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Author's Note

The Empire of Tsukiyama is not a representation of real life Japan at any given time, nor was it ever meant to be. It's a world all of its own that was strongly influenced by Edo Japan, with 19th century Europe in the mix.

That being said, I do apologise for taking some licence with the Japanese language. I promise I will continue to study hard. 申し訳ございまます。もっともっと勉強しなければなりません。頑張ります！
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Dedication
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Because stories can only live through the reader – this one is for you.
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Chapter 1
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The past had always had the bad habit of creeping up on him in his dreams. 

Suzu opened his eyes. Morning sunlight streamed in through the window. He was twisted up in his robe, the soft fabric now half strangling him; the thin blanket long gone. He blinked at the ceiling's wooden beams and took a deep breath. Other people’s nightmares left them sad, desolate, or frightened, his left him with rage burning inside him.

A timid knock came from the door, and a small voice inquired, “Suzu, are you awake?”

“Yes, come in.” Suzu sat up and tried to pull his twisted nemaki straight, but only succeeded in almost undressing himself. The door slid open, revealing a kneeling boy with a tray of food beside him. The boy bowed low.

“G-good morning.”

“Rani,” Suzu sighed, “stop that. How often do I have to tell you not so be so damned formal when we’re not working.”

“But I am working.”

“You know exactly what I mean. We’re in our private rooms, no need to stick to that stuffy routine here. Well?” He raised an eyebrow at Rani, sitting and staring at him. “Do I get my breakfast or not?”

Rani practically jumped to his feet, picked up the tray and hastily carried it over. He was a painfully shy boy of about twelve or thirteen – the boy, himself, wasn't sure about his age. Working in a pleasure house couldn't be easy for one as meek as him. Naked skin, lewd jokes, and flirtatious behaviour early in the morning was enough to leave him stammering and blushing throughout the day. He would, of course, never be anything else than a servant boy – unless he chose to become a cook or gardener or whatever else the house needed. But he was as much a part of this cobbled together family as every other inhabitant of the Singing Dragon. 

While Suzu picked at his breakfast, Rani put away the futon and laid out fresh clothes.

“You were having nightmares again, weren’t you?” the boy asked quietly.

“How do you know?”

“You’re all sweaty.”

“It was very hot this night,” Suzu pointed out, lifting a bowl of miso soup to his lips. It was even true. Though still a month from midsummer, it was already as hot and humid as at the peak of summer. People were constantly complaining about the heat, but Suzu liked it. He could have done without the thunderstorms, though.

He could tell Rani wasn’t convinced, so Suzu put his bowl down and looked the boy straight in the eyes. “Don’t you worry about it, all right? They are just dreams. Look, I’m the one having them and I don't give a damn. They are annoying, that’s all. So, really, don’t worry. All right?” And to emphasise his words Suzu put on a broad, dazzling grin. It finally gained him a small smile from the boy in return.

“Shall I prepare the bath for you?” Rani asked.

Suzu took a sip of tea. The thought of a bath was tempting, but he quickly reconsidered. “No, not yet. I go to the dojo first.”

––––––––
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The dojo was at the back of the estate, far away from the rooms in which they entertained customers. Gekka no Kazue – or Mother, as her boys called her fondly – put a lot of stress on the health and fitness of her Furyusha. Which was why she not only enforced strict rules against drugs, she also made sure everyone, who lived and worked at the Singing Dragon, was well trained and could defend themself. Haldor, the dojo’s master – a master of both the northern and southern sword style, as well as in unarmed fighting –  taught them his skills, but also acted as their bodyguard. Where Kazue had found him, no-one knew. When she returned to Yūgao more than a decade ago, she had brought him with her.

Haldor was a northern Hun: huge, broad shouldered, scary looking.

“I’d really, really like to know where in the world you learned this,” Suzu commented, panting hard. He stood across from Haldor, a wooden training sword held up in front of him, sweat running down his face. “One of these days I will make you tell me your entire life story.”

Haldor snorted, and rushed Suzu. The message was clear: less talk, more fighting. Although Haldor was more than a head taller than Suzu and packed with muscle, they were an almost even match. Their sparring was vicious and intense. Haldor had always had a kind of intuitive sense for Suzu’s moods, and so they fought and fought until they were both drenched in sweat and exhausted.

Suzu lay on the hardwood floor, spread-eagled, breathing heavily, and grinning. Oh, he had needed this. It had been a lie when he had told Rani the nightmares didn’t bother him. The rage they kindled inside him demanded an outlet, lest it burnt him to ashes. Now, despite the sore muscles and the exhaustion, he felt relaxed and happy once more.

Haldor nudged him and handed him a cup of water. Suzu gratefully accepted it. That was one of the things he so appreciated about Haldor – there was no need to talk. People often mistook Haldor for being mute, because he tried to avoid speaking at all cost. But the big man had never needed words to convey what he had to say, or to understand others. It was his gift, even more so than his fighting skills. 

Haldor had never pestered Suzu about his past, about his bouts of anger, or the nightmares. He had simply taken him to the dojo one day, put a wooden sword in his hands, and let him sweat out his rage.

“All right,” Suzu said, getting to his feet. “Guess it’s time to take a nice long bath and get presentable.” Haldor nodded, gave Suzu a pat on the back, and went to stow away the training swords.

––––––––
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Suzu slowly walked through the garden towards the bathhouse. Every pleasure house in Yūgao had its own private bathhouse. A luxury, but also a necessity. 

He took a deep breath. The air was fragrant, rich with the perfume of flowers and the aroma of herbs. Birds sang from the rooftops, bushes, or trees, or were splashing around in one of the many ornamental bird baths. Sunlight glittered on the surface of the small koi pond. It was a peaceful place of tranquillity, sheltered from the hustle and bustle of Yūgao by its high walls. To Suzu it was a piece of heaven.

The bathhouse was quiet this time of day, but the pile of clothes in one of the baskets told him he was not alone. Suzu pulled his own sticky clothes off and threw them in another basket. A cloud of steam greeted him the moment he opened the door.

“Phew, isn’t that a bit too hot for the season?” he complained.

Pleasant, deep laughter answered him from somewhere within the mist. Suzu squinted and found a young man sitting on one of the little stools along the wall, meticulously scrubbing his fingers. Rivulets of water ran down his muscular back and dripped from the long strands of his dark wet hair. He looked over his shoulder at Suzu, a smile on his handsome face.

“And here I thought it couldn’t get hot enough for you,” he chuckled.

Suzu sat down next to him, pulled the string from his hair, allowing it to fall like a black silken curtain down his back, and reached for a bucket of water.

“I just don’t like being cold. I never said there was no such thing as too hot. All this steam is suffocating.” He lifted the bucket and poured the – comparatively – cold water over his head. “Ryū, have you been digging in the dirt again?” he remarked with a grin, squinting sideways at his friend.

