Kasyo no Yume – Toei

<The Dreams of Kasyo -- Prosperity in Winter>

~ Translator's Introduction~

The story is about Taiki (Kirin of Tai Kingdom) to pay any ambassadorial visit to Ren. For those who know the Juuni Kokki story arc at the Tai Kingdom, Taiki is a kirin who got swept to Japan by Shoku when he was young. Taiki was summoned back to the Juuni Kokki world by the Kirin of Ren. Therefore, this ambassadorial visit is mainly a gesture of gratitude to what the Kirin of Ren had done.

Why translate this? Because this is exactly where the anime has left off. Now that Taiki and the emperor of Tai is missing, the emperors in other kingdoms are trying to find Taiki back. Where has Taiki gone? You might discover something from this "last record of Taiki's public appearance."

You can also get accustomed to the top officials in the Tai government. One new character is introduced here also: the Emperor of Ren. He will play a big role in the story. See it yourself.

The story is within the latest book of Juuni Kokki, "Kasyo no Yume (華胥の幽夢, the Dream of Kasyo)." This book is a collection of short stories on different Juuni Kokki kingdoms. The book before it, "Tasogare no Kishi, Akatsuki no Sora (黄昏の岸　暁の天, the Shore at Dusk, the Sky at Dawn)," starts off at exactly where the anime has left off, about the search for Taiki.

So, in order not to spoil the appetite for all Taiki fans, Toei should serve as a light introduction, both in content and in ambience^^

No, Toei is not the Japanese movie company (that is 東映!!!)

No, Youko does not appear in the story. Sorry.

P.S. About the translation of the title "Toei"... It's not easy. "To" is winter, no dispute. However, "Ei" has two common meanings: (1) Prosperity (as in 繁栄); (2) Glory (as in 光栄). Both meanings work well in the title, but I incline to use "Prosperity," due to the context of the story. See for yourself, and refute if you think otherwise^^
= 白陽 Hakuyou =

***

As Taiki (泰麒) left the building, he noticed that the palace looked totally different.

Halting his footsteps at the corridor, Taiki blinked, and scanned the surroundings several times. The changes didn’t come from the buildings themselves. The palace wings that stood tall in a row, and the inner garden that extended out didn’t change. The white walls, the dark blue roof tiles, and the lower officials that shuttled underneath, all the scenes are just the same as before. -- Except that everything seemed to elude a faint glow from the inside now.

A soft light surrounded everything. As if covered by a silk gauze, the blue color of the rarely clear winter sky was tinged with white from the sun. Even the shadow at Taiki’s feet became the color of faded black ink. However, the surrounding scenery had become even brighter than that in the morning.

It wasn’t exactly fog. But this unknown something enveloped the surrounding. This something was indiscernibly fine, and contained a faint glow within it, Taiki believed.

“What happened?”

A voice came from behind. It was Seirai (正頼), who left the palace wing after Taiki.

Taiki turned back to Seirai, and showed to him the wide inner court without saying anything, as if he asked, “What is this?”

“Oh, how rare. Hakuyou! (白陽, lit. white sun)”

Seirai laughed while looking up at the sky. Seirai was assigned to Taiki as Fusyou (傅相), and was also the vice lord (令尹, [Saisyou]) of the province of Zui (瑞州), where the capital of Tai (戴国) was located. A Fusyou is often assigned to a young Saiho (宰輔) like Taiki for his upbringing. The Fusyou was always by the Saiho’s side, looking after everything from the trivialities of his personal life to administrative affairs, while being the teacher at the same time.

“Hakuyou?”

“It is how we describe this kind of weather. The lower world must be sunny.”

Taiki cocked his head.

“The clouds at the sea of clouds have broken up, and the snow from the lower world reflects the sunlight.”

“Wow...”

Taiki scanned again the surroundings that was enveloped by the white glow. It looks just like the sun shining through window binds, Taiki thought. At the far away homeland which is now “the other world”, if I wake up in the morning at the very best of weather, it will look just like this, Taiki remembered nostalgically.

“This won’t happen unless the clouds are all dispersed. That is why we must thank our lucky stars to witness such weather. This cannot be seen many times in a year. What a lucky day!”

“Do you think we can see the scenery of the lower world?”

“Why not go and take a look?”

= 白陽 Hakuyou =

Taiki gave a big nod. The palace is at the middle of the sea, floating like an island. It is possible to see the scenery at the lower world through the crystal-clear sea of clouds that surrounds the palace. However, that becomes impossible after winter comes; the clouds below the sea of clouds block the view.

Seirai laughed and extended his hand. Taiki grabbed the warm hand and looked up at his Fusyou.

“If we don’t hurry, the clouds might appear again.”

Seirai smiled understandingly.

“Okay, why not take the shortcut?”

Taiki nodded with joy. Taiki loved the shortcut mentioned by his Fusyou. Using the small trails and paths that only the lower officials used, he could sometimes sneak pass closed palace wings or gardens of government offices. He was deeply interested by the rare discoveries that “such a place exists in the palace,” and he also enjoyed hiding in the shadow every time people came, so as not to surprise the lower officials.

This day, led by Seirai’s hand, Taiki took the shortcut, and tiptoed as he passed a corner of a government office. As they sneaked underneath the balcony of a tower and left the inner garden, they coincidentally bumped into several people that left a nearby building with their kijyuu (騎獣, lit. rides).

“--Taiho(台輔)”

Someone stopped their steps and spoke in surprise. Hiding in a hurry, Taiki and Seirai looked at each other in the shadows.

“Seems that we are caught.”

“Just walk out obediently. Seems that we cannot but get scolded.”

Laughing together, Taiki and Seirai showed themselves from the shrubs. At the stone steps right next to them, a few people with armor stood waiting for them. There were the imperial guard generals Gantyou (巌趙) and Asen (阿選), together with their kijyuu. The only armor-clad female among them was Risai (李斎), the army general at the province of Zui, with her kijyuu. Together with them was Senkaku (宣角) the Daishito (大司徒, Minister of State Affairs), which implies it should not be a military meeting. Then, at the back of the pack, there was the smiling master of Taiki. His grayish white hair and sapphire-like eyes exuded a remarkably unique glow.

“Taiho always appears and disappears mysteriously.”

Right in front of Taiki, Risai bent her knees and sent her greetings with a smile.

“I am going to see the sea of clouds under such rare weather. Maybe I can see the scenery below... Can I pat Hien (飛燕)?”

“Sure, as you please.”

Risai answered in a friendly tone.

“However, Taiho... I am aware that you can see nothing in such weather even if you go to the sea of clouds.”

Taiki cocked his head as he stroked Hien’s fur.

“Aren’t there no clouds?”

“Yes. Therefore, the ground reflected all the light, and you cannot see anything.”

Surprised by Risai’s words, Taiki looked up to Seirai. He was looking somewhere nonexistent and stifling his mischievous laughs. Suddenly, Gantyou laughed, shaking his enormous body. The bighearted laughs suited his rock-like big body well.

“Got tricked by Seirai, right?”

Hien howled as if to comfort Taiki. Taiki stroked Hien’s neck as he drew a deep sigh.

“Seirai is so cruel. One time, I asked what a vice lord is, and he said it is something like a baby-sitter. I told Gyousou (驍宗), and got laughed at.”

“Well, Seirai must have been scolded by your majesty afterwards, so that would be a tie wouldn’t it?”

Asen said and laughed, and Taiki burst into laughter as well. Seirai also chuckled. Asen was originally an Imperial Army General, and the new emperor Gyousou was originally also an Imperial Army General, the two were in very friendly terms as colleagues. Risai also had befriended with Gyousou, and Gantyou and Seirai were originally Gyousou’s subordinates. An amicable atmosphere unique among close friends enveloped the people.

Seirai urged Taiki as he continued laughing.

“I will take my leave before I get scolded by your majesty again. It is a pity that we cannot see the scenery of the lower world, but we can see the spectacular rare sight of the sea or clouds gleaming.”

“Can I leave the Forbidden Gate and see the lower world?”

They had come all the way out from the inner palace. If they passed through the building Risai and others had gone out of, they would reach the Forbidden Gate. Seirai raised his eyebrows.

“The lower world is freezing cold. Taiho is still young, you will instantly get frozen from the inside out.”

“Just for a second.”

Taiki begged, and Gyousou -- the emperor of Tai Kingdom, the master of Taiki -- stepped up.

“I’ll take you there.”

Taiki felt delighted but a little guilty. The newly enthroned emperor must be so busy, he should have no free time to spare to play with Taiki.

“But... what about work?”

“Risai and others would like to return their kijyuus to the stable, wouldn’t they. I can spend this free time with you.”

Seeing his master smiling, Taiki broke into a smile as well. Gyousou is the one and only master, so Taiki was unconditionally happy just to be at his side. Taiki turned back to Seirai. “I’ll just wait here,” Seirai said as he smiled and watched Taiki fondly.

“Sorry for stopping you from going back to your residence.”

I don’t mind at all, Gyousou turned back and said with a smile. The door that just swung open had a very large window behind it. Outside the window the sea of clouds stretched out far. To Taiki, who was born at the alternate world, the sight of a sea up in the sky was just impossible.

From the sea came the soft beating sounds of waves. The sea, which had been always grimy gray, became white today. The sea surface turned pearl white, and faint glowing could be observed, as if something got lit at the seabed.

Taiki gave a shout of joy and rushed to the side of the window. A heavy cotton robe was put on his shoulders.

“Put this on. It is really cold outside.”

“But, don’t you feel cold, Master Gyousou?”

“Why, this is nothing to me.”

Taiki felt a little guilty but much overjoyed by Gyousou’s thoughtfulness, and he nodded. He chased Gyousou, who had been walking towards the stairs before him, caught his feet at the long robe, and nearly tripped himself up. Seeing that, Gyousou pulled the robe together by the collars and lifted up Taiki with it.

“You are still so light.”

“I think it is because I am a Kirin (麒麟).”

Taiki was in fact not a human, but a beast called kirin. This shocked even Taiki when he knew of it. Therefore, his queer steel-colored hair is in fact not hair but his mane. Also, he is light, with his weight comparable to those beasts that can fly.

I see, Gyousou briefly replied. Carrying Taiki, Gyousou walked down the stairs at one corner of the hall they were in. The flock of stairs is definitely not short, but when they walked down, they traveled at ten times the speed. Places that are mysterious like this are everywhere in the palace. Taiki at first felt so strange that he couldn’t accommodate, but he gradually got used to all of those. Beasts flying in the sky, a sea floating in the sky, people having strangely-colored eyes and hair... This was such a mysterious realm.

At the bottom of the gentle and broad flock of stairs, there was a huge hall. At the hall’s front there was a gate. The door guards standing at two sides recognized Gyousou and Taiki, and opened the gate. Piercing wind and sharp rays of light surged through the crack of the doors.

The Forbidden Gate opened at a high spot near the sea of clouds, at Mt. Ryouun(凌雲山)’s hillside. It stood deep within a huge cave. In front of the gate was a huge plaza that was surrounded at three sides by rocks, and extended to the edge of the only open side. Taiki slid off from Gyousou’s arm, held Gyousou’s hand tight and peeked out. Under them sprawled the snow-covered city of Kouki(鴻基, lit. Grand Base). The surrounding mountains stood tall, with razor-sharp edges covered by snow and glittering with white light. They made a sharp contrast in color with the blue sky.

“...Marvellous.”

As Taiki mumbled to himself, the warm air inside his throat clashed with the cold air outside. The stimulus made Taiki cough uncontrollably. His skin had turned numb with cold as he walked the short distance from the Forbidden Gate to the edge of the plaza. His eyes got smarted from the cold air. The dizziness from the bright light and the coldness of the surrounding air were just painful.

“This is really cold.”

The mouth turned stiff and couldn’t move at will. Gyousou nodded.

“Tai is the land at the furthest north. When winter comes, snow falls quickly and covers the whole city completely. This sunny weather lasts for very few days. We might not feel a bit of it at the palace high above the sky, but the people are all living in such bitterly cold weather.”

“Oh no...”

“If one loses his home, he will be frozen at once. The snow covers the wild, and the soil is so frozen that you cannot even dig grass roots. If the food stored in the fall runs out people can only starve, but the fall harvest totally depends on the weather. The preparation for winter means life and death to the people. --This is the kingdom of Tai.”

Taiki gazed at the city that was white and frozen as if lifeless.

“This piece of land might look flawlessly beautiful now, but it is mercilessly dreadful at the same time. --Never forget this.”

Yes, Taiki nodded. The ambience turned very serious.

Soon, Taiki was urged by the hand on his shoulder to return to the Forbidden Gate. But the ice-cold ambience didn’t change even after the cold wind was shunned from behind. In a short time, his hands and feet were freezing cold, and his fingers were in pain. But those alone could not explain the cold lumpy feeling in Taiki’s chest.

“Weren’t it cold?” Gyousou asked, and his voice turned into a brighter tone. “Well, would you like to go to somewhere warm?”

“Somewhere warm?” Taiki cocked his head.

“It is a warm place with flowers blossoming instead of snow falling,” Gyousou replied.

“But now it is winter, right?” Taiki doubted.

Gyousou bent down slightly, put his hand on Taiki’s shoulder, and smiled.

“I’d like to ask a favor of you, Kouri (蒿里, Taiki's given name from Gyousou).”

Taiki cocked his head again. He didn’t know how “somewhere warm” and “the favor” are related.

“--I would like you to go to Ren(漣).”

“Ren... The Kingdom of Ren? The kingdom at the far south.”

Gyousou nodded.

“Kouri, at Mt. Hou(蓬山), you were indebted a lot to Ren Taiho(廉台輔). I would like to extend my gratitude. Also, I would like to inform them that due to Ren’s help, Tai finally got settled down. However, I have no free time.”

“But, why me?”

“In fact we should have sent ambassadors right after the coronation, but it was said that revolts had broken out in Ren earlier. At the time of coronation, the revolts had just got suppressed, but Ren should have been busy dealing with the aftermath, and we finally postponed the visit. Now, everything seemed to have settled down. Therefore, I would like you to visit the Emperor of Ren (廉王) in place of me.”

“I go... alone?”

Taiki started to mumble.

“Of course there would be someone with you. --It might be a heavy task, but can you do it for me?”

Leaving Gyousou, Taiki trudged back to the inner garden where Seirai was waiting. Recognizing Taiki, Seirai approached him, and immediately cocked his head in suspicion.

“What happened?”

“I was sent to visit Ren.”

“Oh, the cat was finally let out of the bag.”

“You know of this already?”

“Your majesty has been discussing with us on whether this would be too big a mission for Taiho. I assured that in no doubt, Taiki can take on this mission successfully.”

Saying that, Seirai peered at Taiki’s face.

“--Do you dislike going to Ren, may I ask?”

“No.”

Taiki shook his head strongly. He didn’t dislike it at all, and he didn’t want to make the impression that he disliked it.

“Then are you unnerved?”

Taiki shook his head as he looked down.

“...That is not it.”

“That is a big responsibility, but Gyousou is not with you.”

Seirai was originally a subordinate at Gyousou’s army, so from time to time he could skip the honorific “your majesty.”

“... Rei is very far away, so it should take some time to make the round trip, shouldn’t it?”

“Yeah. Even if you use kijyuu and take shortcuts, it would take around half a month for one way. Even if you hurry through the trip, you probably would still miss the New Year ceremony.”

“Is it alright that I am not present?”

“In fact, the emperor and the kirin should both be here for the ceremony. However, even your majesty believes that this is exactly the right timing for you to be the ambassador. Around this time in preparation for the New Year ceremony, there would in fact be fewer important matters to deal with. --Also, if you don’t go at this time, the other side will also be troubled.”

“Yeah, I guess...”

“Maybe you feel lonely without Gyousou at your side?”

Taiki looked up at Seirai, and Seirai nodded understandingly.

“Gyousou is busy these days, that’s why.”

In fact, Gyousou was at that time busy to the point of confusion. He had been busy before the Winter Solstice Ceremony, and the situation didn’t improve even after the ceremony. After Seirai became Fusyou, they had no time together for administrative work in the afternoon. They didn’t often eat together, and they barely had the time to exchange words before or after administrative meetings.

“You two don’t even have the free time to chat in leisure. Now that my dear sir is being sent to such a long trip, my dear sir is feeling helpless, am I right?”

“Yeah...”

Taiki knew full well how busy Gyousou was. However, Taiki also felt unsettled. Did I do anything that annoyed him? Back at the time when Taiki was at his homeland, he had always been thinking in this pattern.

Taiki was a child who always failed to fulfill others’ anticipation. He knew that the people surrounding him was anticipating, but he didn’t know what they exactly wanted him to do. Everything he did that he thought was right turned out to disappoint his family. Everything will never go well with my presence, Taiki always thought of himself, and his thought hadn’t changed a bit.

“Do you think I am an annoyance here? That is why I got sent to Ren, right?”

How can that be, Seirai said as he broke into a smile.

“Wow were you so disheartened? --You know that this can’t be true, don’t you. You are the one and only one Taiho!”

“Because I am a Kirin?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“But...”

Taiki's voice trailed off. Seirai tilted his head and waited for the words that followed, but in the end, Taiki shut his mouth and shook his head. Seirai gave a gentle bitter smile.

“So you are feeling so helpess, my dear sir? Rather, I think you will definitely try your best and succeed in the end! If so, there might be good things happening to you.”

“Good things?”

Yes, Seirai said laughingly and raised his hand.

“It is a secret.”

“Hey!”

Without second thought, Taiki tucked Seirai’s sleeve.

“--Come on, Seirai.”

“No, no. Taiho is so good at coaxing that I feel so compelled to tell you a bit of it. However, if I tell you, Gyousou would definitely scold me to death.”

= 出使 Syusshi =

***

After that, the Kokufus (国府) between Tai and Ren discussed arrangements frequently, and settled on the schedule and the ambassador party.

Taiki is the chief ambassador, followed by Seirai the Fusyou and Tansui (潭翠), Taiki’s bodyguard. The vice ambassadors of the party includes Sougen (霜元), the general of Zui Province’s left army, and Asen (阿選), the general of the Imperial Guard’s right army. The four follows each brought along with them a subordinate, making the party be of nine perople. They intentionally didn’t raise the Imperial messenger flag, and set off for Ren in ordinary clothes. Even though the ambassadorial trip was described as official, in the end it was apparently a trip in which Taiki himself send people to the Emperor of Ren personally.

The Kingdom of Ren is at the southwest of this world, and is separated from the mainland by the Empty Sea (虚海, Koukai), like the Kingdom of Tai. It is the furthest kingdom to Tai. In fact, Tai and Ren have no relations whatsoever. Up till then, the two kingdoms had no diplomatic relations. To put it bluntly, the two kingdoms have no necessity to build relations. It is only that Taiki had once been indebted to Renrin (廉麟, aka Ren Taiho), the kirin of Ren. Taiki was once drifted to the alternate world, and Renrin was the one who summom Taiki from his “homeland” back to this world.

“What do you think Ren Taiho would be like?”

Taiki asked Seirai immediately after they left Kouki. The party used kijyuus to go to Ren, but of course Taiki couldn’t ride a kijyuu. Therefore, he sat comfortably in a cage-like carriage, which was carried on the back by two cattle-like kijyuus. Seirai served byTaiki's side.

“Oh my,” Seirai said surprisingly, “Taiho didn’t know about her as well?”

“No. I haven’t met her before. Well, I have seen her face, but I was just brought to this world at that time, and I was so afraid that I didn’t remember her face well.”

Taiki confessed a little sheepishly.

“In fact, I cried. I don’t know why, but I cried. I fell into sleep while crying, and when I woke up, Ren Taiho had already returned to Ren.”

“Oh, is that it... I don’t know Ren Taiho myself. In the Kingdom of Tai, there should be no one who knows who the emperor or the kirin of Ren are.”

“There are only twelve emperors and twelve kirins, so it would be great if we can become friends.”

Taiki said, and Seirai broke into a smile.

“Yes indeed... However, Taiho will sooner or later knows why they cannot be friends that easily.”

Taiki, upon hearing that, stared blankly at Seirai. However, he later definitely learnt of the reason.

The distance is just too long for frequent contacts.

Even using fast-running kijyuus, it took one night and day to just get out of Tai (戴). Then, one night and day was required to cross the sea. After that, starting from a harbor city in the Kingdom of Ryuu (柳), they traveled along the coastline of the Empty Sea (虚海, Kyokai) and reached the Kingdom of Kyou (恭). After travelling south along the coastline of the Kingdom of Han (範), they again crossed the sea, and finally saw Ren (漣)’s coastline. The whole journey took them half a month by air.

“... I know full well now.”

Taiki murmured as they landed at Jyuurei (重嶺, lit, layers of mountains), the capital of Ren. Seirai tilted his head.

“We can’t possibly make friends! This is so far away, if we come here to play and then return, we will not have any time to do anything else!”

You got it, Seirai said with a laugh.

“It is really a long journey, isn’t it? Are you tired?”

Taiki and others got off from their kijyuus at a vacant plot within the bounds of Jyuurei.

The city of Jyuurei before them was decorated with gorgeous decorations in preparation for the coming new year.

“Not at all. We had only flown for half a day today.”

“Oh really,” Seirai gave a sigh as if he was disheartened. “Thanks to such great perseverance of Taiho, this old man feels very bored.”

Taiki lifted his head and gave a blank stare to Seirai.

“Seirai, you are bored?”

“Of course! It is my job to grab a naughty kid by the neck and keep nagging him. To this old man, there would be no fun in life unless he sometimes plays a big trick, and hit that revered ass hard.”

Seirai mischievously made a grimace, and Taiki chuckled.

“I will try.”

“That I will be most grateful.”

As Seirai laughed, the huge Gate of Gomon (午門) by their side opened, and two lower officers who were earlier sent to station immediately at Jyuurei got out. Another two officers had gone first to the hotel, and arrange the ambassador party’s stay for the day.

“Ah, here they come to receive us. --I sure hope that today’s hotel would be comfortable.”

Jyuurei was unbelievably warm. Everyone feels the gradual heat as they moved from Ryuu to Kyou, then to Han. In the winters of Tai, coats that were stuffed with feathers and lined inside with wool were indispensable. However, when the ambassador party entered southern Han, everyone finally took off their coats.

It was so hot that Seirai, who had been wearing his formal clothes ever since he left Kakkei Palace(白圭宮), looked as if he had already got sick and tired of the heat when he entered the hotel.

“... This is so hot.”

Taiki commented to Seirai, who walked out of the bedroom. Seirai sighed embarrassingly.

“I heard that Rei is warm, but I don’t expect it to be so warm. This is exactly like spring or fall in Tai.”

“I agree.”

“Anyway, this is Tai’s formal clothes at this time of the year, so we can do nothing about it. I will pay a visit to Kokufu(国府), to exchange greetings and inform them that we have arrived.”

“Don’t I need to come as well?”

“This is just our greeting at arrival. Taiho should now take your time to cool yourself, as you need to put on your formal wear when it is time for you to pay a visit. I will be back at around sunset, I guess.”

“Then, before you return, I guess I will play a lot of pranks.”

Taiki said, and Seirai laughed out loud.

“That is good. Make Tansui and others mad.”

Seirai replied, and turned his glance to the bodyguard who was standing at a nearby corner as if he were a shadow. Tansui, as usual, didn’t talk back to Seirai’s joke, but only remained silent and gave a quick bitter smile.

“Keep this a secret from Tansui, but I have always wanted to see Tansui’s face turn pale, just for once.”

“I will do pranks that makes Tansui’s hair stand!”

“Try your best! Then this old man will just tie you up at a tree in the garden as soon as he come back.”

After Seirai left, Sougen and Asen visited Taiki’s room with their casual travel wear taken off. ogether with them were their subordinates, who also put on their formal wear.

“You must be tired, my dear sir.”

Sogen was the one who spoke. Sougen was originally the commander of the Gyousou army, and was now the General of the Left Army, the main troop in the Province of Zui. Though not huge in physique like Gantyou of the Left Imperial Army, he is tall and masculine, with a somehow courteous, composed ambience. Every time Taiki met Sougen, he thought of the term “knight” in those stories he had read in his homeland.

“Not really... Rather than that, look!”

Taiki stood by the windowsill and showed the garden outside. The two generals happily approached the windowsill and looked at the direction Taiki showed them.

“There are flowers in the garden!”

Gyousou had said that “it is a warm place with flowers blossoming,” but Taiki never expected that there exists a country where you can see flowers immediately in front of you at this season. Nowhere could snow be found. One don’t feel cold even when he leans by the windowsill like that. If it were in Tai, cold wind and wind blowing through door gaps surely would make one shudder.

Sougen narrowed his eyes as he looked outside.

“What spectacularly flowery scenary! All flowers bloom all the way from here. It is just unimaginable that there is a country free from snow this time around.”

Me neither, Taiki said as he stood chins in hand by the windowsill.

“Tai is spotlessly white everywhere, so I thought that it would be the same everywhere on this side.”

“This side?”

“Yeah. At my home in Hourai, snow only comes occasionally. It is quite common to have no snow at all. Of course it is also not that warm there. However, Tai is always like how it is now, isn't it? So, I thought every country on this side is like Tai. You know, this is my first winter on this side. However, I know now that only Tai is that cold.”

You are right, Sougen said and nodded seriously.

“It comes to me again that this world is very big.”

“The fields outside have not been harvested…”

“It seems that in the southern kingdoms, the fields don’t need to rest even in winter.”

This time, it was Asen who spoke.

“I heard that they plant crops other than wheat and rice.”

Really, Taiki blinked.

“So, plants can grow even in winter, right? So, people can go to the fields outside to pick vegetables even in the midst of winter?”

“It seems so.”

“It would be great if Tai can be so as well.”

Taiki gave a sigh, and the two generals agreed with deep emotions.

“Kids can run around outside, can’t they? Maybe they can even leave their poultry outside.”

How do those in warm kingdoms like this live their lives? Taiki stared outside the window to see whether he can get a glimpse of their lives, and Asen spoke.

“Then, how about a little walk outside? If you are not tired at all, let me be your company.”

“Can I? Really?”

Taiki hopped and jumped around, and Asen nodded with a smile.

It was said that at the previous emperor’s reign, Asen and Gyousou, who were both the generals of the Imperial Army, were dubbed the Two Pillars of Tai. Asen was courageous, mastered martial arts, and enjoyed extreme popularity. In most cases, he possessed the same image as Gyousou. However, sometimes Gyousou was more frightening. Gyousou eluded the overwhelming awe of an emperor that could take one’s breath away, but not Asen. Therefore, Taiki never feel timid in front of Asen.

Taiki looked at Sougen with anticipation. Sougen sank into thought whether he should agree or not, but Asen butted in.

“It is not bad to see around Jyuurei, isn’t it? I believe it is for Taiho’s good to let him boarden his horizon.”

Sougen nodded in agreement.

“Nothing should go wrong if Tansui and we are around.”

Jyuurei (重嶺), like Kouki (鴻基), sprawled from the foot of Mt. Ryou-un (凌雲山, the tall mountain in every kingdom where the palace is located). It was mid-winter, but people were everywhere, and the whole city was enveloped by free ambience. How strange, Taiki thought.

