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      “Please be kind, Dayir, Dayan. Let our star survive the dawn!”

      Voices of the old, the young, the rich, the poor, all sing out in unison over the pouring rain clattering hard against the tin rooftops of the streetways where we stand. A lone pallbearer on a black horse walks slowly over the worn cobblestones of Masu, waving behind him a solemn black flag. Women and children wail as the thunder rolls on. The horse’s hooves stamp through the small puddles that have formed in the gaps of the stones, splashing muddied water onto the feet of the bystanders, and onto the heads of those who have kneeled in desperation.

      The gravity of Satesaru’s loss is palpable, but I feel nothing for these people who do not even know the name or face of whom they mourn.

      Dayir…

      I pray silently. I pray bitterly.

      What do you say to a god who has taken everything?

      Alone past the gate of my home, I remove my moshai from my head, the black beads of the veil jingling together as I let it fall with my hand to my side. I lift my face to the sky, rain soaking my skin and hair, the drops indistinguishable from the steady stream of tears that was already there.

      Ahh.

      This is grief.

      This is sorrow.

      This is my curse from the gods.

      When I return, my feet move heavy and slow against the decaying wooden floors of the house, my wet clothes dripping down the hall as I approach my room. I take them off, one by one, black garment after black garment until I’m bare, feeling as though I’ve just peeled off my flesh, only my skeleton remaining.

      Dressed again in dry trousers, the tip of my match scratches against a small lighting stone as I sit on the floor, igniting a bright flame that burns dimmer after taking its first breath. I use it to light the three candles I rest carefully on the plate of my makeshift hongyol, next to a wooden plaque that remains untouched by knife or ink.

      I watch the soft wax of the candles begin to weaken as the wicks burn, sending up fragrant swirls of smoke that disperse into the stale air. It’s rather pathetic to call this an altar for the dead, and I almost feel more ashamed of the clumsy handiwork than if I hadn’t made one at all.

      My chest tightens and my throat feels thick, making every swallow of air harder than the last. I have one final item to add, perhaps the only thing that could grant me the possibility of meeting his spirit on this nameless altar. My hands shake as I ball them into fists on my thighs, my nails nearly cutting into my palms as I try to strengthen my resolve.

      Inside the small chest at the foot of my mattress is a single moon lotus bloom, folded neatly in the darkness and floating gracefully in a shallow vase of water. I lift it cautiously from the chest and carry it to the hongyol, setting it beside its fellow meager offerings.

      Then I wait.

      I sit on my knees and watch the altar until the candles have almost completely gone and until the storm has cleared enough for the moon—which has already risen high into the night sky—to shine softly through the clouds outside my window.

      Slowly the lotus begins to open.

      One petal at a time, the bloom unfolds until all of its delicate pale blue insides are on full display, shimmering under the cold glow of Masui’s light.

      “Your sons are cruel,” I tell her.

      She doesn’t answer.

      I softly run my finger along the outer petals of the lotus, the flower rigid despite its papery appearance. It spins in its pool for a moment before slowing to a stop, finding its place once more in the center of the vase.

      Thunder rumbles in the distance and my chest aches.

      I wonder how long I have until this lotus too withers into the realm of Dayir’s oblivion.
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      “Damnit, Ahbo. How many times have I told you...”

      The old man’s lunch sits solitarily on the table, wrapped still in the cheesecloth in which I prepared it the night before, untouched and forgotten. He always leaves it behind, despite my nagging.

      I grumble past the main living area to the bathroom, mumbling curses to myself, my feet still heavy with sleep. I light the lamp that rests on the wash basin counter, which in turn illuminates the modest room with a warm, yellow glow. I fill the basin with fresh water before washing my hair and face, gently rubbing my eyes to will myself awake. I used to start my days even earlier, so why is it lately I find staying in bed far more tempting?

      Perhaps it has to do with the fact I’m headed to the place I dread the most.

      I towel off and tie my hair into a knot at the back of my head, the shorter strands stubbornly falling loose around my face and neck. Even so, the shortest pieces of my bangs are nearly at my chin. It won’t be long before I can tie it all away neatly, just like Ahbo convinced me to do.

      “It’s time ya start takin’ pride in yer appearance,” he told me.

      Even if that’s what he said, I’m not proud of it at all.

      The discolored eyes in the mirror that look back at me are tired, and far weaker than they should be. What about this face of mine is there to honor?

      I carry the lamp back to my room where I dress and prepare my things; a pack with my own lunch and flask of water, a change of clothes, shoes, and gloves. Since I declined the opportunity to lodge at the staff dormitory, I’ve gotten used to lugging around the essentials. I lace the sides of my worn leather boots and fasten the string of my wide-brimmed straw hat under my chin, taking note of the sun beginning to peek through the crooked window shutters.

      I should pick up the pace, or I’ll certainly be late.

      I throw on my pack and snatch Ahbo's lunch from the table before leaving the house in a hurry, latching the large wooden gate behind me. My commute normally takes over an hour, but with the way Yuzo keeps blazing relentlessly into the sky, I’m concerned I may have to run to make it on time.

      Not to mention, I still have to stop to deliver Ahbo's lunch.

      “Damn old man...” I curse under my breath as I break into a jog in the direction of the fields.

      It’s still early, but the streets of Masu have already begun to grow lively as merchants and store owners prepare their carts and storefronts for conducting business and attracting customers, and city residents have left on their commutes to work, myself among them. Stables full of cattle and horses have been roused awake, their clamors for food echoing through town as farm boys open the troughs and serve them fresh hay. Gates lock and unlock, window shutters slide open, and brooms push dirt along the old cobble roads.

      The pad of my feet and the jingling of the items in my pack harmonize with the rest of the city as I take the path east toward the curving terraces of the deep green mountainside, where Ahbo is likely already knee deep in a field, planting rows of wheat. Up until a few months ago, I would have been right there with him.

      “Sahnu! Jaeyun!” a voice calls. I’m met with waves of hello from a few farmers down in the lowest section of the field near the road. Most of them are nearing Ahbo’s age, as the younger ones typically take to the higher terraces where the work is more difficult. If I hadn’t specifically asked the other farmers to keep an eye on him, I have no doubt Ahbo would be up there too, since he thinks he’s still young and able-bodied, despite his constant hacking and aching.

      “Sahnu,” I greet in return as I slide down the slope of the road, stopping just before the field begins.

      “Looking for your old man?” a previous coworker named Wanbai asks, wiping sweat from his brow, smearing a small amount of mud across his tan, weathered forehead in the process.

      I remove Ahbo’s lunch from my pack and Wanbai lets out a low chuckle.

      “Y’know, I think he leaves it there on purpose.” His lips curve into a knowing smile. “Gives him an excuse to see you again in the morning.”

      “He’s going to be sorry if he’s the reason I lose my job,” I gripe, annoyed that Wanbai is probably right. Ahbo would never admit it though.

      “Oi!” A familiar voice yells from behind Wanbai, and I see the man in question hobbling over through the field, a big grin on his face.

      I click my tongue. “Why do you look so damn happy?”

      Ahbo reaches me, and I hand him the cheesecloth-wrapped box.

      “Who wouldn’t be happy ta see their lunch?” His gray eyes seem to shine under the brim of his hat as his gnarled hands hold the container affectionately.

      “I’ll be late, thanks to you.”

      “Perhaps ya should wake earlier,” he remarks, shooting me a sideways glance.

      “Perhaps you should be less forgetful,” Wanbai interjects with a teasing tone and Ahbo shoos him away with his hand.

      “These’re family matters. Butt out.”

      Wanbai rolls his eyes with humor. I readjust my pack before tipping my hat respectfully to both of them, not eager to further delay.

      “I’ll be going, then.”

      “Ah, Jaeyun!” Ahbo calls, but I choose to ignore him. “Try ta get home before dark!”

      I don’t respond. Even if I try, there’s no chance I’ll be getting done any sooner than usual. Hoten has it out for me, though I have no guesses as to why, other than the fact I look the way I do.