Ryū mirrored his grin. “No. I’ve been planting flowers – you know, that pretty stuff growing in the garden someone likes so much.”

“And that’s why I love you so.”

Ryū, laughing, pushed a dish of soap towards Suzu and stood up. “Here. Mistress Ayame’s latest creation: lemon and thyme. Oh, and Rani threw a whole bucket of orange blossoms into the water.”

“Did he now? What’s the occasion?”

Ryū shrugged. “Said you had nightmares again and he wanted to cheer you up.”

“They’re not nightmares,” Suzu protested.

“So you keep saying,” Ryū retorted and slowly let himself sink down into the hot, orange blossom filled water of the pool. “But they're obviously not very pleasant either.”

Suzu ignored this, busying himself instead with working the soap into a nice lather. The fresh scent of lemon and thyme enveloped him. From behind him he heard Ryū’s exasperated sigh, but he knew his friend wouldn’t nag him about it. He was one of three people in the world who knew what his dreams were about. There was nothing to say. All that Suzu needed was a way to let out his aggressions and to know his family was there for him no matter what.

He squeezed the water from his hair, bound it in a knot on the top of his head, and joined Ryū in the pool. The water was almost scalding. Droopy, exhausted blossoms drifted lazily across its surface, their scent yet lingering in the air. He slid down closer to his friend than was necessary, their shoulders almost touching. For a while they sat in silence. It made Suzu drowsy. Deciding it was too early in the day for that, a mischievous grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. He rolled sideways and straddled Ryū, throwing his arms around the other’s neck.

Ryū opened his eyes slowly. “And what exactly are you planning to do now?” he asked with a stern expression.

“Hm, what would you like me to do?” Suzu purred.

“Suzu,” Ryū sighed, exasperated. Suzu laughed and tightened his arms around his friend, pressing cheek against cheek. “You’re strangling me,” Ryū gasped.

“But I just had a really fun idea. You know, we could –“ A loud clatter, an exclamation of pain, and the sound of a wooden bucket rolling across the floor cut Suzu off. Ryū twisted in his grip to look over his shoulder, forcing Suzu to let go. They found Rani kneeling on the floor, rubbing his right ankle, face flushed a furious red.

“S-sorry,” he stammered. “I b-brought fresh clothes and... um... and ... Suzu, Mother wants to see you.”

Suzu sighed dramatically. “Another time, my love,” he breathed into Ryū’s ear, climbing out of the pool. His friend retaliated with a playful slap on Suzu’s naked rump. 

Suzu threw a wink over his shoulder, sauntered across the room and accepted a towel from Rani, who held it out as far as his arms were long and tried to look everywhere but at Suzu. Shaking his head, Suzu ruffled the boy’s hair.

“Run along, Rani. Tell Mother I’ll be right with her.” Rani practically flew from the bathhouse.

In the anteroom Suzu found two sets of fresh clothes: a maroon coloured yukata, and a black jinbei set – Suzu’s preferred type of clothing when he wasn't working. He grabbed the jinbei, pulled on the loose trousers and the top, combed his wet hair out with his fingers and headed for Mother’s room.

It was already past noon now and the private quarters of the Singing Dragon resembled a bustling beehive. Boys and young men were running to and fro, laughing, arguing, practising their instruments or dancing, carrying piles of clothes or trays of food. The Singing Dragon – one of the most expensive and exclusive pleasure houses of Yūgao, the entertainment district of Tsukiyama’s capital Getsuro – housed ten Furyusha, twelve younger boys, a cook, Haldor, a stylist, and, of course, its proprietor: Gekka no Kazue. Yet in moments like this it seemed there were hundreds of people living under the same roof.

On his way, Suzu was waylaid by some of the other Furyusha. It was a common occurrence that they asked Suzu for advice, despite them being in the business longer than him. With months away from his twentieth birthday Suzu was one of the youngest Furyusha in Yūgao – but also the most expensive one. And it had taken him less than a year to gain his status. Even the most spiteful, jealous competition had to grudgingly admit that he was achingly beautiful, smart, witty, and gifted with many talents. He had captured the eye of quite a few rich and powerful men, but his greatest conquest was the Earl of Tsukikage, Mori no Toshiaki. The most eligible bachelor, but also one of the most feared man in Getsuro, for the Earl was known to be unsocial, cold, even rude. With the exception of a select few, the young earl didn't seem to care for the company of other people. He had – as far as the public knew – no interest in marriage and had never taken a lover, and visits to any of the pleasure houses were for business only. That was, until he had met Suzu. It was no secret that he was head over heels for the young Furyusha.  

Mother was already waiting for him in her parlour, two trays of steaming food set in front of her. A boy was putting the finishing touches on a beautiful, artistic flower arrangement.

“Excellent, Miharu, you’ve become quite accomplished. The arrangement is magnificent. Well done,” Mother praised him. Miharu beamed, picking up his tools and a few stray flower stems, and brushed past Suzu with a nod, glowing with happiness. Suzu smiled.

“Miharu has a real talent for arranging flowers.”

Mother looked up at him, her warm brown eyes sparkling. “That he does. Come, Suzu, it’s been a while since the two of us had lunch together.”

Suzu slid the door closed behind him and took a seat. “He still doesn’t talk, though,” he commented quietly, casting a glance at the flower arrangement. Delicate blush pink and white bell flowers complemented a single majestic white peony.

“No,” Mother sighed. “He doesn’t. But, I’ve found a good place for him. You know Aiyana, don’t you? The flower artist? She saw his work when she delivered flowers the other day – well, she liked what she saw, so she offered to take him on as her apprentice. I think it’s for the best, so...”

Relief rushed through Suzu. He had been worried about Miharu for quite some time. With seventeen the boy was supposed to decide where to go from here:  begin training as a Furyusha, or stay on in a serving position. But Miharu had been badly traumatised when he had arrived at the Singing Dragon three years ago. He hadn't spoken a single word in all this time. Suzu understood, he had been there. But he had found his voice again quickly. Perhaps because the rage inside him wouldn't be silenced. Miharu was different. According to the woman who had brought him to the house, Miharu had always been a quiet and sensitive child. Even before... Before what exactly, no-one but Miharu knew. The woman – a neighbour – had found him, bloody, dirty, nearly starved, sitting immovably by his dead mother's side.

To apprentice him, although he would have normally still had years to work at the Singing Dragon, was Mother’s way of ensuring the boy would have a good and happy life no matter what happened. She was prepared to lose a great deal of money over it; it showed how much she cared about her boys.

“You know, some say your heart is too soft for this work,” Suzu commented. 

Mother snorted. “As if. And he’d be wasted as a serving boy. What’s the use throwing away such talent?”