That was so different from Kouki. Houses in Kouki were covered by snow, and people lived on with the warmth kept within the thick walls. The outside was covered with only snow, and people could not leave livestock outside, let alone anticipating any fruits. No one would be willing to get out unless strictly necessary. Even when they did, they wore wadded kimono, pulled up their collars, covered their heads with cloth or fur, and shrugged their shoulders as they hurried forward. It was just like they were using all their efforts to stuff everything inside themselves. -- This was the kingdom of Tai (戴).

Ren (漣) was the opposite. Even in the midst of winter, many things threw themselves open, Taiki mused. One could see the interior of buildings through their open windows, and a great number of citizens buzzed among shops with wide open doors. People stood in the streets talking, childrens ran around playing, and livestock wandered around resting farmlands, eating withering grass that grew everywhere on the ground.

“What a sight…”

Taiki murmured under his breath. “Yes, definitely,” Asen replied with a slightly bitter smile.

“Tai’s people would be leading a totally different life if Tai’s winter could be half as mild as this.”

Very true, Taiki thought. The kingdom didn’t look affluent; Kyou (恭) and Han (範) were much richer. Nevertheless, everyone in the city looked somehow very relaxed. Ren should still be in civil war not so long ago, but no tension could be sensed anywhere in the country. Tai was nothing like that. Even in cities like Kouki there were people who died from starvation. Some towns had their residents died because of depletion of resources. Other residents abandoned the towns, lined up and trudged their way across deep snow to nearby towns, knowing full well the dangers that lay ahead.

The harvest from the lands were basically enough for the people to live, and abundance was in the form of precious stones, gold or silver. Such abundance was scraped up completely by the previous emperor, and the people of Tai had long been tolerating their meager lives. Even now, after the new king was enthroned, there were not much improvements.

“It would be great if God could make Tai warmer.”

Taiki said, and Sougen gave a smile.

“Tentei (天帝, i.e. God) instead granted Tai a new emperor.”

Yes, Sougen trailed off his voice, and lowered his glance.

“A good emperor joins hands with the people and the country, and they overcome any ordeals together. There is no heavenly gift bigger than that, isn't there?”

“…Yeah.”

“Is anything bothering you?”

No, Taiki only shook his head, unable to give a answer. Escaping the shocked gaze of Sougen, Taiki turned his glance to the boundless green, where people were working relaxingly with hoes and plows.

After Asen and others returned to the hotel, Seirai returned briefly, and left the bedroom again to prepare for tomorrow. Even till everyone had left, a thought still whirled around Taiki’s head.

--Only if Tai were like this.

Only if Tai could be as affluent as Kyou or Han.

Only if Tai could be as mild in climate as Ren.

Ever since his visit to the Forbidden Gate with Gyousou, a cold lump formed in Taiki’s chest. There were people who lived in such cold climate. According to the officials' reports, the people were not living well. Hearing that people were frozen to death and starved to death made Taiki feel colder and colder.

(Many people are troubled.)

In that brutally white scenary.

However, Taiki could not do a thing.

Taiki is a kirin (麒麟). It was said that he is created by the heavens and granted to the people. He knows the heaven’s will, and obeys the heaven’s order. He is the child of Tentei, the representative of the heavens. However, Taiki possesses no power to save the people. He cannot change the climate, let alone create any miracles.

Kirins choose emperors -- but that’s all of it. In this way, Gyousou was selected by Taiki to become the new emperor. That alone had used up all the miraculous power he had, Taiki felt.

(There is no power whatsoever left within him.)

There was nothing left that Taiki ought to do. In theory, Taiki should also have administrative work to do as Saiho (宰輔, official title for Taiho) and as a provincial lord. However, Taiki was not old enough to handle the jobs. In fact, all the real work was taken over by Seirai and Gyousou, and Taiki only needed to nod to whatever was told to him. Of course, everything that couldn’t be solved just by explaining to Taiki would be shouldered by Seirai as extra work.

Taiki knew the great hopes that everyone heaped on him. Taiki could tell by Seirai, Asen and the other adults’ actions. Those wonderful adults treated Taiki, who was just a kid, with absolute respect. Seirai told Taiki that was the courtesy the adults showed to “the one and only one.”

However, what is “the one and only one” thing within Taiki? Maybe it had existed once before. However, in the future, what if Gyousou lost his way like the previous emperor and abdicated? When a new emperor was needed, Taiki might not be “the one and only one” anymore. However, Taiki was now nothing but a kid who was about to turn eleven. There was nothing he could do, nothing he could understand. He was just a burden to the people around him.

That was where Taiki’s uneasiness stemmed from.

He knew people were anticipating, but he didn’t know what he should do. He could do nothing but watch. He couldn’t but feel that he was either of no use or a nuisance to others.

Are you thinking of me as so? Isn’t it normal that you think so? Seirai? -- Gyousou?

= 紅嘉祥 Koukashou =

***

The next day at dawn, Taiki changed to formal clothes, and entered the Gate of Koumon (皋門), the entrance to the palace located at the north of Jyuurei (重嶺). The palace is called Urou Palace (雨潦宮, lit. Showering Rain), and it is the residence of Ren-ou (廉王), the Emperor of Ren.

The receptionists (大行人, daikoujin) that came to meet the ambassador party led the whole party through the Five Gates one by one. Every time they passed through a gate, they walked through a staircase tunnel that penetrates the inner of Mt. Jyuurei (重嶺山). They climbed up the third, the fifth and the seventh tunnel within the huge mountain that cuts in the sea of clouds. After climbing up the last tunnel, they passed the Gate of Roumon (路門), and reached the peak that rose from the sea of clouds like an island. There stood the Imperial Hall (燕朝, Entyou), and the design of Urou Palace is basically of no difference to Hakkei Palace’s.

Above the sea of clouds, it was even warmer than the world below. Mt. Jyuurei has a less rolling terrain than Mt. Kouki (鴻基山), with a gently-sloped, wide peak. The palace buildings that loosely sprinkled on the peak were bigger than Hakkei Palace’s. Even though it was winter at that time, the palace was covered by lush green. Upon seeing this scenary, Taiki felt nostalgia welling up in his chest.

In the palace that spreads itself on the thick lush green turf, buildings have many openings, and corridors and summerhouses mostly have no walls. The palace harmoniously mixed with the surrounding green, and Taiki was reminded of the scenary of Mt. Hou (蓬山), the mountain he had once briefly lived in.

Taiki and others left the Gate of Roumon, and was immediately led to the nearby Outer Hall. Cool wind circulated in the wide Main Hall, and at the middle of the hall stood the throne. However, no one was sitting on it.

Seeing the empty throne, Taiki was shocked, and Seirai and others were confused, but it was the Ren officials that led the party to the Main Hall who took the biggest shock. They looked confusedly at one another, and looked flustered around the huge Main Hall. Finally, one officer rushed into the empty hall from the side. He whispered something to the receptionist. The receptionist looked surprised, and pressed more questions onto the officer. In the end, the receptionist kneeled in front of Taiki, with confusion written all over his face.

“We are sincerely sorry for the discourtesy before. Please do not get offended. We are deeply afraid of being discourteous, but... please get inside.”

“Inside?”

Seirai said while staring to Asen and Sougen. Normally, the Guest Hall (掌客殿Soukaku Den) which receives foreign guests was located at the west of the Outer Hall. To go inner still means to enter the Inner Hall. Aside very close friends, even foreign emperors can in no occasion step inside easily.

“Yes. We are told to lead you to the emperor’s residence.”

The receptionist answered with confused expression and sweat drops on his forehead.

Carriages were prepared hurriedly. Taiki and others had no choice but to silently ride on the carriages, pass through walls in the palace, and enter the Inner Hall. Moving deeper and deeper into the Inner Hall, they saw two layers of walls that were even taller and sturdier than what they had seen at the beginning.

“Hey, Seirai,”

Taiki whispered secretly to his Fusyou sitting beside him in the carriage.

“...Yes?”

“That building that we saw earlier, isn’t it Jinjyuu Hall (仁重殿)?”

Yes, Seirai nodded confusedly.

“...I thought so from the very beginning, in fact.”

“If that is Jinjyuu Hall, then this must be Roushin (路寝), right?”

“Yes... This would be it.”

“Entering the gate at the innermost of Roushin, we would enter the Back Palace (後宮, koukyuu), wouldn’t we?”

“Yes... That should be so... shouldn’t it?”

Seirai’s face twitched as he spoke. Profuse sweat formed on his forehead, and it seemed not to be solely due to the temperature.

For the palace that stands on top of the sea of clouds, its innermost is called the Imperial Wing (燕朝, Entyou), and that is separated into a number of blocks by folds of walls and gates. The innermost of all is the North Palace (北宮, Hoku-guu) where the empress lived, with Soushin (小寝) on the side, and the whole block was called the Back Palace (後宮, koukyuu).

At the east of the Back Palace stands the block of East Palace (東宮, Tou-guu), which consists of palaces like Tyoumei Palace (長明宮) and Kaei Palace (嘉永宮), where the direct relatives of the emperor live.

At the west of the Back Place is the block of West Palace (西宮, Sei-guu). Buildings in the West Palace include Godou Palace (梧桐宮), where the five mystic birds such as the phoenix (鳳凰, Hou-ou) and the Hakuchi (白雉, lit. white bird) are kept. The Grand Shrine (太廟, Tai-byou) is where the emperor worships. Fukujyu Hall (福寿殿) is where the Roboku (路木), the tree to which people prayed for children or fruits, is located.

Back Palace, East Palace and West Palace are collectively called En-shin (燕寝). As Back Palace is the center of En-shin, En-shin is sometimes refered to as Back Palace. However, now at Hakkei Palace of Tai, all palaces were closed except West Palace. Even when all palaces are open, even Saihou cannot enter palaces except West Palace as he pleases. Even Taiki knows this.

Nevertheless, the receptionist stopped in front of the gate that undoubtedly leads to Back Palace. He asked the ambassador group to get off the carriages, and kowtowed before them.

“Well... We are terribly afraid of being discourteous, but please move inside. We cannot enter from here onwards.”

“Well, but...” Seirai said in confusion, but the receptionist interrupted.

“It is commanded to invite all of you. There should be doormen at the gates to introduce you to the emperor. So, please.”

“So only we enter?”

We are sincerely sorry, the receptionist dropped his head really low. His already-red forehead was sweating profusely like a waterfall. Taiki, sensing that the receptionist was really suffering, urged Seirai and others.

“We were invited with open arms, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, but...”

Seirai peeked inside and outside the gate. “Then,” it was Asen who spoke up quietly.

“Leaving the subordinates here would be a good idea. It would be rude for us to bring them along.”

The Back Palace was quiet and deserted. No officer came forward to receive, and even when the ambassador party walked straight across the stone pavement and reached a gate at the inner side, there was no sight of any officers anywhere. The doormen who should be guarding the gate were also absent. As far as they could look, there was no sight of any people to introduce them to the emperor.

“No one is here...”

Taiki peered into the ajar gate. Behind the lush green front yard stood the buildings of Syuushin (小寝), but there was not even the trace of any person.

“What shall we do?”

Taiki turned back to the adults around, but they seemed to be the ones really at a loss.

“Seirai?”

“Even... if you asked me what to do...”

“I have never entered the Back Palace. Have you?”

“Well, if you count just entering, I have entered several times. Even though the Back Palace of Hakkei Palace was closed, I was there sometimes, but that was when the Back Palace was really empty... and that was no Back Palace of another kingdom...”

Sougen and Asen showed the same perplexed expression, not to mention the subordinates.

Taiki tentatively stepped through the gate. Looking around but finding nobody in sight, Taiki could not but cross the front yard, and went to the next building for a look.

“Taiho”

Climbing up the foundation, Taiki peered into the inside of the building and the middle garden deep inside, and quietly spoke. “Sorry for intruding.”

“Ta...Taiho!”

Taiki turned around.

“But there are nobody around. We can do nothing but try calling for attention, right?”

“But...”

“Sorry, anybody home? Sorry for intruding.”

Seirai and others stared with widened eyes at the unexpectedly bold kirin. But that is not anything strange; Taiki was just using his habits when he visited people’s homes in his homeland.

“There seems to be nobody around. What shall we do?”

“Even if you ask me...”

“Shall me be rude and walk all the way to the garden?”

“That is a little too...”

“But we cannot just leave like this, can we?”

“No, I guess, but...”

“It would be okay as long as we don’t enter the rooms, I guess. I’ll go then."

But that’s..., Seirai muttered, and suddenly tightened his fist into a ball.

“I will accompany you. --Sougen and others, please wait here.”

“But...”

“Above all, Taiki is the kirin of a kingdom, so they cannot put harsh punishment on him I believe. I am prepared.”

Me too, Tansui said, but Seirai stopped him.

“The gates are open like this, so there shouldn’t be any danger. Also, Taiho has his Shirei (使令). So I am going with Taiho.”

Taiki, hand in hand with Seirai, went inside to take a look. Crossing the middle garden, they saw a shrine, but there was nobody inside as well. However, it didn’t seem deserted; it was neatly cleaned, and brand-new incense and flowers were offered on the altar where the ancestry was worshipped.

Taiki, with no particular reason, headed west and walked towards the North Palace. He crossed the corridor, went into another middle garden, looked around, and stopped his tracks as he entered the garden of the North Palace.

Taiki looked at what was in front of him blankly for a while, before he looked up at Seirai.

”There are fields.”

“Yes, there are...”

“There are no fields in Hakkei Palace, are there? Do all Back Palaces have fields?”

“It would be normal not to have one, I believe...”

“Ren was said to have civil war just a while ago, right? Was the situation so bad that they needed to grow vegetables within the castle?”

“That... that might be the case...”

In any case, Taiki held Seirai’s hands as he walked down the footpaths between the vegetable fields, which were right next to the gorgeous garden of shrubbery. Passing a building corner, they saw distinctively arranged fields extending from their feet. They walked down the neatly aligned footpaths, and reached a corner where low trees lined up in perfect order. That was most likely the scene of an orchard.

“Seirai.”

Taiki caught Seirai’s attention. They finally found a person. It was a farmer who was holding a pair of scissors and cutting branches from a unknown tree bearing red fruits.

“Excuse me.”

Taiki spoke. He let go of Seirai’s hand, and ran noisily across the orchard under the bright sun.

“Excuse me for interrupting.”

Taiki spoke, and the person in noragi (袍子 a type of waist-length upper garment that wears like a robe) turned back. He stared at Taiki, then looked at Seirai behind Taiki, and gave a gentle smile. The young man wiped his face with his sleeves, put the fresh-cut branch on the pile of grass at his side, and bowed his head.

“I am so sorry to come inside without permission. We are searching for people. Well, nobody is around at the gates, so...”

Oh, the man gave a small exclaim as he tilted his head.

“There are nobody outside, huh? Then, everyone might be having their morning nap.”

“I am very sorry to interrupt your work, but are there anybody who can introduce us to the emperor? I... I come from the Kingdom of Tai, and my name is Taiki.”

Oh, the man gave a friendly smile on his face.

“Really, so you must be Tai Taiho. It is said that Taiho is a small child, but you are really small, I can see.”

“Well, may I ask who you are?”

“Oh, my name is Ou (鴨). Ou Seitaku (鴨世卓).”

“What a gorgeous garden!”

Taiki exclaimed, and the young man smiled brightly.

“You think so?”

“What are these red fruits?”

“They are called Koukashou (紅嘉祥, lit. Granted Crimson Fortune). Why not try one?”

Seitaku freely extended his arm, and picked one of the sparkling red fruits from a branch. He then threw the fruit into a water bucket right beside him, and wiped it clean with a handkerchief.

“So, Tai Taiho, please try one. There are seeds inside, so please be careful.”

“Thank you.”

Taiki said, and looked up at Seitaku.

“But... is it right for me to accept it? Doesn’t it belong to the emperor?”

“I grew it, so nobody else should be troubled by it.”

“But won’t the emperor scold you?”

Seitaku showed a slightly bewildered expression.

“I am the emperor, so I won’t get scolded.”

Taiki, with the red fruit in his hand, stared blankly at Seitaku.

“Are... are you Ren-ou, may I ask?”

“Yes, I am.”

Taiki turned back to Seirai, flustering for a response, but Seirai was only frozen there staring with widening eyes. Taiki then turned his confused glance back to Seitaku’s bright smiley face. Taiki had learnt about the decorum in front of an emperor at the Main Hall, but how should he respond in this condition?

Oblivious of Taiki’s confusion, Seitaku reached out to pick another fruit, and turned to Seirai.

“What about you? Try one!”

“... Thank you, but... No...”

“Oh, how rude of me to let everybody standing! There is a summerhouse nearby, so let’s move there!”

Taiki nodded tentatively.

Seitaku plucked a few more Koukashou into a hand bucket, and carried the bucket outside the orchard. A few steps later, they reached the side of a pond lined with gorgeous rocks. The pond, which is of an intricate geometric design, has bridges built over it everywhere, and summerhouses and balconies gather at the sides as if they were attracted by the water.

Seitaku arrived at one of them, and waved Taiki and Seirai over by the pond side.

“Taiho, please take a seat. Your formal wear looked so hot to wear. Why not take the coat off?”

“Well... Thank you, but...”

Taiki looked back as Seirai. Seirai smiled twitchingly.

“We kindly accept your offer.”

“... How about you?”

“Oh, you don't really need to worry about me.”

“But it is hot, isn’t it?”

“Well... Yes, in fact. I will kindly follow your words then.”

Seirai stuttered, obviously flustered by the emperor’s hospitality. While watching Seirai with his bright eyes, Seitaku washed his hands and the fruits in the bucket in the pond. Then he put the fruits on a stone table right beside the pond.

“If Taiho was called with his formal wear on pristinely, what I am wearing now would definitely be a disgrace. I heard that you come for personal reasons rather than formal work, so...”

“Oh… But anyway we should be the one to apologize.”

Seitaku laughed.

“Taiho have done nothing wrong. I am a very careless person. When I heard this is not for official work, I thought that it would be just like neighbors coming by to drink tea. I would definitely be scolded by Taiho.”

“...Me?”

Oh no, Seitaku said laughing.

“This kingdom’s Taiho……God, this has turned so complicated. I am always like this, and I always get scolded by Renrin.”

Seirai gave a roaring laugh as he said.

“These Koukashou are so attractive that I thoughtlessly invited you to come over here. Seems that I should listen to Renrin, wear my formal wear and waited at the Outer Hall.”

“What were you doing earlier?”

“Trimming branches. Cutting those branches with fruits that would most probably not grow can make other fruits grow bigger.”

“Ren-ou is pretty familiar with these things.”

“I am a farmer, that’s why. These are work for a farmer.”

Taiki looked at him blankly.

“What about the work of an emperor?”

Seitaku’s eyes opened wide as if he heard something unexpected, and he then cocked his head.

“...That is duty, I guess. I believe it is most probably not really work. Because you cannot feed yourself by it.”

Taiki blinked his eyes while he tried to understand his meaning. Seitaku laughed.

“A farmer’s work includes growing crops and raising livestock, right?”

“Well... yes,” Taiki nodded.

“But... Isn’t it work to fulfill one’s duty?”

“Maybe not, I believe.”

“Are work and duty two different things?”

Seitaku laughed.

“Work is one you can choose. Duty is one granted by the heavens.”

As Taiki stared blankly, he heard a familiar voice. Seirai, who had been standing aside silently, quickly looked back at the coming people. “Sougen!” Seirai yelled as if his life depended on Sougen’s. At the same time, there was a gentle female voice.

“Oh my... you receive Taiho with such an appearance?”

The lady who spoke in surprise had blond hair that shines like sunshine.

“Also, meeting in such a place! Though this is said to be a private visit, there is a limit to it. I have advised you about it, haven’t I?”

“Yes, you are right. It is exactly as Taiho said. This is very, very discourteous.”

“Also, you made the followers wait at total loss in front of the gate. --Oh my, you are really trouble-making.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Seitaku apologized like a child, but his face still showed a beaming smile. The lady, who looked at Seitaku and smiled as if she was slightly annoyed, kneeled in front of Taiki so as to make their eyes to be at the same level.

“Are you Tai Taiho? Welcome! Please don’t feel bad about this.”

“Are you Ren Taiho?”

“Yes. It is to my greatest pleasure to meet you.”

“Me too. Well... Thank you so much.”

“Yes?”

“I have heard from Lady Gokuyou (玉葉) at Mt. Hou (蓬山). In the past, when Lady Gokuyou sent Sanshi (汕子) to summon me back, Ren Taiho had lent a very important tool. Am I right?”

“Is it the Gogou-kanda (呉剛環蛇, lit. Snake Loop of Gogou)? That was kindly lent out by our emperor. Please give your thanks to our emperor, or so I would like to say, but our emperor must go and change beforehand...”

“Oh yes,” Seitaku, receiving Renrin’s bitter glance, muttered.

“I am so sorry but I must take my leave. It would not be long, so please wait for a moment.”

Seitaku beamingly returned to his residence, and Taiki and others were once again led to the outer palace. Finally, everything began to go on according to formal rituals.

= 世話 Sewa =

***

It was planned that Taiki would be staying for three days. Taiki and others received official welcoming and participated in formal ceremonies, but they were mostly received as private guests. Their designated place for accommodation was not a corner at the Guest Hall, but the big garden at Seishin. Only officials above the rank of personal servants were sent to accompany them. Moreover, Seitaku gave astoundingly simple order to let the ambassador party visit anywhere they want within En-tyou.

“...Is it really a good idea to have such low security level?”

Sougen seemed to have trouble understanding. Everyone else were equally puzzled. That might be uncomfortable to others, but Taiki in contrast was able to enjoy his days in the palace. Taiki didn’t understand most of the various rituals or decisions. Even for things that Taiki knew in theory, he didn't feel accustomed to them, and he was always tense about not failing. However, in Urou Palace, Taiki could put everything aside and relax.

“To have such low security level should mean that the palace is that safe, I believe...”

Asen said with a bitter smile, and Seirai gave a sigh.

“Should I say it is safe, or should I say they are too lenient? ... The people in Ren are so generous in everything...”

“Is that not good?”

Taiki asked, and Seirai ashamedly dropped his shoulders.

“It is not bad in any way. This old man is a little unaccustomed to it, that’s all. You know, I was originally in charge of the books in the army. I am used to being tied up by discipline and got pressed on to the verge, but in reverse…”

Sougen and Asen nodden in agreement.

“Having nowhere to let my body feel at ease, or something like that… Well we turned small at this place, so Taiho, please go out and play. Taiho seems to grow a liking towards this place.”

“I don’t dislike Hakkei Palace at all!”

“We know. For me, Urou Palace is not an unpleasant place at all. Especially when I could see that Tansui in a total loss three times in just two days!”

Exactly, Taiki laughed.

“Yesterday, Tansui turned stiff as a board as Ren Taiho brought his breakfast and poured him tea!”

“This must be said in secret, but it is a sight of a lifetime to see Tansui like that!”

Taiki could barely hide his laughter. Tansui, who was standing by the side of the doorway, behaved in his usual way as if he hadn’t heard anything, but he looked somehow frustrated.

“Well, I’ll go then.”

Upon saying, Taiki exited to the sprawling buildings. Tansui silently followed. Taiki headed directly to North Palace. Whenever Seitaku had no administrative work on hand, he would definitely be at the fields. Taiki walked towards the fields in such belief, and as expected, there was Seitaku, wearing noragi as he was working.

“Good morning.”

Seitaku said with a bright smile. The completely frank and sincere smile delighted Taiki. Whether it was within administrative work or within formal rituals, Seitaku would go to the field whenever he had free time. Taiki would always accompany him to the fields and helped him with his work.

Well, instead of saying “to help,” it might be more accurate to say that he wandered around Seitaku’s side, and was told from time to time on what to do. Taiki had no previous experience in farming. Even if Taiki offered to help, he didn’t know what on earth he actually should do. The situation was no different from that in Tai: Taiki was still running here and there according to Seitaku’s instructions.

“I... I must be a nuisance to you.”

Taiki said as he collected the scattered branches he had knocked over. Seitaku, who was collecting the branches with him, smilingly dismissed the matter. This emperor is always smiling, Taiki was given the impression.

“I know that I am a big annoyance here, but today is my last day here... Would you mind bearing with me for a little longer?”

“I have never thought of you as an annoyance at all! When I was small, I stayed by the neighboring workers’ side and learnt the trade while helping out like what Tai Taiho is doing.”

“Oh,” Seitaku exclaimed midway, and gave a wide smile.

“I see. Even if Taiho learnt how to farm, it would be of no use to Taiho. I must have forced you into doing something strange, haven’t I?”

“That is not the case at all! Well... I am so happy that you allow me to help you out, but...”

Taiki really meant what he said. It was the first time Taiki saw farm work in front of his eyes, and that is very new and interesting to Taiki. Seeing Seitaku working so briskly was also very pleasant. Above all, Seitaku’s bighearted ambience made Taiki feel very close. For Taiki, the common sense of this world or the common sense of adults were unfamiliar, and being only surrounded by adults was already a big feat that made Taiki tense with anxiety.

“But... If I am bordering you in any way, I guess I should go to somewhere else, shouldn’t I?”

Taiki doubted in a low voice, and Seitaku cocked his head.

“... Is there anything wrong?”

Oh? Taiki asked, and Seitaku said,

“I mean, there are no such things as being a nuisance by helping out, are there? Then why do you have such an idea?”

“Well, I can’t do anything...”

“But you have been carrying so many branches earlier, haven’t you? And you helped out with carrying water and moving straws.”

“I am just moving stuff around.”

“Then you have been helping me out haven’t you? But Taiho, I can sense from your words that you believe you are of no use at all.”

Taiki nodded upon Seitaku’s warm clear gaze.

“...Glad to hear that I’m not so... But I really think so...”

“Why is that?”

“I cannot do anything. Not only in farming, I cannot do even one single thing... Mister Gyousou always comforts me that I am still young. But he must be very disappointed by me.”

“Oh really?”

Seitaku asked, and Taiki drooped his head. Seitaku gently patted on Taiki’s back.

“Why not we take a break?”

Seitaku suggested, pointing to a pile of grass.

“No, please carry on with the work.”

“I am also tired. Why not have some tea as well?”

Laughing, Seitaku shouted to the other side of the field.

“You who accompanied Taiho, want some tea?”

Tansui, who stationed a little further away, made a gesture of firm declination.

“He must be also having a hard time, sitting still like that for so long.”

Seitaku said as he served tea from a big clay pot.

“It is hard to take up the job of a bodyguard (大僕 Daiboku), but the hardest time of all might be when there is no danger at all.”

I guess so, Taiki said with a smile, but the smile quickly withered. Seitaku peered into the tea cup he dished out.

“…Ren-ou, you once said that a job is different from a duty, didn't you?”

Yes, Seitaku nodded.

“When I heard that, I told myself that’s right. The duty of a kirin is to choose the emperor. After that, my duty is over. So I should be attacking hard on all my jobs. However, I am still unable to carry out my job as the Saiho and the provincial lord, because I am still too small.”

“...Isn’t the duty of a kirin to deliver mercy to all the people?”

“It is not choosing the emperor?”

“I mean, isn’t choosing the emperor a part of it? It is nevertheless to choose the best emperor for the people.”

“So... my duty is not finished, is it?”

