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Chapter 1: The Maiden Who Listens to Petals
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The morning sun in the village of Hanamori did not simply rise—it was welcomed. Hanami Suzuran felt it first as a gentle warmth against her cheek, then as a soft, collective sigh from the waking garden outside her window. By the time she slid open the wooden shoji screen, the chorus had begun in earnest.

Good morning, good morning! trilled the morning glories clinging to her eaves, their cobalt blossoms turning toward the light. The dew today is particularly delicious, murmured the moss carpeting the stones below, its voice like the rustle of green velvet.

Suzuran smiled, adjusting her round glasses. “Good morning to you all,” she whispered, though no human was around to hear. Her gift, the Hana no Koe—the Voice of Flowers—was her deepest secret and her greatest joy. To her, the world was never silent. It hummed with the quiet, simple thoughts of growing things.

Her small cottage sat at the edge of the village, surrounded by a riot of color that defied the season. Chrysanthemums brushed shoulders with early camellias; hardy winter vegetables grew in neat rows beside ornamental grasses that sang on windy days. This was her sanctuary, cultivated not just with soil and water, but with listening.

“Suzuran-chan!” a voice called from the front gate. It was old Mrs. Sato from down the lane, clutching a pot containing a wilting azalea. “I don’t know what I’ve done wrong. It’s been so sad since last week.”

Suzuran knelt, her fingers brushing the plant’s dry soil. She closed her eyes, tuning out the cheerful gossip of the marigolds to hear this single, faint strain.

...too dark... the corner... so thirsty... misses the bird that sang...

“She’s a bit lonely,” Suzuran said gently, opening her eyes. “You moved her to the alcove by the storage shed, yes? It’s too shaded. She misses the sunlight from her old spot by your veranda, and the sparrows that would visit. Give her more light, a little extra water today, and talk to her when you pass by. She just wants to be remembered.”

Mrs. Sato’s eyes widened in wonder, as they always did. She didn’t understand how Suzuran knew about the move or the sparrows, but she had long stopped questioning the girl’s miraculous way with plants. “Thank you, my dear. You are a blessing.”

This was Suzuran’s unremarkable, remarkable life. She traded her insights for eggs, cloth, or help with heavier chores. She was the village’s open secret—a gentle oddity, beloved but set apart. At eighteen, while other girls giggled about boys or apprenticeships in the town, Suzuran’s deepest conversations were with a philosophical willow tree by the stream.

Her late grandmother, who had shared the same gift, had given her two rules. “First, never speak of the Voices to those who would not understand. They will call it madness or witchcraft. Second, remember that we are not their masters. We are their translators. Our duty is to listen, not to command.”

Suzuran was checking the soil acidity for a batch of anxious hydrangeas (they wanted to be blue this year, not pink) when the commotion began. The distinct rumble of carriage wheels, too heavy for a merchant’s cart, echoed down the village’s main path. Horses snorted, their hoofbeats sharp and official against the packed earth.

A ripple of unease moved through the garden.

Big shadows... whispered the sunflowers by the fence, straining to turn away.

Iron and sweat, grumbled the old cherry tree. Not friendly. Not friendly at all.

Suzuran stood, wiping her hands on her simple linen apron. Through the gaps in her bamboo fence, she saw the cause of the disturbance: a sleek, black-lacquered carriage bearing a crest she didn’t recognize—a stark, elegant feather. A man in formal, dark hakama and haori stepped down, his posture rigid. The village headman was already bowing deeply, his face pale.

Curiosity, a rare and dangerous impulse for one who preferred stillness, nudged her. She slipped out her side gate and edged closer, blending into the small crowd of onlookers that had gathered.

“...an urgent summons from the Kurobane estate,” the official was saying, his voice devoid of warmth. “For the master gardener, Yamabuki. His presence is required at Kagerō Teien immediately. This is by the order of Kurobane-sama, the Ōkōshaku.”