      I suppose no one’s ever needed any more reason than that to hate me before, so I shouldn’t be surprised. Ahbo, Wanbai, the other farmers...they all accepted me from the very beginning, but it’s not like I expect the rest of the world to be so willing.

      Thinking about that kind of thing is a waste of time.

      Stretched out on either side of the winding road are countless hills that curve into the tree-covered mountains on which the palace of Satesaru rests. Even as far as I am it’s visible, its great stone walls and lengthy staircases reaching heavenward. Yuzo shines over it, burning a blazing image of its grandeur into my eyes. I still feel strange as I continue toward it, despite having been employed there for nearly three months now. I had never planned on even visiting, let alone being there every day.

      It’s exhausting, but I can’t ignore the financial benefits.

      I heard about it by chance, as I was making my deliveries across town, minding my business and keeping to myself. A group had gathered around a community noticeboard, blocking my way into Gyudo's general store to leave his lot of wheat. He happened to spot me, pushing through the crowd with a strange expression on his face.

      The palace was looking for gardeners.

      With the impending wedding of the first prince, the king himself decreed the young men of Satesaru were to serve their dignitaries and their country—and of course, honor the gods—by stepping up to be worked like horses, maintaining the thousands of yards of garden, lawn, and landscaping inside and outside the palace.

      I had no intention of being any more subservient to the royal family than I already was, as a poor farmer living in the capital, but Gyudo didn’t stop his explanation there.

      “Ten silver pieces a month,” he had said to me, wide-eyed. “Don’t you think that would be worth it? Hell, I’d sell my shop and go do it myself if it weren’t for my damned knees.”

      I waved him off and finished his delivery, but as I walked back through town—my heavy cart trailing behind me and the coin purse in my pocket feeling rather light—my mind wandered to the old man.

      Ahbo wasn’t rich, even before he took me in, but two mouths to feed are certainly more expensive than one. At his age, with his less than healthy body...wouldn’t it be any son’s greatest honor to provide for his ailing father? If I took on this job, could Ahbo perhaps retire and enjoy a slow, peaceful life?

      With all that Ahbo had done for me, it felt like this was how I could finally start to repay him.

      In the end, I signed up and endured the grueling selection process, where I was scrutinized head to toe and made to prove my durability, as well as my loyalty to the throne. Ahbo helped me study and memorize the long history of the royal family, retaught me the legends surrounding Satesaru’s founding I heard many times as a child, and whipped me into a proper Sarun citizen who “loves his people and his king.”

      At least enough to make it past the selection.

      Most of what I memorized I’ve tossed out the window by now, as it has no bearing on pulling weeds and planting flowers. I have no interest in royalty or status, or bowing down to a governing body who relentlessly taxes their poorest citizens. And the gods for that matter; what have they ever done for me but bring me suffering?

      I bear with it for Ahbo's sake, even though he still works to make all our ends meet. It’s certainly easier now, but my dreams of keeping the old man home are currently only wishful thoughts.

      As I draw ever nearer to the palace, the road becomes busier as carts and horses ride past, flinging dust and small rocks in their wake. I’ve grown accustomed to the feeling of noblemen glancing down at me haughtily as they pass by, their bodies protected from the debris atop their steeds or inside their carriages. I’m thankfully not penalized for showing up to work dirty, as no one expects anything more from a peasant, anyhow.

      A breeze rustles by, cooling the sweat on my face that’s already accumulated under the brim of my hat. Even in early spring the temperatures are growing warmer by the day. It would be better to have more rain, but the skies have been rather dry thus far. Ahbo prays for rain every night, and even though he’s asked me to, I can’t find it in me to ask deities—which may or may not exist—to change something like the weather.

      Besides, why would they listen to the requests of us mere mortals? If they do exist, they certainly abide by their own whims. I can’t imagine my prayer for rain would bring about anything but laughter from their lips, or perhaps even more misfortune on my life for having the gall to ask.

      I reach the base of the main staircase that leads up to the palace, my chest already working hard to support my breath from the slope of the hill prior. The intricately built stone walls loom above me, and I breathe out my daily reminders.

      The pay is good.

      There are worse jobs.

      Ahbo deserves to retire.

      “Oi, roktesh, don’t just stand there looking dumb. Get a move on!” Another gardener comes up behind me, bumping my shoulder intentionally as he passes, beginning his climb up the stairs.

      I choose not to reply, though my fist in his mouth feels like an appropriate response.

      Multicolored flowering trees line the staircase to the main gates while narrow brooks babble over rocks nearby, forming small waterfalls that descend the mountain, adding not only visual but phonic charm to the scenic climb. I may hate being here, but I can’t deny it’s pretty. I don’t take pride in being a slave to the royal family, but I do take pride in my work.

      “Sahnu aso,” the guards stationed at the gate greet me and the others finally reaching the top, verifying our identification tags before allowing us entry.

      I pull out the thin chain I wear around my neck from under my tunic, presenting the tag I attached to it. With as often as I’m asked to present it, this felt far easier than keeping it in a pocket. A guard I recognize glances only for a moment at the tag before his eyes land on my face.

      “You’re hard to forget,” he comments, and I don’t know whether to acknowledge him or not. “Go on ahead.”

      I retuck the tag and sidle by, making my way to the staff dormitory. I have a locker there to keep my things, and that’s where I’m sure to find Hoten, since he doesn’t seem to do any work himself other than “supervising.”

      I drop off my pack at the lockers before finding a wicker basket to use for the day, filling it with a few tools and my gloves, shouldering it as I begin my search for Hoten. He sticks out from the crowd simply because he’s loud, and I realize I can already hear him barking orders near the dorm gate. No one else is fazed by it, and I wonder if he even realizes he’s speaking so deafeningly.

      “You. Roktesh.” He spots me as I approach, pointing a gnarled finger in my direction. It was no doubt he who started the trend of everyone referring to me simply as “leper,” despite my clear declarations that I don’t have leprosy.

      It just stuck.

      “Good morning, Hoten.” I try to be placid with him, though I’m cursing him in my head.

      He scowls at me, as though he didn’t know I could talk. “You get a special task today.”

      I feel my stomach sink. There’s no way “special” means anything good.  Some of the other gardeners cast sideways glances at me, like they all know it too.

      “You’ll be taking care of Gajoro.”

      Is that an annex?

      He narrows his eyes. “Got something to complain about?” His scratchy voice carries a threatening tone.

      “No, sir, but where⁠—”

      “Then get to work!” He waves a dismissive hand at me before turning to another poor bastard, scolding him for being late, even though there are ten others still waiting for their assignments.

      Why me, Dayan?

      I have no idea where Gajoro is, or even what it is, but there’s no point in trying to ask Hoten.

      I leave the dormitory, keeping an eye out for someone who looks friendly enough to ask. I was given a map of the palace when I started, but I’ve long since lost it, and given I’ve been directed to the same three areas the entire time I’ve been here, I didn’t think I’d ever need it again.

      Gajoro...it sounds sort of familiar. It can’t be the name of a garden, but was there an annex with that name? Hoten surely wouldn’t have assigned me anything important.

      At the edge of the main courtyard, I spot another gardener pulling weeds in a bed of flowers, a somewhat happy look on his face. Someone who looks so pleased to be doing their job surely wouldn’t be the type to berate me if I asked.

      “Excuse me.” I figure being direct is better than being awkward.

      He looks up at me and his eyes grow a bit wider, his smile a bit smaller.

      “Ah, sahnu.” He bows his head politely. I wonder if we’ve ever interacted before, or if he knows that I’m the leper. Word gets around.

      “Where is Gajoro?” I get right to the point.

      He looks surprised. “Gajoro?”

      Was I not clear? Or is he too frightened of me to comprehend my question?

      “Ah...” He nervously averts his eyes. “...it’s west, past the western gates. There’s a path that leads right to it.” I can tell from the way he shifts his weight he wants to ask “why.”

      “Is it an annex?” I inquire further, curious about what I’m getting forced into.

      He shakes his head, keeping his eyes fixed on the flower bed as he leans down to pull another weed. “Of...sorts.”

      What the hells does that mean? Cryptic asshole.

      “Great. Thanks.”