“I think not.”

“So what is a kirin’s job?”

“The job for you, Taiki, is to grow up.”

Seitaku said with a laugh.

“It is the same for any child, isn’t it?”

Seitaku picked a Koukashou from the branch that dangled on top of his head, and put the fruit into Taiki’s palm.

“... You will have a lot of worries. But that is a part of your job. Eat well, sleep well, laugh and cry a lot. Those are all parts of your job.”

Taiki looked into his palm. It was a bright red, beautiful fruit.

“... Is it all right for me just to grow up? The people are suffering a lot. Tai is very cold. Many of the people are tortured by the snow. I am the Saiho and the provincial lord, but I cannot do anything. Doing nothing else but just grow up...”

But, Seitaku said.

“Even I am not doing anything great. I am a farmer, so I don’t really know anything about politics. Renrin is more familiar with stuff like that, so I just leave everything to her. What I can do are thing like raising livestock and grow crops only.”

“Even though you are an emperor?”

That’s right, Seitaku laughed.

“Exactly because I can only do those, I make fields like these to farm. I guess they have a little use after all. They clear a part of the garden, and save some fees for maintenance. And they help a little with the budget. I believe it is much simpler and more economical than buying from the merchants in Jyuurei.”

“So you are selling food to the imperial cooks?”

Yes, Seitaku nodded very seriously.

“I cannot live without selling, that’s why. I am a farmer. Those I need to fulfill my duty are given by the kingdom. The salary given to the numerous officials. The formal silk wear. The extravagant banquets we hold to entertain guests. If I don’t work, we cannot sustain everything. But Renrin said that I should not work to supplement the budget. The kingdom will lose face, she said.”

“I... guess so.”

“So I am completely useless. --However, there is God (Tentei), and he knows that I only can do so much.”

Taiki stared stunned at Seitaku.

“It must be the heaven's will that a farmer like me can become an emperor. So I will do nothing. I believe it is fine for me to do nothing. It is fine to take care of a kingdom just like taking care of the crops.”

“Taking care of a kingdom...”

“A tree grows tall at its will. A kingdom prospers at its will in the same way. Trees know the best way for themselves. I am only a helper to them. Withering leaves are signals that the plants need water. So I will water them. I believe a kingdom works in similar ways. God wants to grow this kingdom in this way, and so he chose a farmer like me, I guess.”

“...How about Ren Taiho?”

Taiki muttered as he looked at Seitaku.

“When Ren-ou is taking care of the plants, what does Ren Taiho do to help?”

Nothing, Seitaku answered brightly.

“Renrin is not a farmer at all. She cannot distinguish good branches from bad branches, and cannot separate the periods to water from the periods not to water.”

“So, she cannot help with anything.”

Rather, Seitaku smiled brightly.

“She takes joy when the fruits grow well.”

Taiki nearly dropped his jaws.

“...That’s all?”

“That alone means a lot! When it is very cold outside, or when I am worn out by my duties, I feel too weary to get out into the fields. However, when I think that Renrin would be very saddened if the fruits wither and fall, I will regain my strength to step outside.”

Seitaku said, looking up at the trees in the orchard.

“I am watching over this kingdom. Are there any bad signs? Is there anything deficient? I keep watching these issues, because these are the duties of a caretaker. And Taiho is watching over me the caretaker. Am I fulfilling my duties completely? Are there any bad indications? She is also constantly watching. I can say that my success is indebted to that those eyes that are watching over me.”

Watching over, Taiki repeated the phrase in his mouth.

“Is it... is it alright for me to do just that?”

“Never overlook that as trivial. Watching is a very difficult job itself. Just look at your bodyguard over there.”

I guess you are right, Taiki said as he looked at Tansui. All along, Tansui stood close and still, keeping an eye on the surroundings.

“Running around and doing this and that are not the only difficult things, are they?”

“...No.”

Taiki nodded and looked at Seitaku in awe.

“If I watch over Mister Gyousou, he would be delighted, wouldn’t he?”

Of course he would, Seitaku said smilingly.

“I know nothing about politics or being a kirin, but I know about crops and being an emperor. I believe that Tai-ou would also asking for Taiho’s watching.”

Really? Taiki thought to himself. It is barely imaginable that Gyousou asked for a favor from a child like Taiki.

“If I am the guardian of this kingdom, Renrin is my guardian. Perhaps that is the real job of a kirin.”

After more than a month of journey, Taiki returned to Kouki (鴻基), only to find that Kouki was still buried in pure white snow. Looking down to the white landscape, Taiki finally landed at the Forbidden Gate.

The moment Taiki and others got off from their kijyuus, the door guards immediately stepped out of the gate and lined up in two neat rows to greet them, white breath coming out of their nostrils. The door guards called, handed the kijyuus to the soldiers, and opened the gates solemnly.

“I was reminded again that we are different from Ren not just in temperature.”

Taiki said, and Seirai laughed.

“I cannot agree more.”

“Seirai, you must be relieved now, aren’t you?”

“Just a little.”

They laughed as they passed through the Forbidden Gate, and headed towards the Inner Hall. Apparently the report that the group's return had reached everyone without miss. When they entered the Inner Hall, they found officials lining up at both sides, and the emperor sitting on the throne.

Feeling the uptight and tense atmosphere inside the Inner Hall, Taiki moved to the front of the throne, and kneeled down to pay his respect.

“I have returned safely.”

Gyousou nodded, and waved Taiki to come up to the throne. Taiki stood up, and walked to the side of the throne. He felt the inexplicable relief that he had finally arrived home.

“How was Ren?”

“There are really flowers booming.”

Really, Gyousou smiled and said,

“I’ll listen to the details later.”

Gyousou then turned to speak to the prime minister.

“Write a report on the details. They all must be very tired, so we will just let them rest sooner.”

Yes, the prime minister replied articulately, and gave his congratulations to Taiki for his finishing the grand mission. Sougen gave a simple report to all the officials. After the remaining rituals were done, Gyousou had the bind shade lowered, signaling the end of the meeting.

“You must be tired. Rest well today. I’ll walk you to your room.”

Urging Taiki by patting him slightly on the back, Gyousou exited the Inner Hall.

“No, I am not tired at all... But, oh, Mister Gyousou, shouldn't you go to attend administrative matters?”

I have heaps of things that I want to tell you though, Taiki thought as he said.

Gyousou smiled.

“Today is the special day of Taiki's return, so I guess it doesn’t matter for me to take the day off.”

Taiki was so happy that he felt like dancing around.

“What are the emperor and the Taiho of Ren like?”

Taiki clang to Gyousou’s sleeves as he rained stories on Gyousou. The story of how he bumped into the Back Palace. The story of the fields in the palace. The story in the morning when Renrin woke up Taiki and others, opened the windows, brought water for washing their faces, made tea, and made Tansui and others really uneasy.

“I also helped with farming work. Ren-ou...”

Gyousou suddenly pushed Taiki on the back as he talked.

“Kouri, this way.”

Oh, Taiki looked around. It should be the right way to return to Jinjyuu Hall (仁重殿).

Cocking his head, Taiki looked up at Gyousou.

Gyousou smiled.

“This way.”

“Oh… Okay.”

The path Gyousou walked on led to Seishin (正寝). Thinking that Gyousou would like him to have a stay at Seishin, Taiki rambled on about the appearance of Urou Palace and Jyuurei, and about Kyuu and Han where they stopped over during their trip. One month is too long for Taiki. There are so many things that he would like to tell. By talking, Taiki felt that he could bury behind him the time he was not at Gyousou’s side.

“Then, Seirai...”

Taiki continued, but suddenly stopped his track. He had been walking along as Gyousou pushed him on his back, and now he entered a place he had never seen before. Looking around, he could see the Main Hall of Seishin nearby. The building he was looking at now was located at the immediate west of the Main Hall.

“What was up with Seirai?”

Gyousou asked as he passed through the building into a cozy little garden. Right at the back of the garden, there was a door to the main building, and there stood Tansui. That was the reason for Taiki’s shock. Tansui should have returned to Jinjyuu Hall (仁重殿) after leaving the Forbidden Gate.

What’s the matter, Gyousou smilingly asked, and Taiki was urged hurriedly into the main building. He saw his familiar female servants and his luggages all moved to there.

“Why...?”

Taiki turned to look up at Gyousou, and suddenly remembered Seirai saying, “There might be good things happening to you” before they went to Ren.

“Does that mean I am moving to here?”

“If you do not want to stay at Jinjyuu Hall, that is to say.”

Taiki knew that he face was scorched with joy. It was so close to the Main Hall where Gyousou was. Taiki had also been longing to talk to Gyousou, however short the conversation would be. However, the Palace was too big to walk for Taiki, and his wish had long been denied.

“However, this is further to Koutoku Hall (広徳殿), the provincial office.”

“That is absolutely fine with me. I will just hurry to there as fast as I can go.”

“But, can you legs carry you that fast?”

“If they can’t, I will just run!”

“Doing that every day would be hard, wouldn’t it?”

“Fine with me! It is good for health, and now that I want to grow up, I would surely grow much faster if I run every day. ... And, well...”

“You hate the carriage as usual, am I right?”

Taiki nodded as Gyousou asked with a smile. Taiki could never get used to carriages. Being carried around by adults on their shoulders made Taiki somehow guilty and uncomfortable.

“Then Kouri, you must become an apprentice of Tansui for a while.”

“Tansui?”

“There are young horses. Ask Tansui to teach you ride a horse.”

Really? Taiki jumped.

“I can ride on a horse?”

Gyousou nodded.

“It might be more fun to be able to ride on a kijyuu (騎獣). However, riding kijyuu in the palace is forbidden. Moreover, kijyuu might be a little too large for Kouri’s body size. We can put a saddle on the carriage like what we did in journeys, but you will feel bored of it, won’t you?”

Taiki’s mind was filled with only glee.

“Thank you for your perseverance in the long journey.”

“But... it isn’t that hard, and there are many joyful moments. But do I deserve such a praise from you?”

Yes you do, Gyousou smiled, and walked up to the second floor. There was a warm bright room that was decorated at all sides by glass windows.

“It is not just solely for you. I also would like you to be close to me.”

Taiki eyes opened wide. That moment, Taiki felt the concern that Gyousou had over him. Taiki always felt lonely and helpless, so Gyousou showed his concern in this way, Taiki thought.

“Well... but...”

Taiki didn’t want Gyousou to think he was not happy. However, Taiki’s heart was sunk by the burdensome concern in Gyousou. As Taiki fumbled for words to express his feelings, Gyousou gave a bitter smile.

“I rush too much, I guess.”

Gyousou took a seat in one of the chairs, and pointed to another chair, which Taiki obediently sat on.

“There are people saying that I am too ruthless and hasty, and I believe the allegations were not all wrong. However, I was not good at easing my rein since long ago. Therefore, I would like to see Kouri’s face.”

“...My face?”

“I like it when Kouri asks what things are and talks with me, like that time when we just moved in Hakkei Palace. I need you to be my paperweight and soothe my rash. Otherwise, I will leave all officials behind and run on my own.”

Taiki stared blankly up at Gyousou.

“… What’s the matter?”

Nothing, Taiki shook his head.

“So today, I’ll just sit back and relax on Taiki’s travelling stories. Recently, Gashin (臥信) said that my mood was so sullen that it became scary to be beside me.”

“Gashin? From the Army of Zui Province (瑞州)?”

Gashin was in Gyousou’s army before. He was now leading the Right Army of Zui Province.

“It was like staying beside a hungry tiger.”

Gyousou smiled bitterly, and Taiki laughed out without thinking. He thought it might really be the case in some sense: Taiki was the caretaker of Gyousou, looking after him so that he would not be hungry.

“Then, let me try my best to make Mister Gyousou’s stomach always full.”

Please, Gyousou laughed, and suddenly he raised his hand.

“Oh, you brought that from Ren, I bet.”

“Yes?”

Without knowing what Gyousou was referring to, Taiki looked at the direction Gyousou was pointing at. Outside the glass window, huge ume (梅, Japanese apricot) trees stood crowded outside the fence.

At branches close to the window, there are two white, small flowers.

The long winters of Tai was finally to draw its finale.

*** END ***

Mashou no Ko

<Son of the Demon>

~ Prologue ~

Returning to his old school as a student teacher, Hirose finds a mysterious student, Takasato, who got isolated from the class. Those who bully him have unfortunate accidents that resemble revenge, and Takasato is feared as "the one who curse." Hirose attempts to defend him, but terrible events begin happening one after another. It seems that being "spirited away" when he was young has something to do with it, but... What is the white hand that appears around him? Where is the real place where he belongs?

~ Translator's Introduction~

by Rurata

This book is a perfect place to become introduced to the world of Juuni Kokuki. As the two main characters are each dealing with their problems, an image of the other world is slowly pieced together; and although not much is ever described outright, as in the following books, it serves as a good introduction. Most of the terms used are familiar, and thus there are not as many terms to keep track of while reading the story.

Mashou no Ko was the first book written by Ono Fuyumi connected to the Juuni Kokuki world. It takes place in Japan, and is about Takasato's life after his second disappearance from the other world. The main character, Hirose, sympathizes with Takasato and attempts to help solve Takasato's problem.

As a small warning, this story is quite different from the rest of the series. Unlike the rest of the series, this book is much less fantasy, and probably more horror. It seems much darker than the other stories, not only with respect to death, but it is morally darker as well.

A little bit of this is shown in the anime, with Sugimoto taking the place of Hirose. Thus, what is shown is much different than what is in the novel.

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

It was snowing.

Large, heavy snow drifts fell as if they were sinking. When you looked up

the sky was white, with multiple grey shadows smeared across the sky. They

appeared in the sky, dashing across the eye; and when you tried to chase

them across the sky, it was suddenly white again.

He gazed down at the lone flake that landed on his shoulder. It was a

snowflake so large and heavy that you could make out the cotton-like

crystals. More and more, from the shoulders to the arms, they would pause

on his bright red palms, become transparent, and melt.

The white of his breath seemed colder than the white of the snow. When he

moved his neck, which was uniquely childlike, his breath moved in the same

way, making it seem even colder.

It had been over an hour since he began standing there. His small hands

and bare legs were both ripe red, and no longer had any feeling. Whether he

tried rubbing himself, or holding himself, he only felt cold, and

eventually started blankly standing there.

It was the north yard. At the end of the narrow yard there stood an old,

unused storeroom. The cracks in the dirt wall seemed cold. It was

surrounded on three sides by the main house and the warehouse, and on the

last side there was a dirt fence, but at this time when there was no wind,

and it was just cold, they had almost no use. There weren't even trees you

could really call trees. When summer approached, the japanese iris would

bloom, but right now the bare ground just had a speckle white color.

"What a stubborn child."

His grandmother came from Kansai. Her accent has not yet disappeared.

"He might be cute if he at least cried."

"Mother. You don't need to be so harsh."

"He's such a obstinate child because you are too nice."

"But"

"Young people these days only know how to be nice. A little strictness is just right for children."

"But mother, if he catches a cold"

"A child won't catch a cold with this amount of snow. He won't be let back in the house until he apologizes, do you understand?"

He just stood there.

It started out as a small matter of who spilled water on the washroom floor. His brother blamed him, and he denied it. He didn't remember himself doing so, so he just told the truth. His grandmother had trained him so that telling a lie was the one thing he must not do, so he could not lie by saying that he was the culprit.

"If you just tell the truth and apologize, it will all be over."

His grandmother said it strictly, so all he could do was repeatedly say that he did not do it.

"If not you, then who?"

He did not know the culprit, so he said he didn't know. That was the only

answer he could give.

"Why are you so stubborn?"

It was something he had been told over and over again, so he accepted the fact that he was subborn when he was very young. He did not really understand the meaning of "stubborn," but he accepted the fact that he was a "stubborn" child, and that was why his grandmother disliked him.

He shed no tears because he was confused. His grandmother wanted an apology, but if he apologized then he would be telling a lie, which his grandmother hated the most. He did not know what to do, and was at a loss.

In front of him, the hallway extended sideways. On the other side of the hallway's large glass windows was the tea room's shoji. In the tea room, passed the glass window, he could see his grandmother and mother fighting.

It was sad to see the two fighting. His mother always lost, and then she went to clean the bathroom. He knew that she was secretly crying there.

"I wonder if mother is going to cry again."

He thought as he stood there. Little by little, his legs became numb. When he shifted his weight to one leg, his thighs creaked painfully. He could not feel his toes. If he tried forcing them to move he felt a sharp pain. He could tell that the snow that melted on his thighs was becoming cold drops and rolling down to his calves.

It was when he sighed a child's heavy sigh. A wind brushed his nape. It wasn't a cold empty wind, but an extremely warm wind. He looked around at his surroundings. It was because he thought that someone might have pitied him and opened the door.

But when he looked around, all the windows were shut tight. The windows facing not the hallway, but the room were fogged up, showing how warm it was.

Tilting his head, he looked around once more. The warm wind was still blowing towards him.

He gazed towards the edge of the storeroom, and then blinked confusedly. Something white was extending from the small space between the storeroom and the dirt fence. It looked like a person's arm. A white, plump arm, bare to the upper arm, was protruding from the shadows of the storeroom. The owner of the arm could not be seen. Probably they were hiding in the shadows of the storeroom, he thought.

It was all very mysterious. There was only a small space between the storeroom and the fence. It was only yesterday that his brother cried because a baseball rolled into the narrow space, and could not be retrieved. Even with a small body like his or his brother's, nothing more than their arm could go into the space. As far as he could tell, it was the arm of an adult, but how could they be in that space?

Below the elbow, the arm was moving as if it was swimming. He realized that it was inviting him, and he began walking towards it. His frozen, tired thighs were so clumsy, it was amazing they didn't make any noise.

The reason why he did not fear it was because he realized that the warm air was coming from that direction. He was really cold, and he had no idea of what to do, so he just walked in the direction he was being called.

The snow had already covered the ground, and there was enough for his small feet to leave footprints. The white sky had changed to a smeared ink color.

The short winter sun was getting ready to set.

~ Chapter One ~

(1)

As Hirose passed through the school gate, he found the front yard leading to the school building filled with the monotone color of the uniforms. Around him, there was the unique commotion that schools have. Rather than the atmosphere of a high school, it was the atmosphere of returning after a long break. The wind that hinted of the ocean brought the calls of cicadas with it.

The students wore a white and grey uniform. At first glance. the bright sky-grey neck-tie appeared cool, but those actually wearing them were probably very hot. A student attempting to cool off just a little bit by loosening his collar was being scolded by a teacher at the side of the gate.

Hirose watched this and smiled, then realized that he also had his collar loosened. Hurridly, he put his bag under his shoulder and re-did his neck-tie. A small wry laugh spilled out.

At the time when Hirose attended this school, there were no neck-ties. This was because the summer uniform changed from the unsociable open-necked shirt and black pants to the present form the year after Hirose graduated. Only the serious teachers wore those things. Now he had become one of those serious teachers--a student teacher to be exact--and he found this to be funny.

Hirose entered the school building through the faculty entrance along with other teachers. He passed by many faces he recognized, and he put his hand into his bag as he greeted them. Pulling out a map of the school, he double-checked his position. He looked around, then went to look for the special classroom.

~ Chapter One ~

Hirose graduated from this schoold three years ago and a bit. Speaking from the deviation value of the students, it was one of the upper-level boys' schools; and it had history as well, so it could be included as a prestigious school. The percentage of people going on to famous universities was pretty good, but there were not any other noticable aspects. It was not an especially interesting high school, but it was not one that especially hated either.

There was only the high school, which was unusual for this type of prestigious school, and each year only had six classes. Each of those classes was around 40 students, which could be considered small for a city school. When Hirose attended the school there was an old brick school building in the middle of the city, but it had been moved to the edge of the city, following recent trends. It was three years ago, the year after Hirose graduated.

So the first time he entered the school again after graduation, was when he was beginning to look for a school to be a student teacher at. He could have come at any time if he wished to, but felt somewhat timid about it.

As long as you are attending it, the school becomes your territory. It was the place where spent his life, and was some place close, like an extension of his home. However, once he graduated, it became someone else's place. He became an outsider, and an invader. Then in Hirose's case, after he graduated the school moved, and the uniforms changed, making it no different from a school he never knew.

He once came to see the new school building as it was under construction.

The area around here, which was close to the ocean, was desolate farmland after farmland. In the midst of that, with the calm ocean at its back, a group of buildings was about to stand, like some kind of pavillion. A wide road struck through the middle of the flat land, and very close by to the school, giant housing complexes were springing up. Those under construction buildings, and the under construction school made such a curious sight, and he remembered thinking it was like a tanker or aircraft carrier was floating there.

Now, the group of buildings that was under construction was complete, houses lined the once desolate farmland, creating a large-scale "new town." The railroad tracks had been extended, and there were the beginnings of a shopping center in front of the new station, but that did not change the fact that this was a foreign land to Hirose.

There was nothing here that brought the words "alma mater" to his mind. There were no trees higher than the brick school building, no aged atmosphere you could call history, nor impressions too rustic to be called tradition.

It was a wide open, bright school. The trees standing between the school buildings left only weak shadows. The patches of lawn placed in a geometric order were bright green, but there was no impression that it was so clean that the grass could grow thick. The trees on either side of the path leading from the gate to the yard were probably cherry trees. From the size of the trunks, he assumed that they were moved from the old schoolgrounds, but as they were placed at a regular distance, and properly pruned, he was left with a totally different impression.

Naturally, there were no emotions welling up inside him after seeing his alma mater again. Only the nostalgia of one who lost his home drifted around. Suddenly he felt strangely helpless. It was similar to the unique feeling he had every time he got depressed. --The sentimentality of one who

had lost their homeland.

Tasogare no Kishi, Akatsuki no Sora

<The Shore in Twilight, the Sky in Daybreak>

Gyousou the emperor of Tai, who brought order to the Kingdom of Tai half a year after coronation with the power of a hurricane, set off to suppress rebel, but had since never returned.

Then, Taiki the Taiho, upon receiving the shocking news of Gyousou being assassinated, suddenly disappeared from the world!

The Kingdom of Tai, which secluded itself within the Empty Sea, and suffered from extreme climate in winter, now loses its Emperor and its Kirin, and is tortured by catastrophes and Youma attacks. The body and the heart of the people are gradually freezing to their death.

Oh, my kingdom and my people who cannot even save themselves-- General Risai soars to the sky, in the hope of meeting Youko the empress of Kei.

The well anticipated sequel to the series finally surfaced!

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

That day, spring had just settled in Tai (戴), the kingdom located at the northeast of the continent. Snow that covered the countryside had not yet given way, and buds were hibernating beneath the thick snow.

It was no exception to the world above the Sea of Clouds (雲海). Though there was not so much snow compared to the world below, the trees that stood in neat lines in the garden were mostly sound asleep. It was a corner to the west of Hakkei Palace (白圭宮) , at Kouki (鴻基), the capital of Tai.

Hakkei Palace was shaped like a horseshoe, embracing a bay. In one of its extended arms to the northwest stood a wide garden that faced the bay. Located there were Jinjyuu Hall (仁重殿), the residence of Tai’s Saiho (宰輔), and Koutoku Hall (広徳殿), the office where Saiho administered provincial affairs as the provincial lord.

The garden was still brown and lifeless, but the delicately arranged rocks and buildings exuded a solemn ambience. More deep colors were added by trees that refused to lose their green even in the midst of snow, and a light fragrance began to exude from the first ume (梅, Japanese apricot) blossoms. In one of the summerhouses, there was a boy. Sitting with his back against a white stone pillar, the boy hung his head and let his steel-colored hair flow along his back.

The kid was named Taiki (泰麒), and he was the kirin (麒麟) of Tai. Despite that he was only eleven, he had chosen the new emperor, and served beside him as Saiho and provincial lord of Zui Province (瑞州), where Kouki was located. The boy who completed the feat of choosing an emperor and became the pillar of Tai Kingdom was alone in the garden at that time.

The emperor whom Taiki had chosen was not at Kouki. A month ago, the emperor took a long journey to Bun Province (文州, pronounced as "boon"). Gyousou (泰王), Taiki’s master, was out to suppress rebellions.

Taiki was never used to wars. This was not just because kirins in nature avoided wars; the young Taiki had no experience in warfare at all. Taiki’s master was out at a place whose horror Taiki could only imagine with his knowledge. Moreover, right after Gyousou had left, upsetting rumors began to proliferate around the palace.

The Bun Province Riots is plotted to lure Gyousou out of the palace in order to assassinate him.

Bun Province was at the north of Zui Province, and steep mountain ranges stood tall between the two provinces. Gyousou could not but pass through a narrow and winding path in order to cut across the mountains. It was rumored that rioters were stationed at a pass that led to the center of Bun Province, waiting on the narrow path for Gyousou to fall into their trap. The day before, the messenger reported that Gyousou’s troop fell victim of an ambush, and was suffering from tough battles and unfavorable terrains. Engulfed by uneasiness, Taiki felt his thoughts nearly crushing his chest.

Please come back safe.

There is nothing Taiki could do but pray. There was nobody around to expel the uneasiness that was eating away his heart. All the adults around Taiki hid the upsetting rumors so as not to scare Taiki. All those talks about assassinations are just rumors without base, so don’t fret over it, they assured. Therefore, even though bad news had been circulating through secret whispers during the morning assembly earlier, Taiki never had the chance to discuss with the adults about it. Even if Taiki asked, they would definitely say those were just lies, or there had to be some mix-up.

Unless Taiki skipped work, picked the right time when nobody was around and escaped to empty places, Taiki could not even pray for his master’s safety. Taiki was ashamed and furious about his small self, so small that he could only be regarded always as a kid.

Successfully convincing the reluntant shirei (使令, lit. servents), Taiki commanded them to move to Bun Province. He longed just to know whether Gyousou was unhurt. If he was fighting tough battles, Taiki would like to help.

Kirins in nature are moved by generosity. They despise bloodshed and deplore disputes. They could not even hold swords to protect themselves, so they keep youma (妖魔, lit. mystical monsters) as their shirei, and used them as weapons. However, Taiki only had two shirei: Sanshi (汕子) and Gouran (傲濫). Commanding the two to move, Taiki had done all he could do for Gyousou. If only he had more shirei. If only he could be older, so that he could join forces with the adults around and do something to protect Gyousou. Taiki blamed himself time and again, but in the end, he could do nothing but pray at a corner of the garden. Taiki was ashamed of his lack of power.

Please come back safe.

Some time during his numerous rounds of prayers, he heard faint footsteps behind him. Turning around, he saw that person. Taiki was relieved. The person was not the Fusyou (傅相, counselor) or the Daiboku (大僕, bodyguard). He was the one who informed Taiki of Gyousou’s troubles, so Taiki did not need to put up a face as if he wasn’t worried at all.

“Is Gyousou safe? Any news from him?”

Taiki hurried over and questioned. The person shook his head.

“I dispatched my shirei in the end. Sorry.”

I will inform you of all messages without reservation, so please never think again of the reckless idea of sending your shirei to Gyousou’s side! The person persuaded before. He kept his promise, but Taiki couldn’t.

“In the end, however, I just could not sit around doing nothing and wait for messages to arrive.”

The person nodded, and then pulled his sword out smoothly from his belt.