“True. But another house would not have taken him in the first place. You have a soft spot for the broken ones,” Suzu added quietly, a small smile on his lips. Apart from Miharu, he had probably been the most broken of them all.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mother retorted. “There, your food is getting cold, and Sabia has prepared it especially for you. So eat.”

Suzu looked down on his tray and found the dishes to be some of his favourites: ginger spiced chicken with noodles, the scent of herbs and spices delicate and well balanced. He took a bite and hummed in bliss. Sabia – in his opinion – was the best cook in the entire empire. They ate in companionable silence.

At last Suzu put his chopsticks down and sighed. “That was delicious. May I ask the occasion, though? No, let me guess: Rani told you about the dreams, didn’t he?”

“I don’t need Rani to tell me you’re having nightmares again. I know you, Suzu, I can see it in your eyes. And let’s not mention the hours you are spending at the dojo right after breakfast.”

“They’re not nightmares, they’re only dreams. And I am fine.”

“So you keep saying. But Suzu, those dreams – they had stopped, hadn't they? You didn't have them in over a year. So why are they back now?”

Suzu shrugged indifferently. It was probably to ensure he didn’t grow too complacent. They had stopped once, they would stop again.

“Want to know what I think?” Mother asked and didn’t wait for Suzu to answer. “I think it’s because of the Earl.”

“What? What’s he got to do with it?”

Mother didn’t answer at once. She reached for a pot and poured herself a cup of tea, then regarded Suzu with a mixture of exasperation and pity for a moment. He didn't like it. Mother took a deep swallow, sighed, and said, “The whole world knows how the Earl feels about you. You know he wants you to be with him. And it scares you. It scares you to accept him, it scares you even more to accept your own feelings.”

“I... I'm not... it doesn't...” Suzu stammered. He stared at Mother defiantly, not knowing what to say, how to deny it. How did this woman know him so well, how could she see right through him?

Suzu had mastered the art of putting on masks from an early age on. It was part of his nature, one of his gifts as an Ethereal – descendents of the Gods' Blessed. Whatever people wanted him to be, whatever it was they wanted to see, he would give it to them. It was what made him so good at this work. But when he was younger, he had almost lost himself in the persona he had created, and when it broke, he had been lost. Mother had found him then. It had been she, who had told him to be himself, and she, who had accepted his true self. And after her there had been Haldor, and Ryū, and the rest of the Singing Dragon family. Here, surrounded by his family, he could be only Suzu. Not Yūzuki no Suzu, not the Furyusha, not the many different versions of himself that he donned like a gown, only to rip them off again the next moment. He loved his family for it, for loving him for himself and despite himself, unconditionally.

“All right,” Mother relented. “I just want you to know – not that I ought to remind you – that you can always talk to me. Whatever it is.” She fixed him with her sternest glare, and waited expectantly. Suzu swallowed the lump forming in his throat and nodded. “Good. That’s not why I wanted to talk to you anyway. But because of this.” She pulled an envelope out of her sleeve and held it out to Suzu. The card inside was expensive, heavy paper, written in an elegant, and obviously professional, hand, and embossed with a familiar seal.

“His Lord General Jarick ax Varg has invited you to his birthday party the day after tomorrow. It's probably the most anticipated event this year, after Tsuki no Matsuri, and you can bet that the entire high society will be there, except the emperor, of course. So you know what that means.”

“That I have to practice playing the koto for the rest of the day?” Suzu asked confused, staring at the card in his hands.

“No, you idiot, leave the entertainment to the professionals. You are a guest.”

“Isn’t it rather uncommon to invite a Furyusha to a ball such as this?”

“It is. But we’re talking about the General here,” Mother laughed. “That man gives a damn about societal conventions.”

Suzu laughed. It was true. He remembered an episode in which the General had been running around Yūgao all evening, dressed in the – far too small – furisode his wife had been wearing to her coming-of-age ceremony some thirty years ago, heavy make-up on his face, because he had lost a bet – to his wife, nonetheless.

“So, you understand now, Suzu, what that means?” Mother asked again.

“I am Yūgao’s number one, and I have to look the part, so... shopping?”

“Shopping.”
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Chapter 2
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“... Nonsense!” The voice of the old lady drifted down to where Jin sat in the shadow of the house. Cantankerous, as always. Amongst the susurration of voices that had been competing with the birdsongs and the stridulation of insects for more than an hour, this word alone stood out. Succinct. Unmistakable. Jin turned his head, met his friend's eyes, and rolled his eyes.

“The old crow is at it again,” he remarked. 

Niall chuckled. “Oh, you know how much she loves arguing,” she said.

“How much longer will this take, do you think?”

“Who knows. If the geezers got their teeth in a good bone it might easily take all afternoon.”

Jin groaned and leaned his head back against the cool stone of the wall.

“Long night?” Niall asked, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. Jin shrugged a shoulder. “You know, one of these days you'll end up in real trouble.”

“Why? My partners are consenting and willing adults. More than willing, I might add – and they leave quite satisfied,” Jin retorted with a cocky grin.

“Right. Until you break their heart, or you seem forget about the jealous husband, wife, father, brother, uncle, boyfriend, girlfriend, cousin, pet—”  

Jin put a hand over his friend's mouth to stop her tirade. She glared at him with eyes that had the blue of a raging sea. How often had they had this very conversation? She pushed his hand away. Her auburn hair and slightly vulpine features gave her a naturally mischievous and sly expression. At this very moment, however, she was every bit the scolding big sister she had been to Jin for the better part of four years.

“Do I really have to remind you of that incident with the umbrella maker's daughter last month?”

Jin winced. How could he forget. He wasn't proud of what had happened, but how was he to know that the girl had a fiancé? It had been most unfortunate then that the young man had stumbled upon them. Worse still that he had dragged the poor girl, wailing and pleading, only half dressed and with tousled hair, to her father's shop and broke off the engagement. The scene the erstwhile fiancé had made had not gone unnoticed by the neighbours either.

“How... how's she now?” Jin asked quietly, avoiding his friend's eyes.

“Wow, you don't even remember the girl's name, do you?” Niall accused. Filled with shame Jin hung his head. “Hinami,” Niall enunciated the girl's name, “has been sent to live with her relatives – somewhere up in the north, far away from the town and gossip.”

“Why can't you just go to Yūgao, like everyone else?” Jin's head snapped up, startled. A tall woman was leaning against the gate, one hand resting casually on the hilt of the sword at her hip, in the other she held a long-stemmed pipe. In appearance she could have almost been Jin's sister. The same black hair, dark eyes. The same lean, muscular physique, tall and broad-shouldered. But whereas Jin's face was smooth and unblemished, his hair unkempt by nature, the woman's long glossy hair was pulled back into a messy bun, a nasty scar cut across her full lips, the remains of a vicious bruise coloured her left cheek.