      I turn abruptly and begin heading west, deciding there’s no sense in trying to get any more information from someone that jumpy. His reaction is only making me feel worse about the whole thing.

      Just what is Gajoro?

      As the other gardener said, a defined path is cut out, leading farther west and farther north up the mountain side after leaving through the western gates. The path is bordered by the same stone walls that surround the palace, forest on either side of them. However, it feels poorly maintained as overgrowth peeks through cracks in the stones and tall grass has rooted itself at the bases of the walls. Tree limbs reach out over me like spidery appendages, some of them so long and heavy from the weight of their leaves that they nearly brush the ground.

      Is this place abandoned? The farther down the path I travel, the more I begin to fear that must be the case.

      I crest the top of a hill and pause, able to view my final destination from above.

      An arched gate sits at the bottom of the hill, leading into what appears to be a villa, much smaller in comparison to the others nestled within the main palace walls, like Tenkoro or Dundoro. Even Sultoro is considerably larger.

      It’s hard to tell, given the state of the foliage, but I think I can make out a courtyard in front of the manor, as well as an interior garden the manor seems to surround. It’s nearly impossible to fully grasp as a canopy of trees nearly covers it all.

      I haven’t even begun, but my back already hurts.

      I should have known Hoten would give me the one place in the palace that hasn’t been touched seemingly in years.

      To my surprise, stationed outside the gate are two guards who immediately look tense at my approach. “Who are you?” the guard on the left demands, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sheathed sword.

      Damn, pretty intense for an empty villa.

      I put my hands up in surrender and bow my head slightly.

      “Gardener.”

      I reach for my tag and the guard flinches.

      “Just my identification tag.” I pull it from my tunic, leading them both to ease up, though the hostile one on the left still looks skeptical. I bite my tongue, resisting the urge to say something that would probably get me beheaded immediately.

      “What’s wrong with your face?” he asks, and I can tell the other guard is shocked by his blunt inquiry.

      If I had a silver piece for every time...

      I sigh and remove my hat, running my hand through the loose strands of hair that have fallen from the tie at the back. “I was born this way.” I hold up my right arm and hand, rolling back the sleeve that covers the discoloration of the skin on my forearm and hands. “It’s like this all over my body.”

      The guards are both quiet for a moment, sharing a look.

      “It’s not contagious.” I assure.

      He looks dissatisfied, but the guard eventually nods his head and the two move aside to pull open the gate.

      “Welcome to Gajoro,” the quieter one says as I fix my eyes on the courtyard before me, rage boiling from the pit of my stomach up to my face.

      I’m gonna kill him. This is finally the day I wring Hoten’s neck.

      I begin muttering under my breath, hoping somewhere back at the dormitory Hoten can feel my murderous intent creeping through the air.

      Gajoro isn’t only abandoned.

      It’s a complete disaster.
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      Though I still don’t know the reason why, my assumptions about Gajoro being left to rot have been proven correct.

      I’ve been working through the dense overgrowth for four days now, and besides the guards who stand post at the gate, I haven’t encountered a soul in the entire complex. I haven’t gone inside the actual structure, as there would be no reason to, but the stillness of the large manor would lead me to believe it’s as much of a mess inside as it is out.

      Cleaning the area up, in and of itself, is more than a one-person job, but Hoten has routinely been sending me off on my own to take care of it. Luckily for me, he’s more than happy to keep me in a secluded area, away from the other gardens, so he hasn’t complained about a deadline, but I can’t help but wonder if I’m going to get bitched at if I don’t finish it up sooner rather than later.

      “...just the gardener...nothing to worry about...”

      Across the courtyard, I can vaguely hear the voices of the guards chatting as they switch posts, one of them eyeing me up from behind the gate. It’s been inconvenient every time a new guard I haven’t interacted with comes to keep watch, as they’re all immediately suspicious of me. It still strikes me odd that they’re so protective of an empty villa left in such disarray, but I have no intentions of asking about it.

      I honestly don’t mind I get to keep to myself, with no others around to scrutinize my work or gawk at my appearance. The days have been quiet, outside of the breeze through the leaves and the bird calls from the trees.

      I’ve managed to tame the front courtyard, cutting down and rooting out the nearly meter tall weeds that had run rampant around the paved areas and choked out whatever was left of the flower beds. I’ll have to replant the beds from scratch once the area is completely clean, as there’s no sign the perennials that were there will ever come back.

      Perhaps the main benefit to being alone in the complex is I can remove my hat and wear a sleeveless tunic without any complaint, which has proved vital under the brutal heat of the sun the past two days. Sweat drips from my chin down onto my collarbone as I lift my basket over the side of the stone wall, dumping the clumps of weeds and debris into the forest on the other side, out of sight from the courtyard. There’s no chance in hell I’m hauling it all back to the main grass dumps to be burned like normal, but I have a feeling none will be the wiser, given I’m the only one who’s come to visit.

      I wonder what they’re cleaning it up for anyway.

      I toss the basket back down on the ground and clamber off my precarious perch on the wall, dusting off my hands before resting them on my hips, taking in all my hard work. The paths through the courtyard are now cleared, and the beds mostly empty. The numerous fallen tree limbs that were scattered around the front porch have all been removed, and it almost looks like the villa could be inhabited.

      I turn around, this time taking a gander at the side of the manor, where the same weeds and branches pervade, still untouched. My back is already aching, but there’s still a bit of sunlight left and Hoten will know if I try to leave early, as I’d have to collect my things from the dormitory before returning home. I sigh and rub the back of my neck before trudging into the mess, resigned to at least get started on it.

      The porch on this side of the villa is covered in leaves and branches, so I take my scythe and a broom alongside it, brushing the debris off the wooden boards. It makes an impact without having to actually work that hard, so I figure it’s the perfect task to wrap up the day.

      Multiple large windows line the length of the porch, all covered by the same nondescript white curtains. If someone is eventually going to be living here, this area might be a popular spot to sit and view the rest of the complex. I make a mental note to take extra care when picking which shrubs and flowers to plant on this side. If I’m going to be put solely in charge, then I’m going to suit it to my tastes.

      A slight wind blows through, cooling the sweat on my exposed skin. It feels incredible after working in the heat all day, so I turn to let my face receive the full treatment. As I do, the curtains of the nearby window catch my eye as they billow apart, revealing to me the chilling apparition of a person.

      I blink and the figure has seemingly vanished into thin air, only a ghostly afterimage remaining in my brain.

      I blink again.

      Am I losing it?

      I hesitantly inch toward the window, my heart pounding in my chest. Was someone there?

      I take a deep breath and pull back the curtain, peeking cautiously into the room behind it. The shutters are indeed open, but the room is empty. Empty, dusty, and still. Undisturbed, with no signs that anyone has been in it for years. I release the breath I was holding, the chill returning to my spine.

      I definitely saw something. Someone. Someone with ashy skin, sunken eyes. Wearing white. It was for only a moment, but I swear they were there.

      Watching me.

      I decide right then and there, I would rather deal with Hoten chewing me out for slacking off than try to reconcile with what I’ve just experienced. I hastily collect my tools and my basket and leave Gajoro, only looking back once at the top of the hill. The villa stands motionless, still looking just as empty and abandoned, though with a nicer courtyard.

      I don’t know what I saw, but perhaps this is the reason Hoten assigned me to this place. If it’s haunted, and someone stands the risk of getting cursed by a malevolent spirit after disturbing its resting place...it makes the most sense to send someone who’s already cursed, doesn’t it?

      I ask Ahbo once I’ve returned home about his knowledge of the paranormal, which was perhaps not a great idea.

      He scratches his chin thoughtfully. “Dayir guides human spirits ta the afterlife, though there’re all kinds ’a legends ‘bout spirits that’re non-human,” he explains. “Demons, devils...evil spirits that’re born from human bloodlust an’ war.”

      Wonderful.

      “I’ve also heard, when a human is killed by another, the spirit sometimes lingers where it lost its life, an’ Dayir gives it a chance ta be bound ta the earth for just a while longer with its old mem’ries before grantin’ it rebirth.” His eyes glisten with enthusiasm as he recounts the mythology.