Taiki stopped his steps, but he didn’t feel afraid at all. He trusted that person. Taiki just felt somewhat surprised.

“What’s the matter?”

Taiki suddenly grew upset. He finally noticed the unprecedented terror that emanated from that person.

“Gyousou is dead.”

The person replied. Taiki subconsciously commanded his legs to retreat, but they felt numb and cold.

“...Liar”

The person raised his sword above his head. Taiki gaped up with widened eyes, standing stiff as a rod as his whole body froze. He couldn’t even utter a word.

“Consider it your misfortune that you have only two shirei.”

The raised sword that shone white like ice slashed down smoothly like water flow.

“...Blame yourself for choosing Gyousou.”

What happened next minute, even the victim was difficult to judge: Did the blade come down first? Or did Taiki first twist his body, and try to escape by instinct -- his most familiar way of escaping?

Whichever the case, the murder blade ended up wedging deep into Taiki’s horn when Taiki was in animal form. Taiki cried out from deep beneath his consciousness. It was not just a cry of pain; it was also a cry of being betrayed, the pain of losing his one and only master, and a scream when facing life threats.

With the loudest cry ever, and the instinct to escape from that place, Taiki suddenly melted away without a trace from the spot.

“--Taiki?”

Sanshi cried at the top of her voice due to a forceful impact. Sanshi was stepping on a snow-covered field. With Bun Province in sight, she was on her way of climbing up a small hill to check the location.

“Taiki--”

What is this pain? Horrifying pain surged through and numbed her whole body. Sanshi mourned, and as soon as she overcame the impact, her body melted and seeped into the soil. She did that by imagining the shape of “self” underneath the ground.

There was a road beneath the ground, Sanshi knew well. Propelling herself along the road without a concrete shape, she dashed along the empty road. No, the term “dash” might not be accurate. The space was pitch-dark like the bottom of the deep sea, and everything was chaotic within the haze. There existed only a pressure that enveloped her body. Move forth, Sanshi urged herself with strong will, and headed towards the clear bright golden color at the far end.

Pushing forward along the land vein (地脈, chimyaku)*, Sanshi emerged from a dragon cave (竜穴, Ryuketsu)* as if she surfaced from the sea, and rode on a wind vein (風脈, Fuumyaku)*. Jumping high while flying out, Sanshi propelled herself forward in such great speed that the landscape faded and all shapes were distorted behind her. The golden glow became stronger. Growing sharper and sharper while glittering fiercely, the glow soon covered every inch of Sanshi’s view, as if it were to light up everything in her sight.

The golden glow of twilight. The moment Sanshi were to plunge into the faintly dull golden darkness, she was forcefully rejected.

--Taiki’s shadow.

That was Taiki’s mana (気脈, Kimyaku, lit. spiritual vein)*. It was horridly twisted, as if forcefully wrenched by the mana of this world.

Sanshi’s hair stood. It looked so similar to that golden fruit that was picked from the silver white branch, back in the distant past.

--Taiki.

It was lost again.

Despair struck Sanshi before discomfort.

Sanshi jumped out of the mana. In front of her was the twisted atmosphere that ripped the roof tiles of Hakkei Palace like waves. At the other side she saw a piece of gloomy sky.

--The alternate world.

It was a shoku (蝕, lit. eclipse/corrosion), a meishoku (鳴蝕, lit. crying eclipse) to be exact. A minuscule shoku invoked by a kirin’s moarn.
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Translator's Note:

Here comes a couple of terms that I have never seen before in the Juuni Kokki novels I have ever read. I am hesitant of translating them, but in the end, I tried my best, and put the Japanese pronounciation behind them as reference. The very abstract descriptions in these few pages are also hard to reconstruct in English. I hope that the novel will explain the terms later. If so, I might need to change the translation accordingly.

As for the present moment, let me offer my best guess and explanations here:

The various veins and caves resemble Fung-Shui (風水) terms in China. In Fung-Shui, all natural powers and spiritual powers of humans are described as chi (気) -- roughly translated as "spirit" or "force" in English. Behaving like fluid, chi circulates around the universe, the earth and any body, and the paths of circulation are called myaku (脈) -- "veins" in English, like blood veins carrying blood. Wind has wind veins, water has water veins, land has land veins, and spirit has spiritual veins. Here I translated spritual veins as the more readily comprehensible English term "mana."

The study of Fung-shui believes that there are certain spots where veins converge and chi is the strongest -- like lakes accumulating water. Ryuketsu (Dragon Cave) is one type of such spots. One objective of Fung-shui study is to locate such spots for rejuvenation and good luck. This can be achieved by living at such spots or artifically creating such spots through delicate arrangement of natural objects -- called jin (陣, arrangement).

Veins can be enhanced, blocked or destroyed. If a spiritual vein is blocked, the person will become ill or even die, due to difficulty in circulating chi smoothly.

A shadow could be seen going further and further away, as if being hurled into the center of the shock. The shadow of a pitch dark beast. Its mane's shine was faint but bright.

“--Taiki!”

The shaking palace. The garden with heat haze shimmering. The wrenched summerhouse. The crushed and twisted shadow right at the side.

--Who?

Sanshi’s eyesight cut through everything, and spotted the “gate” that was about the close. She sprung up without hesitation, dissolved her body and pursued tightly behind.

Her hand -- her hand extended on its own. Her fingertips were following suit. --Just a little more.

Suddenly, the mana was cut away from her back. The mana that surrounded her suddenly had a different color, a different smell, and a different touch. She had entered the alternate world.

She extended her arms using all of her powers, and aimed her grab at the dull golden shadow that was running away. Got it! She could feel.

The shaking rooftops. The roads with heat haze shimmering. The wrenched trees. Everything that was shaking as if in the midst of a tsunami suddenly recovered their shape all at once. At the same time, Sanshi was barely sucked into the dull golden shadow.

--Taiki!!

Those who witnessed that would definitely doubt their eyes.

It was a small village in which old buildings lined up among small fields. A narrow asphalt-paved path twisted gently and penetrated through the maze. Bright sunlight of April shone on the asphalt, and a faint heat haze rose from the surface.

The heat gaze stirred vigorously. The gaze literally swelled as if its power was suddenly unleashed, and was condensed into high concentration, taking up the size of an adult. From it a faint shadow emerged, and a person gently slipped out. As if getting tripped by the path’s slight dents, the shadow that rolled out stumbled two or three steps forward, and suddenly stopped its track.

The haze melted away behind the boy, unveiling the tranquil scene of spring as the boy stood on the asphalt.

Thread-like clouds (cirrus) blotted the bright, light blue sky. From somewhere high a lark was singing. The wind was warm and light. It shook rape blossoms in the fields, shook shepherd’s purses at rice paddies footpaths, stroked the surface of asphalt, and lightly toyed with the boy’s shoulder-length hair.

The boy rooted at the spot absentmindedly. No, he might not have seen or felt anything at all. Staring to the front without even blinking, the boy moved his legs as if he were propelled by the light wind at his back. He stepped out one step, and then threw his other foot forward. He started by moving his feet mechanically, but before long, the motion became smooth.

He walked just a little forward before he suddenly blinked. It was as if he finally got a hold of himself. He stopped. He blinked and blinked as he surveyed the surroundings.

The small fields and paddies that were neatly arranged. The old building that dotted the landscape. The new houses that were bundled within. The small village that exemplifies the nondescript countryside.

The boy cocked his head. He still wore a dreamy face, unsure of where he was. Before him, where the path intersected with the main road, he saw curtains with black and white stripes used in funerals.

· The boy had crossed the Empty Sea (虚海, Kyokai).

The time was at the beginning of summer, the third year in the calender of Kei (慶), the east kingdom on the continent. That day, a pair of black wings appeared in the sky above Gyouten (尭天), the capital of Kei.

That day, the city was immersed in listless, hot and stuffy air. At the north of the city of Gyouten stood high a huge pillar-like mountain. The city spread along the slope that extended to the south from the foot of the mountain like a long sleeve. The city that stretched out in stages, the tightly packed steel-colored rooftop, and the roads that cut down and across all turned white under the sunlight. The heat wave that drenched thick with moisture stood stale throughout the city.

Every window in every building opened wide in the hope of welcoming a cool breeze, but unfortunately the wind stubbornly refused to blow since the morning that day. The only things that flowed through the wide open windows and doors were hot air that was almost scorched ash-white, and the sleep-inducing low buzz.

As if tired by the summer heat, not even a bird could be found in the summer sky. They all escaped to the various tree shades, away from the sunrays. A dog lay on its stomach in a short dark shadow projected by an old residence’s eaves. Beside the sleeping dog stood a chair, on which an old man was sleeping. Upon the dropping of the fan that slipped through the sound asleep old man’s hand, the dog lifted up only its nose, and listlessly looked up at its master. -- That was the time.

The sun went behind the clouds. The dog looked up in great anticipation, and saw the summer sky being eaten out by the clouds that rushed in from the east. The smell of moisture in the wind reached its nose, and a thunder could be heard from far away. It took no time until the sky was completely covered by clouds and turned really dark.

It was at that time when the black shadow dashed through the sky of Gyouten. Appeared from the east, it approached the Sky-Pillar Mountain (凌雲山) while drawing a big arch in the sky, as if it was chasing the lead-colored clouds. A few people that happened to look upon the sky while waiting for the rain in various part of the city could be witnesses.

Those wings were pitifully weak. The feathers that covered the white wings were ruffled and soiled, and the strong black feathers at the wings’ inner edge (風切羽) were missing and torn all over. Seemingly unable to even glide, the shadow desperately grasped the moist atmosphere. The shadow descended as if it ran out of energy, but the wings flapped on as the shadow was approaching the Sky-Pillar Mountain.

Raindrops began to fall as if to shoot down the shadow. They turned into a shower with a blink of an eye, attacking the wings. The shadow was then immediately swallowed by the rain clouds. Just before the shadow disappeared into the mist, those who happened to witness the sight shared the same thought: those wings seemed to have sucked into a place high up at the Sky-Pillar Mountain.

Toshin (杜真) was standing guard at the wide gate front, located half way up Mt. Gyouten (尭天山), at a steep cliff just below the Sea of Clouds (雲海). The gate front formed a very wide terrace in front of the closed gate, which was located deep within a cave several times the height of a human. That was the Forbidden Gate (禁門), the only gate that led directly led to the Imperial Wing (Entyou, 燕朝), the topmost floor of Kinpa Palace (金波宮) that stretched itself above the sea of clouds on Mt Gyouten.

When Toshin reached the gate front after noon to relieve his colleague from the gate-keeping post, heat wave stirred within the city of Gyouten that stretched below the terrace. Even at a place so high, no wind could be felt as steaming heat enveloped. Before long, clouds began to gather overhead. Clouds were inching forward from the east as if to lick the bottom of the Sea of Clouds. Thunder could be heard from far away. With a blink of an eye, a haze started to float in the surroundings. Clouds grew thicker and thicker as they descended from the Sea of Clouds to the Forbidden Gate.

In no time, the sun was completely blocked, and drizzle-like haze closed up around the terrace. Now the terrace in front of Toshin’s eyes was tainted in gray. Faint rumbling flooded in, accompanied by cool air that moistened from the feet up.

“Looks like it finally rains.”

Toshin drew a sigh for some reason, and commented to Gaishi (凱之) that stood beside him.

Seems so, Gaishi drew a deep breath, and showed his white teeth.

“Now that makes the days a little bearable. If it continues to be that hot, we would be steamed inside out armor,” Gaishi laughed.

Gaishi was the Gotyou (伍長) that administered a group of five soldiers in the Imperial Army (Kingun, 禁軍), including Toshin. Gaishi was the head, but he was the most experienced within the five soliders within the Go (伍, troop unit), and a skilled soldier that could be trusted with the administrative position, so he was not just showing off his authority as a Gotyou. He was neither formal nor high-handed, but the inexperienced Toshin didn’t know whether this was because a Gyoutou was supposed to be like this, or just because Gaishi was such a person.

Toshin was recruited as a soldier the second year after the new empress was enthroned in Kei. He was assigned to the Left Army after one year of training, and had just passed his first half-year of formal military duties, so he didn’t have any experience of working under Gotyous other than Gaishi. The Forbidden Gate was guarded by a Ryou (両, troop unit) of twenty five people, and one Ryou was composed by five Gos. Other Gotyous and Ryoushiba (両司馬), the head of all five Gos, were mostly friendly people like Gaishi, but as far as rumors went, that was not the case with other troops.

“Ei Province (瑛州) is hot. It is just much better at Baku Province (麦州).”

“Do you come from Baku Province, Gotyou?”

Toshin asked, and Gaishi nodded.

“I was born and raised in Baku Province. I was in the Baku Provincial Army before your majesty was enthroned.”

Wow, Toshin exclaimed. Toshin had the impression that the former Baku Provincial Army was among the strongest troops. In fact, the head of Imperial Army, General of Left Army, was promoted from Baku Provincial Army.

“So, you and General Sei (青)--”

... are acquaintances? Just when Toshin would like to finish his question, out from the gray curtain that hung around the gate front suddenly dashed a dark shadow.

Not waiting Toshin to scream out, that thing jumped out from the thick fog and hit hard at the stone wall by the Forbidden Gate. It uttered some short cries and slipped down onto the terrace as it struggled. What the heck, Gaishi yelled worriedly. The thing that crashed on the balcony flapped its wings two or three times in spasms and cried sorrowfully as it collapsed on the spot. At the same time, a person fell from its back.

Toshin dashed out to the terrace right after the spear-totting Gaishi. Passage through the Forbidden Gate is restricted to only the emperor, Saiho (宰輔) and persons authorized by the emperor. The kijyuu (騎獣, lit. ridden beast) that collapsed in front of them are not possessed by anybody mentioned above. This gate, which links directly to the most interior of the palace, is no place for anyone to approach with their kijyuu as they please without prior authorization under any circumstances.

The colleagues that rushed to the kijyuu’s side were gripped by tension like Toshin, alerted of imminent danger. Toshin felt a lump forming at the pit of his stomach as he approached. More soldiers closed in from the barrack beside the Forbidden Gate, and together they formed a wall of spears around the kijyuu and its rider. With such formation, Toshin finally got the spare time to observe the kijyuu and its rider. His eyes opened wide.

It was a big dog-like kijyuu. Its head was black and its body was silvery gray to the point of white. However, its fur was tainted coal-gray and ruffled, and reddish black spots were forming one place or another. Even the black hair at its head fell off like it was plucked out. The short white feathers covering the wings were heavily soiled, and the strong black feathers at the wings’ inner edge (風切羽) were broken or missing. While lying flat on the terrace, the kijyuu knocked its wings weakly against the ground, but the motion was just too weak to be even called flapping. At its side laid a person as if protected by its wings. The person looked nearly as pitiful as its kijyuu: wounded, dirty and depleted of all energy.

Puzzled, Toshin looked for Gaishi. Gaishi stood ahead of the pack, holding his spears forward as he directed his surprised gaze at the kijyuu and the person. A hum of puzzled conversations exploded. Gaishi held up a hand to signal surrounding soldiers to stay put, put down his spear and knelt on one knee by the person’s side.

“Are you alright?”

The collapsed person’s face lifted up upon Gaishi’s question. By this, Toshin finally realized that that person was a female. Tall and sturdily built, the female was wearing armor. Or maybe it should be called her armor’s remains. It was not only dirty but also torn and missing some part or another, just like the kijyuu’s wings.

“Can you hear me? What the heck happened?”

The woman mourned as she struggled up. Seeing her movements, Toshin sensed that one of her arms were deeply wounded. Gaishi hesitatedly lifted his spear.

“Don’t move! Sorry, but please don’t move. Here is the Forbidden Gate. We cannot allow any person of unknown origin to approach here.”

The woman squeezed her eyes to look up at Gaishi, and nodded lightly. Gaishi pulled out the sword carried at the woman’s waist with his empty hand, gave it to Toshin behind him, and again put down his spear. The woman struggled up again with mourns, but this time Gaishi didn't stop her.

“--My apologies for all the troubles caused.”

The woman forced some mumbling, and barely succeeded to kneel down.

“I am a general appointed in the Kingdom of Tai (戴), surnamed Ryuu (劉).”

“...Tai?” Gaishi mumbled back with wide open eyes.

As if trying to cling on Gaishi with her eyes, the woman settled her gaze on Gaishi, and kowtowed in front of him.

“I thoroughly understand my discourtesy, but I would like to extend my report to Kei-ou (景王) the empress of Kingdom of Kei (慶)!”

Konjin (閽人) was immediately called from a side door right beside the Forbidden Gate. Konjin was one of the Imperial Affairs officals (Tenkan 天官) that administers various duties within the palace. Konjin stations besides doors to take records of people who pass, examines their background, and introduces them inside. A Konjin hurried out with Ryoushiba (両司馬), and as soon as his glance landed on the woman and the kijyuu, in a shrill he cried “kick them out!”

“But she is so deeply wounded...”

Ryoushiba tried to intercede, but was blocked by Konjin’s threatening barks.

“She claimed herself as a general in Tai, but did she look like one? There is no reason for a foreign general to pay a visit in the first place.”

“But”

Shut up, Konjin shouted. It looked as if Toshin and other soldiers were borrowed from the Imperial Army to be under Konjin’s command. They were definitely part of the Military Affairs officals (Kakan 夏官), but here the control power had been turned onto Konjin’s hands.

Konjin turned to face the kneeling woman, and yelled with a snarling face.

“If you really were a general from Tai, change your clothes, give clear proof of your identity, and hand in your request to Kokufu (国府) according to diplomatic customs.”

At that moment, Toshin saw the woman’s shoulder shiver. She lifted up her face as if it was flipped up with a finger, and despite the pitiful condition her face excluded dignity.

“I sincerely acknowledge my discourtesy. If I had had the spare time to conform to diplomatic customs, I would definitely have done it.”

The woman said while suppressing all her emotions, but Konjin just threw a cold glance at her without even answering. Konjin turned his back to her, trying to block Ryoushiba who was to intercede. Exactly at that moment, the woman held out her hand and snatched the spear from Toshin’s hand. The time Toshin was to give a surprised yelp, the woman knocked down the surrounding soliders, and dashed towards the Forbidden Gate.

Konjin, Toshin, Gaishi and other soldiers were too stunned by the surprise attack that they became late to react. Soldiers who finally got back to their senses ran after the woman with pale faces, but before their spears could reach the woman’s back, black wings cut in from above. With her kijyuu protecting her from the back, the woman rushed into the other side of the side door.

Follow her! Yells mixed. Toshin cut through the pack to the front, and ran after the kijyuu that slipped through the side door. The very first thoughts that occupied his brain was the grievous failure he committed. Though it was true that he was holding in his other hand the sword handed to him by Gaishi, he committed the careless mistake of letting the woman snatch away his spear. Would he be interrogated for this responsibility? Would he be punished?

So easily --, Toshin thought in his guilty conscience. Got tricked by the woman’s ploy.

Of course, the woman must be pretending the deep wound, and the kijyuu was trained to act like it was on the verge of exhaustion. The tale about she being the general of Tai Kingdom was another blatant lie. Toshin didn’t only believe in such a lie, but was also taken off guard as he swallowed her badly conducted bunch of acts.

(--Badly conducted bunch of acts?)

Behind the Forbidden Gate there was a wide arena that could let a whole troop station in formations. The woman and her kijyuu headed to a flock of stairs at the other end of the arena. Probably stirred by the chaos, standby soldiers and officials rushed out from a barrack next to the arena.

-- Her acts are not bad, Toshin thought as he ran after the woman. It was nothing like acting. The woman and her kijyuu looked really at the brink of death. One could fake bloodstains by rubbing red soil, but that couldn’t fake a wound. In particular, the woman’s right arm really gave the impression that it was deeply wounded.

Let me see, Toshin decided as he stared at the woman who was staggering up while struggling to put her feet on the stairs. Even now, the woman’s right arm was not moving. The woman tripped and fell in front of Toshin. Still her right arm was not moving. Her kijyuu rushed up to her and extended its neck as if to help her up, but the woman grabbed its neck with her spear-holding left hand.

Without thought, Toshin searched for Gaishi’s face around. Gaishi, who was running right behind Toshin, nodded towards Toshin.

“Just go after her. Catch her. -- But don’t kill her.”

But, Toshin gave Gaishi a rebuking glance. Kill! Konjin’s high-pitched shrills echoed from the entrance at the arena.

“Don’t kill her. There is something we need to ask her even if she is a criminal.”

Toshin nodded and ran after the woman again. The woman that clutched at her kijyuu’s back was reaching the top of the stairs in one breath. Blocked in front of her was another huge gate, and behind the gate was the deep interior of the palace on top of the Sea of Clouds. Behind the gate another Ryou of soldiers was standing bay, but would they eventually notice the chaos?

-- Oh no, if someone was alerted and opened the gate carelessly to peek out, there is imminent possibly that the woman could force herself right into the palace.

However, the moment Toshin was fearing over such possibly, the gate moved. The kijyuu, while letting the woman ride on its back, threw itself into the gate and crashed to the other side of it.

Higashi no Wadatsumi, Nishi no Soukai

<The Sea God in the East, the Vast Sea in the West>

"Do you want a kingdom? If so, I'll give you one."

This is the promise between Syouryuu, Emperor of En, and Rokuta, Kirin of En.

The Emperor was enthroned among the people's wish of reviving En, the kingdom that was turned into ruins by the former tyrant. After twenty years, the charred land returned to lush green and flourished once again.

Everything began with the encounter of two boys searching for happiness. However, the Emperor, the Kirin, and the people of this kingdom were soon engulfed into the rampant maelstrom once again!

~ Translator's Introduction~

For those who are fascinated by the world of 12 Kingdoms:

One aspect of the charm that the series "Juuni Kokki" exudes is its political struggles unlike our world's. Even if a good emperor is given eternity to rule a kingdom, how shall he start? Those who read or watched "Kaze no Banri, Reimei no Sora (風の万里　黎明の空 Thousand Miles of Wind, Sky of the Dawn)" should be familar with Youko's struggles to rule her new kingdom. What if the same situation comes to our great emperor of all times, Syouryuu Emperor of En?

The book under translation this time, Higashi no Watatsumi, Nishi no Soukai, should the first book of Juuni Kokki if the books are reordered in chronological order. The time is twenty years after Emperor of En was enthroned. The storyline goes two ways: a memoir about the fateful encounter between Emperor and Kirin twenty years before, and a looming plot endangering En once again.

It is very interesting to compare Syouryuu and Youko in their ways to rule their kingdoms. The moral seems to be that there is no one way to rule a country well in the world of Junni Kokki. By the way, this book is the third published book in Juuni Kokki, right between "Kaze no Umi, Meikyuu no Kishi (風の海　迷宮の岸 Sea of the Wind, Shore of the Labyrinth)" and "Kaze no Banri, Reimei no Sora (風の万里　黎明の空 Thousand Miles of Wind, Sky of the Dawn)".

Some portion of the story is shown in the anime (in just one episode!), but most of the story is left uncaptured. Youko doesn't appear at all in this title.

And for those who don't know about the world of 12 Kingdoms, don't worry! I'm going to translate little by little the avaliable Japanese website resources on Juuni Kokki. O-tanoshimi-ni!

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

At the end of the world, there is a sea called Kyokai (虚海the empty sea). At the east and the west of this sea, there are two countries. They normally are separated completely and never intersect with each other. However, they share the same one myth.

It is said that at the far other side of the sea stood a magical kingdom.

It is a blessed kingdom that only chosen people can visit. Abundance is promised to the land, wealth flows like fountains, old age or death is absent, and any type of pain is unheard of. One side call the other place Hourai (蓬莱), and the other side call the other place Tokoyo (常世).

The two separated countries, Hourai-koku (蓬莱国) and Tokoyo-koku (常世国), were then both midnight. In each of them, one boy opened his eyes.

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

He was awakened suddenly by some voices. The voices could barely creep into his ears in the pitch-darkness. The voices were from his father and mother outside their house.

Even it was called a house, it was a shabby structure of a straw mattress propped up by four sticks as the roof and walls. The “bed” was spread on the soil where insect sounds echoed, but it was just a piece of cloth for wrapping around the body. The only great thing about the bed was the warmth from his brothers and sisters nearby. They had a better home at where they had lived, but that home was now gone. It was turned into ash at a corner of the burnt-down city.

“There is nothing we can do...”

Father spoke in a low voice. “But,” mother mumbled.

“This is bad, but that boy is so clever that he scares me.”

The boy shook in the pitch darkness. He knew that his parents were talking about him, and his sleepiness vanished completely.

“But…”

“He has good distinction power and a brilliant mind. The kids at his age don’t even known how to talk. It is as if he is a gift from somewhere.”

“That’s true. But he is still a child, no matter what he can do. He will never know if anything has happened.”

“That’s not it. Letting such a kid die is like a curse to me.”

The boy held his lapels tighter together. He curled up himself and pretended to be sleeping in the pitch darkness. He didn’t want to hear the two voices anymore. He knew what they were talking about, despite that he only lived for a little more than four years.

The voices continued, but the boy forced himself not to hear them. He chased the voices away from his consciousness, and forced himself to sleep.

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

Two days later, Father peered into the boy’s eyes and called him.

“Father’s got something to do. You want to come with me?”

The boy didn’t ask where or why.

“Yes, I’ll go.”

“Okay then,” Father wore a somewhat complex expression as he gave his hand to the boy. The boy grabbed the hand tightly. Surrounded by the rough touch of the big hand, the boy left the house, and walked across the vast ruin of the fire. The father and son traveled even deeper into Mt. Kinugasa(衣笠山), and climbed up and down numerous times, until the father expected the boy didn’t remember where they came from. Father let go of the boy’s hand.

“Kid, stay here. I’ll be right back. Wait here!”

Okay, the boy nodded.

“You got it? Don’t move an inch!”

Okay, the boy nodded and saw his father going out of the woodland as the father looked back a couple of times.

I will not move. I will always stay here.

The boy tightened his fist, and gazed and the direction where his father disappeared.

I will never return home.

To keep his promise, the boy didn’t move a step away from that spot. At night he slept at the spot. When he felt hungry, he plucked grass and dug up roots from where his hands could reach. He quenched his thirst with night dew. After three days, he couldn’t move at all even if he wanted to.

Don’t worry. I will never return home.

He understood that if he returned, his parents would be troubled.

After the whole city was burnt down, everywhere was covered with corpses. The man who hired Father was killed by some low-ranked soldiers of the West Army. To make the whole family live on without a job and a home, the family must lose all the children, who can only eat but cannot work.

The boy closed his eyes, and let his consciousness sunk into confusion. Before he fell into sleep, he heard noises of a beast walking across the grassland.

I’ll be waiting here.

I’ll wait here for the whole family to live on, to settle down, to be happy, to suddenly remember me, and to come here to hold a funeral for me.

Before that, no matter how long it takes, I’ll wait.

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

He woke up in the middle of the night, and heard some people’s voices. He was so sleepy that he couldn’t take in what the people were saying. However, he knew only that Mother was being scolded by everyone. I must help her, he thought to himself as he was drawn into slumber again.

The next day, the boy took Mother’s hand and got out of the town. Mother cried as she took his hand and walked. This was the first time he saw his mother’s tears.

