and the falling snow and traveling through the dead of night, they wanted to put distance between themselves and that grave.


With that shared thought on their minds, they urged their horses on, only leaving their saddles to rest halfway along the way. Half-frozen water coursed down a snow-covered mountain stream. The horses lowered their heads to drink, their breath raising clouds of white like billowing steam.


Risai said, “The two soldiers Seishi met didn’t make an appearance.”


“So it seems. I was told they left Rouan yesterday for parts unknown. I wouldn’t put a whole lot of credence into that story either.”


“What do you think, Seishi?”


Seishi shook his head. “To tell the truth, I don’t know what to believe. If somebody tells you about a man with white hair and crimson eyes, His Highness immediately springs to mind. Ask people if they know of anybody else who looks like that and they all say no. What else can they say? I’ve never heard of anyone with that appearance either. But His Highness can’t be the only one in the world. The possibility cannot be dismissed.”


“No, it can’t.”


“What we want to believe and what is actually credible get all mixed up together.”


True enough, Risai murmured. She sat there in the stillness and watched the horses drinking from the creek. She said, “We have a decision to make.”


“A decision?” Seishi asked.


Risai nodded. “If Asen really does become the emperor, what will you do, Seishi? Kyoshi? Houto?”


Caught in Risai’s gaze, the three responded with perplexed looks of their own.


“If Asen becomes the rightful emperor of Tai? Asen is our enemy, but overthrowing a new emperor would cause the kingdom to founder all the more. Rebelling against the throne is a crime to begin with. Would we nevertheless cling to our hatred for him?”


The three of them sank into silence.


“Or let bygones be bygones and support the new dynasty?” Risai turned her face into the cold, oncoming wind. “If Gyousou-sama died, I don’t know what I’d do.”


Kyoshi didn’t answer. If Asen really was the emperor, he would become an integral part of Tai itself. But Kyoshi had lost too much to Asen’s atrocities, too many friends and colleagues had died in the temples and monasteries set ablaze by Asen’s orders.


The priests and monks who allowed themselves to be captured and executed so he could escape—the people of Ten Shire who had made so many sacrifices and suffered so many privations in the era that that followed—those who died patiently waiting for a new day to dawn—all that pain and misery must be laid at Asen’s feet.


Kyoshi would never forgive. He would never forget.


He would never follow Asen, never respect or revere him. Should Asen reign upon the throne of Tai, Kyoshi’s only desire would be to run up to that throne and place every bit of blame where it was due.


But strike him down? Could he say that the emperor, so absolutely necessary to Tai, and now more than ever, truly had no use?


If the substance of his own mind was all that mattered, then Asen was useless. Kyoshi would say so to his face. But what was his worth to the kingdom and all the people in it?




After they descended the mountain, around the time they passed by the shuttered gates of Kohaku, the side door to the Rouan main gate opened wide enough for a head to poke out and peer into the darkness. After looking to the right and left, a small shadow slipped through the gap.


It was Kaisei. Bundled up in a hand-me-down cloak, Kaisei again examined the surrounding environment and didn’t see signs of any predatory animals or youma.


These mountain paths were dangerous at night. The people who came to visit the master’s grave left straightaway and hadn’t stayed overnight in the village, proof that conditions here weren’t as dangerous as the adults around him said.


We didn’t arrive in time.


They hadn’t arrived in time. Kaisei couldn’t do anything about that either.


He felt nothing but contempt for the adults who gazed down at his grave with sadness and regret. They had arrived too late, and now there was no way to mend their mistakes.


I’m not going to turn out like them.


So Kaisei would act.


You’re being reckless and foolhardy.


It was almost as if he could see the wry smile on his master’s face, hear his voice and that familiar song always on his lips.


	

	South of the castle we fought.

	North of the walls we died.

	We perished like dogs at the side of the road,

	And ended up food for the crows.


	
	
	Book III
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	Part Thirteen

	Chapter 1

	
[13-1] Keitou’s appointment as provincial prime minister left Kouryou with mixed feelings. That evening after returning to his quarters, the accumulated anxiety felt like a heavy weight pressing on his chest.


Keitou had done well. Of all the mandarins in the Imperial Palace, he alone served Taiki with integrity and good faith.


“But he is one of Asen’s retainers.”


Kouryou threw himself onto his bed and crossed his arms beneath his head. Somewhere in the attic above his head, a dove cooed a faint and melancholy song.


Asen’s retainers attacked Gyousou and stole the throne.


All the suffering endured by the people and by Kouryou and his colleagues could be laid at the feet of Asen. He didn’t know what role Keitou played in the usurpation, but no matter how earnestly he served Taiki now, that didn’t erase those past sins. Hadn’t Asen tried to kill Taiki in the first place?


Did Keitou know what was in the offing? If so, why didn’t he stop Asen? If he had no idea, why didn’t he condemn Asen when he found out? Kouryou would have understood if Keitou had denounced Asen and then parted ways, something he had not yet done.


What was Taiki thinking when he made Keitou prime minister?


Kouryou couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge Keitou. Nor could he get on board with publicly proclaiming Asen’s enthronement. Doing so felt akin to declaring that Gyousou was no longer the emperor. How could Taiki—the first among Gyousou’s retainers—have made such a proposal?


The way he spoke about Gyousou as well.


The calculating and coldhearted words he used. Even if it was all an act in order to deceive Chou’un, his choice of language struck Kouryou as more cruel than necessary.


Or else—


A cold chill ran down his back. Could Taiki possibly be telling the truth? Those doubts had plagued Kouryou’s thoughts of late. Taiki told Asen what Asen wanted to hear so he could act on behalf of Gyousou. But had the Divine Will truly changed? Was that why he said Heaven told him to change course and head to Kouki?


Did that also explain the ritual Taiki conducted every morning? Tokuyuu said he was praying to the gods but Kouryou couldn’t help thinking he was praying for Asen. He would run all these questions by Taiki if he only had the opportunity. Shouwa was never far from Taiki’s side. She’d recently brought in two more court maids to work alternate shifts. They only answered to her and Kouryou did not trust them with any secrets.


Maybe everything was part and parcel of Taiki’s deception. Or maybe the exact opposite. Maybe his words and actions weren’t a feint or a subterfuge. Maybe they were the truth. And maybe Kouryou had only deceived himself into believing that Asen was the one being fooled.


His head felt like it was filled with lead. All that accumulated weariness. Thanks to Yari, he could retire to his own quarters at night. But the days of camping out in the main hall and snatching cat naps here and there had gone on for too long. Those moments of fatigue accumulated like dust until they thickened into clods of mud.


He’d come to believe more and more that they should have stuck with Risai.


Overcome by the gloom and melancholy, he dozed off and woke the next morning at daybreak. His head throbbed like a bad hangover and his limbs felt like they were encased in a spider’s web. His senses felt dulled down and at a distant remove. He sluggishly got dressed and headed to the main hall. About the time he entered the building, the dullness finally began to clear, though that numb sensation occupying his brain didn’t change.


He wandered into the living room, where Taiki was already up and about. He had just finished eating. Shouwa was clearing away the dishes.


Taiki still did not have complete use of his left hand and required an assistant for many everyday tasks. Tokuyuu and Juntatsu had taken turns filling this role, but Tokuyuu hadn’t shown up for the past two days. His room in the inner courtyard was empty and bare. Bun’en as well was incommunicado.


Taiki was understandably quite concerned.


Kouryou acknowledged the two of them with a bow. Taiki said, “Something the matter? You look a bit gray.”


Kouryou casually sidestepped the question. He said instead, “I don’t know what is on the Taiho’s mind these days.”


Taiki responded with a puzzled look. Kouryou clamped his mouth shut. Having openly voiced his misgivings, he wasn’t sure how to walk those words back.


“Ah, you’re referring to Keitou.”


Kouryou didn’t answer. Shouwa cast him a sidelong glance. Kouryou said to her, “Would you mind waiting outside?”


Shouwa looked at Taiki with upturned eyes. “Is that fine with you? Do you need anything?”


“No,” Taiki said with a smile. “That’s all right. The two of us just need a moment of privacy. Kouryou would like to get something off his chest.”


Shouwa nodded with obvious reluctance. She gathered up the tableware and departed. Taiki watched her through the windows until she had exited the inner courtyard before turning back to Kouryou.


“How about you accompany me for a little stroll around the garden?”


	

Taiki called out to Yari, “We’d like the place for ourselves. No visitors for now.”


Taiki left through the rear entrance to the main hall. Patches of ice covered the pond. The stands of peach and plum trees had shed their leaves. The bare branches sparkled with frost.


Taiki crossed a small bridge over the pond and continued down a narrow path surrounded by wintry vistas. From the back of the pond, the path wound among the snow-covered boulders and up a switchback stairway. From there, they climbed to a pavilion adjacent to a waterfall. Even the water tumbling over the stony surface sounded cold.


The pavilion felt no warmer. The spray from the waterfall froze on the boulders, forming columns of glittering icicles. The pillars of the pavilion and the encompassing pony wall did little to block the wind or the chill.


“Aren’t you cold?” Kouryou asked.


“It is on the brisk side.” Taiki grinned. “But here we can talk without worrying about being overheard by anybody.”


“By anybody—”


Taiki nodded. “I take it you’re not happy with me making Keitou the prime minister.”


Kouryou hung his head. Their walk in the cold morning air had cleared away most of the numbness filling his senses. He felt fully awake for perhaps the first time that day. And now with his mind clear, he regretted the thoughtlessness of his earlier remarks.


“I apologize for that. I said too much.”


“I completely understand how you would have mixed feelings about Keitou. But there is no one else with his qualifications I trust to fill the position. I hope you understand where I am coming from as well.”


“Yes,” Kouryou said with a nod. From the start, Taiki had no staff or roster of personnel to work with. His hands really were tied in that respect.


“I needed an ally to serve in the position of provincial prime minister. You would have been fine. So would Juntatsu. But I’m pretty sure you would reject such an appointment without a second thought.”


“Naturally.” He wasn’t about to hand off responsibility for Taiki’s personal protection to anyone else but Yari.


“And Juntatsu is a doctor through and through. He probably knows less about politics than I do. Unfortunately, that’s about the size of my candidate pool. I really need more trustworthy advisors and counselors.”


“I understand that perfectly well. I really do apologize.”


“And I grasp as well the burdens you are bearing. Of course, you’re not going to be happy with every decision and development. If you do have any concerns weighing on your mind, don’t let them fester. Spit them out.” Taiki added with a mischievous grin, “Just don’t spit them out inside the manor.”


Kouryou faced the waterfall and finally said, “Taiho, please answer me this one question. Is Asen the emperor?”


Taiki’s eyes widened, as if startled by the inquiry. He lowered his head and thought it over for a long minute.


“Soon after I returned from Hourai, Risai told me what happened. There was a traitor among Gyousou-sama’s retainers, someone secretly communicating with Asen.”


“And that would be Rousan-sama.”


“Can we say there is only one?”


Asked straight out like that, Kouryou did not have a ready reply. To be sure, if Rousan betrayed Gyousou, there certainly could be others.


“When I was debating with myself whether to part ways with Risai and return to the palace, I made another resolution as well. Except for those I could prove to my own satisfaction were not traitors, I would trust no one.”


“Those you could prove to you own satisfaction—”


“Risai, to start with. Risai risked her life traveling to the Kingdom of Kei to save my life. If she were somehow allied with Asen, she’d have no reason to do such a thing. It’d be far more convenient for Asen if I had simply stayed in Hourai.”


In a quieter voice he added, “If I had stayed in Hourai, I would likely be dead by now. Perhaps Asen discovered through unknown means that I had contracted the esui. Had I died in Hourai, a new kirin would have been born. In due time, that kirin would choose a new emperor. According to that logic, Asen dispatched Risai to save me and bring me back.”


“Wait a minute. You would carry your suspicions that far?”


“Calling them suspicions is not entirely correct. I am only considering the possibilities. Because I simply cannot afford to fail.” Taiki smiled a sad smile. “I met Risai for the first time on Mount Hou and truly took a liking to her. It was Risai who put everything on the line to rescue me from Hourai. Words cannot express how happy I was and how grateful I am to her. But that by itself does not exclude the possibility that she could also be communicating with Asen and, as I have explained, that is why she came to my rescue.”


Kouryou was dumbfounded. Yes, such a possibility existed. The logic of the proposition was undeniable. But weren’t kirin creatures governed by empathy and compassion? Were they capable of such stone-cold reasoning?


“However, I set aside such possibilities when we left Sekijou. To start with, after I returned from Hourai, so many things took place that Asen never could have expected or foreseen. And observing Risai’s reactions to them, I found it difficult to believe that she was in any way conspiring with Asen. On top of that, Risai let me leave Sekijou unaccompanied by herself. If she’d been ordered by Asen to apprehend me, she would not have so readily allowed me to slip out of her hands.”


Taiki shook his head and said with a faint smile, “Then again, if I wanted to find reasons to doubt, I could doubt even the outcome of those actions. So I decided to trust Risai. If she turned out to be on Asen’s side, well, that would be my loss.”


Kouryou was too startled to speak.


“Having chosen to trust Risai, I could trust you as well. Meeting you and Kyoshi was a complete coincidence. It would simply be impossible to stage the whole thing in advance, you and Kyoshi and the people of Touka. You and Risai are not my enemies. I could believe that much.”


“I’m happy to hear that. What about Ganchou-sama? No, Ganchou-sama is a difficult case. How about Bun’en or—”


“I don’t trust anybody in the Imperial Palace. This kingdom is afflicted by that illness. Sure, I trust Bun’en insofar as his character goes, but I cannot tell if he has succumbed or not. Well, I couldn’t. Recently, I think I’ve gotten a better grasp of what this illness constitutes. I don’t know what causes the phenomenon itself, but the changes that Tokuyuu and Heichuu exhibited are likely typical of the symptoms.”


Kouryou felt a start of recognition. Of course, he thought. The loss of ambition, the dazed outlook on life—those were the symptoms.


“I believe you are right.”


“Heichuu was reassigned, apparently to the Rokushin. Tokuyuu stopped showing up. They are probably waiting on Asen hand and foot as we speak.”


Kouryou nodded. Entirely possible.


“At this point, I am more confident about being able to tell who is ill and who is not. That’s helped to let down my guard a bit. Before that, I had no idea, which is why I absolutely could not trust anyone but you and Risai. That hasn’t changed. I thought I could trust Bun’en and Juntatsu, but not after the past few days. As things stand now, they may have succumbed. They’ve been out of contact for long enough that I think we should assume something happened to them.”


Kouryou agreed.


“To tell the truth, I’ve been harboring suspicions about you too, Kouryou.”


Kouryou nodded. “I know what you’re talking about. I really can’t explain it well myself, but now and then my mind falls into a complete muddle. The strange thing is, when I meet with you, the fog always seems to lift. If you are close by, everything becomes crystal clear.”


Taiki nodded. “It was the same with Tokuyuu. His condition improved when he was around me. And when he wasn’t, and especially at night, he got much worse. This illness grows stronger after sunset and it abhors kirin.”


“It abhors kirin—”


“Be that as it may,” Taiki said, “I cannot say anything of a sensitive nature when others might overhear. I know you’ve been beside yourself with worry. I’m sorry for causing you so much concern.”


“Oh, you’ve no need to apologize to me.”


Taiki shook his head and grinned. “But did you ever doubt that Gyousou-sama was the emperor?”


“Taiho—”


“Gyousou-sama is the emperor,” Taiki said in a low but distinct voice.


The wave of relief washed over Kouryou with such force that it almost brought him to his knees.


“I would not have suspected that even Kouryou harbored such doubts.”


“Yes, I know. Inexcusable on my part.”


Kouryou then asked Taiki frankly if the ritual he performed every morning when he came to the arbor in the pavilion and faced the north was on behalf of Asen.


Taiki looked back at him, the surprise evident on his face. He remained silent for a while before answering.


“You really were questioning everything too, weren’t you?”


“Tokuyuu said you were probably praying for the welfare of the people.”


Taiki again did not answer for a while. Then he said with a small smile, “Sort of, but not quite. To be sure, Asen resides in the Inner Palace to the north. Except keep on going in that same direction and won’t you eventually arrive at Bun Province?”


Kouryou almost groaned aloud. The pieces fell into place. Every day, Taiki prayed on behalf of Risai, who had continued on to Bun Province, and Gyousou, who had disappeared there.


“I really do apologize.”


“Your explanations probably make for more plausible lies. I’d call that a good thing.”


“Then all of this really is one big charade?”


“Of course.”


“It’s hard for me to imagine a more audacious fabrication.”


Taiki answered with a wry grin. “I said I had a plan, didn’t I?”


“I really am surprised. No matter how good a job you did convincing Asen and his whole lot, what would you have done if someone refused to go along? What if they rejected the whole thing out of hand as simply too fantastic to believe?”


“Well, if such obstacles popped up, I would think up ways around them too.”


In fact, Taiki was confident that the explanations he’d laid out so far would pass muster. Because only the kirin could vouch for the value of the Divine Will. No one else in this world comprehended the actual essence of the Divine Will. Even the emperor himself had no choice but consent to the Divine Will as the kirin defined it.


The manifestation of the Divine Will itself was closer to instinct or intuition. No miracles took place. No voice echoed down from Heaven. The thought only occurred to the kirin that this is the person. Nothing more.


Elevating what was at best a hunch or a feeling to the holy realms of the Divine Will defined the very existence of the kirin. The kirin was at heart a beast that also possessed a human form. He was born on a single tree on Mount Hou, subjugated the youma as his shirei, and exhibited many supernatural abilities. The existence of the kirin defied the normal constraints of the world, so much so that the reasonable conclusion was that Heaven had designed them that way.


When that miraculous existence identified it as such, what began as a mere hunch materialized as the Divine Will. Because the kirin said so, that’s how it was taken. And so it followed that the Divine Will was whatever the kirin said it was.


In any event, the people of Taiki had to be saved before winter arrived in full force. They had to find a way to survive the winter. Asen first had to be convinced to stop abandoning his subjects and provide whatever support he could, starting, if necessary, with the bare minimum.


“I had to return to the Imperial Palace for the good of the people. For whatever reason, I lost my connection to Gyousou-sama’s imperial aura. But Risai and the rest are searching for him.”


At the same time, it was possible that Gyousou was being held in the Imperial Palace. If so, there would be no way to confirm that without being in the Imperial Palace, and certainly no way of saving him. Someone had to go in there and look for him.


When Taiki laid all this out, Kouryou grunted in admiration. “You are definitely right about that.”


“If Gyousou-sama was being detained outside the palace, it’d also be easier to access information about him from inside the palace. If we ascertained his whereabouts, we could then let Risai know. Since they’ve been finding shelter in the Taoist temples along the way, we should be able to get in touch with them through the temple network. And at the same time, lend Risai support from within the palace. I couldn’t do anything if I was with Risai right now. And all the extra work guarding me was a constant drag on the mission. Perhaps more importantly, whether or not there was any substance to all these possibilities, I believed my place was here in the Imperial Palace.”


“Yes.”


“The safest and surest way in was to claim that Asen was the new emperor. With that claim as my collateral, he couldn’t very well kill me. Far from it. He couldn’t abandon the people or continue the cruel purges for fear of bringing on the shitsudou. Any reason Asen had for continuing the purges should have vanished as well.”


Taiki paused and sighed. “That’s how I expected the situation to unfold.”


The state of affairs inside the Imperial Palace turned out to be far stranger than Taiki expected. He still did not understand how things had gotten so far out of kilter. Asen demonstrated not the slightest enthusiasm for the role of emperor even on the subject of his enthronement.


Though the constraints on Taiki’s authority had finally loosened and he could begin to act, Chou’un and his faction effectively blocked Keitou’s efforts to promote the Taiho’s agenda. Their constant interference only ensured that nothing worked as it should. They ended up accomplishing the equivalent of nothing as the snow piled up. At this rate, none of their efforts expended on behalf of the people would take effect in time.


In the meantime, he had no idea what Risai and the others were up to in their search for Gyousou. None of their activities had come to anyone’s attention in the capital. A good thing, because getting noticed by the wrong people could doom all of them. That’s what Taiki told himself, except the lack of news left him all the more fit to be tied.


With the Imperial Palace frozen in amber, at the very least, Taiki hoped to motivate Asen to act in the best interests of his subjects.


“Anyway, this is a good opportunity to bring up another subject with you.”


“What would that be?”


“The way things stand right now, we are getting nowhere on the welfare front. I want to arrange a meeting with Asen.”


Kouryou furrowed his brow. “A meeting?”


Back when Taiki was a child, Seirai, his provincial chief cabinet secretary, often used “shortcuts” that took the back alleyways through the Imperial Palace. In fact, there were plenty of quicker and shorter routes from here to there. But taking the long way around reduced the odds of running into the wrong person, getting collared by an eager bureaucrat, and wasting a lot of time. By that definition, there were always more efficient ways of getting around.


Along with this explanation, Taiki said, “According to my memories from back then, one of those shortcuts led to the Rokushin. Following the path from there to here, I believe I can get to Asen’s living quarters.”


“What you’re talking about is too dangerous!”


“Why is that?”


“What if you were found out by the guards?”


“That would hardly matter, would it? Of course, if I got caught, I’d probably be removed from the premises before meeting Asen. But all in all, the Saiho shouldn’t be forbidden from setting foot anywhere in the Imperial Palace.”


According to the preferences of the emperor, there was the practice of restricting access to rooms in the Inner Palace used by his wife or mistress, a practice defined by the rules of etiquette, not law. The kirin also respected those informal boundaries in regards to the Inner Palace. However, members of the bureaucracy, the Chousai included, were not allowed to enter the Rokushin without the permission of the emperor.


Neither could the emperor, in turn, enter Jinjuu Manor without permission from the kirin who lived there. Not because of a written statue—it wasn’t like anybody was going to arrest the emperor for trespassing in any case—but due to longstanding custom followed so faithfully it had gained the weight of law. This mattered because of the conflicts bound to arise between the emperor and kirin during the closing years of a dynasty.


But such restrictions did not apply to the kirin. The throne was only the emperor’s because the kirin gave it to him. The same could even be said of the Imperial Palace.


“I guess that is true.”


“So I thought I’d go see for myself. By the way, not paying Asen a visit is out of the question.”


“Understood. I’ll go with you.”


“No.” Taiki smiled. “You won’t be much good as a bodyguard if Asen’s guards lock you away.”


“That is—”


“I really would be in trouble if we got split up like that. I know how unbearable it must be, but please be patient. I’ll go by myself.”


	Chapter 2


[13-2] Yari stood at the rear window of the main hall, observing the two figures standing beneath the arbor. The pavilion was perched on a mountain of boulders at the far end of the garden.


What an interesting kirin, she thought.


Yari had already concluded that Shouwa was a spy. Yari assumed the court ladies Shouwa selected reported to her as well. One way or another, Taiki must have figured out where their loyalties lay. Or was he simply being extra careful?


Either way, he’d shooed Shouwa out of the main hall to keep her from tagging along. And even if she had, he moved his conversation with Kouryou to the garden pavilion, well out of earshot.


Yari glanced at Shouwa, who’d returned to the living room and was now fidgeting about doing nothing. The two leaving in her absence clearly bothered her, but it wasn’t up to Yari to chase her away. After another look at Shouwa, Yari again directed her attention to the pavilion.


“Must be cold out there.”


Getting Shouwa out of the main hall for even a short time was hard enough. Getting her to budge while Yari was in the building was practically impossible.


Yari didn’t know what kind of a creature a kirin was, except this kirin was not at all like what she’d imagined. She hadn’t found the right words to describe what she’d seen. Highly calculating and deeply distrustful were the closest she’d come up with so far.


She’d once believed that the kirin only saw the best in the human heart. As the kirin acted only with the purest of intentions, so it followed that others must do the same. Such good-natured and even simple-minded creatures.


Were that not the case, those inexhaustible measures of mercy and compassion would surely not continue to well up.


The kirin of Tai was different. There was nothing simple or sweet about the Black Kirin. He was guarded, suspicious, and extraordinarily cagey. At times, he created an intimidating aura and spoke using surprisingly heartless language, though from Yari’s perspective, he did so with specific ends in mind.


Before coming to Nightingale Manor, Yari asked Ganchou what Taiki was like. Ganchou remembered him as an ingenuous though sensitive and thoughtful child. The kirin Yari had gotten to know was anything but ingenuous. Thoughtful, yes. But his mind worked in cool and calculating ways.


Ganchou also said the kirin he knew was at ease around others and unconcerned about his social position. And perhaps that hadn’t changed. She saw no evidence that Taiki cared, but he appeared keenly aware of the extent to which others were constrained by class and rank, and knew how to use those concerns and constraints.


Reading his thoughts and actions proved extraordinarily difficult. At times, when confronting a provincial minister, for example, his attitude changed abruptly. Yari often came away with the impression that this being, who was at once open and receptive to the whole outside world, could also close down completely. In order to keep his real feelings and intentions hidden away, he simply slammed the door shut.


She had to wonder what had happened to that ingenuous child to cause such a change. She suspected it had something to do with the shoku that swept him away to a strange and distant land.


“Fascinating.” The depths of her curiosity knew no bounds.


As she stood there, watching and wondering, one of the figures in the pavilion turned and looked in her direction. Probably Taiki. He had agreed to her posting in the manor as his bodyguard.


He waved with a beckoning gesture. Yari nodded. She said with a glance back at Shouwa, “He’s probably getting cold out there. I guess he’s ready to come in.” And exited the main hall into the garden.


Shouwa at first seemed keen to tag along, but after a moment of hesitation, decided against it. Yari suppressed a smirk. Shouwa wasn’t very good at being a spy, and by this point was likely only going through the motions. Whoever her handler was, she owned him little in the way of loyalty and had no great passion for the mission given her. In any case, it wasn’t worth braving the cold.


Yari cut through the wintry garden and climbed up to the pavilion. The freezing wind was all the more severe around the pavilion and chilled her to the bone.


Yari knelt on the cold floor. “You called?”


Taiki nodded. “I have a job for you, Yari.”


“As you wish.”


“I’m going to sneak out of the manor tonight. I need you and Kouryou to cover for me.”


Yari blinked in surprise. Again, the Taiho is as incomprehensible as ever.


“Will one of us be accompanying you?”


“No. Better that you do not.”


“Yari,” Kouryou said in a pleading voice, “tell him to reconsider.” Then a moment later mumbled, “Not that it would do any good coming from you either.”


Though she hadn’t served the Taiho for long, she had gathered that when he made up his mind, he was unlikely to deviate from that decision. Once he voiced his resolve in words, he would not budge from the actions that followed. Grumbling and complaining did not sway him. Kouryou never could read him right when it came to that aspect of his personality, probably because he too had a hard time shaking his preconceptions about what a kirin was supposed to be.


“Well, take care of yourself. You can leave the rest to us.”


	

Taiki slipped out of Nightingale Manor at midnight. To the east of the rear courtyard, a side gate exited into the adjoining landscape park. In the shadows of the decorative boulders, the gate created a narrow passageway difficult to discern from a distance. It had likely been installed to allow the servants and gardeners to move back and forth between the park and the rear courtyard.


The landscape park might have once been a part of Nightingale Manor—or the manor had been part of the park—either way, it was now closed. It had been open at first, but sometime after soldiers started appearing around the manor, barricades blocked off the path through the park.


“Because it is dangerous,” was the explanation.


That wasn’t the real reason. But boarding the place up and physically securing it with chains and locks must have set their minds at ease, for no soldiers were posted inside the park. Though they patrolled the perimeter, any appearance of the manor being under siege would make it obvious that its occupants were under house arrest, an accusation Chou’un clearly wished to avoid.


Even Kouryou was pretty sure anyone could sneak through if he really wanted to. Though Taiki would be doing so alone.


“Everything will be okay,” Taiki assured Kouryou as they approached the gate. “For the time being, I’ll have less to worry about than you or Yari.” Kouryou answered with a nod, and Taiki added, “Just make sure nobody comes to check on me.”


Taiki was supposedly asleep in his bedroom. Juntatsu was resting in own room today, so if all went as planned, nobody had any reason to enter the bedroom until Shouwa arrived in the morning. Yari would be on watch in the main hall. The servants who worked the night shift and waited on call in the portico rooms would stay put unless specifically requested.


The only real concern was Keitou showing up because of some emergency, though that wasn’t likely.


“You take care, now.”


“I will,” Taiki answered politely, and disappeared through the side gate.


Kouryou watched him leave and returned to the main hall. “The place is in your hands now,” he said to Yari. “I’ll be pretending to sleep in my room. If you need anything, let me know right away. I’ll be up all night.”


“Understood,” Yari said with a nod.


With a goodnight wave, Kouryou let out a long sigh and left the main hall and went to his room off the main courtyard. No sooner had he closed the door but he headed straight for the window facing a small walled garden and climbed out of the building.


Like there is any way I am going to let him wander off alone.


He understood Taiki’s assurances that he had little to worry about. There weren’t that many soldiers on patrol around the manor and they didn’t pass by very often. It should be easy to evade any prying eyes. Even if someone did spot him, they weren’t allowed to physically lay hands on the Taiho in any case. All they could do was block the way and plead for him to return to the manor.


Taiki was not officially on hostile terms with Asen or Asen’s Imperial Court. Quite to the contrary. Taiki was the Saiho. Asen had formally condoned his return and ushered him into the Imperial Palace. As far as the ordinary soldier or bureaucrat was concerned, Taiki was the one laying down the law. There wasn’t a chance of him coming to any harm.


Rather, Kouryou was the one venturing into harm’s way. If he got caught by the soldiers, arrest and detainment was inevitable. Detainment would undoubtedly be followed by severe punishment. Taiki would no doubt do his best to cover for him, but having assumed the role of the Daiboku, and yet standing accused in the past of committing the serious crimes of insubordination and deserting the army, Kouryou would hardly have any grounds to complain about whatever discipline was meted out to him.


But I really cannot allow him to do this by himself.


He had no idea what was going to happen next. Gyousou—and Tai itself—was only as safe as Taiki.


There was an unused bedroom west of the main hall. Kouryou had reconnoitered the room on a previous occasion and left the back window open. Now he snuck in through the window, quietly crossed the unlit room, and from there exited into the rear courtyard. He came to the gate Taiki had passed through earlier and put his hand on the door.


That was when a voice whispered out of the darkness, “Yeah, I thought as much.” It was Yari. “I figured you’d try to follow him.”


His hand resting on the gate door, Kouryou sighed. Yari’s figure appeared out of the gloom. He said, “I’m not about to let him go wandering around the Imperial Palace in the middle of the night by himself.”


“I figured you’d say that too.”


“I’m not worried about the soldiers. They’d be the last ones to treat him with anything but kid gloves. When it comes to Asen’s inner circle, though, there’s no telling who they are or what they are capable of doing.”


“Those mindless mannequins? They could stare straight at him and not know who he was or care.”


“You don’t know that for certain.” He couldn’t overlook the risk, no matter how slight the actual danger to Taiki might be.


With a sideways tilt of her head, Yari pondered the possibilities. “I understand your concerns. The mannequins only do as they are told. But Asen has laid down the law on previous occasions, that nobody should be allowed into his presence. If those orders still stand, calling for any intruders to be summarily removed, even the Taiho could face an armed assault, no questions asked.”


That’s what I’m afraid of.


Kouryou pushed the gate door open just as a hand clapped down on his shoulder and yanked him backwards. He didn’t feel that much force in the move, though it made him throw his head back and retreat several stumbling steps to regain his balance.


“Yari.”


Kouryou gave her another long look. She’ll be useful around here, his gut told him the first time they met. He wasn’t wrong. A sufficient force applied to a human being in motion could knock that moving center of gravity off balance. For the average person, much easier said than done. But clearly it was second nature for Yari.


“You should go back home.”


“I cannot allow the Taiho to put himself in danger alone, no matter how small a risk that might be.”


“I know. Which is why, in this case, you belong at the manor. I will go.”


“Yari—” Kouryou started to say with evident exasperation.


She cut him off. “Precisely because I know the risks is why I should go instead of you. You would be putting yourself in more jeopardy than the Taiho.”


“I could say the same about you.”


“I’ll be fine,” Yari said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “Nobody will catch me. I’ve snuck into the Rokushin on many occasions and haven’t been caught once.”


“On many occasions?”


“I know my way around the palace better than most. It won’t be a problem. The Taiho won’t even know I’m on his tail. As long as he doesn’t get into any trouble along the way, he’ll be none the wiser.”


A startled Kouryou peered at the face of the utterly calm Yari. “Why the Rokushin?”


“Oh, there’s a place in the Rokushin I like to visit. You see, I don’t appreciate people telling me where I’m allowed and not allowed to go.” She added with a small smile, “Getting told a place is off limits only makes me want to check it out all the more.”


	Chapter 3


[13-3] The central garden was the unifying element of all of the buildings in the Imperial Palace, here referring to a courtyard surrounded on all four sides. The entire structure might contain three or four such gardens aligned north to south.


Taiki had been taught this at Seirai’s knee.


The central axis of the compound ran straight along a north to south line, with the main entrance at the south and the more important rooms located further north and deeper in. The gate accessing the building at the south end of the compound led to the first courtyard. The second courtyard was situated north of the buildings surrounding the first, with the third and possibly a fourth following the same pattern.


Whether a large castle or a small abode, the layout incorporated the same architectural approach. Only the scale differed.


If a structure with four courtyards proved insufficient, then parallel axes were added to the right and left, with the buildings organized around the same arrangement of three or four courtyards. The surrounding walls defined everything inside as a single compound.


Strolling about the grounds, Taiki learned that every structure in Hakkei Palace hewed to these architectural concepts.


Holding Seirai’s warm hand and listening to his calm and reassuring voice, Taiki delighted in exploring the so-called shortcuts and byways around the palace. Starting with the occupations, customs, and cultural background related to each of the surrounding buildings, Seirai extended the conversation into the relevant etiquette and politics.


Seirai conducted many such lectures in disguise, and answered any of Taiki’s questions using words he could easily understand.


Gathering together these scattered fragments from his memories, Taiki wended his way among the dark buildings. For good or ill, the waning crescent moon offered little illumination. One result was that lanterns were easy to make out from a distance. Since soldiers were the only ones carrying lanterns at this time of night, he had no problem spotting approaching patrols and finding a hiding place.


The Rokushin in which Asen must be ensconced was surrounded by a long wall. But Taiki knew of several secret passageways. To start with, according to the customary layout of the courtyards, the Rokushin was not one massive single structure but a cluster of buildings linked together. There were bound to be gaps in the security cordon where one abutted another.


A variety of circumstances had allowed Taiki to confirm their existence. “The walls around my home must be filled with as many holes,” he once pointed out to Seirai.


“You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Seirai assured him with a gentle smile. “You see, the Taiho’s residence is surrounded by the sea. There is no easy way to approach it from below. There are only two gates and two ways in and out.”


In any case, a wall could be surmounted by anyone with the mind to do so, and a kijuu could alight anywhere. Kijuu were forbidden in the Imperial Palace and especially above the Sea of Clouds in the Enchou precisely because they had that capability.


Meaning there wasn’t really anywhere that could be locked down tight.


As a child, he’d wondered how wise that was. Now he was thankful. He crawled down a passageway beneath the floorboards that led to an empty room, quickly crossed it to the other side, climbed through an open lattice window, and hopped across the pond on a series of stepping stones to an open corridor along the waterfront.


In a corner of the corridor that wrapped around the inside of the building, he ducked through a side door. From there through the west flower gardens brought him to the Rokushin where Asen resided.


Making his way down a narrow alley, Taiki stopped in his tracks. The subfloors of the mansions built into the rising slope were taller than his own height. Once upon a time, he could follow these subfloors right up to the side of the building where he used to live. Taiki gazed into the darkness and resumed walking.


The buildings of the Rokushin housing the emperor’s living quarters came into view. Among them were those reserved as the personal quarters of the emperor and his consort. Asen must reside in one of them, or so Taiki supposed.


He sidled beneath the eaves and surveyed the compound, then continued deeper in. He hardly saw another soul, and no soldiers on patrol. The main wing of the Rokushin was dark, so he again headed north. The buildings north of the main hall could be called the inner sanctum of the Rokushin, the emperor’s true private quarters.


Here?


Only a few points of light glowed around the compound. Peering into the distance, he saw no signs of human life. One person in court dress stood on a nearby walkway doing nothing but staring off into space.


Concealing his presence, Taiki approached for a closer look. Despite the chill, the man wasn’t wearing a cloak or overcoat. He faced the open air, standing straight as a pole. His enervated face slightly raised, his mouth slightly parted, he gazed at the sky. He hadn’t moved an inch since Taiki first spotted him.


As a test, Taiki tossed a handful of small stones into a nearby thicket of trees. He clearly heard the clattering sound but the man did not react in the slightest.


Soulless, was the description that sprang to mind.


Taiki had grasped that much, but not what caused this phenomenon or what it actually was. He was only sure that it had some connection to Asen.


Those thoughts on his mind, he proceeded deeper into the compound. Through a gap between the buildings, he crept into a garden. The garden gave way to a courtyard paved with stones. The courtyard was surrounded by buildings and ringed by a covered walkway. Taiki took a good look around and then stepped onto the walkway.


He peeked into the rooms housing the sleeping quarters at the head of the courtyard. Though lit by a dim glow, he sensed no human presence.


So he’s not in the official sleeping quarters.


Muffling his steps, he searched his surroundings for any signs of life while making his way further in. He passed the sleeping quarters, through the garden on the other side, and stopped before the soaring gate to the north. On the other side of this gate should be a plaza surrounded on all four sides by more buildings.


Heading north of the plaza would bring him to the gate of the annex compound reserved for members of the imperial family. To the northwest were gates leading to the East Palace and West Palace.


Taiki’s knowledge of the palace grounds extended only so far. He hadn’t been here on many occasions. Only once, in fact. One day before he met Seirai, Gyousou had taken him by the hand and brought him here.


Here the buildings and the gardens of trees buildings had been arranged to create a scenic point looking across the Sea of Clouds. There at the crest of a slightly elevated hill to the northeast was the Inner Palace itself.


If not in the sleeping quarters, then what about the Inner Palace annex? Here, in fact, were several people around the gate and many more occupying what he could see of the plaza. The surroundings were lit up to a degree he hadn’t seen elsewhere. Most of the people appeared to be concentrated in the vicinity of the gate leading to the East Palace.


He could not possibly go straight from here to there.


Thinking about the arrangement of the security details, Asen must occupy the East Palace. The East Palace was originally intended for close relatives of the emperor, but as far as Taiki knew, Asen had no close relatives.


Taiki pondered the situation for a while, then took the road west. He recalled a path from the West Palace to the annex. Though he’d never tried it himself, Seirai once confided to him that “If you go through here, you’ll end up in the annex.” And once he got to the annex, there had to be a way to get into the East Palace.


He headed west and picked up the road to the West Palace. Recalling those memories, he climbed the imposing outcropping of boulders that intersected the surrounding walls and came down on the side of the annex. With no marked path here, he scaled the boulders relying mostly on touch. But the slope was not that steep so he got to the top without much effort.


From atop this little mountain, he could tell that only the area around the gate to the East Palace was lit up. Strangely enough, from this vantage point, the East Palace was completely dark. Rather, in a corner of the annex compound was a building called Gen’i Manor. He could make out dim points of light arrayed around Gen’i Manor.


That must be it.


Having confirmed that no lights were on in the house at the foot of the boulder mountain, Taiki descended the slope.


	

The man heard a faint sound from out there in the darkness.


He was lying on his bed, eyes open, mind blank, staring listlessly at the dark ceiling when that faint sound reached his ears.


He got up as habit instructed him, without any good idea of what he was doing. The sound woke him up, so he should find out what made it. His body simply responded to that long ingrained common sense.


He went to the window next to the bed and gazed at the dark world beyond the glass. The soft sound of the ocean reached his senses. Mixed into the rhythmic rise and fall of the waves came a slight rustle distinctly out of place.


At the foot of the mountain of boulders not far from the window, he could have sworn he’d seen a human silhouette. Staring absentmindedly at that spot, the undergrowth close to the house wavered. He focused his attention on that spot. A figure popped out from the thicket. Despite the near absence of light, he clearly made out the pale features.


That is—


The man racked his brains. And then a moment later forget what he was trying to remember. For a moment, a flash of recognition lit up his mind. And then vanished.


The man—Heichuu—gazed at the passing shadow in a daze. I know I’ve seen him somewhere before.


But when, and who, he could not rightly recollect. The impulse arose that he should go with him, but his feet would not move. He had to think, but the darkness filling his head pushed aside any cogent thoughts.


That is—


He did not abandon the effort. Groping through the darkness, he heard a sound above his head. It came from outside the building, somewhere beneath the eaves. A sound like a quavering voice, a moan pitched low but with an almost effervescent tone.


No sooner had the voice reached him but the darkness inside deepened. Surrounded by the pitch-black walls, there was nothing within his grasp and no desire to reach for whatever might be there.


As he could do nothing else, Heichuu simply stood there.


	

Yari saw the face at the window, and from his eyes could tell his attention was directed at Taiki as he moved away from them. She felt a sudden surge of alarm. Except the man didn’t move in the slightest. Neither did he look at all flustered or surprised.


He must not be on the alert for intruders.


The personnel around the gate she’d passed a short time before appeared to be on the lookout for whatever came their way. That meant the mannequins inside the Rokushin need not concern themselves with trespassers. The man in the window must be one of them. Luckily.


She averted her gaze and was about to resume tailing Taiki. From somewhere above her head came a warbling voice, like the cooing of a dove, though pitched much lower.


She searched for the source of the sound. Near the end of the eaves, she spotted something moving on one of the crisscrossing brackets and joists. Whatever it was resembled a bird. A dove, she thought again, but it was rather big for a dove, bigger even than the average cat. Gray feathers covered its body. The tips of its wings were blue. Following the same pattern, its short blue tail feathers were yellow at the ends.


With a rustling of feathers, the bird awkwardly turned its body before finding another perch among the wooden joists and swiveling its head back around. What very much looked like the squashed face of a baby emerged from the gloomy darkness. Eyes shut, the bird squawked in a flat voice.


“A jisen.”


A youma that fed on human souls. Yeah, I thought something like this might be responsible. She’d heard a similar song coming from the eaves of Nightingale Manor. When she got back, a youma hunt would be in order.


But I don’t have time for you right now.


She couldn’t go meddling in the middle of the night and risk leaving behind evidence she’d been there. Yari gave the ugly, impassive face peering down at her one last glance, and took off after Taiki.


	Chapter 4


[13-4] The maidservants were getting ready for bed when one of them asked Shouwa, “Are we doing something wrong?”


Shouwa wasn’t sure what to make of the question. She wasn’t entirely satisfied with the conduct of her staff, but nothing about them rose to the level of demanding pointed criticism. She had to wonder what exactly the maid was getting at, but going into the fine details would be a pain.


So she simply said, “No.”


“Perhaps you’re just worn out?”


“No—” Shouwa started to say again.


She stopped and pressed her hands against her temples. Now that she thought about it, her head had come to feel like it was filled with lead. She felt exhausted even first thing in the morning, and that sense of listlessness persisted throughout the day. She worried less about it while she was working, but now that they brought up the subject, there might be something wrong with her physically.


Though she hadn’t thought that should be a factor since she was listed on the Registry of Wizards.


Shouwa smiled and said reassuringly, “You know, I probably am just tired.”


The maidservant said in obvious relief, “Maybe you should take tomorrow off and recuperate.”


Shouwa politely agreed, though this was no time to go on vacation. With Heichuu absent, she was the only one Taiki had to depend on. Keitou had been appointed provincial prime minister. He’d promised to recruit more personnel for Nightingale Manor, so the staffing levels should increase any day now. But they hadn’t yet.


Shouwa sighed. All that aside, she had to keep a close eye on Taiki’s condition. That was her primary duty and the only one she could fulfill.


Why had Heichuu been transferred to the Rokushin on such short notice?


As far as Shouwa knew, the Rokushin was a haunted castle where people wandered around like ghosts. When she thought about his reassignment, however it constituted a promotion, she didn’t envy him in the least. She had no desire to join him and become another one of those creepy functionaries wandering the halls.


Speaking of which, she hadn’t seen the doctor, Tokuyuu, around either. Had he gotten fed up with his job? He too had often struck her as depressed and awfully tired.


Recalling the always weary Tokuyuu, she felt a jolt of recognition. It’d been the same with Heichuu. He’d spoken less and less and moped around as if overcome with melancholy and lost in a fog of depression that never lifted. The same way she felt now.


Shouwa shook her head.


No, that couldn’t be the case with her. She was simply tired. And cold. And weighed down by her duties. The mission given to her by Risshou only added to her burdens.


“It’s because I can’t get any sleep at night.”


The dove nesting in the eaves was a noisy bother. Not a constant one, but that singsong voice haphazardly falling on her ears left her nerves on edge.


“That is definitely the reason why.”


	

A voice echoed softly within the gloom.


“South of the castle we fought—”


A single light illuminated the surrounding night. Someone was singing far away in the darkness.


“North of the walls we died—”


A motionless silhouette painted a blacker shadow on the ground. Only the song issuing from its lips proved the shadow was not a statue but a living human being.


“Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.”


The enervated voice picked up a strange amount of cheer as it meandered through the dusk. Reaching the wall, that seemed to stretch out and seize the shadow, it faintly echoed in return.


	

Please tell the crows on our behalf

	To spare a moment before gobbling us down.

	And shed a tear like they truly care

	Weathered and worn and without even a grave.


	

The silhouette wrapped his arms around one knee. He buried his face in his arms and stifled his voice. But his own derisive laughter interrupted the song.


The faint glow flickered. The shadows stirred. The man glanced at the light. Confirming that the flame had quieted down, he again buried his face between his arms.


There seemed no end to this weariness, to this eternal ennui.


	

How in the world might our rotten meat

	Flee from the tip of your pointed beak?


	Chapter 5


[13-5] Taiki closed the door as softly as possible. A gust of air trailed in his wake. The hinges faintly creaked. He slipped into the pitch black and waited for his eyes to grow accustomed to the darkness. He couldn’t hold his breath forever. But no one challenged his presence. For a moment, he thought no one was there. Then he saw a faint light and heard a faint voice.


The voice was muffled and flat and seemed to be singing a song.


	

Brave knights sally forth to slay and be slain

	Leaving behind their riderless mounts

	That wander about loudly neighing and braying.


	

Peering through the fretwork folding screen, he observed a man lying on the ottoman next to the window. Light flowing from a low corner of the room coiled about the wan moonlight shining through the glass.


Taiki was struck by an unexpected thought. He’d never imagined that Asen, holed up in the Rokushin, spent the nights like this. All alone, with no one at his beck and call. Perhaps his current state reflected as well his inclination to cast aside the governance of the kingdom.


The shadow suddenly spoke. “Why are you here?”


He had noticed the intruder in his midst.


“Awfully dark in here, isn’t it?” Taiki said.


Asen raised his head in evident relief. He set the leg propped on the ottoman down on the floor and turned toward the sound of Taiki’s voice.


“Or do you spend every night here like this?”


Though Taiki hung back in the shadows and out of sight, Asen’s silhouette looked straight at him.


“You surprised me. How did you manage to make it this far?”


“This is in the Imperial Palace. My Imperial Palace. I can go wherever I want.”


Asen got to his feet. He stepped forward and retrieved the lantern sitting on the floor. Holding it over his head. Asen’s face at last came into view. A wry smile rose to his face, “I will ask again, why are you here?”


“I have submitted numerous reports and requests to your office and have not received a single reply. I decided to pay you an unannounced visit for a face-to-face meeting.”


Asen used the lantern he was holding to light the candle stands here and there. The room grew brighter as each flame flared to life.


“You can take those concerns to Chou’un.”


“Really? You’re leaving everything in Chou’un hands?”


“I hadn’t intended to, but—” Asen sat back down again on the ottoman. “Frankly, it’s all the same to me.”


Taiki sighed. “Didn’t you overthrow Gyousou-sama’s reign because you were dissatisfied with his governance?”


“Ah,” Asen said, his smile now more bitter than wry. “Do kirin always see everything with the best of intentions in mind? Emperors throughout history have been assassinated and pretenders have taken their place. Because you think they disagreed about the style of governance?”


“You say otherwise?”


“Oh, I am sure you can find the rare exception. But regicide more likely arises out of jealousy or ordinary contempt for the sitting emperor.”


“In your case as well?”


Asen laughed softly. “I’ll hold off on answering that question for now. Which reason would you prefer?”


“I do not think you are that sort of person.”


Evidently caught off guard by this response, Asen looked up at Taiki. “Oh?”


“If you truly despised Gyousou-sama, would you have made such meticulous preparations? Didn’t you harbor some discontent with Gyousou-sama? Were you unhappy with the way he treated you? Or with his administration?”


“You didn’t mention jealousy. Out of courtesy for me?”


“It’s out of the question.”


“What a strange thing to say. Wouldn’t that be the first reason offered?”


“If this all began with jealousy, I imagine you would be more self-satisfied and fuller of yourself by now. With the object you envied now in your grasp, it’d make no sense to cast it aside.”


Asen said with an amused smile, “Perhaps casting it aside and trampling it underfoot is how I drive the melancholy from my mind.”


“It doesn’t look to me like you’ve done anything to drive any melancholy anywhere.”


“Hmph,” Asen responded, a muffled chortle tinged by sarcasm and self-derision. “What do you want?”


“At the very least, restore my authority as lord of Zui Province. Winter has arrived in earnest. The people need aid and assistance.”


“Again, you say the strangest things. The Taiho is the province lord of Zui. There is nothing to restore.”


“In title. In fact, nothing I tell anybody to do gets done.”


“Then I suggest you take your complaints to Chou’un.”


Taiki ignored that aside. “The people require aid and assistance, and the sooner the better. If we wait until you are enthroned as emperor, it may be too late.”


“So you’re saying this so-called Divine Will of yours includes that as well?”


What is with this guy? Taiki wondered to himself.


Asen demonstrated no interest in governing whatsoever. He didn’t appear to care whether the kingdom continued to exist or not. If Tai went to rack and ruin, he seemed to be saying, so be it. But why was he so indifferent about the throne? Wasn’t this the throne he overthrew Gyousou in order to possess?


“At least take a step outside and look at the world. Are you just going to let Chou’un keep interfering even in the prerogatives of the Saiho? If nothing else, try imposing some discipline on how things get done around here.”


“You want me to tell everyone to stop getting in the way of the Taiho? There is no guarantee they will obediently listen to such a request in the first place.”


“You condone the emperor being taken for granted like that?”


“It hardly matters whether I do or not. Chou’un will think and do whatever strikes his fancy. He simply hides those cards whenever he is called on the carpet.”


“I am asking you,” Taiki said with a direct look. “Save the people of Tai. If you won’t, then I will. Tell Chou’un and his coterie to stay out of my way.”


“If that is what the Taiho desires, then I shall bear it in mind.”


“And do you think we could meet on a more regular basis?”


“I shall bear that in mind too.” He raised his voice. “Can I get someone in here?”


Taiki wasn’t done, but he was at a loss as to how to get Asen to act on anything. He hadn’t grasped the first clue. Before he could untangle that riddle, an aide-de-camp and his assistants ran in.


“Escort the Taiho back to the manor.”


With polite and yet resolute resolve, they grasped him by the arms. These civil servants didn’t appear the slightest bit surprised. The expressions on their faces could be best described as mechanical. In normal times, their actions—laying hands on the Saiho and forcibly removing him—would be unforgivable.


“Increase the security patrols. I can’t have people wandering in here whenever they feel like it.”


“I have one more request,” Taiki said over his shoulder as he was getting manhandled by the bevy of bureaucrats. “I need Seirai’s assistance. Please reinstate Seirai.”


“You make a lot of requests.” Asen stood there and grinned.


“Seirai is my official tutor.”


“You said it yourself. Don’t take the emperor for granted. In that case, all the more reason for him to fess up about the Imperial Treasury. I need those ledgers and he needs to be punished.”


Having already been dragged out of the room, Taiki could no longer see Asen. He could only hear his voice.


“Yes, it’s about time I imposed some discipline on how things get done around here!”


	

Taiki was forcibly returned to Nightingale Manor, where he was finally released. He was reassuring Kouryou and the rest of the night staff that he was fine and it was no big deal when Chou’un came running in, his face bright red and stiff as a board.


“What self-indulgent games have you been up to?”


“And by self-indulgent you mean?”


“No one may meet with His Highness. What were you thinking, sneaking into the Rokushin?”


“No one told me I couldn’t see him. He never said so himself. I would hardly say that I was indulging myself by doing what Asen-sama himself has not expressly forbidden. Are you saying I require somebody’s permission?”


Chou’un’s mouth twisted in evident displeasure. “Well, he doesn’t want to see you. He told me to make sure it doesn’t happen again. The Taiho is hereafter forbidden from entering the Rokushin.”


“If that is what Asen-sama wishes, then Asen-sama can tell me himself.”


Chou’un raised his voice. “As far as that goes, I am speaking on behalf—”


Taiki interrupted him before he could continue. “I will also make myself perfectly clear. Chou’un, you are hereafter forbidden from entering Nightingale Manor. This is the last time you will march in here like you owned the place.”


Chou’un’s mouth dropped open, his eyes wide with amazement. His body shook with rage. On the verge of shouting out a retort, he swallowed his rage and said with a curt bow, “Understood.”


He whirled around and rushed out of the room. Watching him leave, Kouryou said, “Taiho, are you sure this is the best course of action?”


Kouryou took in the cool expression on Taiki’s face and then directed his attention to Chou’un’s hasty departure. To tell the truth, it felt good watching Chou’un get his comeuppance. Except he was the kind of man who only got more vindictive after being put in his place. Anger the Chousai, even in jest, and he could make life difficult for them later on.


“I doubt currying favor with him would make any difference down the road.”


“That may be so, but—”


Falling in line behind Chou’un in no way guaranteed that he would show Taiki any more consideration than he did now. Any restraint on their part would only give his ego more room to grow. The best they could expect from him was contempt and neglect.


But openly defying him was bound to provoke a response. Up until now, he had stood like a wall in their way, blocking any attempts to advance their agenda. After this, he could well come straight at them in undisguised opposition.


	Chapter 6


[13-6] Chou’un would see to it that Taiki paid a price for engaging in such willful behavior.


The official letter that arrived from the office of the Chousai said as much. Chou’un described how Taiki had spent the night sneaking about the Imperial Palace and ordered a redoubling of the security detail. For better or worse, the incident brought the feud between Taiki and Chou’un very much to Asen’s attention.


Asen sniffed in contempt at the letter—that described at length Taiki’s insolent behavior in terms that verged on the comical—and tossed it to the floor. The undersecretary who had delivered the letter stood there expressionless.


Asen said with a dismissive wave of his hand, “Tell him his petition has been heard.”


The undersecretary simply continued to stand there, blank eyes staring off into space, not looking at Asen, not looking at anything at all.


Asen clucked to himself. He got to his feet and left the room. He proceeded through the courtyard to the main hall. He told the civil servant sitting listlessly in the antechamber that if any more such missives arrived from the office of the Chousai, he was to acknowledge their receipt and send them back.


“And do something about that person in my room.”


“Yes, sir,” the bureaucrat mechanically replied, his face equally blank. Not even waiting for Asen to leave, he jerked into motion like a marionette. Asen crossed back across the courtyard and continued down the corridor along the courtyard rooms, then stopped and observed as the undersecretary was escorted from his room.


Those whose souls had been stolen by the jisen could be controlled through the use of talismans, which at the same time held progression of the disease in check. But there were limits to that solution. Even with two layers of defense around the palace, the depletion of souls continued unabated, like air being drawn out of a leather bag, until the afflicted person resembled little more than a living corpse.


Has that man really been with me for three years?


The immediate application of the talismans had held the disease at bay for only three years. The initial infection resulted in the cessation of idle talk and an inability to act at will, which turned the afflicted into docile sheep. That condition did not last long. Once his soul was depleted, the victim’s life took on an ephemeral existence. He lost any sense of purpose and interest in the outside world. He lost even the ability to speak. If lit on fire, he wouldn’t react in the slightest, not even utter a scream as he was consumed.


Off to the side, a voice called out to him. “Another one bites the dust.”


Asen turned and glared at the speaker. Rousan leaned with her elbows on the railing that lined the courtyard corridor.


“Nothing I had anything to do with,” Asen shot back over his shoulder.


He strode into the main hall. Rousan brazenly tagged along and plopped herself down in Asen’s chair without a second thought.


“I heard the Taiho snuck in here last night,” she said with undisguised delight.


Rousan had surely placed spies around Asen. How many supposedly ill civil servants were only faking the symptoms? Or she recruited them among the staff and servants. She had informants in the Office of the Chousai and in the Rikkan too. Just as Asen did.


“Chou’un is absolutely fit to be tied.” Rousan grinned, all the more pleased to be the bearer of bad news. “What a funny fellow he is. He really has come to see the Taiho as his mortal enemy.”


“So it seems.”


“And? What was on the Taiho’s mind?”


“He said I should get out more.”


“Well, he would say that. The Taiho wants to save the people. He needs to find a way forward before they are crushed beneath the falling snow.”


“If that’s what he wants to do, then he should go ahead and do it,” Asen responded curtly.


A teasing smile rose to Rousan’s face. “You don’t say. You never have forgiven him for choosing Gyousou-sama.” She laughed. What a small-minded man you are, her laughter said. “Whether we’re talking about Chou’un or talking about you, every one of you is proof that a deeply jealous man is a frightening force to be reckoned with.”


Her words seemed to confirm that, as far as Rousan was concerned, jealousy toward Gyousou was behind Asen’s usurpation of the throne. Rousan wasn’t the only one. Pretty much everybody jumped to the same conclusion.


Even if he was only mouthing the words, Taiki alone said that was out of the question.


Asen didn’t think he envied Gyousou at all, at least not consciously. He stepped to the balcony and looked out at the placid sea.


When had he and Gyousou first met? It was during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou, if his memories served him right. He was a regimental commander in the Palace Guard of the Left when the rumors first reached his ears.


Asen entered the army at the age of fifteen. At eighteen, he was chosen to attend the military academy. After that, he earned a recommendation to the affiliated university. He graduated at twenty-six and was commissioned a battalion commander.


A battalion commander was in charge of five hundred soldiers organized into five companies. An army was made up of only twenty-five companies. It was hardly rare for a military academy graduate to also attend university. But rising to the battalion level was not at all common. Much was expected of Asen and he answered those expectations in full measure.


He was promoted to regimental commander with extraordinary speed, and eventually to general.


Asen recalled it was the year he was promoted to regimental commander. Just like Asen, and to the amazement of everyone around him, another person graduated from university and then rose from the battalion to the regimental level in similarly short order.


That person was Gyousou.


Gyousou concluded his university studies at twenty-four and was commissioned a battalion commander. Though following in Asen’s footsteps, Gyousou hit the same milestones three years faster. Asen was promoted to regimental commander in five years, Gyousou in two.


Asen served as a regimental commander for three years before being promoted to general in the Palace Guard of the Center. At around the same time, Gyousou was appointed general of the Zui Provincial Guard of the Center. Though their ranks were the same, the positions did not enjoy the same status. Still, in terms of their respective responsibilities, they were equivalent.


In a flash, Gyousou caught up with Asen. Now they stood shoulder to shoulder.


Asen was not upset in the least. Quite the opposite, he was thrilled. He might even admit it made his blood race. He’d finally found a friendly rival. Having a competitor was a good thing. Until then, nobody had been able to keep up with him. He’d had his fill of the second-rate rabble whose hostility actually did arise out of jealousy and envy.


After every promotion, he heard rumors about how adept he was at flattering his superiors and ingratiating himself. Largely in jest, he was tagged with the azana of “Asen” around this time. Ostensibly the characters meant “the chosen one,” though he knew full well the actual intent behind the sobriquet was anything but.


Nevertheless, Asen used the name free of any such concerns. He had no need to curry favor with anybody. And neither did Gyousou. Whatever rank or reward he desired, he put in the work and made it his. He disciplined his body and mind, studied hard, never shirked manual labor when it was called for, and constantly pushed himself forward. Any honor or achievement he desired thus fell into his grasp.


As far as Asen could tell, Gyousou ran his life according to the same rules.


Once he set his sights on a goal, he kept moving toward it, even a step or two at a time. If someone edged ahead of him, he’d accept the challenge and run faster. That’s what it came down to. No matter how far ahead they might be, he was still in the race to win.


Too many of his colleagues took a different approach. They devoted less effort to staying in front than they did to making sure nobody caught up from behind. Single out a competitor, trip him up and drag him backwards. If that didn’t work, they’d convince themselves there were easier ways to get ahead. They’d shut their eyes to their own lack of effort and instead go to great lengths concocting rationalizations about how anyone who succeeded did so because of some trick or loophole.


But Gyousou was a man who forged his own path. It felt good fighting for first place with someone like that. In the same way, when they met as generals, Asen was honestly delighted that Gyousou was there to level the playing field.


Of course, there were those who spoke of them as enemies or adversaries. Asen never thought of Gyousou in those terms. He never wanted to come in second behind him, but the impulse did not arise out of any kind of hatred or loathing. They weren’t particularly close, simply because being worthy rivals ruled it out. When they met on occasion, they’d have a good laugh and a good time together, and anybody looking on must have thought they were the best of friends.


And yet I struck him down.


Asen looked at his feet.


Gyousou was an opponent worth competing with and Asen enjoyed the competition. Well, that was definitely true in the beginning. Both enjoyed the trust and loyalty of their retainers. Their achievements were acknowledged by many. The emperor appointed them to important positions. They were called the jewels in the crown, the two mighty rivals, the dragon and tiger.


When did it start? That indescribable feeling of suffocating?


Asen and Gyousou are two peas in a pod.


So many people said so. To be sure, as military men, their means and methods often matched up, as did their personal histories. So did the back and forth as their careers developed later on, each repeatedly taking the lead as they traveled along similar paths.


Asen’s only equal was Gyousou. Gyousou’s only equal was Asen.


Perhaps because of that, he was often said to be just like Gyousou. And it was the same with Gyousou. “He’s just like Asen,” he heard over and again.


They share the same surname of Boku. They resemble each other even in that respect.


It weighed on him so heavily he felt at times he couldn’t breathe, not with his own shadow standing there in front of him. He couldn’t help but be aware of it every hour of the day. Because when his own worth fell behind that of the shadow, it was he who would become the shadow of his rival. He had to remain invincible. If he failed on the field of battle and his fame and fortunes suffered as a result, that was no different than saying he’d become a mere reflection of the man who’d bested him.


The decisive moment came when Gyousou looked victory in the face and cast it aside.


Emperor Kyou ordered him to mobilize his army. The dynasty was rife with conflict at the time. Local governments constantly objected to imperial policy and disobeyed edicts issued by the emperor. With orders to subjugate the malcontents, Gyousou was dispatched to Sui Province.


Asen had triumphed in his own subjugation campaign just before that, and so had stolen a march on Gyousou. He was sure that Gyousou, in turn, would fly into battle to secure a decisive victory for himself and even the scales.


And yet Gyousou failed to sally forth. Quite to the contrary, he flat out refused. After repeated ultimatums from the throne, he did the last thing anyone expected. He resigned his commission, relinquished his listing in the Registry of Wizards, returned to a life as an ordinary mortal, and left government service.


The flabbergasted Asen could not comprehend what led Gyousou to make such a choice. Well, no. He did understand. Emperor Kyou’s tax policies in regards to the provinces deserved to be called heartless. The local civil servants voiced objections and remonstrated with Emperor Kyou for his extravagant lifestyle. Gyousou undoubtedly determined that reason was on their side.


In short, Gyousou cast aside victory for the sake of victory and chose instead to follow the high road.


It wasn’t that Asen necessarily took a dislike to this decision. At the time, he had a hard time putting his own thoughts and emotions into words. In response to the same imperial orders, Asen mobilized his army and Gyousou refused to. Given the decisive manner in which Gyousou acted, he had justice and righteousness on his side.


Gyousou was right. Asen belatedly concluded that he too should have refused the order. But at the time, the thought never occurred to him. He marched off to battle in order to engage in one more contest with Gyousou, and so eagerly racked up a win that went against moral principles.


The sweet triumph turned to bitter dregs in his mouth.


After gleefully sallying forth, happy to step once more into the lead, how must Gyousou look at him now? When the edict was handed down, Asen saw it as a chance for the two of them to show their stuff. He had taken a step ahead in their contest. Of course, Gyousou would be aware of his relative disadvantage, and aware he’d have to score a win to pull even with him. Asen was sure that, fully cognizant of where he stood, Gyousou would throw himself into the battle. The odds said he would return home with another feather in his cap.


That was what made them worthy rivals.


With the best of intentions in mind, Asen observed Gyousou with a keen curiosity to see what he would do in order to once again stand shoulder to shoulder with him. When Asen set forth with his troops, he was absolutely certain that Gyousou felt the same.


But now the questions crept in for the first time. What did Gyousou think of him marching off for the sake of another notch in his belt? How did Gyousou view Asen’s competitive instincts in the first place?


The only one so happy to have a worthy rival may have been me.


If Gyousou had been struggling alongside him to seize that brass ring, would he have thrown away such a golden opportunity? Perhaps the only one competing with anybody for anything was Asen. Any such inclination had been nowhere on Gyousou’s horizon from the very beginning.


Asen actually could identify. Many of their colleagues seethed with animosity toward Asen, while Asen took no notice of them at all. He didn’t care to compete with them. The thought never crossed his mind, certainly not when it came to the likes of them.


It was entirely possible that the relationship between Gyousou and Asen was no different. The entire contest existed only in Asen’s mind. Gyousou never had and never would see Asen as some sort of friendly rival.


Such were the feelings of shame and humiliation, of inner rage and self-loathing, that he did not know what to do with himself. In that moment was born his abiding hatred for Gyousou.


And yet, for good or for ill, Gyousou disappeared from before his eyes. It seemed to Asen that time itself had left Gyousou behind.


Except nobody else did.


“If only Gyousou were here,” people said. They looked at Asen and saw Gyousou in his place. Asen couldn’t put Gyousou behind him even if he wanted to.


And then in the midst of all this handwringing, Gyousou returned. Not even Asen was clear on the whys and wherefores. A thousand reasons were bandied about, but no one knew the whole truth, only that Emperor Kyou had forgiven Gyousou for his insubordination and ordered him to return to the palace.


Emperor Kyou warmly welcomed him back. His reinstatement was widely praised.


Why? Asen wondered. Wasn’t he accused of betraying the emperor? Had Asen been so insufficient for the job?


From some unknown quarter, he was overwhelmed by feelings very much akin to fear. After that, Asen continued to pursue success and achievements. He always just managed to step out from behind the shadow. He had never failed, not once, which was not true of his shadow.


But there was no sanctuary to be found in those facts. At some point, the relative merits of the two generals had been weighed in the balance and Asen had been found wanting. That was when envious courtiers began disparaging him as a pale imitation of Gyousou.


The sympathetic response to any error on Asen’s part was, “Well, what do you expect? He’s not Gyousou.” His successes were praised as “Just like Gyousou would have done.”


To an outside observer, any differences between them may have been slight, but Gyousou was on top and Asen didn’t quite measure up. He had his deficiencies, but in a pinch could prove a useful substitute. He wasn’t that inferior, so any job Gyousou wasn’t available for could be handed off to him.


Any hint of a competition between them became an undisguised agony. With the emperor straying from the Way, the agonies only multiplied. Ever since the first inklings that the dynasty was foundering on the rocks, he’d been pursued by a growing sense of horror.


When the emperor died, a new emperor would replace him. Asen didn’t think it too self-aggrandizing to assume that those harboring the highest expectations about that eventuality were himself and Gyousou. When the emperor passed away and the yellow standards were raised, they would embark on the Shouzan. The kirin would choose one of them. The chosen one became the new emperor. The one not chosen became his retainer.


That moment would settle once and for all which one of them was the real thing and which one of them was the mere reflection of the other.


In the grip of that terror, Asen could not accompany Gyousou on the Shouzan. He could not bear the thought of them standing side by side before the kirin, waiting for the decision to be handed down. The answer would probably turn out the same as it had been all along. He may have suspected even then that the kirin would choose Gyousou.


His premonition proved true, for the kirin chose Gyousou.


Of course, he thought. At the same time, he couldn’t help thinking that things might have turned out differently had he gone on the Shouzan. But their ranks and roles had been set in stone. Giving himself over to pointless enmity would accomplish nothing.


His retainers did not agree, and some of them still got all fired up comparing Asen and Gyousou. Asen couldn’t make them forget everything that had come before. That feeling of drowning on dry land, of choking down every lungful of air. As long as Gyousou was there, Asen couldn’t breathe.


He thought of leaving Tai. But he never followed through. Doing so would only prove he’d been a pale imitation of Gyousou all along. He had to outstrip Gyousou and show it to the world. But he could only surpass Gyousou now by driving him from the throne, taking it for himself, and building a dynasty better than anything Gyousou could have achieved.


Questions were raised from the very beginning of the Imperial Court of Gyousou’s suitability for the role, along with misgivings that his would be a short reign. A “whirlwind emperor.” Gyousou was too unsparing and too relentless, said the chorus of doubters. He was trying to do too much.


None other than Taiki, the kirin who chose Gyousou, seemed concerned. There definitely was discord amongst the emperor’s retainers, even though the imperial accession had just taken place.


Rumors of a whirlwind emperor swayed few, but claims that Gyousou was acting rashly and taking on more than he could handle found purchase. In fact, Gyousou did appear to be moving at an unsustainable pace. He was trying to leave all the surrounding bewilderment and confusion behind them, bolster the confidence of his retainers, and harness the force of those whirlwinds to reform the Imperial Court in one clean sweep.


Those running alongside him were all on board with the plan, just as the ones who couldn’t keep up had the feeling this whirlwind approach would eventually cause a catastrophe.


At the same time, many of those insisting it was all too much and too soon were clearly spurred on by jealousy and envy. Most busily engaged in backbiting and spreading slanderous gossip were nothing more than scheming two-bit villains. But Asen well knew that even two-bit villains were quite capable of causing a great deal of damage, all the more so when they were devoid of convictions and had no pride in their work.


On the other hand, it was entirely possible that, as the rumors said, Gyousou’s dynasty was destined to end before it truly began. Asen clung to those expectations. If they proved true, then Asen still had a chance to triumph over Gyousou. He only had to wait him out and inherit the throne after Gyousou.


He knew all along he was indulging in the wishful thinking of an underdog. But leave it to Rousan to shatter that last ray of hope as well.


Rousan said, “Didn’t you know? An emperor’s immediate successor cannot share his same surname.”


To tell the truth, Asen admitted, he didn’t.


“This isn’t a matter of there simply being no precedent for such a thing. It’s part and parcel of Providence. Nowhere is this rule written down in the Divine Decrees, but it carries the same weight.”


Logic dictated that it wouldn’t be impossible for him to live through Gyousou’s dynasty and the one that followed. But by that time, would there be anybody left in Asen’s circle who remembered who Gyousou was? If there was no one left who knew Gyousou and thought Asen the better man, who agreed that Gyousou was a pale imitation of the real thing, then what was the point?


Rousan’s words shoved the cold, hard reality of the situation in his face. Asen would never shed the label of the “imitation Gyousou.”


“It’s too bad,” Rousan said. “You should have gone on the Shouzan.”


Asen shook his head. The situation was hopeless. But he possessed enough discernment to know he had to appear above the fray. He would not so readily acknowledge his own despair.


He said blithely, “Even if I had gone on the Shouzan, the result would be the same. Gyousou is the emperor.”


“You think so?”


Asen gave Rousan a puzzled look. Rousan looked back at him, an enigmatic smile on her lips. “What if I told you that the kirin did not choose an actual person?”


“Not an actual person?”


“The kirin acts upon the intentions of Heaven and chooses the emperor. That much is definitely true. But Heaven does not actually whisper the name of the new emperor in the kirin’s ear. Heaven communicates its intentions through instinct and intuition. In the world of mere mortals, it might be described as getting the gist across with a wink and a nod. But can anyone be certain such a system will never give rise to error?”


“Nonsense. The kirin has the last word when he speaks the Word of Heaven.”


“Indeed. The Word of Heaven is absolute. Except Heaven never utters a name. If Heaven did, there would be no need for an elaborate ritual like the Shouzan. As long as the kirin got the message that this particular person was the next emperor, he could find him and tell him directly.”


“But—”


“It’s called the aura of the emperor, the imperial aura. The sign or sense of the new emperor who has been acknowledged by Heaven. That is all it is, in fact.”


Rousan paused, then said with a cynical smile, “What is communicated to the kirin is nothing more than a vague impression. The person he must select as the next emperor feels like thus and so. You and Gyousou-sama are very much alike, so the impression grasped by the kirin should be quite similar as well. If both of you were standing in front of him, who would Taiki choose?”


Asen said nothing. He didn’t move a muscle.


“I don’t know either. But there is one thing I do know. Gyousou-sama went on the Shouzan. You did not. Gyousou-sama met Taiki before you did.”


“So that’s why the Taiho chose him emperor?”


Rousan didn’t answer. She gazed at Asen. Her mouth turned into a thin smile. That look provided Asen with a sufficient push to surmount whatever was finally holding him back from his next course of action.


	

Thinking back about it now, Rousan looked at Asen with the same cynical smile as she did on that day. Rousan never hid her scorn. As far as she was concerned, Asen was the lesser man compared to Gyousou. Nothing would shake that conviction.


Then why did she never stop stirring things up and egging him on?


“What do you want?” he asked her. He’d asked her the same question countless times before. Her answer was always the same.


“I don’t want anything,” Rousan said coolly and got to her feet. “There’s nothing I want from you. Or rather, whatever I want, the likes of you can’t provide. After all, you’re only an imitation of the real thing.”


Then why was she always enticing him to strike down Gyousou?”


“How would you deal with Taiki?”


“I’d let him do whatever he wants,” Rousan said without a second thought. “The Taiho is a kirin. What the kirin wants is plain as day. He wants to save the people of Tai. And anyway, saving the people is not a bad thing. All the better for you, in fact. Neglect your own subjects any more than you already have and that long desired Divine Will is likely to desert you once again.”


“Is that what you want or not? You’re the one trying to give the Divine Will of your master to me.”


Rousan shrugged. “If Providence so decides, then so be it. You’ve done nothing with the throne since getting your hands on it. Once you’re branded as useless, with the shitsudou as the inevitable result, I want to be there to witness that rack and ruin sure to follow.”


Rousan was a master of subterfuge. She refused to offer forthright answers to Asen’s questions. He sensed no authenticity in her words. Her actions never followed what she said.


What is she thinking? he wondered, and casually said aloud, “Maybe this obsession of yours with jealousy is a reflection of your own envy?”


Rousan responded to that statement with a blank look.


“If I stray from the Way, the Taiho will die. As far as the emperor is concerned, the kirin is his lifelong partner. And that is something you cannot abide.”


In other words, Rousan idolized Gyousou and envied Taiki, whose existence was indivisible from Gyousou. Thus she wished to destroy them both.


Rousan tipped her head to the side and appeared to give the idea serious thought. A moment later, she burst out laughing. “That is funny. I mean, that is really funny.”


She chortled for a while before explaining, “It is true that I don’t hold the Taiho in the same high esteem as the rest of you. But I don’t think much of emperors either. Oh, I do admire Gyousou-sama, but emperors and kirin are all the same to me. I couldn’t care less about any of them.”


Another nod of her head and she added, “No, I wouldn’t say I couldn’t care less. I do care. I am very curious about the Providence of the world.”


“The Providence of the world?”


“My respect for Gyousou-sama notwithstanding, my curiosity wins out. I am intrigued by the way the world and the emperor are connected to each other and to fate. If this occurs, what will happen next? That’s what I want to know.”


Unable to follow her line of argument, Asen simply gazed back at her. Rousan nodded, as if to emphasize her agreement with herself. “I am intrigued by the Providence that attends to the emperor and the kirin. But, you see, no one has any answers to my questions. My only recourse is to put those theories to the test and observe the results for myself.”


	Chapter 7


[13-7] Chou’un exploded in a rage as soon as the secretary opened his mouth. “That’s what he said?” he bellowed, “Again?” He kicked the nearest chair across the room.


Ansaku looked on, absolutely taken aback by his behavior, but kept his counsel to himself.


The day before, Chou’un had gleefully rushed out of the office, stating there were a few things on his mind he had to share with Taiki, only to return fuming with anger.


“May I ask what this is about?” Ansaku said, though he could well imagine. Once again, Asen or Taiki or both of them had given Chou’un the cold shoulder. High officials were already whispering behind his back about how Chou’un should probably stick to picking fights with people like himself, who were already easy to manipulate.


The kirin was the keystone of the kingdom. Unlike Chou’un and his ilk, who were listed in the Registry of Wizards, the kirin and the emperor were listed in the Registry of the Gods, making them residents of a completely different world.


Among the courtiers, the kirin alone held the rank of duke. The kirin by nature wielded authority equal to the high office of the Chousai. The Saiho worked with the emperor but not directly with the ministers, much less issuing direct orders. Because that particular rule arose out of custom and precedent, Taiki would not have been aware of it. Once he got it into his head to exercise his authority in regards to the civil service, the only person who could stop him was the emperor.


Open hostility was a loser’s game, but none of the parties involved were exactly receptive to that kind of advice. Enraged, Chou’un dashed off a missive to Asen seeking reprisals against Taiki. As per usual, “Your petition has been heard” was the answer he got back.


Sure, it was hard to stomach, but Chou’un should have known he never had a chance going in, Ansaku thought, looking on as Chou’un cast blame all around him.


“Who do they think I am? Damn, this is annoying.”


Having spent his fury on the chair, Chou’un heaved a deep breath and turned to Ansaku. “Get Shison.”


“Shison is confined to quarters.”


Having defied Taiki and been shuffled out of his post, home confinement was the best outcome Shison could hope for. If he wasn’t careful, an accusation of sedition wasn’t out of the question. Of course, Chou’un pulled the strings behind the scenes to ensure that the necessary allowances were made.


“I know that! Just get him!” Chou’un barked, the veins throbbing in his forehead.


Ansaku bowed respectfully and issued an order to one of his subordinates to fetch Shison. This was not a matter that could be resolved by simply issuing an order. The reason for his dismissal in the first place was insubordination, so as a matter of course, the Minister of Fall was required to review the case to make sure it did not warrant any weightier charges.


Shison was being detained at his residence, and was being watched by the Ministry of Summer to make sure he didn’t flee. Permission had to be granted to hold the meeting and the Ministries of Fall and Summer had to make the necessary arrangements for Shison to leave his villa.


Ansaku hurried about getting everything done. But even towards relatively high-ranking officials, Chou’un’s small-mindedness was on display as usual, as if to say that whatever inconvenienced Chou’un had to inconvenience everybody else in equal measure.


What a pain in the ass.


Though it was precisely because Ansaku put everything in working order that Chou’un was able to maintain his hold on power. And as long as Chou’un remained in control, Ansaku’s position was secure.


The summoned Shison arrived in a bedraggled state. He’d always been a bit of a scarecrow, and now he looked barely substantial enough to cast a shadow. He entered the room like a cowering dog fearing his master’s wrath. Perhaps believing he’d finally been cast a lifeline, as soon as he spotted Chou’un, he threw himself at his feet and spewed out a stream of servile apologies and entreaties.


“Will you shut up!” Chou’un thundered.


Shison shut his mouth like a trap.


“Have you reflected on the error of your ways?”


“Yes,” Shison answered. “That and more.”


Looking on, Ansaku was struck by the sheer absurdity of the conversation. He could not help feeling some sympathy for the man. From the start, Shison had only been doing what Chou’un ordered him to do.


“You acted without thinking and incurred the Taiho’s displeasure, and yet you bear the Taiho no malice?”


“Of course not! Not at all!”


“And if granted clemency, you would wish to work on behalf of the Taiho?”


“From the bottom of my heart!”


Chou’un nodded and said with a self-satisfied smile, “Good. I hereby appoint you the Naisai.”


“The Naisai—” Shison raised his head, the surprise evident on his face.


“As recompense for your past errors, you shall serve the Taiho with all your heart and soul, and every ounce of respect due his office.”


“Y-yes—”


But of course. Ansaku couldn’t help smirking to himself. If nothing else, Chou’un’s forte was a knife in the back disguised as a grand display of excessive loyalty. It was a strategy he’d used to great effect before becoming the Chousai to kick out of the way anyone obstructing his climb up the social ladder.


He would deliver to the target of his ire subordinates like Shison whom he could twist around his little finger, who would then proceed to exhaust themselves with demonstrations of fidelity and attentiveness. Piling on gifts and goods and more and more servants, all the excessive meddling left the target with hardly the time to breathe.


If rejected, he would weep aloud with disappointment. If reprimanded, he would publicly lament his own foolishness. All that any onlookers saw was him going above and beyond the call of duty. Interceding as a matter of course, they would rush to his defense, especially had he been dealt with in a severe manner.


Already annoyed to no end, the true victim in all these antics was likely to feel the walls closing in, wondering why he had suddenly become the bad guy. Applied repeatedly, these tactics steadily chipped away the target’s standing and self-confidence, until he lost any desire to fight back.


All the while, Chou’un made public displays of admiration for his own master and disparaged all others. Having already seeded the grapevine with exaggerated claims of his deeds, he insisted that the credit for the achievements of others really belonged to his master. Of course, everything he said was only and always the product of his steadfast loyalty and good intentions.


However, all this adoration notwithstanding, it was the target’s reputation that ultimately suffered.


By couching his praise in relative terms, the persons he was comparing his master to naturally felt belittled by the comparisons. On top of that, rumors he was taking credit for their good work were sure to arouse feelings of animosity. As a result, without Chou’un lifting a finger, someone was bound to take it upon himself to take the target down a few pegs. And when that happened, few were liable to rush to his defense.


How very much like you, Ansaku muttered to himself.


But could Taiki be so easily knocked off his perch?


From the events that had transpired thus far, Ansaku had confirmed that Taiki had a tenacious streak quite unlike that of a kirin. Usually calm and composed, he exhibited a willingness to act boldly and decisively to get things done, such as sneaking into the Rokushin. Moreover, his position placed him well above Chou’un in terms of social and professional rank.


Going forward, Taiki would likely prove to be the toughest opponent Chou’un had ever faced.


He certainly has so far, Ansaku thought.


Chou’un had come to treat Taiki like a prisoner. And on the surface, Taiki appeared willing to accept the status quo. But not, Ansaku believed, because he was being kept under lock and key.


Taiki always had the right to march into the Rikkan and tell the ministers what to do. He possessed the aura and authority of the kirin. If he started issuing orders, the likes of Chou’un couldn’t stop him. He couldn’t dismiss Chou’un from his office because that fell under the jurisdiction of the emperor. But with Asen never venturing into the public arena, it should not be difficult to render Chou’un a Chousai in name only.


Taiki had surely grasped as much, Ansaku believed, but at this juncture didn’t dare push things that far. Determined to work around Asen, who appeared only committed only to the neglect of his duties, Taiki needed the cooperation of the Rikkan to save the kingdom and the people. In order to prioritize that relief and aid, Taiki was as likely as not to play along with Chou’un’s underhanded strategies.


“Ansaku.” Having drilled Shison in the fine art of doing wrong by others, Chou’un next turned to Ansaku.


“Yes.”


“Dismiss the kirin doctor. That includes whatever medical officers are assigned to him as well.”


“As you wish.”


Ansaku communicated Chou’un’s directives to the Ministry of Heaven. But Taiki was one step ahead of them. No one at the ministry knew the whereabouts of Bun’en and Tokuyuu, the kirin doctors. The medical officer, Juntatsu, had already resigned and been commissioned a minister in the Zui Province government.


Stands to reason, Ansaku thought.


At the same time, he decided to hold back on a few other bits of advice in his report to Chou’un. Assigning Shison to Taiki meant dismissing the current Naisai, who was not one of Chou’un’s proteges. What must he be thinking after losing his post clean out of the blue and for no good reason? If he hadn’t been well compensated in one way or another, the chances were good he’d be harboring more than a few ill feelings after this.


Well, I’d better keep an eye on him too.


Though not, of course, on behalf of Chou’un.


	Part Fourteen

	Chapter 8


[14-1] The freezing wind filled the air with white snowflakes. Every gust of wind carried with it sheets of powdered snow. It was impossible to discern whether the dancing snowflakes fell from the sky or were whipped up from recent snowfalls. Collecting in the shadows and windbreaks, the drifts gradually grew to the size of rolling hills.


Snow covered the compact courtyard, coming halfway up to the knee at the deepest. Only the walkways were swept clean. Snow cascaded across the paving stones like an ocean surf, tracing delicate patterns on the frozen hard surface.


Risai glanced over her shoulder. “How are you holding up in all this cold?”


She leaned back again Hien, who knelt there amidst the straw. Hien rested her big head on her forelegs and breathed softly, filling the air with a misty fog.


The quality of the stables at Fukyuu Temple was lacking, to say the least. The walls were sieves of holes. The wind filled the stalls with cold drafts. The small mountain of bedding straw offered only meager protection. Risai couldn’t help but feel guilty about having to leave Hien in a frigid place like this.


As she absently stroked Hien’s head, Risai heard the approach of muffled footsteps. Houto poked his head into the stall.


“I figured you’d be here.”


“Something up?”


“Kenchuu stopped by.”


“Kenchuu did?”


Risai got to her feet. Are you going? Hien raised her head as if to ask. Risai stroked her muzzle and apologized. She left the stables with Houto and exited Fukyuu Temple through the back gate. Early in the morning, the streets were mostly empty. This was the season when people holed up inside their houses as much as possible.


Pulling up her scarf around her nose, Risai hurried down the street. The weather had turned worse of late. The cold seeped into her bones. Ever since they returned from Rouan, every ounce of heat had deserted her body. She couldn’t stay warm. Her hands and feet often felt like they were encased in blocks of ice. But she urged herself on and picked up the pace.


Kenchuu was waiting in the living room of the safe house. He stood and bowed when Risai entered the room.


“Thanks for going to the trouble, especially at this time of year. What brings you here?”


“I received a message from Sekirin Temple.”


“Sekirin Temple?”


Upon hearing rumors of Asen’s enthronement, they had visited one of the shrines in the Sekirin Temple circuit. Perhaps word had gotten back to him. But why was Kenchuu running errands for Sekirin Temple?


“Kenchuu, do you have connections with Sekirin Temple?”


Instead of answering the question, Kenchuu said, “The head priestess would like to see you.”


Risai craned her head to the side in confusion. But this wasn’t an invitation they could afford to refuse. Urged on by Kenchuu, they headed for Sekirin Temple, perched atop a mountain that rose over the city to the northeast.


They had previously visited a shrine associated with Sekirin Temple. This time their destination was the head temple. From the start, the temple had devoted itself to ascetic practice and training and was not easily accessible by pilgrims, even true believers. Attesting to this policy, the towering gate at the end of the long flight of stone steps was shut and secured.


Kenchuu knocked on the side door. The gate opened from within. A young Taoist dressed in white robes greeted them with a bow. He escorted them deep inside the monastery. The buildings in Sekirin Temple all displayed the bare minimum of ornamentation and a meager use of color or paint. At the same time, the snow had been swept from the stone walkways, revealing the glistening cobblestones, while beautiful fields of white covered the courtyards, untrampled by a single footprint or stray leaf.


No refugees crowded the temple grounds, that were filled only with frozen and tranquil air.


“This way,” their guide said. He took them to the east side of a building annex at the back of the compound and showed them to the main room. The doors were closed, likely to keep out the cold. The smoke from incense wafted about the hall. The wan glow from a skylight shone through the dusky interior, illuminating a platform in the center of the room. The platform was elevated a step higher than the rest floor.


A small old woman sat in a chair on the platform.


“Thank you for coming. I am Moku’u.” The priestess nodded to them from the platform. “As you can see, in my advanced years, my limbs do not work as well as they should. It was presumptuous of me, I know, but please forgive the impertinence of summoning you to my presence.”


People were assembled around the platform to the right and left. Half appeared to be Taoists dressed in brown robes. The rest were ordinary civilians. Among them was a boy of twelve or thirteen.


Risai said in a small voice, “Kaisei.”


The boy they’d met at the side of the grave in Rouan. A step to the side and behind Kaisei, hanging his head, was Boukyuu, the assistant village manager of Rouan. Several more people stood further back, watching over them. In this group was a woman Risai thought she recognized, maybe someone she’d seen in Rouan.


“You must be wondering why I so abruptly summoned these people I do not know and have not met. I will explain in due course. Please sit down.”


Moku’u indicated a row of chairs in front of the platform. Risai’s group lined up and sat down. A white-robed priest appeared with tea. In the meantime, Moku’u confirmed the names of Risai and her companions and then waited for the priest to depart.


“Risai-sama, I assume you remember Kaisei. A week ago, this Kaisei came knocking at the door to the temple.”


Over a span of six days, the boy traveled from Rouan to Rin’u by himself through the freezing snow and appealed to the priests there. Rouan had been hiding a military commander. But those same villagers conspired to kill him. That was what he told them.


“Kaisei—” Startled, Risai turned her attention to him.


“Because it was evening when you left the village. All the adults said it was too dangerous. I wasn’t scared.”


“That was a reckless thing to do all by yourself. You could have at least asked us.”


“And you would have stopped me, right? I can’t trust adults, and I trust the government even less. The soldiers we were hiding left as well. I didn’t know where else to turn. A Taoist temple was my last resort.”


“Are you a follower of Sekirin Temple, Kaisei?”


“Not really. But my mom and dad really respected Moku’u-sama. They always said what an honorable person she was. I was sure if anybody would listen to me, it would be Moku’u-sama.”


“I thank you. In order to make your request, you came to this temple by yourself and with no good traveling clothes. That being the case, I feel I must respond in kind to such a display of trust and good faith.”


Compelled to ascertain the truth for herself, Moku’u dispatched her own people to Rouan. The results of that investigation led her to summon Risai.


“I must begin by making it clear that His Highness is not dead.”


Risai raised her head with a start and stared at the comely yet elderly face. “Really?”


“Yes.” Moku’u next turned her gentle gaze to Kaisei. “Your village was sheltering a military officer. But not His Highness. Kaisei, I take it you were made privy to the man’s name.”


Kaisei nodded. “I didn’t tell anybody in the village. But he told me. He said his azana was Kiryou.”


“Kiryou,” Risai repeated to herself. “So it was Kiryou!”


“Do you know this person?” Moku’u asked.


“He was a colleague. He came to Bun Province as a general in the Provincial Guard.”


Risai brought to mind the scene of that cold grave. She was elated to learn it did not hold Gyousou. But knowing that Kiryou was sleeping there was a bitter pill to swallow. Moreover, he had been alive until last fall. Had they ventured there earlier in the year, they could have seen him.


Another thought suddenly struck her. “Except Kiryou did not have white hair or crimson eyes.”


Standing behind Kaisei, Boukyuu’s head slumped lower to his chest.


Moku’u said, “They deceived you. They wanted you to believe His Highness died in Rouan. Because then a new emperor would ascend to the throne.”


With a look from Moku’u, Boukyuu took a step forward.


	

In fact, the commander collapsed and was brought to Rouan half a year after Gyousou disappeared. They assumed he’d been badly injured during Asen’s purges, an assumption they never confirmed. What they could say for certain was that his wounds were deep and he showed all the signs of having wandered through the mountain wilderness.


Boukyuu and the others cared for him with the best of intentions in mind. Of course, they opposed Asen as well. If Asen attacked, they would do whatever they could do to help. At the time, they believed he was a soldier in the Imperial Army. No one could remember who first made the suggestion, but somebody mentioned he might be the emperor.


They all knew about the emperor’s disappearance. At the time, the word went around that Asen had attacked him. However, that was at least half a year before. The rumor was that Gyousou had gone into hiding from Asen’s assassins but had been found out and a renewed assault was in the offing. At the time, Boukyuu and the others had no way of knowing what Gyousou looked like.


Though certain this person could not be Gyousou, they continued to hold out hope. They expended every effort taking care of him and went to great lengths to keep his presence secret. When he at last opened his eyes, and they asked if he was Gyousou, “No,” was his reply, though they could not decide whether to take that answer at face value. The details that followed were as they had previously explained to Seishi and Risai.


Kiryou did not once respond when addressed as “His Highness.” He continued to insist that he was not. At some point, Boukyuu came to that conclusion as well. Then the year before, they caught wind of information that Gyousou had white hair and crimson eyes, and agreed among themselves that he could not be Gyousou.


But Kiryou stubbornly refused to reveal his true identity, leading them to believe he must have been a member of Gyousou’s inner circle. As long as they provided him a safe harbor, knowing more would only bring them trouble, so Kiryou stuck to his conviction that the less they knew the better.


Except his condition proved worse than they initially thought. At first, Kiryou planned to leave the village as soon as he recuperated. Except he repeatedly pushed himself too hard and collapsed before he could recover sufficiently. As a result, that fall, he finally succumbed.


“If nothing else, we wish you to understand that we meant him no harm and caused him no harm in any way. Yes, we did mix medicine into his food, but that was only because he insisted he didn’t need it. He was always concerned about being a burden and didn’t want us spending money on expensive medicine and insisted we mustn’t go out of our way for him.”


He was so determined not to cause us trouble, he tried to leave the village before he had fully recovered. They eventually resorted to serving him the medicine in his food.


“That’s what Kaisei became aware of. But he misunderstood. We had no intent to harm him in any way. All we could do was ask him to believe us.”


Risai nodded. “Your colleagues were a great help. We are grateful for all the care and attention demonstrated by the people of Rouan.”


“Thank you,” Boukyuu said, dabbing his eyes with the sleeve of his cloak.


“Pardon me for asking, but why did you go to such lengths? You worked with the shin’nou to get medicines and took on significant responsibilities. You shared the risk of sheltering him. Having doubts about him being the emperor was one thing. When you knew for certain he was not, why did you continue to show Kiryou such considerations?”


“I don’t really know myself. Of course, we couldn’t look the other way. He was in a bad way when we brought him to the village. We were delighted when his condition improved. We really wanted to see him healed and healthy again.” Boukyuu added in a small voice, “Especially in an era so devoid of hope.”


There was no hope left in Tai. The beast on the throne in Kouki did as he pleased with no regard to the consequences. Perhaps protecting Kiryou was their small way of fighting back. Even if it meant getting caught up in forces beyond their control, here was where they would not bend a knee in submission.


“Of course, he was a man of character. He expressed his thanks for our efforts and helped out in any way he could. Our village was able to surmount the tumult of the times in large part thanks to his advice. He rescued Kaisei’s father from a youma. His father later died of his wounds. Left without any close relatives, Kiryou-sama took Kaisei in and supported him as best he could.”


“I always knew Kiryou was a capable officer, but it is good to hear what you just told us.”


Boukyuu nodded.


Kiryou was in a hurry to get better. The desire to get his old body back made him push himself too far. He put on a brave front in order not to worry Kaisei. But his condition was poor and did not improve. Finally his strength failed him.


“The Taiho—” were his last words.


Kiryou intended to find Gyousou and then they would recapture Kouki together. But that proved a bridge too far. He implored Boukyuu and the others to search for Taiki.


“He never said so in so many words, but given the amount of time that had passed, I think he abandoned the goal of reuniting with His Highness. Even assuming we could track down His Highness, rallying soldiers to his side and raising an army would be next to impossible. And should he turn out to have passed away, the whole effort would be for naught. At the very least, we powerless commoners could continue the search for the Taiho. Well, no, such an effort was equally unlikely to bear fruit. But in his heart, he must have believed that was the one thing we could do to keep hope alive.”


“I see,” Risai said to herself. Reflecting on Kiryou’s state of mind prompted a painful pang of remorse. If only they had met him earlier, even if things turned out the same, at least they could have told him about Taiki’s return.


We were too late. Again.


“His death left the villagers very much dispirited. That was when rumors started circulating about a force searching for His Highness.”


Risai nodded. “Rumors arising from our activities reached our ears as well. I never dreamed of such a thing. A product of our own carelessness. But in any case, there were never enough of us to deserve being called a force. What you see here is our team.”


Boukyuu shook his head in disbelief at the gap between the rumors and reality. Rumors about a force holed up at a safehouse in Rin’u, that they answered to Asen, or that they were Gyousou’s retainers, and always the question of what to do if they were the former.


“Had he lived, we also could have kept our wits about us and settled the matter. We would have done everything in our power to protect him. If the hand of the beast moved against us, we would continue to keep his secrets. If the retainers of His Highness showed up, we would do whatever we could to bring the parties together, even if that attracted the attention of the beast.”


But Kiryou was no longer with them.


“If the force searching for the commander were His Highness’s retainers, at minimum, I hoped to communicate to them his last moments. But we couldn’t tell who belonged to which camp. If we reached out to them and they turned out to be underlings of the beast, that would only bring calamity down upon our heads.” Boukyuu then added in a quieter voice, “I have a duty to protect Rouan.”


Kiryou was no longer with them. Pointing out his grave would do no one any good. So they kept mum. But the situation changed when Shuukou showed up with Seishi in tow. The villagers who checked him out remembered that he belonged to the rumored “force” that was looking for a past member of the military.


“They said he belonged to that group in Rin’u, and that Shuukou’s real apprentice was another person. He’d accompanied Shuukou to the village on several occasions.”


In short, they believed the village had been under surveillance for some time. Except Seishi made no overt efforts to ferret out any rebels. He didn’t confirm Kiryou’s presence there. Which suggested he did not belong to Asen’s camp. Had any of Asen’s minions suspected a thing, they would have charged in and destroyed Rouan and everyone living there. That’s what Asen had always done before.


“So we asked Seika-sama to initiate the contact. The two you met that time were once soldiers in the Bun Provincial Guard. Accused of fomenting rebellion and on the run, they’d found their way to Rouan.”


“Makes sense.”


“They told us that His Highness had white hair and crimson eyes. They met Kiryou-sama and confirmed that he was not His Highness. They’d been searching for him as well.”


The way they interacted with Seishi told them he wasn’t an Asen ally either. But until that group out of Rin’u convinced themselves, there was a good chance they’d stay in Rouan and keep looking for this military commander and asking questions about his identity. Sooner or later, the kingdom was bound to take notice.


“We pointed you to his grave in hopes of convincing you to call off the search.” Boukyuu again hung his head. “We found ourselves in a bigger bind after he died, though we were not without a strategy. We talked it over with everybody and agreed that if the beast’s underlings showed up, we would say he wasn’t His Highness. But to the retainers of His Highness, we would say he was.”


“I’m not buying it,” Seishi interrupted.


“Seishi,” Risai said with a severe look.


He ignored her and addressed Boukyuu in a caustic tone of voice. “Supposing the person in question was Gyousou-sama, did you imagine we would slink away from Rouan with our tails between our legs and never show our faces there again?” He turned to Risa and said, “Risai-sama, I simply cannot go along with this nonsense.”


Risai let out a long breath. She had to agree with him. To start with, she couldn’t accept their claims at face value either—that the man had died and he wasn’t Gyousou. It’d take at least a third visit before she’d be convinced. Claiming it’d been Gyousou all along wouldn’t have been any more believable, not without confirming the facts with her own two eyes.


At the heart of it all were the rumors about Asen’s enthronement.


The nervous Boukyuu tried hard not to look at him, but Seishi fixed him in his gaze. “There was no chance we would give up and not continue our inquiries about the identity of the military commander you sheltered. If true, we would have set up camp in Rouan, searched the houses, and interviewed the residents. The reason we didn’t was because of the rumors about Asen’s accession. You knew about those rumors as well.”


Boukyuu’s shoulders shivered with apprehension.


“This was never about a search team prowling around. It all began with information about Asen’s accession. A new emperor on the throne. A new dynasty is about to dawn. A new emperor meant that Gyousou-sama must have already died. For us, searching for Gyousou-sama all along, you claimed he had died in order to drive the point home. Isn’t that what’s been going on here?”


The way Boukyuu averted his eyes confirmed to Risai the truth of what Seishi had said.


“Gyousou-sama died and is no longer emperor. Openly hostile to Emperor Asen, his retainers are now nothing more than rebels. You want nothing to do with insurrectionists. You don’t even want to be seen in the company of anyone antagonistic to Emperor Asen and thus risk guilt by association. Needless to say, searching for someone no longer emperor is but a fool’s errand. The new dynasty is upon us. Those who cling to the past and reject the new emperor will throw the kingdom into chaos and become a thorn in the side. That’s what it comes down to.”


Seishi all but spit out the words, and still had more to say.


“Since the time you heard of this so-called force searching for the emperor, the only thing on your minds was your own welfare and your own interests. You didn’t want Asen looking at you. You were determined to distance yourselves from anybody who might oppose him. Beginning to end, this was about your own self-preservation.”


Boukyuu raised his head, the anger evident on his face. Before he could respond, Risai broke in and said, “What is wrong with prioritizing self-preservation?”


Seishi flashed her a startled look. “That was all they thought about, to the point of deceiving us.”


Risai nodded. “Let’s stipulate that was indeed the case. I’ll repeat the question. Is there anything wrong with people prioritizing their own self-preservation?”


“I wouldn’t say there’s anything wrong with that, but—”


“Boukyuu is the assistant village manager. There is no village manager, so he alone is responsible for keeping the peace in Rouan. Without a doubt, that must be the first thing always on his mind. It is only natural that the villagers should prioritize their own safety as well.”


Moreover, she added, “The people of Rouan helped and sheltered Kiryou. Knowing the risks, they provided him sanctuary for several years and tried to nurse him back to health. If nothing else, we owe them our thanks.”


Boukyuu looked at Risai, clearly taken aback. She gave him a small bow and said, “As wizards, we enjoy a number of privileges in terms of special rights and financial resources, and with those privileges come commensurate responsibilities. We are not supposed to condone the prioritization of our own interests above all others. However, I believe commoners are correct in putting themselves first, along with their families and their neighbors. They do not have the power or the authority, and should not be made to bear the responsibility of acting on behalf of anyone outside that circle.”


“But—” Seishi started to say.


“We came here to save Gyousou-sama because we wish to save Tai. Isn’t that the same as saving the people of Tai? If we then criticize the means by which they try to save themselves, wouldn’t that put at naught the noble cause to which we have devoted ourselves?”


Seishi again tried to interrupt. Risai stilled him with a gesture. “I believe that if Gyousou-sama were here, that is what he would say.”


Seishi looked at Risai, blinked, and said nothing.


“We are Gyousou-sama’s retainers. Even if he is not here, we must not act in a manner contrary to his will.”


Risai concluded with that statement. She wished to save the people of Tai, but she could not respect Asen as the emperor. In short, Risai was first and foremost Gyousou’s servant. If Taiki chose Asen as the new emperor, he did so as a servant of Tai. Beyond a doubt, Heaven sent Taiki to Tai to act for the good of Tai. Despite Asen being his implacable foe, Taiki’s personal feelings did not enter into the equation. Despite the contradictions and complications that stood in his way, the fate of Tai always took precedence.


“It is the same with the people of Tai. The fate of the kingdom is and should be their primary concern. That makes those of us searching for Gyousou-sama nothing but a nuisance.”


The right thing to do was to set aside her resentments and past obsessions and move on. But Risai could not rid herself of her animus toward Asen, or suppress the righteous anger she felt because of all the evil things he had done. If she had the chance to strike him down, that is what she wished in her heart. Even if Tai lost a newly enthroned emperor as a result.


“At the end of the day, I will choose Gyousou-sama over Tai. Because I am first and foremost Gyousou-sama’s retainer.”


Moku’u softly interjected, “Would you kill Asen?”


Risai said with a sad smile, “That is what I want to do but not what I would do. Given the respect Gyousou-sama holds for the office, he would definitely not want me to.”


“That’s right,” Seishi said, letting out a long breath. “That is exactly right.”


Taiki had once rejected Gyousou. On Mount Hou. That was when Gyousou decided to leave Tai. At the time, Seishi was on Mount Hou with Gashin.


	

Gyousou said with a wry smile, “I feel like I was invited to dinner and got asked to leave after only the appetizer.”


He had completed his first meeting with Taiki on Mount Hou. Soon after that, Taiki said to Gyousou, “Please take care of yourself until the next equinox.”


In other words, Gyousou would not be chosen emperor.


“There is no arguing with the Will of God. For lack of a better word, call it fate. Having accompanied me this far, you must think me a sad sack of a man.”


“But—”


Seishi was beside himself with righteous indignation, even though such emotions availed them nothing. Everything was up to Heaven. There was no blame that could be laid at Taiki’s feet or anybody else’s. They knew that very well, not only Seishi, but all those who came with Gyousou to Mount Hou, including Ganchou and Gashin and their retainers. And yet they could not contain their vexation with a decision they thought totally wrong.


As he gazed at them, Gyousou seemed to understand this feeling. “I had always believed there was nothing that resided outside my grasp. I could take possession of whatever I wished if I only strove long enough. Having thus obtained everything I wanted, I came to believe that, one way or another, I could claim the Will of God as well.”


Gyousou added with a smile of self-derision, “I’ve been thinking of leaving Tai.”


He took in their startled countenances with quiet eyes. “You see, I have to wonder what sort of person that kirin will place on the throne. The workings of Heaven are such that I will not pretend to comprehend them. And yet, depending on the person, I wouldn’t rule out snatching it away from him.”


“Nonsense!” exclaimed an aghast Ganchou. “Even contemplating such actions is beyond the pale!”


“Is it?” Gyousou looked at Ganchou, an intrigued expression on his face. “Isn’t it in the nature of human beings to do so? Each one of us will size himself up against the new emperor and none of us wishes to come up short. That is human nature as well. We make such comparisons in the first place to take the measure of our own superiority.”


With a “Hmph,” Ganchou sank into silence.


“The result of which will inevitably confirm that it is the new emperor who doesn’t quite measure up. And if only for a moment, the thought of taking that throne for yourself is bound to cross your mind.”


Not bloody likely, Seishi wanted to say. Gyousou would be the last person to do anything of the sort. But Seishi had also thought it a given that Gyousou would be chosen as the emperor. For all his convictions, he turned out to be wrong.


His judgment had been clouded by favoritism. Based on the way things turned out, that was the only conclusion he was left with. Up until now, when he compared every possible candidate to Gyousou, Gyousou always came out on top. To be sure, Seishi didn’t want to think of himself as beneath the role of emperor either. As Gyousou said, the whole point of such comparisons was to weigh the emperor’s greatness in the balance.


He should hardly be surprised to see such shallow convictions ultimately betrayed.


“I think some time apart would be best for both Tai and myself. No matter how low I fall, I do not wish to become a thief. I will leave the rest in your capable hands.”


Seishi stared at Gyousou in amazement, no less dumbfounded than Ganchou and Gashin, who raised a chorus of objections.


Gyousou looked back at them. “A new emperor may not soon be enthroned. Faced with a world of disorder, those capable of propping up the kingdom in the meantime must work together. You should return to Tai and put in the kind of effort that is commensurate with your talents.”


Gashin spoke up at once. “I have no desire to serve anyone other than Gyousou-sama.”


“Out of loyalty? If so, then take these words to heart. I wish to bestow Tai with my outstanding retinue. Whatever the reason I came on the Shouzan, I was not chosen emperor, and I should not have to remind you about the fate that awaits Tai.”


“I entirely agree. We as well will pray for the peace and welfare of Tai from afar.”


“Don’t say such nonsense. Why accompany me to this place to begin with? Because my becoming emperor would constitute some crowning achievement in your careers? In that case, you should take your leave. Being around me has obviously availed you nothing of value.”


“That is not what I mean. Even you should understand. I—”


“If you believed it was for the good of Tai, then do not lose sight of that sense of duty. Already impoverished by the profligacy of the previous emperor, the chaos accompanying the empty throne will leave the people of Tai struggling for each breath. The sooner a new emperor ascends to the throne the better. Otherwise, these trying times will only continue. Even when a new emperor is enthroned, it will take time to put the Imperial Court in order. All the more reason to have worthy and competent retainers on hand who can cast a lifeline to the people. In short, your hands are needed at the wheel.”


“If so, then Gyousou-sama should remain as well and work on behalf of Tai.”


“What I’m saying is, it would not be wise to leave a live coal behind in the straw. Not everything I do is for the good of Tai. My pride is at play here as well. If your loyalty to me means anything, at least allow me to walk away from this humiliation.”


“But—”


“I would like it said that at least Gyousou blessed Tai with the best of his retainers. To hope for such a reputation would suffice.”


Seishi looked down at his feet.


“Once law and order is again restored, then you may feel free to leave Tai and do as you wish. But should that era arrive and you find that you still cannot bear to live without me, well, at that point I would not object to you tracking me down.”


All Seishi and the rest of them could do was shake their heads and exchange wry smiles.


	

“That’s the kind of man he was.”


Seishi hung his head. “Risai-sama is correct. Gyousou-sama would not have taken Boukyuu to task. Nevertheless, serving under Asen is one thing I cannot do. As Gyousou-sama once resolved to do, I too shall leave Tai. Because if I remain in the kingdom, my loathing for Asen will surely lead me to try and kill him.”


Listening to Seishi, Moku’u was the only one who nodded. “If you had demonstrated no empathy for the suffering of the people, I would have held my tongue. However—” She said with a soft smile, “I would not lend too much credence to news of Asen’s imminent accession.”


“Moku’u-dono?”


“We are in possession of information that advises against believing such reports, information that suggests there is something decidedly strange about calling Asen the new emperor.”


“Excuse me, but who delivered that information?” Risai asked with a dubious look.


“A man by the name of Genkan. I don’t know anything about him either.”


“You know nothing about him?”


“Nothing at all.”


“We have heard that you are familiar with the inner goings-on in Kouki.”


“We are familiar with the inner goings-on in places other than Kouki as well. Informed about the state of affairs in every region by their branch temples, the Taoist temples everywhere remain well informed. But in my case, there is the additional information that comes to me through the shusei.”


“The shusei?”


Moku’u smiled. “I was once a shusei, you see.”


Risai and the rest of them looked back at her in surprise. Moku’u explained that she had been sold to a shusei boss, her oyakata, back before she could remember and was raised as a dancer.


“However, I fell ill in Bun Province and was unable to continue on with the troupe. As I said, I was sold to the shusei. But my oyakata was a good man with a good heart and raised me as his own daughter. When it became apparent that I could not accompany them on their journeys, he used his connections to get me admitted at a Sekirin branch temple in Rin’u. I recuperated there for half a year. During that time, I decided to become a priestess. When I told my oyakata, he again made arrangements so I could enter the monastery at Sekirin Temple.”


Even today, her connections to the shusei remained strong.


“The shusei often forward us information about matters of general interest. In this case, the notice arrived directly from the capital. Though I don’t know the source, I can only imagine it came from a well-placed individual in Kouki or perhaps even inside the Imperial Palace.”


Moku’u craned her head to the side, recollecting the series of events. “The first time this person reached out to me, the shusei directed a blue bird to my location, saying they had taken receipt of a blue bird addressed to me. The shusei thought the whole thing curious as well, as they knew nothing about the matters in question. On that occasion, the message delivered was that Zui’un Temple had to stop what they were doing.”


At the time, under the auspices of Zui’un Temple, Taoist and Buddhist temples in Kou Province were raising questions about Asen’s legitimacy. The message warned that Asen would likely respond with severe reprisals, in some cases launching punitive expeditions with no chance to appeal.


“Ever since, blue birds have delivered messages directly to me. The message is always enclosed in a black bamboo tube. That’s why I gave my correspondent the name Genkan. The information provided by Genkan has always stood the test of time, to a remarkable extent. Moreover, these are koshuu birds, a species not easy for anyone to get his hands on.”


Koshuu, Risai repeated to herself.


There were a variety of blue birds, each with different characteristics and uses. Among them, the koshuu was a rare you bird, that could only come from a riboku in the palace or the castle of a province lord. A koshuu could be directed to fly to a specific location or person. In the case of the latter, it must have met that person before. But having met them once, it would remember and thereafter find them no matter where they went.


The birds fell under the jurisdiction of the Minister of Summer. They were primarily used by the emperor and province lords to communicate with military commanders dispatched by the Minister of Summer. They were raised by youjuu wranglers attached to the Ministry of Summer, and although rare, now and then surplus birds did appear on the market. At the same time, no matter how well off, it was not the kind of blue bird the average commoner could afford to buy and own.


“That kind of access to a koshuu must mean your correspondent is a high government official or a commissioned officer.”


Moku’u agreed. “Given that this Genkan said there was something strange about the recent developments involving Asen, these official proclamations should be regarded as equally suspicious.”


“Meaning—”


“Meaning errors are being perpetuated somewhere at a fundamental level,” Moku’u said. “Or rather, someone is playing a high-level game of deception.”


	Chapter 9


[14-2] The sun hung low over Bun Province.