      He looks a little too happy to be discussing this.

      “Why the sudden interest? It’s not like ya ta ask about the gods.” Ahbo grins and serves himself more rice. He knows better than anyone, I couldn’t care less about Satesaru’s intense religious beliefs.

      Though it would be a lie to say I don’t believe in them at all, given I need someone to blame for my plight in life.

      I finish what’s in my bowl before taking it to the kitchen basin. “No particular reason.” I can’t admit I think I saw a ghost and I’m a bit freaked out by it. No chance.

      Ahbo hums skeptically but doesn’t ask any further.

      This is just great. Not only am I stuck with a shitty job, but I might also get haunted by a demon or a restless, vengeful spirit, neither of which sound appealing. It didn’t look evil, but I also only saw it for a split second.

      If I really saw anything at all.

      It felt too real to deny, but I don’t have any choice but to return tomorrow. It may be easier to convince myself I had a momentary lapse of sanity, or the heat was getting to my head. I don’t like it, but I’m stuck with Gajoro either way.

      I think it may be best to just avoid the manor’s windows and finish this job as quickly as I can.
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      “C’mere, you little shit...”

      I rub my fingers together in a beckoning motion, doing my best to coax out the calico cat that has wedged itself under the side patio of the manor, its glowing eyes watching me carefully from the safety of the dark.

      I’ve been trying to get close since I first noticed it hanging around three days ago, but it’s been a losing battle. I was nearly successful about ten minutes ago, before it sprinted underneath the wooden planks to a spot just out of my reach.

      I should be working, but the cat somehow feels more pressing.

      Just offering my hand hasn’t led to any results, so I decide to up the ante.

      “I brought food for you.” I reach into my bag and pull out some dried fish I brought from home, waving a small piece in front of the edge of the patio, hoping the smell will be enough to draw the cat out.

      It eyes the morsel cautiously before taking a slow step forward, and I sense a belated victory. I continue to click my tongue in luring attempts as it makes deliberate movements, coming closer at a snail’s pace.

      “That’s right...come get the snack.”

      If I reached out, I could probably touch it, but I decide to let it come all the way to me first. I scoot back slightly, pulling the fish with me. The cat’s nose twitches as it cranes its neck forward, its face finally peeking out into the light.

      Now able to see it up close for the first time, I notice its long, proud whiskers and its mismatched eyes. One blue, one green, both open wide and staring right back into mine, like a mirror. I remain still as it finally brings its fluffy body out from underneath the patio, its multicolored coat shimmering in the sunlight.

      “Aren’t you pretty,” I whisper as it retrieves the fish from my fingers with its rough tongue and teeth, chomping happily while its tail swishes to and fro. It’s by no means a skinny cat, and given how relaxed it seems to be while eating, I have to wonder if there’s someone else feeding it.

      But who? I’ve only ever seen it in Gajoro, and there’s nobody else here. The guards?

      It finishes its snack and takes a seat on the dirt, cleaning one of its front paws with the decorum and grace of a noble. It’s suspiciously clean too, another clue pointing to it not being a complete stray. I slowly begin to reach my hand out toward its head, aiming to softly pet the fur between its ears. I don’t dare say anything else for fear of sending it running again. If it’s noticed my hand above its head, it doesn’t seem to mind.

      Here we go...

      I bring my thumb down to its forehead and immediately it entraps my wrist with its front paws, claws engaging and stabbing into my skin.

      “Shit!” I yank my hand backward, earning a short hiss from the cat before it scampers off, jumping in through an open window, the very one where I saw the ghost before.

      “Hey!” I call after it, holding my stinging wound in my other hand. It’s disappeared, but I don’t dare follow it into the empty manor, no matter how badly I want to befriend it.

      Small rivers of blood have formed on my arm, so I use some drinking water from my flask to rinse it off before patting it dry with my shirt. The blood clots quickly, the wound leaving angry red stripes across my skin. Despite the stinging pain, I can hardly blame the cat. I’d likely react the same way if a giant stranger reached down and touched me without warning.

      I decide to take the moment to eat my lunch, given the fact I was slacking anyway, hoping that once I’ve eaten, I’ll feel more driven to complete the day’s tasks.

      I take a seat on one of the flower bed walls, surveying the front of the villa as I eat. Gajoro has come a long way since my assignment two weeks ago. Nearly the entire perimeter of the complex has been weeded, trimmed, and cleaned, leaving only two things left to accomplish: replanting the courtyard, and then tackling the interior garden. I haven’t been able to even get a good look at it, given the overgrowth and my... “hesitation” to enter the manor.

      Once I’ve replanted the flower beds, I’ll deal with the interior.

      It’ll be fine.

      Oddly, a fragrant smell begins to waft through the air of the estate. Fresh bread? As my brain tries to register what I may be smelling, my eyes catch sight of smoke coming from the right side of the manor, where a smaller attachment was built off the side of the main building. If it had caught fire, it certainly wouldn’t smell so sweet.

      It appears rather as smoke emitted through a chimney, perhaps one attached to an oven. I set down my lunch and cautiously approach the right side of the villa, trying to catch a glimpse through the windows. The curtains are drawn shut, but there’s certainly signs of life as smoke continues to puff out of the chimney and the clattering of cookware can be heard from inside.

      Any rational person would feel compelled by curiosity to investigate, but I feel equally as uneasy about approaching and sticking my nose into business I’d rather not care about. I’m here to garden. If there is a ghost in the manor, why would it be baking?

      The logical answer is, there’s someone from the land of the living in the kitchens of Gajoro—for gods know what—but it doesn’t have anything to do with me. If someone else wants to cohabitate with spirits, that’s their own prerogative.

      Or could it be there was a person behind those curtains before?

      It somehow seems more unlikely than an apparition. Whoever they were, they looked like death warmed over.

      Distracted by my own pussyfooting, I’m startled when a door on the right side of the attachment swings open and a short, middle-aged woman comes around the corner, nearly bumping straight into me.

      “Oh!” She jumps, stooping to collect the basket of towels she dropped. “Forgive me darlin’, I didn’t expect you there.” She smiles as she meets my eyes, practiced crinkles forming on her round face. She doesn’t look like a ghost.

      I stupidly wait for a moment, expecting her to suddenly realize and recoil in horror at my appearance.

      “Are ya all right, dear?” She glances at me quizzically, but her question doesn’t seem malicious, rather, directed toward my silence.

      I clear my throat. “I didn’t expect to see anyone either.” I peek behind her to see if anyone else is around.  “Do you...”

      “I tend to Her Grace, but they needed some extra help in the kitchen today.” She puts the basket on her hip. “You’re the one who’s been tending to the courtyard, aren’t ya?”

      I nod slowly. Her Grace? Does she mean the queen? Why would she come all the way to help in Gajoro then?

      “Well, I best be getting this laundry taken care of before Amaskounu starts calling for me.” She winks before turning on her heel toward the gate, waving at the guards standing post.

      I should have asked if someone lives here.

      Or could it be my hunch was right, and we’re preparing it for a guest?

      She seemed nice enough, and she didn’t even flinch when she looked at me. But she said so herself; she doesn’t usually work here. I wasted my opportunity to get information, as well as my one way of getting into the manor to reach the interior garden.

      Or can I waltz right in?

      I have mixed feelings about that.

      I meander back to my bag sitting on the flower bed wall, packing up my empty lunch container and stretching my back. I glance once more at the smoke coming from the chimney, my thoughts scrambled.

      At some point, I’ll have to enter the manor. Should I enter through the kitchen’s side door? Just because that woman was pleasant doesn’t mean everyone will be. I’d rather not be chased out with a spoon if someone suspects me of breaking in.

      My other option is to ask Hoten, but I think that would be worse.

      I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck.

      It’s a problem for next week. The courtyard is close to being complete, and I can’t let myself get distracted. I want to be done with this bizarre estate and get back to working the lawns and courtyards at the main palace like before. And once I’ve made enough money, I’ll quit this job anyway and go back to the fields.