A murmur ran through the villagers. Suzuran felt a chill that had nothing to do with the breeze. Kurobane. The Wolf Duke. His name was a story told in hushed tones, a rumor of a man as barren and fearsome as the cursed lands he was said to inhabit. Whispers spoke of a returning war hero whose very presence blighted the earth, whose gardens died, and whose mansion was a tomb of shadows.

The village headman was stammering. “Y-Yamabuki-sensei... he is not here. He left a month ago for the southern provinces to study coastal flora. He won’t return until spring.”

The official’s expression darkened. “The order is immediate. The Kagerō Teien cannot wait for spring. Is there no one else? The missive calls for the finest gardener in the region.”

An idea, terrible and sudden, sparked in the headman’s desperate eyes. His gaze swept the crowd and landed squarely on Suzuran. Her heart sank.

“There... there is one!” he announced, pointing at her. “Hanami Suzuran! She... she has a way with plants that is uncanny! She can make anything grow!”

All eyes turned to her. Suzuran felt the weight of them, hot and uncomfortable. The official looked her up and down, taking in her simple clothes, her dirt-smudged cheek, her glasses. His lip curled slightly in disbelief.

“This girl?”

“Y-Yes!” the headman insisted, his voice strained with a mix of fear and hope. “She is the granddaughter of the late Hanami Keiko, herself a renowned herbalist. Her garden... well, see for yourself!”

Suzuran wished the earth would open and swallow her. The official’s skeptical gaze was a physical pressure. She wanted to shrink, to become as small and unnoticed as a stone in the stream.

“Please,” the headman pleaded, stepping closer to the official and lowering his voice, though Suzuran could still hear. “If the Duke’s summons is not answered... you know his reputation. His displeasure could fall upon our entire village. She is our only choice.”

The threat, unspoken but clear, hung in the air. The Wolf Duke’s wrath was legendary. A village that failed him could find its trade routes blocked, its taxes raised, or worse. The official seemed to weigh this. His eyes returned to Suzuran, this time with a calculating chill.

“Very well,” he said, the words final. He turned to Suzuran. “You will come. Now. Bring whatever tools you deem necessary. You are hired as the temporary head gardener for the Kurobane estate, pending Yamabuki’s return.”

It was not a request. It was a decree.

Panic, cold and sharp, shot through Suzuran. “I... I cannot,” she stammered, finding her voice at last. “My garden here... my home... I am not a master gardener, I only—”

“You have been nominated by your village head,” the official interrupted, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Do you refuse a direct summons from a Kōshaku?”

The silence that followed was absolute. To refuse was not just personal folly; it would be an insult that could bring consequence on everyone she knew. She saw it in the headman’s pleading, fearful eyes. She heard it in the sudden, anxious rustle of her own plants behind the fence.

Don’t go... whispered the willow from the stream, its voice a sigh of sorrow on the wind.

Cold man... bad soil... trembled the hydrangeas, their desired blues deepening to a worried violet.

She was trapped.

With a numb sense of detachment, Suzuran nodded once, a short, sharp movement. “I will need to pack,” she said, her voice barely audible.

She was given one hour.

Back in her cottage, her hands moved mechanically. She folded two simple kimonos, her warmest haori, and her spare pair of glasses into a cloth bundle. Her real attention was on her tools: her favorite, well-worn pruning shears, a hand trowel smoothed by use, a small rake, and packets of seeds she had saved—including a few for a particularly resilient, deep-purple iris. Lastly, she took her grandmother’s journal, its pages filled with delicate sketches and notes on plant ailments, both physical and spiritual.

As she moved through her garden for the last time, a soft dirge began. The flowers did not cheer; they mourned.

Be careful, little listener, rustled the bamboo grove.

The shadows there are old and hungry, moaned the ancient pine at the edge of her property.

Come back to us, chorused the morning glories, their bells drooping.

Tears pricked Suzuran’s eyes. She knelt, placing her palms flat on the rich, dark earth of her vegetable patch. “I will come back,” she promised them, and herself. “I will.”