“Risa,” Niall exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“Boss said to meet him here,” Risa explained, sauntering towards them. “Don't ask why, I haven't the slightest.”

“Well, get comfortable, this might take a while,” Jin said. 

Risa took a drag from her pipe, blew out a cloud of smoke, and grinned evilly.  “All the more time for Niall and me to roast you over your love life.” Jin's groan made the two women laugh. He was aware, though, that it was his own damn fault. If only Issei had been here, but his other best friend had left town indefinitely. 

“To answer your question, Risa,” he snapped. “I won't pay some poor bastard to have sex with me.”

“There he is, the little temple boy.” Risa grimaced. “Do I really need to explain about Yūgao again? Again? 'Cause I will, though you never seem to listen. Fine.” She pulled the sword out of her belt and plopped down on the ground, sitting crossed-legged in front of Jin.

“I know what Yūgao is, damn it. The pleasure district. A town within the town, with its own rules and laws, blah blah. It was basically the first thing I learned when I came to town. But if I want to sleep with someone I want them to want it too – and not because it's their job and they have no choice.”

“Very commendable. And who says that no Furyusha wants to have a little fun with you. You're a handsome – apparently -, kind, gentle – they'd eat you for breakfast.” Risa laughed. Niall, chuckling along with her, nodded her head in agreement, much to Jin's annoyance. “Might be their job, doesn't mean they can't have fun doing it. They'll say no if they don't want to, you know. You can't force them – it's against the rules. Trust me, they are protected by more laws and rules than the average person. Whereas you, my hypocritical friend, cause all kinds of trouble with your little flings.”

Jin looked away from his friends. Risa was right, of course. Yūgao had the strictest rules and laws, often harshly enforced. Most Furyusha also had a better life in one of the houses than they ever had before. Mistreatment of a Furyusha resulted in an instant and permanent ban from the house and a painfully high fee. Repeat the offence and the ban was effective for Yūgao as a whole – which also included the bars, gambling houses, and other establishments.

Harsher yet was the punishment for a house proprietor who mistreated their boys or girls: they lost everything – name, reputation, the house, everything. They were run out of Yūgao, and often out of the capital altogether. Yūgao's council, consisting of the most influential members of Yūgao's society, ruled with an iron hand. But it was this what made the small town within the town what it was: a safe place for those who were in need of one. Children of poor families were often sold to the houses. Here they received an education, were fed, clothed, and had a roof over their heads. no-one was allowed to touch them. It was their own decision whether they worked as a servant or a Furyusha once they were of age. Whatever they decided, at the end of their term each and every one of them walked out of Yūgao with their heads held high and enough money in their pockets to start a new, good life.

Yes, Jin knew all this. His friends had explained it to him over and over again, and yet... Perhaps Risa was right, perhaps he was a hypocrite. Or perhaps it was his temple upbringing, after all he had spent most of his twenty years of life in a Hôjô temple, where his parents had dumped him with the monks when he was only four years old.

“How long's it been now?” Risa asked suddenly. Jin looked at her, confused. “Since you lost him. How long has it been?”

“Four... no, almost five years,” Jin answered quietly.

“It's time you got over him.”

“Risa's right, you know,” Niall agreed. “All these meaningless affairs... Don't think I haven't noticed that you have a very specific type. None of them will ever be able to replace your Kari. You need to let go. For your own sake, Jin.”

“And ours. It's annoying as hell, just so you know,” Risa added, earning herself a vicious jab in the ribs and Niall's dreaded scowl.

Five years – it felt like a lifetime and it felt like only yesterday. Jin regretted the choices he had made then every single moment.  Leaving Kari in the temple until he, Jin, had ensured a life for them here in the capital – it had seemed the right thing to do. But life in the capital was not as easy as Jin had thought it would be. A few months after his arrival he had ended up in some backside alley, starving, delirious with fever. No money, no food, no roof over his head – nothing. Dying slowly, abandoned by an uncaring world – until Niall had stumbled over him. She had saved his life, and given him a new one.

“I should have never left him behind,” Jin mumbled.

“Yeah well, what's done is done. Besides, might I remind you, you weren't even able to take care of yourself then.”

He knew that. He had told himself so a hundred times over, but it didn't stop that nagging feeling that he should have done things differently. That something had been wrong from the start.  What it was, though, he couldn't say.

“Cut yourself some slack,” Risa interjected. “How were you to know the boy would suddenly vanish.”

“Yes. But that's what's been bothering me ever since. That's just not like him. He wouldn't just disappear like that. Something must have happened, and—”

“And I'm stopping you right there. Don't. Just don't. We've been over this so many times. Durin went to the temple. Durin, not you. And why was that again?”

“Because I'm not allowed to show my face at the temple,” Jin grumbled. He didn't like being reminded of that particular fact. And even less did he like to admit that he cared.  

“Yes, 'cause you ran away. And then Durin asked for Kari,  and they basically slammed the door in his face, yelling at him that there was no such person and never has been. I'd say it's pretty clear that Kari had enough of sitting around and waiting for you, and took off.”

“Fine. Then tell me why the villagers acted pretty much the same when Durin asked them. That's not normal. And where is Kari now?”

“How should I know. And how do you know the villagers don't do exactly what the monks tell them to do. Anyone ever run away while you were at the temple?” Jin grudgingly shook his head. Risa had a point, he didn't know.

“See,” Risa said smugly. “Which brings us back to Yūgao. Come on, I know the absolutely perfect Furyusha to cheer you up. He's exactly your type.”

“Woah, wait a minute, do you have any idea how expensive he is?” Niall exclaimed before Jin even had a chance to protest. “I mean, yeah, you're right, he's totally Jin's type – like he's everyone's type. I mean... hello! He's gorgeous – even you have to admit that.”

“I know, right? I'd make an exception for him.” Risa grinned, wiggling her eyebrows. Frankly, this did spark Jin's curiosity for a minute. Risa took as much notice of male beings as a stone of an ant. That Furyusha had to be quite something – not that Jin would ever know, not if he could help it.

“If we all throw in together, I'm sure we'd get enough for an hour or so,” Risa continued. “Jin's birthday is in a few days, so...”

“No, no, no!” Jin waved his hands around as if he could disperse Risa's half-formed plans. “Don't I have a say in this? You know I don't want to go to Yūgao,” he added weakly. From the looks the women gave him he could protest as much as he wanted, they would do as they pleased anyway. With a sigh he leaned his head back against the wall, closed his eyes, and tried to ignore their laughter and excited plotting.

When their boss finally came strutting out of the council hall, followed by the rest of the Crescent, Jin was so glad he could have kissed Naloc. Niall, psychic that she was, seemed to read his mind and gave him a sharp jab in the ribs.