      Ahbo will throw a fit, but if I have enough coin saved, he won’t have any right to complain. I know he wants me to aspire to greater things than being a farmhand, but it’s comfortable.

      Besides, I’m not the type of person who gets to take those kinds of opportunities. It’s best for me to lay low, keep my head toward the ground, and work until I die.

      As long as Ahbo gets to rest. That’s all that matters to me.
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        * * *

      

      Replanting the beds goes faster than I thought it would.

      Over the past four days, I haven’t seen smoke through the chimney, but I have caught sight of two other living souls besides the guards and the calico.

      The woman from before, who introduced herself by name to me yesterday as Marutani, and an elderly man who slipped into Gajoro just as I was leaving for the evening two nights ago.

      It was rather late, the sun already beginning to sink, and I only saw the back of him as the large front door closed behind him, his deep blue robes quickly identifying him as someone from the main palace. It is unclear if he’s come back out, as I haven’t seen him since.

      Soil works its way in between my fingers as I press my hands against the ground, ensuring the roots of the bush I’ve just planted are packed down tightly. I wipe my sweat with the back of my wrist before dusting my hands free of the loose debris, wiping them fully on a towel to remove the remaining grime.

      I stand and survey the bed, fully planted with rose bushes that will bloom during the summer.

      That was the last bush, and it’s not even lunchtime.

      I glance at the kitchen.

      What are the chances Marutani is in Gajoro today?

      I collect my bag and tools and begrudgingly approach the side door, knocking on it gently. I pull my identification tag out from under my tunic, preparing to explain myself when an unfamiliar face opens it, another woman who looks far more skeptical of me than Marutani.

      This is more what I’m used to.

      “Who—” she begins to ask when her eyes are drawn to the tag. “Ah. You must be the gardener.” She fully opens the door but doesn’t allow me entry. “What can I do for you?” She folds her arms, a bit standoffish, but she’s not being outright rude at least. Getting to the interior garden shouldn’t be an issue.

      “Is there a way through the back to get into the interior courtyard?” I’d much rather be able to sneak in without coming through the front entrances if at all possible. “I could see it from the top of the hill.” I gesture toward the gate and she nods in understanding.

      “You’ll have to come through the front, it’s completely walled off.” She glances at me from head to toe before stepping to the side. “Remove your shoes while in the halls. The rest of you will be fine.”

      I know I’m a bit messy, but is the manor really nice enough to be worried about me tracking dirt down the halls?

      I obey her commands, despite my reluctance, pulling off my boots before stepping into the kitchen. It’s modest in size, but clean and filled with all the amenities one would expect for a noble house to have. Two other staff members stand on opposite sides of the kitchen performing different tasks, both either oblivious or uninterested in my presence.

      “This way.” The woman leads me out of the kitchen into a narrow hallway that’s clearly meant for servant use only, which empties into a larger one after a few meters.

      It’s...surprisingly much nicer in here than I expected. I follow close behind her, glancing at my surroundings as we walk, our footsteps against the intricate tile flooring the only audible sound throughout the corridor. We eventually enter what is clearly the main parlor, where two guards stand on either side of the double wooden doors that lead back to the front courtyard.

      “You can come and go using the front doors.”

      Though she says it like it’s a choice, I can read between the lines.

      Don’t come through the kitchen.

      “These doors take you to the garden.” We stop in front of two grand slatted doors framed by floor-to-ceiling windows on either side. Even from here, I can see it.

      Another gigantic mess.

      “Thank you.” I nod in respect to her and she nods in return before heading back the way she came. I wanted to ask about who else is in the manor, but she didn’t leave much room for conversation, and the two guards watching me don’t look particularly friendly.

      Guess I’ll just have to find out another day.

      I crack open the right-hand door and step out onto the wooden patio that, as far as I can tell, seems to extend all the way around the garden. The complex is built like a giant square, set on higher ground than the garden, which itself sinks into the earth, leading to what looks to be a pond resting in the center.

      Hard to tell when everything’s drowning in weeds.

      I squat to retie my boots when I hear a small chirp to my left.

      “Well, if it isn’t you." I can’t resist a small smile when I see the creature responsible for the noise.

      My calico friend shakes its head, whiskers puffing out, before jumping off the railing of the patio and onto the grass below. It takes a few steps farther into the garden, eventually coming to a stop. It sits on the ground and stares unwaveringly at me, as though daring—or inviting—me to follow it.

      I set down my bag and take two cautious steps forward to the edge of the patio and it waits, watching without flinching. As I step down from the patio, my feet meet the dirty cobblestone path below and carry me quietly to the little cat. It stretches, rubs its head against my ankles, and then trots off again while remaining within my sight.

      Where is it taking me?

      I lose sight of it a couple of times as it leads me down the overgrown and winding paths of the garden, down treacherous stairs and over fallen tree limbs, past stone statues and sculptures, their forms hidden by the foliage.

      It eventually disappears entirely as I push through some terribly uncultivated brush into a clearing, which appears to be the designed center. All paths, though buried under weeds and debris, snake to this sunken central area where the pond sits, bordered by large rocks and covered with algae.

      It’s a damn shame the area has been seemingly forgotten. I wonder if it ever lived up to its potential, if anyone has ever taken the time to care for it. The inside of Gajoro was maintained in certain areas...perhaps this garden also was once preened.

      It’s hard to imagine, when it looks like this.

      But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit excited to restore it.

      “Where’d you go?” I start to glance around, trying to catch sight of any sign of white, orange, or black fur through the brush.

      It seems it led me on a pointless chase.

      I turn around, trying to gain my bearings. The pond is below, and I think I came from that path. Or was it on the other side?

      Through the dense flora, I notice what looks to be a person sitting on the edge of the pond atop a large rock, their small frame barely noticeable at first, almost as if they too were a part of the garden.

      My heart skips a beat, afraid I’ve seen another ghost.

      At the same time, the calico makes a magical reappearance, leaping effortlessly onto the stranger’s stone and nuzzling affectionately against their slender outstretched hand. Ghosts can’t touch things, can they?

      A noble lady, then?

      “Are you the one who feeds it?” I ask from above, carefully jumping down from the stairs onto the spongy ground next to the water. The figure startles, nearly falling into the pond as they turn to face me. I quickly reach out and catch them by their wrist, which is willowy to the point I fear I’ve hurt them as they grimace when I pull them back upright.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I release my grip and notice the cat still sitting quietly, watching me intently.

      “Not at all.”

      The voice that leaves the stranger’s mouth is much deeper than I expected as they continue.

      “I apologize for such a timid reaction. I wasn’t expecting to see anyone back here.”

      I wasn’t either.

      Now able to clearly perceive their face, I notice the stranger is a boy, his petite frame and features having misled me from a distance.

      “It is yours?” I gesture to the cat, who has begun licking its belly with nonchalance, still aiming to get my inquiry answered.

      The boy blinks at me, either just now registering my appearance or perhaps still in shock from his near fall. His round eyes are a cloudy shade of gray, his skin not much brighter. He looks ill, sunken with gaunt cheekbones and dark half-moons under his lower lids.

      “Are you unwell?” It leaves my mouth before I consider how the question might be perceived negatively rather than as concern, despite having been on the receiving end of that query more times than I can count.

      At my words, he snaps up straighter and darts his eyes about, looking anywhere but at me.

      “Ah, er, yes.”

      He pauses.

      “About the cat!” He tacks on quickly. “I meant that I am fine.” His words come tumbling out, nervous declaration after nervous declaration. “I feel fine. I’m just...well, I always look like this. But Piko—the cat—she’s really a stray, but I’ve been taking care of her for a long time now...”

      He stops himself short, as if choking on the air.

      His clothes and mannerisms would lead me to believe he’s not a staff member of the manor, not to mention his lazing about back here. If he’s been caring for the cat, does he live in Gajoro?

      “You’re...” He hesitates for a second before lowering his volume and adjusting his tone to sound more placid than before. “...the gardener, yes?”

      I nod, taking note of his sheepish glances at the state of the garden. This is the first time I’ve bumped into him in all the weeks I’ve been working at the manor, though I only found signs of any human life mere days ago. Has he been watching me all this time?