The journey was a blur of dread and jostling movement. The interior of the carriage was oppressively elegant and smelled of lacquer and cold incense. Suzuran clutched her bundle to her chest, watching her village, her world of soft voices and vibrant life, shrink and disappear behind a curtain of dust and distance.

They traveled for hours, leaving the lush, friendly valleys behind. The landscape grew gradually starker, the trees more twisted, the colors leaching from the world into shades of grey and muted green. The very air grew colder. She heard no bird song, only the relentless crunch of wheels on gravel.

Finally, as the sun began its descent, casting long, skeletal shadows, the carriage slowed. Suzuran peered out the small window.

Her breath caught.

Before her lay the Kagerō Teien—the Mirage Gardens. The name was a cruel joke. There was no mirage of beauty here, only the stark reality of decay. The estate was massive, a dark timber and stone manor that seemed to brood against the fading light. But it was the grounds that stole the air from her lungs.

Gardens that might have once been magnificent were now a wasteland of blight. Flower beds were expanses of gray, brittle stalks. Trees stood like gnarled sentinels, their branches clawing at the sky, bare of leaves even in this season. A thick, melancholic silence pressed down on everything, a silence so profound it felt like a weight on her ears. It was the absolute absence of the living chorus she had always known.

The carriage passed through an imposing gate and came to a halt in a gravel courtyard. As the official stepped out, Suzuran gathered her things, her fingers trembling. She took a deep, steadying breath, the air tasting of damp stone and forgotten things.

This was it. The doorstep of the Wolf Duke.

The main door of the manor was a slab of darkened wood. It opened before they reached it, not with a welcoming gesture, but with a slow, heavy groan. A tall, severe-looking man in impeccable servant’s attire stood there. His hair was silver, his face lined with the grooves of a perpetual frown. This was Kiriya, the head steward. His eyes, sharp as flint, passed over the official and settled on Suzuran.

His assessment was swift and utterly dismissive. “This is the replacement for Yamabuki?” he asked, his voice as dry as the dead leaves skittering across the courtyard.

“The village’s offering,” the official confirmed, already sounding disinterested now that his duty was done. “Hanami Suzuran.”

Kiriya’s sigh was almost imperceptible. “Follow me,” he said to Suzuran, turning on his heel. “You will see the master. Do not speak unless spoken to. Keep your eyes lowered.”

He led her through corridors that were clean but felt hollow, their shadows clinging to the corners. The only sounds were their footsteps and the distant, mournful creak of the old house settling. They stopped before a set of double doors, darker than the others.

“Wait here,” Kiriya instructed, and slipped inside.

Alone in the dim hallway, Suzuran felt the silence deepen. Then, she felt something else. A faint, desperate, pulsing thread of sensation—not a voice, but a feeling of pure, stubborn will. It came from somewhere to the east. It was a cry for life, so weak it was almost extinguished, yet refusing to be snuffed out.

It was the only living plea in this entire dead place.

Before she could reach for it with her mind, the doors swung open.

Kiriya nodded for her to enter. “Kurobane-sama,” he announced, “the gardener.”

Suzuran stepped into the study, and into the presence of the Wolf Duke.

The study was a room made of shadows and amber light from a low, crackling hearth. It was lined with books, but they looked untouched, their leather spines a wall of silent knowledge. The air smelled of old paper, woodsmoke, and beneath it, something sharp and metallic—like the scent after a lightning strike.

And there he was.

Kurobane Tōga, the Wolf Duke, stood before a great window that looked out onto the blighted gardens, his back to her. He was broader than any man she had ever seen, his shoulders straining the dark fabric of his haori. His hair, the deep black of a raven’s wing, was tied simply at his nape. Even in stillness, he radiated a contained power that made the spacious room feel cramped.

He did not turn.

Suzuran froze just inside the door, her bundle clutched to her chest like a shield. She remembered Kiriya’s instruction and lowered her gaze, but not before she saw the landscape beyond the window—a monochrome sketch of despair under the twilight sky.

“A girl.”