Lanterns lit up the Sekirin Temple annex. Moku’u went out of her way to make sure the villagers from Rouan were well rested and fed before they departed. After they left, she glanced up at the darkening skies and let out a weary sigh that Risai couldn’t help overhearing.


“You look tired, Moku’u-sama. We should take our leave as well.”


Moku’u said with a soft smile, “When you get older, you’ve got to stay on your toes just to make it through the day. But you needn’t worry on my account. Please take this opportunity to visit with us a while longer. There are limits to what we can do, but if we can help out in any way, please let us know. Over here—”


Responding to her beckoning gesture was the Taoist priest they had previously met at the shrine. Risai recalled that his name was Sodou.


“As you can see for yourselves, I am an old woman. The demands of my training and the related ascetic regimens can make it difficult to reach me. At such times, were messages to arrive from Genkan, there would be little I could do. So I will entrust such matters to Sodou. Do not hesitate to put him to good use. He can make the necessary personal arrangements, and though we are not wealthy, help with funding as well. You can leave all such matters in Sodou’s capable hands.”


Moku’u added with a smile, “In exchange, keep us up to date on how you are faring. The fate of the kingdom rests on finding His Highness, you see.”


“That would be fine with us.”


“Kenchuu has also indicated he would like to help in any way he can. Providing that Risai-dono does not find them an extra burden, I would appreciate you finding useful roles for both of them.”


“We are deeply thankful,” Risai answered, looking on as Moku’u left the room. Yet she was less than satisfied with the events that had just transpired. Having previously given up on attracting outside help, she was confused about why it should be offered in such abundance now.


“I look forward to working with you again,” Kenchuu said.


“I appreciate it, but to be honest, I’m not sure why you and Moku’u-dono decided to lend us a hand.”


Kenchuu said with a gentle chuckle, “We both share the same goal of saving His Highness.”


“Though that would make more sense if we were the ones reaching out for your cooperation.”


“Well, then. How about because we owe you one?”


“You owe us one?” Risai echoed, shifting her attention as a woman stepped out from behind Kenchuu. She had been lingering in a corner of the room from the start. Risai had the feeling she’d seen her before—the hakushi wearing the white ribbon they’d met on the road to Sokou.


“You are—”


Kenchuu turned to the woman. “This is Shunsui.”


The woman bowed to Risai. “Some time ago, you went out of your way to look after us. We appreciate the help you gave us at that time.”


“In any case, it’s good to know you made it here safe and sound. And your daughter?”


“She is doing well. For the time being, I’ve left her in the care of our comrades.”


“Your comrades—”


“Our fellow hakushi.”


“Ah,” Risai said.


She hadn’t realized there were hakushi here as well. Well, no. Didn’t the hakushi have a close connection with Sekirin Temple? In terms of religious doctrines, they did belong to a different sect, but she’d also heard that they received assistance from Sekirin Temple.


Sensing her confusion, Kenchuu said, “We do enjoy the gracious backing of Moku’u-sama.”


“We—” Not expecting him to use that particular pronoun, Risai said, “So you are a hakushi as well, Kenchuu? You and the woman, Shunsui, are colleagues?”


Kenchuu nodded. “We didn’t start with that understanding in common. I didn’t know who Shunsui was at all. It was only when it became clear to me that she was one of the hakushi that I realized we were, in fact, fellow adherents.”


Responding to Risai’s quizzical expression, he added, “We are not members of a group with a defined organization. As companions who share the same resolve, we exchange information while each making our own way. There is no label that we apply to ourselves. Somebody called us the hakushi and the name stuck. That is fine with us. But we were originally survivors of Tetsui.”


Risai looked at Kenchuu, her eyes opening a little wider. Tetsui was the city with strong past connections to Gyousou. It was because of those connections that Asen singled it out for destruction during the purges.


“Refugees, then? You went to Kan’you Mountain to sift through the tailings from the mines?”


“No,” Shunsui stated firmly. “His Highness is not dead. Moku’u-sama said so as well. We must find him.”


All the more surprised, Risai said to her, “Find him—meaning that Taoist priest.”


The Taoist who became a mountain wizard on Kan’you Mountain. If they met him, a new day would dawn.


Shunsui drew her lips into a thin line. She paused and then said, “We heard that His Highness was attacked by beasts on Kan’you Mountain. But he did not die. He has to be there somewhere. By concentrating on Kan’you Mountain, we should be able to trace his movements.”


Risai nodded to herself. So that’s what has been going on. She said aloud, “Was your daughter born in Tetsui?”


“To be precise, my daughter and I were born in Ryuukei.”


Ryuukei was located on the highway between Tetsui and Kan’you Mountain, at the fork of the mountain road that continued onto Kakyou. Heading from Tetsui to Kan’you Mountain, Ryuukei was the first city where travelers could stay the night. When returning from Kan’you Mountain to Tetsui, they’d arrive at Ryuukei the evening of the second day on the road.


Overlooking the valley that ran from Kan’you Mountain to Tetsui, Ryuukei was renowned for its majestic views. Along with an ancient shrine that was part of the Sekirin Temple circuit, it was home to many celebrated Taoist and Buddhist temples, and was a relatively big city compared to the others scattered across the valley floor.


“Tetsui once rebelled against the dictates of Emperor Kyou and refused to pay the levied taxes.”


“We’ve heard the tale. Tetsui shuttered and secured the warehouses and closed the gates. Gyousou-sama was dispatched to the city as commander of the Palace Guard.”


Shunsui nodded. “At the time, the people who gathered in Tetsui weren’t only residents of Tetsui. The Yoku Shire castle was located in Tetsui. Shuttering the warehouse was done with the consensus of Yoku Shire too. People from Ryuukei were in Tetsui too. They all raised their voices against the despotic actions of Emperor Kyou. That infuriated Emperor Kyou, and he sent the Palace Guard to crush them. But His Highness knew that Tetsui was in the right and instead rallied to their defense.”


Kyoshi blinked in surprise and said, “Please excuse the question, but are you referring to yourself as well? Didn’t these events take place long before you were born?”


“Of course,” Shunsui answered. “My grandparents were the ones saved by His Highness’s actions. To be sure, my grandfather hadn’t been born yet. But if His Highness hadn’t supported their cause, I wouldn’t be here today. Not only that. Had the general leading that army been anyone other than His Highness, Yoku Shire would have been destroyed as well. The way it was recently. They would have branded the people of Tetsui and Ryuukei rebels, executed them, and eradicated all the towns and villages in Yoku Shire. But thanks to His Highness, they escaped that fate. Not only escaped death. His Highness declared that the people of Tetsui were in the right and the uprising was not a crime. He protected the honor and dignity of Tetsui. That is why the people of Tetsui have preserved the story and debt of gratitude we owe His Highness.”


“I see,” said Risai.


Kenchuu again urged Risai and the others to sit down. “We lost Tetsui and all the surrounding towns and villages, probably because of our strong connection to His Highness. His Highness has a special meaning to the people of Tetsui. The same way His Highness holds Tetsui in a special light, we consider His Highness the same way. We were mightily depressed when we heard news of his death. But later determined that information was not reliable.”


Shunsui agreed and added, “The beast attacked His Highness on Kan’you Mountain. But he was spared due to Divine intervention.”


“Except he did not return to the Imperial Palace,” Risai said under her breath.


“Surely because he was wounded. He was able to run away, but not all the way back to the Imperial Palace.”


“Though able to run away, you do not believe he died in the mountains?”


“Such an outcome is impossible. Even when wounded, he would not be so easily killed. He always has with him the emperor’s armor and talismans to cure his injuries.”


“I do know of a bracelet he most certainly would have been wearing.”


“Wouldn’t he?” Shunsui’s eyes lit up. “He must be somewhere in hiding.”


“For six years?” Risai wondered.


“If not in hiding, then he must have fled somewhere far away. We are looking for the trail he left behind. Somewhere we are sure to find the clues that will lead us to him.” Shunsui looked down at her feet. “And if—against all odds—he has passed away, we must still find him and send him onto the next world in a proper fashion. The people of Tetsui will not abandon His Highness in life or in death.”


“I understand the feeling,” Risai said with a nod.


Kenchuu said to her, “In fact, there’s something I need to apologize to you about.”


“To me?”


“Back when we were on our way to Kan’you Mountain, when we were heading to Sokou, you left to have dinner with Kyuusan. I made inquiries about His Highness along the way.”


Risai cast her thoughts back. “Ah, that’s what you were up to.” He must have asked around to see if anyone had evidence of Gyousou being on Kan’you Mountain.


“At that time, you see, there were those who weren’t sure whether they should say anything or not and kept their mouths shut.”


“Kept their mouths shut?”


Kenchuu nodded. “About there being a cave-in on Kan’you Mountain.”


“Eh?” Risai raised her voice. “A cave-in?”


“During that time, the hakushi and searchers from Tetsui were traveling to Kan’you Mountain.”


At the height of the troop movements, word arrived in Tetsui that the emperor had disappeared. The citizens of Tetsui felt compelled to rally together and send out search parties. Some of them ventured onto Kan’you Mountain.


“What I heard was, back then as well, organized teams slipped through the cordons thrown up by the land gangs and went into the mines to sift through the tailings. They reported back about cave-ins on Kan’you Mountain. A few even offered first-hand accounts about hearing terrified voices and the sound of the cave-in itself.”


“And that was on Kan’you Mountain?” Risai asked.


“I believe so,” Kenchuu said. He tipped his head to the side, recalling old memories. “Not much was going on at Kan’you Mountain around that time. Bands of the poor and destitute went into the mountain to carry out sacks of gravel. But then the troubles with the land gangs broke out and they had the territory locked down ever since. People were cleared out of the surrounding areas and denied access to the mountain. But some of the refugees still snuck in. It was a life-or-death proposition as far as they were concerned.”


Risai agreed with a bob of her head.


Noting her reaction, Kenchuu continued. “They were headed into the tunnels when they heard the sounds of the cave-in, along with human cries or those of terrified animals. Perhaps they came from the soldiers attacking Gyousou and their kijuu.”


“Except we didn’t find anything of the sort on Kan’you Mountain,” Risai said. “We searched the interior. Granted, it wasn’t an exhaustive search. We saw the remains of cave-ins and landslides here and there, but no signs of any human involvement. We didn’t hear anything to that effect from the miners working on Kan’you Mountain either.”


“There wouldn’t be. What I was told was, they cleaned up the remains.”


Risai gave Kenchuu a startled look. “Cleaned up?”


“The refugee miners said that from the screams they heard, it sounded like human beings got caught in the cave-in. In that case, search parties should soon follow up to rescue them. But if that happened, they never got anywhere near the mines. With that in mind, they kept their eyes and ears open. But nobody showed up.”


So they cautiously entered the tunnels to see for themselves. They found evidence of the cave-in all around them. Kan’you Mountain was always on the verge of collapse. Remains of previous cave-ins were everywhere. That wasn’t the problem. If the authorities caught wind of dead bodies up there belonging to the land gangs or the Provincial Guard, searches and investigations were sure to follow. The refugees would never get back on the mountain.


“In order to hide any evidence, they dug up the places where it looked like bodies were buried. They turned up body parts and personal effects, so they figured out right away they were in the right spot. Clearing away the loose earth, they found the corpse of a soldier beneath a rock. Digging as far as they were able turned up six kijuu and eight soldiers wearing red armor.”


Kenchuu paused for a moment and grimaced. “And the bodies of another three more people in a mineshaft not far from the cave-in.”


Risai leaned forward in taut anticipation. “Anybody else?”


Kenchuu shook his head. “They didn’t turn up any more corpses after that. That may have been simply because they didn’t find them. They buried the bodies they uncovered in that mineshaft.”


Kenchuu then added, “I thought there might be something to the stories about a cave-in involving His Highness. I could imagine him managing to escape but getting injured in the process and finally being unable to go on any further. I searched the mountain myself for any traces he might have left behind. All I found was the corpse of what appeared to be a soldier of the Palace Guard stuffed into a fissure in the rocks.”


He returned to the mountain after that to continue the search. But in the meantime, Kyuusan and the land gangs took over and accessing Kan’you Mountain became impossible.


“Even so, I wanted to get back on the mountain to look for His Highness. To that end, I petitioned Moku’u-sama and secured her patronage in the form of the Sekirin Temple pilgrimage.”


Kenchuu and his fellow survivors of Tetsui didn’t belong to a formal organization. When Gyousou disappeared, Tetsui was still a going concern. At the time, Tetsui and the neighboring towns and villages talked it over and petitioned for volunteers to go into the mountains to continue the search. But then Asen destroyed Tetsui. The survivors dispersed and had to scatter throughout Bun Province to find shelter and places where they could continue their lives.


Kenchuu took refuge in Kakyou and later moved to a residence in Rin’u, where he established himself as a generous man of good character. He further built his reputation as an agent. While finding his own way to get by, Kenchuu also traveled to Kan’you Mountain by himself. He put no stock in the rumors that Gyousou had died. He stubbornly continued to believe he must be alive, and therefore must need help.


“Traveling back and forth whenever I had the time, I learned about others besides myself who were going into the mountains to search for His Highness.”


The survivors of Tetsui as well. They kept in touch in order to exchange information and, depending on the circumstances, come to each other’s aid. But not as an organized group. Kenchuu hadn’t formally taken on any kind of role as a mediator for the Tetsui refugees. He simply was the best known among the survivors. Kenchuu talked the matter over with the refugees he knew and then brought those discussions to Sekirin Temple, wondering if they might travel to the mountain under the guise of going on the pilgrimage.


Moku’u answered their petition in the affirmative, and offered her patronage by opening the shrines without condition to those displaying the white ribbons. She also negotiated with the land gangs and extracted a promise from them not to interfere with the activities of the pilgrims. In this way, Sekirin Temple arranged for the accommodations necessary for their travels and supported them behind the scenes.


“The word got passed along by word of mouth that Sekirin Temple had offered its patronage to pilgrims wearing the white ribbon. At the same time, information circulated about the locations that’d been searched and whether they’d yielded useful results. But no formal organization existed then or now. The survivors lived in fear of the purges, and also of getting ostracized by regular citizens who simply didn’t want to get involved in any way. So they kept mum about the fact they were refugees from Tetsui. They weren’t about to gather together and form some sort of organization. That’s why Shunsui didn’t know who I was. Although given that she was a hakushi, I was pretty sure she was a survivor of Tetsui.”


Shunsui agreed. “Wherever you settled down, there was bound to be somebody there in the know, a person with connections. Where I was living at the time, there was one such trustworthy man. He was well known to the Tetsui survivors in the area. He passed along information and offered advice. But he didn’t know anything about the refugees in other cities. When I took refuge at the shrine in Sokou, I was surprised to learn that Kenchuu was a survivor like me.”


“So that’s what was going on.” Risai let out a long breath. “You’ve been carrying out a search for His Highness this whole time. Have you turned up any clues?”


The hopeful air of expectancy in her question was met with dejected silence.


Kenchuu answered at length, his voice quiet with disappointment. “All we can say for certain is that His Highness is nowhere in the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain.”


“What about the possibility that refugees on the mountain offered him assistance?”


“I don’t think so. From the start, Sekirin Temple has been harboring refugees forced to go into hiding, having escaped from Bun Province with the assistance of the shusei. No stories about encountering anybody like His Highness ever cropped up in the rumors that circulated among them. In all my searches, I didn’t come across anything to suggest he’d been there either.”


“I see,” Risai muttered. “Kenchuu, would you happen to know how the refugees handled the stones they collected from the tailings?”


“I heard they traded with the Fu Clan. Seems the Fu Clan runs black market shops in Rin’u and Hakurou.”


“Of course.”


Kenchuu nodded. “We haven’t given up. There are more than abandoned mines in the mountains. Logging cabins and prospecting shacks remain from back when they were cutting lumber for the mines. I’ve been intending to check out all of them, more than once if necessary.”


The white ribbons having been imbued with the power and authority of Sekirin Temple, they ventured into the mountains. And continued to do so.


“I know His Highness would be delighted to hear of your fealty and kindness,” Risai said. “Tetsui truly held a special place in his heart. His feelings for the people of Tetsui ran deep. That is true as well of his retainers. Many of the soldiers who participated in the attack on Tetsui later served as his retainers and on his senior staff. They all share a profound sense of gratitude for the people of Tetsui, who understood the depth of His Highness’s conflicted feelings and with broken hearts finally opened the storehouse.”


Shunsui buried her face in her hands. “Thank you.”


“We are the ones who should express our thanks to you. We are grateful from the bottom of our hearts that you persisted in searching for His Highness, heedless of the weather and the risks. But we would also plead with you to not take any more unnecessary risks. His Highness is most definitely still alive. We promise to search for his present whereabouts and find him. There is no need to go to such extremes, such as traveling into the mountains with a child in tow.”


“But—”


“Anything worse happening to the people of Tetsui would only cause His Highness to grieve all the more.”


Shunsui cast down her eyes.


“Knowing His Highness, he would blame himself. That is the kind of person he is. I won’t tell you not to. I’ll fill in Kyuusan about the intentions of the hakushi, and importune with him to make sure you are granted safe passage. Kyuusan is a person who can be reasoned with. I am certain he will not do wrong by you. But I would implore you as well to not press your luck. I hope you would keep in mind that the greatest gift the people of Tetsui can now give His Highness is to live long and productive lives.”


	

When it came time for them to depart Sekirin Temple, Kenchuu and Risai left the building together, along with their traveling companions.


Passing through the temple gates, Kenchuu said, “We’ll need more help searching for His Highness. I can recruit capable volunteers.”


“We’d appreciate it. But don’t you have your job as an agent?”


“I can leave that work to my apprentices. They’re also based in Rin’u, so it won’t be a problem.”


After a moment of thought, Risai said, “In fact, I’ve been thinking of moving to a new safe house.”


Rumors about them had reached as far as Rouan. Clearly, they had stayed in Rin’u too long. She explained this to Kenchuu and he agreed. “Probably the right thing to do. I’ll start looking around.”


“No,” Risai said. “I appreciate the offer, but I already have an idea.”


“An idea?”


Risai nodded. Rin’u was a big city. It was easy to get lost in the crowds and fade out of sight. But preserving that anonymity took all the more effort. For Risai, being away from Hien was particularly trying. Of course, she wasn’t able to care for Hien as often as she liked. More importantly, it stung to not have Hien available in an emergency. Given the extra precautions she had to take coming and going from the city, there was no straightforward way to leave on a moment’s notice.


And when they did set out together, Kyoshi and Seishi only had their horses, so even if Risai was riding Hien, there was no way to shorten the journey. But there were times when speed was of the essence. Risai often thought that quickly making the round trip by herself would greatly reduce the time and effort required.


“Considering all the options, I think we’d be better off moving to a location more out of the public eye. Seeing how we’ve become the subject of rumors, we need a place to lie low for a while.”


Kyoshi raised his voice, a dubious expression on his face. “You’re not talking about Rouan, are you?”


“No.” Risai shook her head.


	

When they got back to the safe house, Risai straightaway went to see Hien and left Rin’u just before the city gates closed. Clearly elated to be freed from her constraints, Hien spread her wings wide as they soared through the air. Risai was no less delighted.


With Risai in the saddle and Hien flapping her wings with great elan, they headed north at once, straight to Sokou. Risai had confirmed that Kyuusan was in town and arranged a meeting. It’d take a day on horseback to cover that distance. She arrived in less than a quarter of that time. Though it was the middle of the night, Kyuusan showed up to greet her.


“That’s one fine animal you rode in on,” he said, stepping out of the building. He looked at Hien with wide and admiring eyes. “She looks fast. But dangerous. I’ve arranged for you and the kijuu to share accommodations.”


“Understood,” Risai said. If she brought along a kijuu, those were the ground rules. “Kyuusan, I have a favor to ask of you.”


“Depends on what this favor entails.”


“I was wondering if we could settle down in Sokou for a while.”


Sokou was the idea she came up with. Sokou had good access to the major highways. Because it was controlled by the land gangs, the opening and closing times of the city gates wouldn’t be a constant concern.


“If Sokou won’t work out, another city would be fine too. Even one of the depopulated villages in the area. We’ll cover the rent.”


Kyuusan thought it over. “I can’t really recommend Sokou. Its place on the transportation routes is its most important feature. But miners from Kantaku gather here too. There’s no telling what kind of information about where people are from and who they are is going to leak out and get around. Elsewhere though, I don’t see a problem. Providing you lay low. Make a scene and the deal is off. But I figure that’s something you’ve gotten good at, Risai.”


“Naturally.”


“No reason to object, then. Once you find a place to live, we’ll do what we can to help out. Houses tend to fall apart when nobody’s living in them. However—” Kyuusan let out a long lungful of air and said under his breath, “Keep in mind that whatever we’re up to is none of your business.”


“Comes with the territory, I figure. We’ll keep our eyes closed to your activities.”


“I’ll ask around about any out-of-the-way places for the kind of person who might simply insist on settling down here.”


“That works for me.”


With that agreement in place, and based on discussions with Kyuusan, Seisai turned out to be the right kind of place. Though located fairly deep in the countryside, it wasn’t far from Ryuukei, and sat adjacent to roads that headed to both Tetsui and Kakyou, making it as convenient a location as Anpuku. When trouble appeared on the horizon, the residents could hole up in the nearby mines and wait for the approaching storm to blow over.


Moreover, the scale of the town ranked just below that of Sokou.


The hour grew late as they hammered out the details. Kyuusan encouraged Risai to spend the night in Sokou.


She found the kind of shed she was looking for in the corner of the lot of the rented house. When she got there, blowing snow was whipping all around them. The surrounding landscape disappeared behind the curtains of driving snow. The gusting wind stung her eyes. Struggling to the shed and ducking out of the elements, she breathed a sigh of relief.


I wonder if everyone else is resting in a safe place tonight.


Risai snuggled up to Hien, using her as a windbreak against the drafts. Hien, in turn, curled her body around Risai. Breathing in the scent of dry straw, Risai tucked herself beneath Hien’s feathery warm wings.


	Chapter 10


[14-3] The skies over Rin’u were clear for the first time in a long time. Early that morning, Kiitsu arrived in the company of a woman.


“She would prefer not to use her name for now, other than we are sheltering her at Fukyuu Temple.”


Kyoshi eyed her suspiciously. At a glance, she appeared to be a gaunt and unremarkable middle-aged woman when she was, in fact, much younger.


“We believe we had good reason to grant her sanctuary. No, she is not wanted by the authorities. But when he disappeared, she was in the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai invited her in. “I apologize for our shabby accommodations. Please sit down.”


“She does not have any particular illness, but she does have difficulty eating and sleeping. Before Fukyuu Temple took her in, something terrible happened to her, the consequences of which have continued to affect her six years on.”


“Six years—”


Kiitsu nodded. “Six years ago, soon after he fell out of sight, she was found floating in a river and was brought to Fukyuu Temple. The evidence suggested she had been attacked by persons unknown. Her whole body was covered with wounds, leaving her in a very serious state. Though we were able to save her life, for a long time, she remained in a constant state of fear and was haunted by an agitated state of mind. For a while, she could not summon the words to speak. The mere presence of another human being caused her to scream and run about attempting to flee. I’m afraid she likely has no good memory of what happened to her. All we know for certain was that she was treated in an exceedingly harsh manner. Her fingers were broken and her teeth pulled out.”


“What in the world!”


Risai gave her a closer look. Her gaunt and emaciated condition notwithstanding, she was indeed a young woman. Risai placed her age in her mid-twenties or even younger. Six years ago, she would have been barely out of her teens.


“Is she all right with being brought here?”


“She has calmed down a good deal of late. She’s able to go out now if it is sufficiently calm and quiet. Of course, her condition varies, but she is mostly able to get on with her daily activities. She no longer loses her presence of mind as she once did.”


“You have been through a lot,” Risai said to her.


The woman nodded.


“She was one of the refugees on Kan’you Mountain. They holed up in the ruins and snuck onto Kan’you Mountain.”


Risai and Kyoshi both drew deep breaths.


“You don’t suppose—” Risai muttered.


Kiitsu nodded and gently urged her to continue. In a barely audible voice, she began to speak.


“I was on the mountains back then, along with four of my colleagues.”


She had a hard time speaking and struggled to string the words together. The softness of her speech made following her account all the more difficult. But according to the story she told, she was living in the mountains at the time, along with four fellow refugees. They ventured into the mines every day to comb through the tailings for precious stones. As refugees, she didn’t know where they came from or how they got there. There were three men and one woman. One was an old man. The other two men were in middle age. The woman was five years her senior.


Asen’s purges displaced large numbers of people across Bun Province. War and the ravages of war temporarily separated them from their registered towns and villages. The refugees were different. Once displaced persons themselves, some became refugees when their connection to the land was completely severed. In order to get by, others deliberately discarded their internal passports and registration papers. The refugees were those for whom this became their fixed and normal state. The refugees often gathered among the displaced persons, where it was easier to live amidst the relative disorder.


The woman was one of the latter.


The five of them stayed together for over a year as a kind of family. The old man in particular treated her as his daughter, her own parents having cast her aside as a child. She had no idea what became of them. She hadn’t seen them since they were separated in a big city in Jou Province, likely abandoned amidst the hustle and bustle. At that point, with no papers, she became a refugee. She didn’t even know the town she was born in.


While they were on the road, they met another man and teamed up together. In such a fashion, they added another to their little troupe and then lost one. Someone got sick and died. Someone simply disappeared. That was the state they’d ended up in when they arrived at the outskirts of Kan’you Mountain. Including the woman, there were six of them left.


Since the troubles, the others had become refugees due to the despotic rule of the land gangs. They lost their passports and became nomads.


They lived in the mountains, not in one of the abandoned hamlets but in a small cabin closer to the mines. The ground around the cabin was pockmarked with holes, ventilation shafts, and old test pits left behind by prospectors in various stages of collapse. From there they could slip deeper into the mountain to collect the tailings.


“Kan’you Mountain was uninhabited, though now and then a watchman came around.”


They didn’t know if they were actual watchmen. But they showed up now and then and poked around. Even if the mines weren’t operating, that didn’t mean people could just come and go as they pleased. That’s why they used the old tunnels to access the mine faces. It was dangerous, to be sure. In fact, not long after the woman arrived at Kan’you Mountain, they lost one of their number to an accident.


“A middle-aged lady. The ground beneath her collapsed and she fell down a deep hole. She was like a mother to me.”


They grouped their way through the pitch-black tunnels, relying on small pine torches. The work was hard and exceedingly dangerous and the profits were slim. But now and then they’d stumble across a valuable stone. That glimmer of hope was enough to keep them going back into the shafts. Besides which, they had no other means of supporting themselves.


They’d heard that several small bands of refugees like theirs could be found scattered across the mountain, living in ramshackle cabins near the mouths of the more accessible pits and mines.


One day, the woman went into the mines as she usually did. That day, she heard a human voice in an updraft of air. At the time, for reasons not at all clear to them, all human activity had ceased around Kan’you Mountain. The miners had long since deserted their claims. They found it all quite strange.


“It was not one of the refugees. We always whisper in the mines. We’d never shout like that.”


It was illegal to take stones off Kan’you Mountain without a license. They didn’t have permission to be on the mountain in the first place. If their presence became known to the authorities, they’d get kicked out at the very least, possibly arrested and hauled before a judge. To avoid being seen, they hid out on the mountainside and waited to see what developed. They heard the voice all that day.


“It was the same the next day as well.”


Perhaps mining operations had started up again on Kan’you Mountain. If that was the case, then they stood to lose their livelihood. With those concerns on their minds, they shifted their attention to the mountain approach. There they could clearly make out a group of what appeared to be soldiers. Dozens of them. Soldiers were going in and out of the mountain while others guarded two big wooden crates.


They laid down a bed of round logs and rolled the crates across the logs into a mine shaft.


“Big wooden boxes—” Kyoshi muttered.


The woman nodded. “Very big boxes. Each one was the size of a small barn. And build like strongboxes.”


Risai said, “A small barn. That certainly is big.”


“They had a whole team of horses pulling them. The soldiers guarding the boxes looked really nervous. There was something dangerous inside those boxes. They moved them into the hole and then a large number of soldiers followed behind with an assortment of tools.”


Moving such large objects around took a fair amount of time. The woman and her companion gave up on working the mines that day as well.


“In the end, their activities continued for three full days.”


Peace and quiet finally returned to the mountain two days later. The soldiers disappeared along with any evidence of the large-scale undertaking they’d been engaged in.


“They graded the earth and erased even their footprints. Everything was like it was before.”


“They literally covered their tracks. I wonder what was inside those boxes.”


The woman shook her head. “I do not know. But something moved.”


“Something moved?”


“That’s what the soldiers said. They grew quite alarmed. Something moved inside one of the boxes and made it shake back and forth.”


“A living thing—”


“That’s what I think too. It gave off the scent of a wild beast.”


Risai mulled over this information.


“The old man said something funny was going on. Those soldiers were up to no good. We’d better not go crawling back into the tunnels anytime soon.”


He insisted this was definitely a wait and see situation, and we ought to get off Kan’you Mountain for the time being. But the woman wasn’t ready to abandon the mines. If she found enough salable stones, she’d have enough to live on for a while longer.


“The men kept saying they needed a little more time, just a little more time. When we returned to the mine, we heard that voice rising up from the depths.” The woman hugged her arms around her shoulders as if recalling the fear she felt back then. “A dreadful sound, like the scream of a beast or a scream or a shout. Guttural and shrill and truly terrible. I froze in my tracks. That was when I heard the mountain collapsing around me.”


Along with a great cloud of dust, the thunderclap of the collapse roared through the mine shaft. They knew at once it was a cave-in, having experienced them too many times already. But the scale was completely different this time. Tremors shook the whole mountain. The sound of falling rocks reverberated again and again from the tunnels. The air grew so thick with dust it was impossible to see anything.


“I smelled something burning. I thought they must have used fires or torches inside the mine.”


She didn’t see any connection to the landslides. In any case, their only thought was to run for their lives. They were only able to escape because they had not ventured too far in. They crawled out of the tunnel. The scale of this cave-in was anything but normal. The mountain itself may have collapsed. Fearing such a possibility, they hurried down the mountainside. At the same time, they spotted soldiers descending the mountain in much the same way.


“They glanced around and saw us too.”


For a moment, the soldiers started after them. The woman immediately turned and fled down the slope. The old man missed his chance to make a clean getaway. He later said the soldiers didn’t pursue him but instead continued to descend the mountain.


“The old man said that since they’d spotted us, we should run away while we could.”


But the rest of them couldn’t make up their minds. They persuaded him to stay one more day and returned to the cabin. The next day, the soldiers returned to search for them, soldiers wearing red and black armor.


“Someone shouted to run for it. We tried but they captured us.” The woman hugged her arms around her shoulders all the tighter. “Myself as well.”


Her voice shaking, she said she didn’t recall anything after that.


Risai held her hand. “That’s okay. You don’t need to remember.”


The woman turned to Risai with imploring eyes. “They killed the old man and dragged the other girl into the tunnels. All I heard after that was her terrible screams.”


“I see—”


“I was next. I do remember they called themselves the Ukou. A name I will never forget.”


“The Ukou,” Seishi muttered to himself. “There was a company of soldiers in Asen’s army that went by that name.”


“The enemy. They killed everybody.”


Though she said they’d all been killed, Fukyuu Temple never recovered the other bodies, Kiitsu explained. They weren’t able to get onto the mountain to search for them.


“And it probably wouldn’t have done us any good if we had.”


By the time the woman returned to consciousness, and at last regained possession of her senses, the seasons had changed. Despite all that had happened, rushing to the scene of the crime now would accomplish nothing.


“Given her condition, there was likely no one left there alive. They saw something they were not supposed to see.”


“I agree.”


The woman and her companions observed the soldiers making some sort of preparations at the mountain. But Asen’s army must not have known they were being observed. Subsequently, the sight of the soldiers leaving Kan’you Mountain was clearly something nobody else was supposed to have seen.


“Fukyuu Temple has sheltered her ever since. To be sure, Fukyuu Temple cannot confirm her presence there. Jokan-sama will only politely state that she went into hiding. He believes it is imperative not to give anybody in Kouki any reason to notice where she is or that she is even alive, and certainly not that Fukyuu Temple has given her asylum.”


“Makes sense,” Risai said. “No matter what, we will not disclose anything about her or make any inquiries about her. We would only hope to see her sheltered in as hospitable a manner as possible.”


Kiitsu thanked them with a bow, and Kyoshi finally concluded that the cool and reserved attitude they’d seen on display at Fukyuu Temple, and from Jokan himself, was because of this woman. He might have even thought it inhospitable considering the trust Enchou had placed in them, though now the reasons for that cool reserve became clear.


“But why all of a sudden?” Kyoshi blurted out.


A moment of awkwardness followed as Kiitsu hung his head. “I spoke out of turn before. In fact, Jokan-sama received a letter from Moku’u-sama at Sekirin Temple yesterday. In the letter, she cautioned that news of a new emperor being enthroned was likely in error and to exercise all due caution with any similar reports.”


“Moku’u-sama went to such lengths—”


Kiitsu nodded. “Meaning that Moku’u-sama concluded that you were deserving of her trust. On that basis, Jokan-sama also chose to entrust you with this evidence.”


“I see,” Risai said with a respectful bow of her own.


	Chapter 11


[14-4] Risai harbored a hunch that Seishi appeared to share as well. While waiting for Kiitsu and the woman to get ready to return to Fukyuu Temple, a glance at Seishi told her he had the same thoughts on his mind.


“This is a good opportunity,” she said under her breath.


“That it is,” Seishi agreed.


Though Kiitsu indicated that they would be fine on their own, Risai and Seishi caught up with them at the front gate. The sun still hovered beneath the eastern horizon. The white streets were devoid of life, filled only with the freezing wind.


While Seishi lingered behind, Risai stepped forward alongside Kiitsu and the woman. “At least let me accompany you to the main road,” she said.


Kiitsu gave her a curious look and the woman looked a bit bewildered.


“Parting is such sweet sorrow,” Risai said, answering her doubts with a grin. That prompted a faint smile from the woman.


The wind kicked up a cloud of flurries. “Are you cold?” Risai asked conversationally. “How are you feeling?” Then right before they came to the intersection, she stopped in front of an empty storefront. “Well, be sure to take care of yourselves.”


This wasn’t anyplace in particular, which again prompted from Kiitsu a puzzled frown. But with a nod of his head, he urged the woman on, and they turned left onto the busier main thoroughfare. Risai watched until they were out of sight and then spun around.


As soon as she did, the man behind her averted his gaze and bent over, taking a sudden interest in the ground beneath his feet. The man’s companion strode by him, pretending he had nothing to do with any of them.


Feigning a nonchalant attitude of her own, Risai started to walk past, then stopped and grabbed him by the arm. “I have a few questions for you.”


He gaped up at her and tried to shake his arm free. The man staring down at the street flicked his gaze in their direction, and then with a disinterested look on his face, straightened and at once tried to put more distance between him and Risai. Except Seishi had already caught up and seized him from behind.


“W-what’s going on?”


“We’d like to have a little conversation with you two,” Risai said.


She hooked her arm around his shoulders, pressing the crook of her elbow against his throat, and dragged him beneath the eaves of the empty storefront. Following on her heels, Seishi kicked open the door to the gated alley and pushed his captive inside. Risai followed suit. Bringing up the rear, Kyoshi secured the gate behind them.


Seishi drew the sword and backed the two men down the alley.


Risai’s hunch had paid off. They’d been under surveillance ever since they returned from Gamon Temple. The people spying on them didn’t appear anyway related to the government and were clearly amateurs. Risai was pretty sure they’d been dispatched by Gamon Temple and had ignored them until now. But now they’d taken an interest in Kiitsu and the woman.


She spotted these two familiar faces as soon as they left the safe house. She was sure they’d settled into nearby accommodations so they could avoid the discomfort of camping out on the cold streets and instead keep a lookout from a heated room.


They’d surely seen Kiitsu and the woman arrive and probably already figured out who Kiitsu was. But the woman was a fresh face. Depending on how curious the spies were, they might want to delve into her background and identity, and might wait for her to leave and follow her. That meant her whereabouts coming to light. Even if they had no way of finding out who she was, Risai could no longer let those sleeping dogs lie.


Under the guise of seeing off Kiitsu and the woman, Risai caught the spies in the act.


As expected, the spies tailed them from the safe house. But the way they brushed past Risai made it clear they were following the woman. Aware she was being watched, Risai didn’t come armed, but Seishi brought her sword with him. Together with Kyoshi, he shadowed the spies from a safe distance. Not wanting to alarm the woman, Risai didn’t mention what she was up to. But Seishi knew exactly what she had in mind.


“Who are you working for?”


“What are you talking about?”


The two men retreated until they huddled together in a corner of the courtyard.


“We know you’ve been watching us, and we know you followed us back from Hakurou,” Risai said. “Or to be more precise, Gamon Temple.”


That provoked the wide-eyed reaction she expected.


“Gamon Temple means Hoyou is handing out the orders. What I don’t get is what you are after. Exactly why have you been spying on us?”


“We weren’t—”


Their first impulse would be to deny everything, but they had a hard time coming up with a good excuse on the spur of the moment.


“At first, I thought you were looking into our backgrounds. But if that were the case, you were taking an awful long time getting the job done. You must have already confirmed our connections to Fukyuu Temple and that we are looking for someone. Why are you spending so much time paying so much attention to us?”


“We aren’t—”


“If you were here to make sure we weren’t lying to Hoyou, you would have left long ago. We’ve turned a blind eye until today, but frankly, you’re getting on our nerves.”


“The faster we all wrapped things up here the better,” Seishi said, forcing a cold edge into his voice. He handed Risai her sword. Bringing it with him had been no afterthought.


“We want to know what you’re after.”


“Doesn’t look to me like they’re in the mood to talk. No matter what they say, we have no way of knowing whether they were telling the truth or not. They seem to think they can just go on playing a couple of peeping toms.”


“So it seems,” Risai started to say, when one of the men raised his voice.


“And what are you really after?”


Though not as flustered as his companion, the tension was clear in his voice. This man clearly possessed measurably more intestinal fortitude.


“What we’re after?”


“What do you plan on doing with these displaced persons and refugees you’re looking for? Haul them back to Kouki?”


Risai furrowed her brows. “Meaning what?”


“Meaning take them to Kouki in order to make conscripts out of them.”


Risai relaxed her grip on the hit of her sword. “Are you guessing? Or do you have reasons to believe that is actually going on?”


“No doubt!” spit out his more frightened partner.


The tougher of the two glared back at Risai. “Enough of the lies. We can see them clear as day. Somebody gets in your way, the first thing you do is run them through. We may be nothing but dead men walking to you, but don’t get too comfortable thinking Heaven will overlook your sins forever.”


Risai and Seishi exchanged glances. At that moment, with a sudden surge of courage, the scaredy-cat reared up and threw a right hook at Risai’s chest. Reflexively shifting to the side, she stumbled off balance. Like dancers changing partners, Seishi stepped into her place and pinned the man’s arms behind his back, pushed him to the ground and knelt astride his back.


“Stop it,” said the more stalwart of the two.


The scaredy-cat squirmed in Seishi’s grip. “We’ll get back at you for this!”


“That’s not going to happen. Give it a rest.”


Risai and Seishi again exchanged looks. There was something increasingly strange about this whole scene.


“Let him go,” Risai said to Seishi. To the man still standing, “We’re not looking to get anybody hurt here. Just keep him from doing anything stupid, okay?”


The man nodded, and when Seishi let his prisoner go, he squatted down and threw a burly arm around his shoulders, seizing him as tightly as Seishi had.


Risai knelt down next to them. “Are you from Gamon Temple?” she asked the big man.


“If you’re asking if we came from Gamon Temple, the answer is no. We live in Rin’u.”


“Do you or do you not have any connections to the Fu Clan?”


He didn’t answer the question.


“I’ll take that as a yes. So you are part of the Fu organization.”


The man hesitated. “Yeah,” he said.


The man in his grip squirmed like a fractious child. “Shut up! Don’t say anything!”


“Settle down. I understand where you’re coming from, but we won’t be going anywhere locking horns with people like them. Besides, there seems to be a basic misunderstanding here.”


“A misunderstanding?” Risai asked.


“Answer me this. What are you going after the refugees for?”


“We’re not going after the refugees for anything. I’ll tell you what I told Hoyou-dono. We’re looking for a colleague of ours, and we’re pretty sure the refugees might have clues that will help track him down. To that end, we’re looking for people well known among the refugees and their acquaintances. If that’s not possible, then we’d like to meet somebody with an ear to the ground, who could pass along the rumors and stories circulating in the refugee community. Do you know anybody like that?”


“And this is on the up and up?”


“Of course, it is. Now, what’s this business about taking people to Kouki you were talking about earlier?”


“You’re not collecting bounties on refugees?”


“Bounties? You mean there are bounty hunters tracking down displaced persons and hauling them back to Kouki? Who is doing this and why?”


“Don’t play dumb!” He shouted. “Your boss, that’s who! The beast that is kidnapping people and impressing them as soldiers!” He wrenched himself free and flung himself on the ground. “Why does Heaven allow such sins to occur? How much longer can these injustices continue?”


Risai leaned over and said to him, “What’s your name?” She urged him to sit up. “Listen, my name is Risai. What’s yours?”


“Risai-sama,” Seishi cautioned her in a quiet voice.


But Risai brushed aside his concerns. She turned to the man’s companion. “What about you?”


The man looked back at Risai in obvious confusion. Risai smiled. “It’s cold out here. How about we continue this conversation somewhere a bit more comfortable?”


	

Risai and Seishi returned to the safe house with the two men. Risai asked Houto and Yotaku to prepare something warm for them to drink and invited them to sit down next to the hibachi.


The tougher of the two said, “Risai—would that be General Ryuu?”


Risai answered with a dry smile. “A name with a bad reputation these days. All I can say is that I was framed and the crimes I’m accused of were made up.”


“I know,” the man said. “Call me Shoushitsu. I was a gendarme stationed in the city of Houtaku.”


“A gendarme. A member of the Bun Provincial Guard?”


Shoushitsu nodded. Indicating his wide-eyed companion, he said, “He’s a displaced person who fled to Hakurou. His name is Tanchoku. The beast put his city to the torch and killed his family. He ended up on his own.” He faced Tanchoku directly and nodded. “She is one of His Highness’s retainers. The beast made up stories about her committing regicide. She’s been on the run ever since.”


Tanchoku raised his head, the surprise evident on his face. “Then you’re not bounty hunters?”


Shoushitsu shook his head and Risai said, “You mentioned that before. What’s this business about hunting down refugees and displaced persons like yourself?”


“What he said.” A hard expression rose to Shoushitsu’s face. “They’re recruiting refugees and displaced persons on the sly and shipping them off to Kouki where they conscript them as soldiers.”


“Asen is behind this?”


Shoushitsu nodded. “I’ve heard them sweet-talking people to bring them along. But for the most part, they use strong-arm tactics. They round people up and impress them into service. They’re doing this in such an underhanded manner to keep word from getting out that the Imperial Army is understaffed, and to hide the fact they’re using forced conscription to fill the ranks.”


Unbelievable, Risai was about to exclaim, except she could see how it all made sense.


Of the six divisions in the Imperial Army, desertions had reduced four of them to divisions on paper only. Asen had to be concerned about the chronic decline in troop strength, and there were limits to the number of soldiers they could reassign from the outlying provinces.


“Soldiers?” Tanchoku shouted. “Because they got a few minutes of training? They’re just a bunch of amateurs who barely know how to hold a sword. Human pincushions whose only job is to make the archers shooting at them waste their arrows.”


All too believable, Risai groaned to herself.


A draft was the normal response to a deficit of soldiers. But such measures aroused discontent amongst the citizenry. More importantly, they made clear to the enemy the rough shape of the armed forces. Hence the need to hunt down and conscript displaced persons in secret.


Risai’s lips twisted into a frown. “They make victims of them to start with, and then again when they turn them into human shields and toss them aside.” She tasted bitter bile inside her mouth.


“It’s just like Tanchoku said. How can Heaven condone such abuses?”


If an emperor went to such lengths, Heaven would punish him for straying from the Way. But Asen was no emperor so Heaven could not interfere.


Risai harbored no doubts about the reality of Heaven. But the Heaven that Tanchoku mentioned when he asked why such sins went unpunished was a different matter. Those were questions he asked of the world. Risai knew there were those bearing the imprimatur of Heaven who looked down upon this world, and while commanding the emperor to hew to the Way, turned a blind eye to Asen’s injustices.


“No matter what, their crooked ways must be corrected,” Seishi said.


Risai nodded. “We intend to bring to justice all of those who have committed injustice. We are searching for His Highness in order to achieve that end.”


Shoushitsu and Tanchoku turned their attention to Risai. “Except His Highness—” Tanchoku started to say.


“He is not dead. However, we do not know where he is. Hence the search.”


“And that’s why you are asking amongst the refugees?” Shoushitsu asked.


“Yes. Putting together the information we have gathered so far, we have good reason to believe that, at the time, His Highness was assisted by refugees working on Kan’you Mountain. Do you know of anyone who might have seen or heard something along those lines? Even rumors would be fine.”


Shoushitsu and Tanchoku exchanged glances. At length, Shoushitsu said, “I haven’t heard about anything like that. But I’m not around the refugee community that often these days.”


“I don’t have anything to add either. If somebody did lend His Highness a hand, you’d think the word would get out eventually.”


“Yeah, I can see that.”


“Hoyou-sama may have more specific information about these matters,” Shoushitsu said. “Give us a little more time to look into it.”


	Chapter 12


[14-5] Another death.


He looked down at the fresh grave in the snow-covered field. His childhood friend fell prostrate on the ground next to his feet. He couldn’t say whether his friend’s big frame shook from grief or the cold. He draped his coat over his back.


“Gen’ei, let’s go home. You’ll freeze out here.”


Gen’ei buried his mother in that grave. She’d been so much more than the mother of his childhood friend. He was an orphan, but Gen’ei’s mother treated him like her own son. Though he grew up in the rika, she visited on a regular basis to look after the elderly and the children who lived there. No matter that her own husband also died young, she remained a woman of strong character and a big heart.


And then at the beginning of winter, she was taken away.


Taken by a land gang holed up in a nearby mine. They needed a cook, they said, and dragged off a woman from the village. They resisted, of course, but were powerless to stop them. A young man was slain in the struggle, even though he had a child soon to be born from a ranka.


Gen’ei’s mother died during the winter and her body was returned to them.


Consoling his reluctant friend, he half-carried Gen’ei back to the village. When they came to his house, Gen’ei shook off the helping hand and stumbled inside by himself. Though the woman who’d died had been very much a mother to him, she’d been, to his friend, his only living parent. It was one thing to say he understood those feelings, quite another to form those painful emotions into words.


In low spirits, he returned to the rika, where he served as the superintendent. A big man cloaked in a threadbare overcoat was waiting for him.


“I take it nobody’s offered you dinner?”


“No,” the man said.


Though well on in years, his robust physique lent him the appearance of a small giant. His white hair was turning gray in places. Deep furrows creased a darkly tanned face. A ragged old scar crossed his left cheek to his mouth.


The day before, he’d brought the body back to the village. At the very least, the superintendent could provide him lodging at the rika. Having accompanied his friend to the grave, this was their first opportunity to talk.


“You’ve concluded with the funeral?” the big man asked in a low, rumbling voice.


The superintendent nodded and bowed. “We are indeed very grateful. Let me introduce myself again. I am Teisetsu, the superintendent of the rika.”


As best he could remember, the man’s name was Hakugyuu. He wasn’t from around here. The word was, he was a traveler passing through.


He’d visited the mines while searching for someone, but was turned away. While checking out the surrounding areas, he ventured into an odd and ominous valley. Teisetsu and the other locals called it Kimonkan Valley. That was where Hakugyuu discovered the body. He took the body to the closest village. They told him she was from this village and he brought her here.


“I’m sure she would have wanted to return home as soon as possible.”


Hakugyuu had a kijuu with him. Bringing her straight to the village was much faster than delivering a note about where he’d found her. Teisetsu was impressed by the consideration Hakugyuu showed when he said, “She would have wanted to return home.”


“I heard from the villagers the other day, but you are young for a superintendent.”


“Yes,” was Teisetsu’s only answer.


“I imagine some tough circumstances led to your current situation.”


Teisetsu nodded with another “Yes.”


“Those circumstances wouldn’t be related to the land gangs at that mine, would they?”


Teisetsu nodded again. “The woman was taken by one of the land gangs in Koubo. When they run short on help, they raid a nearby village and twist arms until someone steps forward.”


And then mercilessly run them into the ground.


“They’ve taken away a lot of people. That’s how a novice like myself ended up superintendent. We lose track of most, and far too many are eventually discarded like the woman in Kimonkan Valley.”


People living in the vicinity regularly made the rounds, but depending on the season, the bodies that turned up were often too badly decayed to be identified or had been ravaged by the beasts that nested in the hills and fields. The woman was one of the few returned to them intact.


“That valley is where they abandon the bodies?”


“Dead or alive.”


When they grew short on servants, the land gangs singled out a nearby community, threatened them to produce a “volunteer,” and then took them away, willing or not. They were seldom seen again. If lucky, their corpse turned up in a recognizable condition. Otherwise, they disappeared without a trace.


“And yet knowing that, when they ask for these volunteers, you hand them over? It’s hard to see any backbone on display in a story like that.”


Teisetsu didn’t answer. No, when push came to shove, they didn’t show any backbone. At the same time, he didn’t think an outsider would understand. Doing so was the only way they could stay alive.


An ironic smile tugged at the corner of the man’s mouth. “But isn’t that the way the world works? Better than waging a war you can never win. You may preserve your pride by fighting back, but at the cost of many lives.”


Teisetsu hurriedly countered, “We surely shouldn’t be slinking away just to avoid the inevitable reprisals.”


“Well, you should. Factor cowardice into the equation, along with the lives saved and lives lost too. That is the job of the superintendent.”


“Are—are you sure about that?”


The man looked straight at Teisetsu and nodded. Perhaps due to his age or because of other reasons, his eyes were faintly clouded with white. He was staring right at Teisetsu, so it surely didn’t mean he couldn’t see.


“It’s pitiful how spineless I can be.”


“It’s natural for you to think that way because it’s the truth. Rather than wringing your hands and moping about, you are protecting the people of the village.”


“Is just doing that enough? I defend the village by bowing to the land gangs, and going along to get along. Is that really enough?”


He hardly did a thorough job of that either, to say nothing of preventing harm from the surrounding villages. He hadn’t been able to do a thing. He couldn’t end the misery, or stop the suffering of the people around him, or arrest the inexorable decline of the kingdom.


“There are some things you can’t do anything about. But you keep those feelings in mind, and the time will come when you can do something.”


“Well, I’d like to think so.”


“Speaking of which, if you keep your eyes peeled, you might spot a wayfarer about these parts.”


“Someone traveling through?”


The man nodded. “A man with a military pedigree. Anything spring to mind? He has white hair and crimson eyes.”


At first, Teisetsu shook his head.


So Hakugyuu was searching for someone. There was nothing unusual about a man with white hair. Crimson eyes were unusual. He shouldn’t forget meeting someone like that. On the other hand, telling the color of somebody’s eyes was not always that easy. The available light had an effect, and without a clear look, the color of a person’s eyes often didn’t even register.


“I couldn’t say for certain. Perhaps.”


“You don’t say,” Hakugyuu muttered.


“Are we talking about a dangerous person?” Teisetsu asked with a sense of foreboding. An enemy of this man, for example. A wanted criminal.


He slowly shook his head. “No. The emperor of our kingdom.”


	Part Fifteen

	Chapter 13


[13-1] The Seishin in the western quarter of Hakkei Palace was the kirin’s home ground. But there the domain of the Saiho was frozen wasteland. Though Taiki had returned, the desolation had not changed. At least the snow that started falling the night before covered the cold ruins with a pristine blanket of white.


Someone was making a commotion in another corner of the Seishin.


“The Taiho is surely still angry at me!” The exaggerated cry, followed by much weeping and wailing, echoed around the courtyard.


Already sick to the gills with the drama, Kouryou glanced toward the garden. At the far end of the living room, toward the entranceway to the main wing of the manor, he could see someone kneeling there. Standing next to him must be Keitou. The person blubbering on and on was Shison.


Shison had been appointed the Naisai, responsible for the care of the noblemen and women in the palace. The nobleman in this case was Taiki. Asen had removed himself from the Ministry of Heaven’s portfolio from the start. Shison had added everything to do with Taiki’s dress, meals, and his living quarters to his portfolio.


In announcing the appointment, the Minister of Heaven explained that Shison had reflected on the error of his ways and wished more than anything to be of use to Taiki. He saw this opportunity as a way to make up for his past record.


Taiki only went along with the charade because he didn’t want to interfere with the prerogatives of the Minister of Heaven. But from that day forward, Shison wholeheartedly dedicated himself to being a monumental pain in the ass. He arrived three times a day to inquire about the Taiho’s well-being. Every visit began and ended with much time wasted showering everyone present with empty praise. At the same time, feigning to put Taiki’s personal living space in order, he brought along wagon loads of furniture and furnishings and other accouterments.


He wished Taiki to suffer no discomfort in his current accommodations, but having been cautioned against inflicting further financial burdens on the kingdom, he offered up his personal property so as to impose no strain on the imperial budget.


Hand-knotted rugs, elegant bedding, clothing too beautiful to wear, along with paintings, vases, and other luxuries. He was hauling in a set of breathtaking mother-of-pearl screens when Taiki finally put his foot down.


“I have no use for such things. If you have no need of them either, then donate them to the poor.”


Taiki addressed him in unsparing tones. Shison burst into tears and apologized profusely. Then when the crocodile tears had dried, heaped praise upon him.


“No matter the time or the place, the dire straits of the people are always first on your mind. What a magnificent disposition you possess.” The torrent of flowery rhetoric made it impossible to get a word in edgewise. “Shall I then bestow these goods on the displaced persons with a note explaining they come to them courtesy of the Taiho?”


Overhearing this one-sided conversation, Kouryou could not believe his ears. Handing such extravagant items to the refugees would invite much unnecessary chaos.


“Shison,” Taiki said in a reproving tone. “You speak blithely of displaced persons, but on what basis would select the recipients? There are so many people in the same plight. Can you imagine the consequences if you singled out one of them to receive that kind of charity?”


With this reprimand hanging over his head, Shison henceforth forbade bringing items of the sort to the manor, though that hardly prevented him from blabbering on well within earshot about how he had merely taken note of the Saiho’s parsimonious accommodations and had gone as far as to sacrificed his own personal belongings to try and bring a semblance of order to his daily life.


Now that he could no longer bring them to the main hall, he instead handed out the pricey baubles to the servants and junior retainers and soldiers on guard duty, claiming they were gifts from Taiki himself. The delighted staff applied themselves all the more diligently to their duties, which almost overnight produced a state of nonstop commotion around Taiki.


Shison was only getting started. He next reassigned a large number of civil servants to the already small manor. The once tranquil estate was soon bursting at the seams with activity. Servants busied about tending to the cleaning, the repairs and maintenance, pretty much around the clock.


Saying they weren’t needed only produced more lamentations. Pointing out they were a bother and a hindrance resulted in a further flood of tears. Taiki finally banned them from the main hall. After that, from morning until night, Shison made it a habit of showing up repeatedly at the portico rooms and beweeping his outcast state. Having had enough of that and banning him from the manor proper, Shison carried on the sackcloth and ashes routine at the front gate.


Simply imagining what antics he might be up to next was enough to drive Kouryou up the wall.


“Is the man daft?” an amazed Yari wondered aloud.


“Oh, there is method to his madness. Claiming to always be acting on behalf of the Taiho deflects any criticism from himself. In fact, carrying on the way he does, spreading the wealth around by hook or by crook, makes a lot of people happy. Taking him to task and putting a halt to the charade makes you the heartless bad guy.”


Yari craned her head to the side. “A heartless bad guy? You mean, the kirin?”


Kouryou couldn’t help laughing. “Well, you’ve got a point there. Nobody is going to call the kirin heartless.”


The kirin were creatures of compassion. The people and the civil servants were cognizant of that fact.


Kouryou added with a wry smile, “One way or another, Chou’un is behind all this. There are no depths to which he will not stoop.”


Yari said, “What a crude man. How unfortunate that the Taiho should have to deal with a person like that.”


Kouryou couldn’t agree more. Shison and Chou’un were executing a strategy that was fundamentally flawed. Shison ran around praising Taiki to the heavens and drawing comparisons with everybody under the sun. But did he really expect that rhetoric to inflict humiliation or incur jealousy? There really wasn’t any room to compete here. In terms of social status alone, the kirin towered over everyone but the emperor. Only the gods themselves ranked any higher.


“Definitely an ongoing daily disaster for the Taiho. It must wear him ragged.”


Even Kouryou found it fatiguing to be in a manor overrun with servants and civil servants. In the meanwhile, handing down decisions with an unswaying discipline, Taiki delivered orders to Keitou that the provincial Minister of Heaven alone would be given responsibility for his care. The imperial mandarins henceforth had no part to play.


With these reforms in place, things finally settled down, and the peace and quiet from before returned to the manor.


Kouryou was enormously relieved. He could help noticing that, amidst all the tumult, Taiki had remained above the fray, never appearing agitated in the least. That display of inner strength impressed him deeply.


Even in the ordinary day-to-day, there is something about a kirin that sets him apart.


Turning these thoughts over in his mind, his eyes fell on Taiki. Taiki was sitting in a sunny place next to the window going over some papers. He quietly read through the documents, at times pointing to a difficult passage and explaining to Juntatsu next to him that he didn’t know how to read the characters. He grasped the overall gist, and understood if it was read for him, but that didn’t communicate the meaning of the sentence itself.


Taiki was a taika, born and raised in a place apart from the Twelve Kingdoms. He naturally learned a different language growing up. As a wizard, he could understand the words spoken in any language. But that gift did not extend to written languages.


A kirin born and raised in a foreign land. That might be at the root of Taiki’s unique perspective on his status and role.


Interrupting Kouryou’s thoughts, Taiki said out of the blue, “I haven’t seen Shouwa around.”


Now that he mentioned it, Kouryou hadn’t seen her either. The day before, she’d made a fuss serving breakfast.


“You could probably use a rest,” Taiki said to her.


She nodded and left. Shouwa hadn’t had much to say of late. She previously made a point of following Taiki around to an annoying degree and tending personally to his every need. Kouryou hadn’t observed her behaving like that recently. Since the period when the manor was crowded with servants, she’d shown up, done the bare minimum, and then slipped away.


“I’ll ask Keitou about her. But it’s possible that Shouwa—”


Based on how she’d appeared recently, she might have succumbed to the illness. If so, they shouldn’t expect to see her in Nightingale Manor after this.


Taiki nodded, a pensive expression on his face. “Kouryou, Yari, please come with me.”


Leaving the papers in Juntatsu’s hands, he urged them into the garden. The garden was cold. Patches of ice covered the shallow lake. Regardless, Taiki proceeded to the arbor. It was the one place in the manor where nobody else could overhear them.


Expect him to make some sort of outrageous proposition.


“I’m thinking of paying the Rokushin another visit.”


Kouryou objected at once. “Taiho, that is out of the question. They haven’t forgotten the last time you were there. There will be many more guards on patrol and no easy way to get into the place.”


“Even so, I believe it would be possible to infiltrate the Rokushin. To start with, from where I’m standing, there are many ways through the Inner Palace.”


“Of course,” Kouryou conceded.


The kirin was the emperor’s advisor, a critical part of the imperial government. As province lord, his offices were located in Koutoku Manor. As the Saiho, he conducted his political duties in the Inner and Outer Palaces.


“However, all of those accessways are blocked.”


“Sure, the ones everyone knows about. I think it highly likely that the passageways I only know about are still open. And those aren’t the only ones.”


“There are others?”


Taiki nodded. “I don’t know who built the Imperial Palace, but it’s interesting how the possibility of conflict between the emperor and kirin was incorporated into the construction. The means by which the kirin could access the Imperial Palace were secretly maintained. Anticipating a time when the emperor strayed from the Way, shut the kirin out of the Inner Palace, and ruled by dictate, they made sure those avenues existed.”


As far as Taiki was concerned, those conditions existed right now.


“Asen hasn’t shut me out of the Inner or Outer Palaces, but only because he hasn’t bothered to engage in the political process. During a civil war or civil unrest, you could easily end up with a Privy Council that did not want to deal with the kirin and barred him from the premises. On such occasions, the kirin would need a way to force his way in and make his presence felt.”


“That may well be so.”


“I’d like you to look for those secret passageways. If possible, in order to arrange one more meeting with Asen, I need a way into the Rokushin. And not only that—” Taiki hesitated for a moment. “Something has been weighing on my mind.”


“Weighing on your mind?”


“The last time I snuck into the Rokushin, a building at the back was secured to a degree that struck me as strange. Soldiers on guard around the perimeter. None of those marionettes. They must have been posted there by the Minister of Summer.”


Kouryou furrowed his brow. That did sound like something worthy of a closer look.


“In the vicinity of the gate facing the East Palace. I have the feeling there is more there than meets the eye.”


“You don’t imagine His Highness—?”


Taiki craned his head to the side. “If Gyousou-sama is being held there—meaning that is why the Minister of Summer is handling the security—in that case, there should be no reason for Chou’un to be at such loose ends. If the Minister of Summer is in on it, there is no way the Chousai, namely Chou’un, wouldn’t know.”


“That stands to reason.”


“If not Gyousou-sama, then they must be guarding someone or something important. I’d like to find out who or what.”


Kouryou was struck by a sudden thought. “Seirai-dono, perhaps?”


“A good possibility.”


Seirai had been arrested for concealing the ledgers in the Imperial Treasury. Except Seirai was nowhere to be found in the government-run prison. Bun’en had confirmed as much before news about him ceased.


What he was asking them to do was not without risk, Taiki acknowledged when Yari spoke up. “If you’re looking for a way in, I already know of one. A tunnel runs from the inner sanctum of the Seishin to the northeast of the Jinjuu Manor compound.”


Taiki looked at Yari, clearly impressed. “Kouryou mentioned you knew the Inner Palace like the back of your hand. You really must have had the run of the place.”


Yari grinned. Though still amazed, Kouryou had to point out that, “Jinjuu Manor no longer exists.”


The buildings had been wrecked down to the foundations, leaving behind only piles of brick and rubble.


“I said north and east of the compound. Further east of the adjoining garden. To be precise, east and a bit south of the garden. There’s a building like a shrine. The building itself is vacant but it is still there.”


Taiki gave her an examining look. “Would you happen to have an idea of what is in that heavily guarded area?”


“I couldn’t tell you who they have in there. But I know there’s a part of the gate that leads to an underground entranceway. And I know it’s being guarded. Whatever they’ve got, it’s probably down there. A tunnel from the personal quarters of the Inner Palace extends that far. But there are heavily guarded points along the way. I’ve never been able to get close.”


“Where is security the strongest?”


“Above ground, around the gate. You’d need a small army to break through there.”


“And underground?”


“I might be able to handle them by myself, but not without raising a big commotion. So last time I was there, I beat a hasty retreat. But with Kouryou with me, they’d be easy pickings.”


Kouryou gaped at her. “That’s crazy.”


“What’s crazy about it?”


“Picking a fight with the guards down there would be as good as declaring war on Asen.”


Yari laughed. “Well, we are at war, aren’t we? C’mon, Kouryou. You don’t think Asen and the Taiho are allies, do you?”


“Of course not. But—”


“Just because one side isn’t attacking the other doesn’t mean they aren’t openly hostile to each other. Sure, as far as we know, Asen isn’t plotting to take aggressive actions against the Taiho. But you do admit he is holding the Taiho prisoner, right?”


Kouryou groaned. He couldn’t disagree. Yes, they were living in a gilded cage. It was still a cage.


“The Taiho is under house arrest. Though it is a very big jail, he has no real freedom, and Asen holds the power of life and death over him. If that doesn’t describe a state of war, what does?”


Kouryou nodded, and then abruptly recalled what she’d just said. “Asen holds the power of life and death?”


“Of course,” Yari said, as if there couldn’t be any doubts about the matter. “Asen doesn’t appear to me to have put much stock in being named the new emperor. He probably harbors more than a few doubts. I’m guessing he couldn’t care less about the throne itself.”


“He harbors—doubts?”


Yari responded at first with a blank look. “Well, a few were bound to be less than convinced. Naming Asen the new emperor was an effective strategy and definitely a clever one at that. Except you can’t count on Asen being that gullible. I suspect not even Chou’un is completely convinced.”


Taiki eyed her suspiciously. “So—what are we talking about here?”


Yari appeared honestly perplexed by this reaction. “Doesn’t the Taiho want to save the people? So much so, you named that villain as the new emperor. That way you could safely reclaim your role as the Taiho.”


Kouryou stood there dumbfounded as Taiki said to her, “Do I look like someone who would do something like that?”


“It hardly matters whether you do or not. That’s what you did and that’s how things stand. That’s why I’m here. To keep you safe.”


Even Taiki found himself speechless at that point. Yari took the two of them in with a surprised expression of her own.


“I haven’t the slightest desire to serve Asen. To be honest—” Yari’s words trailed off. Then she said with a shrug, “Well, nobody cares what I think so I’ll tell you anyway. I have no interest in allying myself with Asen. Never did. Never will. I haven’t met Gyousou-sama so it’s not like I can vouch for his character or anything. But the person who sent me to serve alongside the Taiho believes Gyousou-sama is the emperor and is convinced the Taiho believes so too. Hence the importance of protecting the Taiho.”


Taiki asked, “Yari, are you one of Kakei’s private soldiers?”


Yari grinned. “Let’s just say I won’t try to persuade you otherwise and leave it at that.”


“And your master before that role fell to Kakei?”


“That I cannot answer.”


Taiki said with a wry smile of his own, “But he says Gyousou-sama is the emperor?”


“Milord says that Asen becoming emperor is simply not possible.”


“And that’s why I need to be protected?”


“Precisely. That’s why I was asked to come here. Frankly, Milord might be reading too much into things, like saying this is all a scheme cooked up by the Taiho. But I do believe sending me here was the right decision.”


“You don’t say,” was Taiki’s response, with a tight smile and a shake of his head.


“I do not believe the Taiho is as safe as you might imagine. For the time being, Asen is not openly antagonistic. However, when it comes to the question of whether Asen is convinced your life must be defended in order to protect his own, I would err on the side of caution and assume he’s not. Besides, Chou’un is your enemy. He clearly perceives the Taiho in hostile terms.”


“Yari, you’ve got it exactly right,” Taiki said with a crooked grin. “And that’s why stirring up trouble with Chou’un is not about to change the status quo around here.”


“Understood,” was Kouryou’s blunt response.


	Chapter 14


[15-2] Taiki, Kouryou, and Yari concluded their conversation and returned to the main hall, where a clearly agitated Juntatsu was waiting.


Kouryou said, “Once we’re done with dinner, you can retire for the night. Tokuyuu not being around has left a lot on your plate. Take a little time off for once.”


Except Juntatsu stood there, a stiff expression on his face, his eyes darting from Taiki to Yari to Kouryou. He finally resolved to put his emotions into words and said, “Are you telling me to stay out of whatever you are up to?”


Kouryou responded with a startled look. Equally caught off guard, Taiki and Yari turned their attention to him as well. Having unwittingly made himself the center of attention and now feeling overwhelmed, Juntatsu hung his head and retreated a step. But then he resolutely raised his head again.


“The last time you asked me to retire to my room early was the night the Taiho snuck out of Nightingale Manor and headed to the Rokushin. The Taiho says he did so of his own volition, but I find it hard to believe Kouryou and Yari did not know what was going on.”


“Juntatsu—” Taiki started to say.


Juntatsu spoke up before Taiki could continue. “That day as well, the three of you conferenced together out in the cold under the arbor. And now you’ve just done the same thing again.”


“Juntatsu,” Taiki said in a gentle and reassuring voice. “On that occasion, I acted entirely on my own, and for that I apologize. I’m sure you have plenty of reservations, but there are times when I believe you would be better off not knowing the whole story. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“If you think I am lacking in some way, or you have doubts about my temperament, such that I am not reliable enough to share your secrets, then I will have to resign myself to such judgements as they are out of my control. However, let me make it clear that I do not believe, as the Taiho stated, that there are things I am better off not knowing.”


“Juntatsu—”


“Any criticism of the Taiho’s actions will fall on me as well, as would any punishments meted out. To be sure, I am not questioning what the Taiho choses to do or how he goes about doing it. The Taiho has his reasons, and I am perfectly willing to accept the consequences that fall on me as a result. However, the difference between accepting those consequences in ignorance and accepting them knowing the truth is as vast as that between heaven and earth. The punishment would be the same either way. That being the case, I would like to at least be made aware of the circumstances involved.”


Kouryou cast Taiki a bewildered glance.


“More than anything else, I am concerned that, knowing nothing about what was going on, I might end up unintendedly getting in the way of what the Taiho and the rest of you are trying to accomplish. I mean the kind of trouble that I could have deflected with a well-chosen word or two but was unable to do so. I truly loathe getting caught in situations like that.”


His frame trembled as he made his case, no doubt due to the mental strain. Kouryou turned his attention again to Taiki.


Taiki let out a breath. “You’re right. Keeping you in the dark wasn’t respectful, Juntatsu.”


“There’s no need for the Taiho to apologize. I would not mind if you simply stated that I hadn’t measured up. In many respects, I could not disagree in the least. However—”


This time Yari was the one who interrupted him. “Look, you can’t possibly be in cahoots with Asen. And anyway, that weird illness that’s been going around is caused by a jisen.”


“A jisen? That’s a youma, right? Here in the Imperial Palace?”


Yari nodded. “Coos like a big dove. There were a couple nesting here in the manor. I got rid of them.”


“You got rid of them?”


“Of course.” Yari grinned. “Not all that tough as youma go. Once I realized they were on the premises, tracking them down wasn’t hard. I’ve kept an eye out since and no new jisen have crept in. Which means, Taiho—” Yari looked at Taiki. “I see no reason to doubt Juntatsu.”


Taiki heaved a big sigh. “So that’s what’s going on. Thank you, Yari.”


Yari answered with a little bow. Taiki nodded in turn and faced Juntatsu. “I had no doubts about your temperament, Juntatsu. But I was worried about the damage this illness can wreak.” With a polite tip of his head, Taiki added, “I will be slipping out again tonight. Juntatsu, any assistance you can render in that regard would be greatly appreciated.”


	

“A jisen, eh?” Kouryou said to Yari as they left the main hall. “Good job ferreting it out.”


“I saw one while I was tailing the Taiho when he snuck into the Rokushin. The cooing sound it makes has been on my mind for a while now.”


Kouryou sighed. “And I thought it was a dove.”


“Can’t blame you. Like I said, it kind of looks and sounds like a dove.”


“How many did you find?”


“Three.”


Kouryou groaned. “That’s what happened to Heichuu and Tokuyuu. I should have noticed sooner.” At this juncture, he was indulging in useless regrets, to be sure. But those regrets still stung. “Is there any cure for the illness caused by the jisen?”


“Not that I know of. Well, it depends on how long the jisen has affected you. Once the illness progresses past a certain point, I don’t think there’s any going back.”


Yari’s ability to answer his questions in such matter-of-fact terms was impressive, which made thinking about Heichuu and Tokuyuu all the more painful.


“So that’s what it comes down to.”


“We weren’t in time to save Shouwa. A pity.”


“I had a close brush myself. After this, do you think more of them will sneak in here? Why are youma showing up in the Imperial Palace in the first place?”


“Must be Asen’s doing.”


Kouryou shook his head. “Not bloody possible. Controlling youma is well beyond his abilities. The only person who could do something like that is the kirin.”


“It would not be impossible for someone who had a thorough knowledge of the youma.”


“Are you sure?” Kouryou said, giving Yari a questioning look.


“True, only the kirin can command the youma and use them at will. However, someone familiar with the habits and habitats of the youma could also learn to control them.”


“Really?”


Yari nodded.


“You’re saying Asen might be the one using the youma? In that case, we’d better stay on our toes after this.”


“We’d better stay on our toes in any case. At a basic level, youma despise the aura of a kirin. Perhaps a better way to put it is, their supernatural powers weaken in the kirin’s presence. Call it luck or a great misfortune, but after Tokuyuu disappeared and Bun’en-dono went incommunicado, it fell on Juntatsu to fill their roles. Day and night, he was never far from the Taiho. I don’t think we need to worry about his health.”


“Well, that’s good to know,” Kouryou said with a great sense of relief. At the same time, he couldn’t help being surprised. “You know a lot about youma.”


“Stands to reason, I suppose,” Yari said in an entirely offhand manner. “I am a koushu, after all.”


For a moment, Kouryou didn’t understand what she was saying. “A koushu?”


“Yeah. I grew up in the Yellow Sea. A certain someone said I showed a lot of promise and ought to learn more about the big wide world out there. So he shipped me off to Tai.”


“Why would a koushu—why would this certain someone ship you off the Tai?”


“Is it really that surprising? His Highness—Gyousou-sama—has deep connections to the koushu. He once worked alongside them and hunted youjuu. The friendships formed back then continue to this day. Gyousou-sama borrowed the wisdom of the koushu for the benefit of the kingdom. In turn, he helped the koushu expand their knowledge.”


“Borrowed the wisdom of the koushu?”


“I’ll give you an example. Gyousou-sama talked with them about ways to make it easier for the people to survive the winters in Tai. The koushu presented him with a thorn oak from the Yellow Sea. Gyousou-sama offered that thorn oak to the Imperial Roboku. The similar thorn oak of Tai was the result.”


“The gift of Kouki—” The true origins of this miracle plant left Kouryou dumbfounded.


“Ah,” Yari said to herself.


“Perhaps this is information you were not supposed to divulge?”


Yari muttered, “No, that’s okay. As long as it’s just you, Kouryou.”


“Of course, if it wasn’t meant to be made public, I’ll keep the particulars to myself.”


“Much obliged,” Yari said with a gracious smile.


“I imagine there must be others aside from yourself.”


“I am not the only one and neither is Gyousou-sama.”


Kouryou tipped his head with a quizzical expression.


“I am not the only koushu brought to the Imperial Palace and Gyousou-sama is not the only person who availed himself of their knowledge. Ganchou and Gashin-dono also have ties to the koushu.”


“You don’t say.” Kouryou felt the pieces of a puzzle falling into place. Gashin had often relied on the shusei as advisors on important matters. That practice likely arose from his connections to the koushu. “I had no idea.”


“Well, please go on pretending you don’t.”


“Stands to reason that the koushu would know a good deal about youma.”


“After all, the koushu do live in the Yellow Sea and live side by side with the youma. Like it or not, they have to learn all they can about them.”


The same way a farmer is deeply familiar with the livestock he raises and any creatures that might threaten the flock or the herd. The koushu wouldn’t live long without acquiring exhaustive knowledge of the youma, knowledge they could profit from and use to protect themselves from harm.


“In other words, Asen is exploiting the secrets of the koushu?”


“So it seems. Except this isn’t knowledge that Asen could have acquired himself. He must be using someone else who has access to that information. Except the person in question must not have learned very much about the youma. In fact, Asen is using youma in a particularly dangerous way.”


“A dangerous way?”


Yari nodded. “Without a doubt, Asen sent the jisen that nested here. But I don’t believe he wanted all the civil servants in the Rokushin to flock there. Asen can summon and dispatch the jisen but he can’t control them after that. The jisen are wreaking damage on their own and it is spreading. The problem is that simply abandoning the victims would soon arouse suspicions about the presence of the youma. Asen was forced to gather them together in the Rokushin. But when so many ill people gather together in one place, they create a miasma.”


“A miasma?”


“That’s what we call it. The youma in our world give rise to a separate Providence. Youma cannot exist under the same Providence as humans. They warp the Providence around them and stain it with one of their own makings. Think of it as them seeding their surroundings with poisonous air.”


“The jisen spread this poisonous air. And then the people they infect spread it as well?”


“That’s what it comes down to. When all these ill people get together, the poisonous air grows more concentrated. In short order, a miasma wells up, which summons more youma.”


“And Asen is okay being around these conditions?” Kouryou asked.


“There are talismans that keep the miasma at bay. I expect Keitou to have one too. A wooden amulet about this big.” Yari traced a small square in the air with her finger. “Ordinarily a badge that attests to the noble’s rank, but with a brand inscribed with the spell burned into the back. In short, Asen would have sent Keitou here with a talisman to unleash the jisen and another one to ward them off. Of course, Asen will have his own talismans.”


There were other ways of warding off the miasma, Yari explained, such as protecting an entire building. But the more the miasma welled up, the more the dangers inevitably multiplied.


“Whether they just don’t understand, or they know what they are doing and they are out of other options. Either way, they’re playing with fire.”


Kouryou folded his arms. “Then how big a risk is it sneaking into the Rokushin? Won’t we be exposed to this miasma?”


“One night only won’t pose that big of a problem. Moreover, we’ll be with the Taiho. His presence should disperse the miasma.”


“What about youma no one invited showing up out of the blue?”


“I don’t see that happening, though there’s always the chance that Asen will summon more of the monsters.”


Kouryou groaned. There was always the chance Asen would exploit the knowledge of the koushu to summon more youma, convinced he could use them to further his ends. Kouryou hadn’t heard of any connections between Asen and the shusei or the koushu. But once he started thinking along those lines—


He raised his head with a shock of realization. “You don’t think that maybe Rousan—”


Yari tipped her head to the side and mulled over the idea. For Kouryou, having put the thought into words, he strangely felt himself in agreement with it. Start with how Yari and Rousan resembled each other, especially how differently they behaved around the emperor and the kirin. They demonstrated none of the unqualified reverence and awe that was normal for Kouryou and his colleagues.


When had Rousan joined Gyousou’s camp? She’d likely served longer than Kouryou. By the time Kouryou rose to a commensurate position, Rousan was already a staff officer, and had carved out a rank and portfolio that was all her own. Ever since then, her extensive knowledge, intense curiosity, and uninhibited approach to whatever she did made her famous.


“Rousan is a koushu?”


Yari nodded. “I heard she was the first of the koushu entrusted to Gyousou-sama.”


Makes sense, Kouryou thought.


The breadth and depth of Rousan’s education was without compare. It was widely rumored that there wasn’t an artisan or engineer in the Ministry of Winter she couldn’t converse with at a level equal to their own.


Given everything she’d learned in the Yellow Sea and everything she’d learned since, together with her God-given talents, if Rousan was involved, there’d be nothing unusual about Asen using youma to his own ends.


“But why?”


Wasn’t Gyousou her benefactor? Why would she betray him? When Gyousou articulated these thoughts aloud, Yari averted her gaze.


“Well—” she began. “I don’t know. But I think it’s different.”


“Different?”


“The koushu have a different sense of priorities from everybody else. In general, the koushu feel a deep sense of obligation to their benefactors. However, they do not lend emperors and kirin or even kingdoms any particular weight or importance.”


“Does that apply to you as well?” Kouryou asked.


Yari shrugged. “The Taiho is an interesting person. I find everything about him fascinating. But unlike you, I do not hold him in unqualified respect.”


Kouryou had no idea how to put such sentiments in a context he could begin to comprehend.


Yari said with a knowing smile, “You have nothing to worry about. I will defend and protect the Taiho. That is what I was asked to do and that is what I want to do.”


	Chapter 15


[15-3] That night, Juntatsu wished them well and saw them off.


As they had the last time, Taiki, Kouryou, and Yari left through the back gate of the garden that led to the adjoining landscape park. Taiki and Yari followed the route they had before. This was all new to Kouryou. Yari took the lead, pausing at every turn to scout the way ahead. Depending on the outlook, she might clamber to the top of a tree or fence for a better look around, or at other times, to the ridgepole of a snow-covered roof to confirm their surroundings.


The whole adventure would come to naught if guards or soldiers spotted them. Kouryou and Yari faced great personal risk if they got found out.


By all rights, taking their personal safety into consideration, Taiki ought to have left them behind in Nightingale Manor, where they would be safe and secure. Arranging to have Yari and Kouryou accompany him was decidedly out of the norm for him.


They exited the landscape park with relative ease and entered the shrine Yari had mentioned. The altar had once enshrined a wooden statue but now was empty. Yari walked around the altar and pointed to a narrow stone staircase. Originally it would have been hidden behind a set of shelves or other items that had since been removed or moved out of the way.


They descended the cramped set of stairs. Yari took from her pocket a short, slender rod, the tip of which produced enough light to illuminate the gloomy ground beneath their feet.


Before leaving Nightingale Manor, Kouryou mentioned that he had pine torches. “Don’t need them,” was Yari’s response. Because of whatever this was. A closer look revealed it wasn’t a torch or candle. The tip of the rod alone produced the light, though it appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary wooden dowel just long enough to fit comfortably in her pocket.


Noticing the intrigued look on Kouryou’s face, Yari held it out to him. “Use this to show the way for yourself and the Taiho. I’ve got good night vision.”


“What is it exactly?”


“A product of the Yellow Sea.”


Such things can be found in the Yellow Sea? Kouryou held the rod upright like a torch.


Yari said, “Point the tip down towards your feet. Otherwise, it’ll stand out too much.”


“Ah.”


The light didn’t come from a flame. Holding it upside down didn’t matter, which only puzzled Kouryou all the more.


“If I say to extinguish the light, stick it in your pocket or wrap your hand around the end. It’s not that bright so that should be enough.”


Kouryou nodded. Awfully convenient things come from the Yellow Sea, he thought. Though at the same time, it wasn’t a good substitute for a torch. Even pointing the rod down and at the ground, it was barely bright enough to show the way forward, and hardly enough light to cut through the surrounding gloom.


The stone staircase descended straight underground into the pitch dark. It was impossible even to make out how much further the stairs went on and where they ended. Following Yari down the stairs, Kouryou had to wonder if the light he was carrying would prove sufficient.


Having navigated two full flights of stairs, they reached a tunnel finished with old stones. The walls of the narrow tunnel were damp from rivulets of water trickling down the stone face. The low ceiling forced Kouryou to bend over as he walked along.


Coming to the end of the tunnel, a ladder appeared. It was made out of cast iron chains and hung down a vertical shaft. Yari raised her hand, signaling them to wait while she nimbly scrambled up the ladder. Reaching the height of the tunnel ceiling, she evidently released the latch or lever to a door, for a downdraft of cool air soon followed.


Yari spent another minute surveying her surroundings. Then she climbed up the rest of the way and motioned it was safe for them to join her. Following her, Taiki and Kouryou found themselves in a narrow tunnel that appeared to be a water culvert. A shallow gutter ran down the center of the culvert channeling a thin stream of water.


The ladder rose to a cavity in the culvert adjacent the channel. The door Yari opened from below was a large rock, much too large for Yari to move by herself. In fact, though it looked like a real boulder, it was hollow inside.


They crawled along behind Yari on their hands and knees. Along the way, they passed two more hollowed out areas like the one they’d emerged from. These narrow culverts made it possible to move about the Imperial Palace without crossing paths with anybody else. The engineering involved alone was astounding.


They hadn’t proceeded very far when the mouth of the culvert came into view. Yari once again signaled for them to stop. She crawled out and disappeared from sight. While keeping an eye on Taiki, Kouryou followed her. The culvert opened into a large square shaft. The walls were formed from hewn stone. The shaft continued further on down to a considerable depth.


Kouryou stuck his head out and glanced up. The square top of the shaft framed the night sky. Small stones jutted out from the wall forming a kind of staircase. A chain took the place of a railing. Looking down he could make out the square surface of the water. The footholds wound around the walls to the waterline.


This must be a well.


Not a well for everyday use but reserved for emergencies like fires. The mouths of water culverts like the one they had used punctuated the stone walls of the well. Above his head, a latticework of scaffolding arced over the opening of the well, supporting a beam to which a block and tackle was affixed.


The stone steps themselves were large enough that it was relatively easy to hold onto the chain and ascend this circular staircase sideways. When Yari gave the signal, they climbed the stairs. The stairs ended at a short iron ladder that brought them to the surface.


They were surrounded on three sides by unlit buildings. The courtyard opened onto a cobblestone path that wound around the buildings.


Kouryou didn’t recognize where they were. Yari spent a little time orienting herself and said in a small voice, “We’re in the southwest corner of the inner sanctum of the Seishin.”


Kouryou nodded in a matter-of-fact manner, but he was a bundle of nerves on the inside. He had never set foot so deep within the Rokushin.


Yari motioned for them to move on, not along the cobblestone path but into the gap beneath the covered walk of the building furthest to the rear. They crouched down beneath the walkway and came out in a small dark garden. Their surroundings were devoid of life. Without the slightest hesitation, Yari stepped into the nearest building.


It turned out to be an anteroom for the junior retainers who made up the local security detail. The walls of the room sported a variety of weapons. Yari tossed Kouryou a podao, a long-handled broadsword, and took one for herself.


In response to Kouryou’s look, she said, “On the off chance we get into a brawl, we don’t want anybody tracing the weapons back to us.”


“Ah,” Kouryou said with a crooked smile. He picked out two small knives and handed one to Taiki.


“I—” Taiki balked.


“Just carry it for me, if you wouldn’t mind.” He handed Taiki the long-handled broadsword as well, picked out another that he handed to Yari, and then shouldered a lance.


Yari grinned. “This way they won’t know how many people were here. But a bit of a bother to carry around.”


“We can toss them into the next available pond or thicket.”


Yari nodded.


They left that building, crossed through two more courtyards, detoured around the next building, and passed through an unmanned gate. In the shadow of an ascending staircase, another set of stone steps descended underground.


“This is?”


“Well, before was the easy part. Now things are going to get a lot trickier. Once we reach the corridor at the end of this tunnel, chances are good we’ll start running into people. Keep your eyes peeled.”


Kouryou agreed. He discarded the extra weapons he was carrying along the way, holding onto the long-handled broadsword and the knives. Yari kept a broadsword for herself. Kouryou and Yari had their own personal weapons as well, that they would only use if push came to shove.


They carefully descended into the dark. The stone steps took them deep underground. Coming to the landing brought them to a corridor that formed a kind of vestibule. The room had an ancient feel about it. The rough-hewn stones and quarried walls were weathered and worn and speckled with lichen and moss.


So as not to attract attention, Kouryou pointed the light down and behind him. They proceeded down the hallway, following the wall. The passageway zigged and zagged, taking them up and down several short flights of stairs. Finally their surroundings brightened to a dim gray glow. The source of the light was a bit further on and around another bend.


In other words, evidence that somebody else was there.


Muffling his steps, Kouryou crept down the corridor and peeked around the corner. A little way on, the corridor ended at a door. In front of the door, the hallway widened into a waiting area of sorts. A lantern illuminated three soldiers without obviously little to do.


Kouryou held up three fingers. Yari reached out and straightened another. Looking more closely, a shadow cast on the floor suggested a figure standing further back and out of view. That being the case, Kouryou held up one more finger. This was probably a standard squad of five soldiers.


Yari nodded. Kouryou turned to Taiki, handed him the light stick, and motioned for him to retreat further down the hall. Confirming that he was a safe enough distance away, Yari leapt around the corner and then just as quickly jumped back again.


An eruption of confused voices immediately followed.


“Who was that?”


“Who was what?”


“Just now. Somebody was right there.”


“Somebody else down here besides us?” one of the guards asked with a carefree chuckle.


“I definitely saw a shadow.”


“Are you sure you’re not just imagining things?”


“Maybe it was a bat.”


“No. Looked human to me.”


The quarreling soldiers drew closer. They were going to see for themselves. From the sound of their voices and footsteps, three of them.


Their voices hushed as they cautiously approached the crook in the corridor. Estimating their distance, Kouryou nodded to Yari. Yari nodded in turn. They charged around the corner.


And were confronted by three soldiers bearing lances. Yari took out the first two with astonishing speed. The remaining soldier barely had time to flee before Kouryou felled him with a throwing knife. Having cleared the way, Kouryou gestured to Taiki to follow them.


They rushed further into the waiting area, arousing more startled voices. The first of the remaining soldiers hastily leveled his spear, but not before Yari stabbed him in the chest. Kouryou gave chase to the second. One of his knives caught up to him after no more than a step or two.


A space the size of a small room had been set up in the hallway, furnished with a simple chair and table and a cot. The wall opposite was lined with shelves and pots. This was clearly a guard station intended for long-term use as a watch post.


There were only two ways to access this section of the corridor. A short distance further on, the hallway ended at a door. The other end of the room opened onto the corridor. Kouryou brought down the soldier who’d shouted and started running toward the corridor with a dagger delivered precisely to the back of the head. But he’d made enough noise to prompt an inquiry further down the hallway.


“Hey! What’s going on?”


Retrieving his knife, Kouryou glanced around the corner into the corridor. He could hear people running down the stone steps.


Yari sprang toward the doorway. After checking the interior through the peephole in the transom over the door, she turned to Taiki, swinging her arm in a windmilling motion.


“Hurry up,” she said under her breath.


Taiki broke into a run. At the same time, Yari glanced at Kouryou, who indicated with a jerk of his head that people were running down the corridor toward them. I’ll hold my ground here, she said with a look.


Kouryou nodded. The approaching footsteps and a common sense understanding of how the security perimeter worked in these situations told him a reserve squad of five soldiers would arrive any second. He added the slash of the broadsword to the bodies to hide the puncture wounds made by his throwing knives.


Taiki disappeared inside the door. Yari shut it behind him. Kouryou hid around the corner at the entrance to the room. Yari sunk down into a hollow next to the door just as the soldiers burst into the room.


“What the hell?” came the shouts of disbelief, as they took in the bodies of their colleagues sprawled across the floor.


Kouryou counted one, two, three soldiers rushing past him, then bolted from his hiding place.


	Chapter 16


[15-4] Taiki ran through the door alone.


At the end of the corridor he encountered another closed door like the one he’d come through. More doors lined the hallway on both sides. Though old and worn, they were solidly built. An opening in the top section of each door was lined with iron bars. There was a small slot in the bottom section through which items could be passed back and forth.


The scent of blood accompanied the savage sounds of the battle being waged behind him. His senses reeled. He seized hold of the first door to steady himself and peered through the bars. The room was empty. The next two were vacant as well. Only the last cell at the very back showed any signs of life. A faint point of light in the darkness.


The cell was little more than a dark hole. A human silhouette slumped at the foot of the wall opposite. Taiki pressed against the door to get a better look. Perhaps realizing he had a visitor, the prisoner raised his head. The dim light cast a shadow across his face. Even so, Taiki recognized him.


He gasped. “Seirai—”


He tried to open the door. It was bolted shut. The bolt simply consisted of an iron bar threaded through the latch. Sliding it to the side would free the latch, except it was secured with a padlock at the end. Without unlocking it, the bar wouldn’t come free.


The key had to be around there somewhere. Taiki examined the gloomy hallway and turned up nothing. He glanced through the doorway at the far end. The corridor continued on a short distance before ending at a short flight of stairs.


Making himself as inconspicuous as possible, Taiki opened the door and crept down the hallway. Crouching lower, he climbed the stairs. At the top of the stairs, the corridor opened onto another small guardroom. Rising from his crouch, he peered into the room. The glow from a lantern revealed a single soldier on duty.


Taiki observed the room for a short while. The bored-looking soldier sat in a chair fiddling with a deck of wooden playing cards. Taiki didn’t see a key anywhere. If there was one, the guard must have it on his person.


No matter what, he had to get his hands on that key. But how?


He backed several steps down the staircase. He turned the question over in his mind but couldn’t come up with a single answer. Taiki took a deep breath and pressed a trembling hand against his chest.


He muttered to himself, “One way or another—”


There was no way he could leave here empty handed.


The countryside was buried beneath the snow, the commoners reduced to dire poverty. And far, far away was a city by the sea likely still untouched by snow. Taiki’s hometown, that he would never see again. All the people who perished there should not have died in vain.


His return alone occasioned such an enormous calamity. He left them all behind on that distant shore.


“One way or another—”


Given everything that happened there, he could only call that city by the sea his hometown because of one person, the one person who insisted he belonged. Even knowing the sorrow and suffering he would shoulder going forward, the personal battles he would endure just to get on with his life, Taiki left him behind because there was no place here he could call his own.


“Sensei—”


A place to call home. The struggle to preserve that alone coupled with the strength of a powerful resolve born from such unbridled naivete.


One way or another—


Taiki stifled his voice, took a deep breath, and rose to his feet. Hearing the approaching footsteps, the guard at the table lifted his head and glanced over his shoulder.


“Who are you?”


“I am Taiki.”


The man responded with a dubious look. A moment later, he corrected his posture. But he couldn’t erase the puzzled look from his face. He looked back and forth at Taiki’s face, his hair, the staircase he’d just ascended.


“What are you—what is the Taiho doing in a place like this?”


“I wish to see the prisoner in the cell,” Taiki said.


The expression on the guard’s face changed at once. “That is not possible. Nobody is supposed to get anywhere close to that jail cell in the first place. Please leave.”


“That I cannot do. You must allow me to inspect the cell. Unlock the door.”


“Sorry.” The guard stood to block Taiki’s approach and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “If it’s really that important, bring along His Highness or the Chousai. Nobody gets in otherwise.”


“A direct order from me isn’t good enough?”


“No, it’s not. My orders all along were to kill anybody who wandered in here, no questions asked. The only reason you’re still alive is because you’re the Taiho.”


Taiki paid the implicit warning no mind and approached him. The soldier started to draw his sword, vacillated, then in clear irritation sheathed it again. He spread his arms wide and blocked Taiki’s way.


“Where’s the key?”


“You can’t have it. Please leave.” He seized Taiki by the shoulders and turned his head toward the hallway. “Hey—”


By that point, he must have decided to call out to his colleagues. The rest of the words never left his mouth. Taiki slammed his body against him. The man swallowed the rising shout, staggered to the side, tried to find his footing, lost his balance, fell forward, and tumbled down the stairs. He hazily raised his head, eyes wide as Taiki charged down the stairs after him.


Taiki grabbed the sword and jumped onto his back. The man thrashed from side to side and clawed at the ground with his hands, trying to crawl away and flee to safety. He again tried to raise his voice. That was when Taiki settled on the target and swung the sword against the back of the man’s head.


The blow raised a heavy, sickening thud.


The soldier stopped moving. There was still residual movement in his limbs so he wasn’t dead. Taiki of course couldn’t kill him. He’d struck him instead with the flat of the blade.


I can’t let him call his colleagues.


He didn’t know what to do. A thousand thoughts warred inside his head. His nature as a kirin, the social norms instilled in him in a foreign land from his childhood on, the overwhelming danger of the man summoning more soldiers, Gyousou and Risai, Touka and the fate of the people of Tai—


Not killing him is a risk I cannot take.


I cannot do it.


And yet I can.


Didn’t the kirin use their shirei to those same ends? He’d seen it with his own two eyes at Kinpa Palace in the Kingdom of Kei. The shirei left by Enki to watch over Taiki did not hesitate to eliminate any threat to him. The kirin commanded the shirei to defend them. Of course that meant killing the enemy. Depending on the circumstances, if you have to kill, then kill you must.


That’s what it came down to. All kirin killed and wounded people. They just didn’t do it themselves.


An emperor who never got his hand dirty might have existed somewhere and at some time. But there was no such kirin. He simply removed those bloody hands in the form of the shirei and put them out of his mind. Moreover, the shirei had minds of their own. Even without an explicit order to kill, they could act of their own volition. A kirin could never claim that inflicting bodily injury was not an outcome he anticipated or desired.


A kirin could certainly shed blood. That he could not was simply a widely shared belief, shared by himself as well. The unique way a kirin expressed that murderous intent gave rise to it as well.


A kirin born and raised on Mount Hou remained untouched by violence. No active steps were taken to counter that natural fear of blood and violence. More than nothing being done, those inclinations were strongly reinforced from a young age onward.


That certainly did not apply to a kirin who grew up in Hourai.


This kirin is on intimate terms with violence.


He wanted to say he was sorry, but only to salve his own conscience. Begging for forgiveness likewise served only to feed his own sense of self-satisfaction. The end result remained unchanged. All the words in the world changed nothing.


But this person could not be allowed to add to the accumulated harm. Taiki tightened his grip on the hilt. His hands trembled as if in the throes of a spasm. I can’t. I can’t. But he must.


As Taiki crouched over the prone soldier, frozen in indecision, the body suddenly slid out from beneath his feet and disappeared from view. Reflexively following the movement and glancing over his shoulder, he took in the man lying there face down, a knife sticking out of his back. Without uttering another word, the man stopped moving. A hand reached down and pulled out the knife. The hand belonged to Kouryou.


“Never hesitate. Now is not the time to be nice.”


“Kouryou—”


Taiki turned to face him. Kouryou met his gaze with a severe look. “If he got a shout out, it’d all be over. If you let him live and he talked, it’d still be over. You start something, you finish it. That’s the responsibility of the person who acts first.”


Taiki let the sword fall from his grasp. Kouryou picked it up and returned it to the dead man’s scabbard. Then he searched through the man’s pockets, extracted the key, and handed it to Taiki.


Kouryou let out a long breath. “Let’s suppose this man took pity on you and helped the prisoner escape. He would be punished. Somewhere out of your sight, somebody other than you would execute him. Because once you take that first step, there is always going to be a last.”


Taiho didn’t respond. He only nodded and took the key.


“Sorry for not getting here sooner. This is the kind of mess I should have cleaned up myself.”


All Taiki could do was shake his head. Kouryou placed a hand on his back and gave him a gentle shove. “Go. I’ll keep a lookout here.”


	Chapter 17


[15-5] With shaking hands, Taiki inserted the key into the lock.


The fit proved precise. With a twist came the sound of the mechanism letting go. He slid back the bolt securing the latch. Through the barred window at the top of the door, he saw the prisoner again raise his head in response to this unexpected disturbance.


Taiki placed his hand on the door and drew it open. Treading softly, he stepped inside the cell. With the interior lit only by the dim glow of a lantern, the light slanting in from the corridor cast a faint halo around the face of the prisoner as he sat slumped against the wall.


The prisoner looked up at Taiki, uncertainty filling his eyes. With the light at Taiki’s back, he likely could only make out his silhouette.


“Seirai—” Taiki said.


The prisoner’s body shook as if in surprise. He leaned forward for a better look. The motion revealed that his hands were chained to the wall behind him.


“Seirai.”


Taiki fell to his knees. The prisoner said in utter astonishment, “Taiho? Are you the Taiho?”


“Yes,” Taiki answered, his voice hoarse. Seirai’s cruel condition brought a hard lump to his throat.


“Oh, don’t make such a sad face. Here, let me have a better look at you.” He twisted his body and peered at Taiki’s face from one side and then the other. “Ah, it truly is the Taiho,” Seirai said, words suffused with joy that clearly came from the bottom of his heart.


Seirai’s left eye was a black pit. The lobe was missing from one ear. The scarred pate of his head peeked out from between the clumps of dirty, oily hair.


“This is all so horrible.” Taiki touched his face with trembling fingers.


“Oh, it’s nothing. I’ve gotten used to it for a while now. But more importantly, the smell of blood is everywhere. You should leave before it affects you.”


“I’m sorry,” Taiki said, hugging his arms around Seirai.


The man was all skin and bones. With nothing else to change into, his clothes were grimy and torn, the exposed skin scratched and bruised and covered with deep scars.


“Taiho, a messenger to Ba Province—”


Shaking his head, Taiki released Seirai’s shackles. Seirai’s hands were missing two fingers. Half of the rest were bent in ways that should not be humanly possible.


“I appreciate you coming here. Such a gesture is more than enough. But Bun Province—”


All Taiki could manage to do was grasp his cruelly contorted hands and continue to shake his head in disbelief.


“Taiho.”


Taiki all but dragged Seirai outside the cell. But when Seirai saw Kouryou waiting there at the foot of the stairs, and the body lying on the ground next to him, he stopped.


“I can’t run away. Running away will cause an uproar. Rather, say I killed the guard but failed to make good my escape.”


Seirai looked at Kouryou, who responded with a look of astonishment. A moment later, his expression grew taut. He nodded. “Taiho,” he said, urging him on.


“No. I can’t run away either. If we leave Seirai here, what do you think is going to happen to him later?”


“No need to ask such a question. What happens will not be any worse than what I have already experienced. As I said, I’ve gotten used to it.” Seirai turned to Kouryou. “Where is the weapon you used?”


Kouryou held out the dagger. Seirai took it.


“No,” Taiki said, louder this time. He clung to Seirai all the harder. “This is crazy.”


Kouryou had to step in to pry them apart.


Seirai was undeniably in an atrocious state. This had never been about the torture. The objective had always been about extracting information, not oppression for the sake of oppression. Killing him would accomplish nothing, as would pushing his condition beyond the possibility of recovery.


Rather, the intent was to create the fear of dying, the fear of ending up in an unrecoverable state and to use that to extract a confession from him.


But based on Seirai’s physical state, his keepers had deviated from the program. He was living proof that the goal of producing a confession had given way to abuse for its own sake. Taiki wasn’t wrong to worry about the treatment he would receive for “failing to make good his escape.”


Seirai said he had gotten used to it, but there was no way anyone could get “used to” that.


Despite all that, Kouryou saw in Seirai’s attitude an unwavering resolve. Sensing what had been communicated between them, Seirai focused his remaining eye on Kouryou.


“There is a man by the name of Sou Kouhei in Ba Province. The last I knew, he was in Gikou, not far from Iryou. He’s probably moved around since, but he definitely should have left a trail that you could follow. I think it is likely that Kouhei knows where to find Eishou.”


“He knows where Eishou-sama is—” Kouryou murmured in surprise.


Seirai nodded.


“Go to Gikou in Ba Province—”


“And search for Sou Kouhei. Say you are there to visit Fuki. They will know what you mean. This should prove most useful to Gyousou-sama.”


“Fuki. Understood.”


Taiki twisted away from Kouryou’s grasp. “Seirai—Kouryou—Please, I’m begging you—”


“No, I am the one begging you,” Seirai said in a clear and matter-of-fact voice. “In order to make sure His Highness takes possession of what is rightfully his, here I have planted my flag and will not yield an inch.”


	

Kouryou left the jail, half-dragging Taiki behind him, who was by now weeping with fury. Seirai saw Taiki off from the dark and gloomy corridor.


“A remarkable man,” Yari said, emerging from the shadows. She was equal parts impressed and amazed. “But it may get him killed.”


Taiki raised his head with a start while Kouryou nodded to himself. As long as Asen wanted to know what Seirai knew, he wouldn’t kill him on purpose. But Seirai ending up dead as the result of violence arising out of revenge was all too likely.


“Yari, you must do what you can to help.”


“That’s not possible,” she said without the slightest hesitation. “If he’d been left to rot here, I might agree to bringing him along. But he hasn’t been abandoned. He is questioned on a regular basis. If we brought him with us, his jailers would know at once who the culprit was.” Yari peered at Taiki’s face. “And the first person they would suspect is the Taiho. After all, the Taiho snuck into the Inner Palace on a previous occasion. He has the ability as well as a strong attachment to the prisoner. Means and motive. Would you want that all coming to light?”


“I don’t care.”


What an unusual creature he is, Yari thought. His emotions really had gotten the better of this calm and collected kirin.


“Your willingness to resort to violence will also come to light.”


Taiki looked at Yari, the shock of realization showing on his face.


“Well, they’re not likely to connect all the dots back to you. Kouryou and I are bound to fall under suspicion first. It is also possible that everyone in Nightingale Manor will end up implicated in the crime.”


Taiki bowed his head.


“The more important matter for now is how best to respect the dying wishes of that lionhearted man.”


“Yari, don’t say it like that.”


Yari shrugged. “I hope I’m wrong but I don’t believe I am. The odds of those being his last words are high. Whether or not he can be saved from his current state depends very much on what the Taiho does next.”


Taiki stared back at her. Yari nodded to herself. “First, Kouryou, you need to get out of here.”


Kouryou’s eyes widened in surprise. “That is—”


“Leave the Taiho to me. Someone has to go to Ba Province and that someone should be you. Weren’t you one of Eishou-dono’s retainers? If I went, simply trying to establish my bona fides would waste a ridiculous amount of time.”


“I see your point.”


Kouryou’s long-established ties to Eishou meant they could get down to business on the spot.


“And as long as you’re going, having escaped Nightingale Manor, now is your best opportunity to leave the palace.”


“Easy enough for you to say.”


“There’s nothing difficult about it at all. Pay Ganchou-sama a visit and I guarantee he can make the arrangements.”


“I can’t do that.” Kouryou was the Daiboku. He was responsible for Taiki. He had to refuse.


“Please go.”


Kouryou turned to see the firm resolve had returned to Taiki’s face.


“What happened here will come to light sooner than later. Seirai intends to bear all the blame by himself. Except nobody will believe that a man in his condition managed to free himself from his shackles, break out of the cell, kill the guard and then attempt to escape. Clearly, he must have had accomplices. The only question at that point is who.”


Yari agreed with him. “And if, at this point, Kouryou were to disappear, he’d become the obvious candidate, the accomplice who failed to get the job done. To be sure, suspicion will fall on me too, but I doubt anyone will lodge a formal complaint or press for an inquiry. There’s no evidence I was running the operation, so we should be able to keep everybody else out of it.”


“Taiho—”


“Please go to Ba Province. And promise me you will get there safely.”


For a moment, Kouryou appeared lost at sea. Then he nodded. Yari provided him with detailed instructions about how to find Ganchou. He confirmed the information with a curt bow and a “By your leave” and sprinted off.


Having decided to make good his escape, there was no time to spare. He had to leave the palace before the events of the night came to light and the security details went on high alert.


Yari watched as Kouryou vanished from their presence like a gust of wind. That is no ordinary man, she murmured to herself. She shifted her gaze to Taiki, his attention still focused on the departing Kouryou. And there is no fox in this kingdom as sly as this kirin.


Yari smiled to herself. Sensing the change in her demeanor, Taiki turned to her with a puzzled expression.


She said, “Let’s get back to the villa. The sooner we put some distance between this place and us the better. Seirai no doubt plans on raising a fuss to cover our tracks. We should do him the favor of playing our part as well.”


Taiki nodded, and set off at a run, as if following in Kouryou’s footsteps.


I will decide who I call my lord and master. Yari recalled the meeting that got her sent to the Taiho’s side. As long as they were both striving toward the same goal, who that was did not matter to her.


	

Yari and Taiki wasted no time returning the way they came. They arrived back at Nightingale Manor without once being stopped or challenged. They were making their way through the back garden when a great commotion erupted to the northeast. The guards must have tracked down Seirai.


I can only pray this all ends without him getting killed.


Yari didn’t think Asen would have Seirai killed. The torture he’d suffered provided grounds for that belief. Asen had to keep Seirai alive if he wanted to recover the ledgers for the Imperial Treasury. She could only pray that the interrogators didn’t get carried away and end up killing him while trying to extract that information.


When they entered the main hall of the villa, a nervous Juntatsu was waiting. Seeing Yari and Taiki, a look of relief rose to his face and he let out a long breath.


“You’re all right—” he started to say, and then sensed the uncertainty in the air. He craned his head to the side and looked behind Yari. His expression changed. “What about Kouryou-sama?”


“He’s in the wind,” Yari said.


Juntatsu stood there stock still.


“And on the run. That’s the strategy we agreed on. Kouryou won’t be coming back. The story is that he simply disappeared at some point. Nobody knows why. Okay?”


Juntatsu blinked in surprise but nodded. He looked at Taiki, who had collapsed into the nearest chair.


“How is the Taiho faring?”


“The Taiho is suffering a fair amount of anguish. I suspect he’s been contaminated by blood.”


I’ll leave him in your capable hands.”


Raising an inarticulate cry of concern, Juntatsu hurried to Taiki’s side. With a glance back over her shoulder, Yari left the main hall. The courtyard was still and quiet. For the time being, peace and calm had returned to Nightingale Manor.


Once Seirai was found out, Chou’un was sure to suspect Taiki. Someone was bound to come running before long. With her directions in hand, Kouryou should avoid getting captured on his way to Ganchou’s manse. Once he got there, he could slip out of the palace with relative ease.


Ganchou had helped many government officials to escape. She’d provided Kouryou with the necessary passwords and could count on Ganchou applying his prodigious talents to the job.


She doubted Kouryou would face any great difficulties up to that point. She was more concerned about what he did after he left the Imperial Palace. But there was no point worrying about that at this juncture. Taiki was the problem she had to deal with now.


It wouldn’t take long once the civil servants started showing up for them to take note of Kouryou’s absence. The last time, a few simple diversionary tactics had done the trick. She didn’t think anybody was going to fall for them this time. The security detail had since been increased as well. Playing their cards poorly could expose the escape route through the back garden. If that happened, they truly would end up sealed inside the villa.


Their best bet was to play dumb, except Chou’un wouldn’t be fooled that easily. He would suspect them as a matter of course, convinced they were acting on Taiki’s orders. What would happen at that juncture? At some point, Yari would no longer be able to intervene. The rest would depend on Taiki.


It was anyone’s guess how this situation was going to play out.


	Part Sixteen

	Chapter 18


[16-1] Keitou arrived at the manor a little past noon. He was in a hurry and his face was filled with concern.


Later than I imagined, Yari mused to herself. She expected him to rush to the manor first thing in the morning. The civil service must have been thrown into confusion by the events of the night before. In any case, Keitou showed up at last and headed to the main hall, accompanied by a slender man a step behind him.


“I apologize for causing such a commotion, but there are inquiries the Minister of Summer wishes to make of the Taiho.”


“What is going on here?” Taiki asked in a preternaturally calm voice. Though his complexion was a tad on the gray side, he deported himself with his usual vim and vigor.


The thin man scooted forward on his knees. “I beg the Taiho’s pardon. I am Shukuyou, the Minister of Summer. As a matter of fact, last night, insurgents broke into the Inner Palace.”


Taiki tipped his head to the side in apparent confusion. “Insurgents?”


“We are tracking down their whereabouts as we speak. I know this is terribly presumptuous of us, but we humbly ask that you allow us an audience with the Daiboku.”


Taiki made a point of pondering the request. “I do not see what the Daiboku has to do with these insurgents you speak of.”


“We only wish for him to hear us out. If you would, please.”


To which Taiki responded, his demeanor all the more cool and composed, “Again, I fail to see any connection between my Daiboku and these so-called insurgents that you say entered the Inner Palace. What in the world happened there?”


Flustered by the demand for information, Shukuyou stumbled for a reply. “In fact, last night, a person or persons unknown trespassed into the Inner Palace. Several guards were killed before they retreated, covering their tracks.”


“Did any harm come to Asen?”


“None whatsoever. As far as we can tell, their target was not His Highness.”


“You don’t say.” Taiki sighed. “Then what was their objective?”


This question was also followed by a long silence. The bewildered Shukuyou finally put his thoughts together and explained, “They attempted to abduct a criminal being held in the Inner Palace.”


“What criminal would this be?”


“I apologize, but I am not at liberty to divulge that information.”


Taiki drew his mouth into a tight line. “Is this person actually a criminal?”


Shukuyou raised his head in surprise. “I am not sure what you mean by that question.”


“It has come to my attention that many persons deemed inconvenient to the kingdom have been falsely accused of crimes and locked up. That is currently the fate of my Chief Cabinet Secretary. I have repeatedly requested that he be freed, or at the very least that I be allowed to see him, and have received no satisfactory response at all.”


Even standing some distance away, Yari could tell that Shukuyou had been caught off guard. He never expected Taiki himself to bring up the subject. Assuming that Taiki had nothing to do with Seirai’s attempted jailbreak, his not broaching the matter would have felt more unnatural.


My, my, but he is a shrewd one, Yari chuckled to herself.


“Nobody has been falsely accused of anything!” Shukuyou with great indignation. “All criminals taken into custody are done so on the basis of indisputable evidence. We would never allow a law-abiding subject of the kingdom to be arrested without incontrovertible proof of wrongdoing.”


“Really? People routinely disappear from the Imperial Court for no reason whatsoever. Members of my own staff such as Heichuu and Tokuyuu and Shouwa. The kirin doctor and my Daiboku as well.”


“The Daiboku?”


“We have seen neither hide nor hair of Kouryou since this morning, even after a thorough search of the premises. Come to think about it, Kouryou had recently begun behaving in a strange manner, much the same as Heichuu and Tokuyuu did before they disappeared. Some sort of change came over them and we were subsequently informed they had been sent to work in the Inner Palace. Our requests to see them were denied. We are not allowed to see them, and they have not been permitted to visit us. I am forced to conclude that they have been detained against their will.”


“Such a thing—” Shukuyou started to say, but Taiki wasn’t finished.


“Petitions to meet with past retainers and old acquaintances such as Rousan and Ganchou have also been rejected. Is that because they as well are being held prisoner? Or are you saying I lack the authority and the agency to see them?”


Shukuyou couldn’t come up with an answer.


“I was separated from the kingdom for a long period of time. I am also a taika. I accept it as inevitable that I will not be taken seriously. However, I cannot condone these unreasonable incarcerations. And if they are not being detained, if something untoward has been inflicted upon their persons, Heaven will not turn a blind eye to the actions that left them in a such a state.”