      As if reading my thoughts, he hurriedly adds, “I’ve caught sight of you working in the courtyard a couple of times. You’ve done beautiful work.”

      Who am I to deny a compliment? Plus, despite his obviously avoidant gaze, he hasn’t said a thing about my appearance, so I’ll give him a pass.

      “Do you live in Gajoro?” I ask, finally allowing my burning curiosity to get the better of me. He shifts on the rock to allow the cat to curl into his lap.

      “Yes, I’m...a, ah, tutor...for...the princes.”

      He looks far too young for that to be the case, but it would explain his current inoccupation and his noble dress. His slight stutter over the sentence does strike me a tad suspicious, but at the end of the day, I don’t really care.

      However, if that truly is the case, for someone of such importance to be living out here in this run-down annex...

      “So even nobility is treated like shit next to royalty,” I scoff and toss a loose rock into the pond, watching it skip across the scummy surface. “Typical.”

      The tutor doesn’t say anything, his eyes wide, perhaps in surprise by my brazen comment. I half expect a lecture, but instead my ears are met with laughter.

      “What is your name?” he asks, lips curled in humor.

      “Jaeyun.” I extend my hand in greeting. Even though his societal rank is clearly far above mine, he doesn’t seem to care as he takes it casually. “And you?”

      “Yu—” He chokes and is cut short by a violent coughing fit, his thin body wracked by momentary uncontrolled hacking as he covers his mouth with his sleeve. “Forgive me.” He takes a deep breath and clears his throat before continuing, “My…name is Yuze.”
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      Yuze shows me around the interior garden, though I feel I must nervously prepare to catch him at any moment as his movements are flighty. The cat tags along beside us, attached to her bewildering human companion. For as well fed as she is, why is this guy so skinny?

      He seems to be acutely aware of the garden’s layout, and when we return to the halls of the manor, his quick navigation through it reveals his familiarity with the inside, as well. I have many questions. How long has he lived here? Are there others also being housed here? Why is he so far removed from the rest of the palace? Shouldn’t a royal tutor live closer to his pupils?

      Is the manor haunted?

      Though most importantly, if there is life in Gajoro, why has it been left in such a state of neglect? These weeds didn’t grow overnight.

      As the days go on, and I see him occasionally poking about as I begin work on the inner garden, the number of questions only grows while the answers remain a mystery. Not that I’ve asked.

      And what’s the deal with these statues? I take a closer look at the one I’m currently peeling swaths of moss off of, its face finally visible. It’s sculpted in the image of a young woman, her expression peaceful, though perhaps vacant. She is made of stone, after all. But the more unique aspect is her lack of clothing and the round shape of her belly, which she holds elegantly with her arms.

      She’s obviously meant to look pregnant, which happens to be the same theme across all of the other statues in the garden. Naked, ethereal, pregnant women or women holding infants. There’s clearly some sort of significance to these artworks…are they meant to be Masui? Or could it be the original garden architect had some strange fixation on pregnancy?

      While I am curious about the enigma that is Gajoro, its contents and its inhabitants, my desire to keep my nose out of royal business is stronger. I could ask Yuze, but I’d rather not get involved with any nobles, let alone one so close with the royal family, even if they are kinder than the usual sort.

      Yuze doesn’t seem to notice my disinterest though as he continues to start conversations with me while I work, seemingly at a loss for work of his own.

      “Have you always been a gardener?” he entreats one afternoon, his already clammy looking skin damp with sweat under the heightened spring sun.

      “No,” I answer plainly, my own sweat rolling in beads down my neck as I pull at the endless weeds between the cobblestones. I got complacent with the easier work of planting in the courtyard. I regret not cleaning back here sooner, back when the weather was cooler.

      Yuze wipes his brow and makes a puzzled face, as though trying to think of something to say to keep the conversation alive. He looks pale, and even more unwell than usual.

      “Not that I don’t appreciate your chitchat...” I gather a large heap of weeds, loading them into my basket with a labored grunt. “...but you seem uncomfortable in the heat.”

      He glances sideways at my remark, twisting his fingers together in a nervous manner.

      “Ah, I’m fine. But...thank you for your concern.”

      I’m not particularly concerned, but it’ll only be more work for me if he passes out back here while I’m trying to do my job.

      “I just remembered I have matters to attend to,” he says before bowing his head politely, a gesture I wouldn’t have expected from a noble. “I shall take my leave. Do let Amaskounu in the kitchen know if you are hungry or thirsty, the weather is sweltering today.”

      I blink in surprise before nodding my head, prompting him to turn and begin his trek back to the manor.

      Do I have the clearance to ask the kitchen staff for food? I’ve never even considered doing such a thing. Are the other staff here directly under Yuze?

      The more we converse, the more confused about him I become, though something in my gut persistently tells me to stay out of it. I’ve never been the meddlesome type, and there’s no reason to start now.

      A couple days go by without seeing him, and I relish the quiet as I continue my way through the interior garden, making quick work of brushing the path clean with a broom.

      Others entered Gajoro this morning.

      Three very official-looking men, perhaps fellow tutors or Yuze’s collaborators. I only caught a glimpse as I made a trip to the wall to dump my basket, waiting until all three had entered the manor before making my climb. I figure it may be best to have the walking path cleared in case they were to peruse the back garden, though it seems likely they are here for business and not for pleasure.

      Now with tidier walkways, I start on the beds that border the paths, weeding and uprooting dead bushes and flowers. I set my goal to finish one side by the end of the day, feeling rather motivated by the thought I’ll be free from Gajoro once the interior garden is completed.

      While it’s doubtful, perhaps when Hoten sees just how improved the estate looks, he’ll give me a raise. I’ve already made enough to start a nicely padded savings, though it isn’t enough to return to working the wheat fields.

      Perhaps after another three months. Or another six...

      Without warning, commotion resounds from the front of Gajoro, shouting voices and movements of the guards in their clanking armor echoing into the interior garden over the rooftops of the manor. I consider sneaking through the halls to eavesdrop, but the impulse passes almost immediately.

      Not my problem, no need to get involved. The weeds are my problem.

      However, the clamor quickly becomes my problem as two guards come bursting through the main patio doors, one of the official men from earlier right on their heels.

      “Seize him!”

      We make eye contact as he points his finger in my direction, his shrill cry stunning me into a locked position, as the guards barrel down the patio steps toward me.

      “What—”

      I’m unable to properly ask as both roughly grab an arm each, shuffling me around a little before beginning to drag me back to the manor.

      I immediately regret making the paths so easy to traverse.

      “Can you explain—” I try again with no success to speak as the man on the patio interrupts.

      “Take him to the parlor,” he commands the guards, who seem equally eager to ignore my questions. I don’t resist as they pull me through the halls, eventually tossing me harshly to the cold floor of the front parlor. In an even stranger twist, Yuze is suddenly beside me, kneeled to the ground as he pores over me with concern.

      “Explain yourself, roktesh.” One of the other official men—standing with his arms crossed and wearing a disapproving scowl on his leathery face—demands.

      I wrack my jumbled brain, trying to conceive what I possibly could have done to end up in this situation.

      “I’m so sorry,” Yuze half-whispers, though it feels like he isn’t really addressing me, but the others in the room. “I had to tell them sooner than we planned.” His apologetic voice is paired with an unfamiliarly affectionate touch as he helps me to a sitting position.

      Tell them what? What the fuck did you tell them?

      “Your Highness cannot be serious.” The third man speaks up, pinching the bridge of his bespectacled nose. “This man is a commoner! And a clearly destitute one at that. Not to mention his...appearance.”

      Your Highness?

      I look at Yuze, whose eyes are fixed on the three men, a defiant fire replacing his usual look of tiredness.

      “Since when has beauty had anything to do with choosing consorts? And his rank is inconsequential, you all very well know. His status as a consort does not change my marriage, so why should it matter?”

      Consort, marriage...I understand the words coming out of Yuze’s mouth, but the context is severely lacking. What the hell does this have to do with me?

      “But, Your Highness, His majesty will be outraged that you’ve taken a consort before the marriage ceremony. It simply isn’t procedural!”