He has no father. Father has gone to a very far country, Mother told him. The hut they had lived had burnt down, so he and Mother went to the town, and began to sleep somewhere at the corner of the town. A lot of people had gathered there, but they vanished one by one, and before long, only a few people were left.

All adults except Mother were coldhearted to him. They were always playing harsh on him, and threw cruel words to him. They were all the crueler when he was hungry.

Mother held his hand, stifled her cries, and walked on a path amid burnt down, desolated farmlands. Soon, they walked up a hill, and walked across woodland. The place was so far away that he hadn’t been to anywhere around there before.

At the middle of the woodland, Mother finally let go of his hand.

“Why not rest a little here? … Do you want some water?”

He was thirsty, so he nodded.

“Let me find some water now. You wait for me right here, okay?”

He was tired from all the walking, so he nodded despite his worry about Mother being away from his side. Mother patted on his head many times, and suddenly withdrew herself, and walked quickly out of the woodland.

He sat still at the place for a long time. Finally, worried that Mother would never come back, he stepped out to find her. He called Mother’s name and stumbled and wandered around the woodland, but he neither recognize Mother’s leaving direction nor the way back.

He was cold. He was hungry. And the thirst was the most unbearable.

He cried as he walked and searched for Mother. Leaving the woodland, he walked along the shore, and finally found a town at sunset. He searched for his mother as he dashed through the town, but he met only unfamiliar people. The boy noticed only that he somehow arrived at a different town.

One man came up to the boy’s side. Hearing the whole incident from the sobbing boy, the man patted on the boy’s head, and gave the boy a little water and food.

Then, meeting the eyes of the surrounding people, the man took the boy’s hand. This time, the boy was brought to the edge of the sea. At the other side of the sea, the boy could see tall mountains surrounding like walls.

When the boy came to the edge of a cliff, the man patted on the boy’s head once more, muttered, “I’m sorry,” and pushed the boy off the cliff.

~ Starting Chapter ~

***

The boy opened his eyes again, and found himself in a dark cave. The pungent smell of tides was mixed with the rotten odor he got used to. It was the odor of dead bodies. The boy was already used to the smell, so he was not particularly frightened or suspicious.

His soaked body felt only cold and alone. A noise of something moving came out from nearby, so the boy turned to look. However, the cave was so dark that the boy could only see a hill-like shadow.

The boy burst into tears. He was of course frightened, but above all, he felt very lonely.

Suddenly, lukewarm breath brushed against his arm. He shivered, and then something smooth patted on his wrist. The touch is very much like birds’ feathers. It was a huge bird eagerly watching at his condition at this dark place.

He was so frightened that his body went stiffened, and the thing pressed its warm feathers against him. The boy was wrapped within the wings. It was so warm that the boy clang on the feathers.

“Mother…”

The boy cried, only calling his mother’s name.

-- At the end of Kyokai, was there a place of happiness?

In the end, both Hourai and Tokoyo are just the materialization of fervent wishes, implanted by people tortured by desolation.

At the east and the west of Kyokai, two boys who were abandoned by their own countries were to meet.

They were to shoulder the desolation, and to search on this land the mythical paradise.

· End of Starting Chapter –

~ Chapter One~

(1)

-- It is described as “Setsu-san” (折山, Mountain-crumbling)

The desolation was so serious that even the Sky-Pillar Mountain (凌雲山 Ryouun-san), the huge mountain that penetrates the sky, would crumble.

Rokuta (六太) looked over the land dumbfounded. When he saw this country last time, it seemed that this country couldn’t be even more barren. But what about this even more serious devastation before him?

The sky was high, with some thin clouds hovering. Under this cruelly bright sky, the land had not even a trace of green or red, even though summer was coming. The farmlands were as barren as deserts. At this time, the wheat fields should be a sea of green, but now, there was not even overgrown grass anywhere. Only sparse, unattended, withered grass rustled on this cracked land. The land and the grass must have dried up long before; now they had lost even their warm yellow color.

The field roads had crumbled. At where the huts once stood remain only the stones that surrounded the lot. The stones had crumbled here and there, burnt to charcoal black, got eroded by wind and rain, and exposed to the cruel sunlight, leaving only a dull, shabby color.

At the foot of the mountain stood a town. The town walls were already destroyed, and the houses inside had all turned to rumbles. There was not even a tree to protect the huts or the town. Only the Riboku (里木) stood deep inside the town, roasted by fire into the color of oxidized silver. At its root a few people sat like stones without moving an inch.

Above the Riboku, a few birds and many bird-like youma (妖魔,monsters) were circling. The Riboku didn’t grow flowers or leaves. With only the sparse white branches in the way, there was no way the people below couldn’t see the birds above keeping an eye on them. However, nobody looked up. No beasts or youma attack living things under the Riboku. Maybe that was the reason why the people could be oblivious. In other words, those people were too exhausted to even be able to feel afraid of youma.

The mountains were burnt off their green, and the rivers all flooded. Those that were huts or towns were burnt down to ash. There was no land on which people could hope for a harvest, and nobody even bothered to hoe up the barren soil. The people were too tired to work and anticipate next year’s harvest. Even if they wanted to lift the hoe, their starved hands had no power, not to mention a supporting body to cooperate with the hands.

Those youma circling above also had cringing wings. They were also starving. In front of Rokuta, one of the youma fell from the sky. This land was so desolate that even the magical beings were struggling from starvation.

“Setsuzan no Kou, Boukoku no Kai” (折山の荒、亡国の壊)

(The desolation that crumbles a mountain, the destruction that exterminates a nation.)

It was as though this Kingdom of En had finished.

The last emperor was remembered as Kyou-ou (梟王). After coronation, he had governed the kingdom very well for a long time. Some time afterwards, however, his heart was occupied by evil. He turned to abuse his people, and took joy by hearing shrieks of pain. He put soldiers at all corners of all towns as secret police. Any person who voiced complaint about the Emperor was instantly arrested, and was executed at the streets along with his whole family and people related to him. If there were uprisings, he sank the whole town under water by opening the flood gates, or shot fire arrows after flooding the whole town with oil, killing everybody inside, including even babies.

There were nine provincial lords in the Kingdom. Those who had hearts were exterminated by the Emperor, and from then on, no one dared to stop the Emperor.

Saihou (宰輔) was so pained to see such deeds that he collapsed with incurable fatal disease. The Emperor then arrogantly claimed that he had fulfilled his mission from God, and ordered an enormous royal tomb to be built for him. Labor was scraped up to build two layers of long, deep moats. The soil dug up and the brutally killed workers piled up to a high hill, but the tomb was so big that one still need to look up even if they stand of the hill. The concubines entombed and the girls killed to serve the Emperor after death was said to amount more than one hundred and thirty thousand.

Kyou-ou was dead just when the tomb was finished. The nation was already barren at that time, and the people who were gasping for breath within all the tortures roared shouts of joy when they heard the Emperor’s death. So loud were the shouts that they were said to reach all other kingdoms.

The people’s anticipations fell on the next emperor, but the next emperor didn’t get enthroned. In this world, emperors are selected by kirins (麒麟). Kirins, the heavenly beast, received the revelation from heaven and selected emperors according to heaven’s wish. After selecting the emperor, the kirin will step down to become the emperor’s servant, and stay at the emperor’s side, working under the title Saihou. However, that Saihou finally died at his thirties without choosing an emperor. This was the eighth catastrophe after Kaibyaku (開闢, the Creation).

The Emperor governs the land and balances the nation’s nature. Once the Emperor is absent from his throne, the nation’s nature topples, and catastrophes rampage. This land that had turned barren by Kyou-ou was made even more barren by this catastrophe. At the end, the people didn’t even have the power to mourn for their misfortune.

· So there comes this desolation.

Standing on a small hill, Rokuta moved his eyes, and looked up to the man standing beside him. The man was gazing at this barren land.

Rokuta is entitled Enki (延麒). He looks like a boy, but he is not human. He is the Kirin of the En Kingdom, and he had chosen the man beside him as the emperor.

--Do you want a kingdom?

Rokuta asked this question to the man. But the nation was turned upside down, and there was virtually no land or people for the man to rule over.

-- If so, I’ll give you a kingdom.

I want one, the man replied without hesitation. Now this man was sinking in thoughts while seeing this ruin. He would have never dreamed of such desolation.

Will he sigh? Is he mad? Rokuta thought as he looked up to the man. The man seemed to sense Rokuta’s eyes on him, and he turned back to Rokuta unexpectedly, laughing.

“What a splendid view of nothing.”

Rokuta only nodded.

“Reviving a nation from nothing, huh? That’s a big mission.”

The man said, as if he didn’t feel it difficult at all.

“If there is nothing to begin with, that means we can do things in our own way. That would be much easier to work on, wouldn’t it?”

The man raised his voice and laughed, as if nothing had ever happened.

Rokuta looked down, as he felt like crying.

“What’s wrong?” the questioning voice was bighearted and warm. Rokuta made a deep sigh. He finally realized the overwhelming weight once leaning on his shoulder. It was the disappeared present moment.

“Well,” the man said as he put his hand on Rokuta’s shoulder.

“Let’s go to Houzan(蓬山) to wrest this big mission.”

All he felt on his shoulder now was the weight of the man’s hand. Rokuta had been born for thirteen years. For a thirteen-year-old, the fate of one kingdom is a mission too heavy to bear. But now, he had finally found the man to shoulder this mission, no matter it would turn out to be a good thing or a bad thing.

Rokuta turned to the man who tapped lightly on his shoulder and stepped away.

“... I’ll leave it to you.”

The man laughed without asking what was left to him.

“Leave it to me.”

“It is so green.”

Rokuta lazily gazed at the lush green of Kankyuu(関弓) through the sea of clouds on the palace patio.

The new Emperor has been enthroned for twenty years. The kingdom has also been gradually reviving.

This is Mt. Kankyuu(関弓山), a city of the Kingdom of En. On top of this mountain stands Genei Palace(玄英宮), the imperial palace of En. It is a small island floating in the boundless sea of clouds.

At the high sky, the sea of clouds (Unkai, 雲海) shields the sky above from below. Even when one looks up from the ground, one cannot see that water exists at the sea of clouds. One can only see clouds, which are the wave crests beating the peak of the Sky-Pillar Mountain. Looking from the sky above, the sea is transparent with a very faint blue, and it seems to have only the depth of a person’s height. However, if one dive in to see, it is impossible to reach the bottom. The water is transparent, and one can look straight through it to the ground. The lush green sea of wheat fields. The revived green on the mountains. The many trees that protects the huts and the towns.

“Well, you can also say that ‘Twenty years and that’s all?’”

Rokuta folded his arms and buried his chin within his arms. The water from the sea of clouds hit the foot of the balcony, resounding beating noises as it washes up the smell of the tides.

“Taiho...(台輔)”

“Well, even that’s just it, it is really some accomplishment. When I entered Genei Palace I could see nothing else except the dark black ground...”

It was once a vast piece of charcoaled land. Thanks to the last twenty years, the Kingdom was back on its feet, and the lush green stood out like now. Those people who escaped to other kingdoms gradually moved back, and the praising chorus from the farmers became louder and louder every year.

“Taihou.”

“... Yes?”

Rokuta turned back with his arms still folded. A commissioner (Tyoushi, 朝士) carrying some papers was smiling gently.

”My gratitude to my dear sir, as this year’s wheat harvest is abundant. Taihou has also been spreading his concern to the ground even within his busy schedule, and I must give thanks to my dear sir on behalf of the people. However, it would be even happier for me, if my dear sir can give a little more concern to my reports right now.”

“I can hear you. Continue.”

“It might sound rude, but it would be appreciated if I can borrow just a moment from my dear sir’s ears.”

“I’m serious. Serious.”

The commissioner drew a deep sigh.

“Please stop that childish behavior and at least turn your head to face me.”

Rokuta was sitting on a porcelain lion’s head at the patio. That place was slightly higher than chairs. His legs, which he can’t keep still when he has his attention caught, were swinging gently and kicking lightly against the fence.

Rokuta turned around, and showed a toothy grin.

“I am still a kid, you know...”

“May I know your age, my dear sir?”

“Thirty three.”

Rokuta was already in his thirties, but he looked about thirteen years old. This is not rare at all. Those who live at the sky above and can look down to the sea of clouds never grow old. In the case of Rokuta, he had stopped growing up when he entered Genei Palace, although it might be just as good if he had grown a little older: Kirins become full-grown between their late teens and early twenties. His temper also didn’t have a scant of maturity, just like a thirteen-year-old. Maybe that was because his substance stopped to grow with his physical appearance, or maybe that was because people judged by his appearance and treated him as a kid. By the way, the age Rokuta mentioned was calculated by the customary count of birthdays, because the age was used for compulsory public service related purposes.

“My dear sir, with such heavy responsibility on your shoulder, it is inappropriate to act like this when you reach adulthood. Saihou(宰輔) is to support the emperor and to carry out generous policies for the people. He is the leader, the only one who hold the title of Kousyaku (公爵 , duke) among the ministers. Please have some self-conscience towards your behavior, my dear sir.”

“I got it. Is it about the dam at Rokusui (漉水)? But why don’t you tell that to the emperor?”

The commissioner slightly raised his beautifully-arced thin eyebrows. The commissioner was a thin, fair-skinned effeminate man, but one should never be tricked by his looks. His surname was You(楊), and his first name was Syukou(朱衡). The emperor also gave him another name Mubou (無謀, lit. no tricks/plots). This name was not without meaning.

“… Well, then may I ask where your majesty has gone?”

“Don’t ask me. Didn’t he go down to Kankyuu and pick up girls?”

Syukou smiled meekly.

“Taihou doesn’t seem to understand why I come to raise the issue of Rokusui?”

“Oh, really?”

Rokuta clapped his hands together.

“Shouldn’t the issue of flood control be brought up to the responsible officials? It is not your responsibility is it?”

“No, it is not my responsibility, as you said. However, En is now around its rainy season, and if flood control is not conducted, the green farmland that Taihou cherishes right now would all turn into swamps. This is such an urgent issue that must be approved immediately, but where has your majesty gone?”

“Beats me...”

“Regarding this matter, nobody but your majesty can give instructions this moment today. Your majesty who shoulders heavy responsibility must never nullify his promise. The emperor should be the model for all officials.”

“I always say that guy is always like this. So irresponsible.”

“Your majesty is the supporting pillar of this kingdom. If this colossal pillar shakes, I’m afraid that the whole kingdom will shake as well. But your majesty is no where to be seen at the administrative meeting (朝議, Tyougi), and no one knows where your majesty is when it is time for administrative matters. Do you really believe that this is the way to build a kingdom?”

Rokuta casted Syukou an upward glance.

“I would also like to said these to Syouryuu(尚隆, the emperor's name)...”

Syukou raised his thin eyebrows again, and suddenly banged his reports onto the desk.

“How many times have Taihou come to the administrative meetings this month?”

“Well...”

Rokuta stared at his hand and bent his fingers, counting.

“Today, I’m not there... And then...”

“Allow me. Only four times.”

“Well you sure know better.”

A commissioner cannot attend the administrative meeting himself, as the position is not high-ranked enough. Rokuta looked up at Syukou half amazed. Syukou gave an extremely gentle smile.

“That is because all officials are deploring about this at every corner of the palace. Do you know that the administrative meeting is supposed to be held every day?”

”I ...”

“It was your majesty who decided that the administrative meetings would be held once every three days. That means there would be ten administrative meetings every month. Now that this month is drawing to an end, may I ask for the reason why Taihou attended only four of the meetings?”

“Well ...”

“In the case of your majesty, he has attended only once! How in fact do your majesty and Taihou think they will govern this kingdom?”

There was a loud bump of a chair toppling on the balcony. Rokuta looked at the direction, and saw that the voice was from the chief of land affairs (遂人, suijin), Itan (帷湍), who showed up from nowhere. Veins stood up on his forehead, and his shoulders were shaking with anger.

“Why can’t this master-and-servant pair be better behaved in the palace?”

“Itan, when did you arrive?”

Rokuta’s friendly smile was greeted with a freezing glance.

“What a bunch of slackers. What a mystery that the Kingdom of En can stand again!”

“Daibu(大夫), Daibu”

Syukou said politely with a bitter smile, but Itan has already turned back.

“Daibu, where are you going?”

“... To catch that guy.”

Itan left with loud footsteps. Rokuta sighed.

“He’s so quick-tempered.”

Itan had second name Tyototsu (猪突, lit. dash like a boar). This name is also not without meaning.

“What bad timing.”

Syukou laughed as he looked at Rokuta.

“I am not like Itan, but I am also very quick-tempered.”

“Oh really?”

“Your majesty didn’t attend the last administrative meeting, so nothing could be decided. When Itan and others wanted to hand in their report, they were told to wait till the day after. They were designated an appointment at this time today, but no matter how long they waited, your majesty still didn’t show himself. In this situation, they were supposed to ask for further instruction from Taihou, the support of the emperor. However Taihou is as inattentive as he is right now...”

“Well...”

“If the same thing happens again, I have also made up my mind. No matter whether it is your majesty or Taihou, I am resolved to show no mercy.”

“Ahahahaha...”

Rokuta slightly bowed as he laughed feebly.

“It was my bad. I would reflect on it.”

Syukou smiled.

“It is very splendid for my dear sir to open his heart and accept my heartfelt advice. May I I take from your word that you have understood, my dear sir?”

“Yeah I got it.”

“Then...” Syukou took out a scroll from his inside pocket and shoved it to Rokuta.

“This is Taikou no Ten no Maki (太綱の天の巻, The Heavenly Commandments -- Scroll of Heaven). In it recorded the experience of emperors and Taihous. Write about your absence from the administrative meetings as proof of your reflection.”

“Syukou--”

“Write six paragraphs by tomorrow. Do you have any objections, my dear sir?”

“Doing this will slow down the administrative work, won’t it?”

Rokuta threw an upward glance to the gentle-looking face. Syukou smiling expression shows no hint of finding fault with Rokuta.

“It won’t make a big difference if the work is slowed down for just one day.”

Syukou walked along the palace paths against the wind, as he retreated from the inner palace.

The Kingdom of En is the northeastern kingdom among Shisyuu (四州 the four corner kingdoms), and is a cold country. In winter it is exposed to the dry, cold seasonal wind from the northeast, and in summer it is exposed to the cold wind from the Black Sea (黒海 Kotsukai). The season now was at the end of summer, as fall was sneaking up. The wind from the Black Sea got weaker and weaker, and the sun warmed up the land, which in turn warmed up the air as well. The summer is cool and without rain, which is not suitable for vegetation growth. However, the fall is long. The air is always warm and crisp, until the northeast monsoon wind begins blowing, making the weather suddenly become cold.

The palace is at the sky above, so it is not affected by the climate at the ground. Nevertheless, the wind now should be of little difference from the wind at the ground. From now onwards, fall would descend on the Kingdom of En, and end before a one-month rainy season. After the rain, the monsoon wind would blow, bringing the dry, shivering cold air from the Kingdom of Tai.

“Rokusui (漉水)... It would be nice if we can make it in time...”

Syukou looked far out to the west of the sea of clouds. Would the flood control be finished at Rokusui by the time the rainy season comes?

Rokusui is a big river flowing from Seisyuu (靖州), the province where Kankyuu (関弓) is located, to Gensyuu (元州), the province adjacent to the Black Sea. Gensyuu has a lot of rich flatlands, made by the repeating seasonal floods of Rokusui. The place became inhabitable when Kyou-ou, the previous emperor, destroyed the dams facing the Black Sea. However, people who were finally granted their wish to return to their homeland settled at the place, and now it is reported that a couple of villages have sprung up. The provincial lord of Gensyuu couldn’t handle the matter, and he had only the title but no real power to conduct flood control. The provincial lord who the previous emperor had designated for flood control didn’t take care of the matter even now, and thus all his real powers were now taken back.

Giving out a light sigh, Syukou walked along, and chanced upon Itan who was walking up.

“How was it?”

Syukou asked with a smile. Itan lifted his head.

“I picked him up at the neck, and took him back. He is now changing his clothes at the inner palace.”

Itan could have reached the inner palace through the forbidden gate and have had the conversation over there, but he took the trouble to return to the inner palace through the main gate. There is only one gate, the forbidden gate, to directly enter or leave Genei Palace that floats on the sea of clouds. There is another palace gate at the mountain foot of Kankyuu, in front of an uphill path to the palace. That is the main gate. Originally, the forbidden gate can only be used by the emperor or the Saihou, but Itan was granted the privilege to use the forbidden gate as well. Even so, Itan always stuck to formalities in this issue only.

“Then maybe I should return as well. I must give my advice to your majesty.”

“Just give him a harsh lesson! ...Where do you think your majesty has gone?”

“I have no clue.”

“He enjoyed himself gambling at the red-light district at Kankyuu, and got all his money scraped off. His ride was taken to pay off his debt, and would only be returned after he cleaned the garden. When I caught him, he was still holding his broom.”

Syukou laughed loud.

“That is really what Syouryuu can do. So you paid off the debt for him?”

“What can he be possbily be thinking, working like a servant until they give his ride back, just because ‘I can’t possibly skip the debt?’ I can’t even tell them honestly to forgive him because he is the emperor. If those guys know he is their emperor, I'm afraid they will cry mournfully out of disappointment!”

The kingdom of En had once been so desolate that it is no exaggeration to say the kingdom has already been exterminated once. The coronation of the new emperor is the biggest wish of the people. If they know that their biggest wish turns out to be that kind of person, some of them would definitely drop tears.

“How easygoing he is!”

Syukou gave a bitter smile. No one never use such abusive language towards the emperor like Itan.

Itan was originally a tenryou(田猟), who oversees the population and sets up the records for taxation purposes. After the revolution, he was promoted to the position of suijin (chief of land affairs). Also, the king granted him the other name Tyototsu, together with many privileges. Itan could enter the emperor’s bedroom freely, use the Forbidden Gate, get deep into the inner palace without needing to get off his ride, be exempted from bowing to the emperor... Though he shouldn't have the privilege to scold the emperor.

“But your majesty is so generous that you can still have your head safe on your neck. Am I right?”

At the coronation ceremony, all officials came to Genei Palace to gave their congratulations to the new emperor. At the middle of this honorable ceremony, Itan grabbed the population records and threw it at the emperor’s legs.

Syukou spoke, and Itan showed an annoyed look.

“... Don’t pull out old stories.”

--Once upon a time, the god (天帝, tentei) opened the world, and created twelve kingdoms. People are choosen to be placed on the throne. They are the emperors, and those who choose the emperors according to god’s will are the kirins.

Every kingdom has one kirin, and the kirins are heavenly beasts with very powerful mystical powers. They receive god’s will and choose the emperors.

Kirins are born at Mt. Hou (蓬山, Houzan), the eastmost of the five mountains at the center of the world. Those who regard themselves suitable to be emperors climb Mt Hou and meet the kirin. This act of meeting the kirin and requesting god’s will is called ‘Syouzan’ (昇山, lit. to climb up a mountain.)

--Why, Itan yelled as he threw the population records hard onto the throne’s stage.

“Why does it take fourteen years for you to be enthroned? Kirins can choose the emperor in six years. Because of you dillydallying and not doing ‘Syouzan’, eight years had been wasted! These are the population records of Kankyuu in the past eight years. Open your eyes and see just how many people died during these eight years!”

The place, which was in the merry mood because of the coronation, fell into a moment of silence.

Itan looked at the emperor on the stage. The emperor only sized Itan and the population records thrown onto the stage with an interested expression.

Itan might be throwing tantrums to the innocent, but he just wanted to let the emperor see how poor En had become. It was desolation beyond belief. The palace, where the throne was at, might be shining brightly, but at the ground below death and desolation rampaged. Hope would be heaped onto whoever received the throne, but Itan never believed that this kingdom can be rebuilt.

How rude, the emperor would say and punish him with death penalty. Itan was prepared for such a consequence, but he was not eager to die. He had survived through the tyranny of Kyou-ou with the feeling of walking on a tightrope. He didn’t disobey the emperor. He didn’t disregard the truth. He didn’t entertain the interest of the emperor. He didn’t go against his conscience.

All officials said that when the new emperor was enthroned, everything would be fine. However, the emperor cannot nullify what had already happened. He cannot bring back the lives lost. Itan hated those officials who got intoxicated by the joy and forgot this. He also hated the emperor, who must have been overjoyed by his coronation.

Therefore, even if Itan died, the emperor could never forget this unhappy incident happened in such a joyful situation. Those intoxicated officials, after seeing the newly enthroned emperor beheading his official immediately, would recall Kyou-ou’s tyranny, and would settle down from their joy. If Itan’s death became an unpleasant lump within the hearts of those who spread joy without proof, his death would be worthy.

Itan looked at the new emperor. The new emperor looked at Itan. For some time, even the air stopped to flow. Among the people who got frozen, the new emperor was the first to move. Ha! The emperor laughed as he stood up from the throne and picked up the population records, without being bogged down by the rude interruption. He brushed of the dust lightly and smiled at Itan.

“I’ll look through it.”

Itan stared at the man dumbfounded for some time. He was dragged out of the place by the guards, and was fired off his duty by the chikantyou daishitou (地官長大司徒, the Minister of State Affairs) at that time. He returned home obediently, and was confined to his home to wait for punishment. Itan didn’t want to escape, and he couldn’t to begin with, because soldiers guarded the front doors.

He was confined for five days. At last, the imperial messenger knocked on his door and brought with him the imperial order. He was sentenced to return to his post as chief of land affairs. Itan, astonished, entered the palace to offer his gratitude to the emperor. “What a straight-forward fellow,” the emperor laughed, and granted him the other name Tyototsu, which was used up to this day.

“... At that time, I was just an unimportant official who had just received my position. When I heard the rumor, I sincerely wish that I could be at the place!”

Syukou laughed like he was amused, and Itan got a little disappointed. For other people it might be an interesting rumor, but for Itan it was no laughing matter. He had really prepared to die at that time.

At first, Itan indeed respected the emperor, in such piety that he never sounded a single complaint, but pretty soon the respect died out. The emperor doesn’t have anything praiseworthy. He lost all the money he had through gambling, and didn’t return for government affairs. Does Itan need to bow every time to such an emperor?

“I hate myself who was moved by such apparent generosity of the emperor! That guy is not generous at all; he is just easy-going!”

“Itan, don’t you think it is better to speak more prudently? It is for your own sake to know yourself and never forget politeness now.”

“... Any you are the one to tell me that?”

Itan looked at Syukou. Syukou was originally a Shun official (春官, i.e. imperial affairs), working under naishi (内史). When the emperor took a visit to naishifu (内史府, the working place for naishi), Syukou said the following to the emperor.

--I have already prepared your emperor title (諡, okurina) used after your death. Kyou-ou** (興王, lit. the one to revive the country) or Metsu-ou (滅王, lit. the one to destroy the country). You can be the one to revive En, or you can be the one to exterminate it. Which title do you like? Syukou asked.

(** This "Kyou-ou" is different in kanji from the "Kyou-ou (梟王)" for the previous emperor.)

Syukou gave a faint laugh at Itan’s criticism.

“Why put up the face of a Daibu(大夫)? It looked like I did that for the sake of getting a position.”

“That didn’t reach me. What you did happened three days after the coronation, right? I was still confined at home at that time.”