“But, of course—”


With a flurry of prevarications, Shukuyou exited the manor rather like a man fleeing for his life.


Knowing Kouryou wasn’t there should be all the information he needed for now. He would undoubtedly visit Chou’un forthwith and report to him as much. Chou’un had surely already concluded that Kouryou was the intruder from the night before. But no matter how much he might want to state his personal conviction that Taiki handed down the orders, the subject would simply not be up for discussion.


If Chou’un brought up the matter, Taiki would demand to know why he couldn’t meet with Heichuu and Tokuyuu and Seirai and Ganchou. Should the Taiho call for an investigation, the Chousai had no actual standing to deny the request. That left him with the option of going public with his disregard for the rank and position of the Saiho. Or he could keep a lid on these untoward incidents and abandon any further pursuit of the matter.


Given the choice, Chou’un inevitably chose the latter course. This Imperial Court was riven with rival factions, all of them eager to bare their fangs if they sensed a gap in his armor.


Left standing there with a puzzled look on his face was Keitou. “Taiho, about Kouryou disappearing—”


Taiki nodded. “We haven’t seen him since this morning. He didn’t show up at the usual time to change shifts with Yari. We checked his room but he wasn’t there. He doesn’t appear to have returned to his room since last night.” Taiki let out a sad sigh. “He had been behaving strangely of late. I’m sure you noticed as well, Keitou.”


“Yes, well, to tell the truth, I thought he had been looking more tired than usual.”


It had occurred to Keitou that Kouryou had been afflicted by the illness, though he did seem to be improving.


“That was the conclusion I came to as well. Kouryou has been at my side all along. I thought it only natural that he should be getting worn out. On the other hand, Heichuu and Tokuyuu exhibited the same symptoms too. I can’t help but worry that the same thing happened to him.”


“Indeed,” Keitou agreed.


“An additional concern is who is behind his disappearance. I wouldn’t object if Kouryou and the others were simply being held somewhere for their own good. But if their lives and well-being are being placed in jeopardy, it is not out of the realm of possibility that Heaven would withdraw the Divine Will it has bestowed. If these acts are being done on Asen-sama’s orders, then he should be stopped. If other individuals are responsible, then the criminals putting the kingdom in such distress must be hunted down and removed.”


“I will discuss the matter with Chou’un-dono.”


“If you would, please,” Taiki answered with a nod.


At that moment, Yari’s countenance abruptly changed. Startled at the taut expression that rose to her face, Keitou followed her gaze. Glancing over his shoulder in the direction of the back garden, he froze in astonishment.


Through the glass doors facing the garden appeared the figure of a man. Taiki bounded to his feet as if bodily thrown from the chair.


Asen was standing there.


	Chapter 19


[16-2] Asen strode into the main hall. “Of course. This is where you end up.”


Taiki made the first move. With a respectful bow, he gestured for Asen to have a seat. Asen settled onto the ottoman. With a gracious mien, Taiki knelt in front of the ottoman.


“Your sudden arrival caught us all by surprise.”


“Well, seeing that you were able to sneak up on me, I figured I should be able to return the favor.” Asen smiled to himself.


“Being able or not is beside the point. It is a breach of protocol for His Highness to visit Jinjuu Manor without permission, quite beyond the bounds of propriety.”


Taiki’s objection only prompted stifled laughter. “You know, intruders entered my domain last night.”


“So I’ve heard.”


“Seemed they came to rescue the Chief Cabinet Secretary.” Asen wasted no time beating around the bush. “They dispatched the guards and attempted to free the Chief Cabinet Secretary but failed to achieve that objective in the end. Retracing their steps brought me here. What do you make of that?”


“Surely you jest,” Taiki said, equally point blank. He knew for a certainty they had left no trail that could be tracked.


Asen smirked. “I see. You’re not about to fall into such a simple trap.”


“More importantly, didn’t you just mention the Chief Cabinet Secretary? And that someone tried to rescue Seirai?”


“That’s the gist of it.”


“And yet they failed.”


“Well, maybe they did. Then again, maybe they didn’t.”


Taiki gave Asen a blank look.


“They were apparently not able to extricate Seirai from his predicament. The question is, why weren’t they?”


“And why weren’t they?”


“The intruders made contact with Seirai. They eliminated the guards securing the perimeter. Seirai claims it was all his doing, but that is quite impossible. Without a doubt, the intruders cleared away the security and made contact with Seirai but then left him behind. There was no good reason for them to do so. The guards on patrols above ground were still unaware of their presence.”


Taiki looked back at Asen and said again nothing.


“They could have easily brought Seirai along when they fled. But they did not. Why didn’t they?”


“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage here, as I am not familiar with the particulars of the situation.”


“You do know when to be discreet,” Asen said with a grin. “Perhaps they concluded they couldn’t make their escape with Seirai in tow. Or perhaps having accomplished their objective, there was no need for him to accompany them. Which of the two options strikes your fancy?”


“Accomplished their objective?”


“The ledgers. The Chief Cabinet Secretary is a thief who made off with the wealth of the kingdom. What did he do with them? I always suspected he’d passed them on to Gyousou’s subordinates. But that these intruders should break in now just to make contact with him persuades me otherwise. In fact, I don’t think Seirai ever had the opportunity to give them to any of his retainers. In short, he hid the ledgers and hasn’t since been able to pass them on. Somebody had to meet with him in person to find out where they were. Seirai wasn’t the objective. The objective was the location of the ledgers. As he would only become a hindrance, he was left behind. Seirai may have even chosen to do so. A satisfactory outcome if the ledgers found their way into the hands of his retainers.” Asen paused and said, “So, what do you think?”


Taiki furrowed his brow. Asen’s version of the events was slightly off target, but in a way that he couldn’t very well evaluate right here and now.


“In any case, I do not see your bodyguard around.”


“You mean Kouryou? He definitely has not made an appearance today. I have been inquiring about him as well.” Taiki pointed out that Heichuu and Tokuyuu and several of his servants had gone missing as well. “An illness seems to be spreading throughout the Imperial Palace. I am concerned that Kouryou has contracted this disease as well.”


“Or else he ran away,” Asen said. “The intruder most likely was Kouryou. He returned to Hakkei Palace in the first place to search for the ledgers. You lent him a hand.”


“I did?” Taiki slowly shook his head. “In other words, are you saying that I cooperated with Kouryou on behalf of Gyousou-sama’s retainers? If that was true, I surely wouldn’t still be here, would I?”


“I imagine you still have goals of your own.”


“Like getting in touch with Gyousou-sama’s retainers?”


“No?”


Taiki said with a wry smile, “Supposing that I did return to the palace to get in touch with his retainers, I would not have stayed a minute longer than necessary. Abandoning Seirai would be no less out of the question. I would have vanished from the palace along with Kouryou and taken Seirai with me. Nothing would have made me happier than to pull off such a feat.”


“And why didn’t you?”


Taiki sighed. “Because that is not why I returned. I very much doubt Kouryou is the intruder that you speak of. Even in the off chance that he is, I am the last person on earth who would have cooperated with him. To start with, the ledgers belong to the people of Tai.”


Tai looked straight at Asen. “Let me see Seirai. I will persuade him to reveal the location of the ledgers. Winter is coming and Tai will only get colder. The support of the kingdom becomes all the more necessary. That makes the ledgers all the more necessary. However Seirai may have believed he was doing the right thing concealing them on Gyousou-sama’s behalf, it is not the right thing to do now.”


“That is out of the question.”


“Why not?”


“Do you really think you can convince him to give them up?”


“Seirai is a rational man. He will see reason once I explain that he would be doing so on behalf of the people. He won’t give the ledgers to you because he does not believe you will use them in such a manner. If I ask him to entrust them to me, I think it is likely he will understand. Furthermore, if Seirai himself put forth the request that they be used under my auspices and for the good of the people, I believe the possibility is high he would reveal their whereabouts.”


Asen responded with a cynical smile. “And what of the Imperial Court under my auspices?”


“It’s complicated. Asen-sama being the emperor, I would serve you as a matter of course. The same goes for the Chief Cabinet Secretary. Should he refuse no matter what, he would have to be removed from his position. But I do believe I can persuade him in regards to the ledgers.”


Asen narrowed his eyes and studied Taiki’s face. “Am I the emperor?”


“I have said so many times already. You are the emperor. Have you not been convinced?”


Asen did not answer. He stared at Taiki as if attempting to divine his true intentions. “No covenant has been made.”


Taiki answered in a cool tone of voice, “Because no abdication has taken place.”


“In other words, what?” A smile filled with scorn rose to Asen’s face. “With no covenant between us, I should take you at your word and march Gyousou in here? And if he refuses to abdicate?”


“The result of such an outcome all depends on the Will of Heaven. That is far beyond my ken.”


Asen sprang to his feet. He grabbed Taiki by the arm and yanked him toward him. “You think you can only do what is convenient for you?” he spit out. He seized hold of Taiki’s head and pushed him down to the floor. “Pledge your fealty. The rest will take care of itself.”


For a moment, Taiki raised his head and looked at Asen. A stone-cold expression filled Asen’s features. Asen couldn’t bring himself to trust Taiki. As a result, he couldn’t move. Without getting Asen to act, there’d be no way for the people of Tai to tide over the winter. Even given that Asen wouldn’t lift a finger to help his own subjects, if he didn’t at least step forward and bring Chou’un to heel, it’d be almost impossible for Taiki to do anything on his own.


“Please stop!” Juntatsu cried in distress, forcing himself between them. “No matter what Heaven may say, surely no new covenant can be forged when there are two emperors at large.”


Asen didn’t answer. He only wordless turned his icy cold eyes on Juntatsu.


Rising to Juntatsu’s defense, Keitou stepped forward. “It is not for us to put the Divine Will to the test. Doing so would be akin to blasphemy.”


At that moment, Taiki softly raised his voice. “Keitou, it is all right.”


Keitou turned to Taiki in stark surprise. Taiki looked back at him, a look of firm resolution on his face.


“Without a covenant between us, I should not expect Asen-sama to simply take me at my word. Doesn’t that explain why he keeps putting off the enthronement?”


Without waiting for Asen to respond, Taiki corrected his posture. Asen must be compelled to take action, he thought. He had once before tried to see what happened, but a kirin could not kowtow to anyone but the emperor. Not that he possessed a frame of mind that prevented him from doing so. He physically could not do so. Except this too must be akin to the problem of shedding blood, a barrier he could break using his will alone.


Taiki faced Asen and planted his hands on the ground. “I shall never part from thee nor disobey thy decrees. My fealty I hereby pledge—”


His forehead touched the cold darkness and stopped.


“—in covenant to thee.”


“I accept.”


He thought it was impossible when all he had to do was put down his hands and cross that mere distance.


That was all it took.


The inorganic gray ground rose up in his mind’s eye, carnage covering the bare concrete. This was a mere sliver of space compared to the gulf between the roof and the ground.


The abyss leading directly to death yawned open at the feet of the victims. Petrified by the fear of death right before their eyes, they got pushed off the roof. Following the logical chain of cause and effect, it was ultimately Taiki who pushed them. Could he now allow himself to claim that this distance was unbridgeable?


If he could marshal his will to kill, he could cross this distance as well.


Taiki lowered his head. He wrestled with the resisting force and sank his skull into the darkness. The pain was real, like a spike driven through his forehead, a throbbing pain that pierced his brain to the back of his head, that threatened to break through the bone with every beat of his heart.


Except their bodies too were likewise destroyed.


The pain racking his whole frame hardly compared. At that moment, Taiki was little more than a vessel filled with agony. But nothing compared to the pain he must have felt while being trampled underfoot by his classmates. Those torn apart in the jaws of his shirei. The destruction of the temple gates, the collapse of the wing facing the school quadrangle, the senseless death and fear—he who had sown such suffering was hardly qualified to complain about his own.


He reached the depths of the darkness. Amidst his pounding pulse and ringing ears, he heard Asen muttering something. Taiki couldn’t move. Someone placed a hand on his shoulder. He raised his upper body and looked up. Juntatsu’s face twisted with concern.


“Taiho—”


The voice came from far away. His vision misted red.


“Taiho, what happened to your eyes?”


My eyes?


He blinked. His vision slightly cleared. At the same time, something wet and warm spilled from his eyes and ran down his cheeks. Juntatsu wiped it away. His fingers came away stained with blood.


“Are you all right?”


Taiki nodded. There in front of him, Asen turned away.


“I’m fine. It turns out this body was indeed created by the Lord God of the Heavens. It doesn’t really hurt so it must be some sort of auspicious sign.”


	Chapter 20


[16-3] The man who emerged from the manor caught Boushuku completely by surprise.


That day, Boushuku had been on guard duty at the front gate since early in the morning. He hadn’t observed the man entering the villa, nor had he been notified that the Taiho would be receiving visitors. He could only conclude that here was someone who was not supposed to be there. It seemed a startling lapse in security at first, except that Keitou was seeing the man off, so he was unlikely to be an actual trespasser.


Boushuku concluded he must be a nobleman of one sort or the other. Standing there in amazement, he was about to raise his voice when Gogetsu let out a startled shout. More than startled, he appeared to Boushuku to be downright petrified.


At least Gogetsu knows who he is.


Boushuku was on the verge of forming this thought into a question when Gogetsu fell to his knees like he’d been punched in the back of his head.


“His Highness,” Boushuku heard him whisper. Boushuku froze for a moment in shock and then hastily mimicked Gogetsu and knelt there on the ground.


That is Asen? he wondered. Not once when he was posted at the Inner Palace had he seen the emperor with his own eyes. His muscles tensed up so much his body trembled from the strain. But at the same time he couldn’t stop another question from stealing into his thoughts.


When and how did he get into Nightingale Manor?


Boushuku felt like he had beheld some sort of miracle. He literally shook in his boots. Right there in front of him, Keitou humbly bade the emperor goodbye and he left the compound.


Gogetsu frantically called for a security detail. Director Fukushou ran up. Starting with Gogetsu, the director summoned the reserve junior retainers and organized an honor guard there on the spot. They formed a column and escorted Asen from the premises.


The emperor simply passed by Boushuku as he knelt there. He said nothing, did not meet his gaze. A chance meeting with no lasting meaning. Except Boushuku was deeply impressed, delighted to have finally seen the emperor in person, and all the happier that Asen had met with Taiki. He had heard that Asen paid Taiki no heed, but was convinced now that couldn’t be true.


Whether he was taking care of some task or simply paying Taiki a visit, that he had left the Rokushin for the express purpose of meeting with the Saiho came as a great relief.


“How wonderful,” he murmured aloud, though the emotions reflected on the face of Director Fukushou were considerably more complex.


	

Gogetsu walked alongside the emperor in a state of no little confusion.


Gogetsu hadn’t seen his old commander in quite some time. Once Asen might have called out to him in a cheerful voice and he would have responded the same way. But in the intervening years, the distance between the lord and his retainer had grown to an unfathomable degree. And then there was the stony hard look on his face.


As far as Gogetsu knew, this was not a man whose temperaments changed like the weather. The expression he wore was no window into his soul. Nonetheless, Gogetsu could tell that Asen was agitated and was carrying a great weight on his mind.


What happened in there?


His own thoughts brimmed with questions that he dared not give voice to. He gave Asen, his head bowed in thought, a sidelong glance.


Asen raised his head and looked back at Gogetsu, a spark of recognition in his eyes. “Gogetsu?” he said, as if realizing for the first time he was there. “So you were a member of the Taiho’s detail. I wasn’t aware.”


Here was the old commander Gogetsu once knew. Though immensely pleased, the moment was equally painful.


I served at your side not long ago.


They had not been allowed to approach him, but he had been on Asen’s personal security detail. Gogetsu answered with a silent nod.


“Gogetsu,” Asen said with a bob of his head, a gesture familiar to all his retainers. As he had once before, Gogetsu walked alongside Asen, matching his long strides.


“It’s been a while. How are you doing?”


“Well enough,” Gogetsu answered. He wasn’t sure whether the cheerful sort of response that had once been normal was still appropriate.


Asen looked at him with an air of expectation, as if waiting for the corresponding question that naturally came next in this kind of conversation. Gogetsu added, “More importantly, it’s good to see Your Highness in such fine spirits.”


“Your Highness,” Asen muttered to himself. “So you consider me the emperor?”


“Of course!” Gogetsu answered at once, with an intensity that surprised even himself. “I have always considered Asen-sama the rightful emperor. That has never changed.”


Asen ranked above Emperor Kou and Gyousou. That conviction alone had never wavered.


“You don’t say,” Asen said, an enigmatic expression on his face.


Gogetsu was familiar with that look. Fukushou reacted the same way whenever Boushuku exulted in his guileless way about Asen’s accession. Without realizing it, Gogetsu suspected that he did too.


The thought occurred to him that perhaps Asen felt guilty about striking down Gyousou. Maybe he regretted what he did and blamed himself for the aftermath. That was why he retreated to the depths of the Imperial Palace and refused any contact with the outside world.


“It’s good to hear that the matter of your enthronement has finally been settled.”


“You don’t say,” Asen said again. The expression on his face didn’t change.


	

Escorted by the security detail from Nightingale Manor, Asen returned to the Inner Palace, where only the hollow-eyed mannequins waited to greet him. Turning away from their expressionless faces, he saw Gogetsu politely bowing to him.


I have always considered Asen-sama the rightful emperor.


Gogetsu’s words weighed on his mind. Up until now, his retainers must have harbored no end of complicated thoughts and theories. He could not help but pity them, what with all the grief he had put them through. Their faces rising up in his mind, he entered the Rokushin, only to discover he had a most unwelcome guest.


Rousan flashed an ironic smile as soon as he walked in. “Quite the ruckus you raised in there.”


Asen stopped. “What are you talking about?”


“Like forcing the Taiho to swear his fealty?” This time her accompanying smile was tinged more by scorn.


“A covenant means nothing based on words alone.”


“You are right on that.”


Rousan threw herself onto the ottoman like she owned the place. Her insolence was a part of her nature and she made no attempt to hide whatever contempt she felt for Asen. Which was why he couldn’t help liking her so much more than Chou’un and all the mannequins. Yet another character trait he loathed about himself.


“Except the Divine Will still rests with Gyousou. Heaven choosing you as the new emperor still depends on Gyousou-sama abdicating first. It simply shouldn’t be possible for the kirin to promise you anything.”


“Yes, but Taiki made the vow.”


“That kirin is a monster. There is nothing normal about him. Be that as it may, your demand was utterly unreasonable. You knew it was and did it anyway, didn’t you? There you go, upsetting another apple cart.”


“Like I said, what are you talking about?”


“Seirai.” That cynical smile returned. “Seirai will never yield to you. Kouryou snuck in and got close enough to make contact with the prisoner.” Rousan smirked. “You may have stolen the throne but Seirai will never accept it. He’ll never recognize you as emperor. That’s why he made off with the ledgers and squirreled them away somewhere. You can call yourself the emperor of this kingdom all you want, but you still don’t have the ledgers and you couldn’t convince Seirai to tell you where they are. All you could do was imprison and torture him. Seirai wouldn’t bend then and he won’t now. Far from it, the only reason you keep torturing him is for the sake of torturing him. Because he is the personification of your everlasting shame.”


Asen shot Rousan a piercing glare.


“Hoh. You could kill a person with a look like that. A little too close for comfort, eh?” Rousan laughed. “And then, of all things, you put that shame on display for Gyousou’s retainers and made sure the Taiho knew all about it too. You’ve gone rogue. Or maybe you’re just jealous. Besides those mannequins, the only people answering to you are petty officials like Chou’un and his ilk. None of them would go to the same lengths on your behalf. You’re jealous of Gyousou-sama and took it out on the Taiho.”


Asen ground his teeth and turned away. “He pledged his fealty. How else am I supposed to interpret that?”


“The Taiho possesses the will of a monster when it comes to making the impossible possible. But this is one case where all the will in the world won’t make a difference. What is possible is only possible if Heaven says so.” She concluded with a disinterested shrug of her shoulders.


“You seem dissatisfied.”


“Of course I’m dissatisfied. You are a thief. The emperor of this kingdom is Gyousou-sama. Heaven should have no doubts about that. And yet—” She paused and then spit out, “It’s so bloody exasperating!”


Asen was completely taken aback. Rousan was Gyousou’s retainer. She despised Asen and recognized neither his position nor his authority. Nevertheless, Rousan was perfectly happy to collaborate in his usurpation. Whatever reservations Asen may have harbored, Rousan always showed up to fan the flames.


I have no idea what she is thinking.


Though perhaps Rousan found herself in the same boat.


Once before, on that fateful day as well, she’d said the same thing, that he was jealous of Gyousou. He denied it, of course, but Rousan didn’t put any stock in that answer either. She only smiled as if to say she already knew his real motivations.


Asen himself had to wonder where the truth lay.


Someone in the palace reached out to Seirai. He was in his rights to get worked up about hearing it was Taiki’s Daiboku. So he went rogue, as Rousan put it, and forced a pledge of fealty out of Taiki. Rousan’s version of events wasn’t all wrong. Except he had no awareness of any sort of jealousy. He was simply irate. If the Daiboku was behind this, then he would have only done so at the direction of Taiki.


Just as Rousan said, Seirai was nothing but a blot on his name and reputation. Furious that Taiki, of all people, should have brought that to light, he wished to crush them all underfoot.


Jealousy had nothing to do with it. He had retainers who worked as hard and smart as the Daiboku, retainers as loyal and devoted as Taiki. The man he’d just met, for example. He had every reason to believe that Gogetsu was as capable as the Daiboku. Asen had no reason to envy Gyousou.


Mulling over these thoughts, Asen stood on the balcony and turned his gaze toward the sea. The Sea of Clouds was muddy gray, meaning the world below was clouded over.


That fateful day when Rousan said to his face that he would never become Gyousou’s equal, no matter how much he struggled. What Asen felt at that moment was definitely not jealousy.


If he had to place a name on the feeling, it would be darkness.


The despair of forever being labeled the imitator, the hollowed out feeling of never being able to rise beyond his station in life. He was suffocating, gasping for air, and yet there was no escape, nowhere he could run.


So Asen rose up in revolt.


He separated Gyousou and Taiki. He convinced Taiki to send his shirei to aide Gyousou. With Taiki left defenseless, Asen would sever his horn, seal his powers, and imprison him. He’d lock Gyousou away as well. Thus the throne would fall into Asen’s hands.


Rousan happily offered him advice. She even made youma available to him in large numbers. Asen didn’t know how Rousan manipulated youma that, by rights, only the kirin should be able to control, and Rousan wasn’t offering any explanations. She somehow pulled it off with amulets and talismans, taught Asen the techniques, and lent him many youma.


The one possibility they hadn’t accounted for was Taiki triggering a meishoku and escaping to Hourai. Rousan pointed out that these results left him as good as imprisoned, and with his horn severed, he could not return.


The throne belonged to Asen. Except his accession was decidedly strange. The civil service and the people asked him to serve as provisional emperor and looked to him as such. But only at first. Little by little, the doubts started growing. Of course, Asen was cognizant of this as well. The original plan was to have Taiki behind him with a sealed horn. Taiki wasn’t there, and so Asen lost that symbol of Heaven’s authority to back up his claim.


His only recourse was to stamp out those suspicions. In the process of sweeping away Gyousou’s retainers, reducing the hostile forces arrayed against him to rubble, and setting up a government that answered only to him, Asen’s status as a usurper became clear to any objective observer. At the same time, one more thing became perfectly clear.


Even after Gyousou disappeared from the scene, Asen remained nothing more than an imitation of the real thing. Whatever Asen did, someone was bound to say that Gyousou would have done it faster and better. No matter how slight the stumble, they said Gyousou never would have made such a mistake.


Asen’s accumulated irritation upset his efforts to purge Gyousou’s allies with any kind of finesse. Asen instead became obsessed with eradicating Gyousou. As long as any vestige of Gyousou remained, the comparisons would continue. Gyousou’s retainers and allies were bound to weigh him and Gyousou on the same scale and find him wanting.


The thought terrified him, terrified him so much he careened from one extreme to the other. As a result, the youma he unleashed summoned more of their kind until the youma had a free rein and the kingdom began to collapse. The civil service and the people alike longed for Gyousou.


Compared to Asen, this short-lived emperor now took on the qualities of an infallible saint in their memories.


Asen had wrung his own neck, much the same as when Gyousou resigned his commission and descended to the world below. In his absence, he grew all the more perfect, his presence all the stronger when he was no longer there. Having been deposed after such a brief reign, he could now do no wrong. None of the expectations that attended the accession of an emperor could be betrayed, and that collective beatification bestowed on him a status that would persist forever.


Asen should have seen it coming. That lack of foresight was his own mistake.


Asen stole the throne, only to end up a pale shadow of the brilliant emperor who lived on in the memories of his subjects. No matter how he struggled, he could never surpass Gyousou. Could such despair even be called jealousy?


“If Gyousou were here, he’d have himself a good laugh,” Asen muttered to himself.


“A good laugh? And why is that?”


“The world is paying a man no mind, and yet this man willfully chooses to wrap himself in enmity, picks a fight with the world, and subsequently ruins himself. I’ve seen so many go down that path. And to be honest, it always made me chuckle.”


Rousan craned her head to one side. “The world was paying you no mind? You mean Gyousou-sama? Whoever told you that?”


Wondering what she was getting at, Asen glanced over his shoulder at Rousan.


“Of course, Gyousou-sama was entirely aware of you. You were the competition and he wasn’t about to fall behind. Isn’t that how you pictured the relationship between the two of you?”


“That was hardly the case. After all, Gyousou quit the contest and descended to the world below.”


“Because he was still in the fight,” Rousan said in amazement. “Gyousou-sama wasn’t one to confuse the ends and the means.”


Meaning what? Asen didn’t have time to ask before Rousan continued.


“How are you and Gyousou-sama different? The problem was who would shine brighter in the eyes of Emperor Kyou. You didn’t want to come in second behind Gyousou-sama. For you, it was all about winning the favor of Emperor Kyou, wasn’t it? Thus you chose to follow his unreasonable orders. As a result, you won the big promotion, not Gyousou-sama.”


“Because adhering to the Way took precedence for him.”


Rousan held up a finger. “No. In the end, Gyousou-sama was always competing about who was the better man. So you should have clarified what social status or acclaim or the favor of Emperor Kyou meant in that context. You took an appointment by the emperor to mean you were the better man. In the process, you lost track of what you were fighting over. No matter what, you sought the approval of Emperor Kyou. You wanted more promotions and the status that came with them. But Gyousou-sama never forgot what the competition was really about.”


Asen stared at her in blank amazement.


“And so you ended up a thief. I should hardly be surprised that you twisted yourself into knots pursuing something so utterly lacking in substance.”


	Chapter 21


[16-4] The snow fell in curtains across Bun Province.


Rin’u was no exception. The fine white flakes drifted down from the sky without end. The snow melted during breaks in the storms, but never all of it. Winds swept across a frozen snowpack that grew deeper and deeper.


They set off on their journey in the fall. Almost before they knew it, winter had arrived, the snow piled up, and a new year dawned.


Bun Province really is cold.


Risai gazed at the whitewashed mountains. She could still make out the green of the mountain pine trees. Though flocked with snow, the trees were not yet completely covered. When she was stationed in Jou Province, she experienced snowfalls that quickly reached her waist. It never snowed that heavy or deep in Bun Province. The falling snow simply never let up amidst the bone-chilling cold.


Six days after their encounter with Shoushitsu, he paid her a visit at the safe house.


“Again, sorry about the other day. Hoyou-sama would like to see you. If possible, she’s extended an invitation to Gamon Temple.”


“We’ll be there,” Risai said.


Houto and Kenchuu remained behind in Rin’u to prepare for the upcoming move. Risai, Seishi, and Kyoshi set off for Gamon Temple, Hoyou having provided them with two kijuu to make the journey.


“Are you sure this is okay?” a nervous Kyoshi wondered aloud.


“You’ll be fine,” Shoushitsu assured him, handing him the reins to a blue kijuu that resembled a horse. “As you can see, hardly different than riding a horse. Of course, the kijuu does the riding for you so it’s a lot more comfortable.”


Shoushitsu explained that the kijuu Hoyou lent them regularly made the rounds between Rin’u and Hakurou.


“They know the road to Gamon Temple. They’ll deliver you to the destination even if you take a nap along the way.”


“Oh,” said Kyoshi, though with no more confidence than before.


Risai grinned at him and then said to Houto and Kenchuu, “We’ll leave the moving chores in your hands. Thus far I’ve only discussed the particulars with Kyuusan.”


Houto and Kenchuu agreed, and Risai, Seishi, and Kyoshi left Rin’u. With the kijuu making good time, the journey to Gamon Temple would take three days. As planned, they entered the gate at Gamon Temple around noon.


They once again met Hoyou in the main pagoda of Gamon Temple.


“So you’re searching for the Kouin, eh?” Hoyou said out of the blue as she lounged there amidst the opulence and splendor of the main hall. When Risai craned her head to the side in apparent confusion, she added, “The most precious treasure in the kingdom, lost on Kan’you Mountain.”


Gyousou.


“Yes, we are. We are still looking for it.”


“Some are calling that flawed stone in Kouki the Kouin.”


Risai nodded. But, she explained, there seems to have been some sort of mistake. “According to Moku’u-dono at Sekirin Temple.”


“If Moku’u says so, it must be true. Moku’u has a clear window into the state of affairs in Kouki.” Hoyou furrowed her brows. “There is no outside chance the individual in question has passed away, is there?”


“None, so the story goes.”


Hoyou signed. “And then? Are the refugees aware of his whereabouts?”


“Nothing has been confirmed. He met with an unforeseen misfortune on Kan’you Mountain. We are certain he moved somewhere else after that, but don’t think he did so alone. At the time, there were refugees and displaced persons were coming and going from Kan’you Mountain, searching for stones in the mine tailings.”


“You think they may have lent a hand? Yet no such rumors have surfaced among them. We have heard talk of a precious gemstone—a real stone—being discovered in the depths of a mineshaft and brought back to the surface.”


“We’re talking about somebody digging up the actual Kouin?”


Hoyou nodded. “Probably not the actual Kouin. We have handled gemstones of the sort. Clear jade, though not as brilliantly transparent as the rumors suggest, and paler than the expected green.”


The word was that men in disguise brought in shards of jade from a source stone that had been divided into many pieces.


“That source stone must have been quite large. Probably much bigger than the legendary Kouin. Stones like that show up on Kan’you Mountain now and then. Stones that had been buried beneath landslides, cultured stones from gemstone fountains cut off from human access and left to grow. But those kinds of finds have declined of late. Our brokers are seeing very few high-quality stones these days.”


“How detailed is the information you are gathering from the refugees?”


“Fairly,” Hoyou said with a smile. “There are many refugees and displaced persons out and about, with the latter making up the majority.”


“In your employ?” Risai asked.


A grin rose to Hoyou’s face. “As I’ve said, we make use of what’s useful.”


“But employed how?” Risai pressed. When Hoyou didn’t answer, she pressed, “For example, smelting ore and refining steel? Maybe manufacturing weapons?”


Hoyou finally nodded. “Weapons are necessary, in any case.”


“Hoyou-dono—”


Of course, Hoyou was manufacturing weapons. In her own words, she made use of what was useful and spread her wealth around however she saw fit. She bought the dilapidated Gamon Temple, turned it into a villa, and there gathered together refugees and displaced persons burned out of the nearby towns, the tattered remnants of the forces allied against Asen, along with anyone possessed of a rebellious spirit.


“Regular arms and winter weapons.”


When Hoyou set forth to build her own mountain villa of the gods, she assembled a large number of carpenters and craftsmen, but the majority of the workers there were swordsmiths tasked with forging winter weapons.


“I heard the White Pheasant had not fallen from its perch. That being the case, the day will come when it will become necessary to arm ourselves. The problem is gathering the people who know how to use them. Mostly what we have here are refugees and rebels. Whatever soldiers might be among them mostly come from the lower ranks. Too few with the knowledge and ability to lead an army that could seriously threaten Kouki. But we will make sure we are prepared.” Hoyou smiled. “Risai would certain be useful in that regard.”


For a moment, Risai was at a loss for words.


“Why else would a general be searching for His Highness?”


“When and if that time comes, I would be grateful to serve.”


Hoyou nodded. “And until it does, please make use of us as you see fit.”


	

Risai, Seishi, and Kyoshi were led deeper into Gamon Temple. The valley cut a deep and narrow notch in the mountains. Among the many arbors and buildings lining the valley floor, they caught glimpses of gardens reconstructed after ancient styles, often incongruously interrupted by rustic workshops and sturdy storehouses manned by equally stalwart individuals who very much embodied a chivalrous spirit.


Given the number of people gathered there and the large amounts of goods and materials, the delicate matter of winter weapons aside, arms were certainly being collected and stockpiled in significant amounts.


“This much military matériel—” Risai found herself at a loss for words.


“Weaponry and provisions,” Hoyou said. “And kijuu. Kijuu are harder to come by, but we’ve managed to get our hands on a fair number. Your companions should choose mounts for themselves and take them with you. Not having good transportation on hand is awfully inconvenient.”


“Are you sure?”


“No problem at all. We’ve been rounding up kijuu trained to not be so particular about their riders.”


“Why go to such lengths?” Risai wondered aloud, her voice trembling with amazement.


“Well.” Hoyou smiled. “Yes, I suppose you might find it strange. The merchants who indulged in profiteering during the reign of Emperor Kyou and amassed fortunes are now raising an army.”


“I wouldn’t necessarily call it profiteering.”


“Oh, it was profiteering. Emperor Kyou always paid the asking price, no questions asked. So of course we overcharged like crazy.”


And if Hoyou wasn’t in a selling mood, there were plenty of other dealers happy to hawk their wares to the highest bidder. In any case, Emperor Kyou not getting his hands on a particular precious stone didn’t mean he would stop exploiting his subjects. However they abhorred Emperor Kyou’s policies, refusing to do business with him would in no way benefit the people.


At the same time, Hoyou despised welfare for the sake of welfare. Ostentation became her way of spreading the wealth around. The purchase of an article of luxurious clothing meant the money trickled down to every person connected with its production and sale, an outcome she approved of.


And then at some point, willing to take on far greater risks, that philosophy came to justify amassing arms and recruiting rebels.


The direct turning point was the disappearance of the emperor and the cessation of any news about him. Someone had deposed the emperor. That meant he would rise up again to reclaim the throne. If a war had to be waged against the pretender, she would ally herself with the rightful ruler.


Except Hoyou did not count herself among the righteous. She was not a person who pursued justice at all costs. No matter how much outrage she felt toward Emperor Kyou’s profligacy and the pretender’s despotism, she was not a noble soul whose righteous indignation would motivate her to rise up and take a moral stand.


Had Hoyou been a high-minded individual with a strong sense of right and wrong, she would have shared all that accumulated wealth with the poor and downtrodden. But philanthropy and charity work did not interest her in the slightest.


Then why was she going to such lengths? Hoyou didn’t really understand it herself. If forced to explain herself, she dispensed of her wealth however she saw fit, and that was what she was doing right now.


“Well, I really don’t like the way the pretender does things. I’ve got no use for the way he throws his weight around. Makes me want to hit back just as hard. Except I couldn’t reach him even standing on my tiptoes. So if someone is willing to deliver that blow on my behalf, I’ll lend them my support behind the scenes. I guess that’s what it comes down to.”


Risai nodded. But Gamon Temple was far more than a place that lent people support behind the scenes. Support on such a scale invited great risks.


“How many people do you have here?”


“We have gathered valiant souls from around the region. The rebels and champions of justice hiding out in Hakurou come to around two thousand.”


“That many? How could such a large force in the very shadow of the province lord escape the attention from the powers that be?”


“Precisely because we are in the shadow of the province lord,” Hoyou explained, a wry smile rising to her face. “The illness has spread to the provincial palace.”


“So I’ve heard. The province lord was one of the first to succumb.”


“And not only him. Many of the top ministers as well.”


But wouldn’t that make things all the more precarious? Risai had heard that infected people didn’t simply stop resisting Asen but began supporting him, willing to do as they were told, no questions asked.


“The reality is somewhat different. To be sure, people with the disease do submit unconditionally to Asen’s will. But what that really means is they comply mechanically with his instructions. They’re not trying to curry favor with him. Rather, they are going through the motions like wooden puppets.”


“Like wooden puppets—”


“The orders to the province lord of Bun were to remain on the lookout for insurrection, and so on the lookout he remained, ready to respond at the first sign of any insurgency. Should an incident occur even once, a report is sent to Kouki and a retaliatory strike is launched at the same time. Employing those tactics of extermination and annihilation particular to Asen, no steps are taken to discriminate between rebels and civilians. The surrounding towns and villages are destroyed without question and without remorse.”


Hoyou added with a frown, “I believe these scorched-earth policies had similar origins from the start. In short, when rebellion broke out, they were ordered to respond with overwhelming force and eradicate anyone opposing them. And so they did exactly as they were told. If a rebellion broke out in Hakurou, it would meet the same punishing fate.”


“Unbelievable,” Risai muttered. But at the same time, she felt pieces of the strange puzzle coming together. More than cruel and merciless, Asen’s methods had always struck her as mechanical. Less callous and heartless than devoid of any human emotion from the start.


“They faithfully do as they are instructed. But never act beyond the scope of those instructions. Though on guard for rebellion, they never take the initiative to seek out those who might be contemplating a revolt. If we were told to keep an eye out for a possible insurrection, we would observe the flow of goods and people back and forth. We would make note of where people gathered and where large amounts of matériel were being stored. And then there are the rumors. We would send spies into every city and pay attention to the gossip going around. But the province lord does nothing of the sort and demonstrates not the slightest inclination to do so.”


“Remarkable.”


“For which we are very thankful. As a result, we can stay out of sight by taking a few basic precautions, though things can get precarious in the more outlying districts. When local government officials receive that guidance from the capital, they don’t go through the motions. They take active measures to root out any rebels.”


“A few basic precautions?”


“We seek out the favor of high officials still in their right mind. Not every provincial minister has fallen ill. And while the majority simply shrug and follow the lead of the central government, they have no respect for Asen or any province lord at Asen’s beck and call. When a person like me comes to their attention, they look the other way. There are those among them who may catch sight of suspicious individuals they think worthy of being reported. But on such occasions, having friends in high places can make those problems go away.”


“Friends in high places—”


Hoyou nodded. “Speaking of which, there are some people I’d like you to meet. They’ll be arriving shortly. What do you say?”


“I’d be happy to,” Risai replied.


	Chapter 22


[16-5] That evening, Hoyou introduced Risai to a dignified man of sixty or so.


“The provincial Minister of Winter. He goes by the name of Tonkou.”


Tonkou was one of those friends in high places who supported Hoyou behind the scenes. Risai had to wonder to herself. The provincial and imperial ministries were approximately equivalent in their duties and functions. As a member of the Rikkan, Tonkou certainly counted as a high-ranked official. Though in terms of its relative importance, his was the lowest seat in the government, not considered an influential voice in the provincial court.


On the other hand, while that did leave them largely free of interference from the provincial court, Hoyou being left to her own devices thanks to the patronage of the Minister of Winter was rather unexpected.


“This old fox rose straight up the ranks from the trades,” Hoyou said with a grin, the implication being that Tonkou was not one of those senior statesmen who ended up helming the ministry at the end of a succession of convenient coincidences and political appointments.


Risai asked, “Since the dynasty of Emperor Kyou?”


“From before that,” he answered in a deep voice.


Tonkou’s answer didn’t surprise Risai. The artisans and tradesmen who worked in the Ministry of Winter steered clear of the political turf wars that plagued other departments. As a consequence, it was not unusual to find ministers there who had occupied their posts for unusually long times.


And although she was aware that such people existed, this was the first time she had ever met a court official who’d served previous to the dynasty of Emperor Kyou.


When she said as much, Tonkou chuckled. “Well, among the artisans in the Ministry of Winter, not even this old fox qualifies as an old timer. More than a few knew the emperor from at least three dynasties ago. The Ministry of Winter holds a somewhat unique place in the Imperial Court as well, what with these gray areas beyond the reach of the usual political influences. That can give you a bit more latitude.”


“What is life like in the provincial palace these days?”


They knew that the province lord and the ministers had been suddenly struck down by the illness. But in concrete terms, they didn’t have the slightest idea what had specifically occurred or the state of affairs that followed. Only that the illness had reached Bun Province and the Bun Province lord had been among the first to switch allegiances.


The unscrupulous province lord who governed during the dynasty of Emperor Kyou was one of the first to get shuffled out of his position. Gyousou appointed to the position a high official who had served as the Minister of Summer during the Kyou Dynasty. Gyousou and his retainers considered him an affable and well-acquainted man.


Risai had been attached to the Jou Provincial Guard before the dynastic change and so barely knew the man. But he enjoyed a good reputation among Gyousou’s senior staff, and by all accounts excelled at getting along with people, so much so he was said to be better suited to head the Ministry of Earth.


And then despite all that, in the midst of the troubles in Bun Province, the new province lord abruptly switched allegiances. People suspected he had fallen ill before the troubles broke out, because the Provincial Guard was already behaving strangely around the same time the chaos became widespread.


The province lord of Bun had succumbed. Except that starting with the prime minister, he was hardly the only high governmental official. It was hard to believe that all of them had been afflicted too. The province lord simply wasn’t capable of repressing the entire civil service through force alone. Any attempt to do so should have been met with an equal degree of resistance, leading to outbreaks of palace coups and purges.


But instead, the illness sapped the vitality out of any such resistance. No reports emerged of large-scale purges. Neither were there the expected signs of chaos arising from revolution or despotism. Only a pervasive and subdued sense of lifelessness.


What was happening within the reach of this miasma? When Risai posed the question, Tonkou stroked his rugged chin and said, “Nothing much in particular.”


“It’s not possible for nothing to be going on.”


“Nothing is. Looking in from the outside, there’s no sense of lives being lived. All you feel is the pervasive quiet. The province lord is silent. He shut himself away in the depths of the provincial palace, only now and then emerging to hand down this or that edict. I have no idea where he’s holed up, what he is doing there, or what happened to him. As long as he remains in his burrow, life comes to a standstill.”


There were those who, unable to remain indifferent, remonstrated with him. Possibly others had contemplated revolt. In particular, the few times he showed his face, the orders he handed down perfectly reflected Asen’s will. So those who had been opposed to Asen from the start continued to resist, along with those who held out against arbitrary imperial rule and fought for provincial independence.


“It’s just as you’ve seen from the start, Risai. People full of their convictions until the day before, who opposed the province lord and even embraced revolt as a possible solution, changed their tune a day later. They fell into lockstep behind him. And like the province lord, they fell silent too. The high officials followed the province lord’s orders, while the lower ranked civil servants did nothing. Perhaps they holed up in their houses. Or they wandered about the palace like ghosts.”


Those who defied the province lord fell ill. Otherwise, they were purged. The purges followed the same pattern. Soldiers swooped down on a house or government office and killed everybody inside regardless of any actual complicity, including people who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.


“Incidents like that were commonplace when the illness first struck. The loudest voices criticizing the province lord literally died out. The rest resigned while keeping their counsel to themselves. The firebrands petered out. All that remains are the mindless ghosts and what’s left of the rebels who were wise enough to keep their complaints to themselves and faded back into the woodwork. And, of course, the scoundrels who always figure out ways to turn a profit in the worst of circumstances.”


“Such as Kan’you Mountain?” Risai asked. “The land gangs have taken over that whole region. Why the province tolerates this state of affairs is a mystery.”


“Hoh,” Tonkou said, and contemplated the question for a minute. “I don’t think we’re talking about petty and corrupt civil servants looking the other way. If the region is reasonably populated, they’d want to collect the taxes. Otherwise, I can think of only one good reason.”


“What one good reason?”


“Around the time His Highness went missing, orders came down from the provincial government to stay away from Kan’you Mountain and its environs. Don’t go looking for trouble. Don’t get involved. It’s none of your concern. As far as I know, those orders still stand. The province lord never repealed them.”


“Are the policies from that time being enforced?”


“Most likely,” Tonkou said, “and hardly unexpected. The edict originated with Asen. So like a good puppet, the province lord carried it out. The edict was never withdrawn and so was left as is. Having been told not to get involved, not even the criminal element disobeyed.”


For the time being, no one criticized the province lord. No one got taken to task for making a show of doing as they were told. There were civil servants of conscience who could not bring themselves to follow the more egregious orders, but all they had to do was say nothing and then do nothing.


Tonkou said with a wry smile, “A simple Yes, sir! will usually suffice. Make a big show of carrying out orders you don’t care for. When asked for a progress report, grumble a lot and play dumb. You do what you’re told only after you’ve run out of other options. That’s the way things actually work around here.”


“And you can get by like that?”


“You can get by with the people who are already ill. The problem is staying out of the way of the opportunists taking advantage of conditions to line their own pockets. They’ll drag you down like a boat anchor. Well, the Ministry of Winter manages to steer clear of those influences. At both the imperial and provincial levels, it’s like we’ve got people watching our backs.”


“You have people watching your backs?”


Tonkou nodded. “At least that’s how it looks to me. Not that anyone is making big or dramatic gestures, but there seems to be an understanding within the provincial palace to steer clear of the Ministry of Winter. It’s probably the same in the imperial government too. A good bet is that the Imperial Ministry of Winter enjoys the good favor of Asen.”


“Meaning Rousan?”


“Meaning her. Rousan-dono may have retired from her duties as the Minister of Winter, but she remains in control of everything that goes on there. The imperial ministry makes no unreasonable demands of the provincial ministry and so neither does the province lord. As long as nobody gets defiant, it’s a hands-off policy. Demonstrate no naked malice and you’re all clear. Everything from funding to mock-ups of new winter weapons, even swordsmiths to work as instructors—pretty much whatever we want, we get.”


“Has Rousan fallen ill as well?”


“Not hardly. She isn’t lying low or holding her tongue.”


“I find it hard to believe, but is Rousan double-crossing Asen?”


Tonkou mulled over the question. “That’s one way of interpreting what’s going on. The most striking characteristic of those who have fallen ill is their lack of vitality. That is certainly not true of Rousan-dono. More than anything, Rousan-dono loathes the loss of knowledge and technology, exactly what would be scattered and lost in the event of a purge. So she made it quite clear that a purge of the ministry was off the table. In accordance with her wishes, the Ministry of Winter has enjoyed a safe harbor. Long story short, there is nothing wrong with Rousan-dono’s health.”


In other words, as long as the civil servants in the Ministry of Winter kept their mouths shut, they were pretty much untouchable. Even the corrupt political factions left them alone.


“And thanks to all that,” Hoyou said with a cynical smile, “we can hire as many of the Ministry’s tradesmen and artisans as we can afford. We only need to get word to Tonkou about the skills we’re in need of and he will dispatch them under the guise of consulting engineers. As a result, quite a number of swordsmiths have built up quite a stock of winter weapons.”


Moreover, she added, “With a province lord who can barely be bothered to get out of bed in the morning, there is nobody in charge of the provincial palace. I believe the case can be made that a reasonably well-equipped and trained division could overrun the Bun provincial palace.”


Risai couldn’t help catching her breath.


“As things stand now, nobody inside the palace dares to take the first step. But if the walls were breached from the outside, our allies who’ve been biding their time would likely rally to our side. The soldiers and civil servants with the illness will be too enervated to mount a defense, so it would take them time to muster the troops. Moving quickly, we could take the palace in a single attack.”


Risai clenched her fists. If they could carry off such an offensive, that much needed palace stronghold would fall into their hands. “Enough of an army to storm the Bun provincial palace,” she muttered to herself.


Seishi nodded. “To only breach the palace walls, a single division should be enough. How many of the Provincial Guard are stationed here?”


Tonkou thought it over. “A single division, to be sure. And once mobilized, those numbers are likely to increase, not decrease.”


“It would be well in the realm of possibility for the combined forces of two divisions to take the palace.”


Risai agreed. At the bare minimum, another division to cover the logistics from the Bun provincial palace to Kouki. If they could only get their hand on those forces—


Seishi was thinking along the same lines. “We’d need three divisions to start with, and I’d prefer four. One to defend the provincial palace, one to handle logistics, and two to lead the assault on Kouki.”


Tonkou grinned. “And His Highness in camp raising the Imperial Standard.”


“Ah,” Seishi said in a small voice. He glanced at Tonkou and then at Risai.


Risai nodded in turn. “There is no starting anything without him. But with His Highness at our side, his supporters would come out of the woodwork. Raising three divisions wouldn’t be the problem. Feeding all those mouths would become a problem worth worrying about.”


Hoyou raised her voice and said with a smile, “Nothing to worry about at all. We’ve warehoused provisions as well. Though some of the grain may be a bit on the musty side.”


Risai returned the smile. Having soldiers and matériel on hand would suffice for the time being. If they could only find Gyousou, he could request aid from other kingdoms. She had the feeling of finally catching a glimpse of light at the end of the tunnel. But life wasn’t that simple. Recruiting enough soldiers to form a single division alone constituted an enormous undertaking. That’s why they could honestly only say the possibility existed, more resembling an unrealized dream.


Nevertheless, there was a world of difference between a course of action being possible and it being impossible. Though as thin and precarious as a spider’s thread, for the first time, a road that returned Gyousou to the throne existed, a road that Risai and her allies could begin to travel.


Heaven had not cast Tai aside.


There was still the problem of Gyousou.


“We haven’t heard any useful rumors circulating among the drifters and refugees,” Hoyou said.


Tonkou shook his head. “Over a span of three years, Asen waged a merciless search and destroy campaign against the remaining allies of His Highness, using men he personally selected and dispatched from Kouki. The Provincial Guard as well took up the manhunt in a frenzy. Nevertheless, we’ve heard not even a rumor of anyone fitting His Highness’s appearance, while even deserters who fled to small villages were hunted down. And yet His Highness was somehow overlooked during this whole period.”


Asen’s approach to the problem was to put an entire town to the torch at the mere sighting of a rebel element. So for the average person, avoiding the brand of rebel took priority. As a result, news of deserting soldiers was often reported to the Provincial Guard. In practically every case, if anyone was providing shelter to such a person, it was at an individual’s initiative, not the town collectively.


Since the town would likely end up getting destroyed anyway, the rumors widely circulated that those who voluntarily stepped forward were only hoping in vain to save their own skin.


Hoyou said, “In fact, the belief firmly took root that communities located farther away from Rin’u more often came under attack, while those closer to Rin’u were spared. Given those conditions, hiding His Highness in the outskirts strikes me as improbable. Better to focus on the immediate vicinity of Rin’u.”


Tonkou added, “At the time, the inclination to curry favor with Asen and the province lord remained strong. Especially in the aftermath of the troubles with the land gangs, any rumors about a stranger with the bearing of a soldier passing through, or a group of travelers caring for a wounded man, would be thoroughly investigated. If His Highness came anywhere close to Hakurou, I’m sure the Provincial Guard would hear about it in short order.”


“Just to be certain, we asked everybody visiting Gamon Temple if they’d run across someone resembling the emperor, and promised to reward useful tips. We gathered a good deal of information, and in the process identified many more deserters and rebels. I ended up recruiting most of them.”


Hoyou had acquired six estates across Bun Province, along with two more residences in Ba Province and three in Jou. All had taken in soldiers and rebels, mostly a result of following up on the information they received.


“Soldiers, you say?”


“Approximately three thousand. The majority are not housed here. Leaving large remnants of the Imperial Army in Bun Province is far too risky. Jou Province is out of the question too. They are staying on the farms and estates in Ba Province under the guise of staff and servants.”


Some, though not many, worked in stores run by the Fu Clan. Thanks to Hoyou’s connections, a significant number of soldiers were also hiding out as monks in temples and monasteries throughout Ba Province.


“Gyousou-sama’s retainers among them?”


“No. Officers in the Imperial Army above the battalion or regimental level tried their best to disappear. Otherwise, they’d get hunted down and executed along with the rest of the rebels.”


So the troop strength was there, but someone with the background and the abilities to fashion them into any army had yet to appear.


“No matter how accomplished, you’re not going to rally the troops around squad leaders and company commanders.”


Risai nodded. Pretty much a given. In any army, rank spoke volumes. In other words, it was hard moving soldiers around well without first taking rank into consideration.


“Which is why meeting Risai has proved such a fortunate stroke of luck. When the time comes, we at last have the means to muster the troops we have assembled.” Hoyou let out a long sigh. “However, His Highness is still missing. I find it hard to believe at this juncture that he fled west from Kan’you Mountain. He could not have slipped through the pickets set up by the Provincial Guard and evaded our own search efforts as well.”


Tonkou agreed with a grim look of his own.


	

With mixed emotions, reasons to both rejoice and despair, Risai, Seishi, and Kyoshi left Gamon Temple the next day. As promised, Hoyou gave kijuu to Seishi and Kyoshi. She extended the offer to Houto as well, but he firmly refused. Instead, Kyoshi chose a kijuu capable of carrying two.


The kijuu assigned to Seishi when he was an officer in the Zui Provincial Guard had died in the subsequent chaos. Seishi was delighted to find another of the same species. “I never thought I’d ever get the opportunity to own another dokukoku.”


The kijuu resembled a white tiger, albeit a size smaller than a suugu. Its body sported the stripes of a tiger though its head was closer to that of a canine. From the back of its head and down its spring flowed a mane of unruly hair. An uncommon kijuu by most estimations, though known as well for its fearlessness and intelligence.


“No offense, Risai-sama, but given its nimbleness of body and mind, and its pleasant disposition, a dokukoku really is the best kijuu a rider could want.”


Risai had to laugh. It was only natural that every rider should believe his own kijuu was superior to all the rest.


“I’d wanted a kijuu ever since I joined the army. To tell the truth, one reason I accompanied Gashin-sama to the Yellow Sea was because I heard I’d be given the use of my own kijuu.”


At the time, Gashin lent him a dokutoku from his own stables. Once Seishi rose to the position where he could have a kijuu of his own, he’d searched high and low for another one like it.


“The hard part will be coming up with the right name for you,” Seishi said soothingly as he settled into the saddle.


Observing him, Hoyou smiled. “If you’re happy, that’s all the thanks we need.”


Risai said with a deep bow, “We deeply appreciate your kindness and hospitality.”


Hoyou glanced over her shoulder. “Sekirei—”


Standing a short way off, a young woman with a martial bearing approached them.


Hoyou said, “This is Sekirei. She once served in the Palace Guard.”


Sekirei said with a courteous bow. “I was a company commander in the Palace Guard of the Center.” She straightened and added, “Risai-sama, it’s good to see you again. I have been praying for your welfare from the shadows.”


“Palace Guard of the Center—so you served under Eishou.” Risai gave the woman’s face a closer look but did not recognize her.


“Yes. At the lowest rank, though.”


After the army dispersed to the four winds, Sekirei had no place to go until Hoyou took her in.


“After this, when I need to get in touch with Risai, I’ll let Sekirei handle it. If we don’t establish some fixed lines of communication, there’s no telling what errors could crop up later. We are increasing the number of staff personnel little by little, but for now, I will leave that job in Sekirei’s hands. I’ll have her accompany you today so she can learn how to get to your safe house.”


Sekirei said with a deep bow, “I don’t know how helpful I can be, but I will do my best. I look forward to working with you.”


Risai smiled. “That’s good to hear. We’re happy to have you on the team.”


	Chapter 23


[16-6] The New Year dawned in Kouki. In normal times, a number of events should have accompanied the occasion. Asen’s Imperial Court had nothing on the schedule. Because of Asen’s designation as the new emperor, there were expectations in the air about the old and established traditions being revived. But the day came and went with not even the Festival of the Winter Solstice taking place.


As usual, nothing has changed at all, thought Chou’un as he made his way to the Rikkan Privy Council chamber. But on that day, a surprise was waiting for him.


When Chou’un entered the Outer Palace, he should have been greeted by the heads of the six ministries, kneeling on the ground awaiting his arrival. Instead, all that met him were courteous nods and confused glances. The reason became apparent when he turned his attention to the throne. The normally empty throne was enclosed by a bamboo blind.


Meaning Asen had made an appearance.


Chou’un hurriedly found his place before the throne. Someone had again snuck into the Rokushin. This time, at the conclusion of his investigation, Shukuyou pointed his finger at Taiki’s Daiboku, Kouryou. Upon receipt of this information, Chou’un intended to put forward a proposal about how to deal with Taiki at the Rikkan Privy Council meeting.


Taiki could not be allowed to carry on in such a flagrant manner. His contempt for the majesty of the Imperial Court was no different than disrespecting Asen himself. Not even the actions of the Saiho could be casually overlooked.


Chou’un was confident he could convince the Rikkan to have Taiki further confined to quarters while he reflected upon his boorish behavior. Given that not only had intruders entered the Rokushin and contacted the criminals housed there, but the guards on duty had been killed, it should be an easy argument to make.


The ministers of the Rikkan had more and more often of late demonstrated a willingness to take Chou’un to task while treating Taiki with kid gloves. Chou’un was determined to put an end to this exasperating state of affairs. It was long past time for him to put his foot down.


That thought on his mind, a gong rang, accompanied by movement inside the bamboo blinds and the sense of someone stepping onto the raised platform. The gong rang a second time, a signal for those in attendance to bow low to the floor. The blinds lifted. His hands still planted on the floor, Chou’un raised his head.


And gaped in astonishment. Not only Asen was sitting there, but the Saiho as well. Here was a sight that should have become commonplace by now but he had never seen before.


According to custom, and feeling compelled to say something, Chou’un opened his mouth and was about to speak when Asen silenced him.


“As all of you know by now, the Taiho has returned. He has been busy convalescing from a serious wound, but we must start thinking about the enthronement.”


A murmur arose from among the assembled ministers.


“I have for too long neglected my political duties. I felt that those responsibilities could be left to my highly capable ministers. But I am afraid they have not proved as competent as I expected.”


At the sound of Asen’s cool tone of voice, the momentarily elated ministers sank back into a pensive silence.


“The current state of affairs must be corrected. Starting with Keitou.”


Keitou was there in the entourage, at the foot of the podium opposite Chou’un. Hearing his name, Keitou faced Asen and bowed.


“In accordance with Taiki’s nomination, you are hereby appointed prime minister of Zui Province. Political conditions in Zui are in an intolerable state. Please assist the Taiho in correcting this shameful situation.”


“I will do my utmost to comply with your wishes.”


“Chou’un.”


Chou’un felt his spine stiffen. He broke out in a cold sweat.


“I am giving Chou’un and the ministers of the Rikkan one last chance. I am confident in your abilities as accomplished civil servants and am granting you the authority concomitant with your portfolios. Going forward, I wish to see that trust rewarded with tangible results.”


“Yes, Your Highness,” they responded with bowed heads.


That long dreaded moment had arrived. Chou’un felt a cold knot in his gut. The accusation of incompetence came as an unexpected shock, but he could say nothing in reply. Raising objections and making excuses before the majestic presence of the throne was unforgivable.


I could get cut off.


If he didn’t do something, Asen might label him useless too and cast him aside.


One last chance, Asen said. Another blunder and the fear of getting summarily put out to pasture would become very real. And it all started with Taiki’s return. No, it all could be traced back to the incompetence of the Rikkan.


“Every last one of them,” Chou’un growled as he hurried back to his office. “Every last one of them is only looking out for himself. Those incompetents dragging me down should try seeing things from my perspective for once.”


“Most certainly,” Ansaku agreed politely. “No matter how skilled the Chousai, if those ministers holding critical positions in the Rikkan don’t do the work, then the job of governance simply won’t get done.”


“Indeed.” Chou’un gave his chair a kick, spun around, and flopped down on the seat. “If we don’t do something about those idiots, my reputation will suffer too. I should show the whole lot of them the door.”


“I wonder if that is the best approach to the problem. As I am sure you are aware, the Chousai could catch considerable backlash in the process.” After that gentle criticism, Ansaku said in more flattering tones, “His Highness did offer them one more chance. I am sure this time the ministers were left quaking in their boots. If they are truly serious about good governance, they will want to contribute to the Chousai’s achievements.”


“Do they even possess the ability to make such contributions?”


Isn’t your whole job to make sure that they do? Ansaku thought to himself. “Initiating the next round of personnel selections may be a good place to start. Explain that in times of crisis, having positions up for replacement picked out in advance will serve as a bulwark against any coming confusion in the political process. That may well be the most effective approach.”


“The ministers in the Rikkan are going to complain, in any case.”


“And when they do, tell them it is time for them to put their true abilities on display. Call it a teaching moment.”


“A teaching moment,” Chou’un echoed with a grin. “Of course.”


“We must cultivate a fresh crop of assistant ministers for the good of the Imperial Court. Having worthy candidate ministers singled out beforehand will prepare us for any future eventuality. The ministers of the Rikkan can no longer get away with cutting corners. That sword will always be hanging over their heads.”


“An effective threat.” Chou’un chuckled, his mood improving. “If they fall down on the job, someone will be waiting in the wings to replace them.”


“It doesn’t much matter how they take it personally. What’s important is that the ministers respond to your requests and work devotedly to accomplish them.” Ansaku concluded with a respectful bow, “The ministers of the Rikkan should be burning the midnight oil on behalf of the Chousai.”


“Yes, they should,” Chou’un said with a self-satisfied nod.


	Chapter 24


[16-7] Around noon, a bellowing voice practically knocked Boushuku off his chair in the guardroom.


“Where is the Taiho!”


Two steps ahead of him, Gogetsu also ran toward the gate. Boushuku hurried to catch up, and then stepped dead in his tracks.


A man the size of a big boulder stood in the snow in front of the gate. He wore a full set of armor and carried a big sword in one hand.


Boushuku felt his knees shake. In the grip of the equally huge man holding it, the huge weapon actually looked normal. Boushuku had no difficulty imagining the rush of wind when he swung that sword and the blade parted the air. He felt his hands and feet growing cold as the blood drained from his extremities. His hands shaking from the tension, he took a tighter hold of his lance, even knowing a single sweep of that sword would slice it in two.


He was settling into an offensive stance when Gogetsu held up a hand to stop him.


“Ganchou-sama?” Gogetsu said.


The big man narrowed his eyes and looked at him. “If you know my name, then announce my presence to the Taiho.”


Boushuku was at an utter loss for words. The Director ran up. “This is Ganchou-sama,” he said. “Ganchou-sama, what can we do for you?”


“Having received numerous summonses from the Taiho, I decided to pay him an unannounced visit. Please communicate that message to the Taiho.”


The next to arrive was Keitou, even before Ganchou had finished speaking. As soon as Keitou saw him, he straightened and then bowed deeply.


“Ah, so you have at last honored us with your presence. I shall let the Taiho know as soon as possible.” He called out to his assistants and motioned toward the villa. “We would be pleased if you could wait inside.”


Boushuku glanced around in confusion. Who was this general? Why had he so readily been granted an audience with the Saiho? Hadn’t they been told that any such meetings with outsiders were off limits? They had been expressly ordered to deny entrance to anyone unless specifically granted permission.


Gogetsu calmly pushed down the shaft of the lance. “Boushuku, it’s okay.”


“But—”


“He is one of Gyousou-sama’s senior staff. He commanded the Army of the Left in the Palace Guard.”


All Boushuku could do was nod in response. He’d heard that most of Gyousou’s retainers had fled the palace. According to the rumors, the only one left was a general in the Army of the Left. He’d been relieved of his duties and placed under house arrest. And not just house arrest, some said he was being physically restrained as well.


Paying Boushuku’s bewildered expression no mind, Keitou courteously escorted Ganchou to the outer courtyard. They passed through the garden and climbed the steps to the raised foundation and inner walkway of the villa. That was when several people rushed up to them.


Boushuku wasn’t familiar with any of their faces. The young woman in their midst with a pair of swords tucked into her waistband must be the Daiboku. The young man behind her with the willowy build struck no chords. The young man stopped in his tracks, a startled look on his face.


A look of recognition rising to his countenance, Ganchou came to a halt as well. A hoarse cry arose from the bottom of his lungs and he fell to his knees. Placing the big sword on the ground next to him, he bowed his head to the ground.


“Taiho, your presence has been sorely missed.”


That is the Saiho, Boushuku told himself, his eyes round with surprise. But his hair—


As if pushed from behind, the young man ran up to Ganchou. He knelt next to Ganchou and placed his hand on his back. “Ganchou, are you doing all right? Please, raise your head.”


Ganchou straightened his upper body and looked again at Taiki. “You’ve grown up.”


“Yes, I have,” Taiki said with a nod.


His hair was the furthest thing from golden. A slightly different tint of black. Ah, Boushuku reminded himself in something of a daze. Taiki is the Black Kirin.


This really was the kirin of Tai? There in front of him, the Saiho knelt next to Ganchou and rested his forehead on his shoulder.


“I’m so glad you came.”


This was the first time Boushuku had seen the Saiho. For that matter, the first time he had seen any kirin. He couldn’t help thinking he looked rather ordinary, all the more so because he appeared on the verge of tears.


“Forgive my incivility, but I have been of two minds for the longest time now. I came here hoping to provide the Taiho with what little support I am capable of.”


Taiki shook his head. “There is nothing little about it. Far from it, I need your strength and wish to borrow whatever you have to spare.”


“I am happy to serve you in whatever capacity I can.”


Keitou interrupted at that point to say with a sweep of his arm, “Let us proceed inside.”


Taiki grasped Ganchou’s hand and helped him to his feet. Then taking in the rest of them with a sweeping glance, even briefly looking Boushuku in the eye, he said, “This is Ganchou. Starting today, he is my Daiboku.”


	

“Once the Chousai catches wind of these developments, he is bound to stick his oar in. I will make sure he hears the news from me first, and do my best to head off any objections.”


On that less-than-reassuring note, having escorted Ganchou as far as the main hall, Keitou hurried off.


Yari bid Keitou goodbye and led Ganchou into the living room. She cleared everybody out and secured the entrances and exits. She then stood in front of the glass doors such that she could clearly be seen standing there blocking the way.


Taiki motioned Ganchou to a chair. “I was told you wouldn’t meet with me.”


Ganchou nodded. “I was delighted to hear you wished to see me. But I foolishly and willfully disobeyed your request. Then I heard about things of a suspicious nature taking place in your presence. And Yari—” Ganchou glanced over his shoulder at her. “Yari sent me word that you needed a guard.”


Yari sent a message to Ganchou that morning. With Kouryou no longer available, they needed Ganchou’s strength, at least one more trustworthy person at the manor to serve as Taiki’s Daiboku.


“I hardly have the right to show my face at this late hour, but I decided to pay you a visit, hoping this unworthy soul could somehow be of use.”


“Thank you,” Taiki said. “When I was told you couldn’t see me, I thought people were making up stories.”


“Please forgive me.”


Yari interrupted at that point. “He’s had hostages to worry about.”


“Yari—” Ganchou turned to her.


“There’s no sense trying to keep it a secret now.” She said to Taiki, “His staff officers and close associates are being held in locations around the palace. Stepping out of line puts them at risk. He locked himself away to guarantee their safety. He shrunk that big frame of his as small as possible and shut himself down like a clam.”


Taiki said, “And that is why you couldn’t come to see me?”


Ganchou nodded. “To tell the truth, I simply haven’t been able to make up my mind until now. My actions could put many people in danger. But others urged me on. They said the Taiho needed me.”


“Others?”


“There are many amongst the minsters and civil servants who have resigned themselves to the status quo yet remain opposed to Asen’s rule. To keep from getting caught out, they maintain as low a profile as possible.”


Taiki faced Ganchou and grasped his hands in his own. Nothing so clearly communicated how much he had grown since they had last met.


“You really have become a fine young man.”


“And you haven’t changed at all. I’m sorry, but I find that tremendously reassuring.” Taiki asked, “Do you meet Kouryou?”


“Yes. He made it safely out of the palace. He had to leave his kijuu behind so I lent him one from the stables at the Forbidden Gate. Not the best of the breed, but it should get him to Ba Province without any difficulty.”


“Thank you.”


“Kouryou said you would need a Daiboku to take his place. And since I didn’t have a job, how about it?” Ganchou lowered his voice. “He filled me in on what’s been going on around here.”


“Good.” Taiki glanced over his shoulder. “My thanks to you as well, Yari.”


Yari answered with a wordless nod.


“The decision not to meet with you was ultimately up to me, though it’s a fact that bastard Chou’un was against it too. I don’t doubt he handed down orders to that effect.”


“Not a problem,” Taiki stated crisply. “Whatever he’s got planned, I can handle it.”


“You’ve grown some steel in that spine of yours.”


“Well, I’m not a little kid anymore,” Taiki said with a faint smile. “And I’ve probably gotten just as good at being bad as being good.”


“However regrettable that may sound, I find your words tremendously reassuring.”


	

When the rumors reached Santou that Ganchou had gone to see Taiki, he reacted with a sigh of relief.


Welcome news.


Santou had risen up the ranks under Ganchou to become one of his retainers. Of the six generals in the Imperial Army, one openly rebelled and four disappeared. Ganchou alone remained behind in the enemy camp. Santou was sure he wanted to join the rebels, but so many of his friends and associates had been taken hostage, he couldn’t do so in good conscience. Ganchou’s decision to remain under Asen’s thumb broke something inside the man.


Santou’s commanding officer was a bighearted man, bigger than life in every way, like the gallant subject of a heroic painting. Everything he did was suffused with empathy and honor. Santou would always hold him in respect and affection, but he had also sadly concluded that, unable to set aside his emotions or abandon his sense of honor and duty, Ganchou had become his own worst enemy.


Robbed of his rank and reduced to the status of a commoner, he holed up in his official residence and turned a deaf ear to the advice of his few remaining friends. At length, even his home was taken from him. In its place, he was given the use of one of the barracks adjacent to the Forbidden Gate, a residence in name only.


The reason given was that Ganchou was the only person who could care for Keito, Gyousou’s kijuu. But it was obvious to everyone that Asen had demoted one of Gyousou’s senior staff officers to the status of stable hand.


Nevertheless, Ganchou uttered not a word of complaint. Every time they met, Santou counseled Ganchou that he should not simply lie down and take it like that.


Fortunately, Hinken, Santou’s superior officer, was a general who understood the head and the heart. He empathized with Ganchou, and offered him a command position at the battalion or regimental level. Ganchou refused. He wasn’t about to serve under Asen in any capacity. In any case, he was fully cognizant that Chou’un, and the Minister of Summer, who was at his beck and call, would never sign off on such an appointment.


Even so, Santou was grateful to Hinken for repeatedly reaching out to Ganchou, despite all the roadblocks.


On paper, at least, Hinken should have been Santou’s enemy as well. In the first place, Hinken led two regiments on the expedition to Bun Province during which Gyousou disappeared. Though it couldn’t be said that Hinken had participated in Asen’s coup against Gyousou. Asen came to that decision and carried it off by himself. Given Hinken’s character, had he become aware of what was in the offing, he likely would have intervened, even at the risk of his own life.


Santou was certain that Hinken possessed such qualities of character. Of Asen’s five regimental commanders, he was no standout. At the same time, there was nothing lacking in his skills as a commander. He simply did not engage in the kinds of activities that made him memorable. Though widely considered honest and reliable, from the perspective of soldiers in other divisions, he was not a regimental commander who made a lasting impression.


Hinken undoubtedly understood that he came up short when compared with his colleagues. And yet that aroused in him no pointless enmity. The temperament of the unexcitable Hinken, who got down to business in his even-keeled way, somehow connected with the people around him.


At least, that’s how it seemed to Santou, and, by and large, that’s what Hinken’s retainers apparently took away from their interactions with him as well.


A battalion commander like Kisen had no problems serving under an outsider like Santou. No one begrudged him for stepping in from the sidelines and taking over the position. Far from it, Kisen paid him the respect due his office and worked for him in good faith. Kisen was the one who informed him that Ganchou had visited Taiki (and that information likely originated with Hinken).


“A welcome turn of events.”


He appeared honestly happy to hear the news. Such a temperament allowed him to fit in well with Santou’s retainers. A man like him is hard to come by, Santou thought. He said aloud, “I have to say I’m relieved. Ganchou-sama was doing himself little good by staying stuck in the rut he was in.”


“Yes,” Kisen said with a nod. “Outward appearances may suggest he is betraying Gyousou-sama, but he ended up in a really difficult position. He’s like a brother to Gyousou-sama.”


Santou agreed. To Gyousou, Ganchou was like the older sibling he could always trust to have his back. At the same time, to Ganchou, Gyousou was the overachieving kid brother he loved to boast about. Ganchou looked up to him as his lord and master without the slightest hesitation or regret. Ganchou truly delighted in serving Gyousou. Consequently, Ganchou celebrated Gyousou’s rise to the highest status in the world from the bottom of his heart.


Nevertheless, Ganchou ultimately yielded to sentiment and his sense of duty and surrendered to Asen. Unable to forgive himself for this fallen state, he retreated to a lowly corner of the Imperial Palace as a kind of self-imposed punishment.


Santou said, “Wishing to work on behalf of the Taiho, Ganchou emerged from his exile and volunteered his services. That truly is good news. Though I am sure Asen won’t treat it as such.”


Kisen shook his head in confusion. “Why would that be? Since the Taiho is supporting His Highness, wouldn’t working for the Taiho be the same as working for His Highness?”


“Well, it certainly sounds sensible when you put it like that, but—”


“I understand why he could not work for His Highness. But serving the Taiho should allow him to ameliorate those feelings of guilt. The end result is that His Highness can now count an experienced general among his retainers. I have long believed it was a shame for such a talented man to bury his abilities. Serving the Taiho is no different than serving the kingdom and the people. I think this will prove to be a beneficial decision for all involved.”


Santou nodded and said with a courteous tip of his head, “Thank you. I am indebted to you and to Hinken-sama too.”


	Part Seventeen

	Chapter 25


[17-1] Risai got right to the point in her report. “He did not proceed west from Hakurou.”


Houto mulled over this new information. Kyoshi craned his head in obvious confusion. There was no going north from Kan’you Mountain. There weren’t any open routes south toward Rin’u. East through the outskirts of Rin’u was equally impossible. In short, once they ruled out traveling from Kan’you Mountain to Rin’u, any course with an eastward bearing was out of the question.


The only remaining option was to head west, except there were no safe places between Kan’you Mountain and Hakurou where Gyousou might have found shelter. In that case, he could have continued past Hakurou and proceeded even further west, but Hoyou said no to that possibility as well.


“Without passing through the vicinity of Hakurou, he couldn’t have reached any points beyond, whether that’s north to Mount You or across country to Ba Province or Kou Province.”


“Hmm,” Kenchuu said, folding his arms across his chest. “Now might be a good time to rethink our assumptions.”


“How’s that?”


“Your working premise so far has been that he suffered a severe wound on Kan’you Mountain. Believing he was dead, his enemies abandoned him there. But he still had life left in him.”


Exactly, Kyoshi said to himself. A thought struck him. “Of course. There’s always the possibility he wasn’t badly injured.”


He glanced at Risai. The same idea must have occurred to her as well. She said, “Like the landslides and cave-ins.”


The premise they’d been working on all along was that, mortally wounded, Asen’s assassins had written Gyousou off as dead and abandoned the body without finishing the job. He had since recovered enough to escape. However, had a cave-in or landslide scattered Asen’s soldiers, Gyousou might have been left behind in relatively good health. In that case, he could have covered a fair distance under his own power.


Though the recovered sash certainly suggested a severe wound had been inflicted, he could have received medical attention somewhere or taken on a nurse or assistant. Either possibility would have greatly extended his range of movement.


“Let’s reexamine what we know,” Houto said, unfurling a sheet of paper. “First of all, we have Kan’you Mountain.” He made a mark in the middle of the sheet with a brush. “South of Kan’you Mountain is Rin’u. The highway ties them together.”


Houto drew a point below Kan’you Mountain, labeled it “Rin’u,” and connected the two dots with a line. “This highway heads toward Kan’you Mountain, continues on past the mountain to Tetsui and then ends at Hakurou. To be precise, it merges with the northern spur from Rin’u to Hakurou at Josetsu.”


The road from Kan’you Mountain to Hakurou and Josetsu was not a major highway built to imperial standards, but it was big enough for most purposes. However, the road from the gateway at Kan’you Mountain to Tetsui was narrow. The precarious mountain road that followed the river valley came close to impassable in places.


“Even today, horse wagons transport ore and tailings off Kan’you Mountain. With teamsters hauling provisions and supplies in and around the outskirts of the mountain, the road itself won’t be disappearing anytime soon. But despite it being called a highway, we would do well to keep in mind that it is still an often-perilous stretch of road.”


As he spoke, Houto filled in a dot to the left of Kan’you Mountain. He marked it “Tetsui” and connected Tetsui and Kan’you Mountain with a dotted line.


“Many villages once thrived along this road. Nowadays, they’ve fallen under the control of the land gangs or are devoid of inhabitants due to the purges. The mountain road once led to Tetsui. There is little left of Tetsui. The farms and fields have gone fallow and the surrounding regions have returned to the wilderness.”


Houto indicated a point on the road connecting Kan’you Mountain and Rin’u. “This is Sokou, the southern reach of the land gang’s sphere of influence. The road heading east from Sokou follows the far side of the mountain range north of Rin’u. It joins the Totei Highway at Nanto and continues into Jou Province.”


Houto drew a line for the road as he spoke.


“After a similar fashion, there is a single fork along the mountain road that joins Kan’you Mountain and Tetsui. This is the road the brothers living in Kakyou were on when they saw His Highness. It descends on a southern incline from Ryuukei to Kakyou.”


Risai stared down at the map Houto had drawn. Four roads reached out from Kan’you Mountain, south to Rin’u and Kakyou, west to Tetsui, and east toward Jou Province.


“There are no roads north of Kan’you Mountain,” Risai said under her breath.


Kenchuu replied, “There’s a logging road that connects the abandoned mines in the mountains west of Kan’you Mountain. It’s a narrow road used extensively by the delivery wagons.”


“I’ve been there. Any others?”


“It doesn’t deserve to be called a road but there is a path that circles Kan’you Mountain. It’s steep and narrow and you have to push through the underbrush single file. The Taoists of Sekirin Temple and those of us wearing the white ribbons still make use of it. The trail starts the uphill climb around Anpuku, circles Kan’you Mountain, and then joins the logging road to the mines. Originally, the path made the circuit from Anpuku via the gateway to Kan’you Mountain, but our presence was getting the land gangs up in arms, so we turn back before getting to Kan’you Mountain.”


When Kenchuu finished his explanation, Kiitsu nodded and added, “Even on foot, the going is hard. There are only shrines along the training circuit. No villages or houses. Several of the shrines have resident priests serving as caretakers, but since the troubles with the land gangs, I haven’t heard any rumors from them about running across a wounded soldier or a traveler seeking shelter who wasn’t a pilgrim.”


“The lack of any rumors alone hardly constitutes proof,” Risai grumbled to herself.


Kenchuu cocked his head to one side. “Are there other routes taken by the pilgrims?”


Kiitsu said, “There are. These are paths more treacherous than the regular pilgrimage routes. Midway along the circuit are training trails to the eastern peak of Mount You and the shrine on Takuou Mountain. There are no stations along the way and they do not take the traveler to any notable places beyond. Up to Takuou Mountain, we’re mostly talking about a series of animal trails used by the Taoists as part of their training regimes. Not the kind of route anyone would attempt without the requisite experience. To start with, there’s a dizzying ravine traversed by a pair of chains.”


“A pair of chains?”


Kiitsu nodded. “Or so I’ve heard. I couldn’t tell you exactly how you cross the ravine. From what I’ve been told, it seems to involve climbing a cliff wall while clinging to iron rings and then going hand-over-hand on chains strung across the ravine. The trails aren’t used very often and so are overgrown in places. Without an experienced Taoist guide on hand, you’d have a hard time staying on course, to say nothing of also bringing along someone who was already injured. I don’t see how it’d be possible.”


“So we can cross that one off our list,” Risai said with a grim smile.


“Still, there is a path there,” Kyoshi said.


“There is. But—”


“Even if Gyousou-sama’s wounds were severe, they may not have been as bad as we imagined at first. He could have escaped Kan’you Mountain under his own power. Afterwards, if he’d been able to find refuge in an abandoned mine like Rokou, he could have recuperated there safe from his pursuers for the time being. And supposing he and some refugees chanced upon each other, received some modicum of assistance.”


“What are the actual odds?”


“Given but a slight amount of rest, Gyousou-sama had a treasured talisman of his own. He may have built up reserves of physical strength that allowed him to handle the training trails. Any refugees that knew about the trails could have shared that information with him.”


Risai took in Kyoshi’s argument with the same wry smile as before. “Nothing but suppositions.”


“Yes, I know—” Kyoshi hung his head. To be sure, all he was offering was conjecture based on wishful thinking. Except there wasn’t any other good explanation for Gyousou’s whereabouts.


“And yet I think these are suppositions worth checking out,” Risai said. “Let’s see these trails for ourselves.”


Kyoshi nodded in agreement.


Kiitsu said, “I can’t recommend such a course of action. If you insist on going, then wouldn’t it be better to follow the main highway around Mount You to Takuou Mountain? The snowpack is heavy on Mount You. Walking across country in these conditions is excessively dangerous.”


“We are aware of the risks.”


“Even so—” Kiitsu was about to continue when Kyoshi held up his hand.


Kiitsu reluctantly closed his mouth. Looking at him, Kyoshi said, “I think it best that we get permission from Moku’u-sama. These training trails are maintained by Sekirin Temple. We don’t want to break any taboos.”


“Good point,” Risai said.


Kenchuu took it upon himself to make the arrangements with Sekirin Temple.


	

The next day, they got their baggage and belongings together, preparing to move their base of operations to Seisai. Risai went to Fukyuu Temple to retrieve Hien. When she got back, Sodou had showed up.


“Sodou-dono has graciously volunteered to accompany us.”


“But—” Risai started to say, exchanging a look with Seishi.


Sodou said in a soft but matter-of-fact tone of voice, “Without an experienced guide with you, I’m afraid completing the journey would be well-nigh impossible.”


“We are pressed for time and so are planning on using kijuu.”


“That would be preferable. I borrowed a kijuu from Moku’u-sama. If you are short on mounts, Sekirin Temple can provide them.”


“Thanks, but we’re good on that score.” Seishi and Kyoshi had the kijuu from Gamon Temple.


“So Sekirin Temple has kijuu too?”


“In case something happens on the training trails or along the pilgrimage circuit.”


Especially when a group was setting out on the training trails, Sekirin Temple lent them a blue bird. If an emergency arose, they would release the bird. In the off chance that an accident occurred suddenly and left an apprentice monk disabled, the blue bird could return of its own accord and lead the rescue party back to the scene. This was a particularly valuable species of blue bird, testimony to the true affluence of Sekirin Temple.


Sodou changed out of his brown habit to white robes that were easier to move around in. On a kijuu, it was a three-day ride to Takuou Mountain. As they would be camping under the stars for two nights along the way, the necessary preparations had to be undertaken.


“Our winter training regimes accustomed us to the cold. Anyone who hasn’t will want to make sure they are properly dressed.”


“Understood.”


Risai and Seishi had gone through cold weather exercises in the army. So had Kyoshi at Zui’un Temple. Kyoshi also had a considerable amount of hands-on experience hiking through the mountains in the middle of the winter. But it occurred to none of them to make light of Sodou’s advice.


They completed their preparations according to Sodou’s instructions and left Rin’u the next day. In the meantime, Houto’s crew put the finishing touches on the move to the safehouse in Seisai.


Risai’s team reached Anpuku in a day. They spent the night there and picked up the training circuit east of Anpuku in the morning. Most of the narrow trail wound through the forest. In the clearings it was buried beneath the snow. At first, they worried that if they took to the air, they would lose track of the path. Fortunately, there was a shrine or temple located at all the critical waypoints.


With those landmarks in mind, they could fly as far as the crossroads along the way. There they found a simple shrine. The caretaker provided them with dinner, and explained that under normal circumstances from there to Takuou Mountain took over half a month.


Risai and the others asked around the shrine about a wounded military man who might have passed through at some point. The question itself didn’t hold much meaning for them. Around the time of the troubles in Bun Province, nobody had been able to enter this part of the training circuit.


The province lord of Bun instructed them to withdraw all of their personnel. The land gangs subsequently drove out anybody who stayed behind. Asen appeared obsessed with removing anyone from the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain.


“Refugees and displaced people stuck it out, as living and working there was the only way they could eke out a living.”


“That’s what it came down to in the end,” Sodou said with a nod.


Next to the small shrine, a steep stone staircase climbed toward the rocky mountain behind the building. The staircase rose at an angle that was best climbed at a crawl. In some places, the riser of each step was chest high, requiring the skills of a mountain climber. Moreover, at this time of year, the stairs were covered with frozen snow and ice.


The stairs could be readily surmounted with kijuu. On horseback, they’d be impassable.


Even without the snow, a rider would have to dismount and lead the horse by the reins, and the way would still be difficult and fraught with danger. The trail had already proven to be entirely out of the ordinary. Reaching the top of this summit, it’d be more of the same on the way back down, with the apprentice monks descending hand and foot.


Once over the mountain, the trail continued on through a forest. They didn’t have to go far before encountering another rugged mountain covered with deep snow. Here and there they chanced across flat rocky outcroppings barely large enough to sit on, but most of the time they had to rely on chains to climb the walls of rock.


“Risai-sama, is there any way an injured person could make it through here?”


Risai could only groan in response to Kyoshi’s question. It’d come up on previous occasions, but clearly anybody with bodily injuries would find it next to impossible. Supposing that snow wasn’t an issue when they were told about the trail, it didn’t seem something the refugees could easily manage. Horses were out of the question. If horses were deemed necessary, large numbers of people would have to winch them up and down the cliffs.


Climbing to the summit of the next mountain, they emerged at the crest of a cliff that ran along a steep valley. The trail ran through a gap that appeared to have been carved in the cliff face, just wide enough to pass through single file. While clinging to the rock face with one hand, the shoulder opposite jutted out into empty space.


To make matters worse, the ankle-deep snow was frozen hard, making it hard to tell where the trail ended and the snow overhanging the edge of the cliff began. Fortunately, however, in the narrow places, wooden planks made from split logs covered the bare stone, secured by spikes driven into the rock face.


“Horses could never manage without the planks here.”


Sodou craned his head to the side in confusion. “The last place I expected to find a plank road.”


“No?”


“Not at all. From the start, the entire length of this part of the trail was carved out of the cliff.”


Risai flew Hien down to the trail. She brushed away the snow and took a closer look at the construction. The wooden spikes securing the planks were smaller logs that had been roughed down and hammered into holes drilled into the stone. The planks themselves hadn’t been sawn but split horizontally in half with wedges. The work here was not new. Based on the weathering of the materials, several years had passed since this plank road had been laid down.


“Someone went to a lot of effort to make this trail navigable under tough conditions.”


“So it appears. Probably horses—”


Sodou shook his head. “I have a hard time imagining horses could make it this far. You don’t suppose they planned on using kijuu that couldn’t always be counted on to fly?”


Not all kijuu could fly. Many capable of bounding great distances through the air were still not able to remain aloft at will.


“When was the last time this trail was used?”


“Before the troubles with the land gangs. Apprentice monks walking this section of the circuit are rare at best.”


No one would go to the trouble of building a plank road to reinforce a rarely used trail. Wood and rope deteriorated and decayed. The cables and chains up to this point had been fashioned from cast iron. When an apprentice monk was approved to walk the circuit, more experienced hands at Sekirin Temple inspected the route on kijuu and repaired any parts of the train that had badly deteriorated.


“Someone must have passed through here after that.”


“For certain, probably accompanied by kijuu.”


“Soldiers, I believe,” Seishi reasoned. “This looks like military engineering to me.”


“Sure does,” Risai agreed. These were methods used when an army had to repair a road in short order, making maximum use of the tools on hand and the materials available on site.


Checking for any other evidence left behind, they passed over the trail where it followed the cliff face, and then crossed another ridge further on. Arriving at the summit, they found a huge boulder entwined with the thick roots of a grove of ancient pine trees. A smaller table of stone ringed the boulder. The dusk was falling, making this was as good a place as any to set up camp.


“It wouldn’t matter how many kijuu you had at this point. They’ve got good night vision, so they’d avoid getting into trouble. But we wouldn’t be able to make out the landmarks.”


Kyoshi seconded Sodou’s observation.


The light faded from the gray and overcast skies. The peaks soaring above the far banks of the mountain ravine soon disappeared into the gloom. The bitter cold set in as soon as the sun set. A bone-chilling wind swept up from the deep ravine with a swirl of snowflakes.


They lit a fire and surrounded the fire with a tarpaulin screen as a windbreak. Then snuggled up to their kijuu and shared their warmth. The winter coats of the kijuu could not completely stave off the brutal cold that seeped deep into the marrow, but enough to allow them to sleep.


In the morning, they tidied up the campsite. They were getting ready to set off once again, hovering in the air above the grove of pine trees, when they made a discovery.


Two stones covered with snow were nestled among the roots of the trees. Each stone was no larger than what could be carried in a man’s arms, and had clearly been moved there from someplace else. The stones sat on mounds made up of smaller stones and packed earth.


“Risai-sama—”


Seishi pointed out the mounds. Risai brushed away the snow for a better look. The drifting snow obscured their overall shape, but upon closer inspection they were graves. With so little soil to work with, this was the only way to bury a body, with the stones and raked together earth. The corpses had decayed over the intervening years as had the graves.


Risai was convinced now that someone had definitely crossed this trail. Not a single person but a group traveling together on foot. And several soldiers among them. The trail could not have been repaired and resurfaced by one or two people. These two had been left behind. Killed in an accident or driven to exhaustion by the rigors of the journey, they collapsed along the way.


Perhaps a group of wounded soldiers gathered together to help each other out as they made their way to safety.


“Makes sense,” Seishi muttered aloud. “Refugees weren’t the only ones hiding out in those abandoned mines.” Answering Risai’s quizzical glance, he explained, “If His Highness managed to escape to an abandoned mine after he was attacked, the only people there at the time would be refugees and other displaced persons. However, while he was on the mend, the Imperial Army dispersed and the purges began. I can well imagine fleeing soldiers finding their way to the mines as well.”


“But there was no evidence in the mines of soldiers having been there,” Kyoshi pointed out.


“The soldiers would make sure not to leave any traces behind. Especially if they were on the run, they would erase their tracks before moving on in order to make certain their pursuers couldn’t pick up the trail.”


Risai felt a slight tremor in her hand, a sense of anticipation arising from hope reborn. Gyousou might have been one of those soldiers.


There should be other clues waiting for them along the way. Keeping their eyes peeled, they continued forward. They eventually came to the rumored spot where the only way to cross the deep ravine was by using two iron chains. One positioned vertically above the other, the chains stretched across the chasm.


The rest of them looked on with puzzled expressions until Sodou gave them a demonstration. Keeping the upper chain tucked against his waist, he slid his feet sideway along the lower chain. Fortunately, the ravine there was fairly narrow so a kijuu could easily jump or fly to the other side. On the other hand, there was no possible way for a horse to cross the gap.


Here was more evidence that the group taking this trail had kijuu with them, quite likely kijuu that couldn’t fly. Or injured kijuu.


On the far side of the ravine was another mound. This grave marker was smaller than the ones before, fashioned only out of stones. There were no signs of a body being buried there. An unfortunate soul must have slipped off the chains and plunged into the depths of the ravine below. The least his companions could do was leave a memorial behind. This as well suggested that some in the group had kijuu and others did not.


The near vertical cliff wall of the ravine was dotted with iron rings. The only way to climb the wall was to grab ahold of the rings and find a foothold. Reaching the crest of the cliff wall, the side opposite was the same. Thanks to their kijuu, Risai and her team simply detoured around it. Otherwise, they would have had to climb up and down a cliff the height of a multistoried building ring by ring and foothold by foothold.


Having finally found a patch of flat ground to take a breather, Risai asked Sodou, “Is it all like this?”


“More or less.”


“I’ve heard that the training pilgrimage of the Tensan school comprises more than just this trail.”


“The circuit starts at Sekirin Temple and crosses into Kou and Ba Province before returning to Bun Province. Some places are flat and level, and other places follow regular roads. But for the most part, it consists of rugged mountain trails, not limited to the risky stretches we’ve faced so far.”


“Meaning there’s more along the lines of what we’ve been through so far.”


“Very much so. There are particularly rough spots in the mountains along the borders with Kou and Ba Province.”


“Even worse than this?”


“Even worse than this. There are points along the route where they strap themselves to the iron rings and camp out while hanging against the solid rock, halfway up the cliff. It can take over five days to scale a solid slab of stone that way.”


And during that time, of course, nobody was getting a good night’s sleep.


Risai said to Sodou, “Why go to such extremes?” What drove them to undergo such rigorous training regimes?


“They must believe that doing so is the only way to scour away the evil thoughts and impulses clouding their minds. They would otherwise never perceive the reasons and mercies of Heaven.”


“And having passed this way, do they perceive the reasons and mercies of Heaven?”


Sodou fixed his gaze on Mount You. He nodded. “Yes,” he said at length. “But the desire to achieve success alone will not take you to the end of the road. Attempt to get there through desire alone and your own cowardice will rise up and immobilize your legs as if they were mired in mud. Only by losing yourself in the task ahead and pressing onward without guile and self-deception can you surmount the obstacles before you. And when you do, you will know that you would never have succeeded without the divine protection of Heaven.”


Sodou turned to Risai. “It’d be easy to say that the journey of my life brought me here and that’s why I believe in Heaven. But I do not see my life in those terms. I am but a tool in the hands of Heaven.”


His own faith, his own training, everything that began with himself as the starting point—he turned that commonplace reasoning upside down.


“My understanding is that what I call my existence was not the beginning, the cause of what came next. My existence is the end result. I did not create what I call my life. My life created me.”


“Oh,” Risai said with a nod, though she wasn’t at all sure what he was getting at. Then again, if these mysteries could be comprehended without the necessary training, there would be no need for the training in the first place.


Risai got to her feet. “Let’s get going. We’re not even halfway there.”


	Chapter 26


[17-2] Following the training trail east toward Mount You proved as difficult as the rumors claimed. Even riding kijuu, they encountered obstacles that sent a cold shiver down the spine. Traversing Mount You itself wasn’t any easier.


Along the way, relying on Hien, Risai scouted ahead by herself. The spires of the peaks soared into the sky like tall trees in a forest. Weary of surmounting one after the other, she instead tried to thread her way through the deep ravines between them. But after weaving back and forth, she soon got herself turned around and lost her sense of direction.


Patches of level ground were few and far between and the ridgelines obscured the view. The walls of rock turned back and forth and circled around like folding screens made out of stone, turning the landscape into a giant maze, vistas that reminded Risai of her journey to Mount Hou.


From deep in the valleys that sank like fissures into the earth, she tried pinpointing the peak of a Ryou’un Mountains to use as a landmark, but with so many clustered together, they proved useless as signposts. It was equally unlikely that any other road led in their direction. When she attempted to follow the cataracts upstream, the countless waterfalls slowed her progress to a crawl. Without a flying kijuu, it’d be impossible to get anywhere close to where they were going.


She had no difficulty imagining what a huge challenge getting past such natural obstacles would present to anyone traveling on foot.


There is no other way north. The training trail is the only course to take. With no accessible southern or western routes, this was the only option. The evidence left behind clearly suggested someone had been this way before.


On the third day, the looming peaks to the right and left finally fell away. The road grew straighter and flatter. After crossing one more valley, the peaks of Takuou Mountain came into view. Descending the mountain trail the rest of the way, they arrived at a shrine.


The trail diverged at the shrine, with one path ending at Tenjin Shrine on Takuou Mountain, the final station along the training trail. The other continued onto Koutaku in the foothills of Takuou Mountain.


“So if we keep going, we should get to Koutaku?” Kyoshi asked.


Despite wearing thick gloves, both hands were wrapped in bandages. Unaccustomed to riding a kijuu, it took him a while to shed the bad habit of gripping the reins with all his might. The first day was a trial for the poor kijuu as well. But by days two and three, he’d begun to relax a bit in the saddle. So he’d made some progress along the way.


“They likely passed through Koutaku,” Sodou answered.


Koutaku would otherwise have been nothing more than another city on the borderlands. However, to Sekirin Temple, it was the gateway to a major shrine. Moreover, it also encompassed land administered by Danpou Temple, headquartered in Jou Province. The area was home to many shrines with connections to Zui’un Temple and teemed with Taoist temples and Buddhist monasteries.


In order to accommodate the pilgrims and shrine visitors who flocked there, the city had grown to the size of a prefectural capital.


“Bigger than I imagined,” Risai said.


Seishi nodded. “The kind of scale you wouldn’t expect from a city at the foot of a mountain and at the end of the road.”


Koutaku was the final stop along the highway. The only landmark beyond that point was Tenjin Shrine, affiliated with Sekirin Temple. As the training trail was not something the average person had any use for, it could be said that there was nothing after this.


“It would be fair to say that Koutaku was created by the Taoist temples here,” Sodou explained.


Temples and monasteries of all types and sizes crowded together side by side. There were inns to accommodate the pilgrims and visitors, shops and bazaars targeting the crowds, the theaters of the shusei troupes, and the bars and brothels—the high and the low of society all harmoniously crammed together.


Sodou said, “On top of everything else, there is the Koutaku Ordination Hall.”


Risai said with a puzzled look, “Don’t temples and monasteries all have ordination halls?”


Kyoshi nodded. The rules that governed Taoist and Buddhist clergy were known as the precepts. Temples of both faiths had ordination halls where initiates who had taken vows were taught the precepts. Zui’un Temple also had an ordination hall. Elders well versed in the precepts gathered there to define and defend the precepts while instructing the initiates and qualifying applicants as apprentices.


Zui’un Temple had only three ordination halls in Tai. Member Taoists had to undergo the initiation rites at one of them.


Sodou said, “True, but the Koutaku Ordination Hall holds a unique position among them.”


Koutaku being a city of religions, a special group was chartered to create an ecumenical organization. It administered an initiation ritual to screen out theologically suspect acolytes. Anyone wishing to proselytize in Koutaku had to demonstrate a basic allegiance to the precepts established by the Koutaku Ordination Hall.


“Amongst the folk religionists and shamans, there are those with less than forthright intentions. Unlike the Taoist and Buddhist temples, these groups and individuals have no unifying or governing organization. As a result, they often have little in the way of developed rituals and practices. Some new religious sects lack any kind of defined theology to start with. However, anyone wishing to proselytize in Koutaku must be initiated at the Koutaku Ordination Hall and pledge to adhere to and uphold the principles taught there. Subjects such as the character of the preacher, the internal consistency of the doctrines, and means and methods used are covered. If the Koutaku Ordination Hall recognizes the petitioner, it will issue a license. For example, a shaman who belongs to no organized religion can present that license as proof that his teachings are free of heresy.”


“Ah,” said Risai.


Sodou’s explanation struck a chord. A common inquiry made of folk religions was whether its priest or preacher had a license. If they did, the inclination was to take that as a sign of confidence.


“So those licenses come from the Koutaku Ordination Hall?”


“That’s right,” Sodou said. “Religious practitioners come here to obtain a license from the Koutaku Ordination Hall. There they are given an exam. If they fail, they receive further instruction, and in some cases undergo a minimum required training regimen.”


The Koutaku Ordination Hall brought together theologians from the leading Taoist and Buddhist institutions. Applicants there underwent a vigorous array of inquiries. If any logical holes or inconsistencies arose, the cross-examination that followed promised to be no less demanding. Nevertheless, no one failed for not conforming their doctrines to the teachings of the prevailing sects. The integrity of the results thus bolstered the reputation of the Koutaku Ordination Hall as an unbiased arbiter.


“Makes sense,” Risai murmured to herself, when a voice arose behind her.


“Hien?”


Risai turned to the crowd of people. Bundled up against the cold, they wore their hats and caps low over their eyes. Among them, several stopped and raised the hood of their coats and were looking back at Risai. One of them pulled down the scarf covering much of his face and peered up at Risai, eyes wide.


Risai recognized him. “Kiro?”


“Risai-sama!” he called out and ran over to her. It was most certainly Kiro. He’d served under Sougen as a battalion commander.


“Is that really you, Risai-sama? Goodness, you certainly appear to be in fine fettle!”


“As are you, Kiro.” Risai set Hien down on the ground. “You’ve been doing okay?”


“As well as can be expected, thank you. I’ve been plenty concerned for your welfare, but here you are all in one piece!”


“It’s good to know you are also faring well.”


Kiro dabbed at his eyes with his sleeve, warm eyes set into a worn and wrinkled face. He turned to his colleagues and said in a loud whisper, “It’s General Ryuu!”


The three men nodded. Risai recognized one of them though she couldn’t recall his name. They were also members of Sougen’s entourage. Having served together in the Sui Provincial Guard, Risai and Sougen were naturally familiar with each other’s subordinates.


“Are you living here, Kiro? What about Sougen?”


“He’s here too,” Kiro answered under his breath. “He’s been staying here a while.”


	

“The actual dimensions of Koutaku are as you have seen. But as far as the kingdom is concerned, it is only a shire castle town on the borderlands.”


Kiso offered to guide them to Sougen’s location.


“Except the eyes of the kingdom do not reach this far. Besides, at a basic level, the de facto authority of the Ordination Hall far outstrips that of the local government offices. Nevertheless, both parties get along well with each other.”


“The Koutaku Ordination Hall?”


“Yes,” Kiro said with a nod. The Koutaku Ordination Hall had taken it upon itself to keep Sougen and his soldiers hidden from the authorities.


Risai asked him, “Did you come here across the training trail?”


“Ah, is that how you got here too, Risai-sama? Ah, in fact, Gaikatsu-sama arrived from Bun Province using the training trails.”


Gaikatsu was one of Sougen’s regimental commanders. When Sougen’s division was ordered to support the subjugation campaign in Jou Province, Kiro and Sougen headed to Jou Province while Gaikatsu remained in Bun Province and took charge of two regiments.


“Gaikatsu disbanded his forces in Kakyou and fled together with his troops. They were pursued by the Provincial Guard and ran out of places to run. Their hideout came under attack and he was badly wounded in the assault. He fled into the mountains. Without knowing where he was headed, he wandered down the training trail and managed to make it here alive.”


Around that time, Sougen dispersed his army in Jou Province. Constantly on the move, he eventually ended up at Danpou Temple, where he was given shelter. Meanwhile, the Koutaku Ordination Hall granted Gaikatsu asylum. Communicating with the head temple through a branch temple in Koutaku, Sougen and Gaikatsu reunited their men.


Realizing the geographical advantages of the area, Sougen and his retinue moved to Koutaku a year after Gyousou’s disappearance.


“Danpou Temple—”


For Risai, who called Jou her home province, this was a familiar sect. It was a Buddhist temple that, like Sekirin temple, emphasized ascetic training as part of its core doctrine. It had also earned a reputation for restricting access to the extent that permission was required before visiting the temple. Though it interacted rarely with other religious orders, it was nevertheless renowned for its “warrior monks.”


Risai often caught sight of the burly armed monks in their clerical robes. The temples and monasteries in the Danpou Temple sect maintained outstanding medical facilities and provided free emergency treatment for injuries that was second to none. Many made use of them, including soldiers in the Provincial Guard. Risai recalled availing herself of their services on several occasions before she was listed on the Registry of Wizards.


“I see. So they gave Sougen asylum. Greatly appreciated.”


“And Oukou-dono before that.”


Risai grabbed hold of Kiro’s elbow. “Oukou?”


“Yes.” Kiro blinked. “Oukou-dono is doing fine. He was the one who connected Sougen-sama to Danpou Temple in the first place.”


Risai closed her eyes and bowed her head. Oukou was one of her retainers and had been at her side since their days in the Jou Provincial Guard.


“Oukou is still alive!”


“Oukou-dono made it to Danpou Temple by the skin of his teeth. They took him in and he’s been working ever since to support the surviving remnants of the Imperial Army.”


“I am deeply grateful.”


Kiro smiled. “Oukou-dono should currently be in Jou Province. We should send a messenger as soon as possible. Ah—” He raised his head. “Here we are.”


He looked up at what could be described as a large manor house. The gate was shut, but the building itself was a good indication of the standing Koutaku had afforded Sougen and his retinue. They were being provided with all the support and protection they needed.


Risai asked, “How many do they have here?”


Kiro had to stop and think that one over. He soon arrived at an answer and said with a big nod, “Not that everybody I’m talking about lives here. But in terms of those under his command, what remains of Sougen’s army comes to almost six thousand.”


	Chapter 27


[17-3] They passed through the big gate. While they were handing over their kijuu to the stable hands, a servant ran off deeper into the compound. Along with Kiro, they entered the outer courtyard and passed through the middle courtyard. About the time they reached the main pavilion at the back, a tall, rugged man bolted from the bedroom off the central hall.


“Risai!”


It was Sougen, the first time Risai had seen him in seven years. He ran up and stopped in front of her. Struggling to maintain his composure, he placed a hand on her shoulder and bowed his head. “It’s good to see you’re alive and well.”


“You too, Sougen. I’m so happy we could finally meet.”


Sougen responded with a big bob of his head. He led her to the living room and offered her a chair. Risai removed her overcoat and tunic and sat down. Sougen reacted with an obvious start of surprise, then leaned forward and gave her an examining look.


“Risai, you’ve been injured—”


For a moment, Risai didn’t understand what he was referring to, and then realized he meant her missing limb.


“Oh, yes. A youma made off with my arm.”


“Ah,” Sougen said with a pained expression.


Risai smiled in a way that said it was no big deal. It truly wasn’t. She surprised herself at how often she completely put it out of her mind. Could a person really get accustomed to such a drastic loss? By this point, no longer particularly inconvenienced by having only one arm, she wasn’t constantly conscious of the loss.


“You did a good job of figuring out where I was.”


“To tell the truth, we didn’t know you were here before we set out. We’ve been following the training trail and only just arrived. Meeting Kiro on the road to Koutaku was a happy accident.”


“You braved the training trail in this weather?” Sougen said in evident surprise.


“Well, we did have our kijuu.” Risai introduced Seishi, Kyoshi, and Sodou. “And Sodou-dono here as our guide. Thanks to him, we were able to meet you, which made the journey well worth the effort. In fact, we set off in search of Gyousou-sama, the theory being that he might have taken that route in the past.”


“So that’s what brought you here,” Sougen said, a pensive look rising to his face.


“Someone had passed that way before. That was the sliver of hope we clung to.”


“You saw what Gaikatsu and his men left behind. We’ve also made use of the route to move back and forth to the more central regions of Bun Province.”


“Oh. I see.”


It was discouraging news, to be sure, but Risai was not about to give up in despair. Thanks to Gaikatsu and Sougen, the training route was a viable transportation option. The work done by Gaikatsu and his crew in particular made it a far easier route to traverse.


“We are also searching for Gyousou-sama, but—” Sougen lowered his voice. “Don’t you think it is possible that—”


“No,” Risai stated in no uncertain terms. “Gyousou-sama is not dead.”


Sougen rose to his feet. “Are you certain?”


“Without a doubt.”


“Except just the other day, Asen—”


“Do not trust anything to do with that man.”


Risai related to Sougen what Moku’u told them. After that, the conversation grew beyond the subject at hand. Sougen caught her up on the past seven years of his life and Risai did the same. By the time Sodou retired for the evening, their discussions had barely gotten started.


Familiar faces gathered around as they continued to talk—about their retainers and staff members, about Tai and the people of Tai. Late into the night, the subject moved onto the matter of Taiki.


“According to official announcements, Taiki chose Asen as the next emperor.”


“So I’ve heard,” Risai said, and then with a look urged him to clear the room.


Sougen caught her meaning at once. Aside from Gaikatsu and Kouka, he shooed everybody away and had Kiro stand watch for anybody entering the main pavilion.


“So this is information you want to keep off the record?”


Risai nodded. “The Taiho is doing fine. Despite being swept away to Hourai by a shoku, we were able to bring him home. But right now I do not know where he is.”


Risai admitted that Taiki disappeared quite out of the blue. “Kouryou went with him. I’m sure he had his reasons. We haven’t heard a word since then.”


Kyoshi said that messages could be passed using the Taoist temples and the shin’nou, but no such communiques had reached them yet.


“According to Moku’u, the Taiho is in the Imperial Palace. I have no way of verifying that information.”


“Do you think it is possible that Asen captured him and is using him to further his own ends?”


“I don’t think so.”


Sougen heaved a big sigh. “So we don’t know for certain where the Taiho is and have no idea where His Highness might be.”


“We do have good news. Gamon Temple has five thousand men at their disposal. Combined with your forces, that comes to eleven thousand. A full division.”


And if Tonkou could be taken at his word, a division was enough to take the provincial castle.


“That definitely is good news. But just how far can we trust his reading of the situation? People are falling ill at both the imperial and provincial levels.”


“After talking with Tonkou, I don’t think his outlook is as naive as it sounds. It’s not likely that everybody opposed to Asen was purged from the civil service. The province lord of Bun is ill, but we have reasons to doubt whether contracting the disease alone means they can be counted as allies of Asen. To be sure, they act in ways convenient to Asen, though without any sense of loyalty or devotion.”


“So in that light, you do think it is possible?”


Risai nodded. “All we need is His Highness.”


If they could take possession of the provincial castle with Gyousou in command, they could raise the standard of revolt against Asen.


“If we have His Highness, the people will certainly rally to the cause. But that will take time. In the meantime, we would need to be fully prepared to defend against a first strike from Asen. Having Gamon Temple on our side is reassuring and we can expect support from the Koutaku Ordination Hall. But we lack the manpower and matériel to pose a serious challenge to Asen.”


“If only Gyousou-sama were here, we could make up for those deficits.” Responding to the dubious expression on Sougen’s face, she explained, “All the better if Gyousou-sama escaped from Tai to En. If he sought support from the Imperial En, he could receive assistance from many of the emperors and empresses of the Twelve Kingdoms.”


“Unbelievable!” Sougen exclaimed, his eyes flying wide open. “Many of the emperors and empresses?”


“I am sure the Imperial En would be willing to make the arrangements. Given the exigent circumstances, starting with En, we should be able to solicit the support of Sou, Han, Kyou, Kei, and Ren.”


“En and Sou—” Sougen muttered. “Are you sure about that?”


“I am positive,” Risai said.


She understood the look on Sougen’s face. The great kingdom of Sou lay far to the south of En. To speak of seeking the support of En and Sou in the same breath was hardly different than asking the same of the entire world.


“The only task left to us is to find His Highness. Sougen, we would like your help searching to the east of Koutaku.”


“To the east of Koutaku?”


Risai nodded. Gyousou was nowhere to be found within the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain, she explained. There would have been no way for him to move north or south, nor could he have escaped to the west. They concluded that he had fled east using the training trails.


As Risai laid out her reasoning, the expressions on the faces of Sougen and his retainers only grew sterner and more skeptical.


Finally Risai stopped and said to Sougen, “What?”


“Risai, we have already searched for His Highness.”


Risai caught her breath. But of course they had.


“Like you, we’ve spent the past three years searching in and around Rin’u. And like you, the results of that three years of work led us to abandon any possible escape routes to the south or west. We do not believe His Highness headed in either direction.”


“Then—”


Sougen nodded. “We arrived at the same conclusion. He must have used the training trails. Since relocating to Koutaku, operating on that premise, we continued our searches of Koutaku and Rin’u and their environs. We also hoped to turn up any officers in the Imperial Army who might have gone into hiding.”


Risai found herself at a loss for words. The training trail had been their last ray of hope.


“I’m sorry, Risai. You won’t find His Highness here either. I think it highly unlikely that His Highness traveled over the training trails.”


“You’re sure about that—” Risai said, ready to argue with his conclusions, but Sougen only quietly shook his head.


“We’ve set up our base of operations here in Koutaku. Put another way, this whole area is our home territory. As a result, we’ve become thoroughly familiar with the lay of the land. A web of human connections exists, often just out of sight. We kept up the search but haven’t found a single footprint. No rumors of seeing an injured military commander or people moving a wounded man fitting his description.” Sougen paused. “Well, no. There have been whispers here and there. We hunted down every piece of evidence we turned up. You can see those results for yourself.”


Risai recalled the people she’d met so far in Koutaku. Not only those who escaped with Sougen, but those they’d found along the way, and those who had gathered around them. He’d left no stone unturned in his unflagging search. The evidence was everywhere she looked.


“We’ve found plenty of people, but none of them were His Highness. All I can say for certain is that he did not come down this road. Or if he did, for whatever reason, he did not reach the end.”


Risai was momentarily too taken aback to speak.


Sougen looked at her with sad eyes. “I couldn’t say so for an absolute fact because nothing in this world is ever that absolute. But His Highness did not cross the training trail. That’s the conclusion we came to.”


Risai finally found her voice. “So Gyousou-sama simply disappeared—”


“Hold that thought,” Kyoshi said. “Did you know that a wounded military officer was hiding in a village called Rouan in Bun Province?”