Murasaki no Naloc was a tall, slender man in his late fifties. He was handsome and charismatic, and radiated authority. But Jin also knew him to be warm-hearted, caring, and fatherly. His eyes were the same grey as steel, but never cold, and his smile was easy, seeing his people waiting for him.

“There you are,” he called as if they hadn't just spent hours waiting for him in the exact same spot he had left them in. “I need tea. And something sweet. Let's find the nearest tea house, shall we?” Without waiting for an answer he passed them right by. He knew they would be following.
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They found a lovely tea house with a terrace over the banks of the Opal River. Naloc ordered tea and sweet dumplings for them all. For a while they enjoyed the view, the tea, the gentle breeze.

“So, what's wrong? Don't tell me the ladies were teasing you all afternoon,” Naloc asked Jin eventually.

While Jin mumbled incoherently around his mouthful of mochi, Risa and Niall protested the accusation.

“Hey, we were only discussing Jin's birthday present.”

“Yes, thought it was time he got a taste of the delights Yūgao has to offer – if he wants it or not,” Risa added. “Any chance you could get Kazue to give us a discount?”

“You want to take him to the Singing Dragon? Quite the pricey present for someone who doesn't even want it,” Naloc said with a glance at Jin's annoyed expression.

“Well,” Niall drawled, “yes, we were thinking Yūzuki no Suzu...”

Naloc huffed a laugh. “Oh dear, not a chance. You do know Kazue's golden boy is the Earl of Tsukikage's favourite, don't you? He hasn't been serving anyone but his regular patrons in months. They say it's only a matter of time before he quits for good and accepts the Earl's proposal.”

The women deflated. Jin, on the other hand, found his spirits lifted. At least now they had to discard that stupid plan. He hoped.

“Ah, but Niall, you might get a chance to show Jin the boy, so he knows what he's missing,” Naloc continued with a mischievous glint in his eyes. And as quickly as Jin had cheered up, his mood plummeted. But Niall and Risa perked up, leaning forward, eyes shining. “At the General's birthday party!” Naloc's announcement was met with a collective groan, eye rolling, a shake of the head, and Risa even buried her face in her hands.

“What?” Naloc asked innocently.

“Boss,” Risa moaned. “Let the man celebrate his birthday in peace. His gods damned birthday!”

“I don't know what you mean.” Naloc sniffed, looking deeply offended.

“Seriously,” Niall scolded, “isn't it enough you stole the man's beloved pet peacock? Do you really need to crash his birthday party?”

Naloc stiffened, picking imaginary lint from his sleeve. “Just so you know, I did not steal the bird” – his denial was met with more eye rolling –  “it followed me home.” Naloc ignored the doubtful snorts. “And who said anything about crashing the party? On the contrary. You, Niall, and you, Jin, will go there to gather information.”

“What?” Jin and Niall cried in unison. But before they could argue further, Naloc held up a hand to stop them. His friendly and fun demeanour changed abruptly, his mien became stern. He changed from Naloc, their fatherly friend, into their boss: ambitious, ruthless, and inscrutable.

“It's all been arranged already. The General has hired personnel from outside for the evening. You will serve drinks and food – and while you do so, you will keep your ears pricked for any kind of gossip, rumour, or scandal, and your eyes peeled for what is happening in dark corners. Got it?”

“Yes, boss.”

The first time Jin had been sent to gather information, he had asked why. The answer he had gotten was that the right information could be more valuable than gold. An event like this, with the crème de la crème of Tsukiyama's high society present, was simply too good to let pass.
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With their spirits a little dampened at the prospect of a job they both didn't want to do, Jin and Niall went home. Their two small houses stood face to face enclosed by a high wooden fence and divided by a little brook running through their grounds. Stepping through the gate, it felt as if they entered their own world. Looking straight ahead, one could see the well at the opposite side of the grounds. To the left of the gate stood a magnificent big ancient ginkgo tree. A table with chairs had been arranged in the shade beneath its canopy. A gravel path led from the gate to Jin's house, a small bridge across the brook to Niall's. Random patches of colour caught the eye: a rose bush here, a hydrangea there, cornflowers, daisies, and other wild flowers growing wherever they wanted. Capriciously, free, with its own rules – this was their very own sphere inside this hectic town, their private haven.

“Would you really have dragged me to Yūgao?” Jin asked. To his amazement – and shock – Niall nodded her head. He had expected as much from Risa, but Niall? 

“This time, yes. Look, Jin.” She stopped and turned to look her friend in the eyes. “I know you miss him. And I know this time of the year it's always the worst. But you can't go on like this. This stubborn refusal to go to Yūgao – I don't get it. You're not stupid, you know that it's not bad. I can't let you keep ruining your life or the life of others. And don't shake your head at me, young man, because that's what's going to happen one of these days. All those casual flings with people who are unavailable and damn the consequences. There will be consequences eventually, serious consequences. And not even Naloc will be able to help you then. So whatever this is, it stops now!”

Jin sighed. His friend was right, of course. He was being stupid. Incredibly stupid. He couldn't even say why he was so averse to Yūgao, except that he wanted something real, not make-believe and pretence. He shook his head at himself. Even that was a lie. His affairs – they were nothing but pretence. He pretended to like his bed partners, that it was them he wanted. When all he ever really wanted was to be with Kari. He assured himself that his partners were like him, that there were no feelings involved. He refused to even consider the alternative. 

“Well.” Niall squeezed his arm. “Tomorrow you will feast your eyes on the infamous Yūzuki no Suzu – and if that sight doesn't make you forget even your own name, then, my friend, you are truly beyond help.” She grinned at him cheekily, and despite himself, Jin laughed.

“He's really that beautiful?”

“Oh, you have no idea. But for now,” she hopped over the brook, ignoring the bridge, “I'll cook us something nice, and you run over to Take's and buy us some cold cider.”  
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Chapter 3
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Suzu stood in front of the full-length mirror, his thoughts drifting. Yūzuki no Suzu – they had named him after one of the Seven Bells, the Moon Goddess's regalia. The Evening Moon – it stood for charisma; the bell was said to produce the most beautiful sound in the world. Kazue and Ryū had chosen the name, claiming it befitted his otherworldly beauty and allure. 

Suzu stared at his reflection, trying to see what the rest of the world saw. Glossy black hair, as black as a moonless night, fell over his shoulders and down to the small of his back. It was a stark contrast to the lightness of his flawless skin. Suzu seemed less like a real human being and rather like a piece of art.  Sculpted out of jade by a master's hand. Every muscle well defined, his face symmetrical fine lines, elegant brows, sensual lips, brilliant big eyes, slanted, emerald green. Suzu blinked. That wasn't right. Only his left eye was green, as vivid green as his father's eyes had been, as his mother's – it was all he remembered of them. But his right eye was almost colourless with the barest blue-green shimmer. A thin silver scar ran from the middle of his forehead across his brow and down to his cheekbone. His only blemish – the crack in all that perfection, the fissure that revealed his humanity. A permanent mark. A reminder. A symbol of pain.