“Oh was that the case? Wow, I had lived through so many years that I had a bad memory on things...”

“Oh stop that,” Itan said as he glared at Syukou’s prim face. The two looked young, but those were just appearances. They were in fact so old that it was not strange for them to say “living through so many years.”

--“I dislike both,” the emperor replied.

Syukou’s frankness has the same motivation as Itan’s. Syukou had also prepared to die. To begin with, Syukou was not an official appointed by the government, but was employed by niashi for their own use. It could already cost them their life to even speak to the emperor directly. Besides, the emperor could get so angered that he would grant death right at the spot.

Syukou watched as the new emperor before him made a twitched expression.

“I refuse both. I can not but feel embarrassed by being named using such ordinary words.”

Pardon? Syukou asked back as he threw a close glare to the emperor.

“Do all shikan(史官, all officers working under naishi) work with only that level of literature talent? Why, please think of a more clever title!”

“Oh... Y, yes.”

“You are not suited as a shikan, are you?”

Maybe, Syukou embarrassingly admitted. The messenger arrived in front of him. At least I would be discharged from my position, Syukou thought as his stomach sank. Instead, Syukou was promoted from gyoshi(御史), a middle-ranked position under naishi, to become a commissioner(朝士, Tyoushi) at the department of Syuu (秋, state affairs).

“...That is because you and I are assistants. Maybe your majesty simply likes those who talk back.”

Syukou laughed at Itan’s remarks.

“Really, that may be the case.”

From his laughter, Syukou changed his expression. That was because he heard coming footsteps.

It was the prime minister (冢宰, tyousai) and his subordinates (下官, gekan) who approached them. Syukou and Itan politely gave way, and bowed lightly as the prime minister and others passed through. From above their lowered heads came a voice.

“Well, I believe that this road leads to the inner palace.”

This, a subordinate raised his voice towards Syukou and Itan, and said.

“What are you both doing in such a place? Don’t tell me that you got lost.”

Syukou and Itan didn’t answer. There are restrictions on which officials can enter the inner palace. Because of Syukou and Itan’s ranks, they were originally forbidden from entering the inner palace. The two gained permission directly from the emperor, but this treatment is only specially granted to them. There are people who were jealous of their special treatments and used sarcastic words on them. Syukou and Itan were already used to such sarcasm.

“So you are heading to the inner palace, aren’t you?”

Yes, Itan answered briefly, and the prime minister and others gave a deliberate sigh.

“Well, well, so there goes the time for your majesty to attend to government affairs.”

“Now is the time for playing with those your majesty is interested in, isn’t it?”

“Don’t interfere, or you will get scolded. God knows when my majesty can go back to attend to government work.”

“Because there are lowly swindlers somewhere.”

The ridicule echoed pass the two who were bowing. The prime minister and others must be heading to their offices at the east. After the retracing footsteps died down, Itan raised his head. He let his sight follow the stone pavement that linked the buildings.

“...Who are the lowly swindlers here? That bunch who bought their position from Kyou-ou!”

Itan gave a bitter smile. To call those as evildoers is no exaggeration. When Kyou-ou lost his way and showed no interest at government affairs, the officials exploited their power to the fullest. Some people bought positions with money, and emptied the government treasury with expenses other than ordinary salary. To win the favor of Kyou-ou, the evildoers encouraged the emperor’s tyranny instead of stopping it, making the kingdom more desolated day by day.

“Let them go. They are just people who have no ability except satire.”

“They think that the emperor indulges in playing around because we incited him! We are treated as the bad guys because that man is so easygoing!”

In front of Itan with gritting teeth, Syukou only continued his bitter smile.

“We can’t help it even if we are treated as the bad guys.”

Itan was chief of land affairs, and his rank was just a middle Daibu (大夫) . The prime minister is ranked Kou (侯), four ranks higher than chief of land affairs. However, even chief of land affairs and others were granted privileges, while the prime minister himself needed to go through all the permission requests just to meet the emperor. No wonder the prime minister couldn’t withstand him. Syukou was ranked lower Daibu, which was even lower in rank than Itan.

“It’s that ‘We can’t do a thing’ talk again? That idiot just needs to do something!”

“Don’t tell that to me.”

“Seisyou(成笙) is the one to blame. He is the closest to the emperor, so just catch the emperor by the neck and tie him down to the throne.”

Syukou looked at Itan, who used abusive language to the emperor’s bodyguard, with a little shock.

“Does that annoy you that much?”

“Don’t you feel mad as well? We are described as the evil subordinate that incites the emperor to play! For example, being homosexual (龍陽の寵, Ryuuyou no Tyou)...”

“That is really tiring.”

“You idiot! They are saying that to you!”

Syukou smiled, and lowered his voice.

“Just leave those who wagged their tongues alone. It is about time your majesty thinks about how to reorganize the officials.”

Itan stopped midway from climbing the stone stairs.

“Finally.”

“The government affairs have all settled down, and the correct direction to go has already been set. The road is paved. Now it is just to let the carriers to go through. Up till now, there is no chance to reorganize the officials, but it seemed that the opportunity to change the provincial lords and other officials has finally come.”

The current provincial lords and other officials were assigned by Kyou-ou. It might be a good idea to replace all officials with new ones when the new emperor was enthroned. However, this would take a lot of time, so instead all officials were left intact. As for the provincial lords, only their real power were restricted, and bokuhaku (牧伯) were assigned to each province for supervision. In the case of officials, only the emperor’s assistants were chosen with great care and comparison. However, those who sought an easy life through flattering Kyou-ou and joined hands to abuse the people could not be left unattended.

“The government is now out of control. Those who didn’t get fired or rested on high positions were so scared that they were definitely plotting something in secret again. God knows where and how they will pull our legs. So for now it would be better to just keep our criticism down.”

“...twenty years. We have done a good job defending. Those evildoers’ also have changed their hearts more or less.”

“That’s not true. That is only because there is no money for them to scrape from the government chamber even if they want to. However, there are more unusual movements among the officials recently.”

“Those who hid themselves underground in winter will most probably spring up to action when the season ends.”

Itan looked at the surrounding buildings.

“That was a long winter, but...”

At the time when the new emperor was enthroned and answered the greatest prayer of all the people in En, Genei Palace was a magnificent palace with shining gold and silver. Now, it was not so magnificent any more. It could still be called a palace that inspires deep awe and affection. However, all the decorations, gold, silver, precious stones (including even the stones embedded on the throne) were sold off by the emperor to raise money. That was how poor En had become. Near half of the buildings had been gone. They were demolished, and the stone and wood were retrieved and sold off by the emperor. Only the black roofs that linked like a line and entwined among the peaks of Mt Kankyuu didn’t change.

The palace was said to be granted by god to the first emperor. Therefore, previous emperors only added things to the palace, but never took things from or destroyed the palace. The palace buildings were the history of the kingdom. As a result, to not only strip the decorations from the buildings, but also to demolish the buildings and sell the materials off were no ordinary events to the confused officials.

Do it, the emperor commanded with only one line. However, the emperor left alone those evildoers that emptied the treasures off Kyou-ou’s imperial chamber to fill their own pockets. It was possible to dismiss all the lords and officials and confiscate all their personal fortunes, but the emperor didn’t do so. There were no spare time to do so. The first priority was to make harvest possible on this desolated land, and bring order to the whole kingdom.

The fields had all been turned to charcoal. Even if production started, it took twenty years before there was enough harvest to support the farmers’ lives. For the time, the kingdom barely ate off its remaining fortune by selling imperial treasures from the palace, and everything that can be called objects from the storehouses, down to even small army knives.

--Just treat it like we deposit the things elsewhere. We haven’t got much of a loss if that bunch were enthusiastic to collect and store. Deal with them only when they conspicuously use the stuff they stole. When the time comes, we will make them repay once and for all.

“He is easy-going but not stupid.” Itan said in a low voice, and Syukou gave a faint laughter.

“He is able but irresponsible, so just leave him like that.”

That able but irresponsible Emperor of En became the target of earnest admonition from a group of four at his private room at the inner palace.

“... I understand what you all are saying.”

Syouryou compared the four people surrounding him. Itan stared at the emperor with a discouraged look.

“You only understand?”

“I have reflected on myself.”

“It is the first time I feel so embarrassed. This is a grudge I would hardly ever forget.”

“That’s right, that’s right.”

There were clapping hands of agreement behind Itan, but Itan didn’t care. “That’s true,” Syukou said with a sigh.

“What does your majesty think about his own position? How is the emperor, the sail of the whole kingdom, supposed to rule over all officials like this? It is inappropriate for your majesty, the role model of all people, to act like this. I just cannot lift my face straight to the people.”

A guy who wore an emotionless face and rarely opened his mouth began to speak.

“I cannot close my mouth that is open wide with amazement. Even to me, whom an emperor this stupid uses, this is very humiliating.”

“Suikyou (酔狂, lit. drunk and mad), even you are complaining about me aren’t you?

Suikyou’s original name is Seisyou (成笙). He is a young man with dark skin and a small, thin stature, but he is daiboku (大僕), an official under shiba (司馬) the administer of military affairs and the head of the emperor’s bodyguards. Kyou-ou arrested him because of his criticism against the emperor, but even such a tyrant felt sorry of killing him and just put him in jail. After Kyou-ou passed away, the officials would like to release him from prison. However, Seisyou insisted that he must be released by an emperor, since he was imprisoned by the emperor. As a result, he stayed in the unlocked prison for nearly fifty years before the new emperor released him. Seisyou was as a strong-willed person as that.

“...I would prefer not be referred to by such a trashy name.”

“You don’t like it?”

“Definitely not.”

Itan stared resentfully at the discouraged Seisyou.

“Your name is already good. Mine is Tyoutotsu!”

There is no bigger honor than being granted another name directly from the emperor. However, this is no blessing if the honored name is Tyototsu, Suikyou or Mubou. By the way, Syouryuu granted the name Baka (lit. idiot/horse and deer) to Rokuta the kirin Saihou. The name is great for such a living thing with an appearance between a horse and a deer, Syouryou claimed joyfully. However, no one in this world will accept such a name.

How true, Itan said with a disgusted look.

“The word ‘fickle and frivolous’ is to describe him!”

“Yes, yes.”

This time, three people turned back in unison.

“Taihou is also guilty!”

Rokuta, who clapped his hands as if he had no responsibility for this, suddenly sensed cold glances throwing onto him, and shrugged his shoulders.

“I didn’t do such things as gambling like him!”

“Then I would like to hear where my dear sir had been during your absence from administrative meetings.”

When pressed by Syukou, Rokuta gave an amiable smile.

“... on inspection. To investigate how the kingdom is reviving, something like that.”

“Then, may I know the results?”

“Well...”

“Serves you right for betraying your master.”

Rokuta, upon hearing that, turned to look at the emperor.

“Aren’t these all because of you fooling around? Even I was complained. That’s no joke!”

“Hey didn’t you skip your duties as well?”

“I didn’t reach your level!”

“Do you know what it means by ‘the difference between fifty steps and a hundred steps’? *”

“Doesn’t that mean even though they are similar, there are still fifty steps of difference?”

*‘the difference between fifty steps and a hundred steps’(五十歩百歩)

Two people escape from a scene, one taking one hundred steps and the other taking fifty steps. Even though they differ by fifty steps, both of them are still escapees. The analogy means that even though two actions are different in degree or level, they are the same in nature.

Bang, Syukou slammed on the table.

“Please listen to me seriously for a little while!”

Okay, Syouryuu said as he raised a hand.

“I have reflected on my actions. I will not skip government duties. Is that enough?”

“Is you majesty sincere in saying so?”

“The West seems to have a burning smell right now. I will just sit still on my throne for a while to keep it warm.”

The four looked at Syouryuu in unison.

“... the West”

Syouryuu laughed.

“It’s Gen Province. It finally springs into action.”

Itan looked to his back. Although there are always no other people when Itan and others gather, Itan wants to reconfirm that there are nobody around.

“That is...”

“Information from the streets. It was said that Gen Province was getting much wealthier recently. Each month the soldiers from the provincial army of Gen spent a lot of money at the red-light district many times. They came empty handed, but they return to Gen with a lot of luggage.”

“What are they stocking up from Kankyuu?”

“There is no problem on food, so maybe it is weapons?”

“However,” Syukou said as he tilted his head.

“I don’t think they can raise so many weapons as to prepare for rebellion. Buying so many weapons from the streets will definitely make rumors.”

Syouryuu laughed and turned his head to Seisyou.

“Kankyuu has got the weapon chamber of the imperial army, right?”

Seisyou narrowed his eyes. Aren’t the managers of the weapon chamber letting the weapons flow out freely? Kyou-ou had raked up an unusually large amount of weapons. Selling the weapons helped supplement the kingdom’s budget, but the outflow of weapons is so large that the weapons became worthless soon afterwards. Therefore, a lot of weapons are piling up at the weapon chamber even now.

“But, the lord of Gen Province...”

Itan nodded at Syukou’s words.

“It was said that he hid deep at his residence and didn’t came out. When Kyou-ou was alive, he feared of the emperor’s blaming. When Kyou-ou was deceased, he feared of his people’s revenge. Now, he feared of your majesty’s dismissal from his post. It was also said he held grudges against your majesty.”

“ ‘Cornered rats will even bite cats.’ Those who have their minds set are much more scary. Also, the vice lord of Gen Province controlled the province’s affairs, didn’t he. He was a son of the lord of Gen Province... Called Atsuyu (斡由) or something.”

Itan blinked.

“Your majesty sure knows well.”

“I get my information from the streets. Rumors among the people are not something to make light of.”

“I see...”

Catching a glimpse of Itan’s impressed expression, Syukou cleared his throat lightly.

“May I suggest a bit more, your majesty.”

“What is it?”

“It would be better for your majesty, with such a respectable position as the emperor of all provinces, to avoid descending to the level of the general public and act like a spy!”

Syouryuu looked up to the ceiling, as if saying, “Here it goes again.” Rokuta laughed, and stood up from his seat.

“What are you doing, Rokuta?”

Rokuta turned back as he retreated from the room.

“The topic turned to something irrelevant to me, so I’ll take my leave.”

· End of Chapter One –

~ Chapter Two~

(1)

Leaving the emperor, Itan and others, Rokuta entered the patio. The sun had set, and the sea of clouds was dim. At the east, a thin crescent moon was about to rise.

“...how gory...”

Undoubtedly there would be a war. Those provincial lords and officials who have their plots underneath their skin would gather, and it would be a miracle that a civil war could be avoided.

Rokuta walked in the garden as the gory premonition was spread by the wind. His heart sank, because he hated war and bloodshed from birth.

-- Leave it to me, Syouryuu once said. However, Rokuta hated war. Many soldiers died, and innocent people got dragged into the mess.

Rokuta came to the side of a small wing, and pushed open the doors. The doors opened with a small squeak. There was a standby booth for the door guards, but there was no sight of anybody. The post was supposed to be for guards to keep vigil, but there were few people in the palace. Kyou-ou killed off nearly all the people. Also, no new officers were employed, so the palace seemed quite and deserted.

Passing the front garden, Rokuta entered the building located deep within. There was a small middle garden. At the middle of the white sand stood a silver tree. Branches drooped low from the tree, shining as if they were made of real silver.

--People are born from this tree.

Couples who want children pray under this tree. If the prayers reach heaven, fruits called ranka (卵果, lit. egg fruit) would bear on the branches. Babies are sealed within the fruit. It takes ten months to hatch the babies, but there are rankas that get swept away before they are hatched.

Rokuta was swept away like that. So was Syouryuu. In a catastrophe called Syoku (蝕, lit. erosion) this world and the other world got mingled, and rankas were swept away to the other world. Those rankas were implanted to women’s body at the other world, and were born from the mother, covered by a flesh shell similar to the appearance of the parents. The children that were born this way were called taika (胎果, lit. fetus fruit).

Rokuta was swept away like that to a city at Hourai at the other side of the Empty Sea. He had a father, a mother, grandparents and siblings. At first, Rokuta never imagined that he was a boy who should not have existed.

Their house was burnt down when Rokuta was very small. As they escaped from the smoke-filled home, one side of the city had turned into a sea of fire. They spent the whole night escaping. The grandparents and one of Rokuta’s sisters were killed.

Escaping from war, Rokuta and his family settled at the west of the city, but all the family’s savings were gone, and Rokuta’s father cannot find any job at the war-ridden city. A brother was dead, the youngest sister was dead, and Rokuta was abandoned at the mountains. That was the only way to save the whole family.

At the mountains, Rokuta was on the verge of death from hunger and thirst when he was brought to this world. He barely survived. However, the reason why Rokuta was brought to this world is that Rokuta is a very special creature -- kirin.

If Rokuta were not a kirin, he would have been dead in the mountains. There must have been many children who had the same tragic fate this way. At that time, at that place, it was not rare for children to be abandoned.

--Setsuzan no Houkai (折山の荒廃, Desolation that crumbles a mountain)

War only brings misfortune to people. This kingdom, where the green color finally revived, will face war once again. Thinking of this gives one suffocating pain.

The desolated mountains. The bloodshed everywhere. The children who lost their parents and died because of poverty.

Before his coronation, Syouryuu said that he would like to see his kingdom. Looking down from a hill, he could see nothing remaining on the land. Only twenty years passed after that. The children at that time have all become parents now, haven’t they? The emperor, the kirin and the officials who worked for the emperor all have eternal lives, so they have already forgotten about time. However, this time is stilling flowing along at the world below.

Where are those children who have been abandoned in the mountains now? What are they doing? Maybe they are the same people who are throwing such misfortunes that torture them again.

Rokuta looked up to the sky. The crescent, like a scratch by some sharp claws, had reached the middle of the sky.

“Kouya -- (更夜, lit. late night)”

Rokuta once woke up in the middle of the night and overheard his parents discussing about abandoning him. There was yet another child that woke up in the middle of the night in the same way. That is a story from this kingdom.

· The time was eighteen years ago, and the place was right at the Province of Gen (元州).

Rokuta sat straddling Rikaku(悧角). Rikaku is a youma that serves Rokuta as a servant. Only kirins can control a youma... or so should it be.

Riding on Rikaku’s back as they dashed through the sky like a gust of wind, Rokuta was wandering around the Province of Gen, as he passed somebody. To be exact, he passed a child who was riding a youma.

It was nothing surprising. It was a huge wolf with wings and a beak. It must be a type of youma called tenken (天犬, lit. sky dog). At its back sat a child, traveling like a gust of wind. The moment the two passed each other is no doubt an unplanned encounter.

“Turn back! Follow them!”

Rokuta immediately ordered its shirei (使令, lit. servant).

“Taiho, it is a youma.”

Rokuta nodded at Rikaku’s warning.

“I know. That’s why we are turning back. It is natural if the youma is a shirei of a kirin, but why does a youma allow a human to sit on it? That is plain unreasonable!

Searching on the sea, Rokuta met his target who was straddling on a youma with red hair. The boy, finding out that Rokuta was chasing after him, curled his body in fright. However, when the youma gave out a unique yell and exuded murderous intention, the boy hugged the youma’s huge neck and calmed it down.

“No. Don’t.”

The child looked a little younger than Rokuta. He was a boy with a slander stature, a pale complexion, and black hair with a light shade of blue. Kirins’ hair was golden, like Rokuta’s. This is the natural color of kirins’ mane.

Hey! Rokuta said, and the boy was shocked. Realizing that the boy was frightened, Rokuta tried his best to wear an attractive smile on his face.

“Who are you?”

The child shook his pale face. Strong cold wind blew wildly over the sea. The boy wrapped himself in only a few pieces of worn-out cloth.

“I am Rokuta. What a strange encounter to meet you here. It is my first time to meet somebody in the sky.”

The boy nodded slightly and uttered a faint “Um.” Maybe he wanted to say that it was the first time he met somebody in the sky as well.

“Where are you going? Are you on a hurried trip?”

The boy answered again by only shaking his head. Rokuta gave a gentle smile.

“I am thinking of eating lunch somewhere. Why don’t we eat together?”

The boy opened his eyes and gave a blank look.

“... Together?”

Rokuta nodded with a smile. He pointed to a shore below. Rokuta wanted to hold out his hand, but he held himself back. Anything he unintentionally did might end up scaring off the child.

“What do you think?”

Rokuta asked, and the boy looked back at the youma’s face. Cocking his head as he peered into the youma’s eyes, the boy nodded slightly.

“...Okay.”

“That is a youma right?”

Rokuta asked the child when they landed on the shore and unwrapped the fruits and biscuits. It is unheard of that one can tame a youma. It is said to be impossible.

The child only cocked his head.

“Really?”

That was very shocking answer.

“There aren’t anything that fly besides youma and youjyuu (妖獣, lit. mythical beasts). How do you tame it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Wow...”

Muttering with surprise, Rokuta drooped his shoulders. “...How shocking.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

They sat on the shore and talked. In front of them was the Black Sea, and the mountain range of Mt Kongou (金剛山), which surrounds the center of the world, stood tall like a wall.

The boy told Rokuta his story. He woke up at the middle of the night. Then, on the next day, he was abandoned in the mountains.

“...Really?”

Rokuta nodded as he gasped at the surprising encounter. Two children from both worlds got abandoned by their poor parents at war, and came across each other here.

“Those in the city must have told the guy to abandon you. How cruel.”

“Really?”

“What’s your name?”

“I don’t know.”

He said he might have one in the past, but he didn’t remember any longer.

“So you got swept to here, and landed at the youma’s cave.”

“I didn’t get swept here. It seems that the big one took me there.”

“The big one?”

This one, the boy said as he turned back to the youma. The youma gave a protective gaze at the child patiently.

“The big one took me to the cave as a bait. Most probably that was the reason I was brought there.”

“So you were supposed to be a bait... But they eventually brought you up.”

Yes, the boy said and nodded. What an unbelievable story. This was never heard of: a youma looking after a human child.

“Is such a story possible?”

Rokuta looked at Rikaku, which was behind Rokuta looking very cautiously to the youma. Rokuta’s question remained unanswered. Even if it is a servant, a youma never talked about its own matters. No matter how one demanded them, they would not divulge anything about its own species. Youmas are such aloof creatures in nature.

Rokuta gave up on his investigation, and turned himself to face the boy.

“But it is good news that you didn’t die in the end. After that you live in the cave all the time?”

“Sometimes I go out for meals.”

“Do the big one eat humans?”

Rokuta asked, but he knew the answer already. Rokuta was standing some distance away from the youma, but he could still sense a strong odor of blood. The odor of human blood.

“...Yes he does. If not, he will be hungry wouldn’t he?”

Rokuta swallowed faintly.

“...And you eat human too?”

The boy shamefully lowered his head.

“I don’t. Neither human nor beasts. ...I told the big one not to eat as well, but he just wouldn’t listen.”

Well, the boy said as he threw a begging glance to Rokuta.

“Human are in nature afraid of attacks from other people or beasts. So the big one often gets chased off by people. Everyone chases us off and does mean things. Otherwise, they just run for their lives.”

I can imagine that, Rokuta said as he nodded. He forced himself to pat on the smiling child’s head.

“But that is very great. It is wrong to eat humans.”

“Okay... Rokuta, where do you come from? This side of the sea?”

Yes, Rokuta nodded. The boy leaned forward.

“So, do you know Hourai?”

“Oh?”

Rokuta looked at the boy’s face.

“By Hourai, you mean...”

”The country at the very east of the sea. Over there, no one quarrels or does mean things. Dad is over there. Maybe mom is over there as well. That’s why I’m searching...”

Tears swelled at the boy's eyes as he spoke. Rokuta looked at the boy painfully.

-- Most probably, the boy’s father is already dead. The mother, unable to tell that to they boy, lied to the boy that his father had gone to Hourai. --That is just too common a lie. Even such a mother could not but abandon her child, and the abandoned child still believed in his mother’s words up to this moment, and continued searching for that mythical land.

“That sea was called the Black Sea. Hourai is at the Empty Sea, a sea even further to the east. However, Hourai is so far away at the east that you cannot reach there even if you ride on the big one. The place is really, really far way.”

It is impossible to go to Hourai from here. Only the sages and the youma can cross the Empty Sea. Humans cannot cross, except ranka.

“Oh... really...”

The boy drooped his shoulders. Most probably the boy searched for Hourai in order to search for where his parents were. Hearing that it was located at the east of the sea, the boy searched around the coast of the Black Sea. However, youmas are menaces to humans. It is imaginable how people treat youmas that appear in towns. Of course, all is because youmas attack people, but this boy believed that his surrogate parent would be accepted if it didn’t attack people.

“... I’m sorry.”

Though Rokuta could not be blamed for anything, the apparent discouraged expression shown by the boy as he drooped his shoulders made Rokuta feel he couldn’t but apologize.

The boy held his breath repeatedly and made a faint sound of “Come.” The youma at the nearby rocky shore jumped off the rock and reached the boy’s sides. The boy put his face against the fur that was smeared with human blood.

Oh, Rokuta suddenly realized. The boy wasn’t talking to Roku in human language. Thinking back, the boy wasn’t using human language at all; he was making animal sounds for over half of the time in his conversation with Rokuta. Kirin know the ways to understanding the language of youma and beasts, so the boy’s sounds were heard as human conversation.

The youma tapped the tip of his beak to the back of the boy’s neck, and made a small sound. Rokuta couldn’t hear what it said, but he understood that it was a call, “Even so, let’s go home.” They boy lifted his head, and dispiritedly stood up.

“I need to go...”

“Are you coming here again?”

“... I don’t know. If Hourai is not here, there is no use coming back...”

Rokuta didn’t know what to answer upon hearing that.

“If I go to cities, the adults would wait for us and do mean things to us...”

“... You are right.”

And those mean things are not all done against the youma. The boy’s legs, extended from his ragged hem, bore a couple of spear-wounded scars.

“Do you want to live in a city?”

The boy turned back.

“... With the big one?”

“Well. Maybe not with him...”

“Then no, thanks...”

“However, should you change your mind and would like to live in a city away from the big one, come to Kankyuu.”

Kankyuu, the boy repeated to himself.

“Visit me! -- But you don’t have a name, do you.”

“No.”

“Hey, name yourself one.”

“I don’t know.”

“Then, maybe I’ll give you one.”

The boy’s face lit up upon hearing Rokuta’s words.

“--Please!”

Rokuta sank deep into thoughts, which is a rare sight. Cocking his head several times, he finally hit his hand, and wrote on the sand.

-- Kouya (更夜).

“How about Kouya?”

“What does it mean?”

“In the middle of the night.”

The boy accepted immediately.

“--Great!”

Kouya, the boy repeated to himself time and again.

They most probably would never meet again, Rokuta thought as he waved goodbye to the leaving Kouya.

“Kouya, if you have troubles, come to Kankyuu! I work at Genei Palace. Say ‘Rokuta’ and they will know.”

Okay, Rokuta nodded from far away as he rode on the youma.

“Please do come! Kouya!”

At the time Rokuta returned to the palace, Itan and others have already left. Only Syouryuu was facing the desk.

“Is the bloody talk over?”

Rokuta asked. “Yeah,” Syouryuu replied without taking his eyes off the table. What are you so enthusiastic about? Rokuta asked as he sneaked a look, and saw Taikou no Ten no Maki and a roll of paper got spread open on the table.