Sougen drew his brows. “Rouan?”


“By no means a large village. I don’t suppose you have heard of it. We saw no signs there that search teams had been there before.”


This revelation prompted a flurry of consternation among Sougen’s retainers. They exchanged glances and muttered under their breaths.


“Of course, the people of Rouan went to great lengths to keep his presence secret, which was why he probably never came to your attention.”


Sougen said, with a stony expression on his face, “In other words, we might have overlooked His Highness in the same way?”


“As you said yourself, there are no absolutes in this world. You’ve got limits on your manpower and you’ve had to operate undercover during your search efforts. On top of that, everybody everywhere is extra wary about anything having to do with Asen. There is a group in Rin’u that’s been sheltering a woman that nobody else had known about until today.”


Sougen sank into silence.


Kyoshi continued. “I think it might be premature to declare that His Highness couldn’t have come this way. When you can’t find what you’re looking for, that doesn’t mean it’s not there. It’s possible that we’re looking the wrong way or looking in the wrong place. At the very least, we’d like to reconsider the problem in that light.”


Kyoshi glanced around the room. “I apologize for showing up like this at this late hour and saying such things. However, the subject has long been on my mind. I am well aware how presumptuous this counsel may sound. Risai-sama has thus far put an enormous amount of effort into the cause. Sougen and his men have been hard at work even longer. It stands to reason, then, that you should want to make progress and tally up results by ruling out this and ruling out that. I understand the desire so much it hurts. But you’ve got to distance yourself from the impulse to keep score. That knowledge is ingrained in all those who walk the training trails from the start.”


“That knowledge—” Sougen echoed.


Kyoshi nodded. “Instructors repeatedly warn their apprentices not to do so during their training because it will only dull the value of what they’re trying to learn.”


“Makes sense,” Sougen said with a wry smile. “Not finding what we’re looking for means the search isn’t over, not what we’re looking for doesn’t exist.”


“Wait a minute!” Risai said. She wrapped her arm around her head and stared down at the ground, as if struck by a violent headache.


“Risai-sama, I understand how you feel—”


“No, no, no. Not that! Just wait a minute!” Risai grabbed at her bangs. Pressing her hand against her forehead, she raised a finger. “We’ve assumed that Gyousou-sama was badly wounded. But if he wasn’t, then he would be sure to reestablish contact with his army as quickly as possible. If he suffered severe wounds and attempted to flee under his own power, then Eishou’s patrols surely would have found traces left behind. He couldn’t have covered that much distance in the meantime or covered his tracks.”


Risai kept her finger raised, as if to ward off any interruptions.


“At the time, anybody attempting to break through the pickets and encampments encircling Rin’u would need help. The more of them there were, the more noticeable they’d become. Their movements would be severely constrained. All the more so if ordinary folk were involved. Making a successful escape without leaving a trail behind is no simple task.”


“But, Risai—”


“Hold on to that thought. There is no safe passage north of Kan’you Mountain. That is rocky terrain with no paths or roads to speak of. We didn’t find any evidence of Gyousou-sama in the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain. The hakushi have been searching for years and have confirmed as much. If he fled south, he would have come into contact with Eishou’s pickets, if not the army itself. Moreover, the hakushi found nothing that indicated he had passed through those encampments. The west is out of the question. For a long time now, Hoyou’s people have been on the lookout for any such signs and have also found nothing. That leaves the east. Except Sougen and his soldiers have continually scouted the area without turning up anything.”


Risai raised her head.


“That being the case, we are left with one logical conclusion. Gyousou-sama never left Kan’you Mountain.”


That statement prompted a collective gulp of surprise. “But, Risai-sama,” Kyoshi started to say when Seishi said in a startled voice, “The landslides.”


Risai nodded, her eyes bright and shining. “Kyuusan and the people who work on the mountain said so repeatedly. Landslides and cave-ins happen all the time.”


The result of the haphazard and unregulated mining. In order to keep the stones they cultured from getting stolen, many miners staked claims to gemstones fountains and never revealed their locations or even the access routes. They dug mines here and there and everywhere at their own convenience, without any thought to safety. Having gone on for so long, these practices left the mountain in a fragile and unstable state.


Cave-ins in unknown mines and shafts buried hidden treasures like the Kouin. Everybody knew that digging through the rubble and finding one would provide windfall for life, and yet they went undiscovered, out of reach from the start.


“In fact, there was a big landslide on Kan’you Mountain the day Gyousou-sama disappeared. We think it stopped his attackers from finishing him off and gave Gyousou-sama a chance to escape. But what if the landslide also trapped him in the mountain and he was never able to leave in the first place?”


Risai answered her own question with an emphatic nod.


“Going in, Gyousou-sama was caught in the trap they had laid, but the landslide prevented them from delivering the coup de grace. With His Highness caught up in the disaster and presumed dead, his attackers considered the job done and withdrew. But when the White Pheasant did not fall from its perch, Asen would know that Gyousou-sama hadn’t died. Nevertheless, there’s no evidence of Asen sending a large-scale search party to Kan’you Mountain. Perhaps Asen conducted the search behind the scenes, and subsequently captured and detailed him. Except if Asen had Gyousou-sama in his grasp, there is no way he would let him live. As he is not dead, Asen must not have captured him.”


Seishi leaned forward, an intrigued expression on his face.


“But look at it from an opposing perspective. Asen wouldn’t necessarily have to kill Gyousou-sama. If he never again appeared in public, and was rendered incapable of influencing the political process, the reins of government would remain securely in Asen’s hands. In fact, that approach might well be preferable. If Gyousou died, the Taiho would choose the next emperor, bringing Asen’s reign to an end.”


“Ah!” Seishi exclaimed.


“That’s right,” Risai said. The intent never was to kill him. From the start, keeping Gyousou-sama alive and out of Imperial Palace guaranteed trying times for Tai. During those times, Providence could not act to correct the errant conditions.”


“So that was Asen’s objective all along?”


“I think so. Consequently, it had to be Kan’you Mountain and it had to be Bun Province. The plan all along was to attack him and confine him in the depths of the mountain itself. Except Asen is not the cornerstone of the kingdom. The Taiho posed the greatest threat to an Asen dynasty. He would sense the Imperial Aura and know that Gyousou-sama was on Kan’you Mountain. Knowing where he was, he would sally forth to save him.”


Sougen said in a low voice, “He couldn’t because his horn was severed.”


Risai nodded. That was when Seishi raised his voice. “Risai-sama, now it makes sense! The wooden boxes!”


“The wooden boxes?”


“Two big wooden boxes were transported to Kan’you Mountain shortly before Gyousou-sama disappeared. That unfortunate woman said living creatures were inside those boxes. Everyone we talked to who lived through the landside recalled hearing a terrifying sound, like a beast in its death throes.”


“Yes, they did. Meaning?”


“It was a ririki. A youma.”


Seishi became familiar with the ririki when he accompanied Gyousou on the Shouzan. It was said that the roar of that beast could shatter stone. On the verge of death, it could change the shape of an entire mountain. Asen somehow got his hands on a ririki and used that destructive force for that purpose.


Risai and Seishi exchanged a long look.


“They attacked Gyousou-sama and mortally wounded him. Then they dragged him inside the mountain and used the roar of a ririki to collapse the mineshaft.”


As emperor, Gyousou would not easily lose his life, no matter how severe his wounds. With Taiki under Asen’s thumb and Gyousou sealed away in the depths of Kan’you Mountain, Asen had all of the power and authority of the kingdom at his disposal, with no need to fear the judgments of Heaven.


As long as the rightful emperor lived, the throne rested in Asen’s hands and nothing could upset the status quo.


	Chapter 28


[17-4] In order to keep Gyousou alive, common sense said he had to eat now and then.


That thought on his mind, Asen stood on the balcony and looked north across the Sea of Clouds. It was a moonless night. Gyousou was out there, at the far reaches of the calm and black seascape.


What condition is he in? What is on his mind?


The White Pheasant had not fallen, so he must be alive. Even Asen didn’t know anything else beyond that. It had never occurred to Asen to kill Gyousou. Kill Gyousou and Providence would adapt as well, expressing the Will of Heaven in the selection of a new emperor. In order to prevent such an outcome from occurring and keep the status quo frozen in place, Gyousou had to be imprisoned alive.


Asen’s men attacked Gyousou, triggered a landslide, and sealed him deep underground. That was the plan from the start and it succeeded in every way. With Gyousou buried alive at the bottom of a mineshaft, Kan’you Mountain became the tombstone marking his living grave. The only thing they hadn’t counted on was the enormous scale of the landslides.


No, that wasn’t the only thing.


The report filled Asen with regrets. Gyousou fought back harder than expected and killed several of his attackers in the ensuing struggle. They responded in kind and badly wounded him. Then succumbing to their fury, threw him down the nearest mineshaft. A succession of landslides and cave-ins finished the job, entombing him completely.


Asen chose Ukou to lead the team. Ukou was a beast whose bad reputation preceded him. Asen felt nothing but disgust toward the man, and intended to use him and discard him once he’d served his purposes. Ukou believed in nothing but himself. He possessed no sense of duty or honor. Asen could hardly count on Ukou to deport himself as a loyal retainer.


Having wounded Gyousou and rendered him immobile, the original plan was to abandon him in a mine at the face of one of the gemstone fountains, and then collapse the tunnel behind him, entombing him there. That particular gemstone fountain had a ventilation shaft that reached the surface, through which water and food could be lowered into what remained of the mine.


While secretly keeping Gyousou alive, Asen intended to put his status and standing on a firm footing. Once he was secure in his own position, they would excavate the caved-in areas and clear away a passageway. At that point, Asen could take Gyousou into custody as a prisoner under his personal supervision. Except—


“Yeah, he might be dead.” That was Ukou’s conclusion when he returned. “He made it hard to go easy on him, you know?” Ukou said with a thin smile. They ended up wounding him more severely than expected. Caught up in the frenzy, his soldiers tossed Gyousou into the nearest hole in the ground.


Human trash, Asen thought. He didn’t say so aloud.


These weren’t the kind of men who knew how to hold back. They lacked the ability to judge their own skills against those of other men. Ukou could never have held his own alone with someone like Gyousou. He didn’t even rise to the average level of Asen’s retainers. He was not blessed with a commanding physique and nothing laudable could be said about his training ethic.


Where he really sunk to new depths was in cruelty and foul play. And those depths knew no bounds. The ends justified the means. Having taken their characters into account when he recruited them, all of Ukou’s Red Armor members—no small number—resembled him in every way. Augmenting their abilities with hinman and relying on the powers of the youma, the Red Armor upgraded their skills without any additional work and had no little pride in the fact.


They probably wanted to beat Gyousou to death. Having been ordered not to kill him, they stayed their hands at the last minute. It wasn’t like they knew he was going to die, but it was certainly their intention. If it came down to just him and them, they figured they were capable of beating him senseless. Except Gyousou managed to take out a good half of them during the fight, leaving them dead or wounded.


This came as no surprise to Asen. He expected such an outcome. Ukou hadn’t. Giving into their anger and wounded pride, Ukou’s men threw Gyousou down a mineshaft. Orders not to kill him and to instead abandon him in a mine near the gemstone fountain flew out of their heads.


Had Asen’s retainers been in charge of the operation, they would have grasped the overall goal of the plan, and if unforeseen exigencies had arisen, wouldn’t have abandoned it in the midst of carrying it out. At the end of the day, Ukou and his kin were nothing but rogues with badges pinned to their chests. They weren’t even capable of evaluating the merits of their own actions.


“Well, what’s done is done!” they laughed, and went ahead and triggered the landslide right on schedule.


“Yeah, they’re idiots.” Asen shook his head and laughed in self-derision. “But that’s just the pot calling the kettle black.”


He should have given the job to his trusted aides in the first place. But Asen was not confident he’d be able to win them over. Regicide was a great crime. His retainers would want no part of it. They’d undoubtedly try to change his mind instead. Asen didn’t want to have his mind changed and he didn’t have it in him to try and change theirs.


He could twist arms and issue orders and count on his retainers to obey him. But as their leader, he could not reveal himself as the kind of man ready to descend to such unjust depths. And so in the end, he turned to Ukou to put the finishing touches on the plan. That decision was the first of many mistakes that followed.


The arbitrary actions of Ukou and his crew started them down the road to chaos, with the power of the youma pushing the end results in directions even Asen had once thought unimaginable.


The ririki was a youma the size of an elephant that resembled a giant boar. An extraordinarily ugly and dirty creature, its thick and flabby hide sprouted moss in places. It barked like a dog, except when under distress, when it raised a piercing scream. That shriek so weakened solid rock that massive stones shattered like eggshells beneath its boulder like feet.


Except that sound alone could not trigger a massive landslide. Rather, it was the howl of a ririki in its death throes that possessed the power to peel away an entire mountainside.


The ririki was locked inside in a cage and carried into a mine. A pit beneath the cage was filled with charcoal and lit. The cage was placed near an air shaft. Before the fire directly beneath the cage flared to life, there was enough time for the soldiers to run for safety.


Two ririki were transported into the cave. In most situations, ririki were mild mannered creatures that did not attack human beings, and were all the more docile when around others of their own kind. However, when one became agitated, that frenzied state got transmitted through the herd. Given their huge frames and enormous power, that made them extraordinarily dangerous youma.


The ririki had been smuggled from the Yellow Sea. They were able to keep the ririki alive inside the cages thanks to Rousan’s advice. There was a species of youma in the Yellow Sea called a shiniku. Whether a shiniku was a carnivore or herbivore was anyone’s guess, but it provided a way for ordinary humans to keep a youma.


To start with, Rousan explained, a youma was a youma because it couldn’t be domesticated by human beings. The lives of humans and youma were each governed by their own natural laws. But a shiniku bridged that divide. Stick one inside the cage, and until it was completely devoured, the youma continued to thrive in keeping with the laws of nature that governed the human world.


Following Rousan’s advice, all the necessary preparations should have been completed to perfection. Except—


Thinking back about it now, mastering all the actions of the youma and putting them at their beck and call had been impossible going in. Nevertheless, had they made the necessary preparations beforehand, they could have exercised some modicum of control.


They should have first brought a ririki to Kan’you Mountain to see what happened. Had they done so, they would have learned that the roar of a ririki was more powerful than they imagined and that Kan’you Mountain was more fragile than they expected. But without such a practical approach, “preparations” that were made without first conducting the necessary research didn’t mean anything.


So the ririki wreaked a massive amount of destruction on Kan’you Mountain and Gyousou disappeared, dead or alive, amidst the dirt, dust, and debris.


To Asen as well, Gyousou ended up in an unreachable state. Any control over his life or death was now out of Asen’s hands. A complete blunder on his part. Not that he couldn’t reassert that control. But that first meant digging through a literal mountain of earth and stone to retrieve him.


In the aftermath of the chaos, launching a recovery operation would only reveal to Gyousou’s retainers where he was, while pulling the curtain back on Asen’s role in the attack. It’d be no different than making a public confession.


Asen believed that his blunders had cost Gyousou his life. No living thing could survive buried so deeply in the earth. If Gyousou died, his own downfall was inevitable. They were all destined to die on each other’s swords, in which case they just should have battled each other to the death to start with.


“And yet he lives—”


The White Pheasant had not fallen. Gyousou somehow remained alive in his grave.


But how?


Despite being listed on the Registry of the Gods, no emperor could survive this long without food and water. Moreover, Gyousou had suffered severe wounds before being entombed in the mountain. Getting thrown down a deep mineshaft certainly inflicted more bodily damage. And then on top of everything else, he got caught in the ensuing landslides.


To emerge alive from such conditions was nothing short of a miracle.


Asen could not begin to imagine the physical state Gyousou must be in. By now, his life was surely hanging by a thread. Should his wounds prove fatal, there was no way for Asen to step in and stop the inevitable from occurring.


If Gyousou died, Asen’s life was over too.


Once the wheels of Fate began to turn, the Providence of a stalemated Heaven would surely manifest itself again, forcing Asen to account for his sins. That could occur a year from now. It could happen today.


It could happen today. The thought had scorched his conscience for the past six years.


“So this is how you exact your revenge,” Asen mumbled to himself, turning his gaze toward the distant horizon.


	

Far off to the north, an island broke the surface of the Sea of Clouds. The island was the peak of Mount You. At the base of the massive mountain, a village sat on a plot of level land alongside a mountain stream on the southwest slope. Crossing the stream and looking up, the palisades of Seisai came into view, perched on the cliffs that ringed the hamlet.


The region was occupied by the land gangs. No one else could enter the area at will. All of the neighboring hamlets were deserted during this coldest part of the year. Closed in by the snow, within the dark and quiet village, a small light illuminated the exterior of a single small house.


Holding her father’s hand, the girl left the house. In her other hand, she held a basket with a tight grip. A flicker of light came from her father’s lantern. Thick clouds hung low in the starless winter sky. It was the night of a new moon and no other light peeked through overcast shrouded skies.


“Looks like snow—” the girl said in a quiet voice.


The father glanced back at her with gentle eyes. “The weather should hold out until we get back.”


The girl nodded with the sad realization that they were going no matter what. It was hard going, trudging through the accumulated snow in the dead of night, under a winter sky, without even the light of the moon. Not to mention that inside the basket was what little food the family had, three steamed rice cakes wrapped in bamboo grass scraped together from a scant amount of grain.


As if reading her thoughts, “Are you hungry?” her father asked in a sad voice.


The girl shook her head, but they had to go hungry that night in order to make the rice cakes.


“I should be getting my hands on some barley tomorrow, so please endure the best you can tonight.”


That being the case, they could have eaten this meal that night and cast the basket into the water tomorrow night. She kept these thoughts to herself. On the previous night of the new moon, her father hadn’t let the basket get swept away. He was placing nuts and berries inside the basket when he stopped. With trembling hands, he instead shared them with her and her brother.


And then he wept. He must have been thinking about her older sister, who had starved to death. That’s why he didn’t place the basket upon the water. And yet a month later, he once more prepared the basket. With mixed emotions, he hesitated again and again, but finally put the rice cakes inside the basket and closed the lid.


The girl was hurt and disappointed. At the same time, she was relieved. She sensed that her father felt a bit better after that. But she couldn’t help thinking that tomorrow would be just as good as today. They could eat well today and put the basket off until tomorrow.


Though she didn’t mention any of this either, her father guessed what was on her mind.


“It has to be the night of the new moon. Break that deadline and the rest is all for naught. So much so it frightens me.”


“Frightens you?”


The girl tramped through the frozen snow, following the trail made by her father.


Her father nodded. “I understand what you’re going through. You don’t have enough to eat. Your sister died, and the tragic fact is, there was one less mouth to feed. But you are a growing girl and such meager amounts cannot possibly be enough. I feel terrible about what you are going through, and all the worse since your sister’s death. That’s why if I fail again now, it’s like I have been defeated by those emotions.”


“What’s wrong with that?” the girl asked.


Her father did not speak for a while. They walked on, their breath freezing into flowing white clouds in the cold night air. He must be angry, she thought uneasily to herself. But at length, her father answered.


“Perhaps there is nothing wrong with surrendering to the inevitable. Causing your sister’s death was a truly stupid thing to do. Maybe it would be better if I put a stop to this nonsense and made sure you were fed instead. Except your father does not wish to admit defeat.”


“Why?” she asked.


That was when the father and daughter arrived at the edge of the deep pool. The pool had frozen over and collected a thin dusting of snow. The black surface of the water only appeared along the flow of the rushing current.


Her father found a foothold on a rocky outcropping facing the current. He knelt down and took the basket from his daughter. He opened the lid and examined the contents. The basket was mostly empty, except for a tunic made from joss paper, several pieces of charcoal, and three rice cakes wrapped in bamboo grass.


“Your sister died and you never have enough to eat because a bad person sits on the throne. Acting contrary to the will of Heaven, this evil man reduced this kingdom to what it is today. Your father cannot allow this state of affairs to go on.”


“Us eating the rice cakes allows it to go on?”


“That is how it seems to me. Though if we divided them amongst ourselves, we could set aside thoughts of hunger, at least tonight.”


“Do the dead matter more?”


“What matters more may be somewhat different. But I understand. The dead no longer dwell in this world. They cannot come to our aid or save our lives. Even this—”


Her father gently rocked the basket back and forth. The few items within rattled back and forth.


“Even this will surely go to waste. We’d be better off sharing the food and warming ourselves with the charcoal. But that man was our benefactor. If he didn’t exist, your father may not have existed at all and you would have never been born into this world. You suffer and go hungry because your father holds you dear. And the only reason such adorable children are here is because of him.”


When the girl craned her head to the side with a puzzled expression, her father said, “A long time ago, your father’s father, and his father before him, faced an almost certain death. He rebelled against the kingdom and should have been slain as a traitor. But that man spared his life.”


“Was Grandpa’s father a bad man?” the girl asked in evident surprise.


“He wasn’t a bad man. But under any other circumstances, he would have been labeled one and killed. But that man said he wasn’t. The kingdom was in the wrong, he said. Rebelling didn’t make them traitors. That’s why he couldn’t allow them to die. In times like today, I can’t help thinking how right he was.”


The girl nodded.


“He saved them. It was thanks to him that your father is with you now. Our great benefactor was killed by truly evil men. Putting him out of our minds means also forgetting the grievous sin they committed and accepting this fallen world the way it is.”


Her father added under his breath, “No matter what becomes of this world, the people of Tetsui alone will never forget what he did for them.” A wry smile rose to his face and he looked back at her. “Sorry for dredging up such a difficult subject at a time like this.”


The girl shook her head. Though she didn’t have a very good idea of what her father was talking about, she sensed a glimmer of comprehension in his words. But then a thought struck her. She reached into her pocket and took out three otedama beanbags her sister had made filled with grass seeds. She’d attached small bells to the beanbags so that they produced a clear ringing sound when tossed around.


These were her only toys, but she placed them inside the basket.


“Are you sure?”


“He doesn’t have anything to play with, does he?” she asked with a quizzical expression.


Her father responded with a happy smile. “I’m sure he would be delighted, especially knowing that such an adorable girl was willing to part with such a prized possession.”


The girl nodded. With a serious look on his face, her father closed the lid of the basket. Then again checking his footing, lowered the basket into the water.


After they left, her father’s hand holding hers, the currents carried the basket across the deep, dark pool until it was drawn into the mouth of the crevasse. The girl did not know, but the crevasse constantly feasted on offerings swept away like this. On a regular basis, the rushing waters brought them down from the upper courses of the mountain stream to this pool, where they were swallowed by the earth.


Many sank to the depths of Kan’you Mountain, never to be seen again. But now and again, one continued on its journey.


The basket prepared by the father and daughter was one such offering. The father having set it afloat, the basket plunged deep underground, tumbled down the rocky rapids, barely skimmed past the stagnant ponds while miraculously navigating the many forks and tributaries, until it finally arrived in the subterranean depths of the mountain.


In the most distant reaches of Kan’you Mountain, a narrow shore had formed along the stream in a spacious cave. The basket floated toward that shore and snagged a rock in the shoals.


Despite being located so deep underground, the faint light from a small fire illuminated the surroundings. Illuminated by the glow, the basket rocked in the wash of the current.


For a long moment, briefly balanced against the small rocks, the basket bobbed back and forth until the swirl of the stream turned it about and the basket again resumed its journey into the pitch-black deeper underground.


Just then, a hand reached down and grabbed hold of the basket and pulled it from the water before the rapids could reclaim it.


Amidst the darkness of the bottomless pit, in the unfathomable depths beneath this huge mountain, gifts from above arrived along the shore. He had a hard time imagining what had brought them here, to a place so isolated from the surface of the earth and the known world above.


This was not an event that happened only once or twice. The baskets showed up on an unexpected but regular basis. They resembled offerings for the dead and likely constituted part of the ancestral rites following a person’s funeral.


He opened the lid of the basket. In the dim light, he could make out paper handicrafts that had lost their form from the dampness, several lumps of charcoal, three cloth beanbags, and three rice cakes wrapped in bamboo leaves. He picked one up for a closer look. It was a child’s toy, an otedama.


It followed that this must be a child’s funerary offering. Or else a plucky and self-sacrificing girl had included it as a condolence. Probably the latter. The otedama showed the wear and tear of long and loving play.


I’m taking toys from children, Gyousou thought with a wry smile.


He lifted the basket over his head and bowed in thanks for the bounties received. And then walked off, basket in hand.


These offerings for the dead had kept him alive up until now.


	

Passing as intended from the hands of the sender to the hands of the receiver, swept along to their destination on a tide of deep feelings and profound convictions, these meager blessings had become the emperor’s lifeline.


Though his benefactors were in no way aware of that fact.


	Part Eighteen

	Chapter 29


[18-1] That day, an unusual flurry of excitement arose in a neighborhood of Koutaku.


“Is it true they figured out the location of His Highness?” asked one of Sougen’s retainers.


Sougen nodded. “We can’t say so for certain, but we’re much more confident this time around.”


The harder you wish for results, the faster those results recede into the distance.


They kept Kyoshi’s words engraved on their minds. On top of everything else, another search of Kan’you Mountain was in the cards. They hadn’t found Gyousou yet, which meant their efforts to date had been insufficient. They had to rethink their whole way of doing things. The first step was to reexamine every inch of Kan’you Mountain.


“But Kan’you Mountain is huge.”


“No doubt about it,” Risai agreed. “Right now, even Kyuusan admits he doesn’t know the half of it, and he rules the roost on the whole mountain.”


“A thorough search will require a lot of manpower.”


“We have plenty of manpower, though I can’t say it’s what we need to get the job done.”


Sougen still had most of his division. Add to that the forces from Gamon Temple and the Hakushi.


A Taoist monk by the name of Seigen pointed out, “If you all converge on Kan’you Mountain at the same time, you’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”


The Koutaku Ordination Hall had for a long time sheltered and supported Sougen and his men. Douhan, the head priest, brought them together and made the introductions. A Danpou Temple monk by the name of Kuushou, and Seigen, a Taoist priest from the Zui’un Temple circuit. They’d both come here as followers of Douhan.


Responding to Seigen, Risai explained, “By splitting up and moving in small groups, we should avoid attracting too much attention. Refugees traveling through the area have become a common enough sight, and the roads from Hakurou through Tetsui to Seisai are largely out of the public eye. With pedestrian traffic falling off, the roads are often deserted. As long as we don’t do anything to stand out, I think the risks will be manageable. Once we get to Seisai, there are places where we can lie low.”


There were abandoned mines all around Kan’you Mountain. A mining camp on the scale of Rokou could support several thousand. With the nod from Kyuusan, they could keep a significant number out of view along the way from Seisai to Anpuku. Gamon Temple had the resources to supply their room and board.


“Sekirin Temple will help too,” Sodou said. “That includes reviving the Taoist temple in Seisai. Sekirin Temple has a large temple further west of Seisai in Ryuukei. The one in Seisai was on a similar scale. Time has passed since the purges and eradication campaigns. There would be nothing unnatural about rebuilding the temple now. In that case, it’d be perfectly normal to have people hauling goods back and forth.”


“Thank you.”


“We can also assist you in that matter,” said Douhan, the head priest of the Koutaku Ordination Hall. Douhan was an old man who carried about him an air of detachment from the world. His weathered features and bright eyes also appeared well suited for his vocation.


“For a long time now, a great many shamans have sought licenses from the Koutaku Ordination Hall. Koutaku is filling up. It’s become something of a burden and a bottleneck.”


The shamans by and large did not belong to a single unifying religious organization. Most consisted of the master and a small number of disciples, and each little group wanted a license.


“Because not having a license significantly limits their activities, they flock to Koutaku. Their sheer numbers fill the inns to overflowing. They end up gathering on vacant land. A city at the bottom of a mountain valley doesn’t have more land to expand into. It’s a problem for the shire government as well. There’s long been talk of moving the shaman licensing to another location. Setting up an Ordination Hall in territory ruled by the land gangs is out of the question, but historically speaking, Ryuukei would be a good fit.”


Back in the day, Ryuukei had been a city of religion and a center of Taoist activities. Though the city depopulated during the purges, little by little, the old residents had begun to return.


“Ryuukei is pretty remote, isn’t it?”


Risai thought that Hakurou or Rin’u would be more convenient but Douhan pointed out that, “Big cities really aren’t that well suited. Thanks to the commendable officials running the shire government in Koutaku, we long ago reached a mutual understanding. But governments are not eager to share power. For Taoist temples and Buddhist monasteries that wielded considerable authority in the past, a far-flung town is more suitable.”


“Ryuukei would be ideal. However—” A stern-looking priest raised his voice. This was Kuushou from Danpou Temple. “If this starts taking a long time, the danger of exposure will only increase. Won’t conducting a survey of Kan’you Mountain in its entirety become well-nigh impossible?”


“Kyuusan controls all the entry and exit points. There’s no evidence that His Highness passed through them. That suggests we should be looking in the area where the landslides sealed off access to the mountain itself.”


To the murmur of assent, Risai added, “In that case, we’ll need Kyuusan’s cooperation.”


	

While Sougen prepared to mobilize his forces, Risai and her crew returned along the training trails. Kenchuu, Houto, and Kiitsu had set up shop in Seisai and were waiting for them.


The new safehouse was located in the east of Seisai, a location that provided ready access to Kan’you Mountain further east. Kyuusan had made the accommodations available so Risai visited him first thing to thank him personally. He took up residence in Seisai in order to be more accessible to them.


Risai headed to the inn where Kyuusan was staying. The almost deserted road was packed with snow, piled here and there in deep drifts.


“A search of Kan’you Mountain?” Kyuusan said with startled expression when she laid out the particulars of the situation. “That mountain is a monster.”


“I know. But it’s something we have to do.”


“Hmm.” Kyuusan folded his arms. “Well, to start with, feel free to use Seisai as you see fit. We’d prefer you maintain a low profile, but as long as you’re using Sekirin Temple and the Koutaku Ordination Hall as a front, I don’t see a problem. More people moving in should keep the place from going to the dogs. The buildings are already in bad shape as is.”


“According to the information we’ve gotten from Gamon Temple, people gathering here haven’t attracted any attention from the government. The government wrote off Seisai a long time ago as a place of no importance.”


“Yeah, I get that. But are you going to have enough supplies on hand?”


“I believe that support will be forthcoming. You’ve got enough on your plate already, but in a worst-case scenario, getting the women and children to safety would be our first priority. You can count on us to step up to help in that case.”


“I don’t have any concerns about that. Sounds like you’ve earned yourself the trust of these guys. The problem is Kan’you Mountain. However happy we are to lend a hand, that mountain is huge.”


“Unless you’ve run across new evidence worth tracking down, the place to start is the area around the landslides. Some excavation work will be in order. We can’t pay a lot, but we will pay wages to any workers you can lend us.”


“I’ve got no reason to turn down an offer like that,” Kyuusan said with a nod.


With that groundwork in place, and while preparing for any eventuality, Risai and her team moved forward with plans to refit the abandoned mining camps in the mountains. They moved in supplies and people from Gamon Temple, and little by little, additional personnel from Koutaku. Those with kijuu used the training trails and the rest came via the highways along the northern route.


There were just three of us when we left Sekijou. Risai, Kyoshi, and Houto. Half a year later, they had a whole army at their disposal.


“With these military forces aligned, we could mount an assault on the Bun provincial capital,” Seishi said.


Risai nodded. At long last, we have finally arrived.


All they had to do now was find Gyousou.


	Chapter 30


[18-2] Behind the scenes, the village manager of Tetsui reached out for help. The request was passed along to Gyousou when he arrived at the village of Shikyuu.


Tetsui was home to the shire castle. It also enclosed the village of Tetsui. The manager of that village was the one seeking assistance. He claimed that something strange was going on with the people in the shire castle.


The village manager was driven out by the shire. Along with several of his friends and relatives, he fled to Kan’you Mountain. But there they were cornered. They really needed his assistance. If that wasn’t possible, then he at least wished to get a fair hearing, or so said the messenger sent in their place.


Feels like a trap, Gyousou thought.


He leaned back against a rock wall and let out a long breath. Given that the village manager had dispatched the messenger, Gyousou could bring him along on the return trip. He had reportedly loaded up with food and provisions and was heading back on his own. If the land gangs helped themselves to those provisions along the way, the whole thing would be for naught.


As long as they were going to see the village manager, it only made sense for Gyousou and the messenger to make the journey together.


It had to be a trap. There were no two ways about it. So why take him up on the offer?


Contempt probably had something to do with it. Reports about a company of Asen’s men led by a man named Ukou had reached his ears. Ukou first came to his attention on the punitive expedition to Bun Province, when they were attached to the army as sentries. Though Gyousou had never spoken to the man, he remembered his name and face.


During the reign of Emperor Kyou, he’d served in the Army of the Center. Gyousou recalled that no one had anything good to say about him or his martial skills. That being the case, if he was walking into a trap, he was more than confident he’d have no problem fighting his way out of it.


His pride came into play in no small way as well. Once Tetsui was mentioned, there was no backing down. No one was going to accuse him of leaving the village manager in the lurch.


But of course, even as emperor, he was willing to face any danger for the good of Tetsui.


If this was a trap, those were exactly the kinds of rumors he’d expect to hear. The whole situation had been shaped in such a manner that he had no choice but to meet those rumors head on and once again rush in where angels feared to tread.


And so it was from the beginning, Gyousou thought.


The same thoughts crossed his mind when he heard that Tetsui was in danger. The mere mention of Tetsui roused him to action. He had two choices. He could mobilize a division of the Palace Guard Army to save Tetsui or go there himself.


The Palace Guard was his to do with as he saw fit. If he dispatched the Army of the Left, and an entire division at that, then any sense of obligation would surely be satisfied. But rumors were bound to arise that now that he was emperor, he was simply playing it safe. He’d have to venture to Bun Province in person.


At the same time, he understood perfectly well his hand was being forced, and by going to Bun Province he was heedlessly putting himself in harm’s way.


Given the exigencies of the situation, Asen undoubtedly expected Gyousou to lead Ganchou’s division to Bun Province. If that’s what he expected, then Gyousou would instead divide Asen’s forces. Ganchou, Gashin, and Risai remained in Kouki along with three regiments of Asen’s army. That should curtail Asen’s range of options.


These thoughts on his mind as they approached Bun Province, Gyousou couldn’t shake the feeling that Asen had already factored his countermeasures into his plan. Perhaps Asen wasn’t as interested in Gyousou going to Bun Province as he was in separating him from the capital while in the company of Asen’s retainers.


He’d considered bringing Ganchou along. Even accompanied by Ganchou and his army, Gashin and Risai would remain behind in the capital. Two divisions of the Imperial Army against Asen’s one. If an insurrection actually broke out, they could quickly muster reinforcements from the provinces. There was no chance of the Imperial Palace falling during his absence.


The problem was Taiki.


Bringing Taiki with him to Bun Province was out of the question. Nor could he just send Taiki to a more secure location. He shouldn’t have any reasons for doing so in the first place. If he did, he’d be all but announcing he was wary of assassins lurking in Kouki. He had to avoid giving Asen grounds for believing that Gyousou harbored any doubts about him before he made his move.


So Taiki remained in the Imperial Palace.


Even though Asen couldn’t possibly take the palace with a single division, he could kill Taiki. That was why he had to divide Asen’s army. The odds were good that doing so would heighten Asen’s wariness, but it was the only compromise he could come up with at the last minute.


And the only choice left to him, which only made him suspect Asen’s motives all the more. He had to wonder if he’d been led in that direction all along.


I’ve known so from the start, Gyousou reminded himself with a wry smile. Even if he figured it all out in advance, all he could do now was dance to Asen’s tune.


He was at a distinct disadvantage. Asen could either go forward or call the whole thing off. The one or the other was always up to him. Gyousou didn’t have those options at his disposal. He would have to pick up whatever gauntlet Asen threw down. But he couldn’t attack Asen before he acted.


Much better if he could have laid his hands on hard evidence of a brewing rebellion before it happened. Asen was too smart to let that happen and Gyousou couldn’t have him killed without any evidence. He wasn’t the kind of man who would fabricate crimes in order to justify taking out a feared foe.


Gyousou was certain that Asen would rise up at some point. He couldn’t predict when and what the inciting factor would be. In public, at least, Asen showed Gyousou all the respect and deference he was due. He got along well with Gyousou’s retainers and appeared to be on good terms with Taiki. There were no reasons to doubt him. That was just as true now as then.


If Gyousou had to sum up his feelings in a word, it was the atmosphere Asen carried about him. He felt a chill whenever they met, like the touch of cold steel at the back of his neck. Gyousou sensed nothing in Asen’s speech and conduct to justify this reaction, but at some point, he’d come to believe that Asen had every intent to stage a coup d’état.


Gyousou didn’t know why. Perhaps Asen desperately desired the throne and could not stomach the fact that it belonged to Gyousou.


Strangely enough, he was pretty sure that wasn’t the case here. Asen’s motivations were that transparent.


“What has taken possession of you?”


He turned the question over and over in his mind and came up with nothing, except that whatever the answer was, it must have left Asen infuriated.


With no other avenues left open to him, he departed for Bun Province with Asen’s retainers under his command. Knowing he was walking into a trap, he let Ukou take point. Ukou detoured down a side road with twenty-five mounted soldiers. Gyousou thought so little of them he was confident he could take on that many if push came to shove.


And if they did attack him, that would provide proof positive of Asen’s conspiracy.


Which was why he borrowed a small number of Sougen’s men and ordered them to tail him at a safe distance. Gyousou didn’t know what happened to them. He doubted they were still alive. They wouldn’t have been any match for Ukou and his crew, but then Ukou’s actual strength far exceeded the capabilities Gyousou expected from him too.


Thinking about it now sent a shiver down his spine. Ukou wasn’t the only one. All of his men possessed a chilling set of martial skills. Ukou was a more talented fighter than Gyousou thought. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that Asen had a whole company of soldiers just like him at his disposal.


Despite being listed on the Registry of the Gods, it was a miracle he was still alive. Sure, he could have handily handled one or two of them. But he was no match for that many and ultimately had no chance of prevailing in the fight. He’d never experienced such a crushing sense of despair since the day he was born.


“My pride got the better of me.”


That’s what he wanted to believe. Having taken his enemy for granted, he was caught off guard by the overwhelming force of an attack that exceeded his expectations. These unexpected developments caused him to lose his composure, making his opponents appear stronger than they really were.


Because if that wasn’t the case, he would be forced to admit the existence of soldiers with skills nothing short of the supernatural. For entirely different reasons, that was something Gyousou did not wish to accept.


Because that would mean Asen had resorted to using youma.


In any case, Gyousou was attacked on Kan’you Mountain. Resigned to his own death, he lost consciousness. When he came to, he was engulfed in darkness. For a while, he couldn’t move. Though not in any great pain, he could not feel his limbs. Surrounded by the pitch black, he wasn’t sure whether he still had his arms and legs.


The sensation eventually returned to his extremities. He had no idea how much time it took, but after what seemed forever, his nerves slowly came back to life, accompanied by a flood of pain. When the agony subsided, he was finally able to move, except he had no idea where he was or what sort of situation he was in. He could not see beyond the darkness, a darkness so pervasive that at first he thought he’d lost his sight.


He managed to move around, his hands and feet almost numb from the pain. He slowly searched his surroundings relying on touch alone. He detected hard stone and narrow fissures and water. He eventually concluded he’d ended up on a bed of gravel between craggy outcropping of rock, next to several shallow pools of water.


The presence of water was a stroke of good luck, as was the minimum rations of medicine and food he’d been carrying on his person during the march to Bun Province. At the same time, the bracelet wrapped around his wrist was undamaged. The silver bracelet was one of Tai’s Imperial Regalia. It provided a kind of life support. Every kingdom had at least one such piece of jewelry. That the one belonging to the Kingdom of Tai was a personal accessory not easily separated from his person saved Gyousou’s life.


As best he could tell, both of his legs were broken. Though his arms were intact, several of his fingers had been fractured as well. Despite his body being covered with wounds, he could still move around. Fortunately, he was able to gather a fair amount of dry wood, which he used first used to make splints and then light a fire.


The flickering illumination at last allowed him to comprehend the nature of his surroundings. He was at the bottom of a deep vertical shaft.


The top of the shaft was so far above him the light from the fire disappeared into the gloom. The floor of the shaft formed a misshapen bowl like an earthenware mortar, piled with boulders and gravel, perhaps from the nearby landslides. Mixed among the boulders were the remains of the timbers that likely once held up the mine roof.


Several of the timbers looked relatively new and may have collapsed at the same time that Gyousou fell down the shaft. The almost vertical stone walls left after the ceiling collapsed clearly showed the chisel marks left by human hands. Here and there he could make out glittering bands in the striated gravel beds.


He was at the bottom of a mine shaft on Kan’you Mountain.


Believing Gyousou was dead, Ukou must have thrown him down the mine shaft, intending to consign his body to oblivion. This mine shaft was deep. Not only deep, but the tunnels accessing the shaft were sealed off by cave-ins. Otherwise, when the White Pheasant did not fall from its perch and Asen realized that Gyousou was not dead, Ukou should have returned to finish him off.


No matter how badly they blundered, now they couldn’t easily get anywhere near him. That was why no assassin had paid Gyousou a visit while he was incapacitated.


Though they were bound to show up someday.


The fall had broken his legs at odd angles. He pounded on them with his hands and set them in place. He had a compound fracture in his left leg. He retracted the flesh himself and pushed the bones back into place. He was happy enough that there was no one there to hear his cries of anguish.


When he finished treating himself and was at last able to move, Gyousou crawled around and inspected the bottom of the hole. He discovered several tunnels branching off from the main shaft, mining tunnels most likely, six in total. Two were low enough for him to reach. Water had collected in them. He concluded that when the underground water table rose, water channeled through the tunnels filled the bottom of the shaft. It was possible that when he was thrown down the shaft, the water was deep enough to break the fall.


He chose the tunnel from which he felt with the strongest draft of fresh air. It led him to a grotto alongside a subterranean river.


The grotto was probably also what remained of previous cave-ins. Boulders littered the undulating ground, except for a room-sized space next to the river. There the cave floor was free of fallen rocks and was mostly smooth, having been hewn with human hands. The high ceiling above retained its natural form. He could imagine someone chiseling level the ground below.


The cave had originally been created by the underground stream. The risk of further rock slides should be slight. Water was close by and air flowed through the chamber. So this was where he settled down and set up house.


	

Gyousou could hardly begin to grasp the many months and years he had stayed there.


A long time passed before he was able to freely walk around. When he could, he explored the maze of mining tunnels and committed their particulars to memory. He hammered away at the bedrock with small boulders stones to create footholds, allowing him to move up and down through the caverns.


He knapped stones to make spears, which he used as digging bars to break up the rockslides blocking off the tunnels, which he then dug through by hand.


Strangely enough, he never wearied of his efforts. Ukou undoubtedly could have stripped everything he had from his person. He didn’t, leaving Gyousou with the bracelet. He lost his sash when he was attacked from behind. But as he carried his scabbard, short sword, and whetstone on a separate belt, he kept them all with him.


Hanging weapons from the sash was an old custom. The scabbard was fitted to a metal ring in the sash. But the sash Gyousou wore was a gift from the Imperial Han, and it came with no rings attached. Fortunately, as it turned out, Gyousou chose to consign those utilitarian uses to an old-fashioned belt instead.


The belt was woven from silk. Unraveling the strands turned them into effective tinder. On a subsequent search, he found Cold Jade. That was the name he’d given his sword. He was holding the sword when he was slashed from behind. He was certain he had dropped it, but it must have gotten tossed into the abyss with him.


Cold Jade was a gift given to him by Emperor Kyou. Anyone would identify it as a rare and renowned weapon at a glance, which meant that no thief could sell it or use it in public. Its existence alone was proof of the assault that took place. With that in mind, Ukou must have disposed of the sword the same way he did Gyousou’s body.


More random actions that in the long run accrued to his benefit.


With an army on the march, personal belongings had to be kept to a minimum. He fell into water, breaking his legs but not his arms. These strokes of good luck were becoming too innumerable to count.


He felt like someone had delivered orders from on high for him to live, whatever the odds.


Like the baskets carried along the river to the shallows of his narrow shore from somewhere high above him. They contained spirit money and paper garments, some actual paper implements, and food. He felt a new lease on life whenever he plucked these occasional gifts out of the water.


No matter what I have to endure, no matter what it takes, I will live on.


As emperor, he had one primary task before him and that was to survive. A kingdom losing its emperor upset the balance between heaven and earth and threw the elements into confusion.


Counting the time from when he awoke to when he went to bed as one working day, he carved a calendar onto the cave wall. He could only make rough estimations, but he did his best to attend the festivals and holy days too. He had to depend on the baskets that arrived on the shore of the cave. Meager though they were, Heaven should accept the intent with which the offerings were made.


Beyond tending to those daily tasks, he searched for a way out. He explored the tunnels as far as he could walk and found no way out. He followed the subterranean river upstream until it disappeared underground for long stretches. Diving into the pitch black and fighting the current yielded no productive results.


The only option left to him was to dig through the rock slides left from the cave-ins. He excavated the weakest parts of the slides, piled up the rocks and created a path he could crawl through. He cleared three tunnels this way and found no exits on the other side. The fourth proved so unstable that the columns of rock couldn’t stabilize the tunnel walls and he finally abandoned it.


But the fifth tunnel eventually led him to a large cavity in the rock. It was likely a natural formation, the rock walls carved away to form an almost vertical ravine. Far, far away in the inky blackness glowed a tiny dot of light, glowing like a single star in a perfectly dark sky.


In all of his explorations, Gyousou hadn’t found a way of descending deeper into the earth. He had probably ended up in the depths at the bottom of Kan’you Mountain, meaning the summit was now a vast distance above him. But there definitely was a passageway to the outside world. When it rained, a fair amount of rain water fell down the shaft.


Given the great distances involved, the hole the light was shining through must be fairly large.


He chiseled footholds into the rock and built scaffolding out of wood and stone. Day in and day out, traveling back and forth from the cave where he lived, the work proceeded at a snail’s pace. He lost track of how long he’d done the same thing over and over, and yet was clearly making no progress. He hadn’t climbed the ravine walls to even ten times his own height.


At this rate, it would take him years to reach the top, surely longer than Heaven would allow the throne to remain empty. Warring with that growing sense of unease, one day as he traveled to work in the ravine, he came face to face with his final gift from the gods.


There next to a cluster of descending fissures in the rock, Gyousou heard the first sound of a living thing besides himself.


The low-pitched growl told him this was a youma welling up from the depths of the earth.


His immediate reaction was that his luck had finally run out. He had a sword, but there was no telling whether that weapon would be any match for a youma. But all the more concerning was that the proliferation of youma meant that Heaven and Earth were out of balance and the decline and fall of the kingdom had begun.


Heaven had finally decided to cast Gyousou aside. If so, he had no defense to offer, given the years he had abandoned the throne entrusted to him.


Except this wasn’t the case. The creature that appeared in the flickering light of his makeshift lantern was not a youma but a youjuu.


A black suugu.


Heaven had bestowed one last miracle upon him. Gyousou knew how to wrangle a suugu.


	Chapter 31


[18-3] The civil servant visited Yuushou on a cold and wintry day. The man gave him a courteous bow and stated without the slightest emotional affect that His Highness had summoned him.


The shocked Yuushou got dressed and hurried to the Inner Palace. There he was met by another servant with an equally blank face and led inside.


A man dressed in black was sitting on the throne. This was the first time in almost three years that Yuushou had laid eyes on him.


“Yuushou, I’m sending you to meet with Gyousou.”


Kowtowing there before the throne, Yuushou raised his head. He’d heard that Taiki had insisted Gyousou must formally abdicate. So Asen was finally getting around to having him do so. Surely that meant he’d also determined to go forward with the enthronement.


“I would be honored to do so.”


Asen nodded. “However, there is no need to mobilize an entire division. You will lead a regiment to Bun Province.”


“Bun Province?”


“Kan’you Mountain, to be specific.”


From the expression on Yuushou’s face, Asen must have guessed the question on his mind. “Gyousou is currently deep under Kan’you Mountain. Buried beneath a landslide.”


“A landslide?”


Getting buried beneath a landslide was pretty much synonymous with getting killed. Was he being sent there to dig up the corpse?


Asen gestured for the puzzled Yuushou to approach him. “Gyousou fell to the depths of Kan’you Mountain.”


“Down a mine shaft, you mean?”


“Exactly. The landside sealed off the access tunnels.”


That explanation didn’t leave Yuushou any more enlightened than before. He couldn’t imagine how human beings could cause a landslide on such a scale. If there was a way to collapse a wall of rock at a moment’s notice, the military would want to know about it first. Such methods would be invaluable to a military that, far more than fighting, was involved in civil engineering projects on a regular basis.


Asen said, answering Yuushou’s apparent confusion, “These are secret means previously known only to myself.” He flashed a derisive smile. “What I’m telling you is for your ears only and should be revealed to no one else. You will be leading a single regiment to Kan’you Mountain, but I will be choosing who will accompany you. Your guide will be Ukou.”


Yuushou immediately voiced an objection. “A guide will not be necessary.”


“You can’t take Kan’you Mountain for granted,” Asen countered flatly. “That place is a natural labyrinth.” His severe expression softened. “Well, the miners dug all those tunnels, so I don’t suppose you could call them natural. Nevertheless, once you get below the surface, Kan’you Mountain is riddled with catacombs. Without Ukou, you’d end up running around in circles.”


Yuushou asked, “This Ukou, is he the one who sealed Gyousou within Kan’you Mountain?”


Asen’s nod aroused in Yuushou a vague sense of disappointment. Only Asen knew how to trigger such a landslide. The one person he’d shared that secret with, the person who’d actually carried it out, was Ukou. Not himself.


“The fact of the matter is, in order to extract Gyousou you will first have to excavate the tunnels. When the landslide sealed off the tunnels, many other rickety mines and tunnels throughout the mountain caved in as well. That will make the job all the harder and rounding up the necessary manpower will take time. The Bun Provincial Guard and the land gangs will be at your disposal. Go inspect the conditions of the tunnels and take command of the preparations for the excavations.”


“Yes,” said Yuushou.


Asen rose from the throne and drew closer to him. “Have the land gangs recruit the miners and handle the critical parts of the excavation. Ukou knows where those critical parts are. He’ll also know what to do once the job is done.”


Yuushou drew a sharp breath. That meant killing the miners involved in the excavation. He took a long look at the face of his liege, that he hadn’t seen in three years. He never would have expected him to hand down such an order. No, to tell the truth, Yuushou had already known for some time. When Asen launched the extermination campaign against the rebels, he gave no thought to the civilians caught up in the conflict.


“What?” Asen said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m not asking you to get involved. Leave it all to Ukou. No need for you to get your hands dirty.”


Was this Asen trying to be nice? Yuushou felt a faint quiver of apprehension when he asked, “Aren’t the miners and members of the land gangs also innocent civilians?”


“Well, then don’t involve any innocent civilians. Have the land gangs round up their friends and associates.”


But it’s fine if they’re related to the land gangs?


Yuushou did not dare voice that question aloud. During the troubles with the land gangs, they were ostensibly the enemy. The Imperial Army took the fight to the land gangs and anybody involved with them.


But— Yuushou couldn’t help thinking as he left the Inner Palace.


Warring with the land gangs who had risen up in naked opposition was one thing. Soliciting their cooperation and then slaughtering them afterwards was quite another. Using the land gangs to unseal the tunnels and then betraying them and killing them—that was the plan of the man he had long served.


Asen had changed between then and now. Or perhaps he’d been that way all along.


In any case, what was this secret weapon, the details of which could not be revealed to anyone? How in the world could a man-made landslide be triggered on such a scale?


	

So Yuushou had to get his troops ready for the departure to Rin’u, select his staff officers, and organize the regiment. The march to Rin’u would take a fortnight. After that, he could only guess at the time required to begin the search of Kan’you Mountain and open up an access road to where Gyousou was located. Having no idea of the scale of the landslide, he couldn’t begin to grasp the steps he’d have to take at this stage.


During that time, having to bring Ukou with him weighed all the heavier on his mind.


Just how close were Asen and Ukou? When did Ukou become a part of his inner circle? What circumstances brought them together?


These questions on his mind as he returned to the barracks, he ran into the last person he had any desire to see. He knew Yuushou had been summoned by Asen and wanted to know what his orders were. He’d been waiting to get the news from the horse’s mouth.


The man wearing red and black armor leaned back against the gate post. As soon as he spotted Yuushou, he grinned and said, “Rin’u, eh?”


“Yeah,” was all of Yuushou’s reply.


“Works for me,” Ukou said with a gloating look. “Happy as always to show you the way.”


Yuushou walked on without another word. Why Ukou? he muttered to himself. Asen turned to Ukou as well in the previous attempt on Gyousou’s life. When committing himself to as grave a matter as high treason, why did Asen pass over the lifelong retainers that had risen up the ranks with him and instead engage with people like Ukou?


Because if ordered to assassinate Gyousou, Yuushou was bound to harbor second thoughts.


Yuushou had no qualms about Gyousou being chosen as the new emperor. They belonged to the same military brotherhood. Yuushou respected him as an army general. Though he didn’t know Gyousou personally, he had no particular reason to dislike him. Of course, in terms of raw talent, he ranked Gyousou behind Asen. Asen was in every category the first among equals. Still, he had nothing bad to say about Gyousou.


So blithely consigning Gyousou to oblivion left a bad taste in his mouth. Were he ordered to, he had no inclination to refuse, though if he accepted such a mission, he doubted he would come away with any sense of accomplishment for having done so.


Gyousou was the emperor. He carried the Kingdom of Tai and everyone who lived there on his shoulders. More than killing the man, killing the long-awaited emperor struck a particularly bitter chord.


Moreover, grand treason was a grave sin and the greatest crime in the law, an offense against the kingdom and the people. If it was within his power to do so, Yuushou would dissuade Asen from continuing down this road. He naturally felt a strong resistance to participating in these events. Yet at the same time, he wanted to be involved.


Yuushou was a bundle of contradictions. He hoped to persuade Asen otherwise. You’re the only one I can trust. Perhaps those were the words he wanted to hear.


But Asen turned to Ukou instead. Yuushou loathed Ukou from the start. The previous dynasty saw the death of a particularly pompous and ineffectual general. Ukou was one of the soldiers furloughed in the aftermath. Requests and favors from above overrode any objections and he was assigned to Asen’s division under Hinken’s command.


His colleagues didn’t think much of him. He was said to be fearless. But lacking the skills, he reduced every fight to an indiscriminate brawl. He was not only upfront about his low and mean character, but shamelessly boasted about it to a discomfiting degree. Yuushou had seen nothing in him since to change his opinion.


There was a time when Asen would have gone out of his way to avoid associating with such a man. Yet it was Ukou to whom Asen assigned such critical tasks. Ukou grew even more full of himself as a result. Hinken had him transferred to Shinryou’s division, but Shinryou hailed from Gai Province and Ukou didn’t hide his disdain for the fact that Shinryou and the rest of them were his superior officers in name only.


Turning his back on the smirking Ukou, Yuushou headed for his office. When he got there, he unexpectedly found Shukuyou, the Minister of Summer, waiting for him.


“Quite out of the blue, orders came down to dispatch Yuushou to Bun Province. From His Highness, I assume.”


Yuushou nodded. Now Shukuyou bore the weighty title of Minister of Summer. He’d previously been a staff officer overseeing a coterie of mid-ranked officers. He was also Keitou’s superior. Shukuyou and Yuushou went way back together.


“I heard you’re to meet with Gyousou in order to secure his abdication.”


“So it seems. Although I won’t be taking point on this one. Ukou is coming with me.”


“Ukou. Huh.” Shukuyou drew his brows. “Why has His Highness entrusted that villain with such important assignments?”


“Precisely because he is a villain.”


“I cannot condone any of this,” Shukuyou spit out. He could not abide a man like Ukou even breathing the same air as His Highness.


Asen’s soldiers prided themselves in their irreproachable conduct and physical fortitude. Yuushou and his fellow officers felt fully justified in boasting of those qualities. They always received superior reviews compared to Gyousou’s army in this regard.


A big reason for this was the insubordination Gyousou engaged in now and again, the kind of disrespect for authority that Asen’s forces had never once demonstrated. They understood the position they occupied as an army and believed they deserved the reputation they’d earned for never overstepping those bounds.


All the more reason they simply could not condone the presence of boorish and unprofessional mercenaries like Ukou in their ranks.


Shukuyou had never been anything more than a staff officer, but as a member of the military, he took part in campaigns, and that included being stationed on the front lines. Although he never picked up a sword and charged into battle, he thought of himself as a soldier and recoiled as well from this stain on their honor and reputation.


When he explained as much, Yuushou answered with a wry smile, “The honor and reputation of a usurper?”


Shukuyou stiffened. “Nothing of the sort. Asen-sama will ascend to the throne as the emperor chosen by Heaven.”


“Well, then. Let me rephrase that. Someone in authority who hears of rebels rising up here or there and slaughters them together with all the unfortunate civilians who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“Yuushou!” Shukuyou responded at once from the gut. He couldn’t dismiss Yuushou’s point out of hand.


“I guess I struck a nerve,” Yuushou said with a smile. “Well, it’s not a burden you’ll have to bear. The likes of Asen-sama and Chou’un make the decisions. We’re the one who actually get their hands dirty.”


That was the cold, hard reality that left him shaken. However heartless the orders Shukuyou handed down were, at the end of the day, they were carried out by Yuushou and his men.


“Oh, I’m not donning a hairshirt and placing the blame on you. That’s what it means to be a soldier. You don’t question orders. You do your duty and wash the blood off your hands later. We don’t have the right to cast aspersions at Ukou. From the perspective of the civilians, they could hardly tell the difference between us.”


	Chapter 32


[18-4] Keitou arrived at the manor in the midst of a snow storm, adorned from head to toe in white. He entered the main hall and stated, “I humbly wish to take my leave of the Taiho’s service.”


“Keitou?” Taiki responded with a startled expression. “What do you mean by that?”


“I mean what I said. I shall be retiring from Hakkei Palace.”


“Then please explain why you are doing so.”


“I regret that is something I cannot do.”


Taiki craned his head to the side in confusion. “If you wish to leave my service, I will not force you to remain. But you play a necessary and important role here. What reasons do you have for resigning? Is it because of me? If so, I’m sure any such differences could be resolved.”


“Not at all! This decision has nothing to do with anything the Taiho has said or done.”


“So the matter is already out of my hands? Are you sure there is no way for me to change your mind?”


Keitou remained silent for a long moment. To be sure, Taiki was happy enough that, as his retainer, Keitou had chosen to explain as much as he had. All the more so considering that Keitou had once been his enemy.


“Unfortunately, given the nature of the situation, I do not believe that even Taiho could offer a satisfactory resolution.”


Taiki studied Keitou with a puzzled look until Keitou bowed his head. “I cannot agree that His Highness—that Asen—should ascend to the throne.”


Taiki pointed out that any decision to seat Asen on the throne was the choice of Heaven, not Taiki himself. But he made no headway with that argument.


“I understand the intentions of Heaven. I simply cannot accept them.”


“Are you not one of Asen’s retainers?”


“I was,” Keitou said, using the past tense of the verb. “It is true that he was the man who chose me and whom I called my commander. For a long time, I venerated Asen-san and served him with pride.”


A retainer is a strange creature, Keitou couldn’t help thinking. Their relationship was not that of a parent and child, nor of older and younger siblings. At first, the retainer was little more than a stranger who answered to his orders and joined his camp. They met as subordinate and superior, then as leader and follower, and then at some point, he became the person he served without condition.


Looking back, Keitou could not recall when or on what occasion the transition took place. At first, there were surely times when it was little more than a contrarian impulse. And, in fact, he’d heard that Eishou of Gyousou’s army was dead set against it.


Somewhere along the line, Keitou decided that Asen was his lord and master, and was delighted to be counted among his retainers. Though others contrasted and compared Asen with Gyousou, Keitou never once felt that Asen was inferior to Gyousou in any way. Asen was always the greater of the two. Of course, he also believed that Gyousou was the best of the rest, superior even to Emperor Kyou.


“However, in that respect, I was probably in error. I simply cannot believe that the man I served struck down the emperor approved by Heaven.”


Had Asen deceived him or had Keitou failed to assess his true nature? Perhaps he’d placed him on an impossibly high pedestal and then forced whatever he knew to conform to that ideal.


“Even if such compelling circumstances existed and the throne thus fell into his hands, it is beyond the pale that he should treat the kingdom and its people with such cavalier disregard.”


Because Keitou was his retainer, if Asen had said, “Such things cannot be helped,” Keitou would have gone along. That alone might have sufficed, even without Asen explaining himself. If he had maintained the relationship with his retainers that he had before the coup d’état, Keitou likely would not have questioned his actions.


But Asen severed that connection. Nevertheless, Keitou continued to think of himself as his retainer and looked up to Asen as his lord and master. He rationalized that Asen must have had his reasons for the coup, and persuaded himself as well that the merciless purges that followed were unavoidable.


Then any sense of Asen’s presence vanished from the Imperial Court. Keitou was shouldered aside without a title or portfolio. He must have made some sort of mistake. If so, he stubbornly persisted in believing he could put it right.


“I was Asen’s retainer. I thought I only needed to put my faith in him and follow him wherever he chose to go. I convinced myself that was the proper course of action.”


However—


“Asen dispatched Yuushou to Bun Province. He’s been sent there to meet with Gyousou-dono. Asen has known where Gyousou-dono was all along. In short, he’s been keeping him prisoner. He drove the emperor from his seat of power and imprisoned him to prevent him from returning to the palace. Thus he stole the throne. Asen planned and executed this strategy with exacting thoroughness, and so cast Tai in its current condition.”


A plan none of his retainers knew anything about.


“I did not want my lord to stain his hands committing a sin as grievous as regicide. If he felt that circumstances demanded such a course of action, he should have convinced his retainers first. Of course, had I known of these schemes beforehand, I would have stopped them, because I did not wish him to be branded a criminal. Even so, I still hoped to be persuaded there was nothing else he could do. Once he laid it all out, I wanted to agree with him. At the very least, we would shoulder the same sin together and atone for our crimes by working on behalf of the kingdom and its subjects. Asen trampled underfoot every last one of those hopes and expectations.”


Keitou trembled and his voice shook.


“Retainers are foolish creatures. When your lord and commander lays down the law, there is no room for disagreement. The foolishness arises in how a lord and his aides relate to each other. Asen holed up alone in the Rokushin and refused to meet with the members of his senior staff. He cut all ties. I do not know why. I no longer wish to know why. Having severed the connection between himself and his retainers, Asen became little more than a common thief who stole the throne, threw it away, and now lays waste to the kingdom and persecutes its people.”


Keitou was no longer able to persuade or deceive himself.


“I cannot overlook conduct that stole the throne from an emperor chosen according to the Divine Will. Nor can I excuse actions that squander the authority granted him. Policies that pay no heed to the kingdom and the people and instead rely on tyranny and oppression arouse in me nothing but revulsion.”


He had felt this way for some time. He simply pushed those thoughts out of his mind with the repeated mantra that he was “Asen’s retainer.”


“I cannot concur with the choices that Heaven has made in this regard. I find no reason to accept Asen as the rightful emperor or anything like it. He has no right to occupy the throne. That is why I will not take part in an Asen Dynasty.”


And so Keitou cast off the outer husk of “retainer” and revealed his hon’ne, the essential nature of his soul.


“As long as he lives, Gyousou-sama is the emperor of this kingdom. Only Gyousou-sama should be addressed as His Highness. Asen deserves no such respect.”


At some point, the tears welled up. Were it permissible, he would have sunk to the floor and wailed aloud in grief and mortification.


“Keitou, if Gyousou-sama returned to the throne, would you be willing to work on his behalf?”


“I would, most happily.”


“Even if that meant standing in opposition to Asen?”


With a wild gesture that knocked over a nearby writing desk, Keitou exclaimed, “Look at the state of the kingdom! How many people are going to die this winter? If Asen hadn’t committed high treason, the citizens of Kouki should have enjoyed a temperate winter here in the home of the emperor. Instead they are freezing to death!”


Even in Kouki, people were dying from the cold. Within the city limits, hollow-eyed and exhausted refugees huddled together in growing numbers.


“If rebels are reported to be in a certain city, having no idea who or where they are, do you know how many civilians get slaughtered rooting them out? Even infants not old enough to have reached the age of discretion will meet their deaths by Asen’s hand. Asen is not a man I will ever acknowledge as the emperor. In no way does he belong on the throne.”


Keitou spit out the words and fell silent.


Taiki answered in a soft voice, “Gyousou-sama is the emperor of Tai.”


“I know—” Keitou started to say. He stopped, a startled look rising to his face.


Taiki looked back at him with quiet eyes, like the surface of a lake on a windless day. “Asen is not and has never been the emperor of anything.”


“Taiho—that is—” Keitou felt the blood drain from his head and his knees go weak.


“That is why you are so necessary to me, Keitou.”


Keitou collapsed to the floor and sat there in a daze. “Taiho, what are you doing?”


“What we are doing is saving this kingdom and its rightful emperor. And I need your help to get the job done.”


	Chapter 33


[18-5] Chou’un was in a hurry.


How did things come to this?


Asen was showing up at the Privy Council chambers on a regular basis. As per usual, he kept everybody around him at arm’s length. But with Asen himself appearing in the Outer Palace, the ministers took their orders directly from him. Up to this point, Chou’un had ruled over the Imperial Court. Now Asen had stepped back onto the stage and was reasserting his privileges and authority.


Whatever impulse led him to do so, it left Chou’un in a quandary. As the reach of his authority contracted, so did the goods and favors he extracted using that authority. He couldn’t very well tell Asen to ignore that impulse and return to his old ways. What he could do was spread the message around that Asen being the new emperor was a charade cooked up by Taiki.


Except no one listened. People flocked to Taiki. Not only Gyousou’s old retainers but prominent and distinguished administrators began to gather at the provincial offices. At one time or another, Chou’un had dismissed many of them from the Imperial Court. Naturally they now gave him a cold shoulder.


Though they didn’t have the same rank or authority as the Chousai, members of the provincial government ignored Chou’un’s directives and gave not a thought to his status or position or his feelings about anything at all. The imperial ministers ignored Chou’un and went straight over his head to Asen. Even worse, many of them sought out Taiki’s opinion before his own.


Asen had dispatched troops to Bun Province in order to take Gyousou into custody. The unexpected repercussions of this action were felt far and wide.


The civil servants who did not count themselves among Gyousou’s retainers and did not owe their positions to Chou’un’s patronage had accepted the official announcement that Gyousou died at face value. That being the case, they also accepted that, usurper though he may be, Asen was the man sitting on the throne.


But then came word that Gyousou wasn’t dead after all. Asen going to parlay with him meant that Asen had been keeping the rightful emperor under wraps the whole time. This, in turn, aroused animosity toward Asen for proceeding forward with his own enthronement and put more weight in Chou’un’s accusation that Taiki had orchestrated this travesty.


Twisted and distorted like any rumors, these voices ended up bolstering public sentiment on behalf of Gyousou. A consensus began to spread that “Emperor” Asen was Taiki’s creation and Gyousou of course was the true emperor.


If proclaiming Asen the new emperor was indeed a falsehood promulgated by Taiki with the intention of ensnaring Asen, then didn’t that mean ensnaring Asen was the Will of Heaven?


On the other hand, the Rikkan fawned incessantly on Asen. With Chou’un expanding his own power base and vying for supremacy while kissing up to the increasingly determined Asen, calls to remove Chou’un from office grew louder and more strident. Among them, the loudest were the ones also singing the praises of Asen’s impending enthronement.


Chou’un found himself caught betwixt and between. The patterns of power within the Imperial Palace had begun to shift and change in a major way.


	

Ansaku gazed upon the flustered Chou’un with cold eyes. Every way you look at it, this man doesn’t stand a chance.


Butting heads with Taiki had clearly weakened Chou’un’s position. He was reaping what he had sown.


But as far as Chou’un was concerned, “I have no reason to lock horns with the Taiho. Harboring any animosity toward him is out of the question.”


Even at this point, Chou’un thought nothing of reversing course and pretending he’d been heading in that direction all along.


“Though the Taiho may not see things that way,” Ansaku said, an air of sympathy in his voice.


“Why? What have I done?”


Ansaku bowed his head and kept his shocked reaction to himself. He understood how the man’s mind worked. Chou’un would already be rearranging his recollection of past events in ways more favorable to the current state of affairs.


“I hate to say it, but I’ve had my doubts about the Taiho’s bona fides from the start,” Ansaku said, further testing the waters.


Chou’un responded with a look that suggested he treated any such suspicions as all the more outrageous.


“I have never doubted the Taiho. There may have been the rare occasion when I exercised an additional degree of caution.”


Ansaku answered only with a nod.


“So this person shows up claiming to be the Taiho. Why should I doubt him without giving him a fair hearing? The heart tells me to believe and rejoice. But I am the Chousai. The mind must remain focused on keeping His Highness safe and the kingdom at peace. I cannot afford to dismiss the possibility that this Taiho is an imposter. Given my position, such credulity would be unforgivable, no matter how callous it might appear.”


But of course, Ansaku chuckled to himself. As far as he knew, Chou’un wasn’t rationalizing or making excuses. These were the man’s honest thoughts. He wasn’t lying. From one moment to the next, he simply glossed over any inconvenient realities. With a subtle shift of nuance, applying a slight shade to the meaning, he twisted the truth one way or the other. Repeated over and over, he produced an imagined reality more accommodating to his own.


In another two or three months, he would forget any doubts he ever harbored. Rather, he was surrounded by doubters, whom he had opposed at every turn.


Because it had become Chou’un’s “truth,” he shamelessly asserted it was so without the slightest shame or remorse. Anyone not familiar with the particulars of the events in which he was involved would tend to trust him based on that attitude alone. Once convinced, should they later catch wind of the truth, they would interpret it only as a malicious attempt to sully Chou’un good name.


Despite his deep-rooted incompetence, Chou’un thus created an aura of competence around himself. From his personal perspective, what might have been mistaken for doubt was simply his competence shining through. His version of the truth followed a similar course, constantly conforming to the reality that Chou’un personally experienced, according to which he never failed.


Ansaku’s own experience had taught him that the minds of many high-ranked civil servants worked the same way.


“Wasn’t Kashaku the one who first raised questions about whether he really was the Taiho and deserved to be sitting alongside His Highness?”


Ansaku again smiled to himself. No, that was Chou’un. Kashaku was simply following suit. Typical of those eager to be seen toeing the party line, Kashaku didn’t echo the words of Chou’un alone. This was also a pattern among incompetents who papered over their deficiencies, but as a result of this conduct, it was not long before all those misdeeds ended up being laid at the feet of Kashaku instead.


And so the chickens came home to roost.


“If the Taiho has misunderstood, those misunderstandings must be addressed. Ansaku, you wouldn’t perhaps know of someone who could serve as a mediator in such a situation?”


Ansaku answered that he would look for such a person.


	

Good to his word, Ansaku commenced a search for an intermediary in Taiki’s circle who could build a bridge between the two sides. He didn’t know where Chou’un was going to end up in all this, but if an avenue of communication could be established, he wanted to make sure it remained intact.


The problem was, the animosity toward Chou’un was strong in anyone close to Taiki. He sought out an independent third party who could fulfill that role, except by and large they already held a strong affinity with Taiki’s camp. Those loyal to Asen hesitated to participate in such an exercise, and were not at all disposed to support Chou’un.


In any case, everyone he trusted to be a truly honest broker already supported Taiki. Because the righteousness of the kirin alone could be taken as a given.


Chou’un’s authority as the center of power in the Imperial Court slowly waned while that of the Zui Province government, led by Taiki, clearly grew. They recruited talented people to the effort and nimbly began to move in the directions Taiki desired.


They opened public granaries across Zui Province enough to tide over the bitter cold of mid-winter. But the lives of the people would still be hard. Reserves collapsed during the worst of the winter weather, inflicting additional difficulties on the survivors going forward.


Displaced persons were resettled in towns where the population had collapsed and given the opportunity to homestead the places where they settled down. Soup kitchens and boarding houses were built in cities where large numbers of refugees had congregated. Agents set up shop among them, recruiting workers to rebuild the towns and cities damaged by war and natural disasters.


Despite the meager wages, news of paying jobs drew in more refugees from outside Zui Province.


At long last, a new source of light, small but certain, sprang to life in Tai.


	
	
	Book IV
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	Part Nineteen

	Chapter 1

	
[19-1] Gyousou devised a trap to catch the suugu.


The snares he’d used in the Yellow Sea were made from iron chains. Iron chains were nowhere to be found here in the depths of Kan’you Mountain. Though rope wasn’t nearly as reliable, the koushu did use rope as well. What they called “black rope” was woven from the bark of a hardwood tree that grew in the Yellow Sea.


There was no such bark here, so Gyousou had to make do with the boughs and branches he had on hand. He peeled away the outer bark and soaked the inner bark before working it over with a stone hammer, then split the pulped wood into strips to release the fibers, which he wove into cords.


The gemstones would come in handy as bait. On this count, he was fortunate to have been imprisoned in a mine. The gravel from the tailings yielded a generous variety. And then while clearing out the debris deposited by the landslides, Gyousou found a large chunk of jasper.


Even in the feeble light, he knew this was no ordinary stone. The perfectly clear green jasper had once been extraordinarily large. It was broken into five pieces. It appeared to have a twin, though its sister stone was wedged between several large boulders, making it impossible to extract.


Still, this one alone produced a considerable yield when broken apart. Though partial to agate, no suugu would turn up its nose at jasper of this quality.


After making rope from the tree bark, he salvaged the clamps and nails from the wrecked support timbers that once supported the tunnels. He reduced several of the wooden pillars to charcoal and made a forge. The charcoal was of poor quality but was sufficient to the task. Working the metal using a stone as the hammer and a boulder as the anvil, he stretched out the iron and created hooks.


Everything Gyousou was doing here he’d learned from the shushi in the Yellow Sea.


Emperor Kyou had on one occasion handed down orders of a sort Gyousou felt he could carry out only under protest. He was about to bow to the inevitable and do as he was told when he felt that gaze upon him.


Asen had Gyousou in his sights, always watching from the sidelines.


Gyousou could not act in such a craven manner in front of Asen. Far more than the disfavor of Emperor Kyou, the thought of Asen’s scorn weighed many times heavier on his mind. In the end, Gyousou refused the orders. Bearing the blame himself, he resigned, relinquished his listing in the Registry of Wizards, and left Kouki.


He didn’t know what to do next. His sense of self-respect wouldn’t allow him to stay in Tai, so he left the kingdom. To his surprise, Ganchou also resigned his position, left government service, and accompanied him. He could hardly allow Gyousou to sally off on his own, Ganchou said.


At first, they considered a tour of the kingdoms. Gyousou had a particular interest in En and Sou. However, on their way to Sou, they encountered a group from the Kingdom of Sai heading to the Yellow Sea on the Shouzan. Though it didn’t involve Gyousou and Ganchou in the slightest, they were curious to find out more about the Yellow Sea.


Some of the participants didn’t know their way around a sword or how to defend themselves. Gyousou and Ganchou decided to tag along and see the Yellow Sea for themselves. Making inquiries about anyone who might need a bodyguard, they happened across a rugged bunch who happened to specialize in the bodyguard business. In the process, they met more shushi.


The shushi hunted youjuu in the Yellow Sea. Traveling through the Yellow Sea looking for potential kijuu struck them as more interesting than the Shouzan for another kingdom. Then came rumors that an emperor had emerged in the first group and numbers in the current group dropped off substantially.


This development also made following the shushi a more attractive option than teaming up with the bodyguards. Gyousou and Ganchou decided instead to apprentice himself to the shushi, capture his own kijuu, tame and train it.


Of course, saying as much didn’t make it so. To start with, he and Ganchou were told to enter the Yellow Sea with the bodyguards so they could experience the situation for themselves. Rather than following those going on the Shouzan, they would then accompany the bodyguards who scouted ahead and cleared the trail.


Only after they committed themselves to that course of action, established their bona fides with the bodyguards and proved their mettle, did the shushi take them on as apprentices.


First off, together with Ganchou, Gyousou hunted down mostly harmless youjuu that resembled dogs. But they did a right fine job of it and were soon equaling the work of the shushi and even outdoing them on occasion.


After three years, the last hunt they took part in was for a suugu.


Gyousou wanted a suugu for himself. Even after returning to the Imperial Court, he traveled to the Yellow Sea whenever he could find the time. He finally came away with Keitou.


Keitou was a white suugu. Suugu were mostly white or mostly black. The latter was far rarer than the former. The suugu he’d found on Kan’you Mountain was mostly black.


The suugu’s mane made him think of Taiki, the black kirin who ran after him as he descended the mountain.


What a stroke of luck, encountering a black suugu in a place like this.


He could almost believe someone sent it here with instructions to get captured, tamed, and trained.


Fortunately, this suugu that he’d met in the depths of the earth emerged from its hibernation in something of a haze. Having been asleep around the clock, it showed no signs of attacking Gyousou. When he drew closer, the suugu opened its eyes and flashed a menacing mien. But when Gyousou withdrew, the suugu didn’t give chase and seemed content to stay where it was.


If he strayed too close, it most definitely snapped at him. He had to get the creature in restraints before it fully awakened.


He had the rope, hooks, and gemstones—everything he needed but a clapper. Hung from ropes at strategic points, the clappers detected the movements of a suugu hiding out of sight. In the Yellow Sea, they’d used rattler geodes. Too loud and they’d unnecessarily provoke the suugu. Too quiet and they wouldn’t be any better than nothing.


Gyousou needed something small but with a sound that traveled well. He thought about making something out of the gemstones, but trying to shape small stones only resulted in splitting them apart. He simply didn’t have the tools necessary. Using the reshaped nails and sand as grit, he could drill a hole in a rock, except that would take too much time.


On the other hand, big rocks didn’t produce a sound with the right timber or respond with the right sensitivity. Wracking his brains, a thought struck him. One of the baskets that had washed ashore in the cave contained a girl’s otedama. Three of them. He recalled the chiming sound when he picked them up, suggesting that each had a small bell attached.


He proceeded at once to the storage area he’d set aside with great reverence to preserve the offerings and searched for the beanbags. A close examination of the threadbare otedama revealed a bell attached to either end of the seed-filled pouches. From his memory of retrieving the basket, he’d been certain that each otedama had only one bell.


“Thank you.”


One bell each wouldn’t have been enough. For whatever reason, the whimsy of the girl who made them, she’d attached two to each. Here was another stroke of good luck. He needed at least five.


I guess Heaven is still smiling upon me.


By now, Gyousou had to believe that someone was arranging these little miracles on his behalf.


The key to catching a suugu was to get it mad without enraging it. Just mad enough for it to give chase so it could be lured into a trap. While the hunter lurked in the shadows, the suugu would simply stay put unless properly provoked. But overexcite the creature and get it really angry and the trap would prove useless.


The suugu knew where the hunter was hiding. Once it got its back up, it’d make menacing moves while closing the distance between them. If driven into a fury, a suugu didn’t bother intimidating its foes and instead attacked in a single bound. There wouldn’t be enough time to close the net.


In the Yellow Sea, they tracked down suugu dens and animal trails. A suugu had a keen sense of its territorial boundaries. Trespassing them was bound to attract its attention. Laying a trap within its territory was sure to get it riled up. Catching the slightest scent of an uninvited third party put a suugu on guard. Lingering there annoyed it all the more.


That’s when it crept closer, intending to drive the intruder from its territory. At this point, the trap had to be already laid out. Once the suugu took notice, the trap had to be ready to go as soon as it resolved to drive the interloper away. There was no room for mistakes or delays. One chance to get it right.


If the hunter wasn’t ready to spring the trap, the suugu would charge ahead without mercy. Just in case, it was a good idea to have a handful of gemstones to placate the beast, but there was no guarantee they would do the trick. So fight the attacking suugu to the death or freeze up and then run.


This latter option was a last resort. A hunter in such dire straits who managed to escape wouldn’t get anywhere close to that suugu’s territory again, especially if wounded in any way. The suugu was a smart creature. It remembered a foe with all five senses, starting with its scent. As soon as it caught wind of a returning threat, it would attack at a run.


Discovering the den of a suugu made the job much easier but this was rare. The more reliable approach was to set a trap along the animal trails, but not without a good grasp of the suugu’s whereabouts. Lurking nearby in a blind hoping to ambush the animal when it showed up rarely yielded results.


The trap was laid only after confirming that a suugu was in the vicinity and then determining its actual location. If the suugu was a long way off, there’d be plenty of time to get everything set up right. But in the meantime, there was a good possibility the suugu would grow wary and take off in a different direction.


Get close enough to honestly annoy it and there were good odds the trap wouldn’t be ready soon enough. If a hunter found a den and set up the snare right outside it, the suugu could be lured in with little trouble. But the trails were a different story. There was no telling what approach it would take. Read its movement wrong and the encounter might end on a tragic note.


Fortunately, Gyousou had discovered this suugu in what more or less passed for its den. Even so, he had only one chance to spring the trap as fast as he could. There was no margin for error.


While arranging the ropes and hooks, Gyousou stepped through the process and practiced the moves he had to make over and over. He couldn’t help thinking back to the last time he had laid such a trap in the Yellow Sea. At the time, Taiki was with him.


An intense curiosity shone in the boy’s eyes as Gyousou showed him how to prepare the snare.


In fact, at that time, Gyousou hadn’t discovered evidence of a suugu in the area and wasn’t trying to catch one along the animal trails. Rather, having captured Keitou in the vicinity, he had good grounds for concluding this was a suugu habitat. He didn’t think waiting there for one to come along would yield results, but that didn’t rule out setting up the trap just in case.


There was always the rare success story. In the unlikely event they did succeed, Gyousou scattered gemstones around to calm down the suugu and keep Taiki out of harm’s way. Taiki apparently thought they were there to lure in the suugu like a trail of breadcrumbs, but that wasn’t the case. The blind was quite a distance further away than normal from the trap.


Taiki said he wanted to see for himself, so Gyousou brought him along. He was equally interested in showing Taiki what capturing a kijuu involved, and wanted Taiki to know about the people who specialized in wrangling kijuu, such as the shushi. Many shushi had ended up as refugees due to the devastation of a kingdom, and Gyousou hoped he’d come away with at least a grasp of that reality beyond the simple abstract knowledge.


Thinking back about it now, Gyousou had to smile and shake his head. The events that would unfold as a result had been well beyond his wildest imagination.


How was Taiki faring now? Gyousou was still alive, so he could say for certain that Taiki hadn’t been killed. Given that no one had come galloping to his rescue, at the bare minimum, he must have been captured or detained. How was he being treated? Gyousou could only hope he had not ended up in similarly wretched conditions.


Whenever he pondered such things, the image of the child rose up in his thoughts. Except many years had passed. Taiki must have grown a good deal. It was quite possible that he was an adult—an adult kirin. What manner of young man had he become?


The wizardesses on Mount Hou said the people of Tai were hot-blooded. A nice way of saying they were a violent bunch, which was not necessarily wrong. Without that stubborn contrariness at the core, they’d never hold up through the long winters and the fierce cold and prevail against the worst odds without giving up. That’s what living in this kingdom required.


The reasons so many entered the priesthood, joined the land gangs, and became marauders and mercenaries were not unrelated to that innate temperament. Gyousou believed that to persist, to endure, and to act with undiminished resolve was an inherent trait of Tai itself.


The young kirin was said to be the exact opposite. Gyousou wasn’t convinced, but he understood why people came to that conclusion. What kind of adult had the child become? Despite his best efforts, he had a hard time picturing him now.


Only that he is likely the furthest thing from safe and sound.


“I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to help.”


	Chapter 2


[19-2] Late in the afternoon, the warm rays of the sun slanted low across the horizon. The mornings and evenings remained chilly, so any sunlight helped to stave off the fierce cold.


Standing guard still guaranteed painfully frozen feet. Yet the overcast skies were thin enough for the brilliant light of the setting sun to shine through and reveal patches of blue through breaks in the cloud cover.


Boushuku heard Gogetsu say something under his breath.


“Yeah, it’s always a relief to see the sky,” Boushuku said, glancing up at the heavens.


That attempt at conversation was met with a tense shushing sound. Boushuku turned to see Gogetsu examining the building that jutted out from the gatehouse.


Boushuku craned his neck but spotted nothing out of the usual. It was merely the guardroom where sentries like him took their breaks and should be currently unoccupied. Hearing Gogetsu’s muffled voice, Boushuku responded with a look and didn’t say anything aloud.


Gogetsu again gestured toward the guardroom with a jerk of his chin. Without drawing more attention to himself, he pointed at the window. Boushuku narrowed his eyes, assuming he meant something on the other side of the glass. The interior of the building was dark. The evening sun shone brilliantly off the glass. Boushuku leaned back the other way. Changing the angle dimmed the bright glare, but now he saw a reflection of the outer courtyard.


Whatever he was supposed to be looking at, he couldn’t see inside the building.


He started wondering if Gogetsu, standing right next to him, was looking through the window. Just then, a shadow flickered across the surface of the glass. Toward the back of the reflected image of the courtyard, a silhouette flitted beneath the eaves.


Gogetsu said in a casual tone of voice, “I imagine Director Fukushou must be working his fingers to the bone today as well.”


Gogetsu shouldn’t be able to see through the window, and in any case, the Director wasn’t in. At that moment, a bundle of documents under his arm, he was headed toward the outer courtyard. Boushuku had spotted him walking in that direction with something of a weary air about him.


Boushuku looked at Gogetsu. Gogetsu answered with a small nod. The window reflected the silhouettes of several civil servants scurrying beneath the eaves, obviously trying not to be seen.


“Could you lend me a hand for a moment?” Gogetsu turned on his heels and entered the gatehouse.


“Sure thing,” Boushuku said, tagging along.


Coming in from the bright sunlight, the gatehouse was pitch black. Boushuku blinked a few times. When his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he could see the tension on Gogetsu’s face. Gogetsu grabbed him by the arm and pulled him behind a pillar. Reading his intentions, Boushuku darted into the anteroom with Gogetsu close behind.


The two of them observed the empty gate room from the crack between the folding doors. A short time later, on the opposite side of the gate room, a face peered out from the vestibule where the gatekeeper usually retired. Boushuku recognized the man, a minor official recently dispatched by the Imperial government. A closer look revealed there to be six of them. They focused their attention on the outer courtyard before disappearing deeper into the compound, likely headed for one of the courtyard rooms.


Gogetsu made his move, Boushuku on his heels. They crossed the gate room to the vestibule. Through the decorative window they watched the silhouettes enter one of the courtyard rooms.


The room had been used by officials from the Naisai, the ministry responsible for the management of the Inner Palace. The provincial prime minister had banned Imperial government officials from the premises, so nobody should be using the room. When they’d been sent packing, they took all their belongings with them. They didn’t leave anything behind they’d have to retrieve at a later date.


At any rate, they wouldn’t be skulking around the manor if they had.


Boushuku and Gogetsu watched the room for a while. The people inside showed no signs of coming out.


“They can’t move, eh?”


“Ah,” Gogetsu said. “What about the windows?”


“That room has a skylight but it’s pretty high up. It’s too small for a person to squeeze through.”


“Meaning they won’t be sneaking further into the manor. Let’s get some reinforcements in here. Keep it quiet, though.”


Boushuku agreed. He slipped out of the gate room and summoned several of his colleagues. Along the way, he ran into Director Fukushou and summarized for him what was going on. The Director nodded with a firm expression and issued a brief series of orders. Leaving the rest in the Director’s hands, Boushuku returned to where Gogetsu had set up his observation post.


Gogetsu glanced at him and said, “Still haven’t made a move. Probably waiting for nightfall.”


The darkness deepened inside the gate room. But they saw lights coming on in the room the suspects had entered.


Gogetsu said under his breath, voicing his understanding of their motives, “They’d obviously prefer not getting found out, but in any case, they’ve got some unfinished business here that needs taking care of.”


Boushuku replied quietly, “Sneaking around like this seems the least natural way to go about it.”


“Well, it kind of makes sense given the expulsion order covering all the Imperial officials in Nightingale Manor.”


“Of course,” Boushuku said. “But there aren’t that many. What’s their objective?”


Taiki was the obvious answer, except there wasn’t much they could do with the number of people they had. Taiki had Ganchou and Yari at his side. A bunch of bureaucrats didn’t present much of a threat to those two, unless these were soldiers dressed up as civil servants.


“I don’t think they are military men,” Gogetsu said, thinking along the same lines. “I’ve seen some of them before.”


Boushuku nodded. With that, Gogetsu’s voice trailed off and the long night began. Together with Boushuku, fifteen guards lay low and kept their eyes on the room. The painfully cold night wore on. The dawn grew closer. The chill in the bones turned the sunny day gone by into a distant memory.


The sky over the Imperial Palace was still dark. But here and there came that feeling in the air of people getting up and going about their business. The break of day would arrive before long.


“The Daiboku knows what’s going on?”


“The Director should have filled him in.”


Meaning there was nothing to worry about? But then a thought occurred to Boushuku.


“The pavilion.”


Dawn was upon them, silhouetting the main hall of Nightingale Manor against the pale gray sky. Looking past the tiled roofs, the decorative mountain in the garden came into view, the arbor and pavilion perched at its peak. The ridgeline of the pavilion barely poked above the roof of the main hall. Since being posted at the manor, Boushuku had become so accustomed to the scene it had lost all of its spectacle.


He’d heard that Taiki walked to the pavilion every morning, at times in the company of others, and at other times alone. The back courtyard of the main hall was Taiki’s personal domain.


“What about it?” Gogetsu asked.


“The Taiho visits the pavilion every morning, sometimes by himself.”


If the Daiboku had been informed of the malefactors on the premises, he would put a stop to it, or at least make sure the Taiho didn’t head out there by himself.


That was when events started to unfold. As they watched from afar, the door of the room cracked open, someone inside taking a look around. For a long minute, nothing changed. And then the door opened wide enough for the people inside to slip out. One, then two, then six altogether. By the time the last one conscientiously closed the door behind him, the first was approaching the portico rooms.


The succession of shadows turned down the narrow hallway to the right of the portico rooms. The hallway was for the use of the servants.


Having confirmed where the interlopers were headed, Boushuku and his men passed through the portico. Though the morning light hadn’t yet reached the rooms, they sensed movement around them. Perhaps alerted by their footsteps and curious about what was going on, the occupants peeked out at them from the shuttered windows.


Boushuku and his men proceeded deeper into the manor. A second utility corridor passed to the left of the main hall. They crossed from there toward the back garden. As expected, a guard was posted in the corridor. The passageway east of the main hall should have the same security.


Boushuku sank down in the undergrowth and said under his breath. “I don’t imagine they would use the east utility corridor either.”


Gogetsu nodded. He drew a scarf over his mouth to avoid puffing out a white cloud in the cold morning air. “I don’t think so.”


That was when they heard the quiet creak of an opening door. With the guard posted there, it couldn’t have come from the side gate to the main hall. Dismissing that possibility, Boushuku peered through the faint light of dawn that hung over the courtyard like a gray haze. At the back of the garden, in a thicket of tall grasses and sculpted rocks on the far side of the decorative mountain, he made out the silhouette of a human form.


The adjoining property.


Now that he thought about it, the Nightingale Manor had once been an annex of the garden park with which it shared a common wall. The utility corridor connected the facilities in the park with the manor. At some point before he’d been assigned to the manor, the wall had been erected, closing it off. But wasn’t there a back alleyway still available to the servants? If so, here was another way to access the garden.


Although the exterior perimeter of the garden park itself was patrolled as a matter of course, he hadn’t heard of any resources being assigned to the partition wall separating it from Nightingale Manor.


“There aren’t any guards back there, are there?” Gogetsu said with a disapproving cluck of his tongue, having come to the same conclusion.


Security for Nightingale Manor had originally been handled at the Imperial level. Then Zui Province asserted its prerogatives and brought manor operations under the jurisdiction of the provincial ministries of Heaven and Summer. Except the grounds around the manor fell outside their jurisdiction.


At first, the guards dispatched by the Imperial government had simply enforced the status quo, leaving any number of holes in the walls that enclosed the park and the manor. There certainly was that time when Asen appeared out of nowhere. To be sure, Asen could have exercised his own authority to breach any security cordon in the Imperial Palace. But Boushuku got the feeling Asen found a way through one of those holes.


Boushuku turned these thoughts over in his mind as he watched the suspicious silhouettes scamper across the back courtyard. They climbed the mountain behind the lake, weapons glimmering in the faint light. Doing their best not to be seen, they disappeared into the shadows of the trees and rocks around the pavilion.


“Ah, so they’re planning an ambush, eh?” whispered an unfamiliar voice.


Boushuku almost shouted in surprise. He froze reflexively before casting an apprehensive glance over his shoulder. At some point, a young woman had appeared in their midst.


“Y-Yari-dono—”


Yari nodded. She was wearing a long-hooded cloak. He could tell at a glance that the cloak was an unusually ornate piece of apparel, not the kind of clothing worn by an ordinary civil servant. It was an elegant court robe.


Reading the dubious expression Boushuku’s face, she said, “Oh, just a little something I borrowed from the Taiho’s wardrobe. I’ll head over to the pavilion in a few minutes. The rest is up to you.”


She pulled the hood down over her eyes and scurried off, fading into the mist in the direction of the main hall.


Nothing moved on the mountain. Nightingale Manor was quiet and still, as were the courtyard and garden. Around the time the faint light of dawn began to fill their surroundings, the back door of the main hall opened and a solitary figure slipped out wearing a hooded cloak.


Of course. Wearing that cloak, Yari could easily pass for Taiki.


Perhaps seeing what they took to be Taiki as well, the shadows positioned around the pavilion began shifting about.


You’ve got to at least admire the effort they’re making, I guess. It’s freezing cold out here.


Boushuku could barely keep his teeth from chattering. The top of that garden mountain was directly exposed to the wind. He stuck his hands under the scarf covering his mouth and warmed his fingers with his breath.


At last he was going to actually do his job on behalf of Taiki.


Yari adjusted the cloak as she followed the winding stone steps up and around the mountain. When she got within a few steps of the pavilion, perhaps having exhausted their patience, the shadows jumped at her from the thickets.


Gogetsu leapt to his feet, Boushuku a step behind him.


One after another, Yari felled the silhouettes swarming around her, sending them tumbling down the mountain. Boushuku and Gogetsu charged up the stone staircase. Their fellow guardsmen ran down the now hapless and whimpering bureaucrats hiding behind the boulders and seized them on the spot.


Shrieks and screams rang out from the pavilion. Swinging a cudgel with each hand, Yari sent her attackers flying as quickly as they came at her. Boushuku reached the summit to find most of them sprawled across the cobblestone ground. Knowing the authorities would want to question them later, she made sure not to kill anybody.


Moaning and groaning, the surly civil servants stumbled to their feet, very much a bunch of sore losers. Boushuku and the guardsmen took them into custody.


Boushuku pinned a flailing bureaucrat’s arms behind his back. “Picking a fight with Yari-dono is not a smart move for a bunch of amateurs,” he instructed his captive.


Yari doffed the hood of the duster and scowled. “What did they actually think they were going to accomplish with only this many people?”


“You think someone else is pulling the strings?”


“Someone like Shison.” Responding to Boushuku’s startled reaction, Yari added, “He’s just the sort of idiot who would dream up something this stupid.”


	Chapter 3


[19-3] Gyousou stepped into the rocky fissure, torch and trap in hand. His quarry was still in a groggy state. He had time to lay down the snares. The light was faint and the footholds treacherous. He was thankful for any leeway he could take advantage of. He knew for certain the suugu wasn’t going to stay that way forever.


In order to keep the pitons out of sight while securing the snares, he snaked the ropes between the rocks before tying them off. When he came to the knot that attached the guy rope, he switched his hold and stretched the guy rope across a gap in a place the creature was bound to brush against it. A bell chimed softly as the rope drew taut.


He backtracked to the first knot, set another piton, attached another length of guy rope, and repeated the process.


He proceeded as quietly as he could, keeping as low a profile as possible. The suugu showed no signs of fully waking from its hibernation, even after he finished stringing the snare like a spider’s web.


He carried three poles with tapered ends. Once he threw them, there was no getting them back. He fastened the gemstones to his waist along with his sword. He’d resort to the sword only if he ended up on the losing end of this gamble. Would he have to kill these wings of good fortune or would he end up the prey? Or would the suugu disappear into the bottomless depths of the ravine?


Gyousou took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He aimed the pole to the left of the suugu and let it fly. The dull tip of the javelin did not impale itself but struck the rocks and tumbled away. Two round eyes lit up in the surrounding darkness. The suugu was awake now. Without waiting, Gyousou threw the second javelin, this time right above the head of the beast.


That projectile too bounced off the boulder and fell down on the suugu. He didn’t bother checking where it went before throwing the last one. This time, at point blank range.


The javelin slanted into the ground right in front of the suugu. The darkness slowly shifted. A big forefoot snapped the javelin in two like a twig. A low growl resonated through the ravine. The sound crawled through the earth and reverberated through the rock, communicating the creature’s anger.


Avoiding the piercing glare, Gyousou hid in the shadow of a boulder. He held the rope, stifled his breath, and craned his ears.


The angry roar echoed from the far side of the boulder. A small bell chimed. The suugu had crossed the first rope. The second bell rang. Then the third, followed by two bells singing in unison. Without a doubt, the suugu had reached the mouth of the snare.


Gyousou only had to pull the rope and spring the trap. After that, everything depended on his ability to rein in the beast through sheer force of will. If he lost his bearings or panicked for even a moment, the suugu would shake free of the snare. After all, the purpose of these traps was to give a hunter time enough to lay his hands on the quarry. Koushu hunted in large numbers. If one rider got bucked off, there’d be another right behind him ready to leap into the fray.


They’d keep at it until they’d broken the beast and slapped on the restraints. But Gyousou was the only person here.


The growls grew closer. The footsteps made no sound but each breath of the big beast whooshed past him like a rush of wind. Catching a whiff of the warm and moist air, Gyousou planted his feet on the boulder and yanked hard on the rope.


Reacting with a startled howl, the creature leapt off the stony ground, twisting its body to slash at Gyousou with glittering sharp claws. Gyousou sprang to the side. As it turned to follow him, the suugu’s momentum tangled its huge frame in the ropes. A glance over his shoulder showed the suugu shaking its body in great aggravation, swinging its forefeet and kicking its hind legs as it tried to pursue Gyousou.


Those movements only further entwined the suugu in the ropes. It roared in vexation. Gyousou charged straight at it, ducking and weaving around the flailing claws, and leapt onto its back. Using the entangled ropes as reins, he straddled the suugu and grabbed hold of its mane. The suugu bucked its big body and unleashed a thunderous roar.


“Easy, easy. Calm down.”


The suugu pawed the ground. Gyousou held on tight with his legs, gripping the mane with his left hand and patting its shoulder with his right. Bucking and growling, tearing at the restraints while trying to shake this foe off its back, the beast’s wild actions grew all the more chaotic.


Gyousou clung on even harder in order to stay seated while he earnestly raised his voice. He couldn’t let his grip slacken for even a moment. Communicating his indomitable resolve was the key to keeping the beast under the rider’s control.


Maintaining a hold with his left hand, his fingernails biting into the hide like teeth, Gyousou pulled open the waist pack with his right. The suugu sprang back and forth, making increasingly violent attempts to escape the constraints. Mirroring the raging actions with his own, Gyousou scattered gemstones on the ground.


The most dangerous moment came next. The suugu tried rolling over, hoping to scrape the rider off its back. Caught and crushed between that huge frame and the boulders, he’d in a world of hurt. Judging the direction the suugu was headed, Gyousou firmed his hold and pulled hard in the opposite direction, managing to haul the beast back to an upright stance.


Digging in with his knees, his hand on the scruff of the neck, he checked the movements of the struggling suugu and brought it under control.


The beast’s frenzied state settled somewhat, perhaps the gemstones having their effect as well. The suugu’s efforts to throw off the rider and the rider’s efforts to stay put finally settled into a kind of dance.


“Easy, easy. You’ll be okay.” I’m not your enemy. I’m not going to hurt you. Settle down. Relax.


When it tried to kick off with its hind legs, Gyousou raised its head to sit it back down. When it veered left, he pulled right. Little by little, the suugu’s movements grew more subdued.


“I’m not your enemy. I need your help.”


The suugu responded with a low and bewildered growl. It stopped recklessly throwing its body back and forth about the cavern and gave up trying to buck the rider off its back. The hairs of its mane standing straight out from its neck eventually lay back down. It stood there drawing ragged breaths.


“I mean you no harm. Do you understand?”


A thrumming rumble emerged from the back of its throat. The suugu muffled its voice. As Gyousou perched on its back, the tension abruptly left its body.


“That’s a good boy,” Gyousou said.


He patted its neck, then gently stroked the beast’s big head. The suugu had accepted him.


“I am eternally grateful.”


Gyousou slid off its back. He didn’t worry about getting attacked, but nothing now prevented the suugu from simply walking away. He placed the palm of his hand on its back and observed it with no little apprehension. The suugu shook its body in an almost relaxed manner.


So will you take your leave, then?


The disappointment stung only briefly, for the suugu instead lay down on the ground. Sprawled there in a carefree manner, it raised its head and looked back at Gyousou, its eyes reflecting a kaleidoscope of colors, eyes that invited Gyousou to reach out. The suugu sniffed his palm, then pressed the nape of its neck against his hand.


Gyousou stroked its mane and then wrapped his arms around its neck. “Do you think you’ll be able to help me out here?” he said, grateful almost beyond words. “I’m going to call you Ragou, okay?”


The purr of the suugu sounded very much like an expression of satisfied contentment. Gyousou listened for a long moment before raising his head and looking up. All he could see above them was the stone ceiling, except for that small point of white light very far away.


He finally had the wings to fly there.


	Chapter 4


[19-4] The end of winter finally came to the northern quarter of Tai. Even in Bun Province, the wan rays of the sun grew warmer and the snowstorms less frequent. When it snowed, the heavy flakes melted quickly. The icy sheets of the layered snowpack thinned by the day. On patches of level ground facing the sun, black earth peeked out from beneath the white blanket.


Amidst these harbingers of spring, quietly and behind the scenes, a steady stream of people emerged from the northeast of Bun Province. In ones and twos, they left the towns and villages around Koutaku and moved along the highway. Some joined the larger groups on the main thoroughfare while others took the back roads in smaller numbers.


Some on horseback, others carrying packs on their backs as they hurried along. So as to leave no lasting impression on those around them, many wore triangular bamboo hats pulled low over their eyes or scarves across their faces and looked down at the ground as they continued on through the falling snow in their matter-of-fact way.


From the highway north of Mount You, they headed to Hakurou. Before getting to Hakurou, they left the highway and took a side road along the river towards what had once been Tetsui. Carts and wagons bearing white flags joined the procession of people.


Taoists dressed in white accompanied the well-stocked wagons. The word going around was that Sekirin Temple was restoring the Taoist facilities in Ryuukei. They’d been wrecked during the eradication campaigns and abandoned for years. Now with the support of Gamon Temple in Hakurou, it was being brought back to life on a bigger scale than before.


At the same time, temples further to the east were also being renovated. Crews of laborers and tradesmen traveled with carts full of supplies. Refugees with a keen eye for people on the move added to their number. Refugees gathered in places with large migrant populations. As best they could tell, the cities ruled by the land gangs weren’t turning people away like they used to.


Along with the return of Sekirin Temple, rumors circulated among the needy and destitute that the gates were no longer closed to outsiders like themselves. Go there and they might find a place to live. And with all those people congregating in one place, jobs should be in the offing. Merchants with a nose for ground-floor business opportunities soon joined the throngs.


The castle at the heart of Seisai got put to the torch six years before and then collapsed during the troubles with the land gangs. The local gang set up shop in an inn a stone’s throw from the ruins. But unlike before, travelers who approached the city were no longer driven off without a second thought. While anybody entering Seisai proper would have to prove their bona fides, no roadblocks prevented anybody from moving into the towns and villages around Seisai.


First the troubles and then the eradication campaigns had reduced most of them to ruins. Yet some structures remained intact and people were living in them. The surrounding fields were buried under the snow but the access roads showed signs of being used and maintained.


Nobody in the capital of Bun Province paid attention to these movements. Or rather, some people noticed but nobody put the pieces together. They had long ago written off the city of Seisai. It officially didn’t exist and they had no reason to change their minds. If refugees and displaced persons were congregating there, that had nothing to do with them either, because as far as the administration was concerned, those people didn’t exist either.


“Something must be going on there,” observed a provincial official.


“Because the land gangs don’t have the power they used to,” Tonkou explained. “The gangs that flocked to Kan’you Mountain are down on their luck too. They don’t have the resources to control the area like they once did.”


The official nodded with a knowing look and lapsed into silence.


“Should we really just leave them alone?” someone else asked, glancing around at the faces of the surrounding civil servants.


“The province lord says he doesn’t care.”


That answer as well was met with silence.


“In the meantime, the land gangs may well abandon Kan’you Mountain and disappear into the countryside. When that happens, the towns and villages in the region should spring back to life. We don’t need to worry about acting on any of these rumors until we start receiving petitions to revive the rishi, proof that actual redevelopment is going on.”


Tonkou indirectly circulated this opinion among the provincial ministers and in time it became official policy.


The province lord himself had nothing to say on the subject.


Everything was done behind the scenes. Stand out and become the center of attention and the result would be exile or getting struck down by the illness.


“Long story short,” Tonkou said to Risai, “I don’t see the provincial government taking any action until spring.”


Risai had paid Hoyou a visit to pick up some goods. “That’s an optimistic way of seeing things,” she said with a wry smile.


“What I’m saying is, it can’t get anything done. No government functionally exists at the provincial level. To be fair, you could probably say that of Tai as a whole.”


Risai nodded. Here and there around Bun Province, refugees with no roof over their heads were still freezing to death. Even among those who managed to avoid that fate, more than a few of the young and elderly were losing fingers and toes to frostbite. Anyone with the resources moved to warmer climes by the time winter arrived in earnest. Many of those who remained to face the harsh cold of Bun Province were the poorest of the poor.


“Even so,” Hoyou said with a grim look, “can we trust the kingdom not to notice so many people on the move? The puppet province lord is little more than an invalid these days, but the kingdom has its own eyes and ears.”


Tonkou assured her, “From all outward appearances, they are only part of the preparations for the restoration of the Sekirin Temple facilities in Ryuukei and Seisai and the construction of the Ordination Hall in Ryuukei.”


Labor migrations had long taken place during the winter months in Bun Province. Prodigious amounts of snow fell in the region between Mount You and the northern coast of Bun Province. Villages were frequently swallowed up by the snowpack, though before that happened, the whole village often packed up and moved elsewhere.


During the winter, the sight of evacuees fleeing the heavy snowfall and avalanches and refugees escaping the poverty and destitution, along with seasonal workers and other economic nomads traveling to and fro on the highways in ragtag groups, was one the people of Bun Province were well used to.


“Moreover, the kingdom has plenty of its own problems. To start with, we’ve heard they’re at their wits’ end dealing with repeated outbreaks of violence in I Province.”


“So they’re still holding out,” Hoyou said, half in admiration, half in despair.


Risai said, “I thought the resistance in I Province had been all but rooted out.”


“The protests dying down for a spell only meant they’d gone underground and were gathering their strength for the next revolt. The fierceness of the purges in I Province resulted in ever more anger against Asen roiling beneath the surface.” Tonkou then added, “Besides which, more and more people are moving south.”


“Moving south?”


“There are rumors that a better life is waiting for you if you can get yourself to Zui Province. They say Zui Province has opened the warehouses and are distributing provisions to the needy. The rika have expanded their roles to accommodate the ill, along with elderly and children.”


“Oh, really?” Risai murmured to herself.


She couldn’t decide whether that was good news or not. The people being saved was certainly a good thing. But she couldn’t tell out from here what was really going on, except that she sensed it was not unrelated to rumors of Asen’s enthronement. In any case, she was thankful for this increased activity all across Bun Province. As a result, Sougen could mobilize the forces he had amassed without attracting too much attention.


“We can only hope that people moving south find the help they need,” Risai said.


Tonkou said with a wry smile, “If the province had the ability to make a difference in that regard, I’d only wonder if it would only put us in a more precarious position. It is a matter of considerable concern for me.”


Within the walls of the provincial castle, Tonkou was hard at work sowing confusion among the ranks. A general would get the job done faster, but recruiting a high-ranked officer was also a good way to paint a target on his back. He instead focused his attention on the centurions and battalion commanders.


Unfamiliar as she was with the inner workings of the Bun provincial government, Risai didn’t feel it was her place to level any criticism. In any case, little by little, Tonkou was adding allies to the cause. Altogether, he’d amassed the equivalent of a division. However, as they did not all answer to a single chain of command, as a unified fighting force, these were less than reliable numbers.


“We’ll just have to do our best with what we’ve got on hand. Do you think you’re going to have enough manpower to take over Kan’you Mountain?”


Risai answered Tonkou’s question with a grim smile. “Like you, all we can do is give it our best effort.”


With the number of their brothers in arms growing by the day, and help from Kyuusan, they were approaching the troop strength that would bring such a campaign into the realm of possibility. When it came to the landslide in question, they were whittling down the possible locations and getting closer to the point where they could start working on the access tunnels.


“But we are still unable to get a picture of Kan’you Mountain in its entirety.”


“I have indirectly made my own inquiries among the civil servants within the provincial government and have come across anyone who knows what’s really going on there. In any case, it’s a mountain with a long history, where miners with their knowledge of the gemstone fountains rule the roost.”


In order to protect their claims, miners went out of their way to hide the location of the gemstone fountains and the access tunnels. As a result, no one person had a good grasp of the big picture.


“We await any good news,” Tonkou said and Risai nodded.


“So next you’ll be hanging out with the miners for a while?” Hoyou said with a smile. “We appreciate all the trouble you are going to.”


Risai said, “As long as we’ve got a goal and a way to get it done, it’s no trouble at all. We’re grateful for everything you’ve done for us, Hoyou.”


“Men and matériel are all the thanks I need. I suppose there’s no need to send Risai into the tunnels too.”


Risai laughed. “Good to know. I can’t imagine I’d be of much use when it comes to digging holes.”




Risai left Gamon Temple on Hien. When on her own with Hien, she traveled by air. Under better conditions, Hien could cover the distance between Seisai and Gamon Temple in half a day. But now she had to be conscious of who might be watching from below and couldn’t freely fly through the outskirts of Hakurou. Taking the necessary precautions and picking the right roads to follow, the return trip took almost a day.


She got back to Seisai toward evening, the scattered points of light glowing in the falling dusk. A square of cloth was hanging in the main room of the new safehouse.


Sougen glanced over his shoulder. “You’re back. How is Hoyou doing?”


“Same as always. By the way, what is that?”


She meant the simple sheet of white cloth. Whatever it was, they must be making do with whatever they had on hand. A gray line was drawn along the lower half of the square sheet, apparently with a brush dipped in diluted ink. It very much resembled the character for “one.”


“Welcome back,” Seishi said with a smile.


“The white Hakushi flags came in a crate of supplies from Gamon Temple, except we’re hearing complaints that pretending to be Hakushi just doesn’t sit right.”


“Well, yes, I can see that.”


People and goods were flowing into Seisai in large quantities. The ostensible reason was the restoration of a Taoist temple in the Sekirin Temple circuit, so naturally they flew the Hakushi. The white banners had long been a prized symbol of those affiliated with Sekirin Temple. But to Risai and her allies, the white banners carried a different meaning. They expressed the gratitude of the people of Tetsui for Gyousou’s moral majesty.


Although not a great many, there were those who caviled at raising the Hakushi banner.”


“That’s why we won’t be,” Sougen said. “We’re adding a few touches in order to set ours apart, something that conveys the message that while we aren’t Hakushi, we strive for the same goals. We believe it’s an approach Hakushi can get on board with.”


The wry smile on Kenchuu’s face said that regardless of whether they were in wholehearted agreement, at least they weren’t going to oppose the effort.


“Sure,” Risai said. They didn’t have much in the way of materials or funds, so making do with what was on hand should more than suffice. “Works for me. You can’t beat clean and simple.”


A delighted Kyoshi slapped Houto on the back. “You came up with this idea, didn’t you, Houto?”


Houto nodded with a touch of self-consciousness. “I thought it was a bit on the rough side, but Sougen-sama said it was just right for the purpose.”


Risai took a closer look at the banner.


Since leaving Sekijou, she and Houto and Kyoshi had been together for a long time now. Kiitsu had lent a hand, and Seishi joined their band along with Yotaku. And yet they numbered a mere six individuals. The unadorned banner rather resembled their old selves. A bit of nostalgia couldn’t help welling up.


“I really like it,” Yotaku said, setting a cup of tea in front of Risai. She had the sense that Yotaku too was feeling those same deep emotions.