He held his hand in front of his left eye. Darkness – almost. The merest hint of movement, shadows, the idea of light. Suzu sighed. If he had been treated earlier he might not have lost sight in his eye, or so the doctor had said. But then, he wouldn't even be here now if he had been found any later – or never. He had no clear memories of that time, of how long he had wandered about, how long he had been lying in the street, more dead than alive. He remembered nothing but pain – emotional and physical.

But that was the past, and he had sworn to forget the past, even if his nightmares seemed bent on reminding him. He had a new life now. A good life. The past didn't matter.

He tilted his head and leaned closer towards the mirror. He couldn't recall his parents' faces. Nothing but the eyes. So vibrantly green, just like his. Suzu had never met anyone else with eyes this colour, although he had met other Ethereals. They all had uncommon eye colours, but many were less vibrant, paler, less noticeable. There weren't many full-blooded Ethereals around anymore – and even less with green eyes, it seemed. Suzu didn't know which god had blessed his ancestors. His parents might have known, but his father had died before Suzu could walk, and his mother had lost her voice then. no-one else could tell him either. He was a rarity even amongst rarities.

A knock at the door made him jump. He quickly turned his back to the mirror, just as Rani came in, carrying a bundle of fine cloth. The boy closed the door behind him, looked up – and flushed furiously.

“W-w-why are you n-naked?” Rami stammered, trying and failing to look anywhere but at Suzu.

Suzu was proud of himself for not bursting out laughing. “Rani, you see all of us naked every single day. We take baths together for fuck's sake. You do work in a pleasure house, you know. You've seen – and heard – worse.”

“Yes... yes but it's... it's y-you.”

Suzu sighed. He'd forgotten that Rani had a crush on him. For the longest time he had meant to talk to the boy about this, but he just didn't know how. He didn't want to hurt him. Perhaps Ryū could have this particular talk with Rani, the boy did look up to him more than to anyone else after all.

Noticing Rani fidgeting nervously, Suzu took pity on the boy and reached for the nagajuban hung on the back of the mirror. The thin underrobe seemed to do the trick.

“I've brought your kimono for this evening. Do you want to put it on now, or do you want Tomiko to do your hair first?”

“Tomiko first. It's too hot to wear this kimono any longer than I have to. And Rani, be a dear and fetch me something cold to drink, would you?” 

––––––––
[image: ]


Tomiko styled his hair in a simple but elegant fashion and adorned it with a hairpin in gold and green jade, shaped like a flying dragon. Neither she nor Rani would stop lavishing compliments on Suzu. It was highly irritating, but Suzu tried not to snap at them.

“Like a masterful piece of art.” Suzu turned to glower at Ryū, leaning against the doorframe. His friend grinned wickedly as he sauntered into the room and took a seat on the windowsill.

“Don't you have work?” Suzu snapped. 

“No, I've taken a bit of time off so I can admire you in all your glory.”

“You mean to annoy the living daylight out of me.”

“Aww, you say so now, but we both know how much you like me admiring you,” Ryū drawled, and winked. 

“Why don't you –“ The sound of someone loudly clearing their throat cut Suzu off. Mother stood in the door, Haldor looming behind her. She had her business expression on, which was usually a sign she was dissatisfied with something. Probably the fact that Suzu was going to spend the evening out of house. Mother hated her boys being outside the protection provided by the house. The laws of Yūgao were far-reaching and iron-bound, but people had a tendency to forget them outside the walls of the district. It was why they had bodyguards, and why Kazue insisted on her boys being able to defend themselves. 

“Are you ready? The carriage is here,” she said, eyeing Suzu critically. The emerald green kimono Mother had picked out for him, and his flawless porcelain skin gave Suzu the impression Mother had been aiming to make him look as if he were a jade sculpture.

“Yes, perfect,” she said. “All right, Suzu, listen up. You are an invited guest at this party. And as such you don't have to take any shit from anyone. So if anyone tries anything funny...”

“I'm allowed to punch them?” Suzu suggested with a wicked grin.

“Please do try not to break any bones, will you?” Mother sighed, but Suzu noted she hadn't forbidden him. “Remember, your are a guest, you are to be treated as such. Any whispering, snide remarks, jealous glowers –  don't let them get to you.”

“Great,” Suzu groused. “You know, actually I'd rather spend a quiet evening at home.”  

Mother chuckled and shook her head. “Nonsense, if anyone can handle them, it's you. Oh, and the Earl will be there, so...”

“So what? I'm the General's guest.”

“Yes, but I bet he also invited you for the Earl. You know how unsociable that man is, and how much the General dotes on him. You're probably the bribe to get him to come... or the reward. So go, have fun, break a few hearts if you must.”

They smiled at each other, then Mother grabbed him and hugged him tightly enough Suzu thought she might actually break a rib or two. It seemed Kazue could never stop herself from worrying about her boys. And perhaps she worried about Suzu the most. The anger that seemed to forever simmer deep within the boy, she fretted, might one day be his undoing. But not tonight. Tonight Suzu would dazzle the high society of Tsukiyama, show them the rare gems Yūgao hid. He would have a few hours of well-deserved fun, and then come back to her and tell her all about it.

Kazue held him just a moment longer than necessary, then planted a kiss on his cheek, and let go of him. Her precious boy. Who had known what a rare treasure was hidden beneath the blood and grime when she had found him lying half dead in a ditch by the road. Her brilliant, sharp-minded, fierce, beautiful boy. He had no idea how precious he was to her, how much he had helped her heal her own wounds. One day she would tell him. One day, but not today.

A hansom waited outside the gate. Suzu stepped into his shoes and off the porch. Behind him, Rani struck the flint three times for good luck. Mother was particular about keeping the customs.

Taking his seat in the hansom, Suzu shook his head.  There they stood, Mother, Ryū, and Rani, as if he was about to set out into the world, never to return. He was certain, if the others hadn't been busy getting ready for the evening, they, too, would have stood there on that porch. They were ridiculous and overdramatic, and he loved them so much. His weird family.

The hansom dipped sideways as Haldor joined him. Suzu fondly watched the giant man squeeze himself into the small carriage. Father, uncle, and teacher – those were Haldor's roles in this strange, motley family.