      “You would dare lecture me on procedure after what you just asked of me?” Yuze flares, and the only one who doesn’t flinch with guilt is Leather-face, the defined wrinkles around his frown deepening.

      “If you are aware your father will not delay your marriage, why take a consort?” He looks between Yuze and me, and I feel a pit begin to grow in my stomach.

      Yuze slinks a hand around my neck and under my chin, tilting my face up to his. My heart is racing, both from the pace of the incomprehensible conversation and at the sudden intimacy with this person I plainly don't know.

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      I remain stone still as he grazes my bottom lip with his thumb before looking back at the others.

      “Because he satisfies me in bed.”

      The shock in the room is palpable, and I think I can actually hear the sound of my brain splitting in half.

      By any means, I should be denying this utterly false and ridiculous proclamation, but for some reason I can’t. My tongue feels like lead and it’s as though I can’t breathe, like all of my functions have ceased due to stupor. I can feel Yuze’s racing pulse through the hand he’s laced on top of mine, somehow beating even harder than my own.

      Why is he lying about this?

      And why me?

      Leather-face clicks his tongue, breaking the silence. “We will inform His Majesty of this development, though he is likely to be displeased. If rumors spread...” He sighs as his words trail off into mumbles.

      “I’m hardly the first prince to take a consort out of turn, Gajaris. Need I remind you of the woman currently on the throne?” Yuze breathes out, and Leather-face makes an expression I don’t quite know how to interpret.

      Annoyance? Disgust?

      He looks as though he just smelled a rotten durian.

      “Inform His Majesty.” Yuze waves at the three men dismissively. “I will make a visit to Tenka soon. Please leave us be, this exchange has left me feeling rather tired.”

      One of the guards who captured me, one who I’ve seen around Gajoro many times, quickly rushes to Yuze’s side.

      “As you wish, Your Highness.” The official men bow before shuffling out, the second guard following behind to pull the large door shut.

      “Shall I call for the physician?” The guard helps Yuze to his feet, who in turn helps me, or at least tries to with his spindly arms.

      “Are you all right?” He ignores the guard and instead turns his attention to me, seemingly still keeping up the distraught and affectionate performance from before. The guard eyes us warily and since I don’t feel like being thrown to the ground for a second time, I play along complicitly.

      “I’m fine, Yu...Your Highness.” It comes out as awkwardly and stiffly as it feels, but what if his name isn’t actually Yuze? I don’t know what’s happening, but I don’t want to risk exposing the lie unintentionally. His eyes widen in surprise as I clear my throat and gently take him by the shoulders. “Are you in need of the physician?”

      He shakes his head no, despite the severe flush on his face.

      “Then,” I take a step closer and speak lowly into his ear, “I’d like to talk. Alone.”

      When I pull back, the flush has spread to his neck and his ears. Even I could be fooled into thinking we were having a genuinely flirtatious exchange, based on his shy reactions.

      Is he actually just crazy?

      “Please leave us, Inuhori.” He glances at the guard, who hesitates. Yuze takes my hand and begins leading me toward the hall.

      “But, Your Highness...”

      “That’s an order,” he punctuates, and the guard grits his mouth shut.

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      After turning a corner, we arrive at a door moments later where Yuze finally drops my hand.

      “Please, come in.” He turns the doorknob and pushes it open to reveal a splendidly large room, though it’s nearly bare, save for a few pieces of furniture. “I’d like to explain.”

      He keeps his face turned away from me as we enter the room, the door softly closing behind. I take it this must be his bedroom as I notice Piko curled up sweetly on the bed in the corner, her ears perking at the sound of our entrance. He hurriedly prepares the small tea table in the center of the room, laying down a cushion on either side. He sits and rubs his hands over his face while inhaling a shaky breath, revealing deep, dark eye bags when he pulls his hands away.

      I have so many questions as I sense my smoldering anger building to a simmer, but I take a seat opposite him and fold my legs and arms, holding it in with as much control as I can, though it becomes nearly impossible to keep it from slipping out.

      “Jaeyun, I am so sorry⁠—”

      “Forgive me, ‘Your Highness’...”

      He grimaces at my harsh tone.

      “...but what the fuck is going on?”

      He squirms under the weight of my gaze. “I’m sorry to drag you into this, truly. It all happened so quickly. I’m—” His mouth flaps open and shut. “I’m sorry. I’ll explain everything, but let me start with the most important bit. I need you to⁠—”

      “How about you start with who you really are and why you lied to me?” I snap, finding it increasingly difficult to hold back every time the prince flounders and apologizes.

      He frowns. “Yes, I...that is important.” He takes a deep breath, and even though I’ve already connected the dots and know part of the answer, I need to hear it from him.

      “My name is Yuzeharu Khani...First Prince of Satesaru.”

      He bows his head slightly, as if this were a normal introduction of any kind.

      “The crown prince,” I supply, and he nods.

      He can’t be serious.

      “And as for why I lied...”

      To deceive and use me, obviously.

      “Since you didn’t seem to know who I was, you treated me like an equal, like a human...it’s been so long since I’ve been able to interact with someone that way. I hadn’t planned to lie, I just...panicked, I suppose…” he mutters with shame.

      I begin to recall our first time meeting, and my choice words about royalty. Is that why he’s doing this to me? As revenge for offending his fragile royal feelings?

      He doesn’t seem particularly vengeful as he sits, pitiful before me, but what else could make sense?

      “My father...” he begins after a beat of silence, his tired eyes fixed on the tabletop between us. “The king. He sent those officials to persuade me to agree to an earlier ceremony date for my wedding.”

      I stare at him expectantly, waiting for why this should matter at all to me.

      “My betrothed is not yet eighteen. The Court signed an agreement with her family that we would not wed until she was of age.”

      “Aren’t you just a kid too?” I interject, still confused and impatient to get to the point. The prince blinks and I think I see the slightest look of embarrassment across his face.

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      If I were drinking something, I might have choked. I was certain he couldn’t be much older than eighteen himself, let alone four years older than me.

      “Nesa is seven years my junior, and like a younger sister to me...and she doesn’t want to marry me, either.”

      I don’t regret anything I’ve said about nobility, to the prince’s face or otherwise. What business does a grown man have marrying a seventeen-year-old?

      “So this is all for her?” I strain, still not sure I understand entirely. Or care. “Refuse the early wedding. And why not just marry someone older?”

      The prince folds his hands on the table. “Nesa’s family has deep ties to the kingdom, historically and financially. Our engagement was predetermined before either of us were born. We have no say in the matter.”

      “You sounded pretty in control of the matter back there.” I gesture behind me to the door and his face colors again. “But it also sounded like this little lie of yours doesn’t change a damn thing, anyway. So what the hell are you playing at⁠—”

      “I know you’re angry.” He holds up his hands as though to calm me. “Understandably. There’s...there’s more.” He looks hesitant to divulge the “more” to me but opens his mouth again. “This should keep my father at bay at least until the original agreed upon ceremony date next spring. Nesa’s family will likely be irate once they hear I’ve taken a consort. I’m hoping they reconsider the engagement, creating a delay in the process, or better yet, they may ask to nullify it altogether.”

      I sigh and rub my neck, my head throbbing as I try to process all of this.

      “So why me?”

      I’ve been asking this question my entire life. Why me? What did I do in my previous life to always get caught up in shit in this one?

      Why, Dayir?

      I’m not sure what sort of answer I wanted or expected to hear, but the prince’s next words only fuel the fire that’s about to burst to the surface.

      “You were…a convenient option.” He hangs his head.

      Of course. Why did I even bother asking?

      I take a deep, steadying breath before leveling my gaze to meet his, though he refuses to look me head-on.

      “You know…that’s pretty fucking flimsy reasoning for actions that could possibly ruin my life.”
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      Jaeyun’s eyes darken as his mouth forms a deep, angry frown.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen him look this way, though one could argue I haven’t had much of a chance to see any expression other than his typically focused scowl as he works, which I’ve become familiar and comfortable with over the past month.

      I couldn’t help but watch him from the windows.