His voice was not the roar she had unconsciously prepared for. It was low, a rough vibration that seemed to rise from the stones beneath the floor. It was a voice worn down by things she could not imagine.

He finally turned.

Suzuran’s breath caught. The rumors of his scarring were true, but they had failed to capture their nature. A single, fierce pale line cut from his left temple down to his jaw, missing his eye but leaving its mark. It was not the scar that held her, however. It was his eyes. A piercing, cool grey, like winter mist over a river. They held no warmth, only a weary, penetrating intelligence that swept over her in one dismissive glance.

“The village headman sends a child to tend the Kagerō Teien,” he stated, his tone flat. “Is this his idea of an insult, or his measure of my desperation?”

Suzuran’s cheeks burned. She forced her head to bow properly. “I am Hanami Suzuran, my lord. I am not a master, but I... I have skill with plants.” Her voice sounded terribly small.

He took a single step forward. She did not flinch, but every instinct told her to. It felt like a storm cloud moving across the sun.

“Skill,” he repeated, the word a soft, dangerous thing. He gestured toward the window without looking. “You see what exists out there. ‘Skill’ has died here. Experienced men from the capital have come with their manuals and their tonics. They lasted a week. They spoke of curses and bad earth. They fled.”

His winter-grey eyes fixed on her again. “What can you possibly do that they could not?”

This was her moment. She could agree, admit her inadequacy, beg to be sent home. But then she felt it again—that thin, tenacious pulse of life from the eastern garden. A will to live, crying out in the overwhelming silence of this place. It was a plea she had never, in all her life, been able to ignore.

She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze. It took every ounce of her courage.

“They did not listen, my lord.”

For a heartbeat, absolute stillness filled the room. Kiriya, by the door, seemed to stop breathing. The Duke’s expression did not change, but a new intensity sharpened his gaze.

“Listen,” he said, as if tasting the word.

“To the land,” Suzuran pressed on, her heart hammering against her ribs. “It is... sick. It needs a healer, not just a gardener. I would like to try.” She did not say she could hear its pain. That secret was too fragile for this room of shadows.

The Duke studied her for a long, silent moment. His eyes traced her simple clothes, her worn tools, the defiant set of her shoulders beneath her fear. He saw, perhaps, not a master, but something else: a lack of pretense. A stubbornness to match the one he sensed in his own decaying lands.

He turned back to the window, looking at his dead kingdom.

“There is a rose,” he said, his voice quieter now, directed at the glass. “In the eastern courtyard. A kurobara. It was my mother’s. It has not bloomed in seven years. It clings to life, pathetically. It is the last thing in this place that even tries.”
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He faced her again, and his decree was absolute.

“You have three months. If you can make that rose bloom by the first day of summer, you may stay, and your village’s obligation will be fulfilled. If you fail, or if you run like the others, you will leave. And your village will answer for wasting my time.”

The ultimatum hung between them, cold and hard as ice. Three months to accomplish what years had undone. The pulse from the east seemed to grow stronger in her awareness, a challenge accepted.

She bowed deeply. “I understand, Kurobane-sama.”

“Kiriya will show you to your quarters and the gardens tomorrow at dawn. Do not wander.” With that, he turned fully away, a clear dismissal. The audience was over.

The head steward guided her back into the hollow corridors and to a small, stark room in the servants’ wing. It contained a futon, a washbasin, and a single window looking out onto a wall of grey stone. It was clean, but it felt like a cell.

“Dinner will be brought to you,” Kiriya said, his voice devoid of inflection. “Do not expect further audience with the master. Tend your rose. Do not become a disturbance.”

Alone, Suzuran unpacked her few things. The silence of the room was a physical presence. It was the first time in her entire life she had been in a place where she heard nothing. No green thoughts, no rustling dreams, not even the contented murmur of wood or stone. It was a deafening emptiness that made her ears ring.

She walked to the window and placed her hand on the cold sill. Somewhere out there, in the deepening dark, a single black rose was fighting a battle it was destined to lose. And now, so was she.