Day after day after day Suzu was amazed by how lucky he was. It filled him with a bright sunny warmth – pushing the ever-present, lurking darkness aside. It won't last, a voice in the back of his head whispered to him. A shiver ran down his spine. It was a thought he could never really get rid of, but in this moment it felt like a premonition.  It isn't yours to have. 
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The town of Getsuro consisted of five districts: Yūgao was snug in the middle between the oldest district, Eigetsu, and Kigetsu, which had become the bustling, crowded centre of the town. East of the River Opal, which cut the town in half, was the home of the nobility, the rich and famous, and the academy – Mangetsu. The imperial estates with the Moonlight Palace, its private gardens and stables, Moonlight Square, the public gardens, and, of course, the Temple of the Moon Goddess, highest deity in a pantheon of thousands of gods and patron goddess of the empire, slowly gave way to mansions, town houses, expensive shops and tea houses. If it wasn't for Yūgao and the Moon Fair the rich of Getsuro had no reason to cross the river.  The southernmost corner of Mangetsu was reserved for the Academic Quarter.  

Crossing one of the many bridges was like crossing into another world. The noise and closeness of the town fell away to be replaced by tranquillity and splEnzour. 

The General's mansion was situated close to the river, with a private little quay, and stood in the centre of a park-like estate. Just like his neighbours' the General's property was enclosed by high stone walls. However, the enormous wrought iron gate was wide open this evening. Blooming rose bushes in various shades of red lined the long driveway, the courtyard in front of the house was already filled with carriages.

“I stay outside with the drivers,” Haldor announced as they drew slowly to a halt. Suzu smiled. He couldn't hold it against the man, he would prefer to stay outside, too. All those rich snobs... it wasn't his world.

“I know. Don't worry, I'll try not to murder anyone or cause too much of a scandal,” Suzu said and accepted the helping hand of a servant in the General's livery. He could hear Haldor snort as the hansom rolled away to make room for the next one. Suzu envied him a bit. Everyone knew the General, generous and kind soul he was, provided the servants of his guests with not only a cosy waiting area, but plenty of good food and drink. Very often that turned into the livelier gathering than the one inside the mansion – even the General himself had escaped his own party on more than one occasion to join the drivers and footmen.

Suzu took a deep breath and entered the magnificent entrance hall, wearing the mask of the sophisticated, aloof, and slightly haughty Furyusha he was supposed to be. He felt a multitude of eyes following his progress the moment he stepped into the ballroom. Admiration, envy, hostility, desire – he could feel all of it directed at him, and let it all glance off him. He could see ladies whispering behind their fans as he passed. One or two of those fans were snapped closed in irritation, before giving the presumed spouse, gaping openly at Suzu, a hearty smack with it. He tried not to laugh.

A woman blocked Suzu's way. She wore a kimono of vermilion silk, embroidered with golden leaves. Her dark eyes found his. He braced himself, expecting some kind of unpleasant confrontation, but the woman smiled. A warm, disarming smile.

“Yūzuki no Suzu,” she said, her voice gentle, quiet, and yet ringing with authority. “Thank you for accepting my husband's invitation. I'm Mori no Akari, General Jarick ax Varg's wife.”

Suzu gracefully bowed low. He had heard stories about Mori no Akari from her husband, but he had never met her personally. If he was being honest, he had always assumed the General – smitten as he was with his wife – was largely exaggerating her beauty. He saw now that he had been wrong. She had lustrous black hair, warm brown eyes, fine, delicate features, and truly one of the most beautiful smiles Suzu had ever seen. Despite the fine lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth, Akari looked far younger than her sixty years. 

“Thank you, my lady,” he replied. “It was most kind of you to invite me.”

“You are most welcome. I know my husband enjoys your company. I do admit,” she leaned towards Suzu and lowered her voice, “I have been very curious about you.”

“Hm, I see. I do hope you are not too disappointed.”

Akari laughed. “Not at all, not at all. On the contrary, words do not do you justice.”

Suzu humbly bowed his head. “Come,” she linked her arm with his, “my husband is on the terrace with Toshiaki. I'll take you to them.”

They found the two men as promised on the terrace, looking out on the garden. Servants were already busy lightening torches, candles, and lanterns scattered all over the place. The sun was a red glow in the western sky.

“Ah, my lovely wife,” the General exclaimed. He bent down to place a kiss on his wife's cheek. Jarick ax Varg was a tall and powerfully built man, even with more than sixty years on him. He couldn't have denied his northern heritage even if he had tried. His hair and goatee were snow white, and rumour had it, it had already turned white when he was still a young man. His watchful yellow eyes held a perpetually playful twinkle. And although Suzu had a hard time imagining Jarick as the tough, authoritative commander the rest of the world knew him to be, Suzu had to admit the man's biography was impressive. Having been born into the unimportant side branch of the clan, Jarick had risen through the ranks of the Silver Guard through hard work and a wit sharper than a fine blade; eventually he had been appointed a member of the Moon Council, advising the emperor in all matters.

But it was the man next to Jarick most people, commoners and nobles alike, were intimidated if not downright scared of. There was no playfulness about him, no easy manner. His light grey eyes were like chips of ice. He stood tall and proud, power radiating like heat waves from him. Cold, aloof, and unsocial: Mori no Toshiaki, Earl of Tsukikage. He was a distant cousin of the General's wife, and perhaps that had been the reason Jarick had taken him under his wing, or perhaps he had recognised a similar mind.

“And you have found Suzu for us, my dear.” The General beamed as Suzu bowed respectfully, first to the General then to the Earl.

“Happy Birthday, my lord. And thank you for the invitation.”

“Of course. Suzu, you do know you are one of the handful of people I do actually like, don't you? Let's be honest, most of these people here?” The General shuddered. “Dreadful bores. You, at least, bring some glamour and fun – I need a few decent people around me.”

“Oh hush,” Akari chided him, but she wasn't serious.

“Fine, well I also did have to give Toshiaki an incentive to come.”

“You know I would have come,” the Earl grumbled.

“Right, right. And you would have stood in a dark corner, gloomy and miserable, glaring and growling at everyone who dared come too close. And as soon as possible you would have fled.” Even the Earl laughed at this, albeit a bit ruefully. 

They each accepted a glass of champagne from a servant and toasted the General. And then the General regaled them with funny anecdotes. One such featured the Earl. Suzu glanced at the man, blushing slightly from embarrassment. It was a rare thing, to see him like this in public; Suzu, of course, knew a very different man than the public. Laughter transformed him, it evened out the worry lines, and emphasised the man's handsomeness. Suzu drank him in. The hard lines, the grey eyes, glittering with sudden happiness. The expression on his face as he looked back at Suzu that made Suzu's heart skip a few beats. Suzu had the sudden urge to run his fingers through the Earl's hair, the thick white streak above his temple that cut across the deep black in stark contrast, despite his young age. Some people claimed it was a sign he was cursed.