“Ordered by Syukou, I see. --Who is the master here, I wonder.”

“I agree.”

Syouryuu said as he folded his arms, and put a reflecting expression on his face.

Rokuta peered in, and saw the string of bighearted words that reflects how Syouryou is like.

-- First, the world should be ruled with payment bills on one’s side.

“Hey, you old geezer!”

The famous first Heavenly Commandment stated that “the world should be ruled with generosity on one’s side.”

“Why must you make Syukou mad? Syukou will definitely hold grudges. Unlike simple and steadfast-minded people like Itan and Seisyou, that guy will put a smile that hides all his grudges, and shoot sarcastic remarks for hundreds of years to come!”

“So what, as long as I can bear it? Throwing sarcasm to uninterested people only makes the sarcasm dull and unchallenging.”

“I feel pity for Syukou.”

“Maybe it is good to have the decision to copy everything appropriately, but I am pretty bad at thinking like that.”

“...Sometimes, I really think that you are the authentic Foolish Highness (jap. Baka-dono).”

“Oh? Just sometimes?”

“Yes. Usually I just think of you as a simple big fool (jap. Oo-boke-yaro).”

You brat, Syouryuu said as he threw a punch that merely misses Rokuta. Rokuta jumped on a big table in the room, and sat cross-legged with his back facing Syouryuu.

“--Will there be a civil war?”

“Most probably.”

“...Many people will die.”

Then came a faint laughter.

“In the first place, things like a kingdom are built upon sucking its people’s blood as taxes. To tell the truth, it is for the people’s sake that things like a kingdom don’t exist. However, it is the ability of able officials to act as if he doesn’t know the truth.”

“What an unbelievable emperor!”

“That’s the truth. The people can still stand without the emperor and others. It is only the emperor who cannot stand without his people. The emperor feed himself by robbing of the harvests that his people earned with their sweat on their forehead. For exchange, the emperor didn’t things that his people cannot do on their own.”

“...Maybe.”

“In the end, the emperor is nothing but a person who exploits and kills his people. Therefore, within their abilities, they leniently exploits the least they can, and kills the fewest they can. If the numbers are kept at a minimum, the emperor is regarded as wise. But that never means that he does no such deeds.”

Rokuta couldn’t talk back.

“..Only five provincial lords survived. In three provinces, the provincial lord spaces created by the massacre of Kyou-ou are still left empty, as the local officials snatch control. The only provincial lord we can use is from the Province of Sei (靖州).

Mentioning that, he called Rokuta.

“Send to the provincial lord of Sei our wish to borrow their provincial army.”

“That is your stuff. I cannot command an army anyway.”

Saihou is granted control of the province where the capital is located. At the Kingdom of En, that means the Province of Sei. There are the land, the people and the army, but actually the emperor only commands the army, and the lands are all split up and granted as rewards to officials.

“... Are you really that afraid of war?”

Syouryuu asked, and Rokuta lifted his head. He turned back, and Syouryuu smiled gently.

“If you are afraid, just hide. The war won’t spread to here.”

“That’s not it. War is most disturbing to the people. I am the manifestation of the people’s opinion, you know.”

“Yeah, it is said that kirins are creatures of timidity.”

“Well, let’s put it as that kirins are creatures of deep generosity.”

“It is better to end it all by killing a hundred now than saying we cannot kill, and end up killing a thousand in the end.”

Rokuta turned back, and pointed a finger to Syouryuu.

“Don’t say such things to me!”

“Oh, you are not impressed. I thought I could took pride by saying killing a hundred is enough.”

“Shouldn't the numbers be a thousand times bigger?”

Rokuta stared at Syouryuu, and Syouryuu laughed.

“Does En have a population of a hundred thousand in the first place?”

Rokuta jumped off from the table.

“You are very much qualified as metsu-tei (滅帝, the emperor who exterminates)!”

Rokuta threw that remark behind him and stepped toward the door. Then he heard a voice.

“I have told you to leave it to me, right?”

Rokuta turned back. Syouryuu was still facing the desk as before, with his wide back facing Rokuta.

“So close your eyes and plug your ears for now. This is a path we must go through.”

Rokuta stared at Syouryuu’s back for quite some time. Finally he turned away and left.

“I don’t know a thing. Everything is left to you.”

~ Chapter Two~

(4)

Rokuta got the real punishment to attend the administrative meeting, staying still behind Syouryuu and stifling yawns as he listened to the six ministers’ reports. Finally, he was set free. But as he stepped out of the hall, a person called him to stop.

Rokuta stopped and turned back. A minister kneeled before him.

“I am afraid somebody would like to request a meeting with Taihou.”

“With me? ? A minister?”

No, the minister answered.

“There is a person at Kokufu(国府) who called Taihou’s name and asked for a meeting. He claimed the person he would like to meet works in the palace, but dubiously there is no one working in the palace who has the same name as Taihou’s. So I believed it would be best to notify Taihou anyway.”

Rokuta opened his eyes wide, and took one step forward.

“Did the person give his name?”

“Yes. He said the person will understand if I say Kouya.”

I can’t believe it, Rokuta thought to himself. He thought that they would never meet again. In fact, Rokuta doubted whether the boy had survived.

“I am going right away. -- He is at Kokufu, right?”

“He said he would wait at the gate of Chimon(雉門).”

“I am going right away, so never let him go. Understood?”

Understood, the minister replied as he bowed. Rokuta hurriedly turned back, while Syouryuu and others stopped midway and looked at the sight.

“--I’m surprised. You had acquaintances at the world below.”

“I have many friends, unlike Syouryuu.”

“Friends?”

“Yes. ? Because of that, I’ll take my leave.”

“What about the government affairs in the afternoon?”

Ahem, Rokuta cleared his throat and straightened up.

“Maybe it is a premonition of some looming catastrophe, or maybe it is a punishment of my lack of virtue, but I have somehow caught some sudden illness, and would like to request for sick leave for the rest of the day.”

Syouryuu chuckled.

“Wow that is very serious. Let’s call Koui (黄医, lit. yellow doctor, as yellow is the color of kirins and royalty)”

Koui is the family doctor of kirins.

“I sincerely appreciate your concerns, but you need not go that far. I’ll retreat to my residence and have a sleep. -- Something like that.”

Seisyou, who stood next to Syouryuu, called a subordinate standing straight by his side.

“Ekishin(亦信), accompany him.”

“No need, Seisyou. It’s not such a big deal. The guy is truly my friend.”

Rokuta said as he ran off. However, Seisyou gave an urging look to Ekishin. Ekishin bowed and followed Rokuta.

The gate of Chimon (雉門) is at the foot of Mt Kankyuu. At the peak is En-tyou (燕朝, the imperial court) where the administrative hall and the emperor’s residence are located. Halfway down the hill are Nai-tyou (内朝) where the high-ranked officials’ residences and offices are, and Gai-tyou (外朝) where the low-ranked officials’ residences and offices are. Going further down the hill, one reaches the foot of Mt Kankyuu. There is Kokufu (国府), extending from the gate of Koumon (皋門), the entrance of the palace, to the gate of Chimon, the innermost of Kokufu. The general public can freely get in or out between the two gates. Therefore, the gate Chimon is also called the Middle Gate (中門, the gate of Tyuumon).

Rokuta rushed down the mountain to the gate of Chimon. The Sky-Pillar Mountain (凌雲山, Ryouun-san) is, as its name means, a mountain that penetrates the clouds. However, spells are cast on the roads that penetrates the inside of the mountain, so the gate is in fact of walking distance. However, Rokuta still needs time to get out, because the palace is so huge, and he must take off his formal wear.

Gasping his way into the buildings at the gate of Chimon, he saw a person in the building for visitors to rest, as told by the messenger. He was sitting straight on a chair, staring at the garden. Rokuta met him more than eighteen years ago, and the boy that had been younger than Rokuta at that time should have now become an adult man. However, the person was still young, about fifteen or sixteen years old. The person’s black hair has a light shade of blue, though.

“Is it... Kouya?”

Rokuta asked as he anxiously stopped at the entrance of the room. The person looked back.

“--Rokuta”

The person kneeled down.

“I finally make it here, as I have longed to meet you. --Taiho, it has been a long time.”

Kouya gave a deep kowtow. Apparently Kouya had learnt about the status of Rokuta.

“It has been 18 years already. Last time I didn’t know you are Taiho. My apologies.

Kouya was nicely dressed. He didn’t make animal squeals when he spoke.

“But... you...”

Rokuta lost his head, failing to link the young man in front of him with the boy he met at the Province of Gen. The man lifted his head, and put on a smile again.

“Taiho just likes to play jokes. At that time you should have told me you are Taiho. Imagine my surprise when I heard from others afterwards that the one with golden hair is Taiho.”

“Ah... Yes.”

In this kingdom, people have all kinds of hair color except golden. The golden color is a unique property of kirins.

“And I am so honored to be named by Taiho. --However, I didn’t know what the name means even after you explained to me.”

“So, how are you doing now?”

“A very kind person adopted me, and taught me many things such as the language. Now I am working under him, as the lowest of all officials.”

“So you have been raised as a sage. That is why you haven’t grown old.”

Yes, Kouya smiled.

“Coming to Kankyuu, I wanted to see you no matter what. If I asked for a meeting with you, you might just shut the door, I asked you out instead. ...Would it be a bother to you?”

“Not at all!”

“Glad to hear that. --I was wondering whether Taiho has already forgotten about me.”

Rokuta shook his head. His heart was filled with delight that they finally met again.

“How can I forget you? It has really been a long time.”

Yes, Kouya smiled.

“Stand up. It is kind of strange when I see you do this to me.”

“Thank you for your permission.”

He stood up after a bow, and craned his head.

“--Let’s be ourselves, and keep it this way. You are meeting Rokuta your friend right?”

“Okay, let’s keep it this way then.”

Kouya walked side by side with Rokuta. Looking down to Rokuta friendlily, Kouya showed a slightly longing expression.

“I have been looking forward to meeting you for so long, but Kankyuu is a little too far away for me.”

“You are right... Sorry.”

“With that beside me, I couldn’t come close to cities. But without getting into cities and asking for directions, I don’t know where Kankyuu is.”

“That? ...You mean the big one?”

Yes, Kouya nodded.

“How is the big one doing?”

“Still hanging there.”

Touya said as he smiled jokingly, as if he is talking about his accomplice.

“I am working as a bodyguard with the big one. Just like the guy over there.”

Kouya pointed to Ekishin, who stood behind Rokuta as if he was trying to hide his presence.

“Sorry. They never leave my side.”

“I understand. You are such an important person.”

“Oh drop it.”

Kouya chuckled and bended forward, peering at Rokuta’s face.

“Are you allowed to get out of the city?”

“It’s okay. I have been called for long as a slacker.”

“Then you can meet the big one.”

“Is it near here?”

“Outside Kankyuu. -- Don’t worry, the big one always listen to my words.”

Kouya then lowered his voice.

“The big one has been keeping his promise.”

Rokuta cocked his head, and finally remembered what the promise was : to not eat humans.

“Really? Wow, that is impressive.”

Rokuta was dumbfounded by the many things before him. A youma taking care of a human. The youma keeps its promise with the human... These are just unbelievable.

“Let’s go. Do you want to leave Kankyuu? I only know the way in though.”

Rokuta nodded.

“Leave it to me. I know Kankyuu like the back of my hand. Let me show you around.”

The city of Kankyuu is the capital of En, but it was not that big. At least, the capital of Hourai is bigger than Kankyuu, Rokuta thought to himself.

Rokuta wrapped a shawl around his head inside the gate of Chimon. If he hadn’t hidden his hair like that, the public would have spotted him immediately. There are no better ways; somehow, no dye can stick on kirins’ mane, so kirins cannot dye their hair.

Rokuta had changed his clothes to those of normal people, and hid his trace as he followed Kouya out of the city of Kankyuu. Nevertheless, Ekishin followed closely behind.

Ekishin was originally a soldier under the command of Seisyou. When Seisyou was imprisoned, most of his subordinates handed in their resignation, and didn’t leave their home until Seisyou was released. Kyou-ou didn’t allow so many resignations, and ordered many of the subordinates to get back to their positions. Those who refused were killed off, but quite a number of the subordinates survived the massacre. Ekishin then worked under Seisyou the Daiboku as a bodyguard. Holding deep respect to Seisyou, Ekishin refined his martial arts very well, so fine-toned that he could spot even Seisyou’s moves right away. Kouya and Rokuta tried to wait for Seisyou getting distracted, but it was so hard for them to hide their tracks from his sight that they finally gave up.

Ekishin kept surveying the surroundings with caution. The kirin is the only sacred beast for the country, and any chances of harming the kirin can never be allowed. If the people knew the kirin is around, they will rush forward for the chance of direct complaint to the government. That day, however, the lucky star was with them; no one seemed to have noticed the kirin.

Kankyuu spread like a fan at the foot of the Sky-Pillar Mountain . The city is protected by walls, and there are eleven gates. Leaving from one of the doors, one can see a vast slope of green extending from it. From not far away farmlands spread out. At least, Kankyuu is embraced by such glamorous garden scenaries.

“This way,” Kouya said smilingly as he climbed over a small hill. Ekishin advised Rokuta at least not leaving the city, but Rokuta ignored him and followed Kouya. Entering a piece of woodland that had flourished for the last twenty years, Kouya yelled “hey” with the sound of an animal.

“Hey, you still can do that.”

Rokuta said impressed, and Kouya nodded. Immediately, the sound “here” could be heard within the woodland.

“The big one, has he grown old?”

“Yeah. Hasn’t turned old as fast as humans though.”

“They live longer than humans don’t they.”

“Maybe that’s the reason.”

Maybe, Rokuta nodded. Shirei never age, and they have the high intelligence to use human language. Rokuta originally thought that this is because Shirei had struck a contract with him, but it may also be the case that youma are such creatures in the first place.

Walking towards the source of the sound, they found a red beast waiting at a small piece of grassland.

“--Tenken!”

It was Ekishin who yelled. He took a defensive stance, and grab the sword at his waist. Rokuta hurriedly stopped him.

“Stop it! Everything is fine.”

“But, Taiho, that’s...”

“It is definitely a youma. However this one is tame, and follows what Kouya tells it.”

“How can that be?”

“Mysterious, isn’t it? It is shocking, but it is true.”

Rokuta said, and Ekishin eased his defensive stance without totally letting his alerts down. However, he kept his hand on the handle of the sword. That is unmistakably a Tenken, a type of youma. Ekishin was told that youjyuu (mystical beast) can be tamed, but definitely not for youma.

“Everything is all right. See, there are people around.”

Rokuta said with a smile, and Ekishin took a look. There were several people at the youma’s side. Earlier, the youma caught his complete attention, and he didn’t notice the people around.

“Oh... Okay.”

Ekishin finally let go of the handle. Rokuta smiled, and turned to look at Kouya’s face.

“The big one, he doesn’t change a bit!”

“Yeah,” Kouya nodded, and walked up to the youma.

“--See, it is Rokuta. Do you remember him?”

He said, and turned his glance to the people standing beside the youma.

“--You find it?”

Yes, the people replied as they lowered their head, so they must be Rokuta’s servants. It is nothing suspicious for an official, Rokuta thought to himself as he looked at the people. One man in the middle held a small baby in his arms. Rokuta saw him give the baby to Kouya, and dropped his jaw.

“I can’t believe it! --Is that your child, Kouya?"

Kouya smiled as he held the baby. The baby was sound asleep.

“No, you are mistaken. I find it, so as to meet you.”

Smiling gently, Rokuta held the baby out to the youma. The youma opened its beak, complete with sharp teeth inside. Before the dumbfounded Rokuta could make a cry, Kouya put the baby right inside the beak of the youma.

“--Kouya!”

Kouya turned back and smiled.

“This is how he transports living creatures.”

Rokuta gave a sigh of relief.

“Oh, is it?”

“However,” Kouya cocked his head while keeping his smile. “If Rokuta or the guard do anything, the baby would be swallowed alive.”

“--What?”

“Tell your shirei to not move an inch. If Taiho does anything, rokuta will bite off the this baby's head.”

Ekishin moved immediately in front of Rokuta. Rokuta was dumbfound as he hid behind Ekishin.

“--rokuta,” he mumbled.

“I gave the big one a name as well: rokuta. --At that time, I didn’t know this name is so revered.”

“Kouya...”

“If you pity for this kid’s life, come with me quietly. You feel pity for him, right? Kirins are creatures with deep generosity, that’s why. So generous that they will fall sick under the smell of blood.”

Kouya looked at Ekishin.

“You may come with us. Just don’t resist. I think Rokuta will order you so as well.”

“You bastard!”

Ekishin grabbed the handed and pulled out his sword. Yes, kirins are unable to fight by themselves, but they are also not something that can be blackmailed to move around so easily! Even if he needs to shed blood before his honored one, or even if he needs to leave the innocent kid to die, he must defend the one and only one Taiho to the very end.

“Ekishin, stop! No!”

Ignoring Rokuta’s cries, Ekishin grabbed Rokuta’s wrist. Turning back in order to escape with Rokuta, Ekishin suddenly shocked stiff midway. Behind Ekishin a shadow appeared from nowhere. Ekishin was so taken aghast by everything that he didn’t notice the shadow sneaking up behind him. If it had been a person, Ekishin would have certainly noticed his footsteps. But that was not a person.

A red body, a pair of green wings, a black mouth.

A faint laugh escaped from Kouya’s mouth.

“You know, youma can call their own species.”

Before Ekishin can wield his sword around, that youma’s mouth attacked even faster. From the very beginning, the youma had been aiming at Ekishin’s throat.

“--Ekishin!!”

Rokuta’s shout turned into a shriek. The youma accurately split Ekishin’s throat, and bit off his flesh. Blood and flesh flew. Rokuta was shielded from such a dreadful scene as a pair of arms hugged Rokuta’s body and drew him away.

“Oh no, Taiho!”

A female voice cried. The arms hugging Rokuta were covered with white scales. A pair of white wings enveloped Rokuta and hid his face. --It was Rokuta’s another shirei.

“--Kouya!!”

Even though Rokuta was shielded by the wings, he knew what happened by the ominous sounds of Ekishin’s broken screams and the pungent smell of blood. Then, a loud thud of a body dropping on the ground sounded, and Ekishin’s breath of life vanished. After that, the sound of eating was hidden by the baby's sudden cry.

“--Why, Kouya? ...”

“To take Taiho to the province of Gen.”

The province of Gen, Rokuta whispered to himself.

“Please order your shirei to behave themselves, if you pity for the kid’s life. I have never thought of harming Taiho. I just want to invite you along to meet my master.”

“...Master”

Didn’t Syouryuu mention the province of Gen before?

“He is the vice lord of the province of Gen.”

“--Atsuyu, isn’t he?”

Rokuta pushed off the wings that hid his face. Standing beside the youma, Rokuta stared at the ever-smiling Kouya.

“Oh you know Keihaku (卿伯, the rank of Atsuyu) already.”

“... What is the province of Gen plotting?”

Kouya remained silent to Rokuta’s question. Only the invisible sound urged the people around.

“Taiho,” a questioning voice could be heard from the back. Rokuta shook his head.

“No, Yokuhi (沃飛). Don’t do anything.”

“But...”

“Let me go.”

Rokuta ordered, and the white arms that hugged Rokuta lost hold. Rokuta turned back, and showed a nod to the worried nyoukai (女怪, female monster, such as Sanshi for Taiki).

“Step down, Yokuhi.”

The female with white scales, white wings and lower limbs of a crane looked confusedly at Rokuta. Drawing a deep breath, she shook her snake tail slightly and disappeared. She had returned to Rokuta’s shadow. Rokuta double checked, and turned to face straight at Kouya. Kouya smiled gently.

“That is what I expect from Taiho. How deeply generous you are.”

~ End of Chapter Two ~

~ Chapter Three~

(1)

The boy who was just named Kouya (更夜) was living at the inner side of Mt. Kongou (金剛山) at that time.

Mt Kongou was a range of mountains that reached the Sea of Clouds (雲海), and enclosed the Yellow Sea (黄海), the center of the world, in a circle. Youma's nests were built in small caves at the steep cliffs of Mt. Kongou, and the enormous mountains stretched down to everywhere, probably all the way to the Yellow Sea.

In the cave that was soaked in rotten stench, Kouya peered into the youma’s eyes.

“Kouya is my name! Call me Kouya from now on! If you don’t call me that, I may again forget my name.”

The youma gave a sound of “I understand.”

“You want a name, the Big One?”

The youma just cocked its head.

“--How about rokuta(ろくた)*? Then I will not forget Rokuta’s(六太) name as well.”

Rokuta was the first person Kouya met that is not an enemy. He didn’t come to hunt down Kouya or the youma. He didn’t escape. He just came by Kouya’s side, exchanged conversations with him, and gave him the name Kouya.

Kouya hugged the youma’s neck.

“It would be nice if rokuta could speak a lot like the human Rokuta.”

Kouya had already reached the age of knowing what “loneliness” meant. Crossing the sea and reaching the land, Kouya found lots of cities, within which lots of people lived. People that were bigger than Kouya always took the hands of people who were as small as Kouya, or carried them in their arms. Kouya liked to look at them, but at the same time he felt great pain. It was always unbearably lonely to watch parents walking with their children or children running around, but when Kouya left the cities, he was again unable to bear the desire to look at the people once more.

His foster parent hadn’t brought its friends along with it even once. It fought with other youma the time they met, so maybe youma was such creatures in nature. Therefore, Kouya and the youma were always alone.

If he went to the city to satisfy his desire to meet people, the youma would attack the people. Huge chaos would definitely follow, causing Kouya to be chased away by swords and spears. He begged the youma not to attack people, but the youma would ignore his plea if it was hungry. Even if the youma did not attack people, on the sight of Kouya and the youma, people would scream and run, or wave weapons to chase them away.
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Translators' Note:

From now on, rokuta and Rokuta are different. rokuta (originally written in hirakana in Japanese) is the youma's name -- in the translation it would be written in all small letters. Rokuta (originally written in kanji in Japanese) is the kirin's name -- in the translation it would be written in first capital letter.

Kouya stared into the youma’s face from very close. He called repeatedly, "rokuta, rokuta."

“Only if you wouldn’t attack people. If so, we could together go to Kankyuu.”

Small one, the youma cried.

“No! Call me Kouya. Kouya.”

Small one, the youma repeated. It was a sound to invite him to go out together.

“If you don’t call me that, I will forget again. Just like how I forget my original name.”

His mother who once took Kouya’s hand and walked with him definitely called Kouya with some name.

“Call me Kouya!”

Kids who ran around the city. The squeals that shot from their mouth. The hands that raise the kids. The hands that slapped on the kids as punishment. Everything is so enviable for Kouya. The only hands that Kouya remembered where from his mother who abandoned him in the mountains, and the callused hands from the man who took Kouta to the sea.

Why hadn’t Kouya been touched by such warm hands? Why did people treat other children so well, but chased Kouya away? There was the legendary land called Hourai (蓬莱) at the other side of the sea. If only he could get there; he would be pursued no longer, and would meet those warm hands. If he searched there, he might be able to find a city where even Kouya can live comfortably.

“...Rokuta”

He listened to Kouya’s words. He shared food, and patted Kouya. He gave Kouya the name. He invited Kouya to go with him. If Kouya did go with him, Kouya might be able to talk even more, and be called by his name more. Kouya might be able to play with him, just like other children playing in the city.

“...If only I could go with Rokuta.”

However, this youma was the first living creature that didn’t try to get rid of him.

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

“…If only I could go with him.”

Don’t attack people, Kouya asked the youma. The youma would kill any living creatures it laid its eyes on when it was hungry, so Kouya developed the habit of hunting animals to give to the youma. The youma would heed Kouya’s plea when its stomach was full.

Even though the youma could stave off from attacking people this way, people hated the youma and Kouya as usual. Showers of arrows would rain upon them whenever they neared cities. There left no reason to visit the other side of the sea anymore, but Kouya could not make up his mind to stop going back.

Kouya longed to meet people more and more as he grew up, but he never had a place where he could mix with people. The youma didn’t change to call him by the name Kouya. Kouya could not but talk to himself.

Sometimes, Kouya could not but think that his encounter with Rokuta was nothing but a dream. Whenever he thought back, it was just unbelievable that such a person who never feared youma and spoke to Kouya with friendliness could ever exist. So, though it might look incomprehensible, Kouya insisted on calling himself Kouya and the youma rokuta. He offered food to the youma even though he was hungry. He never forgot to hunt food for the youma whatever pain his body needed to go through. Kouya believed that he could relate to Rokuta if he could keep his promise with Rokuta: never eat people.

Kouya dreamed of some place where he could settle in, where the number of moans from being stoned and the number of arrows being shot to him would diminish. He had considered leaving the youma and looked for the place at Kankyuu, but the thought fizzled out whenever the youma called “small one” with love.

After all, Kouya was the son of a youma. He could never mix with people.

On the verge of giving up, Kouya met Atsuyu (斡由). Just the same as when he met Rokuta, the encounter took place at the shore of Black Sea (黒海, Kokkai), within the province of Gen (元州).

As usual, Kouya rode on the youma’s back to the continent, and hunted animals by throwing stones. The youma’s hunger could not be satiated by just one or two rabbits, so Kouya left the eating youma’s side, and continued his search for the next prey. His wrist was wounded by a stray arrow some time ago. It hurt so much even when Kouya was asleep, but Kouya could not fail to deliver to the youma its food. Suddenly arrows came raining on him.

Kouya yelled and escaped into the woods. Though Kouya had been struck by arrows or wounded by spearheads countless number of times, it was impossible for him to say he had grown used to the wound that now screamed pain in his brain.

He crashed into the woods, and hid himself in the bushes. The rain of arrows stopped dead.

“--Come out, boy!”

A sonorous voice shouted, talking to Kouya who was holding his breath.

“You were riding on a youma’s back, and flying in the sky a while ago, weren’t you?”

Kouya didn’t understand human conversations at all, but he mysteriously understood what that man was saying. Feeling that the voice was not threatening or desperate, Kouya poked his head slightly out of the bushes.

At the top of the slope that extended up from the woods, a few men were standing. Everyone was kneeling and positioned with their bows ready, except one man who stood in front of everyone else while folding his arms.

“What’s wrong? You don’t want to come out?”

The man looked around himself.

“Don’t be scared. --Stop it!”

But, his subordinates started, but the man waved them off. The subordinates then all lowered their bows.

Kouya, upon seeing that they put away their weapons, poked his head out a little more, and met glances with the man. The man with a big smile had red hair just like the youma’s, except the lock of white hair at his right temple. Kouya somehow put his guards down and stood up upon seeing the man.

“Come out! We won’t do a thing.”

It was a kind voice, upon which Kouya slowly walked out of the bushes. He would like to stand beside people if they were not pursuers. This was how longing Kouya was to meet other people.

The man kneeled down and held out his hand.

“--Come. We won’t shoot you.”

Then, a voice stopped Kouya from being lured out of the bushes. Come on! The cry seemed more like a roar. After loud flaps of wings as though rocks went tumbling in, the youma landed right in front, and threatened the men with a loud roar. Then the youma extended its hind legs and lowered its back, urging Kouya to climb on its back.