“We arrived in Koutaku like shipwrecked sailors washed ashore. There were only four of us,” Sougen mused aloud, “and two horses. We’ve since grown to a scale where we need our own banners to tell us apart.”


Risai nodded. Of course. They shared similar sentiments, having started out with no money, no connections, and no labor force to draw on. Like the Hakushi, all they had was hope. But they forged ever forward on their solitary journeys, the threads of good will from the people they’d met along the way weaving the tapestry that was their lives today.


These thoughts heavy on her mind, an exuberant cry from outside the house brought Risai back to the present. A contingent of mounted soldiers had arrived from Koutaku on horseback.


“This town is more spread out than we expected. It took us a while to track you people down.”


Taking those words under advisement, Risai and the others planted the white and gray banners around the town. With the safehouse they’d borrowed from Kyuusan already packed to the gills, they had to lease the residences next door and behind them as well.


	Chapter 5


[19-5] Imperial civil servants had taken up arms and conspired to attack Taiki.


The news shook the palace to its core. The provincial Ministry of Summer rounded up the assailants and took them into custody. Imperial ministers wasted no time staking their own jurisdictional claims. The intense interrogations and negotiations that followed resulted in Shison being placed under arrest by the afternoon of the same day.


“What a fool that man is!” Kyoushou spat out in disgust.


Kyoushou was the Minister of Summer. Asen’s coronation should be taking place soon. In that light, the willful murder of the Saiho was the same as assassinating Asen himself.


“It’s grand treason. I’ll be asking for a death sentence.”


But in detention, the weeping Shison insisted that was not the case.


“Why can’t you understand? That person is not the Taiho!” He was an imposter pretending to be the Taiho, Shison insisted at the top of his voice. “Is it even possible to imagine a Taiho so ruthless and coldhearted? The Chousai himself has said the same all along. That person cannot be the Taiho!”


The conspirators had sought out someone who resembled the Saiho and brought him to the Imperial Palace in order to declare Asen the new emperor. That was the plan from the start, all the while mustering forces behind the scenes to crush Asen before he could ever ascend to the throne.


Shison’s excuses sufficiently resembled the stories Chou’un was spreading to arouse suspicions among the interrogators.


When they approached Chou’un, he roared in an apoplectic rage, “How much more of this nonsense do I have to put up with? It is not possible that I should harbor such doubts, even hypothetically! Moreover, I knew at the first glance that he was the Taiho. I would not have the slightest reason to doubt his authenticity!”


“And yet you argued as well on many occasions that the Taiho was pulling the wool over our eyes,” Kashaku pointed out.


“I was only raising the possibility,” Chou’un said, stamping his feet for emphasis. “Keeping His Highness safe and the kingdom secure requires taking all the necessary precautions. Therefore, any possibility must be considered, no matter how seemingly outside the bounds of reason.”


“Are you sure?” Kashaku pressed, his voice taking on a more taunting tone. “As best my memory serves, you were doing far more than raising possibilities on a number of occasions.”


Kashaku turned his attention to the rest of the Rikkan for confirmation. They nodded in the affirmative.


Idiot, Ansaku thought to himself.


No matter how much Chou’un twisted and distorted his own version of reality, he couldn’t revise the memories of others to fit his view of the world. Confronted by those who were there when it happened and knew what went on, Chou’un’s acts of self-deception came apart at the seams.


In the end, convinced in his own mind that he was telling the truth, his lies lacked any convincing logic. His only recourse was to yell louder. He seemed to be under the impression that if he just kept yelling until he wore them all down, his fabrications would take on a truth of their own.


“Like I said, I was only raising the possibility! Why are you blaming me, anyway? Shison is the villain here. Shison deliberately chose to misunderstand me. Whatever violent actions he conspired to commit, he did so without my knowledge and certainly without my participation.”


Chou’un continued with unbridled disgust, “If nothing else, shouldn’t this incident raise questions about Shison’s character? As provincial prime minister, he aroused the Taiho’s displeasure and was removed from his post. After that, at his insistence, I deigned to appoint him Naisai. But once again, he so offended the Taiho that he was physically removed from the premises. Can there be any doubt that, resenting the way he was treated, he resorted to violence in retribution?”


“Hoh,” Kashaku said, a cynical smile rising to his lips. “Perhaps the real crime here was appointing a man with such a troubled personality to be prime minister and then Naisai?”


“If I knew so at the time, of course I never would have trusted him with those portfolios!” Chou’un shouted in a frenzy. “I’ll admit this much. That bastard Shison had me completely fooled. But did anybody here object? You were all duped no less than me!”


Chou’un tilted his head back, as if pleading his case to the heavens. “Oh, he had us good and fooled. I never imagined him to be such a crude and cowardly hoodlum. Moreover, after being promoted to positions of such great responsibility, he proceeded to bungle one job after the other. In the end, eaten up by festering resentments, he dared even to attack the Taiho, the kirin of our kingdom!”


Chou’un blathered on and on, directing all the blame at Shison, lamenting how he was misled, and insisting that the Rikkan had been equally deceived and bore the same sins as himself.


The members of the Rikkan looked back at him with cold eyes.




The Chousai is mightily upset,” the Minister of Fall said to Shison. He was conducting Shison’s interrogation. “It apparently grieves him to no end that he entrusted such weighty responsibilities to a person as insolent and insubordinate as yourself.”


“W-what?” Shison gasped through a torrent of tears. “This is all too much for me. I only—what the Chousai—”


It was Shison’s natural inclination to ingratiate himself. Except things had not gone as planned. He directed his growing resentment at Taiki, who stood in his way and left him with no other recourses. He fretted that should the status quo continue, he would lose his position and standing. He worried that he would lose Chou’un’s trust.


In order to curry favor with Chou’un, he did as Chou’un desired and set out to remove Taiki from the palace. Taiki had defied and humiliated not only him. Chou’un had been driven into a corner as well. Taiki was his natural enemy. If that enemy were removed from his presence, he might not say so in public, but he would surely rejoice in such an outcome.


“The Chousai is calling for the death penalty.”


Shison’s mouth dropped open. “T-that’s inconceivable!”


Such an outcome simply wasn’t possible. Even if he said so in public, behind the scenes, Chou’un should be pulling strings to save Shison’s neck.


Shison asked over and over to meet with an official from the executioner’s office, convinced that Chou’un had sent a messenger to intercede. He was repeatedly told, and in no uncertain terms, that no such messenger had arrived. Shison finally came to accept that Chou’un was not going to lift a finger to save him.


Dragged into court for his deposition, a stricken Shison addressed his interrogators.


“My ignorance and utter lack of discretion seeps from every pore of my body. Given my deplorable and outcast state, I now have no choice but to utter the unvarnished truth.”


He spoke in an enervated voice. When he raised his head, his eyes were filled with an unearthly glow.


“Everything I did I was told to do by the Chousai.”




A stunned Chou’un was arrested late that night. For all his connections, he had not the slightest idea what was afoot.


An equally dumbfounded Ansaku was also detained for questioning. “The Chousai—against the Taiho—?”


Impossible. For all his faults, even Chou’un is not that stupid.


Except Shison insisted that the orders came from Chou’un. Shison was responsible for the planning and execution, but everything was carried out according to Chou’un’s instructions.


Chou’un insisted just as strongly that he did nothing of the sort. Unfortunately for him, every one of the ministers testified that Shison was Chou’un’s lapdog. The fact of the matter was that Chou’un counted on Shison reading between the lines and carrying out his unspoken wishes.


“He is not one of my retainers!” Chou’un thundered in response.


“Oh, what nonsense,” laughed the Naisai, who’d been previously dismissed from his post because of Chou’un. “Shison wouldn’t take the first step without your permission. You made Shison the Naisai specifically in order to undermine the Taiho. Shison repeatedly turned to you for guidance. Money changed hands. There are any number of civil servants in the Office of the Naisai who will say so on the record.”


Chou’un’s rebuttal was a shriek of dismay. He was running out of ways to escape the outrageous trap that had ensnared him. There was only one person he could depend on now. He wrote a long letter and had it delivered to Asen.


The reply arrived the next day. “Your petition to the emperor has been heard,” was all it said.


	Chapter 6


[19-6] The report from Gamon Temple arrived at Seisai soon after the new month began. Sekirei delivered the dispatch on a kijuu that night.


“What’s this about?”


“Urgent news from Tonkou-sama about strange goings-on in the Bun provincial castle.”


“Goings on?”


“They’ve been ordered to set up supply depots for an army due to arrive from Kouki.”


In order to accommodate the army from Kouki, the Provincial Guard was to make ready the necessary provisions.


Risai felt a cold shiver of apprehension down her back. “What kind of scale are we talking about?”


“Based on the quantity of supplies, around a regiment. Not a large military force, but one that intends to settle down and stay for a while.”


“That would seem to rule out any kind of extermination campaign,” Risai murmured to herself.


Seishi nodded. “If it were, then this would be the scouting party. Evidence of our existence must have reached the ears of the central authorities.”


“Perhaps. In which case, however regrettable, we’re going to have to go into hiding for a while.”


And after finally figuring out where Gyousou was likely located. But they couldn’t get impatient and show their hand too early else all would come to naught.


“How many people are gathered here?”


“Over five thousand.”


Seisai bustled with people, activity that had reached the deserted towns at the outskirts. There their comrades in arms took up residence and quietly hung banners, the white flags Houto had designed. Soon after that, the Hakushi in those parts added the black line to their own flags as well, a kind of public pledge that they were one with Risai and her band.


At some point, they came to be known as the Black Flags and were numbered among the Hakushi as well.


At the same time, west of Seisai in Ryuukei, the restoration of the Sekirin branch temple continued in earnest. It soon became clear that the Koutaku Ordination Hall was setting up shop there, prompting repairs to nearby shrines and monasteries that had long been unoccupied by even a priest. That drew in more construction workers, attracted shamans hoping for a license from the Koutaku Ordination Hall, and refugees just looking for a job, followed by traders and merchants ready to serve the needs of the burgeoning population.


These large inflows of humanity provided the perfect cover for the military forces gathering there. Moreover, to the surprise of those involved in more sectarian pursuits, a Danpou Temple branch was going up in Seisai. Already engaged in restoring one of the temple ruins, they raised a new signboard over the structure.




Dharmapala

Guardian of the Law




The signboard prompted startled expressions and double-takes from the tradesmen who arrived to work on the building.


Risai was surprised that they were surprised. “Is it really that unique?” she asked Kuushou. “Danpou Temple has a well-established presence in Eisou.”


“And those temples most likely did not have names.”


“Ah,” said Risai. Come to think about it, those temples were simply labeled Danpou Temple.”


“You see,” Seigen explained, “That is Danpou Temple’s way of saying it is a temple without a temple.”


Kuushou and Seigen had transferred from the Koutaku Ordination Hall to supervise the establishment of the Ordination Hall in Ryuukei and organize the supporters of the Black Flags.


“A temple without a temple?” Risai asked.


Kuushou nodded. “We recognize no other possession other than the robes on our back and a begging bowl.”


Clothing and utensils. During the winter, that included a straw mat to ward off the cold, the only possessions allowed a monk. Thus it followed they were said to not even possess the temple or the monastery itself. Heretical sects sprang forth from the more extreme interpretations of these rules, and over the years they transformed as well.


“Of course, the teaching that we are not even owners of the temple itself has not fundamentally changed. The temples you’ve seen before did not look like temples, did they?”


“Now that you mention it, they’re pretty ordinary buildings, even resembling civilian structures.”


Aside from the head temple, it was said they owned no actual temples or monasteries. The branch temples were quite simple structures. The individual temples weren’t given their own names but were all known as “Danpou Temple.”


“Danpou Temple emphasizes the importance of alms and offerings.”


Alms and offerings fell into three categories of support: financial, educational, and humanitarian. The first meant making donations of money. The second, teaching the wisdom of the Buddha. The third, comforting and aiding those struck down by calamity and misfortune.


“Because money plays such an important role in society, amassing wealth is not allowed.”


Whenever they received a donation, any surplus left over was given away in total. The same applied to clothing and other items. They kept only one set of robes and distributed whatever was left over to the needy.


“Well—” Kuushou chuckled. “Meaning you keep the new and part with the old.”


“Of course,” Risai said with a smile of her own.


“With no stores of cash on hand, there is no money to spare for temple building. Danpou Temple does not go around constructing temples hither and yon. The buildings are freely given. We don’t make suggestions about where a building should be and neither do we solicit donations.”


“Ah, and that is how ordinary civilian structures become temples.”


“Yes, that is the reason.”


That very same Danpou Temple was now building a branch temple. This was indeed a serious matter.


“But if you are not allowed to save money, where does the funding for the temple come from?”


“Apparently from the consolidation of the branch temples. The kingdom has experienced chaotic times since the waning days of the Kyou Dynasty, which has seen a growing number of people entering the priesthood. They, in turn, established branch temples. However, we’ve been hearing for a while that there are simply too many. As a result, quotas were set for each city. The existing institutions were combined. The buildings left over were sold off. Among the monks and priests made redundant, those willing to work on behalf of the kingdom headed for Seisai.”


“That is heartening to hear, but can you be sure it will work out?”


“Well, we won’t be needing those branch temples, in any case. Back in the day, the road was your ashram. You arrived in a town, slept at the side of the road, and preached the precepts.”


“Sounds like a big bother, I’m sure,” Seigen said with a smile. “Living on the road like a beggar, sleeping on a straw mat, sermonizing on the street. That is why Danpou Temple is known as a congregation of eccentrics.”


Kuushou nodded in agreement. “And as a result, quarrels were bound to arise with the residents and the local government.”


“Stands to reason. Hence the weapons?”


The priests and monks of Danpou Temple were always armed. Including the martial arts as part of their training was another of their peculiar practices.


“Humanitarian efforts constitute the third category of alms and offering. That means rushing to the scene of natural disasters and other calamities. Catch wind of rampaging youma and we’ll head there to save the people. Though to truly save people from youma, you’ve got to hunt them down too. Whether you’re talking about attacks by youma or brigands or the ravages of war, you’ve got to have strength on your side to make a difference. It helps when extricating yourself from quarrels and disputes too. That’s why the martial arts are a part of training at Danpou Temple.”


A monk once traveled with only the clothes on his back, a begging bowl, and a straw mat. Now he counted a weapon among those meager possessions. Kuushou carried a mace, a winter weapon gifted to him by fellow believers. But when weapons came into play, people were going to get hurt. So Danpou Temple established surgical hospitals to treat the injured.


“I’ve made good use of those facilities,” Risai said with a smile. “Even in the army, everybody knows you’re better off trusting your care to Danpou Temple than a field surgeon.”


It’d long ago become common knowledge that an injured soldier healed faster and had a shorter convalescence at a Danpou Temple facility. A hospital had already opened its doors at Dharmapala Temple in Seisai, visited around the clock not only by members of the Black Flags but the workers as well.


Risai felt she could reliably expect the building of these social foundations to move forward as quickly as possible. The population of the area was increasing and the institutions required to support those people were coming together.


At the same time, disturbing news had arrived on their doorstep. The Imperial Army was on the move and the Provincial Guard had mobilized to provide logistical support.


“How would you judge the morale of the Provincial Guard?” she asked Sekirei.


Sekirei thought over the question, a pensive look on her face. “It’s not like they are about to march into battle. I believe the Provincial Guard is mobilizing only in a support role. They certainly don’t appear to be expecting to do anything but.”


“Then our problem is with the army arriving from Kouki.”


The question was what brought them here. There was no indication they were aware of the Black Flags, or if they were, regarded them as a rebel force.


Risai turned to Sougen. “What do you think we should do?”


Sougen pondered the question in silence. He said, “We should be prepared in case the worst comes to the worst. Given the scale of our operations, once the Imperial Army arrives, somewhere and at some point, we would not necessarily escape notice. We should lie as low as possible while retreating to Rokou. There is still snow in the mountains. If we don’t move at once, we can’t count on a fresh snowfall covering our tracks. The last thing we want to leave behind is a beaten path to our base in the mountains.”


With a crisp “Yes, sir!” his retainers bowed and ran off to spread the word.


	Chapter 7


[19-7] Snow flurries danced through the sky above a little town in the narrow mountain valley.


The traveler who’d brought home the body of the townswoman earlier that winter stayed on for a while. He claimed to be a vagabond from Hakurou but Teisetsu understood at once that this traveler was a knight of a chivalric order.


The man’s name was Hakugyuu. With so few workers around these days, he pitched in to fix the houses in need of repair. They were honestly grateful for his help. Winter had just begun when he showed up. In order to endure the bitter cold months to come, the broken-down buildings needed repairs. A small giant of a man with skills well suited for the job, Hakugyuu contributed more than his fair share alongside the townspeople.


To their great relief, before the worst of the winter settled in, they’d patched up most of the walls and roofs.


Hakugyuu stayed another fortnight helping the town prepare for the coming winter. Then he moved on, continuing his search for the man with white hair and crimson eyes. Before he left, as an expression of their gratitude, Teisetsu and the others asked around the neighboring towns if anyone had caught wind of a missing person matching that description but heard nothing useful back.


“They all say His Highness is dead,” Teisetsu reported to Hakugyuu, as if sympathizing with the passing of a loved one.


“There is also no evidence of his demise. I will keep looking.”


“The rumors that he’d died began circulating six or seven years ago. If he truly still lives, why has he remained silent for so long?”


Perhaps because he was scared of the pretender on the throne in Kouki and scampered to safety. He cowered in secret, doing nothing to save Tai while the kingdom went to the dogs.


When Teisetsu voiced these suspicions, Hakugyuu countered in a consoling manner, “There must be reasons, circumstances beyond our comprehension.”


“But—”


“Don’t let your doubts get the better of you. Can we beg for alms from the same man we accuse of running away and hiding to save his own skin? If you believe that after he has returned to the throne, he will right the wrongs and bless us with his benevolence, if you believe that he wants with all his heart to save the people of Tai, then keep on believing.”


Hakugyuu spoke softly and reassuringly. Teisetsu nodded. “You are right.”


With an encouraging slap on the back, Hakugyuu gathered up his things and departed.


His steadfast belief that the emperor still lived, that he would return to save the people of Tai, had a lingering effect on the townspeople. The temptation to surrender to fate and throw up their hands in despair faded away. They joined hands and worked together to tide over the coming winter while fortifying the town’s defenses.


Hakugyuu made it clear to them that the town was at a tactical disadvantage in any long-range attack. They had to be able to hold their ground under siege. They reinforced the gates and built ramparts and watchtowers to defend against a frontal assault. They fashioned bamboo shafts into spears and sharpened the cutting edges of their farm implements so they could be deployed as weapons at a moment’s notice.


They gathered all the supplies they could before the weather forced them indoors and disciplined themselves to keep from exhausting their food stocks during the winter.


“We’re not pushovers anymore, that’s for certain.”


Whatever it was that Hakugyuu left behind, not only Teisetsu but the despondent townspeople found a bit more steel in their spines. When it came to goods and materials, there was always room to negotiate. Sharing some of their supplies was unavoidable. But this time, they would not be handing over any of their own. Teisetsu and the townspeople came to that resolution together.


The day that tested that resolve arrived without warning.


Around the time the snow on the highways began to melt, several members of a local land gang showed up at the front gate. They’d run short during the winter and demanded food, charcoal, and some old person to be their servant.


Teisetsu took a deep breath and confronted them through the peephole in the gate. “We’ve only just made it through the winter ourselves. We’re out of provisions as well. We’re sorry but we have nothing to offer.”


The gang members threatened him but Teisetsu refused. Standing his ground was much easier when there wasn’t a direct confrontation. At the end of a heated dispute, he agreed to hand over a small quantity of food and charcoal, but nobody in the town would be leaving with them.


“You are not welcome to any of the residents living here. And that means now and in the future.”


The gang leader roared and swore, but as long as the gate remained closed, there was nothing more he could do. They lingered at the gate shouting abuse before finally hauling away the few provisions given them in a decidedly bad mood.


The watchmen clambered down from the four towers at each corner of the ramparts.


“You did it, Teisetsu!” Gen’ei exclaimed. “Serves them right, getting a taste of their own medicine!”


Teisetsu nodded. It was good to know they could hold the line in the face of bluff and intimidation. He hated giving away any of their hard-earned goods to the likes of them, though he’d taken the possibility of parting with a portion into consideration from the start. The worst of winter was behind them and they still had enough to tide them over. Smiles returned to the faces of the townspeople.


The attack came five days later.


The land gang had mustered several dozen armed fighters, who charged the front gate with sledgehammers and ladders to scale the walls.


The lookouts on the watchtowers spotted them coming and sounded the alarm. The women and children gathered in a reinforced enclosure within the rika while the men seized their weapons and spread out along the ramparts. They only had their bamboo spears and repurposed farm implements, but those alone were far more heartening than going into battle bare-handed.


The leaders of the land gang began pounding on the gate with the sledgehammers. At the same time, their underlings leaned the ladders against the ramparts.


Except the townspeople had prepared portable platforms in advance. Taking directions from the lookouts in the watchtowers, they rolled the platforms over to the ramparts. As soon as they spotted an attacker clambering up a ladder, they rained stones down on his head and hacked away at the ladder with axes.


The sledgehammer crew broke through one of the side doors at the front gate, only to find that the area inside the gate had been fenced off from the rest of the town. Though not all that high, the fences were taller than the average man. When they tried forming human pyramids to jump over the fence, the townspeople climbed up first and knocked them down.


The attackers shot fire arrows into the town but the townspeople had stored water at strategic locations to douse any blazes that broke out.


The skirmishes went back and forth for half a day before the land gang retreated. They launched another raid late that night. The town again fended them off. A great many of the attackers slunk away battered and bruised, a few even seriously injured. The defenders suffered nothing worse than a few bumps and scratches.


The next day saw a few more token assaults that only resulted in more injuries for the land gang before they ran off for good.


Having surrendered to every unjust provocation for so long, Teisetsu and the townspeople at last savored their first real victory.


	Part Twenty

	Chapter 8


[20-1] After a welcome break in the weather, winter returned for a spell. Snow was in the air the afternoon Yuushou arrived at Rin’u. The column was shrouded in snow and ice, as if the infantry and cavalry were wearing coats fashioned from strands of white gossamer.


They joined up with the Provincial Guard at Rin’u. There the regimental commander of the Bun Provincial Army of the Center informed them that Kan’you Mountain was occupied by the land gangs.


“The land gangs?”


“Yes. A faction led by one Kyuusan has controlled Kan’you Mountain for several years now. They’ve sealed off the surrounding areas.”


Yuushou furrowed his brow. “How many men are we talking about?”


“Hard to say for certain, but we’re told less than regimental strength.”


“If those are all the numbers they can muster, why does the Provincial Guard allow them the run of the place?”


This news rocked Yuushou back on his heels. Imperial land belonged to the kingdom and the people. It was not a prize that any one group could grab and lay exclusive claim to. Especially when a land gang was doing the grabbing and claiming. How could such a state of affairs be tolerated?


“Well, um, I guess because no one issued orders to drive them off the mountain,” the commander stammered. “For good or ill, the eradication campaigns left the region unpopulated in the first place. If civilians were being driven out, the Provincial Guard would certainly step into help, but without any such requests—”


Yuushou sighed. Rumors said the province lord was ill and disinclined to do anything to change the status quo. This malady of apathy had spread throughout Tai. Afflicted officials abandoned their duties. Afraid of taking the initiative and possibly offending their layabout superiors, their subordinates followed suit.


“In any case, station a battalion here in Rin’u,” Yuushou ordered.


By all rights, he should leave everything in the hands of the Provincial Guard. But with the province lord acting strangely, he wasn’t ready to place that much trust in the forces under his supposed command. The soldiers in Rin’u were primarily responsible for handling logistics and maintaining the transport hubs. Those supply lines getting severed could, in a worst-case scenario, reduce the soldiers to scavenging for food.


“With forces at less than regimental strength, the land gangs don’t pose a threat and aren’t our enemies in any case. We will continue our march north.”


No matter what, Yuushou had to press onto Kan’you Mountain, hoping that the land gangs would take a look at the army under his command and run in the other direction. If they didn’t, they’d have a fight on their hands. He communicated this to his staff and advised them to remain vigilant and ready for either outcome.


On the morning of the next day, they resumed their march north along the highway.




Before the Imperial Army set up camp, reports reached Kyuusan about unsettling developments in Rin’u. Agents working undercover on the streets of Rin’u observed the Provincial Guard mustering its troops. Now on the alert, they gathered more information and began surveilling the roads from Zui Province. That day, a runner brought news of the Imperial Army’s arrival in Rin’u. A single regiment of the Palace Guard, with the Provincial Army of the Center in a support role.


Kyuusan could not figure out what these troop movements intended to accomplish.


Given a single regiment of twenty-five hundred troops, it hadn’t marched all the way here to subjugate the land gangs, nor was this a renewal of the extermination campaigns. More like a scouting party. But that didn’t make any sense either. According to his spies, the army deployed at Rin’u appeared to be moving north. Rin’u was simply a stop along the way.


Moving north to do what? There was as yet no proof they had their eye on the land gangs that occupied the northern territories in this part of Bun Province.


“I don’t think this is another eradication campaign,” Kyuusan said with a shake of his head.


The scale of the operation was too small. Or they had underestimated the size of the opposing forces.


Standing next to him, Sekihi asked, “What do you think we should do?”


“Well, for the time being, I’m praying they didn’t come here to get rid of us. Because if they did, we’d have no chance of winning in the long term.”


They had no realistic hope of going toe-to-toe with the Imperial Army. While it was possible for them to not lose, they were not going to win outright. Even following a strategy of fighting to not lose, they would inevitably take a lot of casualties. After that, disguised as civilians, they’d mingle among them in the cities and the fields, attacking the Imperial Army at times and in places of their choosing.


All they could do at that point was repeatedly attack and retreat and drag the engagements out for so long that their opponents would finally give up and wash their hands of the whole thing. In such a situation, Kyuusan had to wonder how many of his followers would hang in there over the long run. If they did and managed to survive, they could say they didn’t lose.


Except he couldn’t rule out the possibility that the Imperial Army intended to wipe them out from the start. With that danger in mind, they’d be better off abandoning the fight and running for their lives. Or rather, refuse to engage them in the first place. But going down that road would ruin their reputations. The other land gangs would hold them in contempt. And the miners and civilians alike would no longer quail in their presence.


They’d no longer be viable as one of the land gangs.


“What if we simply let them walk on by?”


“We can’t afford to do that. Our claim to Kan’you Mountain rests entirely on controlling who comes and who goes. Anyone granted free passage by threat of force alone could just as easily go on to take the whole mountain from us.”


Recently to the west in Seisai, people had arrived from outside the region. But they were engaged in the restoration of the Sekirin branch temples. Kyuusan had granted passage to the White Flags for a long time now. It was widely known that they were on good terms with Sekirin Temple, putting that situation in an altogether different category.


It’s tough being a member of the land gangs, Kyuusan thought at times like this. A gang that couldn’t throw its weight around at will wouldn’t last long in this day and age.


“Well, in any case, we should reach out to Risai.”


“Do you think she’ll lend us a hand?”


Not bloody likely, Kyuusan thought to himself. He said aloud, “I wouldn’t bet on a former general cozying up to the land gangs.” He added with a grin, “We’re hardly brothers in arms. Thanks to the force of circumstance, we ended up in the same boat together. It’d be over for them too if Asen caught wind of what they’re up to here.”


Shokyuu asked hesitantly, “Are you saying that if we asked for help, they wouldn’t offer any?”


“Don’t make us sound like such a pitiful bunch,” Kyuusan scolded. “If word got out that the mighty land gangs of Kan’you Mountain were bending a knee to their once bitter foes and pleading for a lifeline, we’d never hear the end of it.”


“But—”


“I lent Risai a hand on a whim, not because I was looking for a quid pro quo. I’ll let the conditions of that whim define the limits of our cooperation. When I set them up in Seisai, she said she’d help evacuate the women and children should the worst come to the worst. So we’ll leave it at that.”


Sekihi nodded. “Knowing Risai, she’ll follow through on that promise.”


“We won’t ask for anything more. I’ve got no desire to either. I don’t know if that’s the right thing to do, but they’re doing all they can to take Tai back from Asen. If they succeed, then we end up the enemy.”


“We’re the enemy?”


“Of course!” Kyuusan laughed.


The land gangs were the bad guys, after all, brigands who lived outside the law. Once the rule of law was restored to the kingdom, it’d be the job of Risai and her colleagues to rein them in and bring them to justice. And as long as they numbered themselves among the land gangs, it’d be the job of Kyuusan and his colleagues to resist.


They were incompatible by nature. Natural enemies.


“As long as they have every intention of taking back the kingdom, they won’t be getting chummy with their future foes. And neither will we.”


Sekihi and Shokyuu exchanged forlorn looks.


“Oh, don’t give me those sad faces. Well, you never know. The Imperial Army could be after Risai too. We should let them know the troops arrived in Rin’u.”


“She’ll owe us one after this,” Shokyuu said enthusiastically.


“Don’t be silly. The Imperial Army targeting Risai doesn’t mean we’re not next on the list. If they don’t make it clear they’ve got nothing to do with us while they’re running away, we’ll be in deep trouble too.”


“I’m sure they know,” Sekihi said.


“Yeah, probably. For the time being, just to make sure we don’t get blindsided no matter what happens, let’s move the women and children out of Sokou. In the off chance there is an attack, man the ramparts to buy us some time.”


“Should they try to hold the castle too?”


“Not in Sokou. Defend the ramparts and buy time. If the Imperial Army storms the city, retreat to Anpuku. Outfit the castle in Anpuku and be prepared to hold out long enough to open a safe escape route for the women and children.”




On the third day out from Rin’u, Yuushou and his regiment arrived in the vicinity of Sokou, said to be within the sphere of influence of the land gangs. From a distance, they could see that the gates to the city were closed and the parapets along the ramparts were occupied by armed men amidst clusters of catapults. This was no ineffectual and disorderly mob.


“How should we proceed?” his retainers asked.


Yuushou said, “We might as well ask that they not obstruct the way. But I don’t imagine they will politely withdraw.”


“And if they don’t?”


“One way or the other, we’ll have to clear Kan’you Mountain and its environs of the land gangs.”


Ukou interrupted at that point. “If they get in the way, kill them. If they beg for their lives, take them prisoner and send them into the tunnels.”


And then kill them once the job is done.


Yuushou took in the cold smile on Ukou’s face with an admonishing glance. “If they want to run away, let them. They simply don’t have the numbers to regroup for a return engagement. All that matters now is maintaining an unobstructed corridor from Rin’u to Kan’you Mountain.”


Clearly peeved that Yuushou ignored his proposal, Ukou sniffed, “Naive.”


“Nobody ordered us to engage the land gangs. We’re here to complete the reconnaissance of Kan’you Mountain.”


“Thinking you’ll be fine just following orders is the way of the coward. The only way to prove the effectiveness of an armed force is a high body count.”


Yuushou looked straight at Ukou. “Since when did I start taking orders from you?”


Ukou clucked his tongue in disapproval.


“Don’t forget that insubordination is a court-martial offense and will be punished severely.”


“Hmph,” Ukou snorted and walked off.


“Why would Asen-sama give a man like that such important responsibilities?” Chouten asked. Chouten was one of Yuushou’s retainers.


“Well—” was the sum of Yuushou’s answer to that question. “For now, dispatch an envoy. Tell them if they open the gates, we will take no further action. If they do not, have our air cavalry attack the ramparts and destroy the catapults, after which the infantry will breach the gates en masse and secure our flanks. Then mounted soldiers will storm the castle, with the air cavalry offering support.”




The messenger ran up to Kyuusan. “The Imperial Army sent an envoy. They are ordering us to open the gates.”


Kyuusan rejected the offer out of hand. “Tell him no. This is my home ground and my territory.”


“Let’s just go ahead and open the gates,” Shokyuu said in a sad voice.


“Hey!”


“If we don’t, they are sure to storm the place. That’s the Imperial Army out there. The one thing we can count on is a whole bunch of us ending up dead. Is there anything on Kan’you Mountain really worth the bother? At the end of the day, the mines are all played out. There’s no good living to be made here anymore. Didn’t you say so yourself? It’s a problem of time.”


“Exactly.” Kyuusan smiled. “That is exactly what I’m saying. We’ve got to buy some time.” He glanced around the room. “Listen up, everybody. Square off against the Imperial Army and our chances of winning are slim. When they show up, we’re over. If we try to hold our ground here, we’re all goners. But if we turn tail and run, we’d lose any standing we had among the land gangs. Just another bunch of refugees living hand to mouth and trying to eke out a living.”


Kyuusan paused for a moment to let that image sink in.


“Except this time around, they’re offering us free passage. To be honest, if we could simply pick up where we left off, I’d take them up on the offer. But if we did, we’d be the beaten dogs who cowered before the Imperial Army before scampering away. No one around here would think twice about invading the territory of a beaten dog. Before long, every lowlife in the province would be showing up to steal the mountain away from us.”


Boisterous voices erupted around him. “And we’d give them a beating they’d never forget!”


“Yeah, we would. We’d pound the living daylights out of them! But before long, we’d be wasting all of our time fighting every upstart gang in the province. I think we all got better things to do than that. At the bare minimum, we’ve got to bloody a few noses before heading for the hills. First, we have to make sure the elderly and any wounded get a head start, along with the women and children.”


“Well, one scratch from the likes of them and there will be plenty of payback coming,” said the surly guy standing next to him.


In a single motion, Kyuusan turned and knocked him clean off his feet. “Listen, if you can’t take as good as you give, you got no business in the land gangs. Now is not the time for vendettas or getting even. Sometimes you just gotta let the punch land. Sure, if you bow and scrape like a good refugee, nobody’s gonna hit you back. But you’re gonna get beat down for the rest of your life. That’s a guarantee.” He glared at the man sprawled at his feet. “As long as that beast is sitting on the throne, a life of getting beaten down is never gonna end.”


Kyuusan couldn’t care less about the kingdom. Having an emperor on the throne meant nothing to him—except when that emperor started messing in his business.


“I’ve got no use for this Asen.” Kyuusan looked around the room. “But Asen’s got his eye on Kan’you Mountain. Not only the women and children, Risai and her crew need time to get away too. I don’t care about this other emperor they revere either, but I’m hoping they will take Asen out.”




The envoy returned to tell Yuushou that the land gang had rejected the offer and would not let them pass.


“What a bunch of fools,” Ukou sneered.


Yuushou ignored him and assembled his four battalion commanders. “We’ve no choice now. They’ve got to be eliminated.”


A squadron of air cavalry left the encampment at once. Though the battle for the ramparts took longer than expected, the skirmishes ended with them seizing and opening the Horse Gate. Mounted soldiers poured into the city. The land gang fought them off at first, but as evening fell, they slipped away into the darkness and retreated out of sight. Once out of the city, they scattered across the countryside.


“So now what?”


“If they come back, they could cause problems. Just in case, station a battalion here. Get in touch with Rin’u and request reinforcements. Once they arrive, follow along behind us.”


	Chapter 9


[20-2] The blue bird arrived at Hakkei Palace in the midst of a cold rain.


At the end of the previous month, Yuushou set off from Kouki and led his army to Rin’u. The report delivered by the blue bird confirmed that they were now headed to Kan’you Mountain. Before Gyousou could be extracted from Kan’you Mountain, the buried tunnels and mine shafts had to be excavated. As for the scale and extent of the landslides, all anyone could do was wait for Yuushou’s updates.


To be sure, this was not a task the Imperial Army could handle alone. A large workforce would be required and the army could spare only so many of its soldiers. They would have to recruit local laborers, which in turn required the cooperation of Bun Province. However, with the province lord indisposed, they could not expect the provincial government to act in an expedited manner.


Asen was again sitting on the throne as an acting emperor. The provinces were ordered to devote more resources to aiding the refugees. Except the afflicted province lords were slow off the mark. Unless directed in minute detail, many refused to take the initiative. Some reacted so sluggishly they barely appeared to be doing anything at all. Getting Bun Province moving again meant taking up the reins of local government themselves.


Unfortunately, Shison’s clumsy attempt at a palace coup had created additional delays all the way down to the provincial level.


“These puppets are like dolls,” Rousan said. “Six years—no, more like seven—if left untreated for that long, they turn into invalids. You can issue all the orders in the world to restore Kan’you Mountain, but there’s not enough sense left inside their heads to even comprehend such a plan. If you want the resources of Bun Province at your disposal, you’ll either have to tell them what to do, down to every jot and tittle, or replace the province lord.”


Asen had no choice but to agree. The problem became one of choosing the right person.


“The only person in Chou’un’s Imperial Court competent enough to serve as a province lord is Chou’un. As you might expect, he long ago got rid of anyone more capable than himself.”


Shukuyou raised his voice and said, “What about Keitou?”


Asen furrowed his brows. Keitou was prime minister of Zui Province. Taiki appointed him and wasn’t likely to go along with a reassignment.


“They say the Imperial Court may be leaning a bit too much in the Taiho’s favor of late,” Ansaku said in a furtive whisper.


Even with Asen’s return, the Rikkan continued to look to Taiki. Asen’s actions and many aspects of his impending enthronement remained murky. It was hard for anyone to throw his hands into the air in celebration. On that point, Taiki was not a concern. Heaven guaranteed that the kirin would always act in the right. Believing in Taiki was the clear and uncomplicated thing to do.


The imperial bureaucracy loathed having to contemplate deep and complex thoughts. They had by and large sided with Taiki. Helping to keep them all in line was Keitou.


Keitou was undoubtedly a highly capable civil servant, and reportedly had been in the running for division commander. Though one of Asen’s retainers, Keitou belonged to the Taiki faction. Moreover, he wasn’t simply a member of the Taiki faction. The two of them were said to be of one heart and one mind on most matters.


Even with Asen’s return to active rule and his impending enthronement, Keitou’s confidence in Taiki was unlikely to waver. In Ansaku’s opinion, that made him a potential impediment.


“I see.” A knowing smile rose to Asen’s face. He said to Ansaku, “Peel Keitou away from his side and cut Taiki’s power down to size.”


“Oh, no, such a thing would be out of the question. But I do think it is important to maintain an appropriate balance of power within the Imperial Palace. Questions have been raised.”


Shukuyou had pushed hard for Keitou’s promotion. As far as he was concerned, Keitou was more than qualified for a position in the Ministry of Summer as a vice-minister or assistant of military affairs. For some reason, the appointments never came and he ended up on the payroll but wasting away without a portfolio. This outcome Shukuyou had always regretted and he went out of his way to persuade the head of the Rikkan.


Ansaku whispered to Asen, “Bringing him on board would work too. Keitou has no deficiencies that I can think of.”


Asen nodded.




Quite out of the blue, and to his utter bewilderment, Keitou found himself promoted to province lord and transferred to Bun Province.


Keitou was currently the prime minister of Zui Province, an appointment Taiki had made himself. Under normal conditions, the policies of the Saiho were seen as indistinguishable from those of the kingdom. But conditions in Tai were hardly normal these days. Zui Province, which was by all rights a part of the kingdom, was acting as an independent political entity.


Keitou said to the envoy, “I fear I am stating the obvious, but I do have a job as provincial prime minister.”


The envoy told him in no uncertain terms that he was delivering an order and the matter was not up for debate.


All the more confused, Keitou turned to Taiki. “I know,” Taiki replied. “But I’d like you to accept.”


Keitou asked in astonishment, “You’re asking me to become the province lord of Bun?”


“Yes, I am. I strongly recommended you to Shukuyou for the position.”


Why? Keitou didn’t know how to respond. He felt a profound sense of disappointment. “You said my contributions were necessary here. Are you now saying my services are no longer required?”


“Nothing of the sort.” Taiki looked straight at him. “You are absolutely necessary. There is nobody else of whom I can make such a request. That is why I asked Shukuyou for the transfer. I need you to go to Bun Province.”


“But—”


“His Highness is in Bun Province.”


Keitou fell silent. Gyousou was currently said to be in or on Kan’you Mountain. The Imperial Army had been mobilized to bring him back to Kouki so he could abdicate.


“In order to save Gyousou-sama, Risai also traveled to Bun Province.”


“Risai—you mean, General Ryuu? The previous Zui Province commander?”


Taiki nodded. “I don’t know how close to Gyousou-sama Risai and her colleagues have gotten. But with the Imperial Army on the move and events unfolding on Kan’you Mountain, it follows that Gyousou-sama must be there too. They’re heading there to extract him. The remnants of Gyousou-sama’s retainers in Bun Province are going to take note as well and their presence will become clear.”


Though once exposed, they would be branded rebels.


“Keitou, I need to have you there in Bun Province when things come to a boil.”


Ah, Keitou thought to himself. If he was there and orders came down for the Imperial Army to attack, he’d be in the position to intercept them. Far from merely disrupting the chain of command, he could even use the Provincial Guard to support Risai. In the unfortunate case that Gyousou was captured by the Imperial Army, he could use peaceful bureaucratic means to keep him detained there when the Imperial Army returned to Kouki.


And then there were the far more blatant strategies to consider, the thought of which made Keitou shiver. A burning sense of exhilaration welled up from deep within his chest. Open the castle gates and invite in Gyousou and the rebels.


Throughout the long spell of Asen’s tyranny, none had suffered more than Bun Province. That cold and cursed land was further ravaged by the eradication campaigns. Reduced to little more than a mindless puppet, the province lord was left where he was, abandoned amidst all this misfortune.


If Keitou left for Bun Province, he’d not only be in the position to save all of those people but rescue Gyousou and even raise the flag of revolt against Asen.


“Please accept this assignment, Keitou.”


“I will do so happily.”


“Thank you,” Taiki said, taking Keitou’s hand in his own. “You’ve been a great help to me. Quite honestly, it will be hard carrying on without you.”


“I feel the same. Not being able to work here by your side—”


“You needn’t worry about me. Bun Province, Gyousou-sama, and Risai are now in your capable hands.”


“I will do my utmost.”




Keitou was formally installed and set off for Bun Province under a cool and cloudless sky that presaged warmer days to come. He left Kouki with a newly appointed inspector and chamberlain, escorted by a detachment from General Shinryou’s army. Taiki had chosen them from among Keitou’s trusted associates. So he could keep in touch with them directly, he entrusted them with a blue bird as well.


Seeing them off, Yari stressed the importance of keeping the wooden amulets on their persons. “The first thing on the agenda when you get to Bun Province is to hunt down the jisen. Even after you’ve secured an area, keep one with you at all times.”


Keitou answered with a grave nod. He respectfully took Taiki’s hand and bowed deeply. Soon thereafter, he disappeared into the distance across roads still packed with snow.


Kakei succeeded Keitou as prime minister. He’d been Kaihaku’s right-hand man. He and Kaihaku were widely considered capable civil servants with good reputations. Though bearing the mien of an elderly gentleman, Kakei arrived on the job with sleeves rolled up, ready to grab the rudder and steer the ship along the course Keitou had laid out.


The cold began to abate and a more optimistic air flowed through Kouki. Refugees flooded into the city. The ministries tasked with handling the social services were prepared for their arrival, and parceled them out to the towns surrounding Kouki that had room to spare and were badly in need of workers.


The lingering snow melted away. The land was soon ready for the first tilling and farmhands were in equally short supply. In order to ensure there would be enough food to go around come fall, Zui Province made all the necessary materials available through loan programs. With a collective sigh of relief, the farmers commenced repairing their tools and getting ready for planting season.


However, in the northern provinces of Tai, the snow still lay heavy on the ground.


And Bun Province was on the cusp of a major turning point.


	Chapter 10


[20-3] Slivers of a full moon shone through the low-hanging clouds as if from behind a tattered veil. That night in Seisai, Risai received news that Asen’s army and the land gangs had clashed at Sokou.


“How did the land gangs respond to the situation?” she asked the messenger who delivered the report.


“The women, children, and the aged fled east. The rest will likely take refuge in Anpuku. I would expect the women and children in Anpuku to eventually head here.”


As Risai contemplated this information, Kiitsu said, “Are they going to raise the barricades and ready themselves for a siege? They’d have no chance of prevailing if they did.”


Risai agreed. “Once they hunkered down, they’d have no place to run. My bet is they’re buying time to get the women and children to safety.”


Moving from Seisai, to the west of Kan’you Mountain, toward Tetsui was an option. But if the enemy approached from Tetsui as well, they’d be trapped.


“The Provincial Guard mobilized in a support role. We’ve heard that at Josetsu, they turned off the highway north and headed east instead.”


“That road skirts Tetsui and Ryuukei and heads toward Seisai. If the Provincial Guard passes through Ryuukei, Kyuusan and his gang will be clean out of options.” Houto looked at Risai and asked, “What’s our next move?”


Houto’s question prompted a startled reaction from Sougen’s men.


“Our next move? The land gangs drawing attention to themselves like this simply lowers the odds of our own positions being exposed.”


Seishi nodded. “But any mopping up operations will increase the odds of them extending their patrols to the mountain.”


“Then they’ll have to run for it. We simply cannot risk our presence here coming to their attention. Sure, losing their weapons caches is going to sting, but we’re talking about what the land gangs set aside for themselves in the first place.”


“Hold on.” Risai interrupted at that point. “We can’t just cast them aside. We owe Kyuusan and his crew a lot.”


“The land gangs?”


Risai nodded and Houto chimed in to agree. Risai said, “Kyuusan is a boss in the land gangs. No doubt about it. And knowingly or not, it sure looks like they were in cahoots with Asen during the troubles. Moreover, even now, they don’t count themselves among the rebel forces opposed to Asen. Still, they helped out a lot when we were looking for Gyousou-sama. They’ve also promised to lend a hand during our search of Kan’you Mountain. We cannot stand idly by and watch him and his crew get killed.”


“But—”


“All this while, Kyuusan has been caring for many of the suffering and destitute people Asen abandoned. They barricaded themselves in the city to give their friends and relatives time to escape. A fair number are their families, but also the families of gang members who died and now have no way of earning a living.”


“But aren’t the land gangs our enemies?” came a shout from the back.


“Undoubtedly, they were. Even there, they were little more than Asen’s pawns, and he tossed them aside as soon as they were no longer useful to him.”


“They got what they deserved.”


“I don’t disagree,” Risai said, her voice gaining strength. “The land gangs got what was coming to them and have paid the bill for their actions.”


“With all due respect,” Seishi broke in to say. “I don’t think they have balanced the books quite yet.”


“If that is true, then when His Highness returns to the Imperial Palace, at that time they should answer for their sins and be formally tried for their crimes. But it’s a fact that Kyuusan and his gang lent us a hand on many occasions. We owe them and are obliged to settle that debt.”


Seishi again couldn’t keep quiet. “Except if we don’t play our cards right and Asen learns of our existence, he’ll rain down destruction on us and every town and village in the vicinity, just like he did before.”


“Even so, we can’t abandon them,” Risai muttered. “I owe Asen. And I really don’t think Gyousou-sama would cast him aside either.”


Sougen looked at Risai. While he thought through the matter, Risai added, “Not doing the right thing in cases like this will surely sully Gyousou-sama’s name. We carry the weight of that name on our shoulders. Not only the land gangs, but every civilian in the area will take the measure of him based on what we do.”


“That is for certain,” Sougen said under his breath.


Another voice called out, “To make sure that no news about us reaches Asen’s ears, what if we annihilate the enemy and imprison any survivors?”


“But if nobody returns, Asen will know that something funny is going on in Bun Province. That’d be no different than proclaiming we are here.”


“Exactly. Nevertheless, deserting the people when we’re in their debt will reflect badly on His Highness. We should step up and save the land gangs even at the risk of revealing ourselves.”


“It’s too soon to get caught out in the open. We are nowhere near ready to stir up trouble with Asen.”


“At this stage, won’t we end up kicking the hornet’s nest no matter what we do? Ideally, we would lie low until we took the castle. But things won’t always go the way we want. No matter how unwillingly, if we’ve got to show our colors, let’s make sure we’re on the right side of justice when that happens.”




Kenchuu glanced around the room before slipping away from the raucous debate. Leaving the main hall, he headed to a detached room in the middle of the compound. There he beckoned to two figures from among his colleagues who’d gathered there.


“Get a crew together. It’s going to be dangerous, but I’d like you to accompany me.”


The two nodded. After making the arrangements, they left the room one by one. Kenchuu got his weapons together and stopped by the stables to saddle up a kijuu.


“Hoh,” came an unexpected voice. “So, you’re heading out?”


Kenchuu turned around. A monk emerged from one of the stalls. Kenchuu recalled that his name was Kuushou, a monk with Danpou Temple transferred here by the Koutaku Ordination Hall. A man wearing armor stood next to him. This was Seigen, also from the Koutaku Ordination Hall, and a fellow Taoist.


Kuushou and Seigen were saddling up a pair of kijuu.


“You too?” Kenchuu asked.


The two nodded. “If Risai-dono can’t bring Sougen-dono around, nothing is going to happen.”


“You’re right on that,” Kenchuu agreed.


With this many people in one place, somebody had to be in charge. Being in charge meant keeping everyone on the same page and headed in the same direction. But that also meant that they had to convince the Koutaku contingent led by Sougen, and that was proving to be an uphill climb. Few of them had met Kyuusan. They were only familiar with the details from second-hand sources, according to which any member of the land gangs was assumed to be an enemy of Gyousou.


Moving them away from such established convictions and convincing them to the contrary wouldn’t be easy. But in the meantime, Kenchuu wouldn’t be casting Kyuusan aside either.


“Risai will probably ride out to help, even if that means parting ways with Sougen-dono.”


“So, the kind of mate you’re thankful to meet at the right time maybe once in a lifetime?”


Kenchuu nodded. He wasn’t a person Risai would casually abandon. Working alongside her, he’d come to understand that much about her character.


“Before that happens, she’ll do everything she can to bring them to her point of view. But events are moving too fast for us to wait and see how that debate turns out. Women and children number among Kyuusan’s followers, along with the elderly.”


He’d been through Sokou on enough occasions to become familiar with them. The faces of the many women and children and elderly who had lent him a hand rose up in his thoughts. Of them, those close to Kyuusan were likely the ones fleeing to Anpuku, along with miners from Sokou.


The miners were a rough bunch, but not in the same way as common rogues. Though quick to settle an argument with their fists, they were not combatants and had nothing to do with war. Their lives were no less worth defending.


He exited into the courtyard and found two of his subordinates and ten others waiting for him. They left the compound together and encountered another twenty or so at the main gate. The core members of this group consisted of the six Danpou Temple monks Kuushou brought from Koutaku. The rest were mercenaries of a chivalrous bent, both men and women, along with a few Taoists.


Kenchuu made a quick head count. “Thirty-seven, including myself. Not bad.”


He didn’t spot any soldiers. He didn’t imagine they’d tried to recruit any. The chain of command was no small matter for a soldier, as deeply ingrained as the blood in his veins. Unless Risai or Sougen issued the command, they weren’t going to mobilize.


“Let’s move out!” Kenchuu said.


Once outside the broken-down ramparts, another voice greeted them from the falling darkness.


“Hoh. I see you’ve assembled quite the company.” A brawny giant of a man strode up to them.


“You are?”


“Name’s Hakugyuu. Gamon Temple pointed me here.”


“Ah.” Kenchuu nodded. He couldn’t very well make out his face in the fading light, but he seemed to recall the man’s scarred features. Once one of the chivalrous knights of Hakurou, at Gamon Temple he’d been given the job of mediating among the other high-minded mercenaries. He normally carried a halberd that would drag any other man down like a boat anchor. His appearance otherwise suggested he was approaching middle age, though with a physique still as solid as a large boulder.


“Going off to help the land gangs?”


Kenchuu answered without a word. Hakugyuu returned the nod with equal gravity. Arrayed behind him must be those high-minded mercenaries of Gamon Temple. There were around twenty or so, all in peak fighting form though none bore the look of rank-and-file soldiers.


“Looks like we’ve put together the equivalent of two platoons,” Kuushou observed.


Kenchuu again silently agreed. Like Hakugyuu, Kuushou possessed a physical strength quite out of the ordinary. He carried a mace with a long iron handle, a common enough weapon except for its uncommon size.


“What they lack in regular military order they more than make up for in chivalrous spirit,” Seigen said with a touch of wry humor.


“It doesn’t really work that way,” Hakugyuu chided him. “Risai and her men are hardly lacking in chivalrous spirit. They are first and foremost soldiers. An army has to discipline itself so it won’t be devoured by every roving pack of hungry wolves. For a soldier, that discipline is a weapon in and of itself, and like any weapon, not a thing to be taken lightly.”


“Is that what you call it?” Seigen said, though he clearly wasn’t convinced.


Listening to him with one ear, Kenchuu reflected upon the growing band of brothers Risai had gone to such great pains to assemble. In order to eliminate Asen, she had to mold this motley crew of barely acquainted individuals into a single fighting force. Will and verve alone wouldn’t cut it. He could well imagine how hard the going would get after this.


“Are we alone really ready to fight?”


Answering Seigen’s misgivings, Hakugyuu said, “Not as well as a trained soldier. But certainly when it comes to raw courage, we yield ground to no one.”


Kenchuu was even blunter, “We don’t have the troop strength to do much more than annoy them. But more than enough to save the fleeing women and children.”


Kuushou agreed with that assessment. “In any case, better than standing by and doing nothing. Let’s go.”




The discussion was no closer to a resolution than before. Looking on, Kyoshi grew all the more irritated. He knew in his heart where he stood on the issue, and that was with Kyuusan. He only wanted to help him as best he could. Risai and the rest of them that had called Rin’u felt the same way. There was no way they could cast them aside.


But getting the Koutaku contingent to understand where they were coming from was proving more difficult than it should be.


Risai swept the room with her gaze. “We cannot wait until we are fully prepared to meet Asen’s army head on before confronting them. In an ideal world, perhaps. But this isn’t that ideal world. So when will that be? Please give some thought to the time frames involved. As we speak, our comrades are gathering here from the far reaches of the kingdom. There is no guaranteeing that we can keep our presence hidden until every last one of them arrives. In fact, the possibility grows day by day. Rather, it’d be stranger if we managed to somehow keep our heads down before we had everything ready to go.”


Sougen took in Risai’s words with a calm demeanor. But his retainers were hardly so restrained, and they let their feelings show. They’d lost many of their own in the wars with the land gangs. In the end, they’d had to abandon the field of battle and beat a fast retreat. Kyoshi had no difficulty understanding how much they loathed the land gangs, and how they saw them only as the enemy.


At first, he’d seen them the same way.


“Escaping detection until we are good and ready will be no easy task. There are any number of ways by which our presence here might come to the attention of Kouki. But not right now. Now is too soon.”


“That’s right!” clamored voices around her. “It’s too early to put ourselves at a disadvantage on behalf of the land gangs.”


“We’ve still got people just arriving from Koutaku on foot. They are in no condition to go to war.”


“Don’t we owe the civilians some consideration?” someone else asked. “Once the powers that be find out about us, like it or not, they’re going to get caught up in whatever happens next.”


Uncertain about how to respond, Risai glanced at Kiitsu. He was with Shoushitsu and Tanchoku as part of the Gamon Temple contingent from Rin’u. The wrong decision at this point could prove catastrophic for everyone involved, soldier and civilian alike.


“In my heart,” Kiitsu began, “I wish to assist the land gangs. Of course, I don’t represent the people, nor do I speak for their feelings on the subject. However, wouldn’t abandoning the land gangs also mean abandoning the people? Standing by the land gangs means we will stand by the people.”


“Should the decisions we make cause trouble for everyone else, they’re going to come to resent us as a matter of course,” Shoushitsu said. “But cast aside the land gangs and we’ll lose the trust of the civilians as well.”


Kiitsu nodded. “People are bound to voice their displeasure. But the next time something happens to them, they can cling to the hope that you will ride to the rescue. That’s when the value of your actions will come to the fore.”


Risai agreed. “Of course the civilians are going to resent us if they get caught up in the fighting. But the one at the root of the injustice is Asen, not us.” She looked across the room and raised her voice. “The injustice of abandoning the land gangs here and now would be all on us.”


Sougen contemplated her words in silence for a long moment before speaking. “If nobody in the army made it back to Kouki, Asen would of course grow suspicious. But first, he’d have to figure out what happened and that would take time. If only just a little, that’ll give us the leeway to put our battle formations in order and urge the civilians living in the vicinity to get ready to flee.”


“Sougen!” Risai exclaimed, pleasantly surprised.


Sougen nodded. “Fortunately, April is upon us. The odds are high they’ll wait for the rest of the snowpack to melt before attempting to move large numbers of troops. In the interim, Risai will take a leave of absence to support the land gangs.”


Risai shot to her feet. “I will be departing for Anpuku. I’ll leave it to Sougen to hold down the rear and watch our backs.”


	Chapter 11


[20-4] The land gang holed up in Anpuku had rebuffed Yuushou’s army for two days now.


“They’re holding out well,” Yuushou observed. “In that, at least, they deserve our respect.”


He studied the city off in the distance. Anpuku was a small city that was difficult to attack. The leader of the gang defending it was a man by the name of Kyuusan. That he chose Anpuku as his base, despite its outwardly inferior size, made him a man not to be taken lightly.


Despite the height of the city’s outer ramparts, they did not appear very robust. The looming mountains behind the city created the bigger obstacle. To the north, the steep cliffs abutted the city walls. Battlements and catapults dotted the top of the cliffs. Though not large weapons, they were capable of firing a dozen stones in a single shot. The height of the battlements created additional problems for the air cavalry, who were forced to cover greater distances while dealing with the catapults at the same time. This combination of factors effectively closed the airspace over the city.


“How many men in the land gang holding Anpuku?”


“We can’t say for certain, but this is likely just a portion of the land gangs. From what we’ve heard, they’re also occupying Kan’you Mountain and Seisai. Word is that Seisai recently surpassed Sokou in size. If we assume that around half their numbers remained behind in Seisai and on Kan’you Mountain, then we’re probably talking eight hundred to under a thousand.”


Yuushou nodded. Eight hundred conformed to what he’d sensed in their battles so far. He faced them with a regiment of twenty-five hundred. Of those, he’d left two reserve battalions totaling a thousand in Rin’u and Sokou. Taking Anpuku with fifteen-hundred soldiers was no longer a sure thing. He could bypass Anpuku and march on. But he risked getting outflanked and attacked from behind.


“Just torch the place,” Ukou said with a grin.


Yuushou shook his head. “Our orders don’t say anything about subjugating the land gangs.”


He’d sent reports to Kouki about the land gangs occupying Kan’you Mountain. But he’d gotten no orders directing them to annihilate them. He’d gotten no orders about anything at all.


“Is this not a battlefield? It’s only natural that we should take whatever measures are suitable to the present circumstances.”


Yuushou took a step toward Ukou and looked straight at him. “However that may be the case, I am the one who decides what those measures are. Not you.”


Feeling the pressure of his presence, Ukou stepped backwards. Without a word, he turned his head to the side and spat.




Idiots. All of them.


Ukou left the camp. He found the rest of the Red Armor platoon hanging out near a wagon train stocked with supplies. The brilliant colors of their armor differed but they all shared the same unifying shade of red. Ukou led this platoon of twenty-five soldiers. Ukou himself was a company commander. Of the four platoons under his command, one wore the same red armor as himself. These were his personal retainers, known as the Red Armor.


During Gyousou’s expedition to Bun Province, the Red Armor served as his security detail. Following Asen’s secret orders, they accompanied him to Kan’you Mountain. In the events that followed, they lost over half their number. Ukou subsequently filled the gaps in the ranks with soldiers he trusted and personally selected.


Ukou said, “It looks like the general prefers the company of the land gangs. We will do what we do on our own terms.”


The platoon all flashed fearless smiles as they rose to their feet.


“They’re letting the woman and children simply abscond from Anpuku. Hunt them down. Teach them to tremble with fear before the might of the Palace Guard.”


The Red Armor were a mounted platoon. Besides Ukou, none of their mounts ranked among the elite youjuu, but they were quieter than the typical warhorse and fleeter of foot. With their crimson uniforms, mounts, and weapons, there was no shortage of soldiers who clamored to join the Red Armor.


Together with his subordinates, Ukou quietly left the camp. They followed the highway opposite Anpuku further south, and then having put a sufficient distance between themselves and the city, turned west. They passed through the charred remains of numerous villages before heading north and finally emerging along the levees of a river.


The river that flowed south of Anpuku from the west was a mountain rapid strewn with stones and dotted with deep pools. The river was not all that wide, but only a kijuu could cover its width in a single bound. The opposite bank provided an unobstructed view of the surroundings. Moreover, the undergrowth on the southern side alone was cut short. Other than a few remaining taller trees and shrubs, there was no good place to hide.


To the north, the vegetation was thick and overgrown. It’d be hard to tell where the land gangs might be hiding. Searching for a place with a relatively better outlook, they moved further west, until they reached a point where the ramparts and towers of Anpuku were no longer visible.


That was where they forded the river together.


Soon after the crossing came the trill of a whistle often associated with the land gangs. They couldn’t see who was making the signal, but a lookout had obviously spotted Ukou and his men. Ukou clucked to himself and unsheathed his podao, a long-handled broadsword. It was always possible the land gangs would conveniently rush them all at once, but cutting them down piecemeal would get the job done just as well.


“Your prey is escaping west along the highway. After them!”


Ukou dispatched half of his forces. He remained behind. Before long, he spied several figures rushing from a hamlet a way off. He didn’t wait for them to reach him. He spurred on his kijuu and flew full speed straight at the hamlet.


They came at him wielding hand axes, scythes, bludgeons, and whatever else they had on hand that could be used as a weapon. That included axes and pitchforks and other farm implements. Ukou didn’t observe a lance or sword among them, which made it all the harder to take such an assault seriously.


“So, a bunch of roughnecks and ruffians.” Ukou grinned at his men and plunged into their midst.


Astride his kijuu and barely rising from the saddle, he cut down three in his first pass. Though the blade of the broadsword Asen had given him was thin and light, he swung it like a battle ax. Frightened by the ferocity of Ukou’s attack, the fourth turned and attempted to flee. Taking aim at his back, Ukou cut the man’s torso in two with a single swipe. Without even time to scream, the two halves toppled to the ground, accompanied by a spray of fresh blood. The heavy scent of raw gore filled the air.


“Easy pickings, men!”


With that exuberant shout, Ukou raced into the hamlet. The residents ran about in confusion, scrambling to find a way out. The rest of the platoon followed right behind Ukou, slaughtering them one after the other without breaking a sweat.


They then turned their attention to the roka. After battering down the doors and windows with axes and maces and any other instruments of destruction they could lay their hands on, they hacked away at anyone they caught cowering in the shadows. When the gang members ambushed them from behind, they spun around at the first sound of movement, dodged out of the way and parried the hand axes slicing through the air, taking off the arms gripping the handles with a single sweep of their swords.


Their attackers barely registered their missing arms when their heads joined their severed limbs on the floor.


Ukou’s men subdued the hamlet in a matter of minutes.


Ukou surmised that the land gangs would have located the hamlets with a clear view of the river into their strongholds. In that case, they should be prepared to storm any strategically important hamlets along the way. Ukou sent another half of the soldiers from the platoon he’d already divided north on the highway. The rest he sent in search of more hamlets and villages, except for a select few he took west along the river.


Most of the buildings at the next crossroads they came to were in ruins. Rather than gradually falling into a state of disrepair, these small structures likely collapsed under the weight of accumulated snow during a previous winter.


They found four individuals resting in the hamlet they encountered after that, an old woman and a younger woman and two children. Ukou handed over the woman and children to whichever of his underlings wanted them and handled the old woman himself.


She prostrated herself on the ground, weeping and begging for her life. Ukou severed a hand and a foot, and as she crawled off with her remaining limbs, cut her torso in two and finally lopped off her head. The blood and viscera spilled onto cold earth, raising a cloud of steam. With a glance at his underlings, playing with the children as a cat might with a mouse, he left the hamlet.


Further west, he spotted another small village.




Carried by the wind, the faint screams reached Kenchuu’s ears. His kijuu raised its head and turned its ears forward and twitched its nostrils, sniffing the fetid odor drifting through the air.


“Those screams sound like they came from a woman,” Kuushou muttered, bringing his mount alongside Kenchuu.


Seigen caught up to them on his kijuu. “I heard children crying too.”


Astride a kijuu that resembled a horse, Kenchuu rode toward the river that ran south of the highway. A cold wind blew across the water.


“Upwind,” he said, and glanced behind him.


His retainers were tending to a group of the elderly who’d just run up to them, helping them down the slope to safety. Kenchuu ordered one of his men to look after them and the rest to follow him, and raced his kijuu into the wind.


The hamlet soon came into view. A good half of the buildings had fallen down. The snow on the roofs around the chimneys of the houses still standing had melted away, evidence that people were still living there. Before they could see for themselves, more roars and screams echoed from the hamlet.


“On the double!” Kenchuu called out, urging on his kijuu.


When he got to the town square within the cluster of houses, he found it occupied by a ferocious kijuu barded with armor. At its feet lay the bodies of two robust men. The rider must have left the kijuu unattended there. It was now devouring the corpses. Voices of shock and anger erupted around Kenchuu.


Without a second thought, Kenchuu brandished his halberd and charged the kijuu. The kijuu skirted the attack, jumping backwards only to meet the sweep of Seigen’s staff. It only barely ducked out of the way, except that Seigen’s staff, known as a boatman’s staff or nunchaku, had a second shorter staff attached to the end of the shaft with a chain.


For all its dexterity, the beast couldn’t avoid the second half the staff as it snapped around at the end of the chain and thudded heavily against its forelegs. The kijuu flipped over in a somersault and tumbled to the ground. Kuushou swung his mace and brought it down on the kijuu’s back. The ball of iron, as big as a human head, shattered the armor and crushed the spine.


Blood frothed from the damaged armor. The creature’s death agonies lasted but a moment before it collapsed. At the same time, a man staggered from a nearby building. He wasn’t wearing armor. One leg had been severed. As he pitched forward onto the ground, a soldier wearing red armor came after him in hot pursuit.


He froze for a split second, taking in the scene in front of him. Then unleashed a howl of fury and turned on his heels and ran. Hakugyuu’s battle ax and Kenchuu’s halberd flew through the air after him. He ducked out of the way, almost as if he had eyes in the back of his head, and ran into a broken-down shack, using the furniture inside as a shield.


From the color of his uniform, he could only be one of the infamous Red Armor.


Hakugyuu and his men stormed into the dilapidated shack after him. Kenchuu raced his kijuu around the building. He reached the back of the shack at the same time the Red Armor jumped onto the back of a horse tied up there and galloped off. Kenchuu’s kijuu was faster. He closed the distance between them. The Red Armor spurred on his horse while raising an arm in the air.


Whatever he was holding in his hand glinted in the light. No sooner had Kenchuu’s suspicions been aroused but he felt a sharp blow to his right shoulder. The impact knocked him backwards and threw him off the kijuu before he even had time to shout. He reflexively tucked his body into a ball and rolled along the ground.


Kenchuu raised his head in time to see a second volley coming at him. This time he recognized the weapon. The fist-sized head of a mace attached to a handle at the end of a long cord. Also called a meteor hammer.


The hammer dug a furrow in the earth next to Kenchuu’s head. With a wave of his arm, the Red Armor flipped it back into his grasp, allowing him to unleash the third attack in a row barely a moment later. This one grazed Kenchuu’s arm. Knocked clean out of his saddle, Kenchuu lay on the ground just inside the furthest range of his opponent’s repeated attacks.


It was amazing enough that he’d nicked Kenchuu’s arm at that distance. He reeled in the meteor hammer with a strong jerk of his arm. The hammer traced a returning arc through the air and scored a direct hit on Kenchuu’s kijuu, striking the back of its skull. With an indifferent glance at dumbstruck Kenchuu, the Red Armor retrieved his weapon and continued on his way.


Kenchuu abandoned any thought of pursuit and ran to his kijuu. The meteor hammer itself wasn’t that big and hadn’t inflicted a deep wound. But the impact left the kijuu groggy and unable to quickly get back on its feet.


“Are you all right?” Kuushou called out.


Kenchuu glanced over his shoulder and nodded. He tugged on the reins but found he couldn’t grip his right hand. Kuushou ran up to him and took a closer look at his shoulder.


“A stone?”


“Meteor hammer. To think he hit me at that distance. Not only that, he took out my kijuu in the same throw. Hard to believe.”


He aimed his first throw at Kenchuu’s back. It moved so fast, Kenchuu didn’t see it coming. Without a pause, without taking the time to gauge the distance or the spin, he’d scored a double hit. Kenchuu couldn’t help but be impressed.


“Don’t move. Let’s move you to the rear. You need to have somebody take a look at that.”


If a Danpou Temple monk said so, he really should listen. But now was no time to retreat.


“In any case, get after him. What about the wounded?”


“Hakugyuu saw to their wounds but they’d lost too much blood. There was nothing he could do.”


“Damn,” Kenchuu muttered to himself. As they were speaking, his men had already taken up the chase. “Watch out for that meteor hammer!” he called after them and urged Kuushou to join the pursuit.


“Those screams we heard a while back have me worried. Go check it out, if you would.”


Kuushou nodded and left. More of his retainers had arrived by then and hoisted him onto his kijuu.




Ukou returned at a full gallop to the hamlet where he’d last left his men. His heart burned with indignation. That a kijuu he’d barded out of his own pocket got put down like that infuriated him. Well, it wasn’t a total loss. He could always ask Asen for another, and he’d bill Asen for another set of armor too. He’d get his hands on a much better kijuu next time.


All those thoughts aside, having to resort to a measly horse put him in a boiling rage.


He rode into the hamlet as a pair of soldiers stumbled from one of the houses. The crimson armor identified them as two of his own. Behind them appeared another person dressed in little more than rags. One of Ukou’s men looked at him with beseeching eyes, extending his hand as if pleading for help. He opened his mouth to speak when a blow from behind drove him to the ground.


The man in rags held a child in one arm. Even bearing that burden, his movements were preternaturally agile, his swordsmanship so quick and efficient as to appear almost invisible.


Who is this guy? Ukou thought as he slowed the pace of the horse.


The second of his men continued to spar with the stranger. His men also possessed the “power” Ukou had bestowed on them. None of the land gangs, none of those so-called chivalrous knights, and certainly no rank-and-file soldier could hope to defeat them. Nevertheless, the stranger easily deflected each sweep of his sword while absorbing blows that would have knocked another man clean off his feet.


With each narrow miss, he corrected his posture, parried and responded with even sharper reposts. Before Ukou could run to his rescue, the duel was decided. A thrust to the solar plexus doubled him over. He stumbled forward, right into the receiving end of a ferocious blow brought down on his shoulders by the stranger.


By design and intent, a double-edged sword was a stabbing weapon, not a slashing weapon. The long blade of a slashing weapon meant it had to be held with both hands. But the stranger held a child in his other arm. Its size notwithstanding, the sword was clearly a single-handed weapon, and yet the stranger’s diagonal slash across the shoulders nearly cut his man in two.


These were no ordinary skills and that was no ordinary sword. A cold chill ran down Ukou’s spine. He recognized the deft combination of both stabbing and slashing techniques.


No. It is simply not possible.


The footsteps of his pursuers came closer. The stranger casually stepped over the corpses of his men and strode towards him. The hood of the cloak was pulled low over his eyes, covering half of his face. But the line of his jaw shook free a long-buried memory.


Ukou stopped on the spot, turned the horse, and galloped at top speed to where his men had left their kijuu. He drew aside one and jumped into the saddle. With a kick of the stirrups, the kijuu soared into the air. A great black beast followed a hair’s breadth behind him. It had no saddle or reins. But a short whistle from the stranger and it spun around and took off after him.


A kijuu, and the way it followed the commands of the stranger, no wild animal.


His underling’s kijuu reacted badly to its intimidating presence. Ukou clucked and spurred it on. He glanced over his shoulder. The posse of pursuers caught up with the stranger. The gap between them grew wider. With a sigh of relief, Ukou again glanced at him. The stranger tipped back his head and returned the gaze, revealing the outlines of his face.


He came back to life.


No doubt about it. Ukou had served alongside the man and then attacked him from behind. And still his intended victim had almost killed him in turn. It all happened on Kan’you Mountain. Ukou somehow managed to deliver the coup de grâce, threw him down a mineshaft, and buried him beneath a landslide.


And yet he’d crawled up from the depths of the earth after him.


A shudder ran through Ukou’s body.


That man is Gyousou.




When Kenchuu ran up to them, Seigen was interrogating the stranger. The man wore his tattered cloak down over his eyes. He was holding a child in his left arm. Seigen posed a question to him. He pointed at the roka. With a nod from Kenchuu, several of his men rushed into the roka.


“Why don’t you hand over the child?”


Seigen thrust out his staff. Again without a word, the man set the child down on the ground. A small girl, she shrank away from them, trembling with fear, and started to sob. Her arms hung limply by her side. Her palms were cruelly crisscrossed with fresh wounds of a sort made by a sharp instrument indiscriminately stabbed into the flesh and yanked out.


The sight instinctively provoked sickening feelings of rage toward anyone capable of committing such a sadistic act against a child.


Seigen went to pick her up. She shied in terror and continued to weep. One of their retainers grabbed her as she tried to flee. A closer look at her wounds prompted from him a bewildered expression.


Seigen said, “It’s bound to hurt, but bandage her hands, apply compression, and wrap them tight. That’ll stanch the blood.”


He turned his attention to the man. “Who are you? You don’t appear to be a friend of the Red Armor.”


The man started to speak, thought better of it, and closed his mouth.


“You’re not a member of the land gangs either.”


That statement elicited only a shake of the head.


Kenchuu dismounted from his kijuu and strode over to the man for a closer look. His bearing and appearance were anything but normal. His clothing consisted of little more than rags. The cloak covering the upper half of his face was in the same condition. The skin around his mouth and jaw jowls was usually pale. The course weave of the dirty thin cloth of the hood hid his eyes from view.


Could he even see? If so, could he see through the fabric of the hood? And if he could, then what accounted for the strange way he was dressed?


Seigen said, “If you’re not in a fighting mood, how about you let us take care of that sword too?”


Without a word of protest, he drew the sword and scabbard from his belt and handed it over, still sheathed. The scabbard was nicked and scratched all over. The hand holding it out appeared to be no less marred and twisted.


Kenchuu glanced back and forth at Seigen and the man. “So, friend or foe?”


Seigen answered with a shrug.


At that moment, two of the men sent to search the roka came running out. One stopped in his tracks and threw back his head and screamed. Another sank to his knees and vomited on the ground. The rest piled out of the building, faces pale with horror and disgust.


“A young woman and an old grandma and a child. Tortured to death. It’s something awful.”


Kenchuu looked at the man. “You?”


“No,” the man replied.


His voice was faint and hoarse, practically a whisper, as if withered or paralyzed by fear. Except nothing about his bearing suggested the slightest hint of cowardice or faintheartedness. As he stood there in silence, a black beast alighted on the ground next to him. Kenchuu and the rest of them couldn’t help goggling. The beast nuzzled its head against the stranger’s side, warily eyeing Kenchuu as sidled up next to him.


“Your kijuu?”


Kenchuu’s question only prompted another nod. The stranger offered no excuses, and for all his silence, made no effort to resist their entreaties. Neither did he attempt to ingratiate himself with them.


“I’ll ask again. Who are you?”


The man again didn’t answer.


“Well, we can’t let you go without knowing a thing about your background or identity. You wouldn’t mind if we detained you for the time being?”


The stranger only nodded. One of Kenchuu’s men approached the kijuu with a lead line. He was greeted with a rumbling growl. But with the stranger patting the kijuu’s neck, it calmed down and accepted the makeshift halter. The stranger then took the end of the line.


	Chapter 12


[20-5] Yuushou concluded that the only way to get rid of those bothersome catapults was to have the air cavalry destroy them one by one.


As he observed the progress of the battle, a commotion erupted in the camp behind him. Ukou pushed his way through a crowd of befuddled soldiers and strode toward him. With a glance at his disheveled state, Yuushou returned his attention to Anpuku.


Ukou came within speaking distance. The next words out of his mouth hit Yuushou like a bucket of ice water.


“I ran into Gyousou.”


Yuushou spun around. “What did you say?”


“It was Gyousou. In the flesh. No mistake about it. It looks like somebody already rescued him.”


“You met Gyousou?” Yuushou didn’t bother trying to quash the surge of excitement in his voice.


Ukou nodded. “West of Anpuku. I was circling around their flanks when we crossed paths.”


“Circling around their flanks?”


Yuushou hadn’t issued any such orders. Nobody in this conflict was attempting to outflank anybody. He couldn’t take anything Ukou told him at face value.


“Were you by yourself?”


“I was leading my Red Armor platoon. I don’t know what happened to the rest. But shouldn’t we be going after him? At this rate, he’s gonna get away.”


“Was he by himself?”


“He had a bunch of guys with him. At least twenty. They weren’t soldiers. Probably mostly land gang members.”


Yuushou looked at Ukou. “To the land gangs, Gyousou is the enemy. Do you really think they’d team up now?”


“I’m telling you, it was him!”


“Did he tell you his name?”


“We weren’t exchanging introductions! One look was all I needed. Not a doubt in my mind.”


Unusual for him, Ukou was fit to be tied. Whatever happened out there had thrown him off his usual game. He must have come face to face with something he never expected to encounter.


Yuushou turned to his retainers. “Muster a platoon. Ukou will show you where to go.”


“A single platoon won’t be enough. Three at the very least.”


“Two, then. Move out!” In the off chance that Ukou was telling the truth, he added, “Don’t kill anybody and don’t get yourselves killed. If you run across anybody suspicious, capture them. Unharmed.”




The platoons returned not long after they departed. Shishin, the platoon leader, reported to Yuushou, his face contorted with naked fury.


“They got away, eh?”


“They headed west and we gave chase. They had wounded with them so they weren’t making rapid progress. Their numbers grew as they retreated, further slowing them down. The big problem was troop morale.”


“Troop morale?”


Shishin nodded. He balled his fists so hard his arms trembled from the tension. “The soldiers had no interest in moving forward. The Red Armor circled around to the west of Anpuku at their own discretion, slaughtering any land gangs they encountered, along with women and children.”


At that point, as if unable to keep the anger and disgust dammed up inside him, he unleashed a stream of profanities.


“Beg your pardon, sir. The land gangs in the vicinity caught wind of a military unit crossing the river and warned members of the outlying hamlets to go into hiding. Ukou forded the river and attacked two of them. They killed the land gangs hiding there. Seven dead in the first hamlet. Probably the only people there. Three dead in the next. Assuming their populations were similar, the rest must have taken shelter further west. However—”


Shishin faltered, his face flushed with anger. He paused to get a handle on his emotion.


“However?”


“Between those two hamlets was an abandoned village. Several women and children fleeing Anpuku must have stopped there to rest. We found the bodies of a grandmotherly type and a younger woman and a child.”


“Ukou and his men killed them?”


“Saying they killed them is far too benign a term to describe the situation. They literally tortured them to death. They didn’t leave corpses behind but remains.”


The mother died holding the child in her arms. The child was cut in two from the head down.


“The soldiers who found them raised a stink. They lost whatever morale they had left after that. A few said they should bury the remains before picking up the chase. And then all of them refused to take another step. I couldn’t blame them. The woman’s legs were severed in three places, and the child’s entrails wrapped around her head.” His voice shook. “It’s Ukou that has to be brought to justice! Those aren’t the acts of a human being.”


Yuushou was at a loss as to how to respond. As he stood there in shocked silence, Shishin asked, “Why would Asen-sama trust such important matters to a beast like him?”


“Good question,” was the only response that came to mind.


His old commander would have court-martialed a soldier like Ukou without a second thought. No matter how ugly and distasteful the task, he never would have placed it in the hands of a man like that. But here the reality was the exact opposite. Ukou was given the job precisely because he was such a beast.


He fights like a demon.


During the expedition, Yuushou had seen it enough times with his own eyes. The martial abilities of Ukou and his platoon of Red Armor defied common sense. No rumors of swordsmen with such skills had reached his ears. Their existence had completely escaped his attention. The reason the Red Amor had been held in such low regard was because Ukou kept their capabilities well hidden.


“Scattered around the women and child were several bodies of Red Armor soldiers. Six in total. Each one was dispatched with one or two slashes. Again, these were the Red Armor, so we’re talking about an extraordinary swordsman.”


Yuushou leaned forward. “The weapon?”


“Had to be a sword. With a frighteningly sharp blade.”


No doubt about it. Yuushou clenched his fists. He didn’t want to admit it, but when it came to the art of killing, Ukou and his platoon stood head and shoulders above his own men. He couldn’t imagine any of his soldiers dispatching six of them with one or two strokes of a sword.


Even a soldier like a fox loose in a henhouse, killing anything that moved in a delirium of destruction, taking out six was beyond belief. As loath as he was to admit it, Yuushou was not capable of carrying out such a feat. And neither was Asen.


Yuushou knew of only one person in the world who could.


“Send a messenger to Sokou to move out. We are leaving too. The whole army.”


“But—”


“Looks like Ukou wasn’t making up stories, after all. That was indeed Gyousou.”


Yuushou was already donning his riding gear and summoning his staff officers. “I promise we will deal with Ukou when the time is right. For now, our sole target is Gyousou.”


“It’s already sundown!”


“I am aware of that. Have Gen’yuu bring up the rear.”




The enemy was on the move. The soldiers positioned at the bridge on the opposite bank withdrew from their positions. Then the army started to move west like water escaping an overflowing pool.


“Now they’re moving west?”


Standing on the watchtower, Kyuusan leaned forward. Of the military formations he could make out, a sizable portion of them were indeed marching west. Moreover, as far as he could see, the entire army appeared to be mobilizing, not just a couple of battalions. Camped out by the bridge, the entire Imperial Army was pulling up stakes.


“Hoh, what’s this? They’re just going to ignore us?”


Had they decided that taking Anpuku wasn’t worth the bother and decided to cut their losses? They’d probably move west beyond the range of the catapults and then cross back across the river.


“It’s sundown! They aren’t taking us seriously at all!”


Shokyuu approached him in a clearly flustered state of mind. “Kyuusan, I’ve got to leave right away. The women have already fled. At this rate, they’re going to get overrun.”


Kyuusan nodded. “We’ll have the advantage once the sun sets. If that last battalion moves out, then so do we. Don’t let them out of your sight.”


Kyuusan’s men hastily prepared preparations for the pursuit. A few suggested that somebody should stay behind to man the catapults on the cliffs, just in case. But by evening, the remaining battalion had left the camp, so they withdrew as well. With the enemy gone, there was no point in leaving anybody behind. Kyuusan simply didn’t have that many followers, not enough to go toe to toe with the Imperial Army. He couldn’t spare a single man.


“We were always ready to sacrifice Anpuku to give the women and children time to escape. No problem abandoning it now.”


Kyuusan split the forces he had into twenty-man teams. Once he’d determined that the Imperial Army had put enough distance between themselves and Anpuku, they all set off in its wake.


“I don’t hear any whistles. They must have gone as far as they could before crossing to the other side of the river and heading west.”


Their compatriots would be hiding along the north bank of the river. If so, they should have heard their whistles when the Imperial Army forded the river. Only silence greeted them. Running through the falling night, they spotted the gleam of a torchlight. The enemy had already crossed the river. Several scouts crept into the hamlet. They returned with shocked looks on their faces.


The hamlet had been wiped out.


“Damn it. When did it happen?”


The ten or so residents of the hamlet were all dead. “Every corpse cut to pieces. Something awful took place there.”


Expending so much effort simply to prolong the pain of the victims reminded Kyuusan of past encounters with the infamous Red Armor. During the troubles with the land gangs and the extermination campaigns that followed, that was the calling card of the Red Armor, a platoon of soldiers with deviant tastes who wore red and black armor and stalked the countryside like a pack of hungry wolves.


No less mortifying was the devastating talent they had for killing. Not even the land gangs measured up to their level.


“So they unleashed the Red Armor as their vanguard unit. Trash.”


When it came to winning a war, the ends justified the means. And so Bun Province had been trampled underfoot time and again by merciless armies employing the most brutal of means.


“We will have our revenge! After them!”


They knew the lay of the land. The sun had set, but wouldn’t lose their way in the dark. With the enemy all but announcing its position with their torches, one last chance for victory had not yet slipped beyond their grasp.


Sharing words of encouragement, they stuck close to the column of soldiers as it marched west. Aiming at the torches, they snuffed out the light one after the other, sowing confusion among the soldiers grouping their way through the sudden darkness.


Kyuusan and his men had marked their weapons with mulberry. They could launch their attacks without worrying about hitting each other. This particular species of mulberry came from the Yellow Sea. Dye made from the flower of the shrub was expensive but had the unique property of glowing in the dark. A mark using mulberry dye was stamped on the handles of their weapons, in places easy to cover with their hands. Exposing a portion turned it into a secret passcode.


The kind of knowledge passed on by those who’d lived their lives in the darkness of the mine tunnels.


Bearing the brunt of an unexpected attack, the rear of the Imperial Army column collapsed in confusion. By the time they realized to their relief that their fears exceeded the actual threat, conditions on the ground began to change. The soldiers gathered their torches together and moved into a battle formation. With order restored to their lines, they confronted the attacking land gangs. At that point, the land gangs posed no threat to them.


Kyuusan broke through a platoon at the perimeter, but stripped of one of his two battle axes, he retreated the way he came. Along the way, he ran across a subordinate carrying a colleague on his back as he hurried along.


“Are you okay?”


The man he was carrying was already dead. Kyuusan thought the blood-stained clothing looked familiar.


“Is that Shokyuu?”


His subordinate was pretty sure he was. He’d been hit hard in the head by a heavy projectile that smashed and disfigured his face beyond recognition.


“He’s dead. You can put him down.”


With an exhausted sigh, he set the body on the ground. His face filled with grief, he gave the corpse a parting pat on the shoulder. Kyuusan did the same. For a long time, Shokyuu had long served as one of his right-hand men. He’d always been on the timorous side, but he was devoted to his family and carried out whatever task he was assigned with a minimum of fuss and bother. They’d conversed only hours before, and now he had to leave him behind in this state.


“Let’s go,” he said.


As they retreated, they joined up with more of their fleeing comrades and found a place to lay low for a while. They’d taken heavy damage. Even knowing the lay of the land, the land gangs were at a profound disadvantage when it came to fighting a larger force in the field. In a more positive light, at least their pursuit had brought the army to a halt. They interrupted their westward march and formed a line of battle to face the pursuing Kyuusan.


“What now?” Sekihi asked. “Go back?”


Kyuusan shook his head. “The longer we can tie up the Imperial Army here, the more distance our friends can put between us and them. We’ve got to hold our ground for as long as possible.”


“We’ll be in a heap of trouble if they go on the offensive.”


“Then we apply just enough pressure to keep them from going on the offensive. We’ll hit them in waves. We’re not looking for a win here. Push them back an inch and retreat. As long as they stay in formation, we should have plenty of room to run to safety.”


“Got it,” Sekihi said with a nod.


He made a headcount of the gang members who’d made it back to their position and formed new teams. When he had enough to form a team, he sent them forward to harass the Imperial Army. As soon as they withdrew, he sent in the next team. With each engagement, fewer men came back. But no matter how exhausted, they had no choice but to go once more into the fray. If they gave the Imperial Army enough breathing room to turn its full force on them, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


Despite their dwindling numbers, they had to stay on the offensive and keep the enemy dug in right where they were.


“It’s going about as well as could be expected, almost to an almost eerie degree.”


“Looks like this strategy was right on target.”


“On target to the extent we had the dumb guts to face down the Imperial Army. That’s what it means to be a member of the land gangs, I guess.”


Another big reason they’d fought the army to a standstill was because the archers couldn’t use their crossbows at night. Though that was likely the least of their problems. They could attack the land gangs or continue marching west. Kyuusan was pretty sure the Imperial Army commanders were right now stuck on the horns of that dilemma.




Kyuusan had it right. Yuushou wanted to move the column forward. If Gyousou was here, they had to track him down. Yuushou had been ordered to conduct a reconnaissance of Kan’you Mountain, but that was for the sole purpose of opening the mines and taking Gyousou into custody. The odds were high that Gyousou wasn’t under the mountain any more. He was in the immediate vicinity. In that case, their first priority was to find him.


Except they couldn’t do either. Rancor against the Red Armor was running high among the rank and file, a roiling resentment over the fact that Asen had given such an important assignment to Ukou. The conduct of Ukou and his men was, to Yuushou and his retainers, intolerable. The willful insubordination, engaging in violent acts unrelated to the order of battle, to say nothing of the actions themselves, all constituted grave and indisputable court martial offenses.


Even when it became necessary to use their swords against civilians, the army had a code of conduct and moral principles it adhered to with pride. Soldiers were rightfully angry when those principles and that honor were trampled underfoot. There was no ignoring the clamor of voices calling for Ukou and the Red Armor to be arrested and punished. They deserved no free pass.


Despite Yuushou’s promises to discipline Ukou, he and the Red Amor sneered at such threats and defied him. Brandishing Asen’s name and attempting to negotiate a compromise only aroused more anger from the troops. In the end, knowing the tide was turning against them, they hightailed it out of camp.


A platoon of soldiers set off in pursuit. Yuushou suspected that a company commander had acted on his own and issued the arrest warrants. But if Yuushou called him to task, he’d have a mutiny on his hands as well.


He had to calm down the troops and reestablish the normal chain of command. With that much already on his plate, the land gangs attacked the rear of the column. They didn’t constitute a strong military threat, but harassing them in waves made them difficult to deal with.


He eventually got his own forces under control. Around the time the platoon chasing Ukou was persuaded to call off the search and return to the column, dawn was breaking. With a constant cold wind blowing, the lack of any forward progress was as exhausting as an active engagement. Morale was sinking like a stone.


Yuushou sighed. “For the time being, let’s retreat to Anpuku.”


“What about Gyousou?”


“We are never going to catch up with him at this rate.”


His staff officers sighed as well and agreed with him.


“Send reinforcements to back up Gen’yuu. Destroy the land gangs and march back to Anpuku. But first free up a company to search for Ukou.”


Once again configured as a unified force, the Imperial Army wheeled itself around to return the way it came to Anpuku.




Kyuusan noticed the shift in maneuvers and quickly grasped that the tide was turning.


“Looks like they’re coming our way.”


Their constant and increasingly futile assaults had whittled down their numbers. The sky was beginning to brighten. It wasn’t yet light enough to distinguish friend from foe, but once the dawn broke and archers entered the fray, they didn’t stand a chance.


“We’re heading back to Anpuku,” he called out to those around him.


They beat a steady retreat only to find the air cavalry occupying the skies over Anpuku.


“Damn. They left a reserve force behind.” Kyuusan clucked to himself in frustration. He was so sure the army had moved on, he’d left Anpuku undefended. A major blunder on his part. If they couldn’t take refuge in the city, the archers in the surrounding hills and fields would pick them off like sitting ducks.


The enemy had seen an opening and seized the opportunity first.


Right now, the Imperial Army was little more than a human wall. But once it rolled into action, it’d crush them like an avalanche.


“Damn it all. What a bunch of amateurs we are.”


“So you’re only figuring that out now, sir?” Sekihi said with a wry chuckle.


This far in his life, he’d always been able to rely on his fists. He knew at some point they were going to fail him. Whether age or injury, the causes were innumerable. Kyuusan knew a life that depended on his fists had its limits, but he had no other choices. No, those choices were there. Living a life to its limits, those forks in the road never entered his vision. And now he could not even point to the road not taken, or say for certain if it had even been there at all.


“We were born in an ugly era.”


Looking back on his life, that was all he saw, all that ever came to mind.


“Kyuusan—”


Responding to the doleful look on Sekihi’s face, Kyuusan smiled and said, “You and me, good fortune was never part of the plan.”


Sekihi responded with dry laughter and a shake of his head.


That was when they saw the faint outlines of the Imperial Army moving through the gray morning light. A big shadow bore down on them, reeling from side to side like a great shuddering beast.


“They’re coming! Run!”


Kyuusan could only tell them to run for their lives, open up the distance between them, and head for the hills. Anpuku was out of the question. Stragglers dropped away from the group and collapsed. The Imperial Army pressed down on them like a giant wave. Kyuusan and his men ran on as the Imperial Army started to cut through their group, splitting it in two.


“Run!” he shouted until his voice grew hoarse and picked up his own pace.


If the advancing army punched through their center, they’d have to flee north and south. But the river lay to the south. The mountains loomed over them to the north. They had literally run out of room to escape. Knowing that the final assault was upon them, the option left to them was to circle around the enemy’s flanks.


Maintaining as much distance between them as possible, he headed west from the north flank. Stretching out like a cresting wave to the east and west, the Imperial Army began attacking north and south.


A platoon of horses charged at Kyuusan and his men. There was too little light to make out anything more than the dance of shadows in the morning haze, but that was enough to aim a bow. If they came within range, they would be clean out of options.


As this realization struck him, Kyuusan stopped in his tracks and turned to face the horse coming at him. He readied his battle ax. It was not a weapon designed to fight a mounted soldier. But in this do-or-die moment, his only option was to aim at the horse’s legs as it galloped past.


He’d set his resolve when the ground shook. That’s how it felt, though it was the combined voices of a great number of people.


Hundreds of startled and confused voices shouting out a chorus that reverberated through the early dawn sky.


“What?” he exclaimed, reflexively turning toward the sound.


The westward edge of the Imperial Army appeared to disintegrate. The cavalry charging at Kyuusan veered off in all directions, frantically bringing their mounts around and pointing them west. The soldiers pursuing the land gangs along their eastern flank followed suit. Right in front of his eyes, the battle line of the Imperial Army started to tear apart to the left and right.


“What?”


Still in the dark, Kyuusan started moving again. He picked out Sekihi further to the west, so that’s where he headed. Sekihi stood there in stark disbelief.


“What is going on?”


“I don’t know. Maybe a fresh supply of troops?”


Peeling their eyes, the Imperial Army was indeed under attack.


“If they are enemies of the Imperial Army, I wouldn’t call them fresh troops.”


“Then—reinforcements? For us?”


Why was anybody reinforcing them? He couldn’t think of a single military force the land gangs could count on to come to their aid.


He and Sekihi stood there gawking. Ahead of them, several of their mates starting jumping up and down and waving. They shouted, “It’s Risai! She showed up!”


Kyuusan gaped. Then he yelled, “That woman is out of her mind!”


Risai and the land gangs were not colleagues. They were enemies by nature. They cooperated on occasion when the occasion called for it. But then and only then. Taking their fight into the open like this only raised the odds of their existence being revealed to a near certitude.


They had no business being here. And yet one company after the other smashed into the Imperial Army. These weren’t amateurs like the land gangs. The evidence was right in front of his eyes. The Imperial Army’s line of battle disintegrated in disarray as its soldiers fled the fight.


“Did she forget she’s a wanted fugitive? How stupid can you be?” he shouted at her, though at the same time he felt a stinging in his eyes.


A platoon of soldiers rushed toward him. He wasn’t their target. They were simply scrambling with all their might to get away, flailing at whatever was in front of them. Kyuusan and his men just happened to be standing there. Kyuusan formed a line and they turned aside the impromptu assault. A lance stabbed at him. Kyuusan hacked off the blade and smacked the shaft into the air. Deprived of his weapon, the flustered soldier scampered off.


Spreading its black wings, a kijuu swooped down and punched a gap through the crowd of soldiers milling about in confusion.


“Kyuusan!”


A kijuu, fast and powerful. Astride the kijuu was none other than Risai, wearing armor and holding a sword. Without a moment’s hesitation, she hacked a path through the surrounding soldiers and in a rush of wind alit on the ground in front of him.


“Are you all right, Kyuusan?”


All Kyuusan could do at first was stand there and bob his head. Then he said, “You are a damn fool.”


“That makes two of us.” Risai smiled. “Go west. Have everybody retreat to Kan’you Mountain.”


“But—”


“It’s okay,” she said with a nod. “You head out first. Your families are waiting for you further on.”


With Risai’s words, life returned to the faces of the land gang members, as if they could finally breathe again. Brandishing their weapons and attacking only those soldiers blocking the way forward, they escaped to the west.


	Chapter 13


[20-6] With the land gangs forging on ahead, Risai and her crew began a slow and steady retreat. Winning was not the objective. It’d be enough to save the land gangs and create a safe zone where they could find shelter. All the better if they could stop the enemy from advancing and make a clean getaway.


After that, they’d reconfigure their forces and commence with the recon and mopping up operations. But until then, they’d either take refuge in Rokou or abandon the region around Kan’you Mountain.


“Sorry about all this. I gave too little thought to leaving Anpuku,” Kyuusan apologized. He was bringing up the rear in their line of retreat.


Risai shook her head. “You had the right idea getting everybody out of Anpuku. If you’d left anybody behind, we’d have to back to get them.”


Anpuku had catapults, making it risky to stray too close. If the Imperial Army seized those installations and then went house to house in the city clearing out the land gangs, rescuing them would be difficult in the extreme. It’d be no different if the land gangs managed to maintain control of Anpuku. Any rescue would have to start with them abandoning the city. If Kyuusan couldn’t be persuaded to leave, they’d have no choice but join forces in the city, raising the odds that the entire effort would get bogged down there.


The Imperial Army was strong. The sudden arrival by Risai and her men was taken as an ambush and at first sowed confusion among the troops. But slowly and surely, they were restoring order to the ranks. Once they did, Risai wasn’t about to defeat a more numerous and better equipped opponent.


With the rear of the Imperial Army column chasing the land gangs and the front of the column getting attacked by Risai, the column split in two. She’d managed to scatter the head of the line, but she couldn’t bring enough forces to bear to finish them off. In the meantime, the remnants of the Imperial Army to the east fortified their positions and began to push back.


They retreated under fire, but soldiers lying low here and there were proving hard to deal with. If they rejoined the rear of the column, all the more so. Before that happened, Risai and the land gangs had to either withdraw to the west or double back to Anpuku.


We don’t have enough soldiers.


Risai had the two thousand entrusted to her by Gamon Temple. Add a few more from Hakushi and Sekirin Temple and a complete regiment was in reach. At least two battalions short, the Imperial Army was not at full regimental strength. That still left them with fifteen hundred. Even in terms of equipment and experience, neither side would prevail with roughly matched numbers.


The soldiers who confronted Risai and her forces head on must have noticed they were fighting Gyousou’s retainers. At this point, they had no desire to cede the field. If possible, they’d rather take the Imperial Army as prisoners of war but woefully lacked the means.


Risai resigned herself to the inevitable retreat. Just then, a cheer erupted from the west. She raised her head in confusion and turned her attention toward the river valley. A fresh band of soldiers rushed into her field of view.


She was wondering who they were when Seishi cried out, “It’s Kiro!”


Kiro was a retainer of Sougen. Kiro was the first familiar face she encountered back in Koutaku.


Kiro called out, “Risai-sama! How are you doing?” He ran over before she had time to reply. “The Provincial Guard shows no sign of mobilizing. So Sougen-sama gave us the go-ahead.”


Not only Kiro. Toushi was a step behind him. Together, the two of them had three thousand soldiers under their command.


“I can’t thank you enough.”


Kiso said with a nod of acknowledgement, “Many still harbor hard feelings against the land gangs. But they also know that not everyone in the land gangs deserves that enmity. We can sort everything out once we’ve reclaimed Kouki. Right now, our primary objective is to make sure any reports of our presence get delayed as long as possible.”


He urged on Toushi and glanced back at her. “We’re going to hit the main body of the army. We’d like you to round up any soldiers who come your way.”


Risai nodded. Kiso and Toushi moved with their men to their forward positions. Risai remained behind, tending to the wounded and issuing orders to capture stragglers from the Imperial Army. Soldiers who’d marched double-time throughout the night were honestly grateful to stop there and catch their breath.




Yuushou watched from a distance as an enormous mass of humanity poured forth from the river valley. He gulped in surprise.


They had this large a force in reserve?


He’d heard the land gangs numbered no more than a thousand. Yet well more than a regiment erupted out of that valley. His weary forces retreated, in sharp contrast to the reinforcements coming at them in high spirits. Confronting them, the fatigue of Yuushou’s troops only deepened. Dispirited and listless, they had no energy left to maneuver.


The only option left was a retreat to Anpuku. Yuushou again issued orders and turned the column around. Just then a platoon of air cavalry flew in from Anpuku, the platoon he’d seen in the sky over Anpuku. Reserves in Sokou on standby must have had the sense to dispatch the air cavalry ahead of the infantry to occupy the abandoned Anpuku.


But as they drew closer, the blood ran cold in his veins.


That’s not our air cavalry.


Of the two platoons of kijuu, Yuushou did not recognize any of his men among them. They wore a wide variety of armor and carried a wide variety of weapons. These platoons had clearly been cobbled together with riders from different units. But there was nothing ad hoc about the kijuu. And they were carrying winter weapons. That ruled out the land gangs and mercenaries.


A significant number of military veterans were collaborating with the land gangs. The way these riders carried themselves, they were no amateurs at waging war.


They could have attacked much earlier.


They could have struck at the rear of the column. Instead, they waited in the sky over Anpuku and showed no signs of going on the offensive. Yuushou and his retainers mistakenly assumed they were Imperial Army reinforcements rushing to offer them support. But they did nothing, as if nothing was amiss. They held back until the forces under his command abandoned the field and fled back to Anpuku.


“Damn it all!”


The events that had transpired since Asen had singled him out and ordered him to Kan’you Mountain rose up in Yuushou’s thoughts.


The vastness of the territory occupied by the land gangs. The gross underestimation of their size and strength. Being ordered by Asen to take Ukou with him. The wanton and indiscriminate actions of Ukou and the Red Armor. The rage they aroused among his own troops. The stubborn resistance of the land gangs. The equally unexpected growth in their military might, with veterans fighting alongside them in significant numbers.


Taken all together, Yuushou had a hard time grasping how all these factors could have come together at the same time and in the same place. He’d been maneuvered into a no-win situation. He was Asen’s retainer, a man appointed to positions of great responsibility and power by the late emperor and by Gyousou, the emperor who replaced him. They had served him and his senior staff with pride and confidence.


And now it was all dust before the wind.


Caught ahead and behind by the enemy, Yuushou’s army broke ranks and fled in a total rout.




“So those aren’t the bad guys?” a flabbergasted Kyuusan asked Risai. What he’d taken for enemy forces were attacking the rear of what was left of the Imperial Army.


“The air cavalry, you mean?”


“They were in the sky over Anpuku. I was certain a contingent of the Imperial Army stayed behind in Anpuku,” Kyuusan said, admitting he was having a hard time wrapping his head around the most recent developments. “They were supposed to take out the catapults. I figured the Imperial Army’s air cavalry was still there, laying low and waiting to hit us when we least expected.”


“Oh,” was Risai’s response.


She didn’t know where those airborne forces hailed from either. She asked Seishi but he was equally in the dark. Risai didn’t have enough kijuu and riders under her command to form a platoon in the first place. And there were only so many soldiers with those flying skills.


Kyoshi ran up to them. “Who are those guys?”


“Don’t know,” Risai said.


The Imperial Army was falling apart in front of her eyes. The arrival of Kiro and Toushi put them at a distinct disadvantage. A platoon of air cavalry again struck the rear of the column, removing any doubts about the outcome of the battle. The column began to disintegrate. Risai’s forces and her allies swarmed over the fleeing soldiers, mowing them down and knocking them to ground and apprehending them.


By the time the sun lay low in the sky, it was all over. Hard to believe, but it was a decisive win for Risai’s side.


A platoon of the air cavalry that had helped arrange this little miracle swooped down and alighted on the ground in front of Risai. She recognized one of the kijuu.


With a startled cry, she exclaimed, “Is that Kishun?” And then noticed the kijuu’s rider. “Oukou!”


One of her retainers and a regimental commander in the Jou Provincial Guard.


“Risai-sama, it’s nice to finally see you again.”


He jumped off the back of his kijuu and ran over as Risai dismounted from Hien.


“Where have you been all this time?” she asked.


“I owe my life to Danpou Temple.” He smiled. “You appear to be doing well too.”


“And the rest of my senior staff?”


Of her five regimental commanders, three, including himself, had survived.


“We lost too many officers and soldiers. Still, I’d say at least half of your division is left. They’re lying low in the borderlands between Jou Province and I Province. As soon as they heard that Risai-sama had returned, they started moving toward Bun Province under Kouyuu’s command, doing their best to stay out of sight.”


Oukou grasped Risai’s hand. “We decided you were due a status report without delay, and so put together the minimum viable force and paid you this unannounced visit.”


Risai returned the gesture. “That is most reassuring.”


She was, in fact, amazed. She’d heard her retainers had been executed in Jou Province without so much as a hearing or a trial. She believed that Oukou and her regimental commanders also numbered among the dead. Up until this day, she was certain that she had lost everything. Yet three members of her senior staff had survived.


Along with the soldiers still under their command, they joined forces with the rebel factions of the Jou Provincial Guard. Thankfully, in recent years, Asen had paid less and less attention to the provinces outside the capital. Because of its distressed and impoverished state, his wariness toward the once unrelenting Jou Province must have slackened as well.


This had become especially clear of late. People on the move toward Bun Province met with few obstacles. In fact, while taking all due precautions, they’d been able to hasten there without much trouble.


Once Kouyuu arrived, together with Tonkou’s cooperation, they should be able to attack the castle of Bun Province from within and without and capture it. With the castle well defended against the inevitable siege, they could then unfurl their flags in all their glory and bring the fight to Asen himself.


	Chapter 14


[20-7] With the numbers now on their side, Risai and her allies pressed home their advantage. They spend the next day mopping up the remnants of Asen’s army and taking the survivors prisoner. The Imperial Army was smaller than they expected. Perhaps they’d only been after the land gangs all along. At the very least, it appeared that Asen was none the wiser about their presence there.


They employed all the means at their disposal in their sweep of the battlefield, though it remained pretty much a given that this remained their fight to lose. Asen was bound to learn at some point that there were forces hostile to his government in Bun Province. However, by the time Asen mustered his forces, the Black Flags would have strengthened their ranks as well. Slowly but surely, the odds were tipping in their favor.


Late that night, their prisoners of war in tow, Risai and her soldiers returned to the ruins of a city in the foothills of Kan’you Mountain.


Once home to the shire castle, the city of Saiho had been destroyed and deserted during the eradication campaigns. Little remained of the walls and ramparts, and only a few buildings remained standing. When the Black Flags mobilized to support the land gangs, they set up a base camp in Saiho. The thinking was, if they could hold their ground here against the Imperial Army, the land gangs could escape to Seisai and the abandoned mines in and around Kan’you Mountain.


Even if the Imperial Army overran their positions, there were no civilians to get caught up in the fighting. They stretched tarps across the remains of the ramparts and the still standing walls of what used to be homes and managed to make the place at least livable. An intact section of the council house became their headquarters.


“Looks like you won.”


Sougen greeted Risai in the dilapidated structure. He’d made his way here from Seisai.


“One way or another.”


They cheerfully clapped each other on the back. That was when one of Sougen’s assistants tugged aside the tarp that took the place of the missing door and entered the room. He was holding a sword.


“Where did that sword come from?”


“It belongs to one of the prisoners.”


Except this particular prisoner fought against the Imperial Army. He helped save the families of the land gangs fleeing to safety. He wasn’t their enemy. But he didn’t belong to one of the land gangs either and nobody under Risai’s command could place him. He refused to identify himself. He did not resist when they took him into custody, and when they asked for his weapon, he handed it over.


“Being an enemy of Asen doesn’t necessarily make him an ally.”


But his sword was so unusual, the assistant thought he should bring this particular prisoner to their attention.


Risai took the sword and examined it with a quizzical expression. The hilt and scabbard were so badly marred that it was hard to imagine what the sword had looked like in pristine condition. Still, she could tell it was a fine piece of work. Not a luxury but a weapon crafted with great care. A small bell was tied to the worn and faded scabbard like a good luck charm. The bell didn’t make a sound and perhaps had been filled with wadding.


Puzzling over the out-of-place ornament, Risai pinned the scabbard against her side, wrapped her hand around the hilt, and drew out the sword. What emerged, in stark contrast to the scabbard, was a magnificent blade. The brilliant blue steel bore not a single nick or blemish, so clean and clear it cast off a white glow.


“This is—!” Risai exclaimed.


In her surprise, she lost her hold of the scabbard and it clattered to the ground. Sougen also raised a cry and jumped to his feet like he’d been launched out of a catapult.


“That is Cold Jade!”


Risai tried to explain to the rest of them but couldn’t find the words. Her whole body shook so badly she could hardly breath, let alone speak.


Cold Jade was the sword Emperor Kyou had presented to Gyousou so long ago.


“Where—where is this prisoner?”




The prisoner sat in the gloomy tent. He was leaning back against the charred and blackened stone wall. A ripped and torn cloak covered most of his face. The coarse weave of the filthy cloth of the hood covered his eyes. Risai couldn’t make out his appearance, except that his sunken cheeks were as pale as candle wax.


Risai peered at him from a tear in the tent. She drew a steady breath. Then holding the torch, she stepped inside. Hearing the sound, the prisoner barely moved. He only glanced over his shoulder at her. She looked back at him, desperately comparing every aspect of that face with the one etched into her memories—the bridge of the nose, the line of the jaw, the shape of the mouth.


Before she could utter the obvious conclusion, a small smile creased that mouth. “Well, I’ll be! If it’s not Risai.”


Risai’s only reply was an audible gasp. His voice was hoarse and faint but there could be no doubt.


As she struggled to get hold of her senses, the prisoner shifted his gaze. “Oh, and Sougen too.”


From behind Risai came a sound akin to a howl. In the same moment she registered it as belonging to Sougen, Sougen ran toward him and fell to his knees like a man falling to the ground.


“Gyousou-sama! Your Highness!”


The prisoner removed the hood from his head, revealing his unmistakable crimson eyes. Lifting up the cloak, the white hair spilled out.


Risai stepped forward, feeling as if she were treading on a cloud. Then the strength went out of her legs. She sat down on the ground. Her head slumped to her chest. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t breathe.


We searched for you. We knew you were alive. We believed you would return to us some day. No matter how much time it took, no matter how much suffering it required, we would find you.


“Is there something wrong with your eyes?” Sougen asked at length.


Those words brought Risai back to life. She took a breath. She raised her head. Gyousou squinted back at them.


“The light stings my eyes. That’s all. It’s gotten better of late.”


At the sound of his voice, somebody hastily extinguished the torch, leaving a candle as the only source of light, and casting the space into shadows.


“Sorry about that,” Gyousou said. He directed a consoling gaze at Risai. “It appears that you have met with hardships of your own.”


For a moment, Risai didn’t understand what he was referring to and then realized he meant her arm.


“Oh, it’s not that bad. I’ve gotten used to it.”


“I see,” he said, his voice soft and low. “I must be hard to listen to. It isn’t easy getting the words out. I guess this is what happens when you’re shut away for a while with no one to talk to.” He smiled to himself before glancing up at Sougen. “Well, there’s a look I haven’t seen on your face before.”


Sougen quickly covered his face with his sleeve so Risai couldn’t see the expression he was wearing.


“I believe you go by Seishi. And next to you is Oukou. Risai’s retainers.” He added with a gentle grin, “Like a couple of kids.”


Risai glanced over her shoulder at them. Seishi and Oukou had their arms around each other’s shoulders. The sight of them blubbering like children reminded Risai to dry her own face.


“I was worried about you all.” Gyousou cast his gaze around the tent. “It is reassuring to see so many of you alive and well.”


“That is what I wanted to say to you!” Sougen slid forward on his knees and grasped Gyousou’s hands. “It is so good to have you back with us again.”




From far away, the shouts of exultation echoed through the air.


Alone in the dark cellar, Yuushou raised his head. A big commotion stirred the air outside. The late hour notwithstanding, the sounds of celebration filled the night.


He could hardly blame them. They fought and defeated the Imperial Army.


Yuushou sat on the stone floor. The building was once a storehouse or cellar. The room was fairly large and covered with cobblestones. Most of the roof above had fallen in. The only light came from a single candle, making it difficult to see any details, but the stones appeared to have been recovered from a river bed. The smooth edges of the stones notwithstanding, the mortared cobbles and boulders heaped together into a rising wall shouldn’t be impossible to climb.


Except for the shackles binding his hands.


The melting snow dripped from the shattered ceiling and trickled from cracks in the walls and pooled on the flagstone floor. Though he’d tried to find a dry place to sit down, his clothes were already soaked.


Nodding off from the accumulated fatigue and feelings of emptiness, and listening to the commotion around him almost despite himself, the night air brought to his ears voices entirely different from the clamor before. In the hushed tones used when passing on information of a confidential nature came the words, His Highness.


The speaker must be standing next to the cellar. Yuushou heard him clearly. Then a stifled shout, not very loud and so less distinct, but Yuushou managed to make out. He’s alive! He’s returned!