After a while Akari dragged her husband away, admonishing him not to neglect the rest of his guests, and left Suzu and the Earl alone. They sat on a bench and watched the fireflies, flitting between the bushes, filling the dark patches left by the torches and lanterns with sparks. A myriad of twinkling little lights, almost mirroring the sea of stars above them.

“Are you really related to the General's wife?” Suzu asked eventually.

“Thrice removed, or so. She's from a side branch of the family.” He turned to look at Suzu. “Apparently her father wasn't happy about Akari choosing some irrelevant minor noble from the north as her husband. He ordered Jarick to prove his worth before he agreed to give him his daughter's hand. Which, of course, he did. You know what he's like when challenged. They were married within the year.”

Suzu chuckled. “That sounds just like the General.” 

Toshi's laugh – it was one of the most beautiful sounds in the world, in Suzu's opinion. It was so rare, so precious. The man must have caught the fondness in Suzu's gaze, for he cast a quick glance around, making sure they weren't watched, before he leaned towards him. A warm tingle went through Suzu as Toshi pressed his lips against his. Tenderly. Careful. As if he was afraid he might break him. Oh, he had no idea the things he did to Suzu.

Grabbing the lapels of Toshi's jacket, Suzu pulled him closer, lips parting slightly. He couldn't care less if anyone watched them. There was only Toshi – his closeness, the heat from his body, his taste. And when Toshi broke the kiss, Suzu couldn't help the protesting sound that escaped him.

“Sorry, but we ought to stop,” Toshi said quietly, not without regret. “You know, I have to uphold a reputation as cold, unapproachable, and stoic.” 

Despite his disappointment, Suzu laughed. “Fine.”

“Tomorrow. I'll come to you tomorrow.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Suzu smiled and tilted his head back, looking at the stars. He liked Toshi wanting him, touching him, kissing him – loving him. He liked the warm fuzzy feeling he got, thinking about Mori no Toshiaki. It had a name, that feeling. Suzu knew it. He had felt it once before. And he hated it with every fibre of his being.
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Chapter 4
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“I can't believe we're really doing this,” Jin grumbled, struggling with the unreasonable amount of buttons on the jacket of his borrowed livery. He felt ridiculous. And far too hot. Seriously, what were these people thinking? Wearing that many layers of thick cloth in this heat.

Niall stepped out from behind the partition she had been changing behind, and Jin’s struggle turned into an altogether different one. The frilly skirts, the laze... the bonnet!

“Yes, thank you very much, I know I look ridiculous,” Niall grumbled and aimed a hearty kick at Jin's shin. Jumping aside at the very last minute saved his leg from getting bruised.

“No... really... you... you look... beautiful?” Jin tried rather pathetically.

“Hmph. I'm letting this slide. Anyway, you, my friend, look by no means any better. Do something about your hair before that battle-axe of a housekeeper gets on your case.”

Jin smoothed his hands over his unruly hair. They both knew it was a lost battle, his hair had the bad habit of doing the exact opposite of what he wanted it to do. Especially in this humidity. Perhaps he should just let it grow out, but he didn't have the patience for it.

“But to answer your question: Yes, we are really doing this. A hard day's work will do you good, you lazy sod,” Niall joked, and although Jin laughed as well, he felt the words like a stab in his stomach. Wasn't it true after all? Most of his days were spent sitting around and waiting for either Niall needing his help with a patient, or Naloc having some errand for him to run. But Naloc had people for the real jobs: the spying, the meaner ones, the subtler ones, the ones that were never mentioned. Those were people who knew what they were doing and were good at it. Naloc had tried to find work for Jin in his own business – the legitimate one – but Jin had neither a knack for fine cloth nor for numbers. At the end of the day, Jin was a simple farm boy, who had difficulties reading, despite a temple education, and was a slow learner. Naloc had said they would eventually find the right profession for Jin – years later no-one even mentioned it anymore. And Jin lent a helping hand wherever one was needed. Usually his were the banal, small tasks no-one else wanted to do. 

Niall, on the other hand, was a trained doctor. How she wasn’t already fed up with him was a miracle to Jin.

“It's simple,” Niall said, clasping Jin's shoulder. “You've helped out serving drinks before, so you'll be fine. You carry a tray around, and while you're at it, you prick your ears and catch what they are talking about. The tray gives you the perfect excuse to get close to them, and to rich folk the servants are basically invisible. Piece of cake, right?”

“I'm just surprised Naloc sent me, that's all.”

“Why shouldn't he?”

Jin mumbled something unintelligible and averted his eyes. Niall was accomplished, smart, skilled – everything he wasn't. A foot collided with his shin, he hadn't seen it coming this time.

“Ouch... what was that for?” he cried, rubbing his smarting leg.

“For being an idiot. There's nothing for you to be ashamed of. Nothing. You hear? You haven't found what you're good at yet – so what? Some people need a little longer than others. Doesn't matter. You go at your own pace and that's good enough. You'll find what you are looking for eventually, stop comparing yourself to others, their life is not yours. And believe me, Jin, you are so much better than you think you are.” She looked up at him. Her dark blue eyes full of fondness. Earnest and direct. “I will fight anyone who dares belittle you – and that includes you!” She squinted her eyes at him, daring him to argue. He didn't. One simply didn't argue with Niall about something important to her. Instead he smiled and nodded.

“All right.”

“Good. Then let's do this.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Niall had been right, the older grey-haired lady, who seemed more like a military instructor than a housekeeper, was not happy with Jin's hair. But after consulting another older woman who seemed to be responsible for the wardrobe of the General's wife, she dropped the issue with stoic resignation. 

Most of the afternoon was spent decorating the garden and the ballroom, polishing glassware and cutlery, and every surface they could find. 

The day was sunny and hot – too hot to wear layers of stifling cloth while working, and Jin found himself not only sweaty and uncomfortable, but mentally cursing the livery every other minute, even though he had at least been allowed to take the frock-coat off. He would never understand the rich folks' taste in northern fashion. 

When finally the last flower pot had found the perfect place and the ballroom glittered and glowed in the evening sun, they were allowed to rest before the guests arrived.

“There will be supper for everyone in the servants' mess, but you are free to take it out into the garden behind the kitchen,” the housekeeper announced, walking up and down the row of servants very much like the military woman Jin suspected her to be. “The guests arrive at sunset. You will be on your stations fifteen minutes earlier. Until then, you can rest. Don't dare to be late or in anything less than an immaculate state. Dismissed!”

Jin and Niall followed the others to a large dining room in the back of the house, next to the kitchen. It was a nice, friendly room with a set of large glass doors that opened to a small garden. Tables and chairs were scattered across the green. Niall grabbed Jin's arm and pulled him quickly to a table set in the shade of a chestnut tree. It was already laden with bowls of food and jugs of cold water. One of the
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