      It’s rare to have a stranger in Gajoro in general, and even rarer for one as fascinating as Jaeyun. While my interest was initially piqued due to the patches of pale skin that started at his hands and pieced their way all the way up his arms, onto his chest, neck, and face, there was something else about him that continued to draw me in. I was happy observing from afar, watching him grow more comfortable in the courtyard as the days went by, content to remain a secret spectator as he patiently and skillfully restored it.

      But then he saw me in the window.

      It was only for a second, but I thought for sure I’d been found out and he would avoid coming to Gajoro altogether, just like everyone else. However, the next day he came, and the day after that. He continued tending to the estate, and even when we met in the garden, he didn’t say anything about our first interaction. He spoke to me casually, perhaps even a bit rudely at times. There were no formalities between us, no societal separations. He put up with my questions and my attachment, and even though it was obvious he saw me as an occasional nuisance, I thought we were possibly becoming friendly.

      Not that it matters now.

      As his narrow, catlike eyes—the right a deep brown and the left a grayish blue—glare daggers at me, my heart and brain fight over which gets to function properly.

      The silence between us is uncomfortable. Tense. Strangling. I have so many things I want to say, so many apologies I want to make, but nothing comprehensible will come out. I didn’t intend for this to happen. The thought of a consort had never even crossed my mind until this morning when the court officials began flapping their gums. In my rage at their demands about Nesa, I desperately tried to think of something, anything, to prevent this whole marriage.

      Perhaps it was the gods organizing fate, or perhaps it was my own selfishness at the idea of making a friend, but Jaeyun’s unique face suddenly entered my mind in that moment, and I spoke before I could think any better.

      While I mull over my regrets, he breaks the silence first.

      “I don’t want to be involved in this.” He puts a firm hand down flat on the table. “I’m flattered, but I have no interest in becoming a consort, royal or otherwise.”

      I feel heat envelop my neck and ears as Jaeyun’s stare roves over me, his irritation clear in his dark, creased eyebrows.

      “It’s just a ploy!” I defend myself quickly, bringing my hands up to wave at the idea. “I’m not interested in you...like that.” I stutter at the end, unable to completely deny my interest in him, though my intentions are purely platonic. “I was just trying to sell it...”

      I recall the past ten minutes and how shameful I acted, throwing myself all over Jaeyun, touching him in ways I’ve never touched anyone. I want to crawl into my bed and disappear, all the while Jaeyun’s deep voice that echoed in my ear earlier, as he played along in front of Inuhori, continues to reverberate in my memory, as though punishing me for all of this.

      “So what then? I’m stuck as a consort for the rest of my life?” His tone of disbelief cuts through me, causing a pang of guilt to hit my chest.

      I need him to agree to help me, but I also can’t tell him the whole truth. I swallow and take a slow, shaky breath, figuring out how to twist it in a way that’s believable but that won’t lead to any more questions.

      “I just need you to be my consort for...a year.”

      Baepang only gave me a wide estimate, but a year should be all I need.

      “Until the wedding next spring. If the Seifaungs don’t end the engagement, Nesa and I will wed in the spring. Once it’s over, I’ll deal with the court and say I grew tired of you. Then you’ll be free to leave the palace.”

      “Baidanu shi,” Jaeyun whispers under his breath, rubbing his face with agitation. “A year?”

      “You’ll be appropriately compensated,” I pipe up, realizing this may be the only way to persuade him. “I can pay you monthly.”

      “I’m already making money as a gardener,” he retorts, still not budging.

      In the grand scheme of things, gardeners make next to nothing compared to some of the other palace positions. It’s a thankless job…even a small bump in salary should be enticing. “Name your price.”

      Jaeyun’s eyes narrow, skeptical. He hesitates, his chest rising and falling at a fast pace, still agitated from before. But I think I can see his obstinance begin to wane.

      “Thirty gold pieces.”

      I blink, surprised by his rather high demand. Though it’s of no consequence, as I’ve never had anything to spend my money on and have no need to hold on to it now. He most likely assumed the large sum would make me reconsider.

      “Done.”

      Jaeyun’s even expression turns a bit frazzled as I call his bluff.

      “And at the completion of the year, I’ll give you a bonus.”

      His eyebrows twitch as he does the math in his head, his eyes growing wide as the numbers start to fall into place. He looks somewhat at war with himself.

      “All I need you to do is make a few public appearances with me, and to come to my room in the evenings. Once you arrive, you can sneak out through the window into the garden and then return to your room.” I point at the large bedroom window I utilize to escape into the inner garden. “I don’t expect you to stay here with me every night.”

      “My room?” he asks hesitantly.

      “Yes, you would live here in Gajoro.” I failed to think about what his current living situation must look like, if he has a family or if he lives in the staff dormitory. “I won’t force you to stay with me. You’d have your own space, get to make your own decisions. I’d make sure you have every amenity you could possibly think of. You’d get to live like a king.”

      Jaeyun glances around the room, likely taking notice of how my own room differs greatly from that description.

      “I like to live modestly,” I add on, anxious he’ll think I’m lying to persuade him. I’ve kept my living space quaint by choice ever since coming to Gajoro, as I didn’t feel it pertinent to live lavishly when I’m hardly well enough to enjoy it. Do most captives decorate their cages?

      Besides, the inner garden has always been more of my sanctuary, even after they stopped sending someone to take care of it years ago.

      He sighs and rubs his cheek, taking everything I've said into consideration. After a few moments, he folds his hands together and rests them on the table. “If I were to agree,” he starts, and I feel my heart burst into a sprint. “I’d need to be allowed to leave the palace as I please. My old man...he’d have a difficult time living by himself.”

      “Of course,” I acquiesce swiftly. “You can even schedule longer lengths of time you wish to be away.”

      His jaw tightens. “And the garden.” His eyes flick over to the window. “I’d like to be allowed to keep working on it during the day.”

      I look at him a bit puzzled, but nod my head. “You’re free to do as you wish about the palace during the day, unless I need you to join me somewhere.”

      “I don’t want any other gardeners coming to Gajoro while I’m here...I’ll take care of it all.” His eyes meet mine again. “If I don’t have some work to do, I’ll lose my mind.”

      I nod again. I would have thought most people, especially someone demanding such a high level of compensation, would revel in not having to work anymore, but it doesn’t bother me any. Given the way the front of Gajoro looks, I’ve been anxiously awaiting him to finish the inner garden anyway, so I might enjoy it like I did when I was young.

      “Anything you desire...I’ll do my best to achieve it for you.” I try to give him the sincerest of looks, though his face tells me little about whether or not I’ve convinced him.

      “Please,” I say quietly, bowing my forehead to the table.

      Masui, give me courage.

      “I’m humbly asking for your cooperation.”

      He’s quiet again for only a moment before he asks, voice grave and serious, “What happens if I refuse?”

      I feel my throat constrict and my mouth seems far drier than it was mere moments ago.

      “I...” My voice trails off, as I realize I don’t have any answer but the truth. “...I won’t force you.”

      I can’t.

      As desperately as I want to escape this twisted fate of mine, I’m simply incapable of dragging Jaeyun into it if he isn’t willing.

      “Though it would be best if you left the palace, immediately.”

      I guess in a way, even though there could be worse outcomes, I’ve still given him two unfortunate choices.

      Either be ousted from the palace, lose his job as a gardener and return home while becoming free from my proposed arrangement, or stay and become my contracted consort, subject to scrutiny and ire from the rest of the palace with only myself as company. On paper the job may seem easy, but the already poor treatment I receive from the rest of the family is likely to deteriorate even further, and Jaeyun will be affected by extension.

      I haven’t mentioned that, but it’s obvious he’s no stranger to stares and insults.

      His appearance frankly reminds me of Piko, though I’ve heard the whispers of the guards and staff.

      I am certain he must be used to much less polite comparisons.

      Jaeyun considers these two paths in silence. I sit still, waiting for whatever answer he’s willing to give. I want to be hopeful that he’ll assist me in my ruse, but as I sit in the stale hush, the room filled with his resentment, I prepare myself to hear the opposite.
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