Maybe Gyousou had joined forces with the land gangs, after all. The reinforcements arriving at the last minute and in the right numbers appeared to include remnants of the Imperial Army. They must have become aware of Gyousou’s existence. Yuushou didn’t grasp the relationship between the reinforcements, the land gangs, and Gyousou, but he understood the emotions of people around him.


The liege they thought was dead, that they had not seen for a long seven years, had returned. The great feelings of elation such a reunion must arouse in his followers.


Yuushou was struck by a sensation that could only be described as envy. He had to wonder whether he would react the same if he found himself in their shoes. That sense of dissatisfaction with Ukou’s presence since they left Kouki had only grown the further away from Kouki they traveled, as had his unease toward Asen.


The land gangs occupied Kan’you Mountain. The Imperial Army fought to drive them from the territory. It was a perfectly logical course of action, Yuushou believed. He couldn’t carry out his orders as long as they were there. They had to be removed as a matter of course. He had no problem accepting the inevitability of fighting and killing those arrayed against them in order to achieve their objectives. It was what a soldier did.


But as the battle progressed, he could barely restrain himself from screaming, “This is the last thing we should be doing right now!”


Just because the forces facing them belonged to the land gangs didn’t make them enemies worth fighting. He felt it in his gut. He felt he should tell all of them to keep their distance from Kan’you Mountain. Even if the Imperial Army, and Ukou, and the Provincial Guard appealed to him directly, they should on no occasion ride forward. Ride forward and only death awaited them.


He imagined Asen simply disappearing off the map for seven long years. Would he really go searching for him? Would he rejoice like them when they met again?


Yuushou hung his head and grasped his knees with his shackled hands. “I probably would look for him,” he muttered.


In the end, he would. Asen was Yuushou’s liege. And when their paths finally crossed, he would celebrate the reunion. Of course, he would. But deep in his heart, he could never say for certain. He would be happy, yes, but would he rejoice? His mind remained stubbornly unsettled on the question.


It was a good thing he lost. Being defeated on the battlefield and taken captive meant he wasn’t able to carry out his duties as a retainer. But that was good too. He didn’t know what would come of him after this and he didn’t care. He’d been given his orders and did his best to faithfully carry them out. He’d done his best and failed.


He could live with that.




“This is Kyoshi. And next to him, Houto and Kiitsu.”


Brimming with happiness, Risai introduced the three of them to Gyousou. Anxious about Risai’s welfare and that of her men, they’d made the journey from Seisai to Saihou.


The meeting was held in a dilapidated house that was perhaps the least appropriate venue for an audience with the emperor. Whatever blankets and straw mats they had on hand covered the shattered windows and doors. The roof was barely holding together and the ceiling was spotted with water stains. Melting snow ran down the adobe walls.


Even in such a dismal setting, the three could hardly contain their emotions. Among them, Houto appeared the most profoundly shaken. The normally nonchalant man stood there like a statue, taking deep breath after deep breath.


“Ah,” Risai said with a smile. “Houto hails from South Ryou Prefecture.”


“You don’t say!” Gyousou looked at Houto with keen interest. “South Ryou!”


The number of lamps in the room were kept to a bare minimum to spare Gyousou’s eyes, so it was hard to make out Houto’s expression as he struggled form a coherent answer.


Seven years in the dark.


Risai asked Gyousou about the circumstances that brought him here. Gyousou, in turn, wanted to know more about how they were doing. The questions flew back and forth, filling in the lost time. Though Risai couldn’t be happier, Gyousou’s condition came as a shock.


Seven years by himself in the dark with never enough to eat. The only light from a campfire, and there too burning with a low flame to preserve precious resources. What kind of a life had he lived, feeling his way through the darkness for all that time? With no one to talk to, and surrounded by so much silence that his vocal cords withered such that he could not raise his voice.


As a soldier, Risai knew how to bear up under solitude. She’d gone through training on how to survive by herself if separated from her army. Nevertheless, the thought of spending seven years alone in the depths of Kan’you Mountain made her blood run cold. So she’d been all the more surprised at the nonchalant way he carried himself. After all that time, it was as if he’d been a part of the Imperial Army until a few days before.


In particular, his body had not wasted away. To a certain extent, that stood to reason. Living deep underground, he had to do all the heavy lifting himself. Still, only to a point could the protective powers of the amulet he wore around his wrist compensate for the lack of food. Compared to his past self, his frame was markedly more slender. His cheeks were sunken and his skin had paled to an unhealthy degree. Little strength remained in his voice and he constantly narrowed his eyes. The fingernails of both hands were bent and twisted from repeated damage.


She didn’t see the man once brimming with drive and ambition. He appeared instead strangely calm and at peace with himself.


Gyousou and Houto softly exchanged words for a while. Gyousou then turned his attention to Kyoshi.


“A truly inexcusable fate befell Zui’un Temple. You have done an admirable job of carrying on. Tai owes you and your colleagues a debt of gratitude that can never be fully repaid. Very few people will ever know and fully appreciate the price you paid, but on their behalf, I offer my thanks.”


Kyoshi answered with a deep bow. “Such praise is more than I deserve.”


“To Kiitsu as well. The beneficence of Jokan-dono made this all possible, but I’ve heard he showed that same kindness to Risai and her comrades. I am grateful from the bottom of my heart.”


“Oh, my—I—no—” Kiitsu’s flustered reaction was unexpectedly amusing.


“I should thank Jokan-dono in person. But it doesn’t look like I’m going to have the time. Please convey to him my best regards. Once it becomes possible, I will most definitely pay him a visit.”


“That is already far more than we deserve.”


Risai flashed a smile at the befuddled Kiitsu. She said to Gyousou, “As we discussed earlier, I think you should stay here tonight. Tomorrow, we will go to Rokou, and after that, repair to En.”


By all rights, they should return to Seisai and make an appearance for their many compatriots. But unfortunately not everyone watching them there could be trusted. And so she arrived at the decision to travel straight to Rokou. Launching on their journey directly shouldn’t be a problem, but Gyousou and Risai’s men could both benefit from a bit of rest. They’d had little time to relax since rushing to the battlefield from Anpuku.


Following her explanation, Sougen added, “We’ll be putting together a security detail to accompany us. I’ve asked Risai to be in charge. The fact of the matter is, Risai is the only one among us who has met the Imperial En.”


“I’d like Kyoshi and Houto to come along too,” Risai said, turning to them. “The two of them have been a great help for a long time now. Their assistance had no small part in making possible the return of Your Highness. I think they have faced more than their fair share of dangers and deserve a return to the lives they used to live where they live in peace and safety.”


“Thank you,” the two chorused.


Sougen nodded as well. “Presently, the safest places to depart for En are from Ba Province, Kou Province, and Ran Province. Ba Province is the closest, though enemy forces are the weakest in Ran. However, Touka and Bokuyou Mountain are located in Kou Province. I’d like the two of you to accompany us that far.”


“To Touka?” Kyoshi asked, the delighted expression on his face making clear how pleasantly surprised he was at the request.


“Given the difficulty of the task ahead of us, we’ll make Touka our base camp and then climb Bokuyou Mountain to the Sea of Clouds in one go.”


“Much appreciated,” Kyoshi said with a bow.


Houto countered with a shake of his head, “I am sure the people of Touka will treat such a visit as great reward, but wouldn’t the risk be all the greater there? Mount You has a Ryou’un Mountain. What about heading out across the Sea of Clouds from there?”


“As you may be aware, the Ryou’un Mountain in the You range has never been developed. In order to get to the summit above the Sea of Clouds, there has to be a passageway. There is no such passageway in the mountains of the You range.”


“So that’s what it comes down to, eh?” Houto said with a wry smile. “I thought I was familiar with all the trails in the northern quarter, but it looks like there are a few more things I don’t know. Still, are there any other Ryou’un Mountain closer than Bokuyou Mountain?”


“We have heard of them but there is no way to know if they are usable or not. When a mountain has not been explored for many years, the trails can get blocked. Unsavory groups may occupy the territory. The Provincial Guard keeps an eye on any Ryou’un Mountains near a provincial capital, putting them out of reach. There’s no way to tell if a mountain is usable without seeing it in person. That makes Bokuyou Mountain our best bet. We know it is accessible. After talking it over with Risai, that’s the decision we made.”


“Understood,” Houto said, content with the outcome of the discussion. “I’ll see to the accommodations. The two of you and a few others. I’ll leave Risai and His Highness in your capable hands.”


	Chapter 15


[20-8] The next day, Risai and Sougen entrusted Gyousou to their retainers. They set off for Rokou. Risai and Sougen stayed behind in Saihou to select the members of the security detail.


Kyoshi had the kijuu he’d borrowed from Gamon Temple. Houto didn’t have a kijuu. Riding a horse would only delay his arrival, so he’d have to double up with Kyoshi or someone else.


They’d head due west through Bun Province into the southern quarter of Ba Province, and then turn south into Kou Province. Their final objective was Bokuyou Mountain in Ten Shire. From there, they could travel straight to En over the Sea of Clouds.


Once Gyousou reached En, he’d petition for support from other kingdoms, support that would make it possible for him to topple Asen and reclaim Tai.


With a clearer idea in mind about the way forward, Kyoshi and his companions returned to Seisai. Risai put her traveling gear and a few personal matters in order and traveled to Saihou by herself.


She went to see Sougen at his headquarters and caught him just as he was leaving. Sougen greeted her with a wordless nod. He cut through a dilapidated structure and headed toward a storehouse not too far away. Yuushou, the commander of Asen’s army, was being detained there.


To get to the storehouse, they had to walk down a ramshackle corridor. The corridor connected to a broken-down room housing a number of soldiers. The occupants of the room were all Imperial Army staff officers. The regular troops were being held in another location.


Most of the doors and walls were missing. Risai felt their eyes on her and she walked past, all reflecting a variety of emotions. They were of course dispirited but other sentiments showed on their faces too. Risai glanced back at them as she strode down the corridor.


She’d reached the end of the roofline separating the buildings when a hoarse voice called out behind her, “How fares His Highness?”


Risai glanced over her shoulder. Besides the roof and supporting pillars, little else of the structure remained. There were enough people crammed into the room that she couldn’t tell who asked the question. But they all looked at her and Sougen expecting an answer.


Risai glanced at Sougen. Though they hadn’t made any public statements about Gyousou’s existence, Yuushou’s retainers must have realized that they’d been in pursuit of him all along.


Sougen stopped, turned on his heels, and faced the room. “He is resting for now.”


“Has he suffered any injuries?”


“As far as we can tell, no injuries that could be called serious.”


“What about his health? We heard he’d lost a lot of weight.”


“No worse than yourselves. He is worn out, but once he’s had time to rest, we expect a full recovery. Are you that concerned about him?”


A murmur flowed through the room, as if they were at a loss about how to answer. Among them, one raised his head and said, “His Highness bears the fate of Tai on his shoulders.”


“He sure does,” Sougen said with a nod.


The man started to add something more but changed his mind. With a shake of his head, he raised his head again, and with his hands bound behind him, straightened his posture.


“I pray that the fortunes of war be with His Highness.”


He bowed deeply. Among his puzzled companions, not a few repeated the gesture.


“We will let him know,” Sougen answered and urged Risai on.


They exited that room and entered the next.


“They don’t appear to agree with Asen’s actions at all.”


“They don’t, and yet that is understandable,” Risai answered. “A good many of Asen’s retainers understand reason and the Way. After all, they know what it means to serve in a distinguished and respected army.”


“They would have been the most surprised by Asen’s insurrection.”


“I suspect so.”


But the vast majority held loyalty in equally high regard. So they followed Asen. Wherever their commander told them to go, they went. That’s what it meant to be retainer.


Risai turned those thoughts over in her mind as she and Sougen arrived at the warehouse. While the guards busied about unlocking the doors, Risai glanced through a large crack in the wall. Hands shackled, Yuushou was sitting on a broken-down bed, head slumped to his chest.


Yuushou had once been a regimental commander in Asen’s army. After Asen usurped the throne, he was promoted to general in the Army of the Right in the Palace Guard. Risai took in the scene and hung back by the doors. Sougen nodded and entered the warehouse by himself.


He shut the doors and said, “I never imagined the two of us meeting like this.”


Yuushou raised his gaze. “You don’t say.” He flashed a self-derisive smile and again bowed his head.


A few pieces of furniture had been left in the cavernous room, but there still remained the gaping hole in the roof. A tarp stretched out like a tent helped to stave off the cold, along with a rug and blankets. But even if they unshackled his hands, they couldn’t very well bring in a hibachi.


“It’s been a long time since news of you reached my ears. You seem to be doing all right. If nothing else, you’ve got your health.”


There was a broken edge to his voice. The two of them had known each other for a long time. They’d both served as regimental commanders in the Imperial Army. Though they’d never been particularly close, Sougen was well acquainted with Yuushou’s temperament and valued his achievements. Gyousou promoted Sougen to general when he became emperor, elevating his rank above Yuushou, who remained a regimental commander. But Sougen made sure that did not change the nature of their previous relationship.


Maintaining a respectful distance, Sougen sat down in the one chair.


“We captured your soldiers. For the time being, we’re just keeping them tied up with rope. We will treat them as well as we can. Most are being kept out in the open. We’re working to secure shelter as quickly as we can.”


Sougen was sure that if he lost a battle and was taken prisoner, the disposition of the soldiers under him would be the first thing on his mind.


“Unfortunately, we don’t have the wherewithal to keep all of the prisoners housed and fed. So there’s a question I have to get an answer to. Why did you come to Bun Province?”


Sougen looked Yuushou in the eye. He should understand where the question came from. Like Sougen, Yuushou was a leader of men. If the aim of Asen’s army was the subjugation of Sougen and all the rebel factions associated with him, there was no way he could release the soldiers they’d captured. Free them and they’d surely rally their forces and come at them again. Because if they didn’t, they’d be in dereliction of duty. If told to attack, it was a soldier’s duty to attack with all the means available to him and not retreat until ordered to retreat.


Sougen had two choices before him. Imprison and cast them aside, with not even enough to eat. Or execute them. Even as a subterfuge, if Yuushou could offer a reason other than to conquer them, he could very well leave it at that.


Yuushou said with a thin smile, “I will tell you the truth. We were sent here to conduct a search of Kan’you Mountain. It never occurred to me that you might be here. I doubt that even Asen-sama had the slightest inkling. Though messengers are likely headed to Kouki as we speak.”


Yuushou then leaned his head to the side, as if struck by a thought. “In the end, I couldn’t say whether or not I realized it was you. Our intention was only to engage the land gangs. The land gangs were there, they had some military types with them, and perhaps they were Imperial Army veterans. That was about the sum of the intelligence we had on hand.”


Yuushou softly sighed. “We couldn’t advance on Kan’you Mountain with the land gangs in the way. Hostilities commenced. But with all those military personnel among them, the battle turned against us. We couldn’t prevail with a single regiment so we retreated.”


He paused before continuing. “Given those conditions, do you think you could find a way to release my men?”


“Do you think that’d be enough to pass muster with your men and your superiors?” Sougen asked.


Yuushou grimaced. “Highly unlikely. Even if I order them to hold their tongues, somebody somewhere is bound to say something about your presence here. And how the prisoner being held under Kan’you Mountain is a free man.”


“Yeah, probably,” Sougen said with a smile. “But I think calling it a retreat is the right way to go. We’ve known all along that news about us would inevitably reach Asen.”


They sallied forth to save the land gangs with that realization in mind. But it all turned out for the best. Rightly or wrongly, Risai and her contingent felt compelled to save the land gangs, and now Sougen was grateful. Thanks to them, they were able to meet Gyousou. If Risai hadn’t insisted on riding to the rescue, Sougen would probably not have mobilized his own forces. In that case, it was entirely possible that Gyousou would have been captured in the midst of the melee, and in the worst-case scenario, this time killed for certain.


“Are the land gangs your colleagues?”


“That’s not quite the right word for it. A while back, they lent a hand to some of our colleagues.”


That prompted a chuckle. “So despite your fears of being exposed, you chose the high road.” Yuushou craned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. “I quit.”


In response to Sougen’s puzzled look, Yuushou added, “I said we retreated. The fact is, I simply quit the field.”


“Yuushou—”


But Yuushou interrupted Sougen before he could point out that he’d have a hard time releasing his soldiers were that the case. Yuushou was digging his own grave with an admission like that.


“We lost to the land gangs. Returning to Kouki only to get raked over the coals by Chou’un and his ilk is well beyond the pale. My three battalion with disband here.”


Sougen looked back at him, eyes wide with surprise.


Asen-sama, this is as far as I will go, he told the man who lived on in his memories.


Yuushou had followed him for a long time now. There was a time when Asen was an object of pride for Yuushou. He was happy to be counted among his retainers and never shrank from letting anyone know it. But now he had to admit that was no longer the case.


Asen planned on recruiting the land gangs to excavate Kan’you Mountain, and then killing them to shut them up once the job was done. Sougen and Risai chose to reveal their existence in order to save those same land gangs.


He understood the cold logic of the former. The latter were fools for sticking their necks out for such a disreputable bunch. But Yuushou would rather be counted among the latter than the former. If he had to choose which camp he’d belong to, it would be the latter too. There was a time when he revered Asen as his commanding officer, and for a long time would have followed him anywhere.


Maybe Yuushou hadn’t seen the real Asen from the start. Or maybe Asen had abandoned his own principles along the way. In either case, after this, Asen no longer deserved Yuushou’s allegiance.


Yuushou corrected his posture. “Let me speak with my senior staff.”




Yuushou assembled the regimental commander and three battalion leaders. With Sougen looking on from a distance, Yuushou began by stating, “I am leaving the army.”


They no longer had a commanding officer. The officers and soldiers were free to do as they saw fit. They could go back to Kouki or they could return to their hometowns.


“General, what do you plan on doing after this?” asked one of the battalion leaders.


“As a follower of Asen, I inflicted much unnecessary suffering on the people of this kingdom. That is a debt I owe and a bill that has to be settled.”


Yuushou had already shed the honorific language he had once consistently attached to Asen’s name, which made his intentions all the clearer.


“Wherever you go, I will accompany you as well,” said the man who had prayed aloud for the fortunes of war to be with Gyousou. He appeared to be the regimental commander and one of Yuushou’s retainers. “If you will permit me.”


Yuushou asked with a smile, “And if I decide to go home and take up fishing?”


“I don’t see that happening.”


Yuushou laughed. “I guess not.” He looked at the three battalion leaders. “Gen’yuu has spoken his mind. However, having separated myself from the army and thrown away my rank, you have no duty or obligation to follow me. You and your subordinates should decide what you wish to do on your own.”


“We will go with you,” said the first.


“Of course,” chimed in the second.


“I don’t need an answer right away. Take the time to think it through.”


The first battalion leader shook his head. “I am a soldier. Wielding a sword and charging into the fray is pretty much all I’m good for.” His mouth quivered. “So if I am ordered to strike down the enemy, then that is what I will do. If people are secretly harboring rebels and I am told that they are the enemy, it is my duty to strike them down as well. But their innocent neighbors? That is not something I can abide.” He pressed his fist against his mouth. “I’ve hated this for so long now.”


“You’re right.”


Unable to hold in his emotions, he began to sob. His fellow battalion leaders put their arms around his shoulders. Hanging his head and gripping his knees, the shoulders of the regimental commander shook as well.




Yuushou and his staff spent the whole of the next day meeting with their officers and soldiers. As a result, Yuushou’s captured battalions were placed under Sougen’s command. And so they changed their battle flags from followers of Asen to an army committed to his defeat.


“Who knew you’d end up taking responsibility for such a large family,” Yuushou observed, visiting Sougen at his headquarters.


“A responsibility I’m happy to have.”


“And I am truly grateful for that.” Yuushou pulled up a chair and sat down with an exhausted sigh. “The officers and soldiers despised Asen’s way of doing things more than I expected. They’d all been waiting for me to put my foot down and say I’d had enough.”


“You don’t say,” Sougen responded.


“They’d all been harboring feelings of guilt and remorse that I never sensed. A truly pathetic oversight on my part.”


“It’s probably the same with Asen. I have to wonder if it ever occurred to him that his retainers wanted no part of what he was doing. If it did, it must have weighed heavily on his mind.”


“I honestly have no idea.”


“Yuushou.” Risai stepped into the room. Accompanying her, Oukou and Seishi hung back by the entrance. “There’s something I really need to ask you about. Is it true the Taiho returned to Hakkei Palace?”


Yuushou nodded.


“Is he doing well?”


“Of course. He has reclaimed his position as province lord.”


“What about him calling Asen the new emperor?”


“That’s what we heard too. Which raises a matter I’d like to hear from you about. The Taiho said that Asen was the new emperor. If so, this time you are the ones engaging in a rebellion and Gyousou-sama is the usurper. Is that a state of affairs you are willing to accept?”


Sougen was the one who answered. “Yuushou followed Asen the way we followed Gyousou-sama.”


“So wouldn’t that make Gyousou-sama a rebel as well?”


Risai considered the question and remained silent. Moku’u had said there was something odd about the public pronouncement, and his information came from inside the Imperial Palace. But Yuushou had been there in the Imperial Palace and didn’t appear to have any doubts.


“And what of Gyousou-sama?”


Sougen said, “Concerning Gyousou-sama, tomorrow—no, probably today—he is moving to a safer location. He is resting for now. As is to be expected, he is quite exhausted.”


“Makes sense. You did a good job of rescuing him.”


“Except we didn’t rescue him. He rescued himself.”


Yuushou gaped at them. “You didn’t recruit the land gangs to help clear away the rockslides and extricate him from the mountain?”


“Nope,” Sougen said. “That’s not at all how things turned out. The land gangs were occupying Kan’you Mountain in order to sift through the mine tailings for valuable stones. Once we finally figured out that His Highness had to be in Kan’you Mountain, we intended to ask the land gangs to help search for him. But His Highness extricated himself before we even got started.”


“That is amazing,” Yuushou said. But then his expression tightened. “No, it is to be expected. If you don’t want Gyousou-sama to be labeled the usurper, you need to act with all due haste.”


“Meaning?”


“I am not familiar with the particulars. However, the Taiho made it clear that Asen could not be enthroned unless Gyousou-sama first abdicated. That’s why I was dispatched to Kan’you Mountain. In short, until Gyousou-sama abdicates, he remains the emperor. Only then can Asen accede to the throne.”


“Gyousou-sama is our liege and is in our camp. Abdication is out of the question.”


Yuushou nodded. “If no abdication is forthcoming, other means may be found. Should the Divine Will manifest itself to that end, His Highness would find himself aligned himself with those calling for rebellion. Asen must be overthrown before that happens.”


Yuushou spoke softly, a mixture of emotions playing across his face.


“Excuse me,” interrupted Oukou. “I don’t understand what you mean by the manifestation of the Divine Will. But as long as Gyousou-sama is still alive, there is no reason for the Divine Will to move in one way or the other.”


“I am no more enlightened than you on the subject,” Yuushou admitted, and briefly summed up how matters stood.


Listening to him, Sougen again recalled how Moku’u had cautioned them against putting too much weight in these reports. It was all strange in the extreme.


“What do the people in the Imperial Palace think?”


“They find it hard to believe but have no choice but to believe. Because that is what the Taiho said.”


“Could this be a scheme or stratagem on the part of the Taiho?”


Yuushou reacted with a startled expression. “A scheme—by the Taiho?” he said, eyes wide. And then he furrowed his brows. “That is possible. Chou’un and his faction did express those same doubts on a regular basis.”


“Are there people giving voice to such misgivings?” Risai interjected. “Is the Taiho doing all right?”


“As far as I know, he is doing fine. Because of the questionable people about, his freedom has been curtailed. But as you might expect, nobody has been able to stand in his way for long.”


“The Taiho should have had a companion with him. His name is Kouryou.”


“Yes, he was with the Taiho. One of Eishou’s retainers, wasn’t he? But Kouryou is no longer in the Imperial Palace.”


“No longer there?”


“He escaped and went on the lam. He attempted to help Seirai.”


“How is Seirai faring?”


“I wouldn’t say he is doing well. He is alive. Kouryou tried to rescue him from his predicament. He disposed of the guards and managed to make contact with Seirai. But I guess he couldn’t take Seirai with him, and fled before it became clear what he had done. I am not privy to more detailed information beyond that.”


“Is the Taiho by himself?”


“I couldn’t say how isolated he is. He does have people around him committed to his safety and well-being.”


Risai breathed a sigh of relief, as did Sougen, who said, “There are a mountain of things I would like to ask Yuushou. But let’s leave them for another day. Risai needs to rest too. It won’t be long until our departure.”


Risai nodded and left the main hall. When she returned to her room, Kuushou from Danpou Temple was waiting for her.


“I heard you’re leaving early in the morning,” Kuushou said. “Here.” He handed her a package. “Not necessarily as austere as military fashion might dictate. But he can’t have his sword getting separated from his person. Regular traveling clothes won’t do while wearing a sword. I apologize that this was originally garb for an apprentice.”


“Thank you.” Risai reverently accepted the bundle of clerical robes.


Beneath the conical bamboo hat and hood was a windbreaker and black outer robe designed to keep the cold at bay. The set also included a white tunic and divided skirt, tekkou gloves that covered the back of the hand and wrist, and shin guards. It was a wardrobe Risai had gotten used to seeing in Jou Province. That stood to reason, as the monks of Danpou Temple carried weapons.


The outfit rather resembled the white top and bottom halves Risai and her fellow officers wore beneath their armor. Though fairly thin material, the wool blend was the same as that in military winter gear. The tekkou gloves and shin guards issued by the military were made from leather. The monks, of course, made theirs from cloth, perhaps preserving the heft and thickness with cotton padding, bound together by fine stitching.


Risai packed everything together with new undergarments and footwear and waited for Gyousou to arrive from Rokou. After he completed his own preparations for the journey and went to bed, Risai arranged the items next to him. Along with the bell tied to his scabbard she attached the passport that Taiki had left with her.


The passport had been endorsed by the Imperial Kei. Should the situation arise, the mark of the Kei Privy Seal might even serve as a sort of talisman.




At the first light of dawn, a small band numbering but a dozen kijuu set off from the ruins of Saihou and headed west.


Those bidding them farewell watched until the silhouettes of the kijuu disappeared out of sight and then silently slipped back into shadows of the ruins.


	Part Twenty-One

	Chapter 16


[21-1] Rain fell on Kouki for the first time in many days. The rain gouged gullies in the snow that had accumulated in the shadows and steadily washed it away.


The depths of the previous winter were now behind them. With Chou’un banished from the Imperial Court, the ministers refocused their attention on the shifting tides of power. For the time being, the position of Chousai remained unfilled.


The portfolio of the Chousai was taken over by Ansaku. Ansaku was Chou’un’s protege. The ranks of the anti-Chou’un faction remained formidable and they attempted to use the opportunity to shut him out of the Imperial Court.


The final decision was left up to Asen. “Well, for now, let’s see how he does.”


So Ansaku was appointed on a wait-and-see basis. The ministers had a hard time disagreeing with that line of reasoning.


There were also a few who observed, “He had a front row seat to all of Chou’un’s biggest mistakes. He should know what he’s doing,” and approved of him taking over the job. And those who held him in poor regard for not having racked up any great achievements. With opinions about him evenly split, Ansaku got to work as the acting Chousai, paying all due respect to Asen and the Rikkan. The initial objections to him faded from public view.


With Chou’un gone and the keystone position of the Chousai no longer the face of the government, the ministers who had tied their careers to the Chousai also found themselves sidelined, which had the equal and opposite effect of diminishing the power of the opposing forces. Thought at first to be the most promising candidate, Kashaku failed rather spectacularly to garner any support.


The simple fact of the matter was, the civil service had gotten tired of all the political wheeling and dealing. Many believed a new era was about to dawn. There was no need to question the complex inner workings of the government. They couldn’t go wrong by following the Saiho, who was also the kirin.


The power behind Taiki’s pronouncements continued to grow. Some among the Rikkan were wary of that power, but after following and supporting Chou’un, and given the mess he’d made of things, they had no real choice but to act on Taiki’s advice. Nobody gave any weight to those who criticized Taiki for amassing the power he now wielded.


The kingdom began to move with a newfound vitality. Aid was delivered to the refugees with unprecedented speed. Regional distribution warehouses short of supplies were replenished. Reconstruction of the cities continued apace and employment increased. Villages that consumed their seed grains over the winter had their stocks replenished for the planting season.


And then came news that Yuushou’s army had been destroyed in Bun Province.


“Yuushou?” Asen queried.


Ansaku answered with a deep bow. The messenger who arrived by air said that Yuushou’s army had been routed and driven from the field.


“Three battalions under Yuushou’s command had invaded territory held by the land gangs en route to Kan’you Mountain when all communication with them ceased. According to survivors who escaped from the battlefield, the three battalions were decimated and Yuushou was either captured or killed.”


“What happened?”


Asen looked at Ansaku and then at the Minister of Summer kneeling behind him. He couldn’t make out either of their expressions. As if readying themselves for a hurricane, they practically had their foreheads affixed to the floor.


“Shukuyou, I’m asking you what happened.”


He’d given Yuushou the simple mission of surveying Kan’you Mountain in order to extract Gyousou from his subterranean prison. There shouldn’t have been any need to engage in hostilities to begin with. And even if there had, he couldn’t see how Yuushou could have possibly lost.


“Yes, Your Highness,” said Shukuyou, who appeared trying to shrink through the cracks in the floor. “I don’t understand myself. As best we can tell, the region around Kan’you Mountain is occupied by the land gangs. The army took one city fortress from the land gangs. They left a battalion there and one in Rin’u, and then advanced on Kan’you Mountain. What we know for certain is that a battle commenced and the forces under Yuushou’s command were routed. Many of the officers and soldiers have not returned and Yuushou himself vanished.”


“How many of these land gangs?”


Mulling over the question himself, Asen had to wonder if the land gangs in the vicinity of Kan’you Mountain even had the numbers to realistically engage the Imperial Army. He didn’t think so, though he had no basis for that conclusion. The main land gangs should have been annihilated during the turmoil of the subjugation campaigns. But not all of them.


In the intervening years, Asen had paid no attention to the land gangs in Bun Province. Since the conclusion of the subjugation campaigns, their existence simply had no meaning to him. And yet in the meantime, they’d not only survived but grown to such numbers.


Even if they regained all their lost ground, he had grave doubts that they’d be able to take on the Imperial Army. To be sure, the land gangs governed their territory with a mailed fist. But they weren’t soldiers. In equal or even superior numbers, he didn’t see how they could defeat a better armed and better trained Imperial Army.


“We don’t know their troop strength,” Shukuyou said. “Bun Province has no good idea either, other than they appear to control many towns and cities around Kan’you Mountain. The region was once governed by Kan Shire. The shire castle was in the city of Saiho, the gateway to Kan’you Mountain. Except it was destroyed during the subjugation campaigns.”


Ansaku said, “In other words, the destruction of the shire castle gave the land gangs the opening to exert complete control over Kan Shire?”


Shukuyou nodded. “I think that pretty much sums it up.”


“One shire comprises two thousand, five hundred households. Under normal circumstances, that rounds out to a population of five thousand.”


“I cannot imagine there are that many left in the shire,” Shukuyou countered. “But then Yuushou was commanding a force of twenty-five hundred. Many more than that would be required to so decisively crush his regiment.”


“Fifteen hundred. Yuushou stationed reserve battalions in both Rin’u and Sokou.”


“Even so, we’re talking about the Imperial Army. Against fifteen hundred Imperial Army soldiers, the land gangs would need five times or ten times that number.”


“We’ve been taking the land gangs for granted. Moreover, Yuushou did not go there to fight. He had no idea of the extent to which the land gangs occupied and controlled the area.”


“Be that as it may,” interrupted an irritated Asen. “What has Bun Province been doing all this time? To start with, how can the government have no good grasp of how many people are involved in the occupation of Kan’you Mountain?”


He spoke in a stern tone of voice but just as quickly felt his temper wane. Refusing to challenge the occupation by the land gangs and remaining ignorant of their true numbers—there was no mystery. The province lord of Bun was another one of those mindless mannequins. He wouldn’t lift a finger unless Asen ordered him to. Since losing all interest in Bun Province, Asen hadn’t ordered anybody there to do anything.


Shukuyou prostrated himself on the floor, mouthing a stream of apologies, as Ansaku looked on with a reproachful expression. Neither of them turned a critical eye toward Asen. Of course. They didn’t know what was really going on in Bun Province. Asen was likely the only person in Kouki who knew what happened in Bun Province and was familiar with the true state of affairs there.


Asen was cursing his inattentive self under his breath when a hollow-eyed undersecretary approached him from behind. “Ukou,” he said in a small voice.


Asen nodded. “That’s enough of this for now,” he said in a cool tone of voice. “Just make sure you two get a handle on what is going on.”


After he dismissed them with a wave of his hand, and the two withdrew in a groveling manner, a brazen Ukou strode into the room. He didn’t kowtow or even kneel, only walked right up to Asen.


“So he came back,” Asen grumbled. Yuushou hadn’t returned but Ukou had. On the one hand, that was a good thing because Asen had to know what was going on in Bun Province. On the other, Asen was equally irritated that the man hadn’t conveniently gotten himself killed. And the latter reaction won out.


Maybe his toughness accounted for his survival. Or maybe he just wasn’t tough enough to ride to Yuushou’s rescue. Whether Ukou hadn’t been inclined to help Yuushou from the start, or simply wasn’t capable of doing anything about it, the loss of three battalions certainly wasn’t weighing on his mind.


Ukou’s ugly red uniform bore a few more stains than before but few additional blemishes. The man himself didn’t appear injured in the least. Asen didn’t have any difficulty imagining him picking easy fights and turning tail as soon as battle turned against him.


“What happened?”


Ukou’s answer to Asen’s curt question with unexpected ferocity. “Gyousou was there.”


Asen almost rose to his feet. He managed to stifle the urge. “Meaning what?”


“Meaning exactly what I said. That man didn’t just crawl out of his grave. He was reborn from the land of the dead.”


Ukou sat down on the floor cross-legged.


“Yuushou was excessively naive. I told him about Gyousou and he was still too sparing with his soldiers. He cares too much about appearances. I said he should either kill the land gangs or enslave them. But he cared more about having himself a nice little textbook battle. That’s what tripped him up.”


After indulging in a bout of coarse laughter, he went on, explaining how they fought at a city north of Rin’u called Sokou. Ukou advised Yuushou to wipe them all out. Yuushou didn’t agree. They traded blows with the land gangs and their ilk. As a result, a large number retreated to Anpuku.


“We faced off against them again in Anpuku. This time, they were holed up in a fortress. Probably wanted to give the women and children time to escape. We waited outside the city. As expected, they came running.”


Ukou flashed a dark smile. Asen didn’t ask what he did to them. He didn’t want to sully his ears.


“How many of these land gangs?”


“I couldn’t give you an exact number. There weren’t that many confronting us in Anpuku. Probably more than a battalion. Less than two.”


A single battalion consisted of five hundred soldiers. Two came to a thousand. The land gangs in Bun Province probably numbered closer to the latter, but as a fighting force, they’d never been that big to begin with.


“They couldn’t take out a force of that size?”


Ukou said with a dismissive sneer, “Yuushou was never in the mood to fight. He had orders to investigate Kan’you Mountain so that’s all he thought about. If he could smash them with a direct attack, that’s what he’d do. But if they ran away, he was fine with that too. That kind of stupid naivete was a bad habit of his.”


“Even so, it wasn’t a fight he should have lost.”


Yuushou had three battalions under his command. Many more soldiers and they were better armed and equipped. The Imperial Army had kijuu and winter weapons. Many of the senior staff were registered in the Book of Wizards. The land gangs didn’t have winter weapons. Under normal circumstances, they’d have a hard time badly wounding a wizard with ordinary swords and lances.


Any battle between the two sides should have ended as soon as it began.


“They called up reinforcements.”


“Reinforcements?”


“They were in pursuit of the land gangs after they fled Anpuku. That’s when the reinforcements showed up.”


“Was Gyousou leading them?”


Ukou shook his head. “Nothing like that. A bunch more of the land gangs. Maybe some of those chivalrous knights among them. Not regular soldiers. Not in formation and organized like an army.”


Ukou and his men weren’t expecting reinforcements so they scattered.


“Back to the previous discussion, the land gangs numbered maybe eight hundred or so. We didn’t hear about there being more of them and Yuushou’s guys didn’t figure that into their calculations.”


“Enough about Yuushou,” Asen said. He’d be fine never hearing Ukou utter his name again. “And then?”


“That’s the sum of it. Those reinforcements came after us so we bugged out. That’s when my men got cut down by Gyousou. I would have liked to go one on one with him, but I figured updating you about the situation was more important.”


Ukou advised Yuushou to get Gyousou. Yuushou acted at once but sent only two platoons. They probably couldn’t have taken him into custody in any case. By the time they ran around mobilizing the whole army, it’d be too late.


“Then the reinforcements showed up. And here we are.”


If you asked him, he’d say the reinforcements who showed up after that exceeded the total that had assembled so far.


“It was the crack of dawn and the battlefield was pretty much a free for all, so it was hard to tell. But we’re talking about a considerable number, with a bunch of veterans mixed up among them. I could tell by the way they fought.”


“Gyousou’s retainers?”


“Probably. Gyousou’s retainers and rebel forces.”


“That doesn’t make sense. They’re enemies of the land gangs.”


Ukou shrugged. “Maybe they were ordinary rebels. That makes the Imperial Army losing to them all the more pathetic. Your weak-kneed retainers had no stomach for the fight. They weren’t ready to take up arms, and when fresh troops showed up, they were clean out of luck. They looked for an opening and scampered away from the battlefield. Just as I could have told you, everyone who takes their marching orders from a lily-livered general will end up heading for the hills.”


Asen glared at Ukou. Yuushou was no coward, and Ukou was the last person to be throwing that kind of abuse around. He felt the anger rising in his gut but averted his eyes from Ukou’s scornful face and choked it down.


A mean man resorts to low means. He needed someone with dirty hands to clean up the mess Yuushou and his men had left behind.


Asen forced himself to maintain a cool demeanor. “And what of Gyousou?”


“Like I should know,” was Ukou’s answer. “Maybe Yuushou caught up with him. Or maybe he couldn’t even accomplish that. Probably the latter.”


“That’s enough,” Asen said, and dismissed him.


“I’ll collect my reward money later,” Ukou answered, the avarice written all over his face. With a cackle of coarse laughter, he turned his back and walked away.


That was the moment at which Asen’s gut instincts solidified into murderous intent. The man knew too much. Let the hired help handle the dirty jobs was far too glib a solution for this situation.


Because Gyousou was out there somewhere.


Soldiers had to be sent to Bun Province. No matter what, Gyousou had to be taken into custody. When had he escaped from his prison? Asen could only imagine that someone must have been excavating Kan’you Mountain. The land gangs, perhaps? Gyousou and the land gangs should be mortal enemies. But that didn’t mean they weren’t willing to lend each other a hand.


Or these were just rebels dressed up like the land gangs. When he thought about it a little more, that was certainly possible.


Gyousou put himself in command of the rebel faction. Except they should have realized they were exposing their presence. They should expect reprisals as a matter of course. And yet they were still there in Bun Province. Though even if they were, they could be counted on to move all the important people to a safe location, starting with Gyousou.


The problem came down to guessing where they would go if they left Bun Province. Common sense dictated that they had safe havens across the border in I Province and Jou Province.


He summoned Shukuyou. “Strengthen our troop presence in I Province and Jou Province and dispatch more soldiers to Bun Province.”


While delivering those orders, it occurred to him that that Jou and I weren’t the likely locations, after all. Gyousou would be on guard against such counter moves and would anticipate Asen building up forces there.


What would I do if I were him?


He’d do the last thing anybody expected and head west to Ba Province or south to Kou Province. But did Gyousou have any strongholds there? Without one, Asen didn’t think Gyousou would risk making a move in that direction.


“The Bun Provincial castle.”


That depended on how many allies Gyousou had amassed. If they had the numbers to capture the castle, they’d take it in one fell swoop. If they didn’t, they’d storm the closest comparable fortress in the vicinity. A much safer option than Ba Province or Kou Province, where they had no firm base of operations.


They may be getting ready to lay siege to the castle right around now.


Asen summoned the Rikkan. “A rebellion has broken out in Bun Province, likely led by remnants of the Imperial Army.”


He managed to keep Gyousou’s name out of the discussion. The throne still belonged to Gyousou. He could hardly divulge that he was leading the rebels. The moment that information got out, Asen would be branded the rebel.


“By remnants of the Imperial Army, do you mean Gyousou’s retainers? They and the land gangs joined forces?”


Shukuyou was nodding in the affirmative when a messenger ran into the room. “A second dispatch arrived from Bun Province. Elements of the Zui Provincial Guard have been observed in Bun Province.”


“The Zui Provincial Guard.”


Asen and the assembled ministers bristled with anger. The messenger prostrated himself on the floor.


“Eyewitnesses reported seeing what they believed to be the general of the Zui Provincial Army of the Center.”


“The general of the Zui Provincial Army of the Center. Risai?”


So she’s alive, Asen muttered to himself.


He’d heard nothing about her for so long he assumed she was dead. He’d sullied her name with the label of regicide. After that, she had to run for her life, with the whole kingdom in pursuit. When it came to Risai, Asen as well had tenaciously stuck to her tail, making her fight for every inch of her freedom.


In the end, she made clean her escape, though she wouldn’t have had an easy time of it. She lost her home town, friends old and new. That she was still alive was no small surprise. All the more remarkable was her continuing will to fight. What could account for such stubborn zeal?


She must loathe him, and certainly nurtured a righteous indignation toward the current state of affairs. But Asen had to wonder if that was the sum of the situation.


Risai had always struck him as an odd duck. She wasn’t one of Gyousou’s retainers. Far from it, she went on the Shouzan with Gyousou. If anything, he was the one who stole the throne from under her nose. Nevertheless, Gyousou appointed her to important positions that she accepted. From Asen’s long experience, in such a situation, Risai should feel no little enmity toward him.


Well, he wasn’t one to make the mistake of confusing cause and effect. The decision wasn’t ultimately up to Gyousou, after all. But ministers and military officers alike were wont to go with their gut and come up with the reasons afterward.


Too bad their paths hadn’t crossed earlier. He had to wonder what they’d say to each other if they’d met back when he and Gyousou were vying with each other as fellow generals in the Imperial Army.


Well, that was water long under the bridge. Ruminating about it now wouldn’t change a thing.


A flustered Shukuyou raised his voice. “What if—what if Risai-dono is in Bun Province too?”


Asen mulled it over. “We should probably assume she is there. Yes, Risai is very likely in Bun Province. She is undoubtedly leading the rebels and allied themselves with the land gangs.”


Risai and Gyousou. Otherwise, Yuushou wouldn’t have been driven so easily from the field.


“Risai-dono is a former general. Armed civilians are flying the flag of revolt. This is a rebellion on a completely different scale!”


Asen took in the flustered Shukuyou and bellowed, “What are you running away from? They’re nothing more than the stragglers from a lost cause! They lost their retainers and managed to patch together a fighting force by forging alliances with the land gangs and rebels. Nothing more than the desperate leftovers from the last war.”


Asen gazed about the room. “Yuushou didn’t go to Bun Province to fight in the first place. There’s no reason to heap praise on the enemy that defeated him. There’s no reason to be afraid of a bunch of bandits. Except his defeat is bound to inspire seditious elements in the kingdom and that is going to be a problem. We have to strike while the iron is hot. Dispatch soldiers to Bun Province on the double and destroy them!”


“Yes, sir!” Shukuyou said, kowtowing before him.




Risai is alive.


The man by the name of Genkan quietly slipped away.


She’d been on the run for seven years, had joined hands with the land gangs, and managed to amass that much power.


But what comes next?


The rebels under Risai’s command in Bun Province had come to Asen’s attention. If the past was any guide, a subjugation campaign was sure to follow.


“No. That won’t necessarily be the case,” Genkan said to himself. Asen wasn’t about to let these rebels off the hook. But he didn’t have the capability to carry out the kind of subjugation campaign he had in the past. Because now the moral weight Taiki brought to the situation hung like a heavy stone around his neck.


Still, Risai was going to find herself in increasingly dangerous straits going forward. Knowing that picking a fight with Yuushou would reveal their presence there, they nevertheless went ahead and kicked the hornet’s nest. They must be confident of the countermeasures they would take next. They were no pushovers but they could not rest on their laurels.


Everything depended on keeping Risai alive and kicking.


	Chapter 17


[21-2] After seeing off Risai and Gyousou, Sougen withdrew from Saihou.


With Sougen in command, they relocated for the time being to Rokou. Beginning with the Gamon Temple contingent, they left behind in Seisai those who’d have no trouble blending in with the city. The majority of the soldiers then moved onto Kan’you Mountain.


They had to start by assuming that Asen had already been informed about Sougen and his men. News that the land gangs responsible for the destruction of Yuushou’s army had remnants of the Imperial Army among their ranks should have reached Kouki. But they wouldn’t have a good grasp of their troop strength.


Should a scouting mission arrive in the area prior to a subjugation campaign, they had to keep the facts from getting out. In particular, that Yuushou’s army had allied itself with the Black Flags had to be kept under close wraps.


“Though if they come away believing they face a far smaller force than expected, all the better,” Sougen muttered to himself.


He gazed across the pockmarked walls of rock. The caves carved into the cliffs were under renovation, increasing the number of livable abodes. The outward facing structure of Sougen’s grotto as well was being repaired. Once the partitions and furniture were installed, the rooms might even take on a respectable appearance.


Outside the snow was thankfully melting away. Long overdue repairs to the roads and aqueducts were proceeding as quickly as possible. Sougen had last seen Rokou when he came here from Seisai. Back then it’d been little more than ruins. With the worst of the winter behind them, the city emerged from the blanket of snow and ice.


The growing population was varied as well in age and vocation.


The women and elderly of the land gangs who’d initially fled the Imperial Army had remained in Rokou. They swept away the snow and began preparing the land for planting. After the land gangs defeated the Imperial Army, Sokou and Anpuku were still too dangerous to return to. Fleeing Bun Province altogether was the safest choice, but that option wasn’t open to the people who’d ended up here.


“Our opponents aren’t so naive that we can risk taking them for granted,” Yuushou said with a smile. He took off his overcoat and tossed it onto the sleeping hearth. “If they can’t see us, they’ll assume we’re hiding somewhere. Without knowing where, they’ll be loath to launch an attack. I suppose that’s a good thing, though.”


“Probably,” Sougen agreed with a wry grin of his own.


“More importantly,” Yuushou added, peeling off his tunic and sitting cross-legged on the sheepskin throw covering the hearth, “Shouldn’t we mobilize sooner than later? There’s still snow on the ground. That will slow down an army on the march. At a fundamental level, that means taking the Bun Provincial castle before the snow melts.”


Sougen nodded. “That is our intention. If we can believe Tonkou-dono, we already have the troop strength to conquer the castle. After that, it’d turn into a waiting game while we gathered our forces.”


Yuushou folded his arms and sank into thought. “How reliable is this inside man of yours?”


“No idea. Tonkou-dono is a civilian. I think it’s a bit of a stretch to say he completely comprehends the disposition of a soldier. No matter how odd the circumstances, a soldier is taught from day one that when the orders come down, he’s to do as he’s told and not ask questions. I think Tonkou-dono may not be taking that ingrained training seriously enough.”


There was some truth in Tonkou’s opinions, even given the risks involved in inveigling information from Provincial Guard generals. However, no matter how much a soldier could be manipulated, if his superior officer didn’t make the first move, he wasn’t going to either. On the other hand, no matter how loyal soldiers might be to Asen, if the general chose to ally himself with Gyousou, his army would follow him.


The same way that Yuushou’s retainers had not refused his orders, despite their loathing for Asen.


Yuushou said in an unruffled tone of voice, “Bureaucrats follow orders like soldiers, but believing the two are the same in that respect may be a bit naive.”


Lives often depended on the orders that came down from a military superior. There were times when an order had the same weight as telling a soldier to march to his death. And if so ordered, that’s what he would do. That’s what it meant to be a member of the military.


“Furthermore, there is a danger inherent in believing that holding the castle alone will be enough. Of course, taking the castle will give us another place to take refuge. The presence of his Highness will encourage our comrades in arms to gather there. Perfectly true. However, we may not be estimating the scale of the operation correctly.”


“Such as the number of soldiers not adding up as estimated?”


“That possibility is real. I don’t see a problem with you and your retainers. Wherever they are hiding, they will come running. The officers and soldiers under their command will gather when the orders go out. But what of those long removed from the chain of command? If they weren’t hunted down by Asen, then they would have scattered far and wide and be lying low. Whether they will respond to the orders of their superiors now is a real question.”


Probably, Sougen thought.


“Likewise, after we take the castle, the logistical costs will be nothing like normal. Even if we can keep casualties to the minimum, we can’t dismiss the likelihood of losing men and material in the process, which will make maintaining a big castle a much bigger burden.”


Sougen again nodded in agreement. Yuushou had a good point. Bun Province itself had been unable to store up the blessings of the land. The decrease in the population, along with the decrease of arable land, the devastation left behind by the subjugation campaigns, would have reduced the harvests. Amidst all that poverty, corrupt officials skimmed off the lion’s share and that reduced the yields all the more.


And then there was the real risk of the warehouses and stockpiles within the castle being torched before the castle fell. And then if Asen launched a headlong assault of the castle, all the wealth of Gamon Temple wouldn’t be nearly enough.


“What if the ledgers that Seirai hid away fell into our hands?” Sougen murmured aloud.


“Definitely. With the Imperial Repositories emptied out, Concealing the ledgers has very real consequences. Asen himself doesn’t know their whereabouts. I never even heard a rumor of Seirai telling anyone. Seirai wasn’t going to talk no matter how badly he was tortured. He wouldn’t give up his secrets under any circumstances. The whole exercise was pointless. That’s the feeling that’s been in place for many years now.”


“That is a barbaric story.”


Yuushou nodded. “I couldn’t tell you anything about where any of this took place, only what I heard in the wind. At times like this, being a wizard might be the worst thing in the world. A tragic fate awaits those that casual cruelty cannot kill.”


He hadn’t heard any rumors about Seirai in recent years. He had no idea what condition the man was in these days. But everybody knew that Asen had been desperate to discover the location of the ledgers since the early days of the coup d’état, a quest that was never going to end quietly.


“Hold on,” Sougen said, raising his voice. “Kouryou definitely tried to rescue Seirai. And though he contacted Seirai in person, he didn’t bring him along when he escaped.”


“That’s what I heard too. And?”


“The man was right there in front of him. Why didn’t Kouryou take Seirai with him?”


“I wasn’t privy to the details, but perhaps the guards were closing in and he didn’t have the time to remove the chains and fetters, or Seirai himself was so weak he wasn’t capable of escaping with Kouryou and told him to go on his own, or some combination of those factors.”


“Both are possible. Either way, the two made contact. And Seirai knew the location of the ledgers.”


Yuushou opened his mouth to respond. Sougen nodded. “In such a situation, can you imagine him not entrusting him with the whereabouts of the ledgers?”


“No, I can’t. And if he really had, all the more reason to leave Seirai behind.”


Seirai would be so much dead weight during an escape, only making it more likely that both of them would get captured or killed. Kouryou had much better odds of getting away alone, so handing over that knowledge to him made the most sense.


“No, wait a second.” Yuushou held up a hand. “The ledgers are in fact just a big pile of bonds and certificates. A sizable volume. It’s possible that Gashin took them when he returned to Kouki. As soon as he was safely somewhere else, he buried them. In that case, the person truly in charge of the ledgers would be Gashin, meaning that Seirai wasn’t the only one who knew their secrets.”


“True enough,” Sougen said with a tip of his head. “Let’s turn things around and think about it from another angle. Risai delivered news of Asen’s coup to Bun Province and Kouki. Eishou and Gashin were in Bun Province. Seirai was in Kouki. Around the same time I was ordered to track her down, they had already decided to go on the lam themselves. When Gashin was ordered to return to base, they put a plan together.”


“Eishou would desert in Bun Province while Gashin followed orders for the time being and returned to Kouki. And subsequently vanished. Seirai likely concealed the ledgers while Gashin was making his way back to Kouki, and then entrusted them to him when he arrived.”


“I think so too. Eishou left Bun Province and went underground. Meanwhile, with the ledgers in hand, Gashin did the same. Seirai may have been planning to escape too. But Asen arrested him before he could disappear as well.”


“So even if Seirai said nothing about the location of the ledgers, Gashin would know. Eishou and Gashin came up with the plan to start with. But—” Yuushou’s voice trailed off.


Sougen picked up on his train of thought. “But Asen’s campaign to subjugate the rebellion got innocent civilians in the vicinity caught up in the fray. That boxed in Gashin and Eishou. All they could do at that point was go their separate ways, lie low, and stay out of sight. However, before fleeing to Bun Province and Kouki, they must have arranged to meet at a later date. Or else figured out a way to communicate with each other.”


“I would think so,” Yuushou said. “Seirai couldn’t help them out once he was in custody, but Gashin could use whatever means they’d devised to keep in contact with Eishou.”


“Except those means must have failed as well. Perhaps Seirai himself was intended as the mutual point of contact. In any case, they were acting under emergency conditions and couldn’t have made all the necessary plans in advance. When they first fled, they each took to the hills trusting in their knowledge of the lay of the land. In fact, they had no idea how things would turn out until they got to where they were going. Maybe Seirai was their only common point of reference. So when Asen put Seirai under arrest, Eishou and Gashin lost any way of passing messages to each other.”


“Makes sense,” Yuushou said. “Eishou lost track of both Gashin’s whereabouts and the whereabouts of the ledgers. Seirai would have understood this. So he would have told Eishou where Gashin—”


“No,” Sougen interrupted. “Though Gashin was in charge of the ledgers, we’re talking about a veritable mountain of documents. It’s not like he could stroll around with them stuffed in his pockets. He had to leave them somewhere for safekeeping. I’d say that Seirai knew about that hiding place, or had a good idea where it might be, and that’s what he communicated to Eishou. If he could manage to find a way there, they would learn how Gashin was faring as well.”


Sougen said with a firm nod, as if confirming to himself this line of reasoning. “Yes, that’s probably how events evolved. The three of them devised a plan beforehand to stash away the ledgers and escape. Accordingly, Eishou and Gashin ran off with the ledgers. But the ledgers constitute a huge mass of materials. Though they were able to haul them out of the Imperial Palace, they were never going to get far on foot, not to mention the big risk in doing so. So they found a safe place to leave them. Seirai knew where the safe house was so he remained behind in Kouki—in order to make the arrangements and communicate the particulars to the respective parties.”


“And that’s what ended up delaying his departure.”


“Yes. Gashin escaped to the safe house. Thanks to Seirai’s work behind the scenes, the preparations had been made to take custody of the ledgers. But Seirai ran out of time to forward that information to Eishou.”


“And that’s what he entrusted to Kouryou. I imagine Seirai had a good idea where Eishou was hiding. It’s equally likely that Eishou managed to get word back to Seirai before he was arrested.”


“Do we have any good way now of getting in touch with Eishou and Gashin? We have to take Kouryou into consideration as well, and whether he made it to his destination in one piece.”


While making this observation, Sougen wasn’t entirely able to suppress a growing sense of excitement. Sougen and his retainers had been separated from their soldiers and forced to disband in Jou Province, that was at the time no better than enemy territory. Gashin had no choice but to leave a good half of his troops behind in Bun Province. Unlike them, Eishou had certainly acted without delay and gone underground with most of his army.


In fact, he had heard very few rumors of Eishou’s men being capture or executed.


“Eishou had five regiments totaling twelve thousand five hundred soldiers under his command. Of course, his army would no longer be at full strength. But still—”


Sougen finished making his point. “Taking into account Gashin’s losses in Bun Province, and the depletion of our officer ranks and with them the resources to mobilize the troops, his army should well outnumber our divisions.”


Kouryou knew that Risai was in Bun Province. If it became necessary, it shouldn’t be hard to reach out to them through the Taoist temples and the shin’nou. In any case, should Gyousou make his presence known, he would certainly come running.


Yuushou agreed. “Moreover, Gashin fled Kouki with two regiments. The odds are good that those two regiments at least came through the ordeal relatively unscathed.”


“Seven regiments of the Imperial Army—”


“Of course, they all suffered losses. And more during the subjugation campaigns that followed.”


“But the Black Flags will make up the difference.”


Sougen had managed to scrape together two regiments from the survivors of his old army. Add about the same number of soldiers remaining under Risai’s command. According to Tonkou, at least a division from the Bun Provincial Guard would respond favorably to their entreaties, as would a division from the Jou Provincial Guard. Altogether, four complete armies.


Sougen murmured aloud in stunned disbelief, “Asen is no longer beyond our reach.”


	Chapter 18


[21-3] The Bunkou Road linked Bun Province and Kou Province to the south. From Rin’u, it crossed the southern quarter of Bun Province before entering Kou Province. It then ran south through Kou to Soukou, the provincial capital. This was the same highway Risai had once taken north to Rin’u.


The Bunkou Road was the fastest way to Kou Province. However, the Provincial Guard was deploying additional troops in the vicinity of Rin’u. The battalion Yuushou had left behind and the battalion withdrawing from Sokou added up to two additional battalions now garrisoned there.


When reports from Yuushou ceased, these two battalions were believed to have fallen under Asen’s control. The destruction of Yuushou’s army also put the Provincial Guard on high alert. That made straying anywhere near Rin’u a risky proposition. There were few safe detours around Rin’u left. Moreover, the heavy pedestrian traffic on the Bunkou Road meant more witnesses. Even if they broke the larger units into smaller groups, any journey with kijuu was bound to attract attention.


Despite the improving weather, camping outdoors was still difficult given the current conditions, and all the more suspicious if anybody did happen to observe them. So moving off the highway and flying over the mountain roads to keep out of the public eye remained a less viable option.


Not to mention Gyousou’s unique appearance. Anybody recognizing him would increase the danger. Foregoing a kijuu and mingling with the crowds might be the safest tactic but their flight to En absolutely required kijuu.


“Descending from Saihou to Rin’u would be dangerous in the extreme. What about coming from the other direction toward Ryuukei, then through Kakyou, and taking a side road to the Bunkou Road?”


That was Sougen’s suggestion back when they were figuring out the route. It didn’t sit well with Risai. The mountain trail from Ryuukei to Kakyou was none other than the same one used by Gyousou and his attackers. Going that same way with Gyousou struck her as a bad omen.


Don’t be a fool, Risai laughed at herself. She knew she’d gotten more on edge of late. The thought of losing Gyousou after reuniting with him at long last scared her silly.


Except the tightened security around Rin’u was an undeniable fact. Not only Rin’u, the army could have set up camp in any of the surrounding cities. And where soldiers gathered, the civilians grew more wary as well. Thinking through the problem with a cool head, it’d be best not to get anywhere near Rin’u.


After consulting with Sougen and his senior staff, Risai chose to avoid the direct route to Kou Province along the Bunkou Road. They’d instead take a short jog into Ba Province and then head south toward Hakurou via Ryuukei and Tetsui. Before arriving at Hakurou, they would turn onto a less traveled trail, and from there join the South Snow Road and continue along the highway to the south of Ba Province.


This road crossed the mountains into Ba Province and continued from the mountainous region in the south of Ba Province to the coast. Along the road were mountain trails from Ba Province to Kou Province. One of these led to the far side of Bokuyou Mountain opposite Touka and from there to the Kou provincial capital of Soukou.


It was the long way around, but rugged ranges otherwise blocked the way between Bun Province and Kou Province. If they skirted the Bunkou Road, traveling through Ba Province on the mountain trails was the fastest route.


Risai explained to Gyousou, “It will take several extra days, but this is clearly the safest way. Leaving the South Snow Road is the best way to stay out of public view.” She glanced at Houto.


Houto agreed. “Only the South Snow Road is crowded. A short detour will reduce the traffic considerably, though that doesn’t mean there will be no travelers at all. But it’s an accessible route that should not attract attention or leave any lasting impressions. Once in Ba Province, the cities and people grow more scarce, making it possible to cover ground on kijuu more quickly.”


Houto turned his attention to the map marking the route. Gyousou responded with a wordless nod.


“Not only will we stay out of view,” Risai continued, “but in the off chance that anybody picks up our trail, we can rest easier knowing they’d be unlikely to figure out that our destination is Kou Province.”




With the discussion concluded and the course settled, they descended from the mountain. Gyousou rode in the center of the group, with Kyoshi and his men filling in the gaps at short intervals in front of and behind him. Only Risai rode alongside, though again maintaining a respectful distance. Moving in a group was bound to attract attention, but the bigger problem was Gyousou’s kijuu.


Gyousou captured the suugu in the depths of the earth. Already a high-strung creature, it was not yet entirely tame, and made all the more nervous by the surrounding kijuu. The rest of the kijuu were just as apprehensive toward Ragou. Hien had gotten better used to Ragou than the others, but preferred not to get too close. Hien wouldn’t resist if Risai insisted but clearly wasn’t at all happy about it.


Sorry, Risai apologized and patted Hien’s neck. Hien responded with a low throaty growl, the kijuu’s way of saying it understood. I know this matters a lot to you.


The long journey ahead was going to demand a lot of them. But once they arrived in En, that leg of the journey would be over. The kijuu could rest their wings before setting off to rescue Taiki. Hien was always delighted by the prospect of meeting Taiki. Taiki called Hien by name with pats and hugs. Sensing Taiki’s presence always put Hien in a good mood.


This time, we’re taking back the kingdom for good.


Turning those thoughts over in her mind, Risai led them down the mountain and along the highway. Aside from the Black Flags, few other travelers were found on this road. For the most part, they didn’t have to worry about staying out of sight. Having descended the mountain, the ruins of Tetsui came into sight, the Tetsui where Gyousou had previously disappeared.


There they stopped. Knowing that Gyousou wanted to see the city again, that was where they decided to take a break.


What had once been a city was now an overgrown field, the remains of the ramparts and houses strewn hither and yon. The frostbitten wild grasses and trees that had grown up around the rubble were buried beneath the snow. Nevertheless, the place was not devoid of life. A narrow footpath cut through the fields of frozen snow, weaving north through the mounds of rubble to the riboku, that wasn’t much more than a blackened trunk.


The people of Tetsui had not died out. Kenchuu, for one, was alive and well. The city was destroyed during the subjugation campaigns and its citizens driven out. After Tetsui burned to the ground, anything left standing was leveled as well. At the time, the local tax collector in the provincial Ministry of Earth reported the riboku as “expired.”


An altar had been assembled out of flat rocks beneath the corpse of the riboku. The remains of incense sticks and thorn oak berries lined the top of the altar. People brought a sprig of thorn oak, or perhaps just the fruit, burned the incense, and presented their offerings along with their prayers.


Gyousou quietly gazed down at them. Then he reached into the knapsack on his hip and drew out a small item. A small bell that rang with a small clear sound. He added it among the thorn oak berries.


“That is?” Risai asked.


“My offering.”


“An offering?”


“Something I hope will contribute to their prayers.”


Puzzled, Risai craned her head to the side, then realized the bell was the same as the one attached to Gyousou’s scabbard. Gyousou closed his eyes and for a short while bowed his head before the altar.




After leaving Tetsui, at the next town they split into two groups and found lodging. After leaving that town, they put more distance between themselves and the highway. Traveling parallel to the highway and keeping it in sight, they traveled across country. When they drew closer to Hakurou, coming in from the countryside would actually attract more attention, so they returned to the highway. They set down their kijuu and led them on foot along the road.


On the fifth day, they turned off the highway onto a side road, and that evening came to the South Snow Road.


The road was in good working order and busy with traffic. Following Risai’s lead, they moved at a steady pace, quelling their impatience and showing no indications of being in a hurry. Gyousou as well betrayed nothing of his rank or status, and took in his surroundings with complete composure.


Beneath the conical bamboo hat, the hood of his windbreaker pulled over his face, his eyes peered out with a piercing intensity, as if to etch every sight into his senses. As he put none of his thoughts into words, it was difficult to imagine what he might be thinking.


Three days later, they veered off the South Snow Road onto a highway that took them through the heart of the mountains toward Ba Province. The day after that they noticed a thin veil of smoke hanging over the valley.


“A fire?”


They came to a halt. The smoke was the thickest around a town at the bottom of the valley where the accumulated snow had not yet melted away.


“Looks like trouble. Let’s go!” Kyoshi said.


Kyoshi glanced over his shoulder and couldn’t miss the indecision on Risai’s face. Of course. She wouldn’t want to do anything that drew attention to their presence, that would make people remember them later, even if that meant not getting involved in local strife. Not when they had the emperor with them.


Kyoshi said, “His Highness and Risai should go on ahead.”


He heard Risai breathe a sigh of relief. But at the same time, he couldn’t miss the guilty look in her eyes, as if she was skirting her responsibilities as a soldier.


Gyousou spoke up. “Dressed as we are, not answering a cry for help would reflect badly on Danpou Temple.”


“But—” Risai started to object, then shut her mouth. Instead, she said with a firm nod, “Let’s get as close as we can as fast as we can, then dismount before proceeding further.”


They flew off, keeping low to the ground as they navigated the wintry desolation of the mountainous land. In a wooded area close to the town, they got off their kijuu. Leaving the kijuu in the grove, they ran down the snow-covered slopes. When they emerged from the woods, the town was right in front of them, smoke arising from within the ramparts.


Given the columns of smoke climbing into the cold sky, there must be several fires burning within. Nevertheless, the black ground peeking out between the mounds of melting snow in front of the main gate appeared untrammeled. They didn’t see anybody running toward the gate. Crossing the open land, screams reached their ears. A fair distance still separated them, but a large number of people were clearly crying for help.


Kyoshi raced into the town. The main avenue was vacant as well. The snow had been cleared away, more evidence that people lived there. Further on, four columns of thick smoke rose from the council house, the rishi, and the rika.


“I still don’t see the source of the fire. Hurry!”


Spurred on by Gyousou’s voice, they picked up the pace. They arrived at the rishi to find the doors secured from the outside. The set of double doors should otherwise open inwards but boards had been hammered across each side. They could hear cries and the sound of pounding on the doors.


They all seized hold of the boards and commenced ripping them down. Smoke billowed from the gaps between the doors. The smoke from the courtyard engulfed them like a cloud.


They tore away the boards with all their strength, wedging their staffs under the boards as levers. Once they’d removed half of them, Toushi called to the people inside, “Stand back! We’re coming through!”


He and two of his men slammed their bodies against the door and finally opened a space wide enough to let one or two through at a time. But no wider. The crush of people inside blocked the way. Dark smoke instead of people erupted from the doorway.


“Out of the way!” Toushi roared.


He reached in and dragged out a man kneeling next to the door, then a second and a third, creating enough room for the doors to open. Then the people flooded out.


Risai asked, “What happened?”


A man in the crowd shouted back, “The land gangs. Damn them all!” He coughed and spit out a mouthful of black sputum before continuing. “There are people in the council house and rika too. Please save them!”


Kyoshi was already running toward the rika. The human screams were joined by the crackle of flames devouring the structure. A red glow illuminated the smoke rising from the council house.


A conflagration. The smoke and heat and sinister light of the burning blaze.


This time the people pleaded for help not in ones or twos, but in larger numbers. Kyoshi raced through the main gate and into the courtyard. There he spotted a group of men in front of the main hall. The sense of relief lasted only a moment as it became clear that these men weren’t trying to open the doors but were holding them shut.


“What are you doing?” he shouted in a furious voice.


One of the men looked back in surprise just as Kyoshi’s staff made contact. He swept the staff sideways before that man hit the ground, sending the one next to him flying. Amidst the melee, Kyoshi shifted his stance and delivered a blow to the boards covering the door. Cracks appeared in the wood. He hit the door with his shoulder.


Smoke and people poured out of the hall.




Eight gang members set out to rob the council house. With the help of the townspeople, they apprehended five in the front of the building and three more at the back. The main hall of the council house burned to the ground while the fires in the rishi and rika were brought under control.


“Thank you so very much. We don’t have the words to express how grateful we are.”


Risai shook her head. “We only wish we had passed by earlier.”


Nodding to himself, Kyoshi glanced over his shoulder as five corpses were carried out of the council house. Alongside them were townspeople suffering from smoke inhalation and others nursing burns. Though they had managed to save the town from getting wiped out, there were far more victims than there should have been.


“The land gangs, right?”


A young man nodded in response to Risai’s question. He explained with tearful eyes, “They once had the run of a nearby copper mine.”


When the mines closed, they attacked nearby villages and hamlets and otherwise behaved in the worst possible ways. At the end of their ropes, they launched a rebellion of their own and this was the result.


“They snuck in during the night, took women and children hostage, and imprisoned the rest of us.”


Risai let him tell his story uninterrupted, interjecting only the occasional sympathetic word. Kyoshi listened in from the side as he tended to the wounded. He glanced around, sizing up the situation. At some point, Gyousou moved to a place where he wouldn’t stand out. And then in all the confusion, he disappeared. Kyoshi was certain he was aware of what was going on.


“Are any of you injured? We can’t offer much in the way of hospitality, but you are welcome to stay the night.”


Risai looked up at the sky. “No, you needn’t go to such lengths. Sorry to leave you shorthanded like this, but we are in a hurry as well and will have to take our leave.”


Taking her words as a cue, Kyoshi got to his feet. He handed over the care of wounded to a woman close by and gave her instructions on the course of treatment to follow. She thanked him with a deep bow.


The place was still wrapped in confusion. The sun lay low in the sky. One way or another, they’d be camping under the stars tonight.


In order to not attract any more attention to themselves than they already had, after offering what aid they could, they should have slipped away amidst all the confusion. But they simply couldn’t run away without helping to put out the fires and tend to the wounded. The council house still smoldered and not all the injured had been treated.


However they wanted to do their part, if they stayed there any longer, people were apt to start asking uncomfortable questions.


An elderly man in the surrounding throngs raised his voice. “But they’re going to come back. There are more of them out there. They’ll be out for revenge. You’ve got to help us out.”


Risai responded to the old man’s pleas with a perplexed look. Kyoshi as well wasn’t sure what they should do next. If the brigands they’d captured didn’t constitute the whole crew, then the conflict was far from settled. Still—


Standing there in confusion, he felt someone nudge his arm. He turned to see Oukou. Oukou directed a glance behind him, which Kyoshi understood to mean it was time for them to disappear. While sharing words with the wounded, with painful reluctance, he moved farther and farther away from the crowds. His first and only priority now was getting Gyousou where he needed to go.




“Please. With this many wounded, there is no way we can keep them at bay.”


The people around her begged and pleaded, but the woman could only shake her head with a regretful mien. Glancing around at the people assembled there, she said, “I’m sorry. In any case, my companions have already moved on.”


Teisetsu looked for himself and indeed they had disappeared from the town square.


“But—”


“I am truly sorry. Due to circumstances beyond our control, time is of the essence.”


“At least stay until morning.”


“This is literally a matter of life and death for us as well. I can only ask you to forgive us.”


The townspeople surrounding her reached out as if to cling to her. Teisetsu stepped forward. “I believe you do have your reasons but you can see the sorry state our town is in. If the land gangs return, they will slaughter us for certain. But at this late hour, we do not have the means to escape.”


“I’m sorry,” was all the woman could say.


Teisetsu was about to again attempt to persuade her when he felt a tug on his arm. Gen’ei shook his head, a solemn expression on his face. “Such demands are entirely unreasonable. We’re the ones who decided to fight back in the first place.” He patted Teisetsu on the back. “It hardly makes sense to prevail on a bunch of strangers who happened to be passing through.”


The woman bowed her head. Teisetsu watched her run off into the distance with a profound sense of disappointment. Gen’ei was right. These travelers had nothing to do with them. It was enough for them to spare the time and effort they had already.


Or so he tried to persuade himself. What are we supposed to do? he asked himself. Sure, they’d lived to fight another day, only to leave the land gangs angrier and out for revenge. They’d defeated the land gangs only a short time ago, and this was the result of them thinking a bit too highly of themselves. The land gangs weren’t done with them. The only question now was how to deal with them when they paid a return visit.


What was the provincial government up to? What was the province lord doing? Why couldn’t any of their superiors put a halt to this lawless behavior? All the pent-up frustration left him at his wit’s end.


Also watching the woman as she departed, Gen’ei abruptly said, “You know, one of them, he was there one minute and gone the next.”


Teisetsu cocked his head to the side and responded with a quizzical expression.


Gen’ei looked back at him. “In the midst of everything, one of them just slipped away. You saw him, didn’t you? He was wearing a monk’s habit with the hood pulled down over his eyes. He had on one of those big bamboo hats.”


“I couldn’t say,” Teisetsu said listlessly. He had too many other things to think about right then. He turned on his heels. “Anyway, for the time being, we should get out of town. At least for tonight—”


“I know what I saw,” Gen’ei said.


Teisetsu felt an ominous echo in those words. He turned around. Gen’ei’s features were stiff from the cold, his face streaked with soot, his eyes bloodshot from the smoke. But those eyes glittered with a strange glow.


	Chapter 19


[21-4] The Provincial Guard was on the move.


The dispatch from Tonkou caught up with Sougen in Rokou, where he had withdrawn with his forces. More than five days had passed since Gyousou set off on his journey. As before, Sekirei raced from Hakurou to deliver the news.


“On the move?”


“The province lord delivered the orders. They are preparing for war.”


“I see.” Sougen nodded. Asen must have become aware of their existence. He’d expected as much for some time now so he wasn’t flustered by these latest developments.


“But not like the subjugation campaigns carried out before.”


Sougen looked back at Sekirei with a puzzle expression. “Not like the subjugation campaigns?”


“In that case, they would be deploying in a far more expedited manner. Moreover, they’re ignoring the usual preparations and procedures you’d expect before a military engagement, though they are following all the legal and customary formalities. As Tonkou put it, the Provincial Guard is mobilizing by the book.”


As Sougen pondered what in the world they were up to, Yuushou said, “That makes sense. Asen can’t act in the arbitrary ways he has up until now, not with the throne dangling right in front of his eyes.”


But of course. That’s what it came down to. The next day, a communique arrived from Kouki confirming these suspicions.


“The Imperial Army is moving on Bun Province as well. Seems they’re heading north as we speak.”


“So they’re finally coming here to stamp us out for good?” Seishi said to Sougen. In Risai’s absence, Seishi had taken command of the Rin’u forces.


“Yeah,” Sougen muttered.


“The rebels and the land gangs. Anybody standing in the way of retaking Kan’you Mountain.”


That prompted a startled look from Seishi. Sougen nodded. “In other words, a full-on assault on Kan’you Mountain in order to retrieve His Highness. Except His Highness isn’t there any longer.”


“Meaning that Asen hasn’t found out yet?” Seishi wondered aloud.


Yuushou cocked his head to the side. “I find it hard to believe he’s still in the dark. At the very least, Ukou would have reported everything that he saw and heard.”


At the time, Yuushou’s retainers in the immediate vicinity overheard what Ukou told him.


“Everyone who was there with me.” Yuushou stared off into space. “I believe they are all in Rokou. I don’t believe any of my men would have run back to Kouki with that information. Ukou is the problem here.”


“What happened to Ukou after that?”


“I don’t know. How about you? Did any of you manage to take him out?”


Sougen answered in a less than certain tone of voice. “We killed a fair number of those so-called Red Armor, but not all, I don’t think. There’s no way to tell whether Ukou was among them.”


“I suppose not,” Yuushou muttered.


“If they’ve still got Kan’you Mountain in their sights, that suggests that Ukou didn’t make it back to Kouki. Maybe he got killed in action west of Anpuku. Or rather, he hightailed it out of there to places unknown.”


“He very well may have run for cover. In any case, he violated every rule in the book along the way. If any of the soldiers who participated in the attack on Anpuku get back to Kouki, there definitely will be hell to pay.”


Sougen nodded. “For the time being, I think we can assume they are still in the dark. Which would make this good news.”


“Then what’s our next course of action?” Seishi asked Sougen.


“Send a messenger to Kyuusan and tell them to escape while they still can. The last time, he faced a single regiment. This time he’s got a whole division headed his way. That’s not a fight he has any chance of winning. If they really are doing things by the book this time, he can expect to be on the receiving end of a scorched earth campaign. He needs to get away, the sooner the better. Kyuusan is bound to insist that there’s no taking the land gangs for granted. But the kingdom has changed since the return of His Highness. They can’t stay wedded to the world they used to know and the way things used to be.”


Seishi raised his voice and said, “I’ll go see Kyuusan and bring him around. Any problem offering them a place here in Rokou?”


Sougen shook his head.




Seishi left the compound and headed to see Kyuusan.


Informed of Seishi’s visit, Kyuusan tossed aside his chopsticks in exasperation. He hadn’t eaten since morning and had finally got his hands on a meal. Thanks to Risai, they’d escaped certain destruction. Nevertheless, Kyuusan’s gang had suffered grievous losses. He had a mountain of things to take care of, starting with tending to the wounded, repairing the damage to the city, and getting basic services running again.


And now he had to get it done with a fraction of the manpower. He’d worked nonstop without a break or a meal. When he found a minute to sit down and eat dinner, they turned out to be short on cooks too. The only food available in sufficiently large quantities made him sick and tired just to look at.


“I apologize for interrupting. Were you in the middle of your meal?”


Kyuusan reached for a beer. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got an empty stomach and no appetite.”


“It’s exactly at times like this when you’ve got to get something in your stomach.” Seishi hefted a boulder sized bundle onto the table. “It’s got to be tough being so short-handed these days. I recruited the services of a local kitchen. I don’t know if there’s enough to go around but I hope it’s a start.”


“Thanks.” With a big smile, Kyuusan opened the bundle and parceled out the items to the hungry crowd that quickly surrounded the table. “We’ve got nobody here who can cook worth a damn. All they make is stuff like this.”


Seishi sat down across from Kyuusan and examined the untouched dishes. “I’ll call it gourmet as long as it’s edible,” he said with a grin. “Mind if I have some?”


“Help yourself.”


Seishi explored the plate with his chopsticks. It was piled high with deep fried vegetables and mystery meat. Even after pulling it closer, all he could smell was the oil. The meat and vegetables were garnished with rice that was two-thirds a mix of grains other than rice, floating there in the oil.


Watching Seishi eat it, Kyuusan chuckled. “You soldiers really are something. You’ll eat anything.”


“It’s not that bad. Want some?”


“No,” Kyuusan said with a wave of his hand. Instead he picked up a stuffed rice cake wrapped in bamboo leaves. A delicious aroma wafted up when he peeled back the leaves. “So, what’s up?”


“Looks like another scorched earth campaign.” Seishi delivered the alarming news without the slightest hint of alarm.


“Scorched earth—”


“The Bun Provincial Guard and the Imperial Army are mustering their forces. One to two divisions of the former and one division of the latter. The Provincial Guard hasn’t moved out of Hakurou but the Imperial Army has left Kouki.”


“Headed here?”


His appetite vanished in a flash. Facing down a single regiment, Kyuusan’s forces racked up a serious number of casualties. Now a whole division was coming their way.


“The fruits of victory. The mighty land gangs smashed a single regiment. That kind of thing that will sober up your opponent fast.”


“We’re not the ones who defeated them.”


“Don’t worry about that. They’re not going to make any fine distinctions between you and us. They will assume we’re allies.”


“Are we?”


“Well, it looks like we ended up that way,” Seishi quipped.


Kyuusan took in Seishi’s wry smile with mixed emotions. He didn’t recall allying the land gangs with these remnants of the Imperial Army. They weren’t at each other’s throats any longer, and depending on the circumstances, had been willing to lend each other a hand. But now they were headed in the same direction at the same time. In the end, he’d come to think of Risai and her crew as a fellow faction in the land gangs.


Meaning, if they didn’t have any reasons to fight each other, they wouldn’t. And if there were good reasons for mutual profit, they would cooperate.


“I see. So now you’re the rebels.”


That’s what they were to the occupants of the Imperial Palace. Though Kyuusan and the land gangs had lived outside the law, they weren’t interested in defying the emperor. It was never their intention to become rebels. But having lent the rebels a hand, it was probably too late to avoid that label.


“Sorry about getting you involved.”


“You saved our necks. That’s nothing to apologize for. If anything, the blame should fall on us. We dug in our heels when we could have backed off. We got you caught up in a mess of our making.”


“A decision we made all on our own. We reached out and they think you’re rebels too. We figured that was in the cards, but we couldn’t look the other way.”


Seishi glanced around the room. Kyuusan’s men crowded around the long end of the table as if frozen in place, their attention focused on Kyuusan and Seishi.


“A lot fewer of you than before. How’s Shoukyuu?”


“He’s dead,” Kyuusan said.


Seishi let out a long sigh. “That’s too bad.”


Kyuusan struck the table with his fists. “Bad isn’t the half of it. Shoukyuu died and his wife and kid got killed outside Anpuku. The child was ten years old and he got cut down like they were gutting fish. And his wife—” Kyuusan interrupted himself in the middle of the sentence. “I can’t forgive them. So go ahead and count me among the rebels. I don’t care if that’s the label they pin on me.”


In order to help his wife and child get away, Shoukyuu stayed behind and held his ground and lost his life as a result. In the end, they all died.


“This isn’t a case of who we forgive or not. We’re talking about a whole division of the Imperial Army. There’s no winning against them. You’ve got to get away while you can.”


“What are you guys going to do?”


“We can’t run. Even if we did, if we didn’t fight the good fight and quit the field instead, we’d have no place to go. But we’re fine with that. We are working towards a goal, and as long as we accomplish that goal, we can call it a win even if we all die in combat.”


“What kind of logic is that?”


“The logic of a military man. Run or die. Either way, if it gets the job done, we can count it a win. No soldier died in vain.”


Though at the end of the day, dead is still dead, Seishi added to himself. We perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows. He said aloud, “But this isn’t your fight. You’ve got no reason to stick around.”


“We—”


“Whatever honor or glory you think you’ve got in the balance here, there’s nothing to gain taking on a whole army division. If anybody holds you in contempt for saving your own hides, tell them to give it a try. I’m telling you to get ready to abandon Kan’you Mountain too. That time is coming.”


A voice chimed up next to him. Sekihi jumped to his feet. “Where are we supposed to run to?” Behind Sekihi, Seishi recognized the old face of Chuukatsu.


“Your best bet is to head into the mountains and from there make your way to Jou Province.”


“So we leave Kan’you Mountain and Kantaku? Abandon Takki and flee to a city where we’ve got no connections to anybody? What do we do then? Beg on the streets for a living? Indenture ourselves to the rich?”


“Better than dying.”


“Sounds like pretty much the same thing to me. Starve to death, freeze to death, or get beaten to death. You end up just as dead.”


“The weather is going to improve after this. The towns and cities won’t be so inhospitable toward outsiders.”


“And fall and winter will inevitably arrive after that.”


“Then head to Zui Province from Jou. Rumors says that the Taiho’s welfare measures are beginning to take hold.”


“That’s not the issue,” Sekihi spit out. “Don’t you get it? As long as the current regime rules the roost, it’ll be the same no matter where we go. As long as that beast sits on the throne, there’s no safe harbor where we can flee.” Sekihi looked at Kyuusan. “Like the boss says, counting us among the Black Flags is all the same the us.”


Kyuusan nodded. “That’s what it comes down to.”


Seishi took a breath. He said with a wry smile, “I still think you should run for the hills. At the very least, the elderly and wounded, along with the women and children. The rest can relocate to Rokou. There are places there where you can lie low for now and enough supplies to tide you over. People have been settling down in Rokou since the attack on Anpuku. But I’m telling you, providing you can rely on your legs taking you where you need to go, I’d put as much distance between you and us as possible.”


“So, in the meantime, mind if we whittle down the cost of room and board here?”


“It’s yours to do with as you see fit. I don’t know if it’ll be enough, though.”


“The wounded can’t run anywhere,” Kyuusan said. “We’ll put what we’ve got to good use. You have our thanks.”


	Chapter 20


[21-5] The tail end of the Imperial Army column had left Kouki and was headed for Bun Province when sightings of a man matching Gyousou’s description reached Asen. The reports originated in one of the shire castle towns on the borderlands.


An uprising had taken place and rebels seized the fortifications, or so Asen read into the reports. That being the case, where would it be? Including the Bun Provincial castle, he narrowed down the possibilities to six locations. But according to the eyewitnesses, Gyousou passed through Nanshou, a city in the south of Bun Province, and headed toward Ba Province.


“So they’re setting up a base in Ba Province?”


Except Gyousou’s crew was said to be small in number, making it unlikely they would launch an assault on a castle in Ba Province. Surely they intended to escape to a safe haven somewhere.


“If they had the forces to hit a castle on the spot, Gyousou would hardly be going on alone.”


No matter what castle they targeted, they lacked the manpower to attack and occupy the castle, and then come up with the materiel to support the occupation. Asen had no doubt that capturing a castle was part of the end game but that still had yet to happen. It stood to reason that until the real uprising took place, they would hide Gyousou in a secure location.


“And Ba Province is the last place any of us want to end up.”


As far as Asen knew, Ba Province was a decrepit place. He had little familiarity with the land. Neither did Risai and Gyousou. He’d never heard talk of any connections between them and Ba Province.


“If they were heading through the center of Ba Province, they’d use the South Snow Road.”


Once past Nanshou, they’d move to the south or southwest of Ba Province and then probably to Kou Province. Once through the soaring mountain range along the border, the road branched off in many directions. Tracking them after that would become difficult. They’d have to seize Gyousou before he got clear of the mountains. Even after deploying the air cavalry, there’d be little time to spare.


“’Looks like I’ve got no choice.”


Asen turned his eyes toward the deepening night.




The messenger from the Inner Palace arrived on Kisen’s doorstep around midnight. Asen wished to see him at once.


“His Highness wants to see me?”


“He has a task that needs to get done and none but Kisen-dono would do. Please make haste.”


He hasn’t forgotten about me. That was the first thought on his mind. Asen hadn’t forgotten about them. He hadn’t turned his back on them after all.


“I’ll be there on the double.”


Kisen told him to wait while he got ready. Changing his clothes, he recalled the last time they’d met, Asen’s voice and smile. He also remembered that he’d promised to pay Santou a visit. They had a meeting scheduled with Hinken. The plan was to get together with Santou beforehand and hammer out the details in advance, and then go to see Hinken.


Hinken had probably been summoned by Asen as well. If so, they’d have to call off the meeting. Santou would have been notified about the cancellation by now. Having someone apologize on his behalf would be the polite thing to do. So he sent a runner to explain the situation.


“Thanks for waiting.”


Having put these various odds and ends in order, Kisen returned to the main hall. The messenger stood there as motionless as a mannequin. He turned his emotionless countenance toward Kisen and answered with a mechanical bow.




Santou listened to the runner sent by Kisen. “I see,” he said.


Even though they once counted themselves among Asen’s retainers, they and Hinken had long been treated in an indifferent manner, as if they ceased to exist somewhere along the way. But along with Asen’s recent change in demeanor, it seemed a little light was at last shining on them too.


“Good news,” he told himself, and then thought himself strange for thinking so, even a bit guilty.


As far as Santou was concerned, Asen was his enemy, as should be Asen’s retainers, though Hinken considered him a trusted colleague. He was sure Kisen felt no differently. As the flow of time took one turn and another, a person’s station in life and the stories he told about himself got cast aside like stones along the road.


He was equally confident that neither Hinken nor Kisen had conspired to commit regicide. Asen was the one who hatched the plot and carried it out. His retainers simply went along with their general’s decision. Such a course of action would never have occurred to them otherwise. They did what soldiers were supposed to do. Asen was the one who plotted the crime and saw it through.


However Hinken and Kisen cooperated in its execution, they were only tools Asen happened to have on hand. There was no sense in blaming the tools for what was done with them.


Kisen surely must be pleased with this turn of events, Santou thought to himself as he proceeded to Hinken’s office. Hinken was waiting with his subordinates.


When Hinken asked about Kisen, Santou explained that he’d been summoned directly by Asen.


“A summons from His Highness?”


“So you weren’t informed, General? In that case, this must involve a special set of orders.”


Voicing the obvious aloud left Santou with an uneasy feeling. Kisen was Asen’s retainer, but at the same time, he was also under Hinken’s command, equally one of Hinken’s retainers. Summoning Kisen without going through Hinken didn’t sit well.


Santou said, “I imagine we can expect to get an explanation from Asen-sama.”


Hinken nodded, though with an altogether dissatisfied expression on his face.




It was after one o’clock in the morning when their discussions about the reorganization of the army concluded. The main subject of the meeting was how to proceed now that Yuushou was missing in action, whether they should submit a recommendation to replace him, and if so, who that should be.


That raised the question about how to allocate the soldiers who’d been under Yuushou’s command. One option was to assign them to a new general of the same stripes. However, as his remaining soldiers also included his former retainers, the personnel choice might also run afoul of their personal loyalties, which in turn could affect troop morale.


On the other hand, breaking down Yuushou’s existing forces at the regimental and battalion level and dispersing them among the existing divisions would certainly degrade the unit cohesion and operational effectiveness for the officers and soldiers involved. Those losses could be lessened by keeping the units as large as possible, but that would only make them harder to integrate at the command level.


Hinken said with a sad smile, “Unfortunately, all the worrying in the world will do little to address the problem.”


Santou said, “Any summons sent to Kisen should have included the general as well. Asen-sama wouldn’t sideline the general like that.”


This time Hinken didn’t agree or disagree. He responded with a wan smile, his expression betraying only a momentary look of unease.


Santou said his goodbyes and left the office. Along the way, he parted with his colleagues and returned to his quarters alone. Kisen’s house was along the way, a short jog down a side street. Santou might as well drop by and see how he was doing. If Kisen was home, it’d be a welcome chance to see his bright and cheerful face and congratulate his steadfast, good-natured subordinate in person.


He’d entered the alley to Kisen’s house when he spotted a shadowy figure approaching through the darkness. Based on the height and physique, it must be Kisen.


“Hey, great timing!”


As soon as Santou raised his voice, he was struck by the oddness of the scene. He shut his mouth and gave the silhouette a hard look. The solitary human shadow walked through the dark night, gait uncertain, as if following a meandering line with tottering steps, now and then swaying from one side or the other, almost to the point of falling over.


Santou observed the scene with increasing suspicions. When the curious figure came closer, it was undoubtedly Kisen. Santou thought at first he was drunk, but a closer look revealed that not to be the case. His enervated face tipped backwards and he stared up at the sky with turbid eyes. He took no notice of Santou, even when he was standing right next to him, his hollow eyes only staring at the heavens.


“Kisen?” he called out, but Kisen showed no signs of hearing him. Kisen didn’t look at him but only stumbled along like a soulless marionette. Within arm’s length of Santou, he turned the corner.


“Kisen, what’s going on?”


Santou ran after him and grabbed his shoulder. Kisen didn’t turn around. When Santou gave his hold a firm yank, Kisen finally faced him with hollow eyes, pupils like empty black pits that looked at him and saw nothing.


Gazing into those eyes, a shiver of dread coursed down his spine. He recognized the condition. That sickness. There was no Kisen left inside of Kisen.


At a loss for words, the strength left his hand. Kisen turned his head back in the direction he was headed and staggered off.


“The dove—”


“Kisen?”


“—in the warehouse,” said the retreating figure. “How horrible—how dreadful—”




Asen summoned Ukou early the next morning. Ukou had spent the night drinking, only to be woken up soon after he went to bed, leaving him in a foul mood. But Asen only sent for him when he had some dirty job that only Ukou could do. The opportunity to show off his skills and throw his weight around the way he liked always raised his spirits.


As payback for waking him up, he made the messenger wait while he took his time getting ready. He always wore his red armor whenever he had business to tend to. He strapped on the podao given him by Asen and headed to the Inner Palace. Ukou never went anywhere without a sword. Ukou even had special permission to appear armed before Asen. If he was permitted to carry a sword around Asen, he could do so anywhere else in the Imperial Palace too, and everybody around him had to be constantly reminded of that fact.


When Ukou entered the Inner Palace, Asen was already on the throne. The room was cleared. Asen and Ukou were alone in the large hall. Asen didn’t start talking until he’d confirmed that all the doors were closed.


“We know where Gyousou is.”


“Ah,” said Ukou. He chuckled. “So it’s time to resume the hunt?”


The assault seven years before rose up in his thoughts. How astonished Gyousou had been at Ukou’s skills with a sword. Gyousou had been thoroughly thrown off his game. He’d never forget Gyousou’s face as he rained down blow after blow. Ukou never grew tired of remembering and reliving that engagement.


They’d first met in battle at an inopportune moment and Ukou didn’t have the time to finish him off. The next time, though, he’d cut him in two. Picturing the thought, Ukou frowned to himself. Except he’d been expressly told to not kill him.


Asen was unlikely to believe Ukou was trying to go easy on Gyousou and slipped up. He could probably argue that he was trying to pull his punches but his opponent fought like a madman and forced his hand. Ukou smiled to himself.


“A hunt it will be but you won’t be the hunter.”


Ukou responded with a quizzical tilt of his head. Responding to Asen’s beckoning call, several figures appeared from behind the folding screens. They were clad in armor and held swords.


Ukou looked back and forth between Asen and the squad of soldiers that appeared out of nowhere. What’s going on, he didn’t need to ask. Asen intended to dispose of him once and for all. He glared at this band of assassins, his whole frame trembling with fury. A second look and that rage turned to amusement. Standing at the fore was Kisen. Kisen was one of Hinken’s duller underlings, utterly average as a swordsman.


For someone like himself, who had cut down the great Gyousou, Kisen didn’t rise to the level of a serious threat.


He was about to laugh out loud when he took note of the look in Kisen’s eyes. The expression froze on his face. There was no life, no living soul, in those eyes. He glanced at Asen. Asen’s icy gaze all but turned him to stone. Asen held up a paper talisman and slowly tore it in two.


Kisen and the rest of the puppets weren’t his foes. If anyone was going to finish him off, that would be Asen. Well, killing Asen and seizing the throne for himself wouldn’t be such a bad deal. He was about to shout out a battle cry when a sensation like something being torn from his back numbed his vocal cords. That something slithered up his spine to nape of his neck and crawled out of his body.


At the same time, a great heaviness descended upon his shoulders. Ukou remembered the last time he felt that ponderous weight. Now he screamed. That feeling of his head and limbs being stuffed with straw after a long night of drinking. A pervasive sense of fatigue he had not felt since Asen had possessed him with the hinman.


He took it from me! He took my hinman from me!


The hollow-eyed Kisen effortlessly drew his podao from the scabbard. His stance left not a single opening in his defenses, every movement practiced to perfection, flowing naturally as water. How could this be the same run of the mill soldier who had never fought better than the average amateur?


Overcome by a wave of panic, Ukou grabbed for the hilt of his sword. His trembling hand closed at first around empty air. When he managed to draw his sword, it was like hauling up an anchor. By the time the blade cleared the scabbard, Kisen was already close enough to reach out and touch him. Ukou managed to swing the sword. But it traced no gleaming arc through the air toward its target. Kisen was already nowhere near the leaden tip of the weapon.


Ukou retreated in haste, only to realize that he had moved closer to Kisen, now standing next to him, holding the podao high above his head. The tip of the blade drew a sharp and shining line in the air, just as Ukou’s sword once had.


And a moment later, cut Ukou in two.




Kisen gazed down at the corpse, sliced neatly in half from the crown of his head to the bottom of the ribcage. He felt nothing. He reflexively flicked the gore off the blade and slid the podao back into the scabbard.


Off to the side, a voice called out to him, “Good job!”


That voice somehow struck a chord, speaking words that he had longed to hear for so long. Even with his head wrapped in a dark cloud, he understood that much.


He felt a faint spark of happiness and nodded.


“Head to Nanshou and capture Gyousou. Under no circumstances should you kill him.”


Within the pitch dark, that voice shone down on him like the light from the sun. Kisen nodded again. But for some inexplicable reason, he felt a touch of loneliness.


	Chapter 21


[21-5] The day after the air cavalry departed Kouki for Ba Province, Taiki barged in on Asen while he was delivering orders to Shukuyou.


Taiki’s face was flushed and his hair disheveled. “I heard you know the location of Gyousou-sama.”


Asen dismissed Shukuyou with a wave of his hand. “So it seems. Right now my men are headed there to take him into custody.”


“I was told you sent the air cavalry from the Zui Provincial Army of the Center. I would like an explanation for why you mobilized the Provincial Guard without my authorization.”


It being in a kirin’s nature to abhor war, he could not lead the armed forces into battle. Thus the Zui Provincial Guard fell under the command of the emperor.


“Time is of the essence. This is an emergency situation.”


“I understand the need to act with haste. But I was not given even the courtesy of being told that Gyousou-sama had been found. Moreover, if only as a matter of formalities, mustering the Zui Provincial Guard is the sole prerogative of the province lord, namely myself. I would ask you to please refrain from arbitrarily assuming control of the Provincial Guard without consulting with me beforehand.”


Asen tented his fingers. “As I said, it was an emergency.”


“Without a doubt, you must meet with Gyousou-sama. After all, I am the one who made the request in the first place. But why ignore me on a matter as grave as mobilizing the Provincial Guard? Was there some reason you could not persuade me of the necessity to do so? This is otherwise not something I can simply close my eyes to.”


Asen peered through the triangle of his tented fingers and smiled. “And if you cannot close your eyes to my reasons, then what? Will you petition Heaven and withdraw the Divine Will? Or order your shirei to remove my head from my shoulders?”


Taiki sighed. “I’m trying to carry on a serious conversation here. Going forward, I’m simply asking you to consider your actions with more prudence and foresight. I’d also like to hear a good reason for deploying my Provincial Guard.”


“I am deploying your Provincial Guard to apprehend Gyousou and exterminate the outlaws.”


“What outlaws?”


“The rebel forces. They can no longer be left to their own devices.”


“Those rebel forces rose up because of their dissatisfaction with your policies. Why not first familiarize yourself with the substance of those grievances? The Imperial Court as well is in desperate need of reform.”


“Oh, you can never kill all of them. I’m sure a few will crawl out of their holes afterward. I’ll listen to what they have to say then.”


Taiki gave Asen a long look. He sighed again. “Fine. Whatever.” He turned on his heels and started to walk away.


“Where are you going?”


“If you are going to do however you see fit, then I will do what I have to do too.”


“You mean, get in touch with Keitou and tell him to lend a hand to the outlaws?”


Taiki stopped in his tracks and glanced back over his shoulder at Asen, his features exceedingly calm. “I sent Keitou to Bun Province in anticipation of this moment. When he arrives, he will replace the province lord. I instructed him to use all due discretion in the subjugation of the rebel forces, and depending on the circumstances, indeed, lend them his support.”


Asen once more studied his tented fingers. “I take it you consider Keitou a close ally and one you can trust. That you would send him off to Bun Province, out of sight and beyond your reach, speaks to your trust in him. But I have to wonder whether he will arrive in one piece.”


Taiki paled. He stood there stock still. A thin smile on his face, Asen reached into his pocket and took out a sheet of paper—or rather, a sheet of paper torn in two—and held it up for Taiki to see.


“A paper talisman. It and the wooden amulet are a pair.”


Taiki craned his head to one size in puzzlement. Then he took a sudden breath and said, “What do you mean by this?” The firmness of the inquiry could not disguise the quaver in his voice.


“It means exactly what it looks like. I tore it apart when Keitou left Kouki. The amulet he is carrying is no more effective than any other piece of scrap wood.”


“Keitou is one of your retainers.”


“Was. The past tense is more appropriate now. I no longer count Keitou among my men.”


“Think more carefully about what you are doing! What will you do if Heaven withdraws the Divine Will?”


“Now who’s losing his temper?” Asen chuckled. “Coming from you, a rare sight.” Then he added in a low voice, “The whole thing was a lie.”


Taiki held his tongue.


“Of course, I mean your story about me being the new emperor. That’s all it ever was, a sham from the start.”


Responding to the questioning look on Taiki’s face, a wry smile rose to Asen’s face. “Did you really think I believed you for a second?”


Asen had played along but not once had the play been anything but a charade. The reasons were simple and straightforward. Asen knew better than anyone how far he had departed from the Way. He had stolen the throne from the emperor chosen according to the Will of Heaven. And then in order to keep possession of those pilfered goods, he slaughtered his own supposed subjects.


The Divine Will could not possibly descend upon the shoulders of a person capable of stooping to such depths.


But theology was the least of Asen’s evidence. He could make youma his shirei. Taiki was surrounded by youma. And yet Taiki—and Taiki’s shirei—not only took no notice of them but showed no inclination to defeat or subjugate them.


That was why Asen had severed Taiki’s horn in the first place. He heard from Rousan that doing so would seal his powers as a kirin. That being the case, how could Taiki hear the word of Heaven?


Taiki spun this deception out of whole cloth. Asen had been wise to it all along.


When he said as much, Gyousou’s humble servant responded shortly, his face pale, “Implausible.”


Asen laughed under his breath. As a kirin, the kid had guts, on a par with a veteran soldier.


That hadn’t been the case when Asen attacked him with his sword. He appeared a fragile child, with those around him expending all effort and affection to cradle that gentle heart with the greatest care.


The kirin was said to be the personification of compassion. All the more so with such a young kirin, harboring a soul as pure as his crystal-clear eyes. When Asen raised his sword, those eyes looking back at him were no less lucid.


Asen could not forgive those eyes, all the more so because of their purity. This young kirin had chosen Gyousou with those eyes, unsullied by a single speck of corruption.


Beyond redemption.


If only he could bring himself to believe that a kirin was capable of acting with depraved motivations or with the kirin’s own self-interests in mind. But this young child left no room for doubt.


Asen swung with every intent of killing the kirin. At the last moment, some lingering spark of reason caused him to shift the sweep of the sword. The blade instead sank into his horn. Even the scream ringing in his ears did not arouse in him an iota of sympathy. He felt only the joy in realizing his revenge and the regret that he had not killed him.


And then the kirin vanished from this world. He would never have to look into those eyes again.


Or so he thought. Six years later, the kirin returned. This time around he proved a frighteningly difficult adversary to deal with.


Asen was certainly startled to hear himself declared the new emperor. Although caught off guard, he didn’t believe it. In the first place, Gyousou was still alive. Two emperors could not reign at the same time. On top of that, at least if Rousan could be trusted, no emperor could be succeeded by someone with the same surname.


He doubted as well that a kirin missing his horn could hear the Divine Will. And given his usurpation and the subsequential slaughter of his own supposed subjects, he could imagine no scenario in which Heaven would smile upon him. That being the case, Asen’s immediate assumption was that this must be a subterfuge. Taiki had ulterior motives in mind.


But what were those ulterior motives? Did he want to save Gyousou? Gyousou was nowhere near Hakkei Palace. And in any case, Asen was in no position to interfere. If Taiki was inclined to save Gyousou, Asen would like to see him try.


Asen would very much like to see him try. Or was he more interested in the people of Tai?


Curious about his true intentions, Asen decided to meet him. Taiki’s eyes were as clear as they had always been, but Asen sensed none of the anger in himself he had before. Rather, emotions stirred that he hadn’t felt in a long time. In the person of Taiki, here was the return of an implacable foe.


He lost interest in Taiki’s intentions. He didn’t know what the point of this farce was, but whatever it was, Asen wanted to watch how it turned out. He wanted to watch him try and save Gyousou. He wanted to watch him navigate the obstructions thrown into his path by Chou’un and his clique.


And maybe deep down that feeling meant he wanted to watch Taiki to take on Asen himself.


Asen didn’t lift a finger to help. He unleashed the jisen and stripped Taiki of his allies. What he really wanted to see was a fight on Taiki’s own terms. Oust Chou’un, rescue Gyousou, and save Tai, and do it all by himself. If that was even possible.


He knew that Chou’un couldn’t stop picking fights with Taiki. Served only by the mindless puppets, Asen holed up deep within the Imperial Palace. While making it look as if he’d lost all interest in political matters, he wasn’t so foolish as to hand over the reins of government to Chou’un and his ilk.


Asen planted spies and informants around Chou’un and the ministers of the Rikkan. He knew what they were thinking and doing practically before they did. Of course, Taiki was no exception. He had his troops observe Taiki’s every move. Taiki, however, took more precautions than Asen expected, making it difficult to anticipate the cards he was about to play.


“Naming me the new emperor and returning to Hakkei Palace was a clever move.”


Asen didn’t believe him and Chou’un’s faction in the Imperial Court harbored all sorts of doubts. But they had no evidence to say one way or the other. After all, the kirin alone comprehended the Word of Heaven. Everyone around him had no option but to believe in the inherent goodness of the kirin and accept everything he said.


But the situation did not develop as Taiki hoped. Growing impatient, he snuck into the Rokushin. Asen was delighted. This is one audacious kirin. Taiki told him to step out of the shadows and take charge. Asen was not inclined to do so, but neither was he going to stand back and let Taiki have the run of the palace.


At a loss as to what to do next, Taiki attempted to reach out to Seirai. The Daiboku failed to rescue him and absconded. And so Taiki lost his biggest ally. Another welcome development. Taiki was but a single person. It was only right that he should have to get the whole job done by himself.


Except Taiki began building a camp of followers in earnest. He brushed aside Chou’un’s enmity and quietly but effectively tilted the Imperial Court in his favor. He turned his attention to the welfare of the people and produced results. While encountering the same pushback from Chou’un as ever, he slowly but surely turned the tables on him.


Enemies though they were, Asen was impressed. At the same time, those murderous impulses welled up in his heart. Kill Gyousou. Vanquish Taiki. Lay waste to the world. If he really was the emperor, then force him to make the covenant. If that was even possible.


But Taiki went ahead and did it.


That planted a small seed of doubt in his mind. Asen still couldn’t bring himself to believe he was the new emperor. If true, then with the covenant in place, he should not feel this overwhelming sense of defeat. No, the whole thing was a scheme hatched by Taiki. Taiki couldn’t actually make Asen emperor. And so it followed that Asen going along with this scheme should back Taiki into a corner.


That’s why he played along. More than anything else, he had no desire to see Gyousou come back to life and no intention of restoring Taiki to his original position of authority. Well, no. He was fine with bringing them all back as long as he could crush their hopes and dreams.


Asen looked at Taiki, who stood there once again adorned with serenity. He wanted only to destroy them with despair and see them face down in the dirt. That’s all he was asking for.


“You were in the wrong for choosing Gyousou in the first place. After this, I will see you live to regret that decision.”


Taiki at last lost that aura of sangfroid. His face pale, a look of bewilderment filled those clear eyes.


Asen smiled. “Whatever grudges you might harbor henceforth, direct them at Heaven for choosing Gyousou.”


Asen swore revenge on Heaven. The pretender who stole the throne and set forth to revive the kingdom would surely see those efforts come to naught. Because Heaven withheld its blessings and its divine protection. But he could murder a kingdom with impunity. Providence itself was Asen’s ally now.




Later that day, after Taiki returned to Nightingale Manor, the Imperial Army marched in. At the head of the company of soldiers was the Minister of Fall, who announced that Kakei was suspected of treason. Chou’un had provided testimony to that effect.


“Impossible!” Taiki declared, but his protests were summarily dismissed.


Kakei, the provincial prime minister, was escorted off the premises for questioning.


“Taiho—” said an anxious Juntatsu, watching as the gates were closed and the building was sealed from the outside.


“Don’t worry. They don’t intend to reach into my immediate vicinity.”


Though Taiki spoke with an icy composure, he was clearly putting on a brave front. The provincial Rikkan was shut out of its offices and any remaining government officials were banished from Nightingale Manor. The only people left in Taiki’s entourage were Ganchou, Yari, and Juntatsu.


Not only Nightingale Manor, for the time being, no one was allowed access to the main courtyard. The Minister of Fall explained that these measures were being taken to thwart further acts of rebellion. Though everybody knew there wasn’t a particle of truth in a thing he said.


	Part Twenty-Two

	Chapter 22


[22-1] The Imperial Army headed north, crossed the provincial border, and headed to Rin’u. Bun Province had been experiencing a spell of good weather. But winter returned the day before, bringing with it a bout of bitter cold. Earth that had finally yielded to the till again froze solid, covered by a dusting of snow.


While the Imperial Army marched north, Kyuusan and his recruits from the land gangs formally reorganized under Seishi’s command. At the same time, they abandoned Sokou and retreated to Anpuku. Before leaving Sokou, the miners and merchants and tradesmen and everybody else who could flee the city departed for Jou Province along the outbound highways.


With only a mobile unit made up from the land gangs posted in Anpuku, they pulled the laborers back from Kan’you Mountain and gathered the bulk of the personnel in Seisai.


As it had all along, the Provincial Guard showed no signs of doing anything. The division deployed outside Hakurou came to a halt.


“How long do you think until they mobilize again?”


The key players in the Black Flags assembled in the main hall. Their internal organization arose organically out of the characteristics of the groups that formed it in the first place.


The Koutaku forces under Sougen’s command comprised the largest number of soldiers and made up the operational core. Alongside them were the contingents from Rin’u that Risai had brought together.


The Koutaku forces included soldiers under the command of Sougen’s retainers and remnants of the Imperial Army divisions led by Eishou and Gashin that had disbanded in Bun Province. They comprised the Imperial Army contingent.


The Jou Province contingent consisted of units that had broken away from the Jou Provincial Guard.


Civilian rebels and chivalrous knights that gathered in Koutaku, along with members of the Koutaku Ordination Hall, made up the Ordination Hall contingent.


Four divisions in total.


Though many of the members in the Ordination Hall contingent had little experience in warfare, what they lacked in skill they made up for in numbers. Furthermore, among the Danpou Temple contingent and the chivalrous knights were master craftsmen whose skills could not be taken for granted.


From Rin’u came the forces commanded by Risai’s retainers and the land gangs led by Kyuusan. The Hakushi, chivalrous knights, and the Gamon Temple contingent could hardly be called battle hardened, but they were well acquainted with the state of affairs in Bun Province and had a strong sense for the lay of the land.


The most battle ready and best organized were the three regiments under Yuushou that had switched their standards. Moving discreetly along the highways, the gathering forces already exceeded ten thousand.


Examining the map in front of them, Yuushou said, “Will they advance all the way to Sokou, knowing we abandoned the city? Or will they march on Kakyou, aware that Kyuusan and the land gangs were gathering in Seisai?”


Sougen shook his head. “We can probably rule out Kakyou. The links between Kakyou and Ryuukei notwithstanding, none of the highways there are wide enough to accommodate the Imperial Army and the mountain roads are still covered with snow.”


“Or rather Koukyuu?”


From Koukyuu to Houtaku and past Tetsui to Ryuukei.


“I think we can take that option off the table as well. Any attack on Seisai would have to take place on two fronts to make sense. Ideally, three fronts. March east from Tetsui and north from Rin’u and hold Kakyou simultaneously. Once the Provincial Guard has been fully mobilized, we’re sure to see them advance from the west. Hakurou via Tetsui to Ryuukei. In that case, the Imperial Army likely intends to proceed from Rin’u to Sokou.”


A division of the Provincial Guard had already deployed to Rin’u. The arrival of the Imperial Army would double their numbers to two divisions. Those two divisions from the east along with one to two divisions from Hakurou could annihilate the Black Flags with little difficulty.


“Except,” Yuushou pointed out, “the Provincial Guard in Rin’u was dispatched to support us. The Provincial Guard had to be mobilized to keep the supply trains moving. Because logistics at the provincial level cannot be redirected to support the Imperial Army.”


Logistical support provided by the province was intended solely for the Provincial Guard. The Imperial Army didn’t have the authority to seize them. If only as a matter of formalities, any provisions first had to pass through the hands of the Provincial Guard.


To prevent this from becoming a point of contention, a set of procedures had been established. The Imperial Army did not normally exercise direct control over its own supply trains. When its soldiers moved through a region, it first secured the cooperation of the local Provincial Guard. Should the province and the kingdom come to loggerheads, the Imperial Army would have to bring everything with them or make arrangements along the way.


Moreover, the whole objective of Yuushou’s expedition was to survey Kan’you Mountain. The Provincial Guard had been dispatched to that end. They hadn’t expected from the start to engage the land gangs. As a result, most of the soldiers were from the engineering corps. They had only a token contingent of air cavalry with them and even the regular cavalry had been kept to a minimum. They certainly didn’t bring along any siege equipment.


“Nobody informed them that the land gangs were occupying Kan’you Mountain. They only found out after they got to Rin’u. They didn’t have the preparations in place to remove the land gangs from the area.”


The Minister of Summer in Kouki made the call to mobilize the Provincial Guard. Namely, Shukuyou. He had no idea that Kyuusan had occupied Kan’you Mountain. In this kingdom, that was hardly out of the norm. The unnatural reluctance of the Bun province lord to engage in governance was not due to any kind of betrayal on his part but because he’d been turned into a useless puppet.


So Shukuyou ended up mobilizing the Provincial Guard based on incomplete information.


“According to the reports we obtained thanks to Tonkou, the Provincial Guard in Rin’u hasn’t changed since Shukuyou issued the orders. The numbers are impressive but not so much as a fighting force.”