The men who had lowered their bows once again got in position with their bows up, but the man who had kneeled down stopped them.

“--Stop! Don’t shoot!”

The man ordered, and looked at Kouya and the youma back and forth without a trace of fear. He showed an expression of great interest.

“How interesting. This youma is protecting you, isn’t it?”

He stepped forth while holding out his hand once more.

“Come. We will do nothing to you or the youma. --Oh yes.”

The man turned back to the subordinates who were bewildered whether to lower their bows. Give me the deer, he ordered.

“Here you go. You are hunting, I bet. You can’t hunt a deer with stones.”

Kouya stared blankly at the man and the deer. The man gave this to me, Kouya could only think, but he didn’t understand what for. Receiving Kouya’s glare, the man smiled.

“Do you also eat deer meat? Or do you prefer these?”

The man took out some packages wrapped in green leaves from his backpack. Opening the leaf wraps in front of Kouya, the man showed some steamed mochi (餅, rice cake) made of cereal.

Kouya remembered those. They were the ones given by Rokuta.

Humm, the man cocked his head.

“You don’t want them? You prefer meat, I guess?”

Kouya left the bushes and got out of the woods. Come on! The youma cried, but Kouya ignored it, turned to the man and pointed his fingers to the deer. After Kouya pointed to the deer and the youma back and forth a couple of times, the man nodded and gave a smile at the youma.

“I have said that I’ll give it to you, haven’t I? Eat it. Just don’t attack people.”

Giving a suspicious cry, the youma moved forth, sink its teech on the deer’s leg and pulled the deer towards itself. Kouya watched, and slowly turned back to the men. The men were watching the situation without letting their guards down, but they didn’t seem to be planning any harm. Feeling relieved, Kouya kneeled down and leaned himself against the man while sitting right beside him.

The man naturally held out his hand. Kouya withdrew himself with slight alert, but the man’s hand landed on Kouya’s head. It was a big, warm hand.

“What a marvelous child. You are keeping and taming that youma, I suppose.”

The kind voice tickled Kouya to pull himself back. As the feeling of the palm disappeared, he felt strong loneliness sweeping in.

“...You hate being touched? You are like some wild animal.”

That is not it, Kouya shook his head.

“Alright. I will not do anything you hate. --Where are you from? I heard there were ninyou (人妖, creatures that take human form) that took tenken (天犬, lit. sky dog) with them around here, but I had no idea it is really a human child.

Kouya only stared at the man’s smiling face.

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

“--Kouya”

Kouya replied, impressed slightly by himself who had a name. It was a scene he had in his dreams for many many times: some people in this world asking for the name that he held.

“Kouya, right? Are you from the suburbs?”

Kouya felt very happy to be called his name. Overwhelmed by bliss, Kouya turned back, and pointed his fingers to the mountain above the woods that protruded towards the sky.

“So you live at Mt. Kongou. The Yellow Sea -- not there I guess? It is said that humans and beasts cannot get in that place.”

“Cliff.”

Kouya said, and the man broke into a smile.

“Really, you live at the cliff? So you understand my language. What a bright kid!”

The man praised, and put his hand on Kouya’s head again. This time Kouya let the man pat as he pleased.

“How old are you? Around twelve?”

“Don’t know.”

“You have no parents?”

Kouya nodded.

“There are many children thrown into the Black Sea to reduce the burden of the families. So you are one of them. Lucky that you survived till today.”

“...It is rokuta...”

Kouya turned back to the youma, and the man followed his glances to the youma which was sinking its teeth into the deer.

“How surprising! So you are brought up by a youma. And he is called rokuta, I suppose?”

“...”

The man smiled, and then noticed Kouya’s left wrist.

“--Oh no. You are hurt! And the wound is infected.”

Kouya nodded, and fixed his eyes on the man while he held his wrist.

“The spearhead is left inside the wound. It must be treated.”

The man stood up. Kouya looked up at the man in pain. Is he going to leave me?

--But the man held out his hand.

“Come. You should live a normal life for a little longer, Kouya.”

“Come?”

“My name is Atsuyu (斡由). I live in Ganboku (頑朴). --Do you understand?”

Kouya cocked his head.

“Come to my residence. You need treatment to your wound, new clothes and education.”

“Is rokuta… coming with me?”

Kouya sheepishly asked, and the answer was given with a dazzling smile.

“Of course.”

The journey from Kankyuu to Ganboku, capital of Gen Province, took one whole month to cover by foot. Kouya and his subordinates took four and a half days for the journey, as they traveled by air on youma.

Rokuta obediently sat on the youma’s back while he clang on Kouya. It was true, the youma didn’t smell with the stench of blood. Kouya didn’t lie when he said that he was keeping his promise.

Until the midday sun casted its greatly slanted rays, Kouya told his tale to the point where he got appointed by Atsuyu as Rokuta asked questions.

“Keihaku (卿伯, Atsuyu’s rank. Kouya referred to Atsuyu by his rank for respect) really took us to Ganboku, and taught us many things there. The same went for rokuta -- or the Big One, as it was well fed every day. So what a blessing that the Big One don’t attack on living creatures.”

“So it didn’t attack anymore recently?”

“Not really, because Atsuyu hired me as his bodyguard. It was around three years after I was brought to Ganboku. When Keihaku faces danger, the Big One will attack humans or beasts to protect Keihaku -- I commended it to. It is my job, after all.”

Really, Rokuta mumbled. He looked down, and saw a big city bathing in the red setting sun. The city might even be larger than Kankyuu.

“That is Ganboku?”

“Yes. --Is that even more glamorous than Kankyuu?”

That was true. The city was more neatly arranged than Kankyuu, and the surrounding fields were much greener than those surrounding Kankyuu.

“Gen Province was really abundant.”

Rokuta muttered, and Kouya turned to him with a smile.

“You think so? It is all because of Keihaku. Keihaku is a great person. Everyone in the city are attracted to him.”

Kouya peeked at Rokuta’s expression.

“They say that Keihaku is even more reliable than En-ou (延王, =Emperor of En).”

Rokuta nodded in agreement.

“Maybe. Syouryuu (尚隆) is an idiot.”

Kouya opened his eyes wide.

“Didn’t Rokuta like En-ou?”

“I didn’t hate him. He is just a real fool, that’s all.”

“Then why are you working under an idiot?”

“Because I have no choice. --You like Atsuyu, Kouya.”

Rokuta commented, and Kouya smiled.

“I like Keihaku so much that I blackmailed Rokuta and captured you to here just for his sake.”

But Atsuyu was a traitor, Rokuta thought, but he swallowed his words. The crime was clear by just capturing Rokuta, not to mention people from Gen Province coming into Kankyuu and purchasing weapons. That was nothing but treason.

Emperors are chosen by kirin. That is the rule. But there are people who don’t accept this rule. There were just too many traitors in history trying to strike down the emperor and aim for the throne.

Rokuta threw his glance to his back. The mountains in Sei Province had been fogged by distance and could no longer be seen.

What would Syouryuu do? He might have got a little flustered, mightn’t he?

The castle for the provincial lord of Gen Province was, like Kankyuu, located at the peak of a Sky-Pillar Mountain (凌雲山, Ryouun-yama) called Mt. Ganboko (頑朴山). The crew landed at a rocky area at Mt. Ganboku’s hillside, and took Rokuta with them up to the Sea of Clouds (雲海, Unkai). There was the Gen Province Castle.

Upon entering a huge hall, a man could be seen waiting among several other officials. The man looked young, and his hair was dark brown to the extent of red.

Rokuta’s wrists were grasped by two men at his sides, and Kouya and the youma followed behind. The youma still had the baby contained in its beak. Short stints of cries sounded from within the loosely closed beak.

Atsuyu was the son of Gen Province’s lord. He worked in the title of Reiin (令尹), which helped the lord administer the provincial departments, and was ranked keihaku. And now, this keihaku received Rokuta while sitting on the provincial lord’s seat.

“Great job, Kouya.”

Atsuyu thanked Kouya warmly, and stood up from his seat. He stepped down the stairs, helped Rokuta up the stairs, stepped down again, bent his knees and kowtowed deeply.

“May I apologize for my behavior, Taiho (台輔).”

Rokuta was already a hostage, and Rokuta had prepared to accept a hostage’s fate, but he was quite taken aback by Atsuyu’s sudden bowing.

“...Atsuyu, right?”

Rokuta asked, and Atsuyu looked up.

“Please forgive the rudeness of this Reiin daring to show my humble self in front of your honor, as the lord is now resting from his ailment. I acknowledge how deceitful and outrageous my way of inviting your honor has turned, and I prepared no excuse. But please, your honor, please show your mercy.”

“...What are you planning? What do you want?”

“For now, may I bring up the issue of Rokusui (漉水).”

Rokuta twitched his eyebrows.

“--Rokusui”

“Rokusui is the big river that penetrates Gen Province. Since Kyou-ou (梟王) cut the dam, the many Ken (県, administrative region unit) downstream had been mourning about floods occurring every rain season. Fortunately, the towns at the basin were spared from total destruction, but it is doubtful how long this fortune would continue. Having a large-scale flood control plan is of top priority, but your majesty has still granted no permission. Even though Gen Province would like to carry out plans, the emperor has already seized power of flood control from provincial lords.”

Rokuta bit his lips. --Serves him right! Syouryou and others must be stirred and upset right now, but they just taste the consequences of their own actions.

“It should always be within the sovereignty of the provincial lord in each province. I thoroughly understand that Kyou-ou regarded the provincial lords he dubbed as an eyesore, but I wonder whether it is wise to even seize power from them. To rule a kingdom simply means that the ruler’s eyes cannot reach to every corner of the kingdom. In fact, the rain season is coming, but Rokusui is still dry.

Atsuyu looked up at Rokuta as he remained kneeling.

“My repeated reports had not been heeded. I could not but take such measures as last resort. I recognize your every reason to be angered, but please, Taiho, lend your ears to my plea.”

--This is dangerous, Rokuta had advised Syouryuu some time before.

The emperor’s rule alone could not reach to every corner of the kingdom. Therefore, power must be divided, and provincial lords must be relied upon for administration on provincial affairs. Even though the previous emperor had commanded so, is it really possible for an emperor to rule the nine provinces alone, by seizing power from the lords?

But his advice was not adopted. Roughly speaking, Syouryou just did what he felt like doing. Syouryou is the emperor, and there is nobody who can force him do anything. He gathered close subordinates, but they were just for executing orders like his hands and feet. Syukou (朱衡) and Itan (帷湍) were his subordinates, but no matter what they suggested, if Syouryou didn’t take interest in their ideas, there was no way for them force him to adopt their advice.

How many times up till now had Rokuta’s suggestions and advices been ignored? The emperor hold sovereignty over the kingdom. He is the most empowered person in the kingdom. If the emperor decides on doing something, it means that there is no way to stop him. An example is that nobody was able to stop Kyou-ou’s tyranny.

Rokuta drew a deep breath.

“I will report to the emperor what you said, and asked him for posing no punishment. --Then will you let me go back?”

Atsuyu kowtowed on his fours.

“My sincere apologies, but Taiho, may I ask for your tolerance for the discomfort a little while longer.”

“--So I will be hostage until the emperor takes your suggestion seriously.”

“My sincere apologies.”

“...All right then.

Atsuyu looked up surprised.

“Is it that your honor would heed my suggestion?”

“Yeah. I agree with your reasoning. Yours measures are illegal, but there is no other way to force that idiot to listen. I will go along with the trouble for a little longer.”

“May I extend my heartfelt gratitude.”

“Okay.”

Rokuta muttered, and changed his glances to Kouya, who was standing right behind Atsuyu.

“So this is your master.”

Kouya only smiled.

Rokuta was brought to deep within the castle. Going down as low as the very bottom of the Sky-Pillar Mountain, there was a room. When the door to the room was opened, a lady stood up from the other side of the metal grating.

“--Taiho”

“...Ribi (驪媚)”

Ribi was the Bokuhaku (牧伯) that was appointed to Gen Province, to supervise provincial lords at the order of the emperor. It is also correct to say that Bokuhaku were to share the administrative workload with the provincial lords and Reiin that had their power frozen. Eight Bokuhaku in total were appointed to the all provinces, with the exception of Sei Province which Rokuta himself administered. The Bokuhaku and their suborindates, together with the subordinates under Syukou, Itan, Seisyou (成笙) and others, were the team of close subordinates supporting Syouryou amidst wicked officials.

Lifting the metal grating, Kouya and others shoved Rokuta into the room. Rokuta gave a sigh.

“So even Ribi was caught. You are Syouryou’s hound, after all.”

“Even Taiho...”

“Yeah. But bear with it. This is just what Syouryuu deserves.”

“That’s not true...”

“The situation turned into something like this, because that guy just wandered around playing. We both should just take it easy in here.”

Ribi looked at Kouya.

“You dare not move a finger to Taiho!”

Kouya just smiled.

“Of course I won’t do any harm. But Rokuta, you should know that you have become a hostage.”

“I’m prepared.”

“Come over here.”

Kouya signaled him to come, so Rokuta obediently walked to the Kouya’s side. Kouya took a bundle of red thread and a white stone from his inside pocket. Kouya put the white stone onto Rokuta’s forehead, and Rokuta abruptly withdrew his body.

“--Stop!”

“Oh no. Stand still. --There is the boy.”

Rokuta gave an eye to the youma sitting at the entrance. The youma opened his beak as if to show off its inside, and a small arm could be seen.

“I’m not really resisting. --But I feel sick.”

“That’s because your forehead is where your horn is. But I would like to seal your horn, because I can’t be too careful about your shirei (使令, lit. servants).”

Rokuta is in fact not human. He can return to his real appearance as a kirin using his willpower. In his kirin appearance he has a horn at his forehead, and that horn is thought to be the source of his mystical power. When in the form of human his horn becomes a spot on his forehead, and he feels uncomfortable when people touch that spot. When the horn is sealed, so are his mystic powers. He cannot even summon his shirei.

“I really feel sick! It is not just sickening; I hate it so much!”

“In fact youma seem to have the same Achilles’ heel. ... Come on.”

Rokuta reluctantly lifted his face. A chill ran through his body from the spot that screams pain whatever touches it, as if his nerve ends are exposed from his skin at the spot. It taxed every ounce of his willpower just to suppress his body that instinctively would like to escape.

“...Ouch! I feel so sick, and I need to throw up.”

“Hold it.”

Kouya tied a piece of red thread around his head to hold the stone in place, and put a spell on the knot. Suddenly the pain receded. In exchange, Rokuta felt as if a blackhole was formed inside his body.

“Still feeling sick?”

“Much better. But some weird feelings.”

“Don’t summon your shirei. You cannot transform into a kirin, so you cannot fly. Please don’t carelessly fly up to high places.”

Kouya smiled, turned to the youma and lightly tapped on its beak to tell the youma to open it. On his flame-red tongue lay the baby, and Kouya tied a piece of string lightly around the baby’s head. Kouya then cast a spell on the thread, after which the leftover thread fell off from the knot. After that, Kouya coiled the thread with care, and stuffed the ball of thread into his inner pocket.

“This is called the Sekisakujyou (赤索条, lit. crimson binding thread) If you cut the thread, you cut off the baby’s head as well.”

“Why all the hassle? I won’t escape anyway.”

“I have said before. You should know that you have become a hostage.”

Kouya turned his glances onto Ribi.

“Your thread is connected to her thread as well.”

Rokuta looked, and found the same red thread going around Ribi’s forehead, stringing the same white stone. All officials won’t age because they had entered sagehood (仙籍, senseki). When one becomes a sage (仙), a third eye opens at his forehead. Even though the third eye cannot be seen from the outside, at that spot on his forehead some organ is formed. Sealing the third eye means losing all mystic powers, a situation comparable to that of Rokuta’s horn.

“If she cut the thread, she cuts of the baby’s head as well. If the baby’s thread is cut, the lady’s head would be cut off as well. Same thing for Rokuta’s thread. You are a kirin totoaly different from mere sages, so your head would not be cut off, but you will be in great pain for sure. Maybe you horn will even be cut off.

“… Got it.”

“Threads are hung outside the prison. One step out of the prison, and the threads would all be cut.”

“And the baby and Ribi would end up in pretty unsightly looks.”

“Exactly.”

“After all the ruckus ends, will you return the baby?”

Kouya smiled.

“Sure.”

“You know a lot about kirin.”

The average person doesn’t know anything about kirin’s horns.

“It is because of rokuta -- or the Big One. Everything end up pretty much the same for youma and shinjyuu (神獣lit. heavenly beasts).”

“My shirei won’t tell me a thing!”

“The Big One doesn’t tell me anything as well! But if you are with it for that long, you will learn many things about it.”

“Oh…”

Kouya picked up the baby and gave it to Ribi.

“I will leave the baby to you. Please take care of it. If you need anything, we will bring it here for you.”

“Bastard!”

Ribi spat the words lightly, but Kouya just kept his smile.

“If you need anything else, feel free to ask.”

Ribi didn’t answer, but only glared at Kouya with deep disdain. Kouya aloofly received her glare.

Rokuta looked at Kouya. “Ribi and I would sit still. --Will you drop by often?”

“Yeah, to see how my hostages are doing.”

Rokuta nodded, and added “--What a pity that we meet again like this.”

Kouya nodded in agreement.

“Same here, Rokuta.”

“Taiho, are you hurt?”

Ribi asked, and Rokuta squeezed a smile.

“It’s alright, it’s alright. --This is quite a room. Our reception is much better than I thought.”

Rokuta looked around the room. It is hard to say what this room is built for. One would not say the room is big, but one would hesitate to say it is a prison cell. It was as if the room is chipped from a big piece of white boulder. The inside was neat, and there were beds. There was another bed at one corner of the room, separated from the remaining room space by a screen. At another corner there is a water fountain. A set of furniture had been prepared. Looking up, one can find a big skylight cut at the fearfully high ceiling. During the day sunlight should be able to reach the room.

“So? Ribi knows how to take care of a child?”

Rokuta smiled to himself, and Ribi’s face turned quite red.

“I hope I can... but I am quite nervous.”

“You don’t have any children?”

“A long time ago I have a husband and children, but we parted when I was appointed as an official. It was during the pervious emperor’s reign, so you can imagine how old I have become.”

“Why didn’t your husband become a sage along with you?”

“He said he didn’t like it.”

“Oh...”

High-ranked officials must become sages, so their appointments often accompany separation. An appointed official’s other half, parents and children can automatically become sages, but brothers, sisters and other blood-related relatives cannot. Blood-related relatives have priority in being appointed as officials, but there are many people who lose such opportunity even with such priority.

“Where are your subordinates?”

Bokuhaku should be accompanied by several personal subordinates and servants.

“I am afraid they have also been captured. I didn’t hear any rumors that they have been executed, so they should be alive. All other officials appointed by the central government should be in the same situation as mine.”

The central government had sent six officials to every province to help and supervise the provincial lord and Reiin. They were to advise the lords of the right way, educate on the history of this world, and correct the lords’ mistake, but they had become such cowards that they could do no harm or good to any province. Unfortunately, En had its hands tied up by such incompetence.

“Is Ribi all right? Did they do any harm to you?”

Rokuta asked, and Ribi gave a smile with mixed feelings.

“Nothing in particular... Maybe I should give thanks: Atsuyu is not so foolish as to lose his power to reason.”

“What is up with Atsuyu? What happened to the provincial lord?”

“The provincial lord is suffering from some ailment, I heard. He secluded himself at the deep bottom of this castle, and never came out to show his face. Atsuyu had been entrusted with everything.”

Ribi changed the position of the baby in her arms. The baby who was free from the youma’s beak was now sleeping soundly.

“It was a rumor from the officials, but the provincial lord seems to suffer psychologically and cannot continue with administrative affairs. Still fearing about Kyou-ou, he would not come out of the inner palace despite surrounding people’s persuasion. Some time ago, the lord still gave orders to officials when he was well, but recently he was always feeling sick. He yelled at servants that take care of him and accused them as Kyou-ou’s assassins. Sympathizing the lord, Atsuyu used spare time after administrative work to take personal care of the lord.”

“Humm…”

“--So it is just inconceivable that a man like Atsuyu will do such a thing like abducting the kirin. He knows what is right from what is wrong, and he takes great care about things related to the common people.”

“Really... Ganboku is really abundant, isn’t it? I am so surprised by its beauty.”

“Atsuyu is a very able officer. Considering that he has no real power, he has done a really good job using all powers he has. I am just baffled why he is doing this...”

“Syouryou is to blame. He skips his duties.”

That is not true, Ribi refuted with a troubling expression.

“Your majesty has his own way of thinking. Failing to see this point, Atsuyu proved himself as a man of short temper. Yes, he is supported by all officials and admired by the common people, but he turns a little too boastful.”

“...I wonder...”

“Are you really all right? You don’t look well.”

Yes I am, Rokuta nodded, and sat on the bed.

“Taiho, if you feel tired, please use the bed.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Rokuta lay himself on the bed. It was an ordeal to just walk to the corner of the room.

“Taiho?”

“I seem to get sick by all the blood. I am sorry, but please lend me this bed.”

“...Blood.”

“Ekishin (亦信)... He was dead...”

Ribi’s eyes opened wide.

“Ekishin, wasn’t he the one under Seisyou...”

“Yes... I have done one regrettable thing...”

Ribi absentmindedly put the sleeping baby on a table. Walking to the side of the bed, she excused herself as she extended her hand. The forehead bound by the white stone was fiery hot.

“A fever...”

“Yeah. But I am just getting sick by the blood.”

“Do you feel any pain?”

“I can bear with such a small amount.”

“Excuse my rudeness, but are Taiho and Syashi (射士, lit. the archer) acquaintances?”

Syashi, Rokuta mumbled, and remembered that Kouya had become the head of bodyguards for the provincial lord. The head bodyguard of the emperor is called Syajin (射人, lit. the archer), and the head bodyguards of the provincial lord and others are called Syashi. The officers under Syajin or Syashi who actually executed the protection are called Daiboku (大僕).

“Kouya... He is the Saishi, right? He has earned a name, hasn’t he.”

“He has the amazing power to have tamed a youma.”

“He doesn’t tame it. In fact, that youma is raising him.”

“--Pardon?”

“Sorry, may I explain later? I am so asleep.”

Understood, Ribi nodded, and Rokuta closed his eyes. His guts seemed to have turned inside out because of the stench of gore.

“He is still not back.”

At a room in Genei Palace, Syouryuu scanned the darkness outside and mumbled. It had already reached midnight, but Rokuta had still not come back. Rokuta frequently leaves the palace without telling anybody, but he had never failed to return before midnight. Even in occasions when he leaves at night, he would be away from late night to early morning without alerting anyone, and he had never made every official turn pale like this.

“Something must have happened.”

Syukou said with a worried face, receiving a reply of “Maybe.” Then, a person stormed in with flustered footsteps. It was Seisyou, wearing a stiff expression.

“That is rare. Seisyou’s face is turning pale,” Syouryuu teased.

“It is no time to joke around. --Ekishin’s body was found,” Seisyou spat in a low voice.

Syouryou naturally looked at Syukou, Itan and Seisyou in the room.

“Taiho is missing. We don’t know his whereabouts.”

“...What a pity. He had just been spared from being killed by Kyou-ou.”

Your majesty, Syukou glared. “It is no place to say such a thing, isn’t it?”

“Rokuta should really choose his friends a little better! Damn it if his bodyguard gets killed every time he gets out.”

“Your majesty!”

“Leave that idiot alone!”

No longer able to suppress his anger, Itan exploded.

“That man is called Kouya, am I right?”

Itan asked Seisyou.

“I heard so. The name was also confirmed by the doormen at the Gate of Chimon (雉門). He and Taiho got out of the castle, and Ekishin followed them.”

“And then he got killed. ...Where?”

“Outside Kankyuu. Also, his corpse has been torn apart. Most probably the work of youma or youjyuu (妖獣). This evening, Kankyuu’s people reported seeing a Tenken (天犬) with their own eyes.”

“And Taiho is nowhere to be found?”

“Nowhere.”

“Maybe he got captured. But the appearance of youma is suspicious itself. No youma could be found around Kankyuu these days, I thought.”

“Humm. --Also, I don’t know whether this has any relations with it, but today, there is a report on a missing child.”

“--Child?”

“It is a baby girl born just this spring. She was left unattended for a little while, and then she was gone.”

“How strange... Maybe there is a relation between this and Taiho’s disappearance?”

Anyway, Syukou voiced up. “I hope Taiho is fine.”

“Is he a kid so easily to be killed and die obediently?”

Hearing the mumbled grumble, the three subordinates at once turned their glances to the emperor who sat by the window. Itan gave him a glare.

“Don’t you even worry about him a bit, you bastard? He is missing!”

“What good will it do even if I worry?”

“You...”

“Seisyou has been ordered to search, hasn’t he?”

Seisyou nodded.

“Then there is nothing more we can do now. Maybe we can find him somewhere, or maybe he will come back himself.”

“Syouryou, you bastard!”

“Otherwise, someone will extend his demand soon.”

What? Itan blinked.

“Maybe he was captured, maybe he was killed. If he was killed already, we can do nothing even if we argued about this till next day. But the point is that he cannot be killed that easily! He has shirei around him. If he was captured, the problem becomes who the culprit is and what his intentions are. He is definitely no person to be captured that easily. If the problem is solved by one corpse, then Rokuta hadn’t put up a really big fight. Well, it is most logical to think that guy called Kouya had captured Rokuta.”

“Taiho didn’t give any resistance because the guy is his acquaintance...?”

“Maybe, and maybe he becomes hostage with that missing baby. In any case, if Rokuta really gets caught, are there any early signs? If he is captured, what are the culprit’s motives? That kid is not so lovable to be merely abducted in the first place.”

“Hey...”

“Well now that the culprit attains his crucial chess piece, there is no way for him not to show off! Well, we can just leave it till then.”

“So you are really not taking any action until then?”

“There is no action we can take, isn’t there? --Syukou”

“Y-Yes.”

“Contact Ribi at Gen Province.”

“Gen Province, is it?”

Syouryuu laughed sarcastically.

“We can already smell a big rat in that place, and now there is such a big ruckus. So it would be nice to observe that place in a roundabout way. If we do not do anything now, Rokuta would get noisy about he being left in the cold by someone when Rokuta came back. Also, investigate whether there is a person with his original name or granted name as Kouya in all officials in Gen Province who has attained sagehood.”

“Understood.”

Syouryuu smiled lightly with one corner of his lips, and looked outside.

“...What a troublesome kid! Saying that he hated rebellions, but lighting the spark himself at the same time.”

“Are you suspecting Gen Province, your majesty?”

“It is for certain that Gen Province is building its army. In fact, weapons are disappearing from the weapons chamber, am I right?”

Seisyou nodded. Undercover investigations had shown that the contents of the weapon chamber were obviously decreasing.

“Our doubts are founded, so if we go investigate, they will sense that their plots were exposed, and they will make their move. Even if Gen Province is not the one capturing Rokuta, if we move, the enemy will move.”

“...I see.”

“...Now, I wonder where the meat is really lying. -- This is so difficult. There are too many suspects.”

The Sea of Clouds that Syuryou was watching was sinking into chaos and darkness.

~ End of Chapter Three ~