She thought of her grandmother’s words. Our duty is to listen.

Here, there was nothing to listen to. Only the vast, aching silence of a garden that had given up, and the fading heartbeat of one last, defiant flower.

Tomorrow, she would listen anyway.

Dawn at Kagerō Teien did not arrive—it seeped in. A grey, watery light filtered through the paper screen of Suzuran’s window, revealing no cheerful chorus of birds, only the same profound stillness. She dressed quickly in her work clothes, the familiar feel of her apron offering little comfort. A silent maid delivered a simple breakfast of rice and miso soup, bowing without meeting her eyes before vanishing.

Kiriya was waiting for her in the main courtyard precisely as the first weak sun touched the highest gables of the manor. His expression was, if possible, even more stern than the night before. He carried a ring of large, iron keys.

“You will have access to the eastern courtyard, the cutting shed, and the compost area,” he stated, handing her two cold, heavy keys. “All other gates are locked. Do not attempt to open them. The master values his privacy.”

“Thank you, Kiriya-san,” Suzuran said, bowing slightly.

He gave a curt nod, then led her through a labyrinth of covered walkways. With every step away from the main house, the blight became more apparent. They passed a dry rock garden where not a single patch of moss survived. They skirted a pond where the water was opaque and still, reflecting only the grey sky. The plants here weren’t just dead; they were empty. In her mind, where there should have been a low hum of life, there was a void. It was unnerving, like walking through a landscape of painted scenery.

Finally, they stopped before a high, wooden gate, its dark lacquer peeling. This was the entrance to the eastern courtyard. The feeling she had sensed the night before was stronger here, a faint, thin vibration against the silence—like the last string on a broken koto, still humming.

“Your domain,” Kiriya said, his voice flat. “The master’s study overlooks this area. He will be observing. Do not disappoint him.” He turned and left, his footsteps fading quickly into the quiet.

Suzuran was alone. She took a deep breath, the air cold and tasting of damp decay, and fitted the key into the lock. The mechanism turned with a rusty shriek that tore through the morning calm.

She pushed the gate open.

The eastern courtyard was a portrait of elegant ruin. It was designed in the kaiyū-shiki style, meant for leisurely strolls, with a winding path and what would have been carefully curated vistas. Now, the path was cracked, choked with weeds that were themselves sickly and pale. Ornamental shrubs were skeletal. A small stone lantern lay toppled on its side.

And in the center of it all, on a small, raised bed of what was once pristine white gravel, stood the rose.

The kurobara.

It was a pitiful thing. Three thorny canes, as black and twisted as old iron, struggled from the ground. Only a handful of dark, leathery leaves clung to them. At the very top of the tallest cane was a single, tight, hard bud—not promising, but merely existing. It was the color of a deep bruise, and it looked less like a flower about to bloom and more like a clenched fist refusing to surrender.

This was the will she had felt. This desperate, lonely defiance.

Cautiously, Suzuran approached, her senses wide open. She knelt on the cold gravel about an arm’s length from the plant, not wanting to impose. She closed her eyes, blocking out the visual despair, and focused on reaching for that thin strand of consciousness.

At first, there was nothing but the hollow silence of the estate. Then, faintly, like a voice heard from the bottom of a deep well:

...go away...

The thought was weak, thready, saturated with a pain that was not physical, but spiritual.

...another one... another pair of eyes to watch me die... just leave...

Suzuran’s heart ached. She didn’t speak back with her mind—her gift didn’t work that way. She could only receive. But she could respond with action.

“I’m not here to watch you die,” she whispered aloud, her voice soft but clear in the quiet. “I’m here to help you live.”

She opened her eyes and began her work, not with tools, but with observation. She noted the soil—it was hard, compacted, leached of all nutrition. She saw the way the bud was positioned, receiving only a sliver of direct sunlight due to the overhang of a dead wisteria arbor. She saw the lack of any protective mulch, the way the winter winds had scoured the bed clean.