“Still, we’re talking about the Provincial Guard. We can’t take them for granted.”


“Of course not. More importantly, we’re also hearing that the Provincial Guard is not interested in fighting us. Whatever Asen has on his mind, it’s not being communicated to the Provincial Guard. Otherwise, the composition of the forces in Rin’u would substantially change. In that case, the odds are high that the army on standby in Hakurou is simply there as a show of force.”


“A bluff, you mean. They’re not actually going to deploy?”


Yuushou nodded. “They give every appearance of attacking from Hakurou and Rin’u. But only the Imperial Army is going to mobilize. In other words, they remain in the dark about the Black Flags. They still think they’re facing down an ad hoc collection of the land gangs, rebels, and veterans. A few menacing moves with a single division should be enough to intimidate a motley crew like that.”


“If threats are what they’re after, wouldn’t it make more sense to march the Provincial Guard as far as Ryuukei?”


“Do that and they’d block a primary means of retreat. Kan’you Mountain is the goal of the Imperial Army. If the occupiers of Kan’you Mountain are that motley crew, they won’t want to make any headlong attacks. However sure the Imperial Army might be of defeating them if they did engage, they’d still suffer a fair number of bumps and bruises in the process. More importantly, it’d be more efficient to attack along a single front and leave open other avenues of retreat. That would thus create ample room for them to escape.”


The thinking was that, if the Imperial Army attacked from Rin’u and inflicted enough damage on the land gangs, they’d abandon the battlefield. But the Provincial Guard was holding back in Hakurou, so they had to make good their escape before the Guard marched out of Hakurou and launched their own assault.


“The Imperial Army presses its attack from Rin’u. At the same time, the Provincial Guard moves out of Hakurou. The land gangs have no chance of winning if they stand and fight. If they don’t get off the mountain before the Provincial Guard gets to Tetsui, they’ll lose any safe havens. This increases the possibility that they will stop resisting and flee as fast as they can, making a beeline for Koukyuu before the Provincial Guard reaches Tetsui. Done right, the Imperial Army recaptures Kan’you Mountain without drawing any blood.”


“That makes sense.”


“Any mopping up activities would be left to the Provincial Guard so the Imperial Guard could focus on Kan’you Mountain.”


“In that case, we get on board with the plan and run away. We can expect a sweep of the area but they’re not going to hunt down the stragglers with the ferocity they did before. The throne is right there within Asen’s grasp. He can’t be seen launching another inhumane subjugation campaign. Better to wait until after the enthronement and launch the campaign against the land gangs in accordance with the law. No need to hurry.”


Sougen looked at Yuushou. “Our job here is not to wage war and win. We’re going to avoid any full-bore conflicts and keep our forces fresh to fight another day. We’re gathering soldiers from around the kingdom. Once we whip them into shape, taking Bun Province castle becomes a real possibility.”


Yuushou nodded.




Several days later, the Imperial Army arrived at Rin’u. Though in battle formation, strangely enough, the columns came to a halt. The Provincial Guard as well showed no signs of resuming the march.


“What are they thinking?”


“Maybe they still don’t know that Kyuusan and his men abandoned Sokou.”


“Hard to believe. Their scouting parties would figure that out soon enough.”


The Imperial Army should have already been informed that Sokou was deserted.


“So does that mean the reason they are not moving is because they don’t have to? They have no desire to take on the land gangs, and with Sokou abandoned, there’s no need to attack?”


“But they haven’t abandoned Kan’you Mountain. Hasn’t the enemy been after Kan’you Mountain from the start?”


“There must have been some sort of shift at the command level.”


Just then, Chouten ran in from a room off the main hall. “Sougen-sama, a blue bird arrived.”


“From Kouki?”


“I can’t tell.” Chouten held out a small black tube. “It’s addressed to Risai-sama.”


“To Risai? Who is it from and why?”


Chouten shook his head. “I don’t know. The blue bird is a koshuu. Quite out of the ordinary.”


“A koshuu?”


The koshuu was a species of blue bird mostly used by the aristocracy. They were limited in number and few people possessed the resources to get their hands on one.


“Genkan?”


This was the first time Sougen had seen one of the black tubes with his own eyes. Based on the rumors he’d heard, it must be from the mysterious “Genkan.”


“Risai-sama is not here so I thought you should see it.”


Sougen nodded and took the bamboo tube. As with an ordinary carrier pigeon, the tube had been carried there on the leg of the koshuu.


“We should probably run this by Moku’u to make sure. But why have it delivered to Risai?”


He extracted a roll of thin paper from the tube, the same used by the military. Narrow characters written in an oddly formal style covered the almost transparent paper. The message was addressed to Risai. It stated that a highly mobile air cavalry platoon in Asen’s army had departed Kouki with classified orders and was believed to be headed to Ba Province.


“Ba Province? Why there?”


Had Asen caught wind of Gyousou’s presence there? Except he shouldn’t yet know that Gyousou had left Kan’you Mountain.


“They could only be after His Highness.”


“It doesn’t seem possible but we can’t ignore it either. A full platoon of the air cavalry will be much better armed and equipped than His Highness and his security detail. If they run into each other, I don’t see them prevailing.”


Meaning they could kidnap Gyousou, or in the worst case, kill him.


“Should we send support?” Seishi asked.


Sougen couldn’t agree. Asen’s army was right in front of them and ready to advance. “If we move now, they’re bound to follow.”


Moreover, the forces under his command were anything but highly mobile. They wouldn’t likely be able to catch up with Gyousou in any case.


“Still, we can’t overlook this warning, not when we don’t even know how close his pursuers might be.”


“How many kijuu would we need?”


“Even making the most of Hoyou-sama’s connections, I’d say ten would be the most we could lay our hands on anytime soon.”


“Ten aren’t enough. Our opponents are a platoon of twenty-five air cavalry. At the bare minimum, we’d need twice that to adequately defend His Highness.”


“We need to scrape together as many as can accompany us. We’ll have to make up the difference with horses.”


“Horses won’t arrive in time. We really don’t have any other options here. Let’s gather our best riders and set them off after His Highness as fast as we can.”


“That many leaving at the same time will attract attention. Especially right now.”


“We can’t help the numbers. The safety of His Highness takes precedence.”


Kouka was chosen as squad leader. He was one of Sougen’s regimental commanders and had his kijuu with him. To a core group of soldiers also with their own kijuu, Hoyou helped to fill out the squad of fifteen mounts. If they could catch up and join forces with Gyousou and Risai and their ten kijuu, they’d have a full platoon of their own.


“Fifteen kijuu taking off at once would turn into something of a spectacle,” Kouka instructed his squad. “Split off in groups of five and head for Ba Province. His Highness is following the highway toward Ba Province. If we stick to the roads, we should overtake him.”


“The immediate problem is the Imperial Army in Rin’u.”


The Imperial Army bivouacked in Rin’u still had not resumed its march. Not only that, despite having completed its preparations to sortie, the Provincial Guard outside Hakurou also showed no signs of breaking camp.


Seishi wondered aloud, “What’s going on with that? Are they waiting for something?”


Sougen only craned his head to the side without answering.


“They could be waiting for reinforcements. From Kouki?”


“Or rather from Jou Province. In which case—”


Sougen stopped talking mid-sentence and bit his lip. Asen had revised his estimations of their troop strength and now sized them up as a much larger force.


“He may have more than an inkling about our change of loyalties,” Yuushou said. “We should assume the air cavalry heading for Ba Province is after His Highness. They already know His Highness escaped from Kan’you Mountain and fled west. Meaning that Ukou made it back to Kouki.”


“Damn!” Seishi exclaimed, his face clouding over.


Even Sougen uttered a small groan. “Also meaning the Imperial Army didn’t come here to attack Kan’you Mountain.”


Yuushou said with a start of realization, “I get it. They’re here to provide support to the air cavalry headed to Ba Province.”


Sougen nodded.


Their mission was to pursue and capture Gyousou. But how easily could they return him to Kouki? If by change he were able to escape, the whole situation for Asen would quickly go from bad to worse.


“The job of this air cavalry platoon must be to pursue His Highness, track him down, and detain him. Asen isn’t about to trust a single platoon to bring him back to Kouki. He surely hasn’t forgotten that he let Risai slip out of his grasp. He will deploy the Ba Provincial Guard to make sure His Highness stays in captivity. Once he’s accomplished that, Asen will still have to transport His Highness to Kouki.”


“And that is where the Imperial Army comes in.”


“The Provincial Guard is on standby in Hakurou, as is the Imperial Army in Rin’u. The Ba Provincial Guard brings him to the provincial border and hands him over to the Bun Provincial Guard. They complete the journey to Rin’u. The Imperial Army takes him into custody and retreats to Zui Province. The Provincial Guard mobilizing will be the sign His Highness has been captured.”


Sougen abruptly raised his head. “Send a runner after Kouka. As fast as you can.”


“What’s that?”


“Ba Province. Not only the air cavalry, the Ba Provincial Guard is also definitely on the move.”




Nanshou was five days behind them when the rugged borderlands of Ba Province came into view. Following the highway, they continued the climb toward the summit. The last mountain range revealed the road through the pass. They sought shelter in inns at the foot of the mountains, and left early the next morning as soon as the city gates opened.


From there, it took another day to cross the remaining peaks. Descending the deep range into Ba Province they came to the next city. Then several more days through a mountainous region steeper even than on the Bun Province side. After that, they should find the highway to Kou Province.


“Keep out of sight and we can make it in three days,” Risai muttered.


Houto agreed. “Given how quiet things are around here, there probably won’t be much pedestrian traffic. Pretty thick forests. We should be able to weave our way through the woods.”


Though proceeding beneath the canopy of trees cut the capabilities of the kijuu in half, doing so was many times faster than walking and reduced the danger of being spotted by civilians.


Risai nodded. After leaving the city, they stuck to the highway for a while. Confirming that there were no onlookers around, they headed into the forest. Oukou took point, now and then darting above the canopy to survey their surroundings. The third time through this routine, he dove back down, the alarm clear on his face, and raced over to Risai.


“What’s up?”


“Cavalry. They’re approaching from the foot of the mountains.”


“Horses?”


“Kijuu. Not airborne. By my estimation, a platoon of air cavalry.”


“Unbelievable.” Risai cursed under her breath.


“They can’t be following us!” exclaimed a flustered Kyoshi. “They shouldn’t know His Highness is traveling with us.”


“Still—” Risai looked at Gyousou.


Gyousou nodded. “If this is indeed the air cavalry, the only logical conclusion is that they’re after us.”


“Why—” Risai started to say, except if they were being pursued, there was only one explanation.


Somewhere along the way, somebody recognized Gyousou or Risai or someone in their entourage, had figured out who they were, where they were from, and where they were headed. That their hunters had come this far already meant this wasn’t a development that happened yesterday.


Houto raised his voice. “Let’s go up and over. On the other side of this pass, the ridgelines are rugged and the valleys are deep. The thick canopy will work to our advantage.”


“What Houto said.” Risai ordered, “Go as fast as we can. Don’t lose sight of each other. Take care not to stray off course along the way.”


With a nod from Risai, Oukou once again soared skyward. Practically hugging the side of a huge tree, he alighted on a branch near the top and looked back. He could make out the shadows of the kijuu moving among the trees. Enough of them to make up a full platoon. Though they weren’t closing the distance, they were clearly on their trail.


Do they know where we are?


Having confirmed the course they were taking, Oukou furrowed his brows. Running to the right and left of the platoon as it climbed hillside toward them, a hoard of black silhouettes flickered in and out of view. Among the hoard, one repeatedly veered toward the platoon and then circled away again.


Are they being pursued as well? he thought when he spotted one of the riders soaring into the air. He dove back toward the ground and flew back to Risai’s side.


“Something strange is going on.”


“Strange?” Risai queried.


A rustling sound arose from the undergrowth not far from where they were standing. Oukou spun around and leveled his lance. A rusty brown hare with white spots bounded out of the tall grass. It shot past Oukou, abruptly raised a shrill cry, and tumbled head over heels as if struck by a flying projectile.


An arrow, Oukou thought at first.


He jumped his kijuu straight up to the canopy of the forest. Those black shadows picked up speed as they raced beneath the trees.


Dogs?


They looked like a pack of black dogs. Big, fierce dogs. One of them ran up to the rabbit—and then ignored it completely and instead launched itself off the ground. Straight at Risai. Its mouth so wide its jaw appeared to split in two. Its entire head turned into a gaping maw.


Youma.


In the moment of that realization, Oukou swept his lance in a downward arc. Hien jumped back at the same time, crouched down, and unleashed an intimidating roar. The black doglike youma ran straight at them, mouth gaping open. Oukou’s lance pierced its head through its upper jaw and lower jaw and pinned it to the earth. Oukou yanked out the lance and alighted again on the ground.


“Looks like a kiki,” Risai said.


No sooner had she uttered the word but a second kiki attacked Hien head on. Hien dodged out of the way. The kiki clawed at the air, spun around, and set off at a run. Racing along, the kiki kicked the corpse of the hare into the air. No—the small animal that appeared at first to be a hare sported a beak like a bird. The short, squashed beak, the long tail covered with scales like a snake—this creature was the furthest thing from a rabbit.


A kyuuyo. A small youma that summoned other youma. A timid creature, it screeched and scampered away when threatened. If run down, it played dead. But its screech attracted other youma. The nasty beast scavenged the corpses killed by other youma.


If that kyuuyo wasn’t brought down, it’d only call in more youma.


Oukou chased the rabbit youma but it was small and nimble and escaped every sweep of his lance. He was cursing having not brought a bow when he heard a human scream behind him. He wheeled around to see a kiki taking a bite out of Kiro’s leg.


“Someone get rid of that kyuuyo!”


With that cry, Oukou urged on Kishun. Before he could level his lance, the kiki gnawing on Kiro’s leg jumped back, taking with it Kiro’s left leg from the knee on down. Kiro wordlessly slid off his kijuu, enveloped in the red mist of his own blood.


Kishun ran towards him. The kiki opened its mouth wide. Kiro’s leg fell from its jaws. Howling like a baby, the kiki prepared to charge just as Oukou’s lance rammed down its throat, piecing from front to back. With a shake of the lance, he flung off the corpse of the youma, and wheeled Kishun around back to Kiro.


Before Oukou could reach him, another kiki set upon Kiro, fastening itself to his shoulder as he attempted to sit up. The gaping maw of its mouth snapped shut and Kiro’s shoulder disappeared, along with half of his chest up to the nape of his neck. His eyes, wide open with fear, rolled back in his head, and his body topped backward. What was left of his arm flew off with a spray of blood.


Before Oukou’s lance struck the kiki, the youma split in two and fell apart. Oukou raised his gaze. Risai was there, sword in hand, her face white with rage.


“Kiso,” Oukou confirmed, as she stared down at the corpse.


He turned Kishun around again. Until that kyuuyo was disposed of, there’d be no end to this.


Another high-pitched screech told him right where it was. The big black suugu fastened its jaws around what otherwise looked like a cute little bunny and tore the squealing youma apart before wolfing it down. Astride the suugu, Gyousou caught Oukou’s eye and nodded. And then sprinted off after another of the black shadows.


Oukou estimated there were eight of the kiki. They’d taken down three. Oukou faced off against the fourth when Kishun suddenly swerved to the side. A spear sliced through the air behind them. He glanced around with a start and saw a soldier astride a kijuu coming toward them from quite far away.


From that far away—


Hitting the target with a throwing spear at that distance should be impossible, and certainly not with enough force to embed itself into the ground. There must be another soldier above him. He raised his head and saw nothing. Without a doubt, the spear had come from behind him.


What sort of martial skills are we talking about here? As soon as that thought crossed his mind, a far worse possibility occurred to him. They caught up with us. Held back dealing with the kiki, their pursuers had overtaken them.


Oukou spurred on Kishun and sped over to the big suugu. He said to Gyousou, “You’ve got to get out of here. We’ll handle this.” He called out to Risai, a short way off. “You too, Risai-sama. Keep him safe.”


Risai at first looked around with a puzzled expression. The realization soon dawned on her. She called out, “Kyoshi, Toushi, you go ahead.” She brought Hien alongside Gyousou, urged on a rattled Kyoshi and similarly reassured Houto, who was sitting behind Toushi.


Gyousou came to a halt. He no doubt intended to stay behind with Risai and guard their rear. They still had some distance to play with, making it possible to dodge and parry, cut down the kiki flying at them, and sidestepped the arrows shot at them.


If they didn’t get away before their pursuers closed that distance, those archers would pose a real danger. She looked at Gyousou and he nodded, as if catching onto her thoughts. Urging on Kyoshi and Toushi, he turned Ragou around and set off at a run.


When Risai caught up with him, Gyousou said in a low voice, “That was Kiso.”


“Yes. A pity.”


In this situation, there’d be no opportunity to bury the body. Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.


Regardless of what happened, they had to protect Gyousou. They had to keep him safe until they could escape Tai.


A human figure leapt from the woods off to the side, moving so fast that Risai didn’t have time to react. Hien acted first, jumping back to evade the attack. As the weapon sliced through the air, Gyousou answered with swordsmanship that was equally as remarkable. All the more surprising, with an unnatural twist and turn of his torso, his opponent parried and reposted without a moment’s delay.


He seemed to be aiming at his arm but Ragou took away that target with a mighty leap. Risai thrust her sword at him and thought she caught his shoulder, but his sword met hers instead. Metal slammed against metal like a ringing gong. A numbing shock ran down her arm. Tip of her sword rebounded skyward. She didn’t have enough strength left in her arm to force it back into line.


Damn.


The riposte came so fast the curse never left her mouth. So fast it was impossible to avoid. Except a blow from the side knocked away the incoming blade. The thrust came at Risai fast but Gyousou knocked it down faster.


Dumbfounded, Risai managed to level her sword and drive it forward. The enemy reared backward and escaped the thrust. The sweep of Gyousou’s sword met that evasive movement.


With a short cry, their attacker tumbled off his kijuu. She confirmed the body lying there at the edge of her vision and raced Hien forward.


Who was that man?


Only now did Risai feel her body tremble. If Gyousou hadn’t been there—if the two of them hadn’t acted together—they might not have prevailed.


Gyousou rode up next to her. “Are you all right?”


Risai answered with a pained smile, “Thanks to you.”


Fortunately, there appeared to be no enemy soldiers or kiki in their surroundings. They climbed the slope, weaving back and forth around the trunks of the trees as quickly as their kijuu could manage. They topped the ridge of the mountain and crossed the border.


“If only those kiki hadn’t shown up.”


None of their pursuers would have caught up with them. At the very least, Kiso would still be alive. She remembered their reunion in Koutaku. He’d spotted Hien amidst the crowds and introduced her to Sougen. He rode to the rescue at Anpuku. And yet—


“I can almost believe they sent in the youma to hold us up.”


Risai ground her teeth in frustration. She couldn’t believe bad luck like this happened by accident. A kyuuyo just happened to show up. The kyuuyo summoned the kiki to attack them. Then their pursuers overtook them while they were dealing with the kiki and attacked with martial skills far out of the ordinary.


“Who are those guys?”


“Asen’s retainers, I suspect.”


“Asen’s?” Risai asked as they hurried to rejoin the rest of the team. “Are his retainers that good?”


Thinking back, nobody came to mind. She recalled many skilled soldiers in Asen’s army but none that rose to such preternatural levels.


“Ukou,” Risai muttered. He and his men boasted of abilities that were entirely out of the norm. That must be what was going on here. Abilities that could defeat even Gyousou.


“I don’t think that squad is under Ukou’s command. The armor is not the same.”


Ukou’s platoon was called the Red Armor, which was said to describe the color of their battle dress.


“Whether the Red Armor or that squad of air cavalry after us, I don’t recall anybody on Asen’s staff with those martial skills.”


“Neither do I. They must be possessed by hinman.”


“Unbelievable,” Risai gasped aloud.


Hinman were said to be youma that haunted ancient battlefields. They possessed people and resumed their ferocious fighting ways. In that light, given martial skills made the blood run cold, this explanation made the most sense.


“I have heard of cases like that, people suddenly rampaging like hungry wolves and raising havoc with whatever weapons they could lay their hands on. But they behaved more like savage beasts.”


Could a human being possessed by a youma belong to a military unit and act in concordance with the demands of military discipline?


“I supposed you could say they’ve been domesticated.”


“Except—except that would mean that Taiki lent a hand!”


Only a kirin could domesticate youma and make them serve him as his shirei.


“That was not the case here,” Gyousou answered flatly. “The soldiers who attacked me were also possessed. Ukou was never that talented to begin with. To be sure, his fighting skills were always above average. But then he rose to such heights overnight. Though I don’t know how, Asen figured out how to enslave youma.”


“This all seems far beyond the pale.”


“It’s only natural to think that way. Asen being able to subjugate youma to his own ends—there’s no precedent for such a thing ever happening before.” If that was in fact the case, then Gyousou’s explanation was no less baffling. “Rousan set this whole scheme in motion together with Asen.”


“Rousan?”


Meaning what? Risai was about to ask when a fresh surge of forces arrived on the scene.


	Chapter 23


[22-2] Oukou’s shoulders heaved with labored breaths. The shaft of his lance was slippery with sweat. Sheer fatigue threatened to overwhelm him like a giant wave.


How can these guys be this good?


Confronting the Imperial Army platoon pursuing them left Oukou all the more bewildered. These were soldiers he’d never seen or heard of before and others he thought he might have crossed paths with once or twice. None of them had ever been anything more than run of the mill. Except these nondescript soldiers fought with martial skills that gave him chills.


Word of fighters this adept in the Imperial Army should have reached him long before now. But not a spark of recognition, not a single name came to mind.


Calm down. Concentrate.


This was not the kind of showdown where he could afford to overthink every move. He was already warring with the foreboding feeling that he had no chance of winning. The thought had taken root in the back of his brain that he was going to die here. Sweat coursed down his back like a waterfall. Goosebumps came out on his flesh. He couldn’t stop shaking.


The only reason he still had his head on his shoulders was because Kishun didn’t get all riled up. Kishun didn’t care one whit about the skills of their opponents and so carried on unperturbed.


Oukou had noticed that, however extraordinary the riders, the kijuu were no different than theirs. He miraculously managed to parry a pointed attack, feigned a riposte at the rider, and instead drove his lance into the kijuu’s flank.


The bucking kijuu threw off the rider and trampled him underfoot. That kijuu must be a borrowed mount with no loyalty to the rider. The rider struggled to his feet. Oukou ran him through and the frenzied kijuu stomped him again.


Oukou yanked out the lance. Kishun took off. Out of the corners of his eyes, he confirmed that one of his colleagues was in a tight spot. Before the enemy’s blow could land, Oukou rammed his lance into the kijuu. The kijuu roared and leapt backwards, tearing the lance out of his hands. Without a moment’s delay, he drew his sword and raced Kishun over to his colleague.


“Are you alright?”


“More or less.”


“Aim for the kijuu.”


After exchanging a few more words, he and Kishun galloped off in pursuit of the wounded kijuu. A kiki jumped them from the side. Oukou flattened himself against Kishun’s back. The kiki flew over him, snapping its jaws around empty air. The kiki landed on the ground on the other side. Oukou braced himself as it turned and readied to launch a second attack.


At that moment, the kiki changed its mind and it darted off, targeting an enemy soldier struggling to pull the lance out of the ground. The kiki shot past him, leaving in its wake a headless corpse.


The kiki are attacking them as well as us.


Oukou couldn’t help a small start of surprise. He’d come to the conclusion that their foes were using the kiki. But there shouldn’t be any good way to use a youma like that. And even if there were, it’d be about as successful as trying to tame a stray dog with a scrap of food. He brought to mind the preceding events, the scene he’d observed off in the distance.


The dark shadows circled the platoon chasing them up the mountain. One strayed in too close and got shooed away. That made sense. The kiki were being summoned by the kyuuyo.


Was the kyuuyo showing up here a coincidence?


Could a kyuuyo attract that many kiki in such a short span of time? A pack of kiki just happened to be in the vicinity struck him as too convenient to be plausible. The enemy using the kyuuyo was hardly out of the question. After all, Asen had deployed ririki on Kan’you Mountain.


A good thing we finished off the kyuuyo. But that thought was followed by a chilling realization that made him blanch. Who’s to say that kyuuyo was the only one?


Many of his comrades had already vanished from the vicinity. The enemy was decreasing in number as well but their losses were greater. They had to stand their ground and give Gyousou time to escape. If a fresh pack of youma showed up, that would become impossible.


He heard the sound of wings overhead. He glanced up as a kiki charged at him from a nearby thicket. He didn’t have time to retreat. No, that was being generous. He barely had time to move. He could have swung his lance around to meet the attack but all he had in his hand was his sword. Bringing up his arm to meet the attack was going to take a second too long.


I could use a little help here, Kishun.


The only question was whether his kijuu could move itself out of the way fast enough. Oukou could only pray to the gods. That was when a lance shot down from the sky above and pierced the kiki. Oukou looked up. A host of silhouettes descended toward him like a hail of stones.


Someone called out, “How are you faring?”


He recognized Kouka’s voice.




Kouka landed on the ground and extracted his lance. He’d flown straight here without a thought to the circumstances. Not caring who might see him or who got left behind, he flew his kijuu with a single objective in mind. He had fifteen with him when they left Seisai. By the time he got here and heard that strange sound like the wailing of a baby, half that number remained.


And yet they made it in time. Without a doubt, he’d saved Oukou’s neck.


“His Highness?”


“He went on ahead.”


Kouka nodded. He quickly sized up the situation. They were holding their ground here so Gyousou could escape. The battlefield was strewn with a jumble of enemy soldiers and youma, the living and the dead. The ground was painted with blood.


Oukou said, “Our opponents are quite out of the ordinary. Their kijuu are not.”


Kouka caught the gist of what he was saying at once.




The shadows reaching across the forest floor grew deeper. The twilight filled the forest like a creeping stain.


Racing along astride Hien, Risai cast her gaze around the forest. The hubbub raised by large numbers of people reached her ears. The neighing of horses. Muffled voices. A great many of them. A good thing the thick branches and underbrush continued on for such a distance. There wouldn’t be much point to deploying archers in this environment.


But their own movements were equally constrained by the surroundings. Going faster would raise more noise and give away their position. She wanted to fly free of all these obstructions but if the enemy had assembled in sufficient numbers, they would undoubtedly fire at them through breaks in the canopy overhead.


Carrying Houto behind him couldn’t help but slow Toushi down, so naturally their pursuers first set out to surround his kijuu. It was hard to make out their formations but a large detachment must be tailing them. They couldn’t stick to their heels on horseback or on foot. That meant there must be enough soldiers to spread out and encircle a large area.


No matter how fast they ran, there was no leaving them behind. Perhaps they should have Gyousou go on alone or at least have Risai accompany him. Except abandoning Kyoshi and Houto in the midst of their foes wasn’t something they couldn’t and shouldn’t do.


And what they would have to do anyway if that was the only choice left to them, Risai told herself with a cold resolve. Because they had to protect Gyousou. But still—


“Don’t overthink the situation,” rang out a voice in front of her.


Risai came to herself and glanced up. Gyousou looked back at her. “Oukou will catch up with us soon enough.”


She couldn’t tell whether he believed what he was saying. But that look and his reassuring words told her that any decision to leave Kyoshi or Houto behind was off the table. They’d assume that Oukou was right behind them and keep moving forward. That was the only option available to them.


“Please go on ahead!” Houto abruptly called out. He unsheathed his podao and held it in both hands. “We’ll be fine. As you said, Oukou is going to arrive any minute.”


Though Houto struck the most upbeat tone he could muster, he couldn’t suppress the quaver in his voice. “We’ll continue on with Kyoshi. You two should steal away from here as quietly as possible.”


When Risai looked around, Toushi and Kyoshi nodded over their shoulders.


“By all means—”


Gyousou interrupted Houto with a wave of his hand. The still bright sky above and behind them was filled with the black silhouettes of flying kijuu, descending toward them like a rain of arrows.


Had Oukou finally shown up. Or else—


Those thoughts on her mind, Risai put herself on guard. One of those black shadows shot straight at her, too fast for her to duck. This time as well, it was up to Hien to get her out of harm’s way. Hien had probably sensed its approach earlier even than Gyousou and moved faster than the rattled Risai.


The black shadow landed on the ground, rebounded on the spot, and again flew at Risai. Risai did her best to swerve to the side. But it was Hien that dodged out of the way. The slashing attack grazed Hien’s legs. At the same time, a flurry of spears stabbed the ground one after the other in the direction she tried to jump to.


“Hien.”


Hien steered her clear. As a result, the attacker hit Hien instead. She set down next to Gyousou. There was nothing amiss with Hien’s gait. But the faint smell of blood was in the air. Hien reversed direction and came to a halt. Reading Hien’s movements, Risai braced herself. The next attack came at her torso. She barely managed to deflect it and jumped to the side.


As soon as they landed, a dozen more shadows swarmed around them. She tried to escape but this time there was no place left for her to run. The tip of a spear grazed her head.


Next to her, Gyousou suddenly disappeared as his suugu shot skyward with a mighty leap. Two spears from different directions shot through the space they’d occupied a second before. Gyousou knocked one to the side with his sword. Risai attempted to parry the second but missed. It soared through the air without sufficient momentum to reach Kyoshi and clip his kijuu in the leg.


Kyoshi’s kijuu tottered wildly, pitching him off its back. Risai galloped toward him, noticing only after it was too late that she’d cut off Gyousou in the process. With a short guttural growl, the suugu changed directions mid-stride, taking it right into the path of a soldier aiming a crossbow.


Risai could practically hear the blood drain from her face.


The suugu reared and twisted its body, its long tail catching the archer in the face and sweeping him backwards off his feet. Waiting in his shadow, another soldier jumped forward brandishing a podao. Gyousou intercepted the attack, flipped the blade into the air, and delivered a return blow.


In the meantime, the archer recovered his stance and again aimed the crossbow at Gyousou.


Firing from such a short range, Risai had no chance of reaching him. She swallowed hard, just a human figure interposed himself between Gyousou and the soldier with the crossbow.




He never saw the arrow. He only heard the sound afterwards, and the moment it reached his ears, the thudding impact pierced his throat.


He uttered a voiceless cry. He reflectively reached up and grasped the shaft of the arrow. His legs lost all strength and he slipped off the back of the kijuu. The sky peeking through the canopy of the forest spun above him.


They had flown through that sky in hot pursuit. “Detain them!” rang the voice in his head. They spotted their prey and set out to eradicate their foes. And failed. Setting off after them again, his eyes caught sight of that shock of white hair. That’s Gyousou. But no sooner had that thought crossed his mind but he saw the crossbow aimed at Gyousou.


“Don’t kill him!” came that voice again. “On no account kill him!”


The sound of that voice alone filled his thoughts. The dark clouds again engulfed him. He spurred on his kijuu and brandished his sword. His own actions felt like someone else was going through the same motions.


“Don’t kill him.”


The words rose up fresh and clear in his muddled mind. He threw himself into the flight of the arrow.


I didn’t kill him. I didn’t let him die.


And that should make him very happy.


Make who happy? Kisen asked himself.


The glimpse of man’s profile rose up in his mind’s eye before being swallowed by the dark clouds.




Risai froze. The archer had Gyousou dead in his sights when this person appeared like a shadow between them and took the arrow instead. The man tumbling from his kijuu was most definitely an armor-clad soldier of the Imperial Army. Without a doubt, the same enemy that attacked Risai just seconds earlier. He made himself into a human shield and protected Gyousou.


As Risai looked on in blank amazement, Gyousou cut down the archer. With a parry and thrust, he felled the soldier next to him holding the podao. Then rode over to her.


“Risai.”


His calm, strong voice brought her back to her senses. She hurriedly searched the slope for Kyoshi. A step ahead of her, Toushi over galloped to where Kyoshi had fallen. Houto reached down to pull Kyoshi to his feet.


A squad of soldiers charged out of the undergrowth. They wore the armor of the Provincial Guard. The Bun Provincial Guard? Except they had already crossed the border. The squad rushed at Toushi, directing their attacks at his kijuu. The kijuu collapsed, bucking off Toushi and Houto.


Without a moment’s delay, Gyousou and Ragou bounded over to them. Still in a daze, Risai followed them into the fray.


“Kyoshi.”




Kyoshi sat up. After being thrown from the kijuu, he hit the ground hard. His whole body throbbed with pain. He’d lost his fighting staff in the process. He scanned his surroundings but it was nowhere in sight. His hand next went to his scabbard. His sword was still there though he hardly knew how to use it. That ignorance only added to his fears.


Why?


He’d been turning that question over in his mind for a while now. Not only since descending the mountain from the border but while climbing the mountain to the border. Why were they being pursued? Why did their pursuers know where they were? Why were there youma everywhere? A youma had devoured one of their own. What an unaccountably cruel way to die.


Why had things turned out like this?


He was drawing the sword with an uncertain hand when Toushi galloped over to him. Toushi suddenly swerved. Rider and kijuu tumbled end over end. The kijuu slid across the ground and knocked the sword out of his grasp, leaving him with no way to defend himself. Enemy soldiers charged at them in waves, weapons ready.


Kyoshi fled the spot, tripping over his own legs. Toushi grabbed his hand, pulled him to his feet, and pushed him forward. Kyoshi took off with no idea where he was going. He glanced over his shoulder to see Toushi draw his sword and launch himself toward the enemy.


Passing Toushi along the way, Houto came running toward him.


“Houto.”


Kyoshi raised his arm, a mere reflex. Houto spotted him and mirrored the expression with a look of relief. A soldier rushed from the side, sword leveled in front of him, and collided with Houto.


“Houto!”


Houto staggered backward. His assailant delivered another body blow. Before hitting the ground face down, he planted his hands and briefly managed to raise his head. His lips formed around a single word.


“Go!”


Kyoshi stood there stunned. A firm hand took hold of his shoulder. Gyousou. Gyousou dismounted, seized Kyoshi’s arm, and pressed something into his hand. Kyoshi looked down in a daze. It was a sword.


Gyousou quickly fastened the sword belt around Kyoshi’s waist and boosted him, too numb to move, onto Ragou’s back.


“Listen up. Even if you die, don’t let go of the reins. I’m pretty sure if you fell off, Ragou would eat you in no time flat.”


“What? I—”


Kyoshi couldn’t think of anything else to say. He couldn’t tell him no. More importantly, there was the matter of Houto. He and Houto should be headed to Touka about now.


His thoughts spun in circles, leaving him unable to produce legible speech. Gyousou swatted the kijuu on the flank and the big beast bounded off. Kyoshi gripped the reins with one hand and pinned the sword under his free arm with all his might. Even that was too precarious, so he flattened himself against the kijuu’s back, holding the reins between his teeth.


No one should expect him to handle a suugu like this. He shouldn’t be running off and leaving Gyousou behind, in any case. Houto shouldn’t be dead. None of this should be happening at all.


But it has, a voice from long ago whispered in his ear. Something like this had happened before—at Zui’un Temple.


Kyoshi grit his teeth.


The monastery went up in flames. Together with his fellow novices and the abbot, they escaped along a mountain trail far darker than the mountain slope the kijuu was careering down. They surmounted the precipices and found refuge in a town. The images of the monks and civilians he saw slaughtered along the way were seared into his memories.


The abbot emerged from his hiding place to certain execution by Asen’s army. The last backward glance revealed eyes looking at him very much as Houto had.


He could not put these thoughts into words. He bit down on the reins. An inarticulate howl rose from his throat. The view before him dissolved into a blur. He gripped the reins and clasped the sword against his chest. Just then, with a rumbling growl, Ragou jumped and twisted its body, clearly trying to buck Kyoshi off its back.


Kyoshi tightened his hold. The furious kijuu raced through the fading dusk.




Gyousou took a moment to watch Ragou soar out of sight.


This is for the best.


He tore his eyes away and ran to the fallen Houto. Snatching his podao off the ground, he cut down the soldier trying to pull out his sword.


Gyousou knelt down next to Houto and cradled Houto’s head on his knees. The seeping pool of blood around him only grew larger. Houto’s eyes looked up at him, still filled with a glint of life. A smile rose to Houto’s mouth, softening the tortured expression on his face. And then the light went out.


I wanted to help him.


He’d hoped to take Houto back to the place he deserved to be. After being captured—to his everlasting shame—while being held in the depths of the earth, he had overcome every challenge and held out until this day so he could again do right by the people of Tai.


Houto left behind his home, family, and friends to save an emperor whose subjects could rightly be forgiven if they simply cast him aside. And now he was finally returning to the place where he belonged.


He should not have died such a cruel death on a mountain like this. He should not have been anywhere near this battlefield so far from home.


In a little corner of this ravaged world.


A world ravaged because there was no emperor on the throne. That responsibility fell entirely on his own shoulders. Risai said he should flee to safety. But saving his own skin did not sit well with him. His retainers insisted that, for the time being, he should escape for the good of the kingdom. He could see the logic in their arguments.


This ravaged world had impoverished the people of Tai. He had no business abandoning them while he scampered to safety, not until he had settled that debt.


If he could run for the hills, he should. That was his duty. But surveying the field of battle, he could see they’d been surrounded by what was probably the Ba Provincial Guard. There was no running for the hills. If he couldn’t run, then any pointless resistance would only increase the body count. The soldiers were only following orders. They were all members of somebody’s family, the same subjects he had sworn to protect.


So he was fine with the way things were.




Risai took in the scene with a backwards glance. Gyousou knelt on the ground in the midst of a throng of Provincial Guard soldiers. A person’s head rested on his knees. Risai couldn’t make out who it was. Was Gyousou tending to this person? But then he was yanked to his feet and the head slipped from his knees. Houto lay there lifeless, his corpse sprawled on the ground.


He shouldn’t have come along. They should have left him behind in Seisai.


But what of Gyousou?


Risai brought Hien around and was about to set off in pursuit when Toushi stopped her.


“Risai-sama, head back and let Sougen-sama know what’s going on.”


“But—”


“Leave His Highness to me.”


Toushi headed towards Gyousou, at least five soldiers soon hot on his heels. Risai debated following them and clearing the way for Toushi. Except more soldiers were encircling her as well.


The enemy closed on her from the right and left, weapons at the ready. She fought off the first wave, bounded over the second, trampled an archer readying a crossbow, and turned Hien skyward. She covered her face with her sword arm as they punched through the forest canopy.


Flitting among the dark shadows cast by the treetops, Risai returned to the mountain ridge. She saw Oukou flying toward her.


“Risai-sama!”


Oukou wasn’t alone. Behind came several more riders.


“Kouka?”


“What of His Highness?” as the first thing out of Kouka’s mouth.


“He was captured by the Ba Provincial Guard. There’s still time.”


“We heard the air cavalry was on its way and hurried here.” Kouka peered down at the descending slope. “How many are left?”


Risai shook her head. “Just Toushi.”


Oukou and Kouka exchanged pained expressions.


“We’ve got three.”


“One was shot down and we lost contact with two.”


Kouka nodded. “We will pursue His Highness. Risai-sama, you need to get in touch with Sougen-sama.”


“I will go.”


“You can’t,” Kouka stated matter-of-factly. “Please, go see Sougen-sama.” He glanced over his shoulder at Oukou. “Take care of her for me.”


“That’s not necessary! I will go.”


Oukou sidled his kijuu up next to her and grabbed her arm. “Let’s head back. Someone has to report what’s going on.”


“You can handle that, Oukou.”


“Risai-sama, Hien can’t take any more.”


Risai looked closer and was shocked to realize that Hien was covered with wounds, feathers bent and broken. Blood oozed from numerous raw nicks and lacerations in her legs left by swords and spears, along with a deep wound in her torso.


Risai bit her lip. Hien had taken all this damage on her behalf. She couldn’t ask Hien to do any more than what she’d already done. And even if she did, Risai would only end up dragging everybody else down. In any case, somebody did have to inform Sougen of the situation.


“Please see to Gyousou-sama.”


Overlapping that plea, a voice rang out from the slope. More troops than they might have expected from the Ba Provincial Guard had assembled below them. Carried on the wind, the new declaration rose up, “Don’t let a single person get away!”


“Looks like the mopping up operation. We’ll give chase and see what happens. We’ll draw as many away as we can.”


Risai nodded. “Don’t throw your lives away for nothing. Even if you’re captured, Sougen will surely formulate a response.”


“Should the tide turn, we’ll retreat. The Provincial Guard appears to be arriving from the north. We’ll be able to escape to the south.”


Risai was on the verge of agreeing with him. With a start of realization, she shook her head. “Kou Province is off the table. Try to find a safe haven there and the northern quarter of Kou Province will descend into anarchy. That alone is beyond the pale.” She turned her attention to Kouka. “I know I’m making a heartless demand. Avoid Kou Province. I am aware of the dangers involved, but I beseech you to move though the enemy lines and escape to the northwest.”


“If you so order.”


“Consider it an order. If you would, please.” Risai grasped Kouka’s arm. “Even at the risk of life and limb, you must not allow Ten Shire to get caught up in this conflict. Absolutely not.”


“Risai-sama.”


“Because Ten Shire is home to the survivors of Zui’un Temple.”


	Chapter 24


[22-3] That evening, Sekirei rushed from Gamon Temple in the midst of a softly falling rain.


“The Provincial Guard at Hakurou is moving out.”


Having raced all the way from Rokou, her shoulders heaved with exhaustion. As soon as they arrived, her kijuu keeled over, gasping for breath.


“They were bivouacked on the outskirts of Hakurou. Now they’re headed to the border with Ba Province.”


Sougen caught his breath. The Provincial Guard would only move out of Hakurou in order to take custody of Gyousou. That meant he’d been detained in Ba Province.


Yuushou groaned. “They didn’t make it in time.”


“So it seems,” Sougen said, a sour look on his face. He instructed his retainers to look after the kijuu. He had Sekirei sit down on the sleeping hearth and asked someone to bring her a drink of water.


“The army on the outskirts of Hakurou is marching to Ba Province?”


Sekirei nodded. “According to Tonkou, the Ministry of Summer issued orders for them to police the provincial border and all the highways crossing the border.”


“Makes sense,” Yuushou muttered.


“So their intention is to secure the roads.”


If Gyousou’s only escort was the air cavalry that had sortied from Kouki, they could still launch a raid to retrieve the prisoner. But there was no chance of that with an entire army watching the roads from Ba Province to Rin’u.


“There is nothing normal about putting an entire division on guard duty. Asen is not taking our fighting potential for granted.”


“He’d never be so naive as to take any opponent for granted. If nothing else, we have to hope that he overestimates our battlefield strength.”


A full division could provide defense in depth across the whole route from the border to Rin’u. The army and the air cavalry platoon holding Gyousou would likely merge forces and travel together. In that case, together with a division of the Imperial Army and a division of the Provincial Guard already stationed there, three armies would eventually occupy Rin’u.


These were well-provisioned and well-trained soldiers armed with winter weapons and riding war horses and kijuu. They had the run of every city and castle town along the way.


The Black Flags, by contrast, numbered no more than ten thousand, many of whom were civilian rebels unaccustomed to battlefield warfare. They had the bare minimum in equipment and armor. Kijuu were few and far between and they did not have enough war horses to bother counting.


“Sekirei, do you have any idea what battle formations we are talking about here?”


She nodded and produced a manuscript from her pocket. “Tonkou-sama looked into the matter. He advises caution as he was not able to confirm all of this information to his own satisfaction.”


Sougen took the manuscript and studied it for a while, furrowing his brows. Finally he frowned and passed the manuscript to a retainer standing next to him.


“Gaikatsu, what do you read into these troop numbers?”


Gaikatsu was a regimental commander who’d long been a member of Sougen’s senior staff. An accomplished general and one of Sougen’s right-hand men, he was never far from Sougen’s side.


Gaikatsu took the papers and flipped through them, busily tapping on his knee as if doing calculations with an invisible abacus. He looked up and said, “Based on the formations Asen is likely to deploy, and erring on the high side, a rough estimate says they’d have a little over five times our troop strength.”


“Five times,” Sekirei muttered.


In other words, resistance was futile.


“Given the differences in training, experience, and equipment, the disparities in weaponry along with the number of air cavalry and war horses, at least five times our troop strength. Moreover, their mission is to guard the convoy, not fight a war. At the first sign of danger, they’ll hightail it inside the nearest defensive perimeter. Even if we cut off the encampments along the route, they could always fall back to the castles and castle towns and make full use of the provisions stockpiled there. Factor that into the equation and we’re talking seven times the troop strength we can put into the field.”


“What is the situation on our end?”


“We’ve been reconnoitering the surrounding areas but have yet to ascertain the location of Eishou-sama and Gashin-sama. The Koutaku and Gamon Temple forces have all relocated. Risai’s retainers are currently moving toward Seisai, along with Kouyuu’s troops and most of the Jou Provincial Guard. The forces from Jou are several days out but Kouyuu is expected to reach Hakurou fairly soon.”


“There’s still no telling whether they’ll make it in time.”


“We should assume the Provincial Guard will be on high alert. In that case, Kouyuu will stop short of Hakurou. So, no, they won’t make it in time.”


The grotto fell silent. Overcoming a force five times stronger was well-nigh impossible. Moreover, at seven times their troop strength, stirring up any trouble at all was out of the question from the start.


“But if His Highness is taken into custody, the whole game is over,” Sougen said quietly. “Mourning our meager numbers won’t accomplish a thing. We’re talking total war. We can’t allow His Highness to get handed over to the Imperial Army.”


Sougen was handing down orders to his subordinates when one of his retainers rushed in. “Sougen-sama, Risai-sama—”


“What?”


Sougen was about to follow the messenger out of the room when Risai staggered into the grotto. It was obvious at a glance that she’d been through a fierce battle. Her face was as pale as moonlight.


“Sougen, Gyousou-sama—”


“I assume he’s been apprehended. The Provincial Guard joined up with the Imperial Army and they are mobilizing their forces.”


Risai nodded. She dropped to her knees with a heartbroken expression. “I am so sorry.”


Sekirei hurried over and helped her up.


“Did Kouka make it in time? How many men does he have left?”


“Not many. In order to draw away the Ba Provincial Guard, I had him retreat west to Ba Province. Only Oukou and I were able to make it back here.”


Seishi raised his voice. “What of Kyoshi and Houto?”


The grimace on Risai’s face told the story. Seishi could not help but stand there aghast. All of the days they had spent together since the start of winter the year before rose up in his mind. Once helpless and alone, they had come this far, together fighting a host of unseen enemies. The innumerable memories stabbed like needles at his conscience.


“I wasn’t able to protect them. I’m sorry,” Risai apologized, though this turn of events was nothing she had to apologize for.


“Kyoshi was a Taoist monk. Houto was a shin’nou. They weren’t soldiers. They deserved better than a dog’s death on a distant battlefield.”


A soldier knew from the start that he might end up dying in a fallow field, his corpse picked over by the crows. But these two weren’t soldiers. They didn’t sign up for this.


“We don’t have the time to mourn the dead,” Sougen said in a low voice. “The Imperial Army was never after us. They didn’t come here to subjugate us. They came here to apprehend His Highness.”


If we had only realized that earlier. The mortifying admission surely weighed on Sougen’s mind. Considering the strange way the Imperial Army deployed its forces, they should have figured out that the Imperial Army had never been after them.


“The unit that captured Gyousou-sama joined the Bun Provincial Guard. After that, they will link up with the main body of the Imperial Army. We can’t allow that to happen. Once they do, the Black Flags will have no chance of prevailing in any confrontation.”


Risai agreed. “We’d be better off intercepting them before they joined the Provincial Guard. But given the distances involved, we’d never make it in time. That means we’ve somehow got to keep them from reaching the Imperial Army.”


The expressions that rose to the faces of Yuushou and the others could only be described as dispirited. They’d been mustering forces in each region as quickly as possible. The entire fighting force of the Black Flags was by no means concentrated in Rokou and Seisai. The Black Flags had grown too large. They couldn’t keep them all close enough at hand to mobilize on a moment’s notice.


Their colleagues scattered amongst the nearby town ruins could be gathered into platoons in a day, but it’d take a fair amount of time to reach out to their allies lying low in the cities further away towards Tetsui and assemble them into viable fighting units. They simply couldn’t afford to put things off long enough to get all of them together.


“It’ll take about two weeks for the army headed to Ba Province to return to the vicinity of Hakurou.”


Ten days at a forced march. Another two weeks from there to Rin’u. The Provincial Guard or the Imperial Army in Rin’u could still ride out to meet them and join forces in Koukyuu or Kakyou. Taking the size of the city into account, odds were on the latter.


“No matter how fast they mobilize, it will take the Provincial Guard ten days to move from Hakurou to Kakyou. Seven days to get to Koukyuu, eight at most.”


“Stirring up trouble in Kakyou is not the best strategy. It’s close enough that the Imperial Army in Rin’u would soon catch wind of the emergency and come running. However, the road between Kakyou and Koukyuu narrows in places, enough to slow down a forced march by the Imperial Army.”


Sougen silently nodded.


Gaikatsu said, “Factoring in the number of days it’d take us to establish positions east of Koukyuu, we should figure a delay of ten days. Twelve at most. Until then, those who aren’t able to assemble at Seisai should either sit out the fight or hasten straight to the battlefield.”


Covering the distance to Seisai was a vexing chore, but gathering there in a haphazard manner risked betraying their intentions to the enemy. No matter what, they could not give the Provincial Guard any indications about where they were going to attack. Except there was no way to coordinate the movements of so many scattered troops. Even knowing this, they were out of options.




“Most of our colleagues in Ba Province have yet to arrive,” Hoyou mused to herself. In a resplendent room in the main hall of Gamon Temple, Hoyou gnawed on her manicured nails. We’re never going to make it in time. What conditions do Risai and her men find themselves in?”


“They can’t be too badly wounded if they were able to escape,” Tonkou answered in a low voice. “We must preserve our troop strength.”


“But it will be all over if His Highness is captured. Asen’s reign will not end.”


“We are not yet without hope,” Tonkou said. “We don’t know what will happen after this. Reinforce your defenses and close the gates.”


With that, Tonkou left Gamon Temple. The new province lord was scheduled to arrive that evening. They’d already received news that he had passed through Josetsu the day before. Rumors said he was one of Asen’s retainers, but at the same time, up until now, had served as the prime minister of Zui Province with the approval of the Saiho.


At the very least, though his temperament and true allegiances remained to be seen, advice from Genkan via Moku’u recommended keeping the lines of communication open. The Ministry of Winter as well issued a note to the effect that he enjoyed Taiki’s full faith and confidence. No matter that he’d once been Asen’s retainer, he was no longer believed to be a member of Asen’s camp.


Perhaps, like Yuushou, long simmering opposition to Asen had finally risen to the surface. If so, he should be open to persuasion.


Tonkou raced his horse back to Hakurou. He changed into formal attire and prepared to meet the new province lord. Around sunset, he lined up with the assembled ministers of the Rikkan as the palanquin arrived through the Road Gate. Illuminated by a brilliant array of torchlights, the palanquin opened and the new province lord stepped out.


Tonkou knelt on the cold cobblestones and bowed deeply. He prostrated himself there, awaiting an order from the chamberlain or words from the province lord himself. But no instructions were forthcoming. A confused and awkward air flowed down the row of ministers. Tonkou finally dared to raise his head and steal a look.


Several people had climbed out of the palanquin. The new province lord must be the one in the middle. With upturned eyes, he confirmed the man’s face, and at the same time couldn’t help but groan.


The man took in his surroundings with vacant eyes, eyes that did not see the ministers kowtowing there and probably saw nothing at all. He stood there and stared into empty space, as if searching for his lost soul somewhere out there in the sky.


To a degree that sent a chill down Tonkou’s spine, the expression on his face resembled that of the current province lord, who had long ago lost the ability to carry on a meaningful conversation.


	Chapter 25


[22-4] At the end of the fourth month in the ninth year of Koushi, two armies clashed across a wide front in the center of Bun Province east of Koukyuu.


Even in frigid Bun Province, the snow had finally melted away, revealing the dark earth beneath. Planting had commenced in the fields around Koukyuu. The tilled ground surrounded the main highway, on which the Bun Provincial Guard continued its eastward march.


The column consisted of a single yellow division of seventy-five hundred soldiers. In the middle of the ranks were ten members of the air cavalry positioned around a horse wagon. The bed of the wagon was boarded over, making it impossible to see what was inside. The heavily armed guards surrounding the wagon and the ever-watchful lookouts made clear this was no ordinary cargo.


The column left Koukyuu on high alert and continued forward for two days without incident. The next day, as the column approached a narrow ravine, a large number of soldiers spilled over the crest of the low-lying hills and charged the column.


Despite being warned about the Black Flags, this was a larger force than the Provincial Guard had expected. Had the charge included chariots and cavalry, the plains they crossed before arriving at Koukyuu should have presented a greater threat. Except the Black Flags had few chariots or battle horses and little equipment, though this did make them more highly mobile than the Provincial Guard expected.


Surmounting the hills east of Koukyuu all at once, they attacked the Guard’s exposed flanks. The charge broke the column in two. The rear half of the column had no choice but to retreat toward Koukyuu. The assault pushed the forward half into the ravine. At the same time, the narrowing road constrained how quickly the column could move.


Risai’s regiment succeeded in taking the Provincial Guard by surprise and drove a wedge through the column that divided them east and west. The Black Flags controlled the terrain. Unfortunately, the Sekirin Temple contingent and the White Flags were not well armed. The Gamon Temple forces had not even settled on a chain of command.


Risai confirmed that the Provincial Guard had formed a second line of defense around the air cavalry and attacked the rear of the severed column. But the soldiers stayed in formation.


Meanwhile, the Koutaku forces under Gaikatsu proceeded to force the latter half of the column back to Koukyuu. Here as well, the execution of the strategy did not turn out as planned. The corps commanded by Gaikatsu consisted of forces from the Jou Provincial Guard, Danpou Temple, and the Koutaku Ordination Hall. There simply hadn’t been enough time to come to a mutual understanding about the chain of command.


After forcing the back end of the column to retreat to Koukyuu, they could strike at the brigade holding Gyousou. After a great amount of effort, they turned around the frustratingly stubborn brigade and pushed it back, only to come under a completely unexpected attack.


A hail of stones thrown by civilians.


With no one left to till the land, much of the arable land in the middle of Bun Province remained fallow. But farmers were hard at work in the countryside around Koukyuu. Having exhausted their food supplies over the winter, they set out early to sow the fields. The first buds emerged and now it was time to cull the seedlings. The culled sprouts would compensate for their depleted supplies.


If they planted too soon, a spring freeze might take the crops. Knowing that, they sowed the fields anyway, fields that soldiers and horses were trampling underfoot.


“Get yourselves the hell out of here!”


“Are you trying to starve us to death?”


The abuse rained down with the stones. Gaikatsu couldn’t very well start attacking civilians. His soldiers shouted back that they were trying to save the emperor. But the farmers weren’t listening. Rumors about the imminent enthronement of a new emperor had circulated far and wide. As far as they were concerned, the only emperor that mattered was Asen in Kouki.


If they’d been sufficiently equipped, they could have shrugged off the stones. The Danpou Temple contingent didn’t have any armor and the armor worn by the Koutaku forces was second rate at best. Though no one was getting badly injured, it slowed their pursuit of the Provincial Guard to a crawl. This gave the Provincial Guard enough time to regroup and turn the column around. They set off in pursuit of Gaikatsu, forcing him to retreat.


The momentarily divided halves of the Provincial Guard would soon join forces again. Realizing the danger, Risai and Sougen sallied forth to rally their troops, but the differences in force strength were impossible to overcome. The Provincial Guard continued to advance under heavy fire. In the lead, the chariots made it through the ravine and joined the Imperial Army, that the day before had already reached the outskirts of Kakyou.


However resolutely Risai fought alongside her soldiers, they inevitably found themselves at an overwhelming disadvantage.


“If we could at least encircle Kakyou—”


“We don’t have the troop strength to pull that off.”


“The Provincial Guard is marching from Hakurou. If we don’t retreat, we’ll get caught in a pincer attack.”


Retreat and then what? Risai thought. With Gyousou taken from them, they’d lose their last best chance to save Tai. Even if they had the reserves to call up, in the time it’d take to put their ranks in order, the opposing forces would be doing the same thing, while drawing on support from the Bun Provincial Guard and the Imperial Army.


She no longer had the resources to see an attack through to a useful outcome. The longer this battle went on, the more the odds tilted against the Black Flags. Asen had the authority to mobilize all nine provinces.


“Regardless of whatever else, getting killed in action here and now would be worse,” Sougen said, as if reading her mind.


Risai agreed. Sougen nodded and said, “We’ll withdraw and head north to Ryuukei.”


Fleeing in twos and threes, the mountain trails would come in useful. As long as their pursuers could not throw large numbers of soldiers after them, the Black Flags would have the advantage.


Messengers were dispatched. Risai ran behind the lines ordering the soldiers to drop back and escape to the north.


“Damn it all,” Kyuusan said with a cluck of his tongue. “I guess we bit off more than we could chew.”


Both edges of his double-headed battle ax were badly damaged, making it good for little more than inflicting blunt damage.


“Retreat to Ryuukei. If you run into any roadblocks, head into the mountains.”


“Sure thing.”


Kyuusan turned to his fellow land gang members. Risai tugged on Hien’s reins to turn her around. At that moment, a spear flew past the tip of her nose. Risai immediately directed her attention to the source of the weapon. Hien jumped forward. With a downward sweep of her sword, the enemy sunk to the ground.


Scanning her surroundings, Risai again brought Hien around to the north. That was when she saw Kyuusan sprawled on the ground. He lay there face up, a spear shot into the left side of his chest.


“Kyuusan!”


Risai raced over to him at the same time that Kenchuu arrived at a gallop. She jumped off Hien’s back and ran to Kyuusan. A quick examination confirmed he was still breathing. The spear hadn’t penetrated all the way through his body. But it probably hit the lung. Extracting the spear would open the wound and collapse the lung.


She’d grasped that much when Kenchuu vaulted off his kijuu and hurried up to them. Arrows began falling all around them. The archers shooting at them weren’t close enough to make the shots count. They had to get away now.


“Kenchuu, take care of Kyuusan for me.”


“You’ve got the faster kijuu.”


“You go on ahead. I’ll bring up the rear.” Risai hadn’t been there to protect Houto and Kyoshi. She didn’t want to see any more sacrifices on her watch. “I’ll hold them back long enough to give you a good head start. You run as fast as you can.”


“But—” Kenchuu started to say when Kenchuu coughed up a mouthful of blood. Each breath grew more ragged.


“Don’t pull out the spear. Get him aid as fast as quickly as possible. Please.”


Kenchuu looked back at her. He nodded. He picked up Kyuusan and hoisted him onto the back of his kijuu. More spears came flying after him as he galloped away. Risai knocked them out of the sky before they reached their target. More arrows rained down, not with enough force to kill, but the archers were getting closer.


“Kyuusan!”


“Boss!”


Kyuusan’s men shouted after him. Risai urged them to head north and they ran after their leader. Shadows flitted over their heads and banked through the air above them. The air cavalry. Risai launched Hien into the sky. She cut off a soldier shouldering a lance and dove straight at him. Taking aim at the end of the lance, she swung her sword.


Instead of severing it, the blade clanged against the iron shaft and bounced off, sending a numbing shock down her arm. She reeled backwards, unable to parry. A moment before the lance struck home, Hien jumped and swerved. No sooner had Hien alit on the ground a safe distance away but she uttered a short cry and rolled over on her side, as if her legs had been scooped out from under.


Thrown off Hien’s back, Risai landed hard and tumbled across the ground. She managed to keep hold of her sword but got the breath knocked out of her. Her senses reeled from the shock as she clambered to her feet. Her vision dimmed.


The air cavalry would soon be on her, whoever attacked Hien landing right next to her. She braced herself for the oncoming assault. A weapon skimmed past her side. Her vision at last cleared. An enemy soldier advanced on her, lance leveled. She dodged the second thrust and righted herself. And then a third. The fourth came at her and she didn’t have time to get back on her feet.


She rolled away from the attack, now sure he wasn’t the only one. Where’s his wingman? She rolled again and ran. She cast her eyes around the battlefield, only to find her line of sight swallowed up by something big and black.


Hien.


Hien wrapped her body around Risai like her personal bodyguard. Hien bit down on the collar of Risai’s uniform and with a swift jerk of her head swung Risai up and around and onto her back. Clinging to her mane for dear life, Risai settled into the saddle and tightened her hold with her knees. Her legs slipped and her right foot slid along Hien’s flank, slick with blood.


A spear. Hien must have taken another hit for her.


Risai didn’t need to utter Hien’s name before they soared into the air. A ferocious flapping of wings raised a whirlwind behind them. But Hien was faster. They headed north, skimming through the sky above the chaos and confusion of the battlefield. Below her, their battle formations disintegrated as her fellow soldiers scattered and began to make their way north.


	Chapter 26


[22-5] Sougen returned to Seisai in a melancholy mood. They had failed to save Gyousou.


That didn’t mean they were about to give up. Gyousou was still being taken to Kouki. They had to rescue him before he got there. Sougen ordered the key players to assemble on the double before heading to his residence.


He stopped first in the front courtyard where the wounded were being treated. The courtyard had been turned into a field hospital. Kiitsu was attending to many more casualties that occupied rooms just north of the courtyard.


“Kiitsu,” Sougen said. He walked up to him and stopped. With a pained expression, Kiitsu pulled a sheet over the body of the man lying at his feet. Sougen caught a glimpse of the man’s face. It was Kyuusan.


“I guess he was too far gone,” Sougen said.


Kiitsu raised his head and hurriedly brushed his sleeve across his eyes. “Well beyond my abilities. He met a most unfortunate end.”


“Indeed he did.”


Sougen had heard that many of the wounded had families to support. He had to give thought to how they would fare going forward. Turning that thought over in his mind, he looked around the courtyard.


“Where is Risai?”


“She’s in the middle courtyard. I finished treating her. But—” Kiitsu’s voice trailed off.


“You can’t mean—” she’s been mortally wounded, Sougen was about to ask.


Kiitsu anticipated the question with a shake of his head. “None of her injuries are serious. The same can’t be said of her kijuu.”


“Hien?”


Sougen hurried from the room to the middle courtyard. Risai was sitting under a small tent propped up in a corner of the courtyard. The large head of the beast rested in her lap. Her head hung down to her chest as she tenderly petted the kijuu.


“Risai.”


In response to Sougen’s voice, Risai looked away. “Hien saved me again this time.” She gently, even reverently, stroked the matted fur. “I can’t tell you how many times she saved my life. When we traveled to Kei as well, she continued to protect me despite being covered head to tail with wounds.”


“I see,” Sougen said. He knelt on the ground next to the kijuu. Hien’s coat shone with a beautiful and clean sheen. Her wounds were bound with strips of white cloth.


“We traveled together to Mount Hou. Hien and Taiki got along so well.” Risai’s voice faded away.


Sougen added a silent nod and petted the cold fur. When he’d fled from Jou Province, he lost the kijuu that had long been his constant companion. He understood Risai’s grief so well it hurt.


You did a good job protecting Risai, Sougen said in his heart and got to his feet. Exiting the courtyard, he asked the first soldier he met to bring Risai a blanket and stoke the fire.




Though they had taken tremendous damage, they absolutely could not give up. The Black Flags were not at all ready for the fight. They still had not assembled their available forces. Given their inferior numbers, sending their entire army into battle was unlikely to yield a victory.


But if Gyousou ended up getting executed, the whole effort would be for naught, no matter what else happened.


“We’ve got to get His Highness back, even if it kills us.”


And yet, said the disheartened amongst them. They hung their heads and protested that they’d made too many sacrifices already.


A young voice shouted, “The land gangs will fight!”


The speaker was a young man. Holding a sword and standing shoulder to shoulder with him, his companion could be better described as a boy.


“Who are they?”


“Kyuusan’s kids.”


Sougen examined the faces of the determined youngsters as Sekihi introduced them.


“Shiyuu and Houjun. Kyuusan raised them as his own sons. They’re still young but Kyuusan brought them up well. They won’t hold anybody back.”




The next day at dawn, the Black Flags embarked on their final offensive.


Don’t get bogged down in the particulars for now, just make your way to Rin’u with all due haste.


While messengers carried these instructions to the infantry units moving along the highways, each camp and unit set off pursuit of the Imperial Army as soon as they filled in their ranks. The camp members hardly had the time to get to know each other, let alone train in formation. Once the head count reached company or battalion strength, they set off to confront the Imperial Army or die trying.


They knew it was a reckless endeavor. But once the Imperial Army crossed the Zui Provincial border with Gyousou in custody, their whole cause was over. Unlike Bun Province, Asen had total control of Zui Province. Unlike Bun Province, there would be no gaps in his defenses they could take advantage of.


“I know I am making unreasonable demands. We’ll have to pray for a miracle or make one happen.”


So read the manifesto Sougen circulated to their allied forces.


That miracle never came.


The troops advancing along the highway from Koutaku rushed ahead recklessly with little regard for decorum or discipline. They drew blood in the first assault before the Imperial Army threw them back. This unprepared rabble presented no threat to the Imperial Army. In the face of the Imperial Army’s overwhelming material advantage, the intermittent and uncoordinated attacks never presented a viable threat.


If nothing else, the Imperial Army came away impressed by a foe imbued with so much pointless fighting spirit.


Risai waited to make the rendezvous but Kouyuu and his men didn’t arrive in time. Ever conscious of the dull ache in her heart, she galloped her unfamiliar kijuu to the battlefield. There was no sign of a victory in sight. Her brothers in arms fell one after the other and yet stayed on the offense despite being fated to die a dog’s death.


The civilian population lent them no support. By and large, they considered the Black Flags a rebel force and refused to cooperate. More than a few expressed open antagonism to their presence. All the zeal and bravery in the couldn’t turn around a lost cause.


Repeatedly routed in their pursuit, the Black Flags could only watch as the Imperial Army soldiers disappeared inside the defensive perimeter of Zui Province with Gyousou in custody. They had neither the time nor the reserves to reorganize and rally their forces.


	Chapter 27


[22-6] Kouyuu was within a two-day march of Hakurou.


A messenger delivered orders for him to move with all possible speed. Understanding the circumstances involved, he picked up the pace and made no attempt to shun the public eye. Fortunately, the Provincial Guard had concentrated the bulk of its forces on the defense of Hakurou and the highways leading to Rin’u.


Taking advantage of the absence of pickets and guards, Kouyuu and his vanguard spurred on their mounts and surged ahead of the column. When they approached the city that evening, they encountered a group of people carrying what appeared to be their life’s belongings.


“Get as far away from Hakurou as you can!” they called out in loud voices. “It’s dangerous around here!”


When pressed for more information, a woman in a traveling outfit said, “War. A bunch of fools tried to take on the Imperial Army.”


“They attacked the Imperial Army! Unbelievable! Another punitive expedition is surely in the offing. This is the end of Bun Province!”


The woman and the others around her unleashed groans of dismay.


The people of Bun Province had not forgotten. Under the pretext of hunting down the insurrectionists, cities were attacked and destroyed, regardless of whether any willing participants were there to be found or not. The mere suspicion of harboring rebels got everybody killed, including travelers who simply happened to be passing through.


“Except—if the rebellion succeeds—”


“No chance of that!” one of the bystanders spit out. “Those rebels got their heads handed to them!”


“They’re already running for the hills. You can expect the usual mopping up operations to follow. It’s bad news all around.”


With that, the travelers turned their backs on Hakurou and Bun Province and continued their journey.


A determined Kouyuu called out to the man who’d last spoken, “Are you sure the Provincial Guard won the day?”


He gave Kouyuu and the several dozen men with him—all armed and on horseback—a suspicious look.


“We were on furlough and received emergency orders to return right away.”


“Ah,” the man muttered, the relief clear on his face, though his aura of apprehension did not disappear altogether. “The bunch that attacked the Provincial Guard got routed outside Kakyou. After this, the Guard is just cleaning up the mess they left behind.”


“We heard the rebel forces were operating on a fairly large scale.”


“Yeah, sure, they had big numbers on their side. But they hardly posed a threat to the Provincial Guard and the Imperial Army. All that’s left is a long pile of bodies from Kakyou to Rin’u.”


And it happened at a time when, at long last, winter had finally ended and the fields were being tilled, the man grieved.


Kouyuu thanked him. Night was falling. The man hurried down the darkening road, weighed down by the heavy pack on his back.


“Kouyuu-sama—”


In response to the grief in the voices of his retainers, Kouyuu could only bite his lip. They had not arrived in time.


“And yet we came this far—”


One of his men said in a small voice, “We could still hurry to the battlefield and at least provide a modicum of relief and reinforcements.”


“Pointless. We’d end up throwing our lives away for nothing.”


“But—”


“Worse than nothing. We’d inflict more needless suffering on the civilian population. The word from Seisai as well was to first proceed with all due haste. If we didn’t make it in time, we were to minimize our losses and preserve what troop strength we still have.”


“Then—”


“We keep going and make a run for Ba Province.”


Kouyuu glanced up at the southern sky. The deepening twilight sky was dotted with clouds, but different from the heavy gray clouds laden with snow they became so accustomed to during the winter. The snow was finally at an end. The accumulated drifts disappeared from the plains.


A late spring had arrived in Bun Province as well, but they’d still been wrapped up in winter and unable to leave.


He cast his thoughts back to Jou Province, where he and his liege had last parted ways. No fortuitous reunion would be in the offing. How disappointed Risai must be with her unproductive retainers.


“All we can do now is flee.”




The sun set in the mountains. Far in the distance, Kouka could make out the lights of torches dotting the fallow fields around the city. His ears caught a faint sound behind him, the crunch of footsteps on frozen snow. Though the snow had begun to disappear in the mountains, the remaining snow turned to ice in the shadows of the trees, melting away like old rot from around the trunks. The cold meltwater flowed away, accumulating here and there beneath pockets of frozen air.


“They appear to have been routed,” came a quiet voice. The scout he’d sent to survey the camp of the Ba Provincial Guard in the valley below had returned. “The report came via a blue bird. They’re in a good mood down there. Alcohol is flowing in earnest.”


Kouka nodded. In truth, for a while now, the wind had carried the sounds of revelry up the slopes. He’d read as much into the celebratory voices.


“What about Sougen-sama?”


“We don’t have any details about his current circumstances. All we are hearing from the Provincial Guard at this point is they routed the enemy. Once mopping up operations are concluded, they will return to base.”


“I see,” Kouka muttered. “Mopping up, eh? All we can do now is escape under cover of the night.”


“There is a heavy concentration of troops ahead. What about heading to Kou Province instead?” the scout whispered.


“Risai-dono doesn’t want us getting anywhere near Kou Province. We’ll go west.”


“But—”


“We’re going west. It’s not up for debate.”


If Kouka took his troops into Kou Province, they would leave a trail behind. The northern quarter of Kou Province would become the stage for another punitive expedition. Getting Ten Shire caught up in the fighting would place the survivors of Zui’un Temple in great danger and deprive the people of much needed medicines.


After a well-deserved rest, Kouka rallied his troops and began moving them west into the mountains. Every soldier had good reasons to be wary of the dark. None of them could forget the fear of getting attacked by youma, the kind of terror that seeped into the bones. The whistling wind was no less disconcerting as they descended the mountain. The melting snow made the footing precarious, prompting a stream of stifled profanities every time one of them plunged through the thin crust of ice.


Concealing their presence and walking through the night, they finally felt the slanting rays of the morning sun on their backs. Kouka heard a soft neigh, proof of a trained war horse lurking in a thicket not too far away.


With a silent gesture, Kouka signaled his soldiers to close formation. He definitely felt a human presence encircling them.




The winds coursed south from the midst of the Ba Province mountains, carrying with them the raw stench of death. The winds followed the descending slopes through the forests and finally reached the northern quarter of Kou Province.


Spring had already arrived in the mountain valleys of Kou. The snow covering the countryside had mostly melted away. Pale green buds were beginning to sprout in the tilled fields.


The cry of a bird echoed from the small village in the midst of all that black earth. The winds blowing down from the mountains transformed along the way into a warm, soft breeze.


But the cupboard is already bare.


Enshi peered into the barrel. The sight of the bare boards at the bottom prompted a sigh of dismay. Enshi had been in the care of the rika for a while now. The grain in this barrel fed everyone in the rika. Since the beginning of April, they’d stocked up on potatoes and edible grasses in order to extend their supplies even a day longer, but they’d already exhausted their stores.


In two or three more days, the barrel would be empty.


The spring sowing notwithstanding, a fair amount of time would have to pass before they’d have anything to put in their mouths.


With another sigh, Enshi picked up the pot and left the storeroom. In exchange for the support of the rika, she took on odd jobs at this rika with its many elderly residents. The pot filled with grain in one hand and a bucket with the wash in the other, she left the rika and walked the short distance to the well.


She was quietly arranging the wash when a person approached on the nearby road.


He was an emaciated thin old man. His back bent over and each step uncertain, he resembled more the withered old branch of a tree. This was Enchou, who had brought together the Taoists sheltered in Touka.


Enshi acknowledged him with a nod of her head. Enchou must have taken note, for he altered his course and walked to the well. He crouched down next to Enshi, his countenance weary, his bearing devoid of its usual vigor. He looked very much like an old man.


In response to Enshi’s puzzled glance, Enchou said, looking straight at her, “Have you heard back from your husband?” His gaze did not falter.


“Husband? You mean Kouryou? He’s not my husband, you know.”


She had not heard from him since he set off on his journey. She was about to state as much when Enchou said, “Seems there’s been a strange turn in the weather.”


Enshi followed Enchou’s gaze and looked up at the sky. Whisps of white spread across the high dome of the darkening spring sky. There were no low-lying clouds to speak of.


“It’s growing dark in the north.”


“Is it, now?” Enshi answered with an ambiguous smile. The clouds didn’t look any thicker to the north.


Enchou leaned forward and folded his arms across his knees and stared off into the distance.


“I wonder how Kyoshi is doing,” he said, as if speaking out of concern for his own grandson.


Before Enshi could think of a response, Enchou interrupted her thoughts with a violent fit of coughing.


“Are you alright?”


She reached out to pat his back. He brushed away her arm and got shakily to his feet. Still coughing, he tottered toward the gate. Following the solitary figure with her eyes, she felt a pang of heartrending sorrow.


Enchou collapsed that night. The people of the village and his disciples did all they could, but the old monk never regained consciousness.


Two days later, Enchou quietly breathed his last.


	Part Twenty-Three

	Chapter 28


[23-1] Seisai was little more than a ghost town.


Once crowded with the members and associates of the land gangs and Black Flags and villagers, the streets of Seisai were now home only to the wind. Though the branches from catalpa trees dotted the fallow fields, few corpses were buried beneath these crude grave markers. The bodies of most who had lost their lives on the battlefield had been abandoned where they died.


Not enough manpower remained to bring them all home.


The land gangs were as good as extinct. The orphaned children Kyuusan left behind survived but most of the leadership died in the battles. Sekihi returned with grave injuries, fortunate to count himself among the living. Aside from a handful of commanding officers, hardly anyone from the White Flags and Sekirin Temple had returned.


Kenchuu managed to survive. Sodou was missing in action, along with Hakugyuu from Gamon Temple. The last anybody had seen, he’d taken on three enemy soldiers and was fighting them all at the same time.


The Koutaku Ordination Hall contingent was practically wiped out. Kuushou and Seigen had disappeared on the battlefield. Unsurprisingly, a greater proportion of the armies led by Sougen and Risai survived, though even there, their numbers had been reduced by a third. Only a few of the more poorly equipped soldiers without kijuu or horses returned.


The Black Flags saw their ranks reduced from ten thousand to several hundred.


Those weren’t the only sacrifices. While Risai and her troops were attacking along a front that reached from Rin’u to the borderlands of Zui Province, the Provincial Guard launched assaults on Gamon Temple and Seisai. Observing the Provincial Guard advancing on the city, the residents of Seisai were able to quickly evacuate the most vulnerable and retreat to Rokou.


Most of those who remained in Seisai to fend off the Provincial Guard died in the effort, including Yotaku.


In the fallow field, Risai clasped her hands together over Yotaku’s grave. You did good work.


He’d broken down in tears hearing of Houto’s death. The encouraging words she’d offered were the last they’d shared together. She didn’t have the time to bid him goodbye when she left for the front. When she returned, she found his body lying beneath a mountain of corpses.


“I should have stayed behind in Seisai.” Beside her, Kiitsu hung his head. He clearly faulted himself for retreating to Rokou by himself. “I told him we should go together.”


Yotaku declined and remained behind in Seisai.


Risai admonished him, “The women and children needed a guide to get them there safely. Don’t blame yourself.”


Kiitsu shook his head. Yotaku’s death stung deeply. All the more painful, Hoyou shared the same fate as Houto. The Provincial Guard surrounded Gamon Temple and rained down fire arrows. Anyone attempting to flee was cut down outside the gates. Most of those who’d remained at Gamon Temple were artisans. With not even the means to fight back, they were quickly reduced to corpses.


In the end, Hoyou attempted to flee and was never seen again. A later search of the charred ruins turned up nothing. There was no way to identify her body among the countless remains.


In Hakurou, Tonkou and Sekirei alone survived. Sekirei had been tasked with delivering a message and was traveling between the lines when the siege took place.


“If I’d been with her, I know I could have gotten her out.”


Sekirei wept with frustration and grief, though there was no guarantee that she could have protected Hoyou by herself. Without a body and no witness to her final moments. Hoyou’s disappearance simply didn’t feel real.


A sudden sense of emptiness suffused the city. Buildings that were once home to the Black Flags now housed only empty air. As if nature herself could not resist the irony, a balmy breeze and the smell of blooming flowers filled the emptiness instead. Returning from the field to her living quarters, there was no warm presence there to greet her. Yotaku’s absence truly struck home.


Amidst that pensive atmosphere, Tonkou paid a visit. Or to be more precise, he fled Bun Province castle and took refuge there. The castle was undergoing an internal upheaval. After ignoring Bun Province for so long, Asen had taken an active role in its governance. The sleepy air that permeated the corridors of the castle dissipated overnight.


The old province lord was shuffled out of office. The new province lord arrived in the company of his subordinates. But when he entered the castle and announced with hollow eyes, “It’s time to clean house,” it was clear that he was already in the grips of the illness.


“Cleanse the province of all who stand against our Imperial polity. Anyone who collaborates with the land gangs and rebels, or through their own forbearance provides aid or comfort to the enemy, will suffer the most severe punishment.”


With that pronouncement, Tonkou knew that every minute longer he stayed in the provincial castle put his life in greater danger. His only remaining option was to take advantage of the chaos caused by the “cleaning house” and escape.




Everything we’ve done up till now ended in such a splendid disaster, Risai derided herself. Every achievement they’d earned with so much earnest effort had come to nothing. After this, for all they knew, loss would continue to pile upon loss.


A large army was gathering at the border of Zui Province. Another subjugation campaign was about to begin. Roadblocks were going up on the highway leading to Kouki. Not even travelers on kijuu were allowed into the province.


The gains Risai and her allies had accumulated over the winter were melting away like the snow. The arrival of spring promised to erase every last trace.


“All we can do is run for the hills,” Tonkou said when he showed up. “Face it. We haven’t got anywhere near the troop strength to break through those defensive lines.”


Neither Risai nor her colleagues knew how to answer that observation.


“We can’t rescue His Highness at this juncture. We can’t destroy Asen. For now, we lack the means to save Tai. For the good of Tai, we should quit the field, go underground, and make plans for an eventual comeback.”


“Quit the field?” Seishi raised his voice. “While His Highness is beyond our reach, the Kingdom of Tai still has Taiki. Asen isn’t about to restore His Highness to the throne. But as long as Taiki is still with us, the Divine Will may yet be revised. When that happens, another opportunity to save Tai will present itself.”


“If it was me, I’d have the Taiho locked up,” Kenchuu said in a wry voice. “Make it so he can’t change anything or choose anybody else. That way, Asen could rule the roost forever.”


“A kirin who cannot choose an emperor will eventually die. At some point, Asen will no longer have a Taiho.”


When that happened, the fruit bearing the next kirin of Tai would blossom on Mount Hou. The new kirin of Tai would be born and select the next emperor. That day would inevitably come.


“If we can hold out until a new emperor is chosen, Tai will have its rightful emperor.”


While they all understood the essential truth of what Tonkou was saying, they could not bring themselves to go along with the obvious conclusions.


Then what were all these sacrifices for?


If they were fine with abandoning Gyousou to save their own skins, then they shouldn’t have gone on the offensive in the first place. Had they never embraced this doomed cause, they wouldn’t have marched into these tragic battles resigned to die a dog’s death.


Asen was unlikely to spare Gyousou’s life, which meant much more than the loss of an emperor. If Gyousou died and the kingdom was left without its leader, it’d be impossible to garner aid from other kingdoms. Only the rightful sovereign could make such a request. That was a fundamental principle.


Isolated and alone, Tai departed from the Laws of Heaven. Tai now stood to lose everything. Everything in its entirety.


Despite knowing all that, Risai and her brothers in arms had no good choices before them.


	Chapter 29


[23-2] Asen sat at the head of the Privy Council. He announced to the assembled ministers of the Rikkan, “Gyousou trampled upon the Divine Will and stole his rank and position. This must be made public and spread far and wide. Before the enthronement can take place, he will be dragged before the people to face these accusations and apologize.”


The Rikkan listened in stunned silence. No one objected. Asen surveyed the room, his face expressionless. His eyes focused on Ansaku.


“Ansaku.”


At the sound of his name, Ansaku fell to his knees.


“When those better days do arrive, we cannot be without a Chousai. I hereby appoint you to the post.”


Ansaku bowed low. At last, my time has come. He’d always believed the position was good as promised to him. Because he was the one who brought Asen around.


Even after Taiki named him emperor, Asen demonstrated not the slightest inclination to accede to the throne. Ansaku was fairly certain a sense of emptiness accounted for this attitude. Whatever the reason Asen struck out at Gyousou, it had nothing to do with being emperor.


If he’d been after the throne all along, he wouldn’t have so blithely brushed it aside. Thus it followed that Asen was targeting Gyousou himself. Ansaku identified Asen’s underlying motivation as jealousy. Asen loathed the more talented and accomplished Gyousou, and not without reason. Gyousou never would have handed over the reins of government to Chou’un and his ilk.


Chou’un struck Ansaku as deficient in every ability except self-promotion. The only reason the man could pretend to get anything done was because Ansaku was there covering for him. The only other thing above average about Chou’un was his high opinion of himself. Chou’un lacked any awareness of his own weaknesses, which made dealing with him a royal pain.


Any straightforward proposal was considered presumptuous and treated as a personal attack. Better to lead the horse to water and pretend that Chou’un came up with the idea on his own while offering him praise and support.


If any concerns arose in his mind about an issue, with all of Chou’un’s mental resources devoted to defending himself against all the possible contingencies, he would soon start tallying up the drawbacks and disadvantages. Handling those objections and quelling his anxieties while bringing him around to a decision required a good deal of groundwork.


Gyousou, on the other hand, would have grasped the extent of Chou’un’s incompetence on day one and understood who was truly capable of handling the job. That was the difference between Asen and Gyousou. This gap in abilities surely accounted for Asen’s jealousy and hatred of Gyousou.


Having attacked Gyousou out of envy, Asen’s reign soon foundered. No mystery there. After all, everybody knew Asen was nothing more than a pretender. Not even capable of evaluating the quality of his retainers, he gave free rein to incompetent and petty tyrants like Chou’un. So of course there was no chance of putting the Imperial Court in good working order.


In the end, Ansaku surmised, the rotten status quo must have finally gotten to him.


The tragic state of affairs Tai found itself in stood as proof of his mismanagement. So in order to see and hear no evil, he secluded himself deep within the Rokushin and closed his eyes and ears to the world around him. Before he could be dragged back to the throne, Asen first had to be convinced of his superiority to Gyousou.


To that end, Ansaku whispered in Asen’s ear, “Before acceding to the throne, the people must believe it was stolen from you.”


Asen considered Ansaku’s proposal with a dubious expression.


Ansaku added, “Not that you took the throne but that Gyousou stole what was yours all along, an offense deserving of execution. He deceived the young Taiho, severed his horn, and compelled the Taiho to follow him. Those were the means he used to claim the throne. When you rose up against such injustices, he ran away and hid, with no regard to the cares and suffering of the people.”


Asen gave Ansaku a long look. “And how would you have the people embrace those beliefs?”


“Parade him to the execution grounds and level the charges there. Compel him to confess his sins and apologize to the people.”


“Gyousou will never go along with that.”


“The spectators won’t be convinced unless he does. If they show up for a reading of the bill of indictment, they will certainly expect to hear a confession as well.” Ansaku lowered his voice. “The crowds will be impatient and on edge. Some may even start jeering. Should a stone be thrown, an avalanche is sure to follow.”


“Oh?” Asen said in a small voice, his eyes narrowing.


Ansaku leaned in closer. “A formal abdication would take on too many risks, as would exiling Gyousou from the kingdom. Nevertheless, he must be driven from the throne. If his own subjects administer the last rites, the problem solves itself.”


“You think being struck by a few stones will kill him?”


“Don’t take the stone throwers for granted. They’ll get caught up in the frenzy of the moment. Among them, a few capable of more direct action will step forward, having stolen weapons from the guards.”


“They’ll step forward, eh?” Asen said. “Are you sure of that?”


The thin smile on Asen’s face felt like a challenge. Asen was testing him. Ansaku said, “Preparations will be made beforehand in order to identify those with the biggest smoldering resentments and then fan the flames.”


“Instigating a third party to kill Asen is hardly different than killing him myself.”


“Oh, you would never order anyone do the deed. All you did was get into a conversation with a couple of guys with big chips on their shoulders and let it be known that if you were there, you’d be throwing the first stone. And if you could, a good whack with a sword would be all the more satisfying. Nothing wrong with words to that effect, say, while sharing drinks at a bar. Happens all the time. If one of them gets riled up and actually goes through it, that’s all on him.”


Or rather, Ansaku added, “There are statements open to being taken the wrong way, like how much you would appreciate it if someone could make a certain problem go away. Human beings have a habit of interpreting information in ways convenient to their personal objectives. Even when they don’t know the whole story, they’ll let their imaginations fill in the gaps and commit themselves to the most favorable outcome.”


“I see,” Asen said with that same thin smile.


Ansaku all but held his breath while he watched and waited to see what course Asen would take. In the end, Asen chose to go ahead with the enthronement. Ansaku’s plan won the day.


Not that any plan could be counted on to play out as smoothly as the planner imagined. But by the time the commoners got around to shouting and jeering and throwing stones, they were bound to come away convinced of Gyousou’s sins and that should be enough to satisfy Asen.


Asen himself was unlikely to care very much if Gyousou, the star of this little show, didn’t die in the end and no formal enthronement ensued. The status quo would simply continue as it had so far. Rather, the only one truly inconvenienced in that case would be Ansaku. But if he played his cards right, such an outcome could work to his advantage too.


In fact, ever since he heard that Gyousou had been captured, Ansaku had been scrupulously tending to his plan. He unleashed his minions on the city and had them single out anyone harboring a grudge, anyone dissatisfied with the status quo. In particular, in the rough parts of town where refugees were known to gather.


Seeking out fresh misfortunes, they found scores of people brimming with a wide variety of resentments. Stirring up those simmering feelings of righteous indignation among them was a simple task.


I’ll never forgive him—


I’d give him a piece of my mind—


Yeah, I’d kill him if I got the chance—


Once such enraged individuals made their presence known, like-minded hangers-on were sure to follow. They only had to fan the flames and emboldened their resolve. Depending on their disposition, there could be cash in the offing or maybe a leg up in social status. Such hints and insinuations were always part of the package, along with constant reminders about the righteousness of their actions.


At the same time, they spread rumors about the military being on heightened alert for insurrectionists. Outraged citizens might even attack Gyousou! The word went around that more than few wished to add a few lashes of their own to heaven’s divine wrath when he stood before the bar of justice.


The point of all this was to leave behind the mistaken impression that there were many more like them with large chips on their shoulders. If nothing else, the commoners could find strength in numbers. Realizing how many of them there were in their camps and neighborhoods should be enough to push them over the threshold into action.


Ansaku did not set out to do all this himself. He singled out his more capable subordinates and told them as much as they needed to know. They delivered the orders to their underlings. Somewhere along the line, money changed hands and people got put on the payroll.


What Ansaku had to do himself was communicate directly to his aides and assistants the importance of fanning the flames and creating the right atmosphere. That information was passed down the line and further down the line. If someone somewhere along that line came away with the idea that a reward awaited them if a real riot broke out, well, there was no accounting for fools with vivid imaginations.


At the end of the day, none of their wrongdoing could be traced back to Asen or Ansaku.


The coming dynasty was Ansaku’s to do with as he pleased.




Taiki said in a melancholy voice, “A messenger from Asen just stopped by. Starting tomorrow, they’ll be sending escorts to take me off the premises. It appears I am to resume attending Privy Council meetings with the Rikkan as I have until now.”


There were only four people in the main hall of Nightingale Manor.


“Does that mean they’re lifting your house arrest?” Juntatsu said.


Taiki shook his head. A smile tinged with bitterness rose to his face. “I never was under house arrest, you know. The reason we’ve been shut up in Nightingale Manor is to protect against any prospect of rebellion.”


“That’s what this has been about,” Juntatsu said with a sigh. “In other words, fears of an actual rebellion have passed.”


Taiki nodded. “Kakei has been executed.”


“Eh?” Juntatsu exclaimed. “But—Kakei-sama was—beyond the shadow of any doubt—”


“—blameless,” Taiki muttered under his breath. Kakei was not plotting a rebellion. Nothing Chou’un said deserved a speck of trust. This was clearly a crime concocted out of whole cloth.


Yari said, “Was the provincial prime minister included in the indictment too?”


Taiki hung his head and nodded once again.


“Unbelievable!” Juntatsu couldn’t find the words to say anything more.


“Gyousou-sama is being brought to Kouki where he will be put on trial.”


Taiki summed up the impending events. Ganchou responded with a roar. “What manner of falsehoods are these!”


“And apparently I am to be present at the bar of justice.”


Makes sense, Yari thought. Asen would thereby claim that the Divine Will had been with him from the start. Taiki absolutely had to be there in order to endorse that assertion.


A heavy silence descended on the main hall of the manor. Ganchou groaned, “It’s no different than taking the Taiho hostage. Asen could extort a false confession from Gyousou by threatening to kill the Taiho.”


“The Taiho dying would mess up Asen’s plans,” Yari pointed out.


“But he can threaten and intimidate all he likes. To be sure, Asen would be wringing his own neck if the Taiho died. But he’s certainly capable of keeping his own actions in check in order to ensnare Gyousou. Moreover, Gyousou-sama is unlikely to know exactly what schemes Asen has in mind and so may give in if threatened.”


The death of the kirin posed a far greater tragedy to the people of a kingdom than the death of an emperor.


“So Gyousou-sama becomes the usurper.”


Ganchou sat there, head in his hands. Taiki rested his hand on his shoulder. “I won’t let that happen,” he stated. “Not as long as I am there. Whom I choose to kneel before will eliminate any doubts. Once it is made clear that Gyousou is the true emperor, some among the soldiers should have second thoughts. Moreover, civilians as well will be at the execution grounds.”


“You are right on that,” Juntatsu said with a sigh of relief and a nod.


Ganchou nodded too, but still harbored feelings of unease. To be sure, no one could question the identity of the real emperor if Taiki bowed before Gyousou. However, how would Taiki get that close to Gyousou in the first place? Asen wouldn’t be so stupid as to allow him anywhere near Gyousou. And besides—


“I can’t see you pulling it off so easily,” Yari said, as if discerning Ganchou’s reservations.


Ganchou added, “Yari and I would have to clear a way to Gyousou-sama.” No easy task but not impossible to accomplish.


“If the Taiho got shot down the moment his knees touched the ground, that’d be the end of it.”


“That’d be the end of Asen as well.”


“Asen likely doesn’t give a damn about his own end. His desire for revenge against Gyousou may be the only thing driving him forward.”


Exactly, Ganchou thought to himself but kept his mouth shut.


“Are there any other concerns on your mind?” Yari prompted him.


“There are,” Ganchou said. “Namely, the Taiho is the Black Kirin.”


The mane of every other kirin had a gleaming golden hue, a color of hair unique to the kirin. That color possessed persuasive powers all by itself.


“That is not the case with the Taiho. When the subject comes up, even I have to remind myself that, yes, the Taiho of Tai is the Black Kirin.”


“I see. So the visual evidence by itself wouldn’t be very persuasive.”


“Not the same visceral impact as a person with golden hair bowing before His Highness.”


If Taiki had the same golden hair expected of a Saiho, the result would be an overwhelming spectacle. But Taiki could not count on such an outcome. The questions surrounding him upon his return to Hakkei Palace were proof enough. While those who’d known him as a young child accepted who he was and vouched for his identity, doubts that he really was Taiki continued to swirl around him.


“Most people wouldn’t recognize the Taiho if he was standing right in front of them,” Ganchou grumbled. “Moreover, with everybody up in arms, we could hardly count on them remembering that Taiki is the Black Kirin.”


“That’s for certain.”


“Nevertheless, by all rights, he should possess the means to surmount any obstacles before him, such as transforming his appearance and deploying his shirei. But his horn was severed, rendering him little different than any other young man his age.”


“Because of his miraculous existence, he is regarded as the final word when it comes to the truth,” Yari said. Responding to Ganchou’s quizzical look, she added, “What the Taiho says stands because the Taiho said it. His Word of Heaven is deemed the truth precisely because of the kirin’s miraculous nature.”


“Hoh.”


“A most interesting personage. The Taiho really is a curiosity.”


“Don’t be rude.”


“The authority of the kirin doesn’t mean much to me. But I do find him fascinating. So calm and composed. That he can step back and examine himself in such a detached manner is hugely compelling.”


“Yari.”


Yari smiled at the rebuke. “How about I simply say instead there is nothing normal about him? That right there is no run-of-the-mill human being. In which case, if the issue rises to the level that Ganchou needs to worry about it, then he’s likely already thought it through and come up with an answer. So no need to get all worked up about it like Ganchou.”


Ganchou looked miffed for a moment. Then he blinked and said, “Like Gyousou-sama.”


“I don’t know His Highness. Is that the kind of man he is?”


“Not in terms of temperament. It’s just that you remind me of how Gyousou-sama’s retainers used to talk about him.”


“Huh,” Yari said softly, though in a tone of voice that suggested she was impressed. “Makes sense, I guess.”




In an ideal world, Taiki thought to himself.


They would have figured out where Gyousou was being held and set him free. But they hadn’t located him in time. Beginning with Kakei, the members of the provincial Rikkan had been eliminated. For the time being, their protective custody (or rather, house arrest) had been lifted. Taiki once again met with the provincial Rikkan, though throwing their support behind him would likely put their own lives at risk.


Taiki shared the same concerns, meaning that the best way forward was to keep everybody at a safe distance. With Asen’s minders never more than a few steps away, the range of actions Taiki could take were severely restricted, placing limits on what he’d be able to investigate.


The Imperial Army crossed the provincial border with someone in their custody under heavy guard. He had confirmed that much. From the border, the Imperial Army headed straight for Kouki. But when they arrived, Gyousou wasn’t with them. This person they were guarding and the guards themselves were nowhere to be seen.


He could only imagine that they had separated from the column somewhere along the road and gone into hiding. But he had yet to ascertain the when and the where. The jurisdictional reach of a provincial minister stopped short of the Imperial Army, making the absence of Keitou all the more painful.


He’d heard rumors that three days after crossing the provincial border, the person in question was still with the army. But ever since then, though witnesses reported seeing the guards escorting him, any news about the person in their custody petered out. No one knew whether he was still with the army or not.


Along the return route, the personnel in the guard detail reduced in number little by little. Before the army reached Kouki, they’d all disappeared. No one could say for certain when their ranks began to dwindle. This special unit wasn’t part of the normal chain of command and didn’t interact with the rank and file. As far as the rank and file knew, their sole job was to protect that unit and head back to Kouki.


Beyond that, they weren’t allowed to have anything to do with them.


Several Ryou’un Mountains were located in the northern quarter of Zui Province, along with the mausoleums of past emperors. Figuring that both were worth exploring, a search of the area nevertheless turned up no evidence of garrisoned soldiers or an equivalently large number of government officials stationed there.


Taiki recruited every outside contact he could follow from inside Nightingale Manor. There was a dwindling amount of time left to track down Gyousou. Arranging a meeting with him in advance, let alone saving him, became well-nigh impossible.


Their sole point of contact would be before this so-called bar of justice. If they couldn’t save him before then, that would be the only place they would meet. Taiki had no choice but to wager his last best hopes on that encounter. If he could run to Gyousou, he could reassert the truth before the assembled throngs and flip the status quo upside down.


Except Asen would foresee such a turn of events as well. “All safety measures involving the Taiho must be strengthened,” he said.


Taiki took in those words with a start. Except when summoned to Privy Council meetings like this, he was imprisoned in Nightingale Manor. After this, Asen directed the Rikkan, the Taiho would be surrounded by a reinforced contingent of guards—deemed his security detail by the officials in charge—wherever he traveled in the Inner or Outer Palace.


“A terrible calamity would ensue if the people ran amok and visited violence upon the Taiho. Nobody knows what might happen henceforth. His absolute safety must be guaranteed. Not even the slightest opening can be permitted. Our defenses must be water tight. One of our officials must be constantly at his side.”


Asen looked at Taiki with something of a sneer. Though Taiki maintained a serene demeanor, he could not help but feel a deep pang of disappointment, accompanied by the rising concern that Asen had seen through his plans.


Asen added in an almost gleeful manner, “A small number of rebels may invade Kouki. This suicide corps will try to rescue Gyousou, or abandon that effort and at the very least attempt to preserve his honor. In any case, we must keep our eyes peeled and prepare for the worst.”


Taiki’s only recourse was to sit there and hold his tongue.


“Should we seal off and shut down Kouki?” asked the Minister of Summer.


Asen smiled. “No need. They’d find a hole in the walls somewhere. Close the city gates as soon as the trial begins and keep a close eye on the crowds. If disturbances break out, if anyone defies the authorities or covers for the criminals in the slightest, will be exterminated, regardless of the circumstances.”


“Exterminated?”


Asen answered with a big nod. “Merely arresting these people would be far too lenient and questioning them would be a waste of time. Execute them on the spot.”


“But the commoners—” said the Minister of Summer, clearly concerned that Asen was straying from the Way.


Asen laughed out loud. “Don’t worry your little heads about them. It will be enough to say they were remnants of the rebel forces.” He cheerfully elaborated, “It is entirely possible that rebels will be mingling among the crowds. We are not going to bother getting rid of them. If they show up, we’ll let them in. But we will check them for weapons. Weapons will not be allowed into the Imperial Palace. It doesn’t matter who they are, they’ll be eliminated at the first sign of trouble. Make sure that air cavalry and archers are ready and in place.”


Lock down Kouki. If any unrest breaks out, no matter how many are involved, nobody gets out. Put an end to all of them inside Kouki. That was the substance of Asen’s declaration.


All Taiki could do was listen. He made the obvious point that blameless citizens in the vicinity would get caught up in any enforcement actions, though he knew Asen was in no mood to listen to such objections.


This was nothing more than a scheme to lure anyone wishing to rescue Gyousou—providing any of them were still left—to Kouki and slaughter them there. Taiki didn’t have the means to prevent it.


It’s already too late for anyone to save Gyousou.


Taiki had come to the same conclusion. Gyousou was currently out of his reach. Taiki had no idea where Risai and her colleagues were either. He couldn’t tell whether they were dead or alive. As far as he could tell from the rumors circulating among the soldiers who’d returned from Bun Province, the chances that they’d survived the conflict were low. He wanted to believe they were alive but had few reasons to support beliefs.


Even if they’ve managed to survive—


Even if Risai had the good fortune of staying alive, it was doubtful she could punch through the pickets and defensive perimeters and get close enough to enter Kouki. And if she did, it was equally doubtful she could save Gyousou.


Risai’s forces had been destroyed. Not enough of them remained for Asen’s army to bother pursuing.


“Too many bodies to count,” one soldier was heard to say.


Poorly armed and equipped, they faced off against Asen’s army with little more than one shoddy spear each. So of course they died. Had they run away, they might have found the means to survive. But instead they set forth with useless determination. Some did flee the fight when the tide turned against them. They were chased down on the spot and turned into corpses before they could withdraw. Their fates were sealed from the start. They had no horses and lacked the numbers to also defend their rear and their lines of retreat.


There was nobody left who could rescue Gyousou.


The one remaining possibility rested with him. Even if he could free Gyousou, he had no way to make good his escape. And even if he could do that, he still couldn’t save Tai.




Taiki returned to Nightingale Manor and gazed at the northern sky. That one option remained.


“Juntatsu,” he called out. “I have a favor to ask of you.”


“Yes!” came the earnest reply as Juntatsu ran to him.


Taiki handed him a letter. “I need you to deliver this letter. The journey will be long and fraught with danger. But you are the only one I can turn to now. Will you carry out this mission for me?”


“Of course,” Juntatsu said, taking hold of the letter.


“Thank you. I want you to travel to Kou Province. In Ten Shire, there is a village called Touka. The village manager of Touka is a man by the name of Doujin. You must deliver this letter to him.”


“A village in Ten Shire?”


Taiki nodded. “The one remaining force I can trust can only be found there. Though few in number, Doujin has brought together people with great hearts. That is why I am entrusting this letter to you.”


Juntatsu took a deep breath and let it out. “Yes,” he said with a bow.


“Ganchou will outfit a kijuu for you.”


“But I can’t ride a kijuu.”


“Oh, you will do fine,” Taiki said with a smile. “We are talking about a very clever kijuu.” He summoned Ganchou. “Please outfit Tora for Juntatsu.”


“Tora—you mean that suugu?”


Taiki nodded.


“But Tora—”


“Explain that Juntatsu has business to attend to outside the palace. I don’t think that will raise too many eyebrows.” He said to Juntatsu, “It is possible that soldiers will follow you once you leave Kouki. Tora won’t have any difficulty losing them if they do.”


Ganchou added, “Tora is a suugu, you see.”


“Under no condition can you allow anyone from the Imperial Army to follow you to the village. Mount up once you leave the Warehouse Gate, keep riding straight on through the Highland Gate, and proceed at top speed. Tora will carry you there. You have nothing to worry about.”


“Y-yes,” Juntatsu stammered. With a nervous bow he ran off to assemble his traveling gear.


Ganchou watched him hurry away and said, “Do you have something up your sleeve?”


“Not at all,” Taiki said with a smile. “I borrowed that suugu in order to rescue Gyousou-sama. Just to be on the safe side, I thought I ought to return it.”


“Ah.” Ganchou nodded, though Taiki’s explanation had clearly not assuaged his suspicions.


“I am hardly standing on secure ground right now. Juntatsu has served me well, which also places him in a more precarious position. I think this is a good opportunity to relocate him to more hospitable surroundings.”


The letter expressed his thanks and apologies to Doujin and Juntatsu. Writing that much was hard enough for a taika like Taiki. A postscript to the effect that he hoped they would release Tora into the tunnels of Bokuyou Mountain really tested the limits of his abilities.


A suugu like Tora should be able to navigate through the tunnels to above the Sea of Clouds and fly home.


“Whether things go well or go badly after this, I will become Asen’s enemy. I think it’ll be better for Juntatsu if he isn’t here when that happens.”


	Chapter 30


[23-3] Mopping up operations were expected to commence in earnest at any time.


There was nothing Risai and her comrades could do about it. They were perfectly aware of the fact. No matter what happened next, they had to keep the civilians in Bun Province from getting caught up in the fighting.


While working with heavy hearts to ensure the safety of the civilian population, news arrived from Genkan. Seishi brought the blue bird to Risai.


The slender black tube attached to the leg of the blue bird confirmed that the report came from Genkan. Seishi removed the tube. He extracted the thin roll of paper and handed it to Risai. Risai read it there on the spot. Her countenance changed in a flash, her eyes opening in surprise, the blood draining from her face.


Bad news, to be sure.


Though Seishi and the rest of them couldn’t help wondering how much worse the news could get at this point. They were momentarily lost in a benumbed and bewildered state.


Risai said, “Gyousou-sama is to be executed.”


Those words woke them up like a slap across the face. What did she just say?


“A month from now in Kouki, before the Hall of Supreme Harmony in Hakkei Palace. The charge is usurpation of the throne.”


Sougen strode over to her. “What nonsense is this?” he barked in a fury.


“The gist seems to be that Gyousou-sama stole the throne from Asen.”


Seishi couldn’t make sense of what he was hearing. He wasn’t the only one. Everyone there exchanged looks of shock and confusion.


“We’re not talking about a supposed crime that was committed yesterday. Eight years ago, Gyousou-sama stole the throne. In other words, the enthronement itself was the usurpation.”


“Falsehoods and fabrications!” Sougen stood there, bolt upright, his face white with rage.


“Because of the suffering inflicted upon the public by this usurpation, he will be compelled to apologize.”


Rendered speechless, Sougen grasped the hilt of his sword with a shaking hand, a visceral reaction with no meaning aside from the expression of his rage.


Seishi asked, “Compelled to apologize? Is that all? What does it say about him being executed?”


Risai answered with a disheveled expression. “Genkan says that agents are being deployed undercover at the execution grounds. They will incite people into throwing stones.”


Risai held out the gossamer-thin piece of paper to Seishi. There was a limit to the amount of information that could be contained in the string of slender characters. Risai had summarized the entirety of the message.


“What is the meaning of this?”


“In other words, eight years ago, Asen should have acceded to the throne. But Gyousou-sama stole it from him. He will be forced to apologize to the public for the crime. To that end, he will be dragged into the courtyard before the Hall of Supreme Harmony.”


The Hall of Supreme Harmony was one of the few buildings in Hakkei Palace open to the public. Multistoried structures surrounded the expansive courtyard before the soaring Hall. From the Highland Gate, people were free to enter the palace as far as the courtyard. Many state ceremonies were conducted there, starting with the enthronement of a new emperor.


“The place will be packed with civilians. We can expect agents mingling among them to whip the crowd into a frenzy and instigate the stone throwing.”


“That is madness!”


“We’re talking about people who believe that Asen is the new emperor. I’m sure we all understand where that’s coming from. The salvation of the people began with the Taiho’s return to Hakkei Palace. A great many are going to attribute that blessing as well to Asen, the new emperor.”


That certainly is the case, Seishi thought. Even the people of Bun Province showered abuse on those who counted themselves as allies of Gyousou and called them traitors.


“So Asen has been the rightful emperor all along and Gyousou-sama’s enthronement was a deception? That makes the eight years of suffering since his accession his responsibility. The people will heap abuse on him. All it’ll take is for someone to throw a stone and the rest will get caught up in the frenzy of the moment.”


“That is certainly possible, but—”


“As the villain in this show, Gyousou-sama will likely be bound. Caught up in the avalanche of anger sweeping through the crowds, they will stone him to death. In other words, an execution.”


At a loss for words, Seishi could only shake his head. Sougen said, his voice hoarse with emotion, “We absolutely cannot allow that to happen!”


But even Sougen had to know how empty those words were. He was simply cursing fate, nothing more and nothing less.


Gyousou was the rightful emperor. He was accused of stealing the throne. The tidal wave of suffering that engulfed the kingdom in the seven years that Gyousou was imprisoned in Bun Province must be laid at Asen’s feet. Asen had ensnared Gyousou and then abandoned the people. And now came the fiction that it was Gyousou’s fault.


Such an injustice could not be allowed to go unchallenged. But they had no way to stop it, no way to strike back at Asen. With their shattered forces and diminished numbers, they couldn’t save Gyousou or stop the madness of the crowds. All they could do was shout at the heavens, “This shall not stand!”


Seishi fell to his knees on the ground. “It is too much.” Despite Gyousou being the emperor. Despite Heaven having recognized him as such. “The Taiho pledged himself to Gyousou-sama.”


Seishi was there. The young Taiki transformed into a unicorn and flew after Gyousou. He knelt before Gyousou and acknowledged him as his liege. Gyousou accepted.


“Gyousou-sama is the emperor!”


“No matter what, we must put a stop to this,” Risai said in a resolute tone of voice. Seishi raised his head as Risai knelt next to him. “We cannot allow such a charade to take place.”


“But—”


“We don’t have a method or the means. We have to do something. Nothing would bring any greater shame upon Gyousou-sama or any greater misfortune upon his subjects.” Risai’s frame shook with anger. “Asen will inevitably be exposed as a mere pretender. When he is, the people will realize they murdered the true emperor. We cannot allow that to happen.”


Risai’s gaze swept her surroundings. Everyone there responded with firm nods of agreement.


“How do we go about doing so?” Tonkou raised his voice. “Attacking Kouki would only get us killed and get us no closer to rescuing Gyousou, in any case. Far from it, wouldn’t such actions regrettably damage his honor all the more?”


There was no denying the logic of Tonkou’s words. They weren’t about to cause a commotion on the execution grounds and use the diversion to scamper away with Gyousou. If anything, they’d simply reinforce the impression that they were a bunch of hoodlums, accomplices to the villain who had stolen the throne.


“I do not care,” Sougen retorted. “Losing my life in the company of His Highness is fine by me. If nothing else, I shall see him released from the yoke around his neck.”


“Sougen-sama—” Seishi admonished him.


Sougen glanced at Seishi with quiet eyes. “His Highness—Gyousou-sama—is a military man. However the soldier may regret leaving his corpse behind on the field of battle, there is no shame in doing so. The shame comes from not being able to fight the good fight and dying while being branded a criminal.”


“So you’re saying your first priority is to defend your honor and die together as lord and retainer?” Tonkou thundered. “I see. Of course. What matters to you military men is preserving your pride. But no matter how fulfilling you may find such an achievement, what of Tai? Are you going to step aside and let a despot like Asen have his run of the kingdom?”


Risai had nothing to say to him on that account.


“If you are giving all due consideration to the future of Tai and its people, then you avoid dying a dog’s death at all costs. You endure, you bide your time, you wait for the moment to arrive, and then strike back at His Highness’s enemies. At the end of the day Asen is the one who must be taken out.”


Tonkou concluded forcefully. Then he said in a softer, more persuasive tone of voice, “You have all certainly been asking yourselves all along what you would do in the emperor’s stead. But now, ask yourselves, what would Gyousou-sama do if he were here? Would he prioritize his own feelings or would he put Tai first?”


Tonkou urged them to think through these questions and come to their own conclusions.




Seishi spent the rest of the day in a pensive melancholy, turning the question over in his mind. There could be no doubt that Gyousou would tell them to cast aside their own preoccupations and save the people.


But every time he came to that conclusion, dark waves of despair welled up from the pit of his stomach, the same feelings of hopelessness that had previously overcome him in Rouan. He was sure that Gyousou was gone, and was equally certain he had let Gyousou die because he hadn’t gone to the trouble of making sure for himself.


Seishi lost hope in the future of Tai. But more than that, he lost hope in his own abilities. He might have been able to do something but the opportunity slipped through his fingers due to his own incompetence. Such was his disgust and self-loathing that he could not help but hold himself in utter contempt. Whatever forgiveness was offered to him, he couldn’t forgive himself.


They had to save Gyousou.


Except they had no plan and no time to reorganize their forces from scratch. Invading Kouki and rescuing Gyousou by force would never work, not with six divisions of the Imperial Army defending the city. Not six full divisions, to be sure, but given the two hundred or so able-bodied soldiers they could put into the field, a good three hundred times their number.


Not only three hundred times their troop strength, they had the unparalleled fortifications of the Imperial Palace at their disposal and public sentiment on their side as well.


At the end of the day, cold and uncaring arithmetic reigned over the battlefield. The most optimistic estimates in the world weren’t going to make the impossible possible.


Kiitsu asked, “At the very least, would there be any way to slip into the capital and make off with His Highness?”


But that was equally implausible.


Risai said, “The Imperial Palace is too heavily defended. If we’d been able to sneak in and execute a meaningful assault with the forces we have, we would have taken Asen’s head as our first move.”


While Kiitsu mulled over her answer in silence, another voice piped up. “What about the execution grounds? If he will be dragged before the assembled crowds, nothing should prevent us from being there too.”


This line of argument prompted nods of agreement from the people around him.


“That’s right. We mingle with the crowds and enter the execution grounds. Once we’re inside and we’ve identified the guards around His Highness, we can rush them all at once.”


“What you’re proposing is more difficult than it sounds,” Sougen said with a heavy sigh. “Asen will be counting on us attempting to launch a rescue operation. Sure, we could join the stone-throwing civilians and run toward him. But once we reach him, do you think we’d be able to hack a path through the oncoming throngs?”


“Of course, turning our swords on civilians is the last thing we’d want to do, but when it comes to rescuing His Highness, we might not have a choice.”