From her pack, she took her hand trowel and gently scraped at the soil near the surface, bringing a little to her nose. It smelled of nothing. No richness, no life.

A movement at the edge of her vision made her look up.

At a second-floor window of the manor, a dark silhouette stood, framed by the paper screen which had been slid partially open. He was unmistakable in his breadth and stillness. Kurobane Tōga was watching.

The rose’s thought seeped into her mind again, weary. ...he watches... always watches... carries the salt and the frost with him... why won’t he just let go...

A sudden understanding dawned on Suzuran. The blight wasn’t random. It was tied to him. The land was sick with whatever grief or anger he carried. Her task was impossible if she only tended the rose. She would have to understand the source of the winter that lived in the Duke himself.

But for today, she could only start with the earth. She worked for hours, carefully aerating the soil around the rose without disturbing its fragile roots, speaking softly to it about the sun, about the rain, about the simple act of breathing. She did not hear another clear thought from it, but the faint pulse of its will did not diminish.

As the grey afternoon began to wane, she gathered some of the fallen leaves from the few other decaying plants in the courtyard. She would start a compost pile. It would be a pitiful beginning, but it would be a symbol. Something was being done.

As she stood to leave, her body stiff from cold and kneeling, she looked once more at the rose’s clenched bud.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” she promised.

From the window above, the dark silhouette had not moved.
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Chapter 2: The Duke of Withering Glances
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The frost incident changed nothing, and yet it changed everything.

Kurobane Tōga did not summon Suzuran for praise or discussion. He did not return to the eastern courtyard while she worked. The silent observation from his study window resumed the very next day, a constant, oppressive weight she felt between her shoulder blades as she carefully removed her makeshift haori-shelter and checked the rose’s frost-damaged growth.

Yet, a subtle shift had occurred in the estate’s machinery. When Suzuran went to the kitchen the following morning, the cook silently pushed a small, covered pot toward her. Inside was a mixture of warm, sifted ash and crushed charcoal, perfect for continuing her insulating work. No words were exchanged, but the offering was clear.

The head housekeeper, Hanae, began to intercept her on her way to the gardens. “The nights are still cruel, Hanami-san,” she would say, pressing a heated stone wrapped in cloth into her hands, or a packet of dried citrus peel. “For the soil,” she’d add, her eyes darting away as if sharing a secret. “It can help with bitterness.”

These small, silent acts of aid were a lifeline. They told Suzuran she was no longer just a doomed experiment; she had become a project the household, despite its fear of the master, was reluctantly investing in.

Her own project, beyond the rose, was expanding. She began a slow, meticulous campaign against the courtyard’s decay. She couldn’t revive the dead wisteria, but she could clear its skeletal remains to let in more light. She started a nursery bed in a sunnier corner, using the revitalized compost to try sprouting hardy seeds she’d brought—the purple iris, some mountain wildflowers. They were tests, fingers dipped into the poisoned well to see if the water was still lethal.

Most days, the only voices were the plants’, and they were a chorus of misery and malcontent.

A cluster of yamabuki (kerria) bushes by the wall, their once-golden blooms long gone, held a repetitive, dreary conversation. ...why bother... the sun is a liar... the ground hurts...

The matsu (pine) that stood sentinel at the courtyard’s entrance was a grumble of deep-seated resentment. ...another season of this... he walks and the roots shudder... foolish girl with her little trowel...

The rose, Kuro-chan, remained her primary focus. Its communication was sporadic, often just sensory flashes—a pang of thirst, a shudder at a sudden cloud shadow. But one afternoon, as she was carefully applying a thin mulch of pine needles (begged from the relatively healthier trees near the estate’s outer walls), a new, distinct thought formed.

...the hard hands... they were... careful...

Suzuran paused, her fingers still among the needles. “The hard hands?” she murmured softly.

An image, hazy and filtered through the rose’s simple perception, reached her: not the sharp clarity of sight, but an impression of great size, shadow, and a surprising, clumsy gentleness. A memory of touch from long ago. ...before the long cold came... before the salt taste in the rain...

The Duke. It had to be. A memory of the Duke from before his “curse,” from before the war. A time when his hands, though large, could be careful.

It was a fragile, precious piece of evidence. The blight was not inherent. Something had changed him.

Her determination crystallized. She was not nursing a rose. She was piecing together a history written in wilted leaves and silent stone.

A few days later, the routine was broken not by weather, but by an arrival. The crunch of carriage wheels on the main drive was unusual enough to draw Suzuran from her weeding. Peering through a gap in the courtyard gate, she saw a sleek, overly ornate carriage in the forecourt. A man in flamboyant robes disembarked, his hair oiled, his expression one of smug calculation. Lord Fujioka.

She remembered the name from village whispers—the neighboring noble with ever-expanding borders. Kiriya received him with stiff formality and ushered him inside.

An hour later, Suzuran was checking the pH of her nursery bed when sharp, raised voices carried from the direction of the Duke’s study. The windows were closed, so the words were muffled, but the tones were unmistakable: Fujioka’s, slick and needling; Tōga’s, a low, dangerous rumble that vibrated through the very stones.

The plants reacted instantly. The yamabuki bushes trembled. ...the slick voice... the cutting words... it makes the air thin...

The old pine groaned. ...here to pick at the bones... the wolf is quiet... too quiet... that is when he is most dangerous...

Suzuran felt a chill that had nothing to do with the wind. She focused on the rose, worried the conflict would distress it.

To her surprise, Kuro-chan’s thought was not of fear, but of a sharp, clean anger. ...that voice... it lies... it wants to take the stones, the earth, the memory...

Before she could process this, the study doors slammed open with a crash that made her jump. Lord Fujioka strode out into the courtyard adjoining the main house, his face flushed with fury barely concealed by a thin veneer of civility. Tōga followed him out, moving with the lethal, controlled grace of a predator. He stood on the veranda, his arms crossed, a statue of impenetrable cold.

Fujioka’s eyes swept the dead gardens with open contempt, then landed on Suzuran, a curious, dirty spot of industry in his field of vision. A cruel, dismissive smile touched his lips.

“I see you’ve taken to keeping pets, Kurobane-sama,” he called, his voice dripping with false amusement. “Or is this a new kind of scarecrow? I suppose even a creature of the earth is preferable to the emptiness.”

Suzuran froze, her trowel hanging in mid-air. She was a spectacle. A peasant girl pointed out to humiliate her lord.

Tōga’s gaze did not waver from Fujioka. His voice, when he spoke, was so soft it was almost carried away by the breeze, yet it held a finality that silenced the birds for miles.

“She tends what is mine,” he said. “You, Fujioka, are merely trespassing. Kiriya, see our guest out. The Kagerō Teien has no nourishment for carrion birds.”

The insult was delivered with such absolute, icy precision that Fujioka’s face went white. He spun on his heel, robes flaring, and stormed toward his carriage without another word.

Tōga did not watch him go. His winter-grey eyes shifted from where Fujioka had been and settled, for one long, unbearable moment, on Suzuran.

There was no gratitude in that look. No warmth. It was the assessing glance of a general who has found an unexpected, unplanned-for asset on the battlefield. A tool that had, by mere presence, served a purpose.
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Then he turned and went inside, leaving her alone in the sudden, ringing silence, the sting of Fujioka’s words still hot on her skin, and the weight of the Duke’s withering glance settled deep in her bones.

The confrontation left a residue in the air of the estate, a tension that even the plants felt. The yamabuki bushes muttered for hours about the slick, oily voice and how it had polluted the sunlight. The old matsu maintained a grim silence for two full days.

For Suzuran, the incident was a rupture. Lord Fujioka’s words had carved a new, uncomfortable reality. She was not just a gardener; she was now a visible feature of the Duke’s domain, a thing to be used as a barb in noble squabbles. The Duke’s glance had not defended her; it had defended his property. She was part of the crumbling landscape he refused to surrender.
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