“We’d end up no different than Asen!” someone objected.


“If that’s what we have to do, then that’s what we have to do,” another answered.


Seishi raised his voice. “Even supposing we could suppress our humanity, we could well be surrounded by thousands of people in attendance. Do you really think we could open up an escape route in those circumstances?”


“Well-nigh impossible,” Risai said. “In the first place, we’d be disarmed at the Highland Gate. If I put myself in Asen shoes, I’m going to make damned sure to inspect everyone entering the grounds and not allow in a single weapon.”


“And supposing we managed to open an escape route,” Sougen continued, “where would we go from there? Can you really imagine us fighting through all those layers of security and escaping the execution grounds, to say nothing of fleeing the capital?”


Seishi brought to mind Hakkei Palace. The towering Highland Gate and the skyscraping spires of the Gate of Supreme Harmony within. Equally imposing building loomed to the right and left. The surrounding structures formed walls of high ramparts in every direction. Passing through the Gate of Supreme Harmony, tall towers on either side overlooked the courtyard.


Soldiers would certainly be on hand in the courtyard, with countless more biding their time on the ramparts between the Highland Gate and the Gate of Supreme Harmony. At the slightest sign of a disturbance, they’d come running. Any air cavalry would be on them in an instant. The arrows would start flying and the spears would start falling long before they’d pushed aside the waves of humanity and reached Gyousou.


Far from it. They had no chance of reaching him. Slowed to a crawl by the crowds, the volleys of arrows and spears would turn them into pincushions.


When Seishi explained as much, someone objected, “Except they wouldn’t be able to target us amidst the surrounding crowds.”


Seishi answered with a wry smile, “Do you think Asen would hesitate for a second if such an attack would inflict collateral damage on any civilians in the vicinity?”


The answer to that question was obvious.


Asen cared not one whit about the lives of his supposed subjects. As long as he had enough air cavalry on hand, it was questionable whether they could get anywhere near Gyousou. And even if they did, they’d simply be lining themselves up for target practice. There was no way to remove that factor from the equation.


Supposing they pulled off some sort of miracle, as soon as the uprising began, Asen would close the Highland Gate and trap them inside the Imperial Palace. At that point, the surrounding soldiers only had to press home their attacks in order to destroy them. The main gates to Kouki would have already been closed too.


Asen could make every wrong decision and they’d still never get out of Kouki alive.


“If we managed to escape, we’d have no place to go,” came a loud grumble. “They’d run us down and pick us off one by one. They’d leave us no safe quarter for us to retreat to.”


“But—” The rest of the sentence went unsaid. We can’t just give up.


The room fell silent, prompting a pained smile from Risai. She said in a low voice, “Moreover, the Taiho remains in Asen’s clutches. No matter how many miracles might bless us, if Asen kills the Taiho, everything is over in that moment.”


“In other words, a rescue attempt is impossible.”


Seishi raked his fingers through his hair. No matter how many ways they thought it through, there was no way to save Gyousou. But however impossible, they couldn’t give up the fight. Not about to accept defeat graciously, they considered every possibility in minute detail, and still couldn’t arrive at a solution.


In the end, they were simply getting carried away by impossible delusions, imagining being blessed with this stroke of luck or that good fortune.


Cowards with no way to hit back.


“Nevertheless, I am not about to cast Gyousou-sama aside,” Seishi said. That alone he could not abide.


Sougen nodded. “Saving the Kingdom of Tai is our first priority. No doubt about it. And that is exactly why I have to save Gyousou-sama. I know he would tell us to put the kingdom first. But I also know he was giving his all on behalf of the kingdom. Casting him aside, abandoning him to a fate like that, even for the good of the kingdom, is not something I can allow myself to do.”


He added with a quiet smile, “Call it a matter of personal privilege, I guess.” It was clear from the look on his face that he had made up his mind. “I know we can’t save him. Even so, I still want to rescue him from a dishonorable death. We’re out of options when it comes to striking back at Asen. But we cannot allow Gyousou-sama to die in disgrace. Even if defeat and death await us in any event, I want to at least liberate him from the execution grounds and let him die in action on the battlefield.”


Risai nodded. “Despite all our sacrifices, we haven’t been able to do anything for the good of Tai. I don’t have the feeling we have accomplished anything. And that is why I will at least see my loyalty through to the end.” She added with a derisive smile, “Though for me to make such a statement at this late date might strike Sougen as comical.”


“You are also one of Gyousou-sama’s retainers. How early or how late does not matter.”


Risai agreed. “Of course, it is well and good that there are people prioritizing the salvation of Tai. We would be deeply troubled if there were not. I wish to entrust the future of Tai to all of you who harbor such convictions.”


She cast her gaze around the room. “We shall leave the fate of Tai in your hands. For now, I hope you will find a safe harbor in En.”


That was the course of action they settled upon.


	Chapter 31


[23-4] Gyousou was already beyond their grasp. There would be no rescuing him. For the future of Tai, Risai wanted the rest of them to escape to a place where their safety could be guaranteed.


Some of those assembled there nodded, persuaded by her words. Others stubbornly shook their heads in disagreement. Risai marshaled all her arguments in order to persuade them, starting with Seishi, but couldn’t get him to agree.


“I am going to Kouki.”


“Seishi—”


Seishi stopped her before she could launch into another round of reasoning. “Let me come with you. I must insist. Given how much we have gone through together, you surely know that I am not about to back down.”


Risai lapsed into silence. She recalled Seishi’s grief when he learned that the soldier in Rouan they’d believed was Gyousou—his name was Kiryou—had died. There was no way she could forget. Force him to remain behind and he would only blame himself as he had then. She had no choice but to honor his request.


Oukou said, “I am going too.” Before Risai lectured him as well, he added, “Kouyuu must be down in the dumps these days. But he couldn’t help being delayed. That’s all water under the bridge now. So let’s say we give him something to honestly get hopping mad about.”


“Oukou, you can’t throw your life away for nothing.”


“It wouldn’t be for nothing. Standing firm on your principles is never for nothing.”


Risai sighed. “I have my doubts about that. I don’t think any sense of honor towards Gyousou-sama demands that you take things that far. Of course, you do have your duty as subjects of the Tai emperor.”


“No, it’s not that,” Oukou countered with a surprised look. “We’re your retainers, are we not? Wherever you go, we go. It’s only common sense.”


The feelings that welled up inside of her were such that Risai couldn’t respond at first. “Well, then. If I ordered—”


Oukou interrupted before she finished the sentence, “I would refuse. There is one sure way to keep me from getting killed. If Risai-sama retreats, then I will turn tail and run away with you.”


“I’m begging you, Oukou. When the new day dawns, the next dynasty will need talented people like you.”


“There’s always Kouyuu. Think of me as your shadow. Wherever you go, it’ll be right there with you. That’s the kind of burden a general has to bear.”


“You’re a damned fool.”


“Only because my general is a bigger one.”


Risai flashed a wry smile and swallowed the emotions she was bottling up inside.




Oukou watched her leave. Then he picked up a whetstone and turned his attention to the blade of his lance.


This time, I’m not about to let you sally off on your own.


They’d once been dispatched to Jou Province to put down a civilian uprising. Oukou set off for Jou Province. In the middle of the march, Risai was served with a summons and taken away by herself. None of her retainers were allowed to accompany her. His commanding officer was surrounded by hostile forces and treated altogether like a prisoner.


Seven years passed since then, during which he had no idea if she was alive or dead. The last thing he wanted at the time was for her to go off alone. Regardless of whether she was able to escape or ended up dead, he didn’t want her to face that fate by herself.


This time, he swore he would stay by her side to the very end.




“I’m going with you too.” Sekirei stated in a matter-of-fact tone of voice, intending to deflect the expected objection from Risai.


“Sekirei, if anyone, Eishou is the one who deserves your loyalty.”


“I know. But Risai-sama is the one I wish to follow.”


Risai unconsciously raised her hand to her forehead. “First Oukou and now you.”


“What’s that?”


“This burden I’m being asked to bear is getting awfully heavy.”


Only a meaningless death awaited them at the end of this road. There’d be no escape route around the corner. They had chosen to venture forth on their own terms, not on behalf of the kingdom or the people or in the service of any great and moral cause.


“Well, I’m going because I want to. You don’t have to hold yourself responsible, Risai-sama.”


“It’s too much,” Risai blurted out. “I can’t carry all this weight.” The tears she hadn’t shed for Seishi and Oukou now welled up.


Sekirei took hold of Risai’s hand. “Don’t think about it that way, Risai-sama. The same way you wish to go in fealty to His Highness, I am going for you. Just as His Highness bears no blame for your decision, you are not responsible for mine.”


All Risai could do was shake her head.


“I am a woman,” Sekirei said. “I think you know what I mean by that, what it means to be a soldier and a woman. I wasn’t blessed with the strength or stature of my colleagues. By my very nature, I would always be inferior to them in those respects. You know as well as I do how mortifying that can feel.”


There was always a touch of contempt in the air. If she won a training bout, it must have been because her opponent took her for granted, and ridicule was heaped upon him for losing to a woman. As a result, none of them honestly wanted to square off against her.


“I couldn’t allow myself to cry or lose my temper in front of them.”


Risai nodded while she wept. That was why she’d kept a stiff upper lip in front of Seishi and Oukou. Even when she reunited with Gyousou, she didn’t allow herself to break down as Sougen had done without a second thought.


“I joined the army as I wanted, but it was like I was surrounded by high walls. When you showed up as a general, that really saved me.”


Even high walls could be surmounted. Risai confronted the same trials and tribulations and overcame them.


“That is why I continued being a soldier until today. I don’t want to be pitied and told to stay behind because I’m a woman. Please indulge me on this.”


“But you are Eishou’s—”


“Yes, I am one of Eishou’s retainers. If Eishou were here, I would follow him. But I don’t think that would change the outcome.”


Risai answered with a nod and a tear-streaked smile. If Eishou was there, he’d definitely be heading for Kouki.


“But Eishou-sama isn’t here. So please let me accompany you instead.”


Risai reached out and grasped Sekirei’s hand. She couldn’t find the words to say “Thank you” and “I’m sorry.”




Kenchuu said in his blunt and unsparing manner, “I’ll be heading out. You guys stay here.”


“Naw,” said Shiyuu. “Now’s not the time for me to start taking orders from you. I’m going.”


“You got no duty or obligation to do so.”


Shiyuu laughed through his nose. “Same goes for you, Kenchuu.”


“I was born in Tetsui.”


“What you are talking about happened decades before that. It’s not like you were rescued or anything. Sure, you could say you owe it to your ancestors. In that case, I could make the same claim.”


Shiyuu looked at Kenchuu’s grim face and said, “Look, I’ve got no sense of duty sitting on my shoulders. But I’ve got grudges a plenty.”


Shiyuu’s father died a violent death during that anarchic time when the lawless land gangs ruled. And yet Shiyuu thought of Kyuusan as his one and only father. His real father was a member of the gangs. When he died, leaving Shiyuu with no way to live or defend himself, Kyuusan took him under his wing. Kyuusan raised him as his own and told him he was happy to do so.”


“I can’t and won’t forgive Asen. This is the only way I have to drive that message home.”


“Everybody’s saying it’ll be meaningless death.”


“I don’t care how meaningless it is. Payback is due. If nothing else, we’ll knock his reputation down a few notches.”


“Shiyuu—”


Shiyuu said, “You know as well as any that the land gangs will never sit still for a sermon.”


Kenchuu replied with a shake of his head. He got to his feet and left the room.


As Shiyuu watched him leave, his brother said, “That’s just what I was thinking.” Shiyuu looked over his shoulder and Houjun continued, “Asen and his thugs—”


Shiyuu cut him off mid-sentence. “You’re staying here.”


“Shiyuu—”


Shiyuu turned to face him. Though the shorter of the two, Houjun was already bigger boned than Shiyuu. He’d probably end up taller and heavier when he grew up but that growth spurt was still ahead of him.


“Someone needs to take care of the family.”


“I’m going too.”


“No, you’re not.” Shiyuu put his hands on Houjun’s shoulders and gave him a gentle shake. “Everybody will be looking to you after this.”


“Then you ought to be looking after them. This is more than I can handle.”


“You know, you’re right about that. You are definitely going to have your hands full.” Shiyuu gave his brother’s shoulders another reassuring shake. “You’re still young. We can’t do anything about that. But that’s why we can’t go dragging you into danger. You’d just be so much dead weight.”


“No, I wouldn’t. I can hold my own. I’ve been working hard this whole time.”


“Yes, you have. For a kid your age, you are doing more than your fair share. That’s why I know everyone can turn to you for support. The mothers will be counting on you.”


“No.” Houjun grabbed his arm. “Shiyuu, you can’t go off by yourself to die. That is not all right.”


“Our father definitely wouldn’t have wanted us both to die.”


“Our father definitely wouldn’t have wanted you to die either.”


“I know,” Shiyuu said with a nod. “That’s why you have to stay behind. No matter what, promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to live as long as you can.”


“Isn’t that what we’ve been doing all along?”


Shiyuu swallowed his retort and hugged his little brother instead. By all rights, the two of them should have been complete strangers. They were only brothers because Kyuusan raised and cherished them as his own.


Shiyuu hugged his weeping brother as tightly as he could.




“I am going,” Yuushou said to his retainers. “What are your plans?”


“I am too,” Gen’yuu said, as if he could imagine no other response. “If Yuushou-sama is going, then count me in.”


“And if I said I wasn’t?”


“Then here we say our goodbyes. I am going to Kouki. I don’t care what anybody else says or does.”


Yuushou gave his retainer a measured look as Gen’yuu gathered up his weapons. “Well, that’s cold,” he said.


“I do bear some responsibility for Tai being in the mess it is in.”


“I see.” Yuushou turned his attention to his three battalion commanders.


Senshi spoke up first. “Of course I’m going.”


Chouten agreed without uttering a word.


“What I thought you’d say,” Yuushou said with a wry smile. He looked at the third of his battalion commanders.


Shishin bowed his head. “As much as I would like to, I’m afraid I won’t be joining you.”


“Ah,” Yuushou said with a nod.


“Please don’t get me wrong. It’s simply not possible with this wound.”


“I understand.”


Shishin grimaced. “On orders from Asen, I slaughtered more innocent civilians than I care to count. At this juncture, I’ve got no right to hold my own life dear. For a miscreant like me, raising the flag of rebellion against Asen is my duty, as is defending the honor of His Highness, so wrongly waylaid and maligned.”


“Indeed.”


“I don’t think my death would constitute an atonement. I don’t think it’s right that we alone survived. But no matter how much I want to accompany you, it’s not possible with this leg.”


“Shishin, I understand,” Yuushou said with a slap on the back. “I know exactly where you are coming from.”


“I really hate that I ended up a useless bystander.”


“I get that too. We’ll leave the rest to you. This is by no means the end of anything. At some point, Asen must be knocked off his pedestal, for the good of the kingdom and the people.”


“Yes,” Shishin said with a nod.


“And when that time comes, you do what you have to do and follow after us.” Yuushou leveled his gaze at Shishin. “You got that? When you show up, make sure to bring Asen-sama along for the ride.”


They would, without fail, take the head of their liege.


“That is the final duty of all of us as his retainers.”




Risai did her best to persuade the others. Escape to En if they could. If that wasn’t possible, head west. The rebel civilians knew as well that a punitive expedition was coming to Bun Province. She also urged them to go west.


The only people who should be heading into the jaws of death to throw their lives away were fools like them.


In the end, forty did not respond to her pleas. Tears in his eyes, Tonkou exclaimed with amazement, “Who knew there were this many fools among you!”


Kouki was on high alert. Anyone going brought neither weapons nor armor with them. Each carried a concealed knife in a pocket and set off in regular traveling garb. Along the way came the official proclamation. The usurper Gyousou would confess to his sins and beg for forgiveness before the people.


The news aroused cries of anger from the assembled throngs, who would hardly be satisfied unless they could direct their feelings of discontent and dissatisfaction toward the man in person.


In twos and threes, Risai and her colleagues disappeared amongst the multitudes headed for Kouki.


	Chapter 32


[23-5] A wave of humanity surged toward Kouki like a rising tide rushing to the shore.


The public tribunal was set for the following day. Long lines of people streamed into the city from the road. Equally long lines of soldiers perched behind the parapets of the soaring ramparts surrounding Kouki. Weapons at the ready, they gazed down at the rabble as the crowds narrowed to single file as they approached the gate and submitted to a security check.


Though Yari couldn’t help noticing that hardly anything was being checked.


She watched over the flowing lines of people. The changing seasons made heavy cloaks and overcoats unnecessary and thus made it all the more difficult for a person to disguise his features or hide weapons beneath his clothes. As a result, perhaps, the inspections were less than diligent.


The guards only challenged anybody openly carrying weapons. They didn’t open boxes or bags or bother with passports. Now and then, a traveler with a sword or lance got shoved outside the gates but not frequently enough to obstruct the movement of people or slow down the lines.


Yari observed for a while from astride her horse before turning her mount around. The streets to the Imperial Palace were more crowded than usual, with sentries posted at every key point in the city and soldiers on patrol at the intersections of the main streets.


Now this is what deserves to be called defense in depth.


After further confirmation of what she’d observed, Yari headed to the Highland Gate. With a glance up at the palace walls, teeming with soldiers, she passed through the gate and rode straight to the palace. Closed to civilian traffic, the Warehouse Gate sported a wartime array of defenses. Everybody received a close inspection here.


Despite wearing a badge that identified her rank and station within the palace, even Yari got patted down, which seriously annoyed her. Once through the gate, she finally breathed again.


They are expecting a rescue attempt.


Or were paranoid enough to prepare for any contingency. She’d heard that the outlaws had been annihilated. There shouldn’t be enough of them left to stage an invasion of Kouki and rescue Gyousou. She noted the gradual reduction in the number of soldiers as she climbed higher through the Imperial Palace. She returned to the Enchou and headed straight to Nightingale Manor.


The empty manor was filled with little more than a serene silence.


We’ve been wiped out here too.


Of Taiki’s inner circle, only Yari and Ganchou remained. She dismounted at the gate and proceeded to the main hall where Taiki and Ganchou were waiting in what now felt like an empty cave.


“Yari, what’s the situation?” Ganchou asked as soon as he spotted her.


“They’ve spared nothing in order to secure the palace. If anyone comes to rescue His Highness, the plan is obviously to round them up in one fell swoop. I didn’t see any gaps in their defense worth taking advantage of. They’re deploying troops in an order of battle no different than if the rebel forces were alive and well.”


“So they’re not taking any chances,” Ganchou said with a heavy sigh.


It’d be easy to deal with an opponent naive enough to believe that the destruction of the rebel forces meant they could drop their guard. But that was the last thing they should expect Asen to do.


“His Highness?” Yari asked.


Taiki silently shook his head. He didn’t expect an outside intervention either.


If anybody was going to save Gyousou, it’d have to be Taiki. But no one knew where Gyousou was being held. Given the timing of the tribunal, he should be in a location near the city or already in Kouki. Taking all the security measures into consideration, probably the latter. The security would be heaviest in his immediate vicinity, though nothing of the sort yet stood out.


He was probably locked in a cell beneath the palace, deep within Mount Kouki, far further down in the catacombs than Seirai had been.


If so, the entranceway was likely in the Rokushin. Sneaking in there and conducting a search would be dangerous in the extreme. Even putting their lives on the line, there wasn’t enough time to locate Gyousou. In other words, they had no way to rescue him beforehand.


“Go for broke and take Asen’s head?” Yari said only half in jest.


Ganchou responded with a grim smile and a shake of his head. In actual practice, that’d be just as impossible. Yari and Ganchou weren’t about to stage a palace coup by themselves. The two of them couldn’t eliminate Asen, and rescue Gyousou, and save the people of Tai by themselves.


The chime of the clock interrupted the heavy silence. Ganchou let out a long breath, got to his feet, and left to patrol the grounds. He had no reason to be any more wary than usual, though he did have to make sure that nothing was amiss in Nightingale Manor, that no suspicious shadows were attempting to gain entry.


Yari watched the heavy-hearted Ganchou leave the room before drawing closer to Taiki, who sat there like a stone statue gazing at the courtyard. Except no encouraging words sprang to mind, so she stood there silently.


Taiki said, “Do you think there’s a way to save Gyousou-sama?”


“I don’t think so,” she answered honestly.


Taiki nodded. “In the end, I wasn’t able to do anything for Gyousou-sama or for Tai.”


“I wouldn’t go that far.”


“Well, it’s the truth,” Taiki said with a wistful smile. “I was ten years old when I chose Gyousou-sama and came to Tai. I didn’t know a thing about the kingdom or the world. The palace was my whole world.”


That’s why, he muttered. “When it actually came to governing, all I could do was watch Gyousou-sama. I couldn’t do a single thing by myself. I caused a shoku and disappeared.”


Taiki certainly triggered the shoku but Asen was the one who brought it about. Yari thought of pointing that out, though Taiki was certainly aware of the fact.


“I can’t do anything now either,” Taiki blurted out and lapsed back into silence.


“And?” Yari said in an encouraging manner. She got the feeling that Taiki was not lamenting his own powerlessness as an idle complaint. He had weightier concerns on his mind.


Taiki glanced up at Yari. A wry smile rose to his lips. “Not only in this world, I left a trail of victims behind in that other world as well. I was the furthest thing from a powerless pawn. I was a one-man wrecking crew.”


Yari looked at him without a word. She sensed she understood what he was trying to say.


“There is one last thing I can do on behalf of the people of Tai,” Taiki said, his voice as soft as falling snow. “At the same time, I wish to grant Gyousou-sama a final favor. This worthless kirin was of no use at all to him. But I do not regret choosing him as emperor. I harbor no doubts that he is and always has been the emperor.”


Yari only nodded.


“Gyousou-sama is the emperor,” Taiki said. “I will prove as much.” He took Yari’s hand. “Thank you for all you have done during our time together.”


Yari looked into those quiet eyes and again nodded without a word. She patted the back of his hand, then let go, and with a bow left the main hall. A breeze drifting through the courtyard bore a faint but pleasant scent of flowers blooming somewhere.


Yari breathed in the cool fragrance as she walked down the open corridor. She spotted Ganchou in the annex and called out to him.


“Anything going on?”


Gazing up at the ceiling, Ganchou said, “Nothing so far as I can tell.”


“Oh,” Yari replied. “You know, the Taiho plans on dying together with His Highness tomorrow.”


Ganchou jerked his head around and stared straight at her.


Yari took in his startled expression and said, “The Taiho has come to the conclusion that he has no way to save him. But he also has no desire to hand over the throne to a thief and a pretender. I’m guessing he’ll run to His Highness and prostrate himself before him. Having proven that His Highness is indeed the emperor, they will both die together by Asen’s hand.”


“That’s just plain stupid,” Ganchou growled and took several long strides in Taiki’s direction before Yari stopped him.


“If the kirin dies, then Heaven once again takes Tai into its hands. The entirety of Providence begins to function as it normally would in expunging Asen from existence. That is the one way the Taiho can strike back at him.”


“I’ll stop him.”


“You can’t. This really is the only way. That is why, Ganchou—” Yari grasped him by the arm. “That is why you must leave the rest to me.”


Ganchou looked her in the eyes for a quiet moment. Yari bowed. You should have a good idea what I’m talking about.


“You’re the one to get it done,” Ganchou said in a hoarse voice.


“There is something else I’ve got to take care of.”


“Something else?”


Yari placed her hands on the hilts of her swords. “Someone has to get the Taiho close to His Highness.”


“Yari—”


She didn’t know if it was possible. Taiki would be surrounded by a heavy cordon of guards. Taiki surely understood that as well. He undoubtedly wished to kneel before Gyousou in front of the crowds and thus prove that Gyousou was the emperor. Or perhaps Taiki’s only goal now was to demonstrate to Gyousou that he was Taiki’s one and only lord.


With these thoughts on her mind, Yari flashed Ganchou a smile. “The Taiho calls himself useless. But to me, he has been a most splendid and fascinating liege. Whatever his last wish may be, I want to make sure it comes true.”


She would carve a path for Taiki through that phalanx of guards. And if by chance Asen proved himself willing to do whatever it took to seize Taiki and deny him what he so dearly desired—


This is probably something only a koushu could pull off.


Yari tightened her grip on the hilts of her swords.


In that case, I will put an end to everything.


	Part Twenty-Four

	Chapter 33


[24-1] The soaring summit of the Ryou’un Mountain pierced the Sea of Clouds beneath a cloudless sky.


The seasons moved on their own accord without regard for worldly matters. Before anyone was aware, the summer-tinged sunlight once again lit up the rocky face of the mountain. The slender spires basked in a gleaming white glow as they rose toward the heavens. Adorned with translucent green, the tapering peaks and ridgelines stood silhouetted against the clear blue dome of the sky.


Deeply moved, Risai took in the sight from the far side of the highway.


Soon to become the stage of a terrible tragedy, the brightness of the scene only sharpened the irony, and that somehow made it all the more beautiful.


Risai hadn’t seen Kouki up close for over half a decade. On that fateful day seven years before, her friends bid her goodbye with anxious eyes and she set off with her army for Jou Province. A final glance over her shoulder in the dawn’s early light was her last memory of Kouki until now.


What a stark difference.


That the world could be so beautiful without any regard to her own emotions came as an unexpected shock, one that she was powerless to comprehend.


With such melancholy thoughts occupying her mind, she camped on the side of the road not far from Kouki. She made her way to the gate when it opened the next morning. Unlike the day she’d set off on her journey, soldiers lined the parapets atop the city walls and civilians had already queued up along the highway.


The crowds buzzed with a strange excitement. People around Risai chatted with their traveling companions. She closed her ears to the noise. They had nothing good to say about Gyousou. She’d been on the road for over twenty days and the tenor of every conversation she’d overheard was the same. She knew that listening in now would only expose her to those same bitter voices.


Carried along by the wave of humanity, Risai entered Kouki through the outer gate. The inner gate was closed, resulting in the crowd getting packed in cheek by jowl. But nobody made a point of inspecting them individually. Though Risai wasn’t carrying anything out of the ordinary on her person, many around her had packs and travel bags with them. Nobody seemed to be inspecting those either.


In her group, the guards only singled out a traveler bearing a spear. They exchanged words. After glancing at the outer gate and then the inner gate, the man surrendered the spear. So there’d be no carrying weapons into the city. Either hand them over or leave. That was what she surmised.


Jostled about by the unusually lively throngs, she passed through the inner gate and into the city. She didn’t see any familiar faces around her. They’d stand out if they moved around in a group, so they blended in with the crowds and traveled alone.


The plan was to meet that day at a Taoist temple near the Highland Gate.


Everything comes to a head tomorrow, Risai thought, her feelings unusually calm. She certainly harbored regrets. After all was said and done, being unable to strike back at Asen made her seethe with anger. At the same time, she could live with that. All the bottled-up agony that threatened to burn her alive had faded to a whisper, a sensation that felt like removing a heavy burden from her shoulders.


There were soldiers everywhere in the city. Risai deported herself in as nonchalant a manner as she could manage and avoided meeting anybody’s gaze. She couldn’t rest assured that none of the soldiers here knew her. In particular, if any of the retainers in Ganchou’s army had been enlisted as guards in Kouki, she couldn’t dismiss the possibility that she might run into an old acquaintance.


But what about Sougen?


Though she still wasn’t that familiar with Ganchou’s retainers, she’d served for a long time with Sougen in Gyousou’s retinue and knew many of his men on sight.


Risai proceeded directly down the jam-packed street. The Highland Gate came into view. Here as well, soldiers swarmed around the gate and lined the ramparts. There were kijuu everywhere and undoubtedly similar numbers of air cavalry in reserve. Above and beyond the sheer number of personnel, the size of the palace walls and ramparts left Risai in a dispirited mood. Seeing the walls of Hakkei Palace for the first time in seven years was a stark reminder of how tall and massive they were.


Once the gates to Hakkei Palace and Kouki were closed, it was little different than being shut inside a jail. If an uprising occurred, Kouki would close down in short order. Given their numbers, there’d be no way for Risai and her colleagues to break out. Once inside, they could never leave. The facts on the ground once again confirmed their expectations.


Opening the Highland Gate provided an expansive view of the plaza that led to the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Though it looked small when compared to the courtyard before the Hall of Supreme Harmony, the plaza was large enough in its own right. Surrounded on all sides by rugged walls and tall buildings, the plaza had the appearance of a box with the lid removed.


Close the gate and it turned back into a simple box. Archers firing down from all four directions would turn that box into a casket.


Mulling over these thoughts, Risai turned to the Taoist temple designated for the rendezvous. Sougen and several others were already there. Risai gave Sougen a nod. Sougen responded with a flicker of a smile and a nod in return. Risai made a point of saying nothing and Sougen made no attempt to initiate a conversation.


Far from it, nobody there said a word but only gazed up at the main building of the Taoist temple. Or rather, there was nothing that needed saying.


Standing there in silence, Risai spotted Seishi and Seishi soon noticed her. He sauntered over but of course had nothing to say.




The public tribunal was scheduled for noon. The first thing that morning, the whole team gathered together. They had all made it to Kouki.


“Well, it’s early,” someone said, “but let’s get going.”


Risai only nodded. They again made their way to the Highland Gate. The boulevard in front of the gate was heavily congested by the crush of the crowds. The plaza leading from the gate to the Hall of Supreme Harmony was no less packed with people.


It stung her heart knowing that so many people had come to gawk at the supposed thief who’d deceived them.


The gates to the Hall of Supreme Harmony were open, revealing the majesty of the Hall of Supreme Harmony ahead of them. As far as the eye could see, the crowds jostled elbow to elbow through the impossibly large courtyard and plaza before the equally enormous edifice.


The Hall of Supreme Harmony soared above the footings of a triple-tiered foundation. The bottommost tier projected outwards to form a raised platform. During the enthronement ceremony, the elite five thousand chosen from the Imperial Army stood at attention on that platform. Risai had been one of them, a story that was long in the past.


Lines of soldiers now occupied the same place where Risai once proudly assembled with her colleagues. Right below the platform was a podium constructed from unfinished wood. A post rose out of the center of the podium. Twenty soldiers surrounded the post, spears at the ready.


Tie the criminal to the post and put him on public display.


Risai felt as if a claw had reached into her chest and seized hold of her heart. That was where the emperor of this kingdom would end his life.


She considered moving closer but found it difficult to get anywhere near the abominable thing. Maneuvering ahead of the jostling waves of humanity was proving harder than expected.


“Doesn’t look good,” Sougen said in a soft voice next to her. “Let’s go as quickly as we can.”


Sougen indicated a way forward. They pushed their way through the crowds. They had to get nearer to the loathsome place. She turned and drove her shoulder like a wedge into the wall of people.


Seishi grasped her arm. Risai glanced back at him and followed his eyes down to her feet. The ground was strewn with stones.


There was no reason for the courtyard here to be littered with stones. The stones were fist-sized, perfect for being picked up and thrown. Now and then, a wave washed through the human sea, the result of someone stumbling over one of those rocks and sending a ripple of reactions through the crowd.


The person tripped up inevitably cast an annoyed glance at his feet. If he later caught sight of those instigated with evil intentions to start throwing those stones, he would recall the dangerous weapons lying there on the ground. With no real thought as to whether he could actually hit anything, he was bound to pick one up and throw it at the post.


Very likely nothing more than an impulsive act of anger, with no murderous intentions in mind. But with so many people present, a significant number would strike home. And thus rob the kingdom’s rightful emperor of his life.


Despite Gyousou being that rightful emperor.


Would he really be crucified like a thief on the scaffold, his life brought to an end under a hail of stones? It should take a fair amount of time for him to breathe his last. The stones strewn hither and thither wouldn’t be enough to end the life of someone listed in the Registry of the Gods. What would they do then? One likely option was that the “civilians” surrounding the scaffold would “steal” weapons from the soldiers and finish him off that way.


Making an all-out effort, they opened up a path through the crowds and pushed their way through, at times physically forcing apart the people in front of them, manhandling them if necessary. At last battling through the tide of humanity, the shape and form of the execution site came into view.


A low barricade in front of them had the effect of damming and diverting the human tide. It only came up to Risai’s knees. It too was made out of those fist-sized stones. Inside the stone wall was a poor excuse for a fence, and inside the fence was a ring of soldiers armed with cudgels held horizontally to form a kind of railing.


The scaffold stood in the center, defended by the surrounding soldiers. Except they could all disappear in a flash. The moment the stones started flying, they’d go through the motions of quelling the riot while scampering to safety.


What an unholy farce.


Rectangular human walls formed in rows around the execution site. Risai came to a halt before reaching the innermost row and surveyed the line of people. A man in an obvious state of agitation. A woman glaring at the post with furrowed brows. Someone else talking in a loud voice to the person next to him. Their expressions all varied but none of them showed the slightest signs of grief. They hadn’t come here out of concern for the emperor.


Whatever their states of mind, a good many simply stood there strangely expressionless.


“Unforgivable,” said a hushed voice next to her.


Risai came to herself with a start. She turned to see Seishi shaking with anger next to her.


Enough is enough, he muttered to himself over and over. It was all too calculating and cruel. The installation of the scaffold was an insult in and of itself, making the commoners arriving in such numbers and in high spirits—as if attending a festival—all the more disgraceful. They swallowed whole the rumors Asen spread about the “usurper,” an outcome so mortifying Seishi could not help but loathe them all.


Observing Seishi with a bewildered expression, Risai could only nod.


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said a soft voice behind them.


They turned to see Sougen and his retainers coming up behind them. At some point, they had formed a tight cordon around Risai. With a clamor like the roar of the seashore filling the plaza, and only their allies at hand, they did not have to worry about being overheard.


“We can’t let them get to that pillar,” a hushed voice said behind Seishi, meaning that if Gyousou got dragged to the podium, they had to rush out of the crowds before he got tied to the post.


“That’d be too soon,” Risai answered under her breath. “The soldiers will clear out before the stones start to fly. We’ll wait for them to make the first move.”


“But—”


“Let’s ride along with the chaos once the crowd starts to riot. Holding back at first will keep us from simply getting slaughtered. A little patience.”


Risai was right, of course. But the thought alone of Gyousou being bound to that pole made him burn with anger.


“Besides, everybody charging forward at once is not a strategy. We need to divide our forces into two waves.”


Seishi cocked his head to the side with a puzzled expression.


“Half of us should remain here, act like onlookers, and push back against the onslaught. Otherwise we’ll be left with no line of retreat.”


“A line of retreat?” someone scoffed. “We hardly have the latitude to worry about that in a situation like this.”


“Even if we don’t, it’s the only option we’ve got. Will half of us be enough to save him?”


“I don’t know. But no matter how unlikely, we can’t take any path to survival off the table. Even at this late hour, there is no need to cut off the possibility of retreat and harden our resolve.”


“True, to be sure—”


“Half is too many,” Sougen responded. “Fifteen will stay behind.”


Risai nodded.


Seishi thought Sougen’s response was remarkable. Without a doubt, no line of retreat meant no path to survival. What did it mean to leave such an avenue open? Supposing they opened a line of retreat from the scaffold through these waves of humanity and clawed their way through the packed crowds, he couldn’t imagine where they would flee then.


No matter where they fled, once the gates were closed, they’d be out of options. In a worst-case scenario, they’d get penned in and cornered by the surrounding civilians themselves.


“We fight until the very end,” Risai said, as if sensing the doubts on Seishi’s mind. Her old resolve was there in the look she gave him. “However we may have resigned ourselves to such an outcome from the start, we are not going to throw our lives away.”


Swept up by the strength in her eyes, Seishi nodded.


“Besides—”


Risai drew closer to Seishi but the solemn reverberations of a gong swallowed up the rest of the sentence. All at once, the throngs crowding the huge courtyard fell silent, as if doused by a deluge of water.


Seishi directed his gaze toward the main building. Activity picked up around the doors at the front of the Hall of Supreme Harmony.


The large doors set into the facade of the main building swung open. Government officials in formal dress emerged from the dark interior. The two and the head of the line stepped to the right and left of the doors with hoisted banners. The imperial attendants followed behind them.


Watching these proceedings, Seishi caught his breath. As soon as the officials lined up, the honor guard in ceremonial armor appeared. From a distance, the open doors provided a glimpse inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Visible within the shadows, the throne sat on a raised dais. The bamboo blinds were drawn, proof that the throne was occupied.


So Asen makes his entrance.


With a gasp, Seishi finally remembered to breathe.


“The Taiho—” Risai murmured. She added in response to Seishi’s look, “The blinds are drawn next to the throne as well. That means the Taiho is present.”


“What is going on?”


Another familiar voice groaned next to them. Bringing a kirin to a scaffold where such tragic events were scheduled to unfold was—


“—cruel beyond words.”


This said with a knot in the stomach and through clenched teeth, just as a nervous rustle arose from the courtyard. Searching for the source of the disturbance, the crowd swayed as if caught in a passing wave. Following the motion, Seishi shifted his attention to the right of the elevated base of the great hall, the part known as the Sumera Throne.


A squad of soldiers marched out of the adjoining building.


Seishi groaned.


A member of the group was the court executioner. At the center of the cordon of soldiers, the prisoner wore a kind of poncho fashioned from coarse brown fabric. He was being led like a dog on a leash, with his hands bound behind him.


They proceeded in front of the Sumera Throne. With each step, it seemed, another wave rolled through the crowds. Voices welled up like the rumbling of the earth as they solemnly advanced to the scaffold. The procession of death stopped at the foot of the podium.


His head held high, Gyousou showed no signs of cowardice. Despite the rough attire and the bonds and fetters, he evinced no shame as he surveyed the sea of people with a serene expression, the glare of the sun perhaps forcing him to slightly narrow his eyes.


“Let’s go save him!”


“Hold your horses,” was Sougen’s reply.


Seishi couldn’t help reaching into his pocket and grasping the knife there. He wanted with all his heart to rush the podium, even if he ended up not accomplishing a thing. That’d be better than the unbearable agony of simply watching from the sidelines.


The one thing we can’t do is throw our lives away for nothing, he lectured himself.


They had to avoid ending up the butt of the joke, the foolish retainers who died useless deaths and got turned into a pile of bones without getting anywhere near Gyousou.


The executioner hauled Gyousou onto the scaffold. The accompanying soldiers untied his fetters. Grasping his arms, they positioned him in front of the pillar. With the pillar pressed against his back, they again bound his hands behind him.


Having confirmed that the prisoner was secure, with exaggerated and theatrical gestures, the executioner unfurled a scroll of paper. The clamor around him grew to a crescendo, rendering his words illegible. But it was clear he was reading the bill of indictment against Gyousou, accusing him of stealing Asen’s title, ravaging the kingdom, and inflicting needless suffering on the people.


Seishi shook with anger. Risai grasped his hand to calm him down.


Once the crowds started to move and a line of attack opened, they’d split into smaller groups and run toward Gyousou.


The question remained of whether they would get from here to there in the first place, whether they could protect Gyousou from the onrushing mob while cutting him free. And more importantly, ignore the jeers and stones from all around them while they got on with the vital task at hand.


He could not countenance any stones being thrown at his liege. There was no good reason for hurling even a single one in his direction.


“Risai-sama,” Seishi growled under his breath. “We have got to do something!”


At that moment, something was happening inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony.


	Chapter 34


[24-2] We shall now backtrack an hour or so to an earlier point in the story.


The doors to the Hall of Supreme Harmony had yet to open. An atmosphere of pervasive gloom filled the shadowed interior of the building.


Yari was met by a phalanx of officials and escorted into the Hall. Three raised platforms occupied the center of the structure. The throne sat on the luxurious platform in the center. To the left and right of the throne were seats for the Imperial Consort and the Taiho. The officials led Taiki to the latter. Guards stood at attention at each platform.


Taiki climbed onto the platform and took his seat. Yet another cordon of guards surrounded him. Before the bamboo curtains dropped, he saw that Asen occupied the throne in the middle.


Yari stood behind Taiki. Though the guards were armed as a matter of course, they didn’t allow Yari to carry any weapons. She was ordered at first not to accompany Taiki, but Taiki refused to attend unless Yari was by his side. The officials in charge eventually relented.


Yari stole a glance at the faces of the soldiers surrounding them. They weren’t the elite “Rapid as Tigers” unit of the Imperial Guard division that usually filled this role, but officers stationed at Nightingale Manor. There’d been a significant turnover in personnel after Kakei was taken away. Few familiar faces were left.


Previously, many of the soldiers were well disposed toward Taiki. With the literal changing of the guard came an abrupt change in attitude. None of them were those mindless manikins, but they remained cold and distant. Although they didn’t carry on in a haughty manner, neither were they approachable.


The guards constituted a full platoon of twenty-five soldiers, ten inside the blinds with Taiki and the remaining fifteen situated around the base of the platform. With this many armed soldiers in such close proximity, it appeared that Taiki barely had room to move a muscle.


So what had Asen so on edge?


Asen peered through the bamboo curtains at surrounding cordons of officers and officials and smiled to himself.


He can’t budge an inch.


Asen wasn’t taking these precautions for any one reason in particular. It had occurred to him that Taiki might bolt to Gyousou’s side and kowtow before him. Doing so would attest that Gyousou was the rightful emperor and Asen was the treasonous pretender.


Except Taiki was the Black Kirin. However loudly he claimed to be the kirin of Tai, whatever he said promised to have little persuasive power. To start with, the roar of the crowds packed into the huge courtyard would drown out anything he shouted at them.


It was always possible that the rebels would attempt to spirit Taiki away. Asen concluded there weren’t enough of them left to make a difference. He was assured they’d been all but obliterated. A handful of stragglers were bound to show up. He had no idea how many were left. If any of Gyousou’s retainers were among them, they’d surely try to save him.


Asen expected as much. That was why he had Kouki shut down as tight as a drum. By now, all of the gates to the city were closed and soldiers filled the parapets atop the city walls.


The walls surrounding the palace were no different. Large contingents of soldiers filled the buildings surrounding the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Four times the usual number of troops guarded Kouki and Hakkei Palace. Enough additional forces had been mobilized in the provinces to blanket every square inch and create an impenetrable defensive perimeter.


Even if one or two hundred remnants left over from the old order were able to save Gyousou, they would never get out of Kouki alive. No, rescuing Gyousou was a dubious proposition at best. The biggest barrier they faced was the packed courtyard. The crowds had Gyousou completely surrounded.


Asen captured Gyousou in Ba Province. The Imperial Army took him to Zui Province. As soon as they entered Zui Province, a special detachment secretly separated from the main force and delivered him to Mount Takubi, a Ryou’un Mountain north of Kouki.


Mount Takubi was an imperial mausoleum. Emperor Kyou was interred there. Normally, Mount Takubi was occupied by a bare bones crew of officials and soldiers. Asen stationed his own men on the premises and then brought in Gyousou. There they waited until the time was right. The day before, they transported him to Hakkei Palace above the Sea of Clouds.


Until a few minutes before, he’d been locked in a prison cell in solitary confinement. From there, they’d drag him to the scaffold, his miserable self exposed for all the world to see. And after that, he’d die by the hands of his own subjects.


Take a good hard look.


There’d be no fleeing from here or averting the gaze. Unable to stop the tragedy, cursed to do nothing but watch it unfold before the eyes. Everything was as it should be.


A cruel smile rose to Asen’s face. The booming of the gong announced the final act of the play he had orchestrated.




In a dimly lit corner of the building, Genkan watched as the doors along the front of the building opened onto the courtyard. It has begun. All we can do now is pray.


Ganchou hung back in the shadows of one of the massive columns inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony. He could make out Asen’s throne fairly close by. Waiting next to him in the darkness behind the throne platform, Rousan was his unexpected companion.


The doors to the Hall finally fully opened. A brilliant shaft of sunlight slanted into the interior of the building. As his eyes grew accustomed to the light, the crowds filling the vast courtyard appeared before them. So many people had assembled there to shower abuse on Gyousou. The loud and reverberating voices washed around them in ragged waves.


With clenched teeth, Ganchou said to Rousan, “Are you satisfied with how things turned out?”


Rousan murmured in response to Ganchou’s stifled voice, “You should ask that question of Heaven, not me.”




The clamor raised by thousands of boisterous voices echoed off the walls of the building, shaking the air itself and pushing against them like a rising tide.


Ansaku smiled to himself. Whether expressions of anger or rising expectations about the impending punishment, either way, it works to my advantage.


Having situated himself behind Asen, he gazed down at the human wall advancing toward them, like a stormfront rolling in, the very tool of Gyousou’s execution. The same storm that would bring to pass a new dynasty that belonged in actual fact to Ansaku, the new power behind the throne.


What thoughts must occupy Asen’s mind as he ushered in this moment?




Yari cast a sidelong glance through the blinds at the throne. Taiki turned his head to the left with a start of surprise and fixed his gaze on the tall building to the east. Following his gaze, Yari focused her attention on the same structure. As she looked on in confusion, the doors of the building swung open.


A large group emerged from inside the building. The roars and reverberations raised by the multitude struck her ears like a thunderclap. The scene soon resembled a raging ocean. Like an onrushing wave, the surging sea of people matched the prisoner’s movements as he was dragged before them.


For the first time, Yari looked at Gyousou. So that is the emperor of this kingdom, she thought. Here was Taiki’s liege, whom fate and Heaven had so freely trifled with, in the flesh.


In the same place where Asen now sat upon the throne, there was a time in the past when Gyousou was enthroned before the crowds filling the courtyard, a time when the multitudes raised cries of joy instead of the curses they hurled at him. Unknowingly manipulated by evil men, they conspired to assassinate the emperor they once welcomed with open arms.


Yari observed his calm disposition as the prisoner was tied to the scaffold. He showed no signs of fear or even putting on a brave front.


What must he be thinking?


No sooner had that thought passed through her mind but Taiki took a deep breath.


Yari took a step closer and leaned in to look at his face. In that instant, Taiki jumped to his feet. The soldier standing next to him reached out. “Sit down” surely would have been the order that followed. Instead, Taiki grabbed his arm and pulled toward him, as if to share a word in private.


The soldier gave Taiki a curious look. Now the two of them had Yari’s attention. Taiki yanked the man closer with his left hand. At the same time, Taiki drew the sword from its scabbard with his right.


The soldier hadn’t taken his next breath before Taiki jabbed the sword into his abdomen. Yari acted at once. The rest of the soldiers didn’t realize that anything was amiss. Even if they did, their brains couldn’t grasp what had occurred.


Yari doubled over the guard standing next to him with a blow to his solar plexus and took his sword. Before he could gasp out a startled cry, Taiki lowered his sword and slashed aside the bamboo curtain.


Sunlight flooded the platform.


Taiki ran into the light. Yari followed a split second behind, then stepped forward to cut down the guards standing at attention in front of them.




Boushuku had no idea what just happened. It looked to him like Taiki stabbed one of his men, except such a thing could never happen. Standing there stunned and motionless, he only came to the bewildering realization that something had gone dangerously wrong.


As far as he could tell, Taiki seemed to have stolen a sword from one of his men. Again, Boushuku couldn’t imagine the Taiho doing such a thing. Taiki surely only wished to protest the discourtesy of having armed men stand over him and remonstrated with them to put down their weapons. Attempting to retrieve his sword, the soldier stepped forward and unfortunately ended up walking into the business end of the blade.


Was that what had taken place? Or perhaps that was only what it looked like. Rather, the soldier sank to his knees because he was kowtowing in apology to Taiki. Then why did Taiki jump out of the chair? Why did he jump down from the platform? Boushuku had to stop him. Except he couldn’t move. Frozen in place, the scene played out before him like a living nightmare.


His body a blur of motion, Taiki descended the steps as the rest of the security detail looked on in almost comical disbelief. A few came to their senses in time to seize at him in a panic, but managed only to grab empty air as they teetered off balance.


Yari dashed past them and took point in front of Taiki, having at some point armed herself.


What in the world is going on?


Boushuku couldn’t make sense of the fleeting images in front of him. Struggling to root his senses in something real, he reflexively searched for Gogetsu and Fukushou. Except they hadn’t been a part of this security detail from the start.


The two silhouettes darted through the open doors into the brilliant white light. They somehow appeared to be moving slowly past the astonished soldiers, most of whom also reacted as if mired in mud. A few frantically and awkwardly set off in pursuit.


Behind them, guards toppled wounded from the platform, raising painful cries of distress and filling the air with the smell of blood.




Risai realized at once that something was amiss inside the Hall of Supreme Harmony.


The officials and members of the honor guard standing at attention broke formation. They turned toward the Hall, narrowing their eyes and trying to see inside.


A pair of silhouettes barreled down the steps. A squad of soldiers raced after them.


The soldiers lined up along the extended footing of the Hall of Supreme Harmony glanced over their shoulders. As if set in motion simultaneously, the crowds and the executioner and the guards posted around the scaffold all turned their attention to the Hall.


“Let’s go!”


Risai might have given the order. Or they all voiced the same intention at the same time. Their one chance had arrived. It was now or never.


Risai set off at a sprint. Half a step ahead of her, Seishi pulled the knife from his pocket. The soldiers ahead of them glanced back with bewildered looks, slow to react to his slashing attacks. They collapsed one after the other. Seishi shoved the bodies behind him and kept going. Risai slammed into one of the staggering soldiers and took his sword.


Sweeping the sword in wide arcs as they passed each rank of soldiers, she cleared the path. They continued forward. In the time it took to cover half the distance to the scaffold, the rest of her colleagues had similarly armed themselves.


The angry roars ringing in her ears grew all the louder. They pushed aside bystanders too stunned to move and mowed down the soldiers frantically charging toward them. They halved the distance yet again. By now, soldiers were closing in from before and behind. Except the soldiers weren’t heading at Risai and her crew. They were racing to confront whatever was charging out of the Hall of Supreme Harmony.


The melee on the steps of the Hall dissolved almost at once. The knot of soldiers collapsed. A young woman burst forth. Dispatching anyone who opposed her with frighteningly fast reflexes, she swept aside each onrushing phalanx of her foes and continued on at top speed.


Registering the girl’s progress out of the corner of her eyes, Risai swung her sword and dispatched the remaining soldiers to the right and left.


The scaffold and its pillar of unfinished wood appeared before her.




“Stop them!”


The voice registered in his ears. Boushuku came to his senses. He raced after Taiki. The interior of the Hall of Supreme Harmony was in a complete state of chaos.


Court officials and what was left of the honor guard huddled around the base of the throne in the center of the room, now stripped of its bamboo curtains, and shouted at everybody to protect them against the rebels. In response to their cries, more soldiers flocked in to form a reinforced cordon around them.


Except it was clearly written on all their faces that they had no idea what was going on. Besides those who’d been standing next to Taiki, nobody would know.


People running recklessly out of the Hall while others were running in added to the bedlam. Boushuku forced his way through and ran toward the open doors. He had to dodge right and left around the soldiers lying on the ground—dead or alive, he couldn’t tell—to keep from tripping over or stepping on their bodies.


He made his way to the doors. The pandemonium intensified. A tight knot of people headed toward the scaffold. Others were trying to flee. Others ran toward him. Nobody was moving with any kind of coordinated action. Here and there came the sound of collision and conflict, accompanied by roars and screams.


Obstructed by the rampant disorder, Boushuku couldn’t move forward. He looked again, and saw that part of the seething mob had split away, descended the steps to the Hall, and was making a beeline for the scaffold, with Yari leading the way.


Another wave rushed toward the scaffold out of the crowded courtyard, cutting down the soldiers that stood in their way. With more guards chasing them, and more troops arriving to back them up, and more gangs welling up out of the civilian population, the courtyard had turned into a seething cauldron.




What is going on here?


Dumfounded, Asen surveyed the scene before him. Pandemonium had suddenly broken out where Taiki was supposed to be sitting. He turned to see the bamboo blinds fly apart. Two figures leapt out. The walls of guards split apart in surprise as they rushed through.


The surrounding soldiers scrambled about, finally falling into a haphazard formation hot on their heels. All Asen could make was a roiling mass of humanity. Obstructed by the wall of soldiers and civil servants milling about in front of him, he had no idea who was running where or what they were doing.


He reflexively came to his feet and followed the motions of the people moving about. Some were running away. Others were running after them. Amidst the mayhem, he picked out one knot of individuals charging out of the Hall and straight toward the scaffold.


The alarm finally rang out. Every soldier shouted as they ran around the Hall. For a moment, “Taiho!” was the one word they all had in common. Then confusion again swept through the Hall and what they were attempting to say about the Taiho was lost in the din. He’d fled, been kidnapped, been killed—every possibility reached his ears.


“What’s happening?” he heard Ansaku screaming. “Somebody give me a report!”


As if acting on that signal, one corner of the packed crowd at the front of the courtyard collapsed in disarray. A handful of people charged toward the scaffold. Soldiers moved in to stop them. The gang from the Hall and the gang from the crowded courtyard pressed closer to the foot of the scaffold holding Gyousou.


Boushuku tried to join them but the swarms of people kept him from making any progress. Ahead of the rest, Yari reached the scaffold with Taiki right behind her. Soldiers thronged around them but were unable to restrain them. Not only Yari’s preternatural swordplay kept them at bay, Taiki brandished a sword as well.


Though Taiki demonstrated no martial abilities with the weapon, simply waving the blade in their faces was enough to bring them to a halt. At the same time, the second gang approached from the crowded courtyard. Boushuku still didn’t comprehend the situation. He looked on in confusion and dismay as the rebels swarmed around the scaffold.




Sougen got to the scaffold first. He seized a lance from a stupefied soldier and cleared the rest from the platform. Risai reached the podium at the same time as the young woman. A young man accompanied her.


The moment Risai recognized the girl’s companion, she turned and ran to them, pushing aside any enemies in her way. She positioned herself right behind him, back to back, in order to confront the soldiers pursuing them. With Taiki covered on both sides, together they retreated to the scaffold.




Glancing around to get a read on their surroundings, Risai caught his eye.


Taiho—


Risai—


“You did a good job staying alive,” Taiki murmured.


He next looked up at the pillar in the center of the scaffold. Ignoring the fighting going on all around him, Taiki ran to the scaffold with such determination that he didn’t stop in time and struck the podium and fell to his knees. Crimson eyes looked down into his upturned gaze.


Taiki couldn’t find the words to speak. Instead, a soft voice drifted down like a falling leaf.


“Ah, is that Kouri?”


Though bound to the post, the man showed not a whisper of hesitation or awkwardness. A smile filled every aspect of his face, the crimson eyes, the white hair, even the sunken cheeks.


“You’ve grown up.”


“Gyousou-sama.” Taiki moved forward on his knees. “I apologize for my long absence.” He lowered his head and bowed low to the ground. “Your Highness.”


There could, of course, be no other emperor of Tai but Gyousou.


Boushuku heard the ripple of voices through the crowd growing into a towering crescendo. He stood there frozen in place. Taiki bowed at the feet of the prisoner.


Well, then. That’s what this all comes down to in the end.


Ansaku couldn’t move a muscle either. Taiki had kowtowed before Gyousou. All of Ansaku’s hard work turned to rubble in an instant.


Charging toward the chaos erupting around the scaffold, Ganchou stopped in his tracks and looked on in blank amazement. Taiki bowed at Gyousou’s feet. A soldier ran up to him, put a hand on his shoulder, and tried to pull him away. Faster than any of the rebels around them could react, Taiki slashed him with his sword. He imparted a good deal of force to the tip of the sword. The soldier stagged back a step, clutching his knee.


“That boy is a monster, all right,” said a mildly amused Rousan. When Ganchou glanced at her, she narrowed her eyes and added, “I don’t imagine there has ever been another kirin in the whole history of this world who inflicted such wounds with his own hand.”


“Kill them!” shrieked a voice close by. “He’s an imposter!” Ansaku screamed. “He is not the Taiho!”


The shriek reached Boushuku’s ears as well. So that’s what’s going on, he thought. But an equally strong reaction told that was of course not the case. The two thoughts warred inside his head, rendering him immobile.


Perhaps Ansaku’s words reached the scaffold and the core of the chaos. A soldier ran toward Taiki. One of the rebels intercepted the attack. Seishi ran up to Gyousou and quickly cut away the fetters. A soldier charged in to stop him. Taiki drove him back with a sweep of his sword. The soldier stepped back holding his wrist and Sekirei cut him down.


Sekirei didn’t recognize the face of the young man who had just inflicted that arm wound. His countenance, pale as wax, was spattered with drops of blood. The hand gripping the sword shook as if from a spasm. Then another hand reached down and enveloped his.


“Well done. But you’ve done enough.”


Gyousou pried apart the fingers clenched around the hilt and retrieved the sword from Taiki’s hand. Like a cornered animal, those dark and glittering eyes gazed up at Gyousou. Gyousou responded with a single nod.


Without a doubt, he is the lifeblood of Tai. The rough blood necessary to survive the harsh Tai winters flows through his veins.


In that moment, as Gyousou gazed down at him, Taiki’s human form began to dissolve.


	Chapter 35


[24-3] At that same moment, all that met the eyes of everyone around them was chaos and confusion.


The criminal was dragged to the scaffold. The executioner started to read the bill of indictment, proclaiming the man’s crimes against the kingdom. In the same moment that his voice rang out around the Hall of Supreme Harmony, the wall of guards circling the scaffold crumbled apart. Like floodwaters washing away a levee, a wave of people swept toward the execution platform, leaving utter disorder in its wake.


What in the world was taking place?


As the crowds looked on with blank amazement, at the very center of the pandemonium appeared the figure of a beast.


A beast with a silver black body that glimmered like burnished steel. A pearl white horn projected from its forehead.


The beast bowed at the feet of the criminal, then peered up at him and nuzzled his neck against his side. Coming nimbly to its feet, it leaned forward and gave the criminal a nudge with the side of its head.


That is a kirin.


At first uttered here and there, the murmur spread like a wave through the immense courtyard. Why? asked some. You don’t say! came other flustered responses.


The man dragged onto the scaffold was no criminal. He is our emperor.


A bystander looked on in stunned disbelief, his fingers numb. The stone he was holding dropped to the ground. He’d come here to pay back the ringleader who’d stolen the throne and inflicted so much suffering on them. He had no bow or sword so he grabbed a rock. The hand that once held that rock now shook with fear.


Boushuku stopped dead in his tracks. Like the nameless bystander, his weapon fell at his feet.


That is the kirin. Of course it is. Because Taiki is the kirin and the kirin of Tai chose Gyousou.


Asen as well rose from the throne and took in the scene before him. He shouldn’t have a horn. Asen severed the horn himself. That should have prevented Taiki from changing his form and summoning his shirei.


Where did the plan go wrong?


“Looks to me like he’s all healed up,” Rousan murmured in awe.


Ganchou was no less taken aback. “The Taiho did say he’d recovered from the esui.”


And having recovered, his severed horn grew back in time. A living being at the level of a kirin surely could regrow its horn. But Ganchou had never spied the shadows of any shirei in Taiki’s vicinity. Nor had Taiki appeared to pay attention to the jisen youma proliferating around the palace. To start with, if he was in possession of his horn, he could have sensed Gyousou’s imperial aura. Instead of hanging around the palace, wouldn’t he have gone straight to help him?


But thinking about it now, there was a point in time when the people in Taiki’s immediate surroundings grew strangely immune to the youma. Could that be because his lost horn had healed and grown back? With his powers as a kirin restored, his abilities to keep the youma at bay also grew. Although fully recuperated, Taiki had hidden that fact until today.


“Damn, but he played us good,” Rousan said with a wry smile. “That kirin is a monster like no other.”




“General!” came the shout behind Seikou, almost a scream.


Seikou had just launched his kijuu from the turret of the pagoda and was headed toward the scaffold and the chaotic execution site with his men. They were armed with crossbows and within firing distance. But he had orders that they must not kill the criminal. On no account should he attack until he could be assured that not a single arrow touched his person.


In the process of executing that strategy—getting close enough that none of their shots went astray—the beast suddenly appeared before them.


“Seikou-sama, that is—” They closed on the target with their kijuu. “That is the Taiho! So he must be the emperor.”


Seikou nodded. Of course, Gyousou was the emperor. The fact was entirely beside the point.


“I’ve known that all along!” He shouted at his men, “Gyousou is not our liege. We answer only to Asen-sama and serve his dynasty.”


“But—”


“Ours is not to reason why! Charge! Annihilate the rebels!”


The soldiers did as they were told. No matter how absurd and nonsensical, orders were orders. On the battlefield, there was no greater offense than disobeying a command. If told to charge, they charged. Even knowing an order would inflict great harm on the army or the kingdom, the soldier who refused risked being charged with insubordination.


The rightness or wrongness of the order was never the issue at hand. The possibility of problems arising later that might require those so ordered to answer for their actions was another matter entirely.


Yet most of the archers could not bring themselves to fire. Whatever their reservations, having been ordered to shoot, they should not hesitate. But a volley of arrows unleashed at the target would surely hit the kirin.


That alone was something they could not do.


From another location, another demanding voice called out, “Close the gates! Don’t allow the rebels to escape! Kill every last one of them here and now!”


Following those orders, they attempted to close the gate to the Hall of Supreme Harmony. Observing the turmoil all around them, a wave of people fled the courtyard and surged toward the gate. The soldiers massed together, trying to stem the flow. But the mounting pressure behind that tide of humanity pushed the guards aside and wrenched the doors open.


Fear energized the masses. Someone had dared to oppose Asen. A riot erupted in the middle of the courtyard. That being the case, every last one of them would be dead if they lingered there a minute longer.


The swelling multitudes created a rushing current of people that swept them from the Hall of Supreme Harmony toward the Highland Gate. The river carried Risai and Sougen and their retainers along while Gyousou jumped onto Taiki’s back. Gyousou could withdraw from the battlefield at any time.


Some of their colleagues held back, opening up holes in the wall of humanity created by the throngs for others to fill. It should be possible to ride the flow out of Hakkei Palace.


The army began to mobilize in greater numbers. Though they couldn’t divert the people streaming through the gate, they picked Gyousou out of the crowds and rushed toward him.


“Can we make it out of the Highland Gate?”


“Probably. But where do we go after that?”


After exiting the Highland Gate, they still had no safe haven. Asen could hunt them down and kill them at will.


“His Highness and the Taiho must leave here at once!” shouted Sougen.


“No,” Gyousou refused in a single word.


“Your Highness!”


“Calm down. Once we’re in the clear, a kirin can really pick up the pace. Nobody will overtake him then. But breaking through the sky above Kouki? Take a look at the number of air cavalry up there.”


“Still—”


“His Highness is correct,” Risai interjected. “Don’t give up now. For the time being, let’s at least make it back to Kouki.”


“Risai-sama—” Seishi glanced back at her. He’d come here intending to fight to the death. Except Gyousou had returned. Gyousou had to be protected at all costs.


“I was about to say this earlier, but I spotted Kouryou in the crowds.”


“Eh?” came Seishi’s startled reply.


“Didn’t Kouryou leave to join forces with Eishou? He must have returned with him. Eishou has got to be here too.”


Risai left open a path of retreat with that assumption in mind. Quite unexpectedly, drawing Asen’s army into an extended engagement in Bun Province had given Eishou more freedom to maneuver with his forces. Though securing a path of retreat reduced her own ability to go on the offensive, Taiki more than made up for it by drawing all eyes to the Hall of Supreme Harmony.


Attempts to close the Highland Gate ground to a half. Carried along by the human stampede, Risai scrambled through the gate with the others. The crowds began to disperse. The wave of people crested and thinned out around them. A squad of heavily armed soldiers ran toward them.


Risai prepared to meet them with her sword. Gyousou called out to her. She didn’t hear him in all the commotion. But she understood what the men coming at her were shouting.


“Your Highness!”


“Gyousou-sama!”


“Oh, is that Santou?” she heard Gyousou respond.


Santou was one of Ganchou’s officers. As they came closer, the soldiers reinforced the defensive perimeter forming around Gyousou and Taiki.


Gyousou never failed to remember and recognize his retainers.


Another group appeared, this time civilians. Gyousou also identified them by name. As fast as people could join them, their defenses swelled in number. While crossing swords with the soldiers hot on their heels, they arrive in a rush at the Horse Gate. The massive doors were closed.


“This far and no further!” someone groaned.


Just then, the doors opened. Asen had positioned his men on the spires adorning the gate and the nearby city walls above them, but they soon came under attack by another line of soldiers charging down the ramparts. The gate opened and what appeared to be an entire army poured through. Risai was not surprised to see who was leading them.


“Eishou!” she called out.


“Risai! You’re still alive!” Astride his kijuu, Eishou waved his lance.


Sougen shouted at him, “Where have you been hiding all of this time?”


“Oh, here, there, and everywhere. Looks like you managed to lay low enough to save your hide, Sougen.”


Sougen ran over to the mounted general. “Thanks for riding to the rescue.”


“You performed a magnificent feat, rescuing Gyousou-sama like that. Well done!”


Eishou pointed behind him. Additional columns of soldiers had engaged the Imperial Army. They weren’t well equipped and their ranks had clearly been slapped together at the last minute. But they made up for those deficiencies in numbers.


Risai and her colleagues scampered inside the cover provided by Eishou’s army. They left Kouki with all due haste.


“Where do we go from here?”


“What, do you think I’d go anywhere without a plan?” Keeping pace alongside her, Eishou flashed a clever smile and indicated the way south with a nod of his head.


The highway south cut a course through the fallow fields ahead, where another army was waiting for them.


“That is—”


At the head of his troops, a buoyant Gashin greeted them with a cheerful smile. “Long time, no see, everybody! Follow us to Kou Castle!” Gashin chuckled at Risai’s dumbstruck expression and gestured over his shoulder. “The provincial capital belongs to us. We’ve secured all the roads between here and there.”


Heading south, white banners lined the road as far as the eye could see. Decorating each flag in faded black ink was the character for the number one. The standard of the Black Flags that Houto had created.


	Chapter 36


[34-4] From a turret atop the Highland Gate, an enraged Asen surveyed the city of Kouki. The guards in charge of the Highland Gate couldn’t hide their consternation and dismay at the sight of the emperor who, under normal circumstances, should absolutely never put himself in such a precarious position.


Chaos reigned across the city. From even this far away, Asen could make out the swirling ebb and flow in the jampacked streets. The soldiers manning the ramparts had lost any semblance of cohesive action. The silhouettes of the air cavalry flitting through the air over his head like so many gnats perfectly symbolized the status quo.


Off in the distance, a great mass of people moved along the highway from Kouki, in enough numbers to fill the road from end to end. While engaging the pursuing Imperial Army at their rear, they moved south at remarkable speed.


“What just happened?” Asen muttered to himself in disbelief.




Only minutes before, Asen had looked on in mute amazement as the kirin and its rider formed the core of a massive procession of people in the center of the courtyard.


The crowds filling the immense courtyard flowed into a human tidal wave that surged toward the gate to the Hall of Supreme Harmony, pushed it open, and broke through. The wave next crested against the Highland Gate and again broke through.


From his seat on the throne inside the Hall, that was all he could see of the unfolding events.


The Imperial Tiger Guard unit approached and urged him to step down from the throne and leave the building. He followed their lead at first, but as the human wave receded from the courtyard, he hurried instead to the Highland Gate, where he climbed to the top of one of the high turrets.


Enclosed within the encircling ramparts and barrier walls, Kouki spread out below him. Beyond the walls, the main highway ran south from the city. By the time Asen reached this vantage point, the multitudes were already disappearing down the road in a great flowing river of people.


“Why?” Asen asked himself, gritting his teeth in frustration. “How could any of this have occurred?”




“Because none of those mindless marionettes were able to act on their own,” Gashin explained.


He’d assumed command of the makeshift stables that sprang up at the outskirts of Kouki, outfitting kijuu and assigning them to riders as more people arrived.


“Those puppets ended up in charge of each regional office. They followed Asen’s orders to the letter but wouldn’t do anything aside from what they were told. No matter what maneuvers we undertook, as long as the people who were supposed to be watching us were not inclined to see anything, it was relatively easy to stay out of sight. And then you guys up in Bun Province did us a big favor by creating a huge commotion.”


After that, all eyes focused on Bun Province. Ever vigilant about rebel activities led by Risai and her retainers, Asen deployed more forces to Bun Province. In preparation for mopping up operations, he also sent troops to Jou Province to track down any stragglers attempting to flee. Leading up to Gyousou’s execution, frequent uprisings by pro-Gyousou factions forced Asen to constantly be on guard in I Province as well.


More than any other single factor, maintaining the necessary minimum troop strength in Kouki required drawing forces from the outlying provinces.


“The result was a remarkable hollowing out of the ranks. From Ba Province to Kou Province and Ran Province, our home grounds were practically devoid of military activity. In particular, the provinces of Kou and Ran within spitting distance of Kouki couldn’t muster a single army between them. They’d all been rounded up and sent to the capital.”


No matter how often the puppets were instructed to be on the lookout for insurgencies, they didn’t have the inclination or the ability to root them out in advance. On top of that, the Provincial Guard already had their hands full just carrying out their normal day-to-day functions.


“At first, we had no idea what was going on either. But then Kouryou made his way to Eishou’s headquarters. Not long after that, a messenger showed up on our doorstep too. That’s how we learned what was going on in the Imperial Palace and that Risai-sama was alive and holding out in Bun Province.”


Gashin and Eishou considered heading to Bun Province. At the time, rumors had reached them about rebel forces gathering in Bun Province. They figured Risai was behind the uprising. They mobilized an expeditionary unit in hopes of linking up with them and ran into Kouka in the mountains of Bun Province. From Kouka they learned that Gyousou had been rescued and then abducted again. If they kept going to Bun Province, they wouldn’t arrive in time to make a difference. So they changed tactics and sent all their forces into Kou Province.




“It’s a bluff!” Asen roared in response. “They haven’t got anything more left in their arsenal!”




“Well, he is right about that,” Gashin said with a nonchalant smile. “What you see here is all we’ve got.”


Gashin had four thousand troops undercover in Ran Province. Eishou commanded less than seven thousand hiding out in Ba Province. The banners raised along the highway were in fact simply posted there. Although all those banners appeared to be in the hands of Gashin’s men, he had actually done nothing more than send a company of a hundred soldiers ahead of the main body of the army, plant the banners, and then circle back to the column.


“Unfortunately, most of the castles along the way are empty,” Gashin said, taking to the air himself. The riders he’d assigned mounts saluted and took their places along the column.


What appeared at first glance to be a long column of soldiers only maintained that form until it reached the Kou provincial castle. They occupied the minimum number of critical strategic points along the route and manned them with handpicked civilian volunteers. The rest holed up in the castle.


Even so, the castle was mostly empty.




“Nothing but a bag filled with air!” Asen reproved everybody in earshot. “A single attack will break them into pieces!”




“At this point, not so much a bluff as a paper tiger,” Gashin said with a grin. “But if everybody sticks to their posts and holds their ground, then all’s well that ends well.”


“Holds their ground with a paper tiger?” Risa said with a quizzical tip of her head.


“Yes. The special envoy from En is on his way here.”


Risai’s reaction was a spontaneous yelp of surprise.


The power of the throne was immense and Asen was a formidable man. But he had a fatal weakness. He knew nothing about receiving aid from other kingdoms and had no means of obtaining it even if he did.


Despite his meticulous planning, the military capabilities of other kingdoms never factored into the equation. From the start, Asen failed to notice the gaping hole in his reading of the forces arrayed against him.


“We will rendezvous at the castle. All Gyousou-sama has to do is petition the envoy for assistance himself.”


An En flagship was waiting off the coast of Tai, Gashin further explained. Then he added with a smile, “We discovered a most interesting kijuu in Kou Province. Though the young man on his back had his hands on the reins, the kijuu showed not the slightest desire to carry him. As you can imagine, he was holding on for dear life. When we tried to detain it, the kijuu bucked him off and fled. For whatever reason, the kijuu did not stray far and eventually accompanied us. The rider was unconscious and covered head to toe with wounds. He was holding a sword against his chest.”


“A sword?” Risai said with a start.


Gashin nodded. “None other than Cold Jade. Moreover, tied to the sword was a passport inscribed with the Taiho’s name and carrying the stamp of the Imperial Kei. Of course, we immediately took it into safekeeping.”


“What in the world!”


“The rider’s name is Kyoshi, a Taoist from Zui’un Temple. Kyoshi filled us in on the details. He said the Kingdom of En had the Taiho’s back.”


“Kyoshi is alive!”


“That being the case, the faster we made inquiries with En the better. That passport should win us an audience. We sent an envoy of our own to En. Thankfully, the Imperial En himself agreed to meet with him. He was familiar with the passport and also recognized Cold Jade.”


That was the way things stood now, Gashin concluded. “Even if the provincial castle was recaptured, En could take it back in an instant.”


“I see,” Risai said. So that was how the subsequent events unfolded.


She recalled the night she attached the passport to Gyousou’s sword. Having reunited with Gyousou, they only had to make it to En and then take the Bun provincial castle. Victory was within their grasp. She was filled with hope that night. And then almost overnight, everything was stolen away. So many of her friends and colleagues died. More than she could count.


She believed at the time that all their accumulated gains had gone to waste. But all had not been for naught.


“Thank you,” Risai found herself murmuring aloud.


A startled cry ahead interrupted her thoughts. Reflexively turning toward the sound, she saw the kirin—Taiki—tumbling out of the sky.


“Taiho!”


He fell more like a falling leaf. Risai brought her kijuu around and spurred it on.


He must be exhausted. He hasn’t completely recovered from the esui after all.


As Risai flew toward Taiki, a beast shot past them like a flash of lightning and seized Taiki by the throat. Or to be more precise, scooped up the kirin’s deer-like neck in its mouth. The beast was a suugu. The suugu was wearing a saddle but had no rider.


“Keito!” Gyousou called out.


He flew after the descending suugu. Risai followed and more riders joined the chase behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of two figures at the edge of a grove of trees alongside the highway. They looked straight up, nodded, and disappeared into the trees.


Acknowledging their presence, Keito alighted on the ground. A team of mounted kijuu gathered in a circle around the suugu. Keito lay Taiki on the ground. The kirin drew ragged breaths.


Starting with Gyousou, the riders formed a second ring inside the circle of kijuu. They spread out blankets and brought water.


“He’s okay. He’s not wounded,” a young woman confidently assured them. She was one of the riders who’d been escorting Taiki.


With a sigh of relief, Risai scanned her surroundings. “I’m positive that was Rousan I saw just now.”


Keito was outfitted with a saddle. Rousan must have been the rider. She saw Taiki falling out of the sky and came running.


“Rousan? Where?” came a heated inquiry.


Risai turned and found herself facing Kouryou. “Kouryou! You’re alright!”


He answered with a nod. Looking in the direction Risai was pointing, he said, “I have a few questions Rousan needs to answer.”


He was striding to his kijuu when a familiar voice rang out. “Kouryou, it’s okay.”


Beneath the blanket the young woman had covered him with, Taiki had reverted to human form.


“Taiho.”


Kouryou ran up to him. Taiki said, “It’s good to see you well. You don’t need to worry about Rousan.”


“But she—”


“Rousan is not our enemy. Isn’t that right, Yari?”


Taiki looked at Yari. A blank expression on her face, Yari returned the look with neither a yea or nay.


Taiki didn’t consider Rousan an enemy and had felt so from the start. When he returned to Hakkei Palace, Rousan encouraged Asen to strike Taiki with his sword. She didn’t recommend the far more obvious method of simply having Taiki pledge his fealty. Because a kirin could not, by his very nature, bow down to anyone but his own liege.


But it shouldn’t be impossible for a kirin to instruct his shirei to stand down. If an attack came out of nowhere, he would be unlikely to restrain them. But if warned beforehand, Taiki could order his shirei to not intervene and to not assault Asen as he approached.


Taiki was confident that Rousan deliberately steered the discussion away from the easiest and most reliable method available.


“Wasn’t Rousan the one who assigned Yari to be my bodyguard?”


Yari didn’t answer this time either. Instead, she hoisted Taiki onto Keito’s back. Gyousou was Keito’s master. Keitou should not object to carrying both of them.


“Let us move along with all due haste. We must relocate to safer territory.”




That day, after converging on Kouki and rescuing Gyousou, the Black Flags withdrew to a shire castle south of Kouki. Though not far from the road, it did not face the main highway and was not all that big, even for a shire castle.


In fact, the Black Flags had taken over the castle only early that morning. By the time Risai and the others arrived, the town had finally been brought under control and pickets were set up to defend the access routes.


After attacking Kouki and fending off the Imperial Army, the Black Flags retreated while keeping themselves between Gyousou and his pursuers. They took losses along the way, though not in greater numbers than the Imperial Army. As news spread that Gyousou was indeed the emperor, desertions from the Imperial Army increased. Not a few of the deserters immediately crossed the lines and joined the Black Flags.


Making their way deeper into Kou, each time the Black Flags retreated to another town within their established sphere of influence, they linked up with the contingent of soldiers they’d left to hold the town. Hearing the rumors, both civilians and soldiers joined the ranks, soon more than replacing their depleted numbers.


Meanwhile, the size of the Imperial Army continued to dwindle. The long supply lines needed to sustain the column eventually collapsed. Incapable of keeping up the pursuit, the Imperial Army was left with no choice but to return to Kouki to defend the capital.


A vanguard unit took to the skies, skipping from town to town as they raced to Soukou Castle in Kou Province. They arrived at Soukou Castle three days later.


The Provincial Guard marched from the surrounding areas to recapture Soukou Castle. Though the battle to defend the castle was still underway, the retreating Black Flags now threatened to catch the siege army in a pincer movement and they were forced to withdraw. By this juncture, there weren’t enough forces left in Kou Province to mount a credible attack against the province lord and his castle.


On the fifth day, a new set of standards rose above Soukou Castle. The standards of the Imperial Palace Guard and the Zui Provincial Army joined those of the Black Flags and the Kou Provincial Guard, along with banners bearing the emblem of a jet-black flying dragon and a kirin set against a deep orange background.


The latter two were the standards of the emperor and the kirin, signaling to all who could see that the emperor and kirin had united once again.


	Part Twenty-Five

	Chapter 37


[25-1] Soukou, the capital city of Kou Province, towered above the island in the river.


Divided in two by Soukou Mountain, the mighty river flowing west from Zui Province split into north and south forks. The rocky outcroppings caught between the two tributaries climbed toward the heavens, forming a Ryou’un Mountain.


Over the eons, sand carried by the river accumulated around the mountain, forming massive sandbars crisscrossed by water channels that fed into the city at the foot of the mountain. The sluice gates that dotted the barrier walls around the city diverted the water into a gridwork of canals that encompassed the city.


The countless bridges spanning the canals, the anchorages and boats tied up next to residences, created a vista unique to Soukou in all of Tai.


When Risai arrived at Soukou, skirmishes were still ongoing inside the city and on the sandy lowlands around the city. Though they had established control of the castle itself, scars from the battle were evident everywhere, along with a pervasive sense of barely contained chaos. Soukou was not yet a city where civilians could walk the streets in safety.


Along with Risai and her colleagues, Gyousou and Taiki entered the castle, where they were informed that the envoy from En had arrived and was waiting at the provincial council building.


Not stopping to change out of the traveling clothes they’d worn during their retreat from Kouki, they all headed for the council building.


As soon as they stepped inside, “Risai!” a voice called out.


They stopped in their tracks at the sight of the small figure. Risai exclaimed in turn, “En Taiho?”


What appeared to be a child with golden hair gamboled across the wide atrium. So he was the envoy! Risai directed her gaze at Enki. Behind him, a tall figure approached with long strides. He acknowledged her with a small nod. By the time his identity registered, the boy bounded up to them.


Risai beat a hasty retreat and held out her hand. “No, no, no. Not in the condition we’re in!”


Enki instead bumped her hand with his fists. “You are in a pretty shabby state!” he said. He looked up at Risai. “But you did well.”


He seemed to be holding in his emotions. Looking down at him, Risai felt a hard lump rise in her throat. The night she and Taiki left Kei, fully aware of the hopeless situation ahead of them, the last one to see them off was the same Enki standing before her now.


“You really came through, Risai.”


“Thank you,” Risai said. She could barely get the words out of her mouth.


“You did,” Enki assured her, grasping her hand. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


That was when a hand reached down and grabbed him by the nape of his neck and moved him off to the side like a piece on a chess board.


“And in less than a year. That is some mighty fine work, General.”


“We are honored you went to the trouble of coming all the way here.”


“When your envoy showed me that passport, I could hardly believe my eyes. He filled me in on the details but had no idea about how you were faring. So of course I had to come here and see for myself.”


“You needn’t have, but thank you very much.”


With a laugh and a nod, the Imperial En turned his attention to the man standing next to her. “Well, it looks like you managed to make it back in one piece. You have yourself some fine retainers here.”


“Your words are greatly appreciated,” Gyousou said. And then in a straightforward gesture of respect, he touched one knee to the ground. “Please lend us all the strength and resources you can afford to save Tai.”


Without giving it another thought, Risai followed Gyousou’s lead. Everyone around them knelt in succession and bowed their heads.


“I accept the challenge! You will have the backing of many kingdoms other than En. Do what you need to do to get the job done.”


In that moment, the fate of Tai took a dramatic turn.




Ten days passed. Soldiers gathered at the Kou Palace barracks as units of the Black Flags arrived in Kou Province, having fought an ongoing rearguard action against the Imperial Army during their retreat from Kouki.


Watching them straggle in, Risai called out in delight every time she caught sight of a familiar face, celebrating their safe return and thanking them for their service.


Yuushou trailed in at the end of the column. “Are you alright?” she shouted, running up to him. She recognized Hinken with him but couldn’t place the name.


“This is?”


Yuushou nodded. “A great help during the retreat. Hinken, this is Risai.”


Hinken offered her a polite bow. “I know the general well. What matters more is that you are in good health.”


Behind him was Santou, one of Ganchou’s retainers.


“Santou, it’s been a while.”


Santou ended up serving under Hinken when Hinken took over Asen’s division after Gyousou’s disappearance. When Eishou’s army poured into Kouki like an avalanche, Hinken ordered his men to “Defend the rebels!”


Now that she thought about it, hadn’t one of the brigade commanders in the army Asen sent after Gyousou in Ba Province also served under Hinken?


“Hinken, didn’t you have a subordinate by the name of Kisen?”


“Yes, I did,” Hinken said with a nod. “But he had his soul stolen by Asen. He was summoned by Asen. When he returned, he’d contracted that accursed illness. I heard he was dispatched to Ba Province and died there.”


“So that’s what happened,” Risai murmured to herself. Perhaps Kisen’s fate had contributed to Hinken switching allegiances. She’d heard he treated his subordinates well. Not a man to put on airs, he was a general with a strong sense of honor and duty.


Hinken seemed about to ask a question but thought better of it. He only bowed and went to look after his retainers. He might have learned that Risai had been in the battle and wanted to find out how Kisen met his end. But concluded there was no changing the past at this point and let the subject drop.


Risai watched him leave with mixed emotions.


“Risai-sama!”


She turned to find Kouyuu standing there. He was one of her retainers. She knew him on sight despite having last seen him long ago in Jou Province.


“Kouyuu, you’re alive and well!”


“Yes,” he said. He ran up to her and bowed. “We didn’t make it in time.”


He was surely referring to the failure to join their forces in Bun Province. Kouyuu was leading the remnants of Risai’s army to Seisai. But in the end, they were too late to engage in the hopeless battle to rescue Gyousou.


Risai clapped Kouyuu on the shoulder. “No matter. I’m just happy to see you here safe and sound.”


The inevitable delays he’d encountered were no fault of his. He kept the army intact and the troops safe. They encountered Eishou, hastened to Kouki, crossed paths with Gashin, and worked together to bring Kou Castle under control. With that mission well underway, they then sortied to defend the retreating Black Flags.


“You stayed alive and that’s what matters now,” Risai said.


Kouyuu covered his face with his arm. Risai patted him on the back. When she raised her head, a host of familiar faces had gathered around them. Here was the long-awaited reunion with retainers she hadn’t seen since they were forced to part ways in Jou Province seven long years ago.




After rekindling these old friendships, Risai climbed above the Sea of Clouds to the Enchou, the highest level of the palace. There in the domain of the heavens, the castle of the province lord was simply referred to as the Inner Court.


Risai arrived at the Enchou with heavy feet. However delighted she was to meet Kouyuu and her retainers, now that she was alone, she couldn’t help recalling all the faces she’d never see again. Of the five regimental commanders in her division, only Oukou and Kouyuu remained. Two of the others had been executed. Oukou informed her that the third died on the way here. That knowledge notwithstanding, she felt the pain anew.


“South of the castle we fought,” she hummed to herself. North of the walls we died.


At some point, that old song had become all the rage among the Black Flags. There was also a time when Risai sang it on a regular basis. Though less and less often as she rose higher in the ranks.


The higher a soldier’s rank, the lower his odds of dying in action. A heavily defended field headquarters behind the lines was safely out of the line of fire. For good reason, too, as the death of a commanding officer was often synonymous with defeat. A sufficiently talented and wary officer was more likely to survive and enjoy a long career. But over these past seven years, their status and rank rendered meaningless, Risai and her senior staff found themselves back on the front lines.


Perished like dogs at the side of the road and ended up food for the crows.


They had all been in a constant fight for their lives. These were the wages of war.


Singing the song under her breath, Risai climbed the stairs and exited the high pagoda into the Inner Court. A tense atmosphere filled the Inner Court on the day that Risai arrived. It had since settled down. The number of civil servants freely going about their jobs could be credited to the efforts of the Minister of Spring.


The Kou province lord was debilitated by the illness, along with the prime minister and the Minister of Summer. When Gashin and his troops first occupied the castle, the Provincial Guard and government officials put up a stiff resistance. But starting with the province lord, those with the illness only repeatedly ordered that Kouki be notified and otherwise didn’t oppose them in a meaningful way.


So Gashin rounded up the high officials and ranking officers, confined them to house arrest, and raced his army off to Kouki. With no time or troops to spare, he only left behind two platoons of fifty soldiers to enforce the house arrest.


Two days later, when Kouyuu arrived in Soukou and entered the castle to relieve them, he discovered that, in the meantime, the Minister of Spring had won over the incarcerated officials.


No matter how you think about it, the province lord is not in his right mind.


From the start, the province lord of Kou had opposed Asen’s enthronement, saying that he behaved more like an opportunist taking advantage of the calamity to usurp the throne. When Gyousou went missing, it was beyond belief that the kingdom should keep going as usual. When Gyousou’s death was announced, he declared it improbable in the extreme that no imperial funerary services would be held or a mausoleum made ready.


But then came a sudden switch of allegiances. Immediately afterwards, Zui’un Temple was put to the torch. The province lord they knew would never have condoned such actions. Without a doubt, the incomprehensible actions of the Imperial Army would have enraged him. After all, the province lord of Kou himself had once been a Taoist monk at Zui’un Temple.


An unconscionable betrayal had taken place, the Minister of Spring argued. The purges that followed, the abandonment of the people and the dereliction of his duties, was not like him at all. Even if the province lord switched sides in pursuit of some sort of greater strategy, there could be no forgiving these past seven years of Asen’s rule. There could be no forgiving a province lord that approved of Asen’s methods and means either.


Moreover, the supposedly dead Gyousou was now said to be alive. If Gyousou has usurped the throne, then why insist all this time that he’d been dead? Why label him an usurper at this late hour and not at the time?


If His Highness lives, then there can be no other emperor of Tai but him.


When Kouyuu opened the building where they were being held, he realized that the Minister of Spring had taken the initiative. Though the civil servants were not unanimous in their support, they did not resist his entreaties and were open to his arguments.


When Risai arrived along with Gyousou and entered the castle, they did not take up arms to oppose him, and so control of the provincial castle was settled once and for all.


Uncertain of whether to believe Asen or Gyousou, and indignant over the occupation, an air of confusion swirled around Soukou, leading to multiple incidents of nonviolent resistance. But then under Yari’s direction, the jisen were hunted down and eradicated. Seeing the great heap of youma corpses, provincial ministers grasped the true nature of the situation.


And so the civil servants and soldiers in the castle yielded to Gyousou’s leadership. Risai was sure that if the Minister of Spring had not done his part, needless blood would have been shed. And if it had, a fiery sense of indignation on behalf of the victims would have swept through the castle, only inviting more bloodshed.


Considering all the dire hypotheticals that hadn’t come to pass, she could only sigh in relief.


	Chapter 38


[25-2] “Risai!”


A familiar voice called out to her. Risai turned to see Eishou and his retainers. She stopped and waited for them to catch up. Eishou hadn’t changed at all, almost as if the past seven years had never happened.


She couldn’t help a small smile.


After retreating from Kouki, as soon as Eishou arrived at the first small castle along the way, he ran over to Gyousou. Risai and Sougen had reunited with Gyousou in Bun Province. But Eishou and Gashin met Gyousou that day in Kouki. The two of them scrambled over to Gyousou like a couple of kids. Risai maintained a discreet distance during their reunion, so she was not privy to all that was said among them.


Rumors of Eishou breaking down in tears were already circulating, except that Gashin being the source of the story was reason enough to question how much was being told in jest.


Still, it made for a charming tale.


As Risai mulled over these thoughts, Eishou drew closer and stopped, motioning for his retainers to continue on ahead.


“Going to see His Highness?”


Risai shook her head. “If you’re looking for him, he went down to welcome the soldiers who have just returned.”


“So he’s met with Kouyuu?”


“He’s doing fine. Thankfully.”


“Kouyuu really outdid himself, leading his soldiers from Sekijou to here at a remarkable pace. Gashin was full of praise. We owe him a lot.”


“Indeed,” Risai agreed.


“Speaking of Gashin,” Eishou said, as if the thought had just struck him. “I heard that Kaei showed up.”


Risai answered with a big nod. “She arrived yesterday.”


Risai was there to greet her. She’d previously parted ways with Kaei in Sui Province. Having grasped that something was rotten in Sui Province, Kaei returned to her home town in Ran Province, where a shusei agent had helped Gashin go underground and stay out of sight.


Kaei eventually reunited with Gashin. When he determined the time was right to besiege Kou Castle, Kaei put her extensive personal connections in Ran Province to good use.


Having resigned herself to Kaei’s likely demise, Risai was delighted to meet her old friend. Kaei was no less happy. Knowing that Risai fought her way through hordes of youma when setting off on her journey, she too had assumed that Risai no longer numbered among the living.


One after the other, Gyousou’s old retainers began to gather in Kou Province. Kaihaku, the very much alive Minister of Heaven, put in the most surprising appearance. He’d long been presumed dead, washed out to sea with the rubble from the shoku. But his servants dug him out from the debris along the shore.


Observing the discord in the Imperial Court, he remained in the shadows. The attendants who rescued him later confirmed that Asen had killed the civil servants serving in the Palace of Two Cries. Convinced that Kaihaku would share the same fate if his presence came to light, they persuaded him that the safest course of action was for him to stay dead and escape from the palace.


His Highness always treated his servants well, the attendants told him.


In fact, servants were not held in contempt during Gyousou’s dynasty. Taiki found the whole class system a mystery and was quick to voice objections when he caught wind of servants being badly treated.


They’re human beings the same as everybody else. It’s strange that they alone have to kowtow on the ground and never raise their heads.


Risai had heard the young Taiki say as much. Kaihaku fully agreed and worked hard to improve the treatment of servants and attendants. He was deeply moved to learn that his trusted retainer Kakei served Taiki up until the very end.


Risai had increasingly come to believe that, without anyone realizing it, the small stones accumulated in the past would one day produce a mountain of results.


The past creates the present.


In that case, the present also created the future, even when the connecting threads were no longer visible.


“By the way, have you met Seirai?”


Amidst the chaos that engulfed Kouki, Ganchou came to Seirai’s rescue. After hoisting the wounded and bedraggled Seirai onto a kijuu, he remained behind to fend off any pursuers. They heard that Asen’s own soldiers, who’d been charged with guarding Seirai, ended up cooperating with Ganchou. Before being reassigned, these were the same soldiers who’d been posted at Nightingale Manor.


No one had seen Ganchou after that, or heard from the soldiers who’d backed him up. Risai hadn’t met Seirai yet either. When he arrived in Soukou, Seirai hadn’t been well enough to see anyone.


“I did, to be sure,” Eishou said with a scowl. “He can’t stop summoning people around the clock.”


That being the case, his condition must have stabilized. “Then it sounds like he’s doing fine,” Risai quipped.


“I planned on sending him off in a grand style as soon as he died. Looks like I lost the chance. He’s sure to crawl out of bed one of these days and show us all his dumb mug.”


“You two can’t stop badmouthing each other,” Risai said with a smile. “How is he actually doing? All I’ve heard is rumors.”


The rumors said that when Seirai was first brought to Soukou, everyone around him was stunned by the terrible state of his health.


“The fool is too stupid to know when enough is enough and too stubborn to die,” Eishou grumbled to himself, though loud enough to be overheard. Hearing Risai’s sigh, he put on a straight face. “It’s going to take a while before he can move around on his own. The doctors say he’s going to end up with a limp. Still, he’s getting to the point where he can walk, so we’ll call that an improvement.”


Eishou said in a quieter voice, “But some parts of him aren’t going to heal. The Minister of Winter is confident he can make an artificial eye. He’s going to be scarred all over, though in time it’ll take a second look to see them. His mouth works as well as it ever did. The man won’t shut up. As far as Seirai is concerned, that means everything is just fine.”


“Seirai never slackened in his defense of the Imperial Treasury ledgers. We owe him a lot on that account alone.”


“I’ll give him that. Except all his bullheadedness was mostly for naught once the Kingdom of En showed up. As a reward, I’ll stay mum on the subject.”


Risai responded with a shake of her head. Seirai’s heroic efforts were far from futile. To the Black Flags and to Gyousou himself, the existence of the ledgers had significant symbolic value. Most importantly, concealing the ledgers put a significant check on the scope of Asen’s actions, an achievement entirely due to Seirai’s efforts.


“He’s happy enough to have a hospital bed next to His Highness. My goodness, but His Highness spoils him like a baby.”


Risai laughed. Gyousou’s condition also demanded a fair amount of medical attention. Still, he insisted that Seirai’s sickbed be brought to his personal quarters. And thus Seirai had taken up residence in the Seishin.


“They will want to discuss imperial policy going forward.” After all, Risai pointed out, Seirai remained the Chousai, the chief cabinet secretary of the Rikkan.


“Seirai certainly wants to keep serving alongside the Taiho. How is the Taiho faring?”


The Taiho was still in a bad way. Risai had missed greeting Seirai because she had to take Taiki to Mount Hou in the Yellow Sea. He hadn’t been up and about since collapsing outside Kouki. When they finally arrived at Soukou, Taiki had to be carried to a hospital bed. He couldn’t even rise to his feet to greet the Imperial En and Enki. They came to see him instead. Even there, Enki was unable to enter the room.


No wonder.


As Enki stood there stock still, Risai could only watch over him in sorrow. Enki glanced up at her, on the verge of tears.


“Risai, what is going on here?”


Most likely what was known among kirin as a curse of malice and resentment, the same as his condition upon his return from Hourai. When swallowed up by such a curse, no other kirin could get anywhere near him. Now was no different. Taiki had killed a human being with his own hand.


“The Taiho really went above and beyond.”


Risai had heard about the lengths Taiki had gone to save the people of Tai after he slipped away that winter and returned to Kouki, how he’d maneuvered his way into the Imperial Palace and the battles he’d waged there. The countless actions he’d taken that were completely contrary to common sense and his own nature.


Risai went to see Taiki when they first arrived at the castle. Taiki looked grief-stricken and distressed. Bits and pieces of his exploits having already reached her ears, Risai felt the same.


“Risai, are you mad at me?” was the first question out of his mouth.


Risai smiled and shook her head. She took his hand and said, “I can only imagine how much you have suffered.”


“Risai, I—”


Risai again shook her head, cutting off the rest of the sentence. “I am not unfamiliar with what kind of a creature a kirin is. But we needed people willing to do the wrong thing in order to do right by the people of Tai. If you are going to blame yourself, then please lay that blame at our feet, who pleaded for your help.”


“Risai—”


“Any sin attributed to the Taiho is not his alone, but a sin borne by everyone in the kingdom, and thus the burden of all of us who ever begged for peace and prosperity.”


For good or ill, the past was inextricably tied to the present.


“There is a saying that goes way back. In this kingdom, when the snow is deep and the clouds hang low over the land, the only clear skies are in Kouki, where the emperor and the Saiho reside. If the palace is that patch of blue and the emperor is the sheltering canopy, then the Taiho is the light shining forth.”


Risai firmly clasped the scrawny hand. “Please do not summon any more clouds around you now.”


“Yes,” Taiki nodded.


However he took her advice, Risai didn’t think a few words from her would rescue Taiki from his own self-condemnation. His condition worsened from day to day. Even when the Imperial En and Enki paid Taiki a visit, he slept the whole time and that day he never woke up.


Reluctantly taking his leave, Enki said to Risai, “Take him to Mount Hou. That was the plan to start with.”


“We will. What will the Imperial En and the Taiho be doing after this?”


“We’ll be heading back to En. It’s too bad we weren’t able to speak. We’ll visit again once things settle down. Next time we’ll bring along Youko and Keiki.”


Risai nodded and bowed. The next day, as promised, she set off for Mount Hou with Taiki. And at Mount Hou—


Risai shook her head as if shaking the memories out of her mind. She had been to Mount Hou once before. That first visit gave her a mighty shock. There was no similar assault on the senses this time, only an echo of what she’d experienced before, a reaffirmation of the cool ruthlessness of the legendary goddesses and the sheer irrationality of Heaven, that made everything about it appear suspect.


It was by no means a pleasant experience. She simply resigned herself to that being the way Heaven was and how it operated.




Risai realized that Eishou was eyeing her with a dubious expression and hastily put on a reassuring smile. “The last time I saw him, his color had markedly improved. He said he should be able to rejoin us in another month or so.”


“Good,” Eishou said with obvious relief. “I was more than a little taken aback at how down in the dumps he was.”


“He’s receiving all the attention he needs on Mount Hou, so I don’t think we have anything to worry about. He got his horn back, along with his shirei. Though certain aspects of his current condition may continue well into the future. The esui was that severe.”


“Huh.” Eishou’s face clouded over for a moment, but his high spirits soon rebounded. “The Taiho and Seirai make a good pair, don’t you think? They can go on walks together and totter along at a snail’s pace like a couple of old geezers.”


Risai had to laugh. “You may be right about that.”


	Chapter 39


[25-3] Humming the tune to himself, Kyoshi looked down at the banners of the Black Flags fluttering above the city.


	

South of the castle we fought,
 North of the walls we died,
 Perished like dogs at the side of the road
 And ended up food for the crows.




From a perch high on Mount Soukou in Kou Province, just beneath the Sea of Clouds, Kyoshi surveyed the lowlands reaching out below him. The river forked to the north and south. Mountains towered over the opposing banks. Raising his gaze beyond the river, the mighty ranges climbed in staggered terraces toward the border with Bun Province.


From the Forbidden Gate set into the cliffs on the eastern side of Ryou’un Mountain, Kyoshi looked north. On the other side of those mountains was the final resting place of Houto and so many of their colleagues.


	

Please tell the crows on our behalf
 To spare a moment before gobbling us down.
 And shed a tear like they truly care,
 Weathered and worn, without even a grave.




He learned the song while supping with the soldiers in Bun Province. Thinking of all those corpses reduced to weather-beaten bones, as in the song, made his heart ache. Whenever the tune rose unconsciously to his lips, it was like tearing the scabs off old wounds that had begun to heal.


If he ever started to forget, the pain made those memories once again very real. No matter how much he wanted to erase death from the world, he did not wish to forget the dead.


That shared feeling was probably why so many soldiers love the song so much.


	

How in the world might our rotten meat
 Flee from the tips of your pointed beaks?




“There you are. Finally found you.”


Kyoshi turned to see a familiar face standing there.


“Kouryou.”


“It’s been a while,” Kouryou said with a smile.


He strode over to Kyoshi and sat down next to him. The flagstone wall overlooked the broad ledge before the Forbidden Gate. Perhaps this lookout point had been quarried away to expand the view, or was simply a place to stack unused slabs of stone. Either way, it offered an impressive view. Kyoshi had taken a liking to this rock table.


“A fair wind is blowing.”


Kyoshi directed his gaze upwards. A large pine tree had long ago taken root in the precipice behind them. Soft sunlight filtered through the gnarled branches. Beyond the branches, the bright summer sky reached out forever, unmarred by a single cloud. The shadows from the tree fell around them, inviting in a refreshing breeze.


“Kou Castle is awfully big. It wasn’t easy tracking you down.” Kouryou paused and said, “I heard about Enchou-dono. That’s too bad.”


Kyoshi nodded. Another scab torn away. Enchou brought together the Taoists from Zui’un Temple in Ten shire. He passed away before the good news reached him. Given his advanced years and the impoverished environment, hardly surprising news. And yet Kyoshi couldn’t help wishing that he’d had the chance to see him one last time so he could tell him about the emperor’s return.


Touka lay north of Soukou, a mere three days by kijuu. Alas, the enemy occupied the far bank of the river and the surrounding land. The Kou Provincial Guard was gathering around Soukou.


Word of Enchou’s death came from Juntatsu. Juntatsu was one of the court physicians who’d fled from Hakkei Palace.


On Taiki’s instructions, Juntatsu headed to Touka. He searched out the small village. There he met with Doujin, the village manager, and delivered the letter from Taiki. In the letter, Taiki did not ask for help or assistance but only expressed his gratitude and regrets. Having seen Touka’s small and impoverished state for himself, Juntatsu didn’t think Taiki would do anything other than that. Touka hardly possessed the resources to ride to anybody’s rescue.


Rather, concerned about Juntatsu’s welfare, Taiki had sent him on this mission to get him out of Hakkei Palace. More evidence that Taiki had already resigned himself to his fate.


Together with Doujin, Juntatsu mourned Enchou’s passing. And then as the letter instructed, he took the kijuu to Mount Bokuyou and released it into the tunnels. But instead of ascending the mountain, the kijuu flew off and disappeared over the western horizon.


At first, Juntatsu fretted over this turn of events, but then concluded that the suugu must have caught the scent of its master somewhere in the west. In fact, not long thereafter, Tora landed on an En flagship sailing off the coast of Tai.


Concerned for Taiki’s welfare, Juntatsu set off for Kouki. Along the way, it became clear that a mighty change was in the wind. Caught up in the column of rebel soldiers surging out of Kouki, he eventually ended up in Soukou, where he met Taiki once again.




The word on the street was soon up to date about everything anybody needed to know. With the emperor back and his retainers massing their troops, Kyoshi’s presence was no longer necessary.


In particular, Kyoshi had no role to play in the assault on Kouki. All he could do was watch over the unfolding events from his little corner of Soukou Castle. He’d met Risai when she arrived in Soukou. They hadn’t gotten together again since celebrating their reunion.


He heard from Risai that Kouryou was alive and well but hadn’t found the opportunity to see him until now. He was happy and relieved that Kouryou made a point of seeking him out.


“Good to know,” Kouryou said with a smile when Kyoshi explained all this.


Kyoshi nodded. Here too were more scars lurking beneath the surface. Show a physical wound to the Danpou Temple monks and they could heal it right away. But none of the Danpou Temple monks in the Black Flags had survived.


War was a heartless business. Kyoshi witnessed Houto’s final moments, though he never confirmed his remains. It was probably enough for him to see what happened with his own eyes. It was not difficult to accept that he was gone. But during a war, most of the victims went unseen in places unvisited. Nobody knew when, where, or how they died.


Even in reports confirming the deaths of Kyuusan and Yotaku, there was reason to hope. Sekirei and Kyuusan’s children simply disappeared. The same with Seishi.


They could still be alive. He surely hoped they were. He might be harboring these unsettled feelings for the rest of his life.


Kyoshi blurted out, “Kouryou, you’ve probably been dealing with these emotions for a long time.”


Kouryou looked up at the sky and nodded. Then he turned to Kyoshi, took hold of his hand, and held it out in front of them.


Ticking off his fingers one by one he said, “Kyoshi and Risai-dono, the Taiho and His Highness.” Kouryou tightly gripped Kyoshi’s hand. “At times like this, remember to count the living as well as the dead.”


That was the nature of war. And the war was not over. Asen was reinforcing Kouki’s defenses and attempting to surround Soukou Castle. At the same time, the people inside the castle tore holes in the encircling net and slipped through. The curtain would soon rise on the final act of the fight.


The battle that determined the fate of Gyousou and Asen would likely consume many who had survived the conflicts that came before. But nothing was set in stone. Such was the uncertainty of life in this world.


“Be sure to stay alive, Kouryou.”


Kyoshi would not be following the troops into the field. “There’s no place for an amateur like myself in the decisive battles ahead of us.”


Kouryou agreed. “You’re a monk, after all. Your job is to preserve the medical knowledge and traditions of Zui’un Temple. You have your own fierce struggles ahead of you. It’s a world apart from the wars waged by soldiers, but no less demanding.”


Kouryou added with a smile, “Besides, even if I do end up dead, as long as I smoothed the way ahead and ensured your survival in turn, such a death would not be in vain. I helped to preserve that knowledge and those traditions.”


“Are you sure you can set things right?” Kyoshi muttered, a crooked smile on his face.


“Positive. I guarantee it.”


He isn’t guaranteeing he’ll come back alive, Kyoshi couldn’t help thinking.


As if reading his mind, Kouryou said, “Oh, I plan on getting through this in one piece. I’ve got promises to keep, you see.”


Kyoshi gave him a puzzled look. Kouryou laughed and looked up at the sky. “I promised to head home when my adventure was over. I imagine Ritsu has grown an inch of two in the meantime. He’ll certainly be needing some new clothes.”


	Chapter 40


[25-4] Rivers of air wound between the mountain peaks, tousling the fields of flowers blooming along the valley floor. A passing breeze carried with it the sound of lively voices. Placing the flowers she’d picked in the basket, Enshi turned toward the source of the bright laughter.


The wind swirled over the patches of red and yellow dotting the side of the mountain. Enshi could make out Ritsu and three other children playing on the cape facing the sea. The superintendent watched over them as they cavorted about the blustery spit of land.


The villagers from the neighboring districts gathered here to pick flowers. Together they created a bustling and cheerful atmosphere.


When Enshi came to this patch of ground between the mountains in the fall of the previous year, clumps of withered and brown grass covered the hilly terrain, creating a bleak and desolate landscape. That same land was now covered everywhere with green.


Verdant thickets blanketed the castle ruins. Clusters of white flowers lined the slopes from the ruins all the way down to the village, while more yellow and red flowers filled the bottom of the valley. Enshi never dreamed that this place could be adorned with so many flowers.


These thoughts on her mind, she reached toward the next.


“Oh, you want to leave those red ones.” A plump hand reached over and stayed Enshi’s hand. “You see, the red flowers start out yellow and gradually turn red.” The woman explained with a gentle smile, “The colors of the flowers are still changing. The red color marks the peak of the bloom. They’ll fall soon after that. For making dye, you want to pick them when there’s just a hint of crimson.”


Enshi nodded. She left the red flower alone and picked the bright yellow flower next to it. These flowers would be turned into dyes and medicines. The people of Touka had cultivated safflower since ancient times. The little arable land in the area was mostly suited for buckwheat and millet. Where those crops wouldn’t grow, safflower would.


The blooming buckwheat fields looked like swaths of white cloth scattered here and there over patches of ground. Once the safflower picking was over, it’d be time to harvest the buckwheat.


“Then there’s the thatching grass.”


Enshi observed the withered reeds when she first came to Touka. The faded stalks rustled in the wind as they swayed back and forth in lonely rows alongside the road.


“They’re not weeds?”


“No, we plant them to protect the village against landslides washed down from the mountains.”


Now that she mentioned it, the previous year during late autumn, Enshi had observed villagers cutting the reeds and tilling straw into the soil collected from the landslides. While the men repaired the rock walls, the women sorted the stalks and tied them into bundles. They used the bundles of thatch to insulate their homes during the winter. Meanwhile, the children and elderly collected thorn oak berries from the levees.


And then came the long winter. Enshi worked hard to become a part of village life. She gathered dead limb wood, thinned the saplings, and made charcoal, weaved cloth and snow bleached the fabric.


About the time she grew used to the persistent sense of cold and hunger that arose as the supplies of thorn oak berries and food ran low, the snow began to melt.


Over the winter, a child was born and six people died. Four were villagers and two were the Taoists hiding there, one of them being Enchou.


The villagers all agreed that the year’s snowfall was an improvement over the past and the temperatures didn’t get as cold. Although there wasn’t a sizable surplus left over, at least they had not completely exhausted their supplies of thorn oak berries.


“Next winter should be better still,” said Enshi’s flower-picking companion. “There will be more flowers than this year too. More bees buzzing around the buckwheat fields. That means more honey and a better harvest.”


“It must be the result of His Highness’s return.”


“Probably so,” the woman cheerfully agreed.


The emperor now reigned from Soukou Castle in Kou Province. He hadn’t yet reclaimed Kouki but his supporters were flocking to Soukou day by day and hour by hour. Rumors said that war was bound to break out before too long. Nobody doubted that he would win.


When the emperor finally returned to the imperial throne, life would surely improve even more.


Except war was in the offing.


Enshi glanced over her shoulder at the southern sky. How was Kouryou doing? She hoped he was in good health and remained that way in the days to come.


Enshi had found a home here in Touka. She’d worked hard and little by little made it a place where she belonged. She enjoyed the work. This wasn’t at all like wandering from place to place with no destination ahead of her.


She looked forward to tilling the soil and sowing the seeds. When she planted the seeds, she pictured the plants as they grew. The seeds she scattered across the tilled ground yielded sprouts and then flowers like these. The flowers collected brought back to the village were crumpled and pressed into cakes that were then fermented. After that they were dried and stored before being turned into valuable dyes and medicines.


The feelings she came away with was that every action she took was directly tied to a future result. The joyful daily reminders that she and Ritsu were alive made the physical pains and strains so much more bearable.


But with that knowledge also came the sad reminder that all would be forgotten in time.


That alone is the one certainty.


Enshi heard the patter of footsteps approaching. She glanced around as a small figure leapt into her arms.


“What is it?” she said. “Your mother’s still at work.”


Catching her breath, Ritsu opened his hand. Resting in his palm was a flat white stone about the size of a coin. A delicate design was engraved in the center of the stone.


“Oh, would you look at that!” exclaimed the woman next to them. “A stone amulet! The Taoist temples sell them. Did you find that one, Ritsu?”


“Yeah,” Ritsu nodded with obvious pride. He held it out to the Enshi. “Mom.”


Enshi smiled. Perhaps due to the trappings of poverty and their long and lonely journeys, Ritsu never had much to say. Since this spring, he’d become a tad more talkative. Enshi found those few clumsy words so endearing.


“You want to give it to me? Is that okay, Ritsu?”


Ritsu answered with an exaggerated nod. He dropped the amulet into Enshi’s hand, then spun around and ran back to the cape.


“Where are you going?” she called after him.


“I’m going to find another one!”


Another one for whom? she meant to say, but couldn’t bring herself to ask the question aloud.


The boy darted off through the fields of crimson. The red flowers swayed in his wake. A passing zephyr brought with it the song of a bird. The small village and the surrounding meadows basked in the glow of the short-lived Tai summer at the height of its glory.


According to the calendar, the first day of autumn had already passed. From here on out, like a wagon at the crest of a long hill, autumn would slowly but surely roll toward winter. But for now, these sunwashed days were painted in the glittering hues of every color nature could imagine.


For at least these few precious moments, the approaching winds of war fell still.


	From The Chronicles of Tai


In the Ninth Month of the Eighth Year of Koushi, the Saiho returned to the Imperial Palace.


Asen detained the Saiho and imprisoned him within the Imperial Palace. On the occasion of the Winter Solstice, the Saiho proclaimed Asen’s Accession to the Throne. His Highness’s loyal retainers despaired for the future of the kingdom.


In the Second Month of the Ninth Year, the Chousai and the Naisai conspired to abduct the Saiho. Their efforts were thwarted by the Minister of Fall, who placed the Chousai and the Naisai under arrest.


In the Third Month of that year, a rebellion broke out in Kan Shire in Bun Province. The Rebels called themselves the Black Flags. Asen deployed the Palace Guard of the Right against them with the evil intent of inflicting upon them a dreadful slaughter.


The Black Flags brought the Palace Guard to a standstill west of Anpuku in Kan Shire.


In the Fourth Month, Asen captured His Highness in Ba Province. During that same month, the Black Flags engaged the Imperial Army in hopes of saving His Highness but were defeated at the cost of many lives.


In the Sixth Month, the Black Flags besieged Kouki and retrieved the Saiho and His Highness.


In the Seventh Month, the dynasty of His Highness was reestablished at Soukou Castle in Kou Province.


In the Tenth Month, His Highness struck down Asen in Kouki.


Having pacified the Nine Provinces of Tai, His Highness inaugurated a new Calendrical Era and gave it the name of Meishi, meaning “the bright banners.”
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