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      Character Profiles


      Maomao


      An apothecary in the pleasure district. Downright obsessed with medicines and poisons, but largely uninterested in other matters. Has deep respect for her adoptive father Luomen. Twenty years old at the beginning of this year.




      Jinshi


      The Emperor’s younger brother. Inhumanly beautiful. He can’t get Maomao off his mind, but by hook or by crook, she always manages to evade him, and he’s getting desperate. Real name: Ka Zuigetsu. Twenty-one years old.




      Basen


      Gaoshun’s son; Jinshi’s attendant. Doesn’t feel pain as acutely as most people, which gives him far greater physical limits than most. He’s very serious, but that makes him easy to tweak. In love with Consort Lishu.




      Gaoshun


      Basen’s father. A well-built soldier, he was formerly Jinshi’s attendant, but now he serves the Emperor personally.




      Lakan


      Maomao’s biological father and Luomen’s nephew. A freak with a monocle. He’s a high-ranking member of the military, but his bizarre behavior causes people to avoid him. He loves Go and Shogi and is a formidable player.




      Lahan


      Lakan’s nephew and adopted son. A small man with round glasses, he has a soft spot for beautiful women and will try to chat them up anytime he sees one, never mind that his looks don’t match theirs. He runs a bunch of side hustles to try to pay off his adoptive father’s debts.




      Luomen


      Maomao’s adoptive father; Lakan’s uncle. Once a eunuch in the rear palace, he now serves as a court physician. He’s missing one kneecap, a punishment inflicted on him many years ago.




      Empress Gyokuyou


      The Emperor’s legal wife. An exotic beauty with red hair and green eyes. Twenty-two years old.




      The Emperor


      A real go-getter and possessor of prodigious facial hair. Prefers his women well-endowed. Thirty-seven years old.




      Yao


      Maomao’s colleague. She looks older than Maomao on account of being taller and better endowed. She despises her uncle, who’s forever trying to push her into political marriages. Sixteen years old.




      En’en


      Maomao’s colleague and fellow assistant in the court medical office, as well as Yao’s lady-in-waiting. She lives for Yao, and her rather lopsided love is frequently evident. Twenty years old.




      Rikuson


      Once Lakan’s aide, he now serves in the western capital. He has a photographic memory for people’s faces.




      Gyokuen


      Empress Gyokuyou’s father. Officially responsible for the western capital, but when his daughter ascended to the throne he moved to the royal capital.




      Gyoku-ou


      Gyokuen’s eldest son; Empress Gyokuyou’s half-brother. Currently leads the western capital while his father is away.




      Suiren


      Jinshi’s lady-in-waiting and former wet nurse.




      Baryou


      Gaoshun’s son and Basen’s older brother. Quick to develop a stomach ailment when confronted with another human being.




      Dr. Liu


      An upper physician at court. He and Luomen studied in the west together.




      Tianyu


      One of Maomao’s colleagues, a young physician. He can seem lackadaisical, and he has a thing for En’en.
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      Prologue


      The nightmare refused to end.


      Still slung under an arm, Maomao was dragged into the next room. She couldn’t even fight.


      Her heart pounded. Jinshi, the one who was holding her, had a fresh burn on his side. Although she could well be in danger here, as an apothecary, Maomao was drawn to the injury.


      It was a good, clean burn. No blood... She racked her brain, asking herself which medicines she would need. Purple Cloud salve, that might be simplest. Purple gromwell, touki, and beeswax, I think I can get those. Sesame oil, maybe not.


      No, this was no good. Maomao shook her head. Purple gromwell was only effective on relatively minor burns, as she’d confirmed on her own arm. It could actually have the opposite effect with more serious burns, she recalled.


      Things that work on burns. What works on burns?


      At the very least, she would need a balm to prevent the skin from drying out. She would have to find more oil and beeswax.


      As she was trying to decide how to treat Jinshi, he finally put her down.


      “Master Jinshi,” she said. He had collapsed onto the bed, grimacing. “Does it hurt?”


      “I must say it does.”


      And indeed it would. It might be slightly numb now, but pressing a burning brand to your own skin was always going to be painful.


      Jinshi’s pain, however, appeared to be something else.


      “Feeling a wave of regret, sir?” Maomao found herself asking. The man who until moments ago had seemed in control of everything was leaning his forehead against the bed and weeping. Maomao could see no expression on his face in profile, and he himself might not have been aware of the tears pouring from his eyes.
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      Even as Maomao spoke, she went around the room, wondering what medicines might be available in here. She quickly found a mortar and pestle that she commandeered, along with several trays. She wanted to go to the brazier, try to warm some water, but she wanted to keep it as far from Jinshi as possible. In fact, she moved it to a far corner of the room.


      “What would I regret?”


      What? It was hard to put into words. Even Maomao understood that Jinshi had absolutely no interest in the throne. Otherwise, he would never have had such good relations with Empress Gyokuyou. If solidifying such relations had been one of his goals here, he had chosen a hell of a way to do it.


      Neither did he appear to regret his injury. Much like when he had sustained the wound to his cheek, he had actually seemed pleased. He was not, in fact, as attached to his looks as people around him thought, and he seemed to resent their assumptions.


      So why was he so depressed?


      Maomao located a spoon and placed it on the table by the bedside. There was a pharmaceutical spatula for stirring medicine, but no bladed instruments.


      “His Majesty looked less enraged than...sad. May I take it, sir, that grieving the Emperor was not your intention?”


      “That’s right... I only needed him to get angry.”


      So was it the Emperor’s bereaved look that had so disturbed Jinshi?


      I suspect the Emperor...


      Maomao thought this had to do with the relationship between Jinshi and His Majesty. And Ah-Duo as well. It was only a distant guess in her mind, but the more she’d had to do with all of them, the more certain she had become—even if she would never have spoken the secret aloud.


      It hurts to have your father get angry at you.


      Supposedly, one needed objective proof to change a hypothesis into a certainty. Maomao was trying to find that proof among human emotions. What a very vague and unscientific place to look.


      And yet, having seen the Emperor’s eyes fill with sadness, and the way he hesitated in front of Empress Gyokuyou, Maomao could think only that Jinshi was the current Emperor’s eldest son.


      I just keep learning things I’d rather not know, she thought. She sighed as she looked at Jinshi. Things seemed to have calmed down a bit, so she made to go to the other room. But Jinshi immediately grabbed her wrist. “Where are you going?”


      “To get medicine. The ingredients are in the other room.”


      Jinshi rose and began opening the drawers of a cabinet along one wall. There were enough medicines in there to make Maomao’s head spin, components of every conceivable kind.


      “Ngghaa!” She thought she might devolve into waving and drooling. She wanted to burst into her happy dance, but she fought the urge and took a deep breath instead. Jinshi’s eyes on her were piercing. Among the variety of things in the drawers was salve, already prepared. She opened the large clamshell and took a sniff. She was greeted by the aroma of honey and the unmistakable scent of sesame. It didn’t seem to contain any other ingredients.


      She also located disinfectant alcohol and bandages. Then she took the balm and stood before Jinshi. “Master Jinshi, I’m going to treat your injury now. Please let me see it.” She tried to get him to sit back down on the bed, but he spun around and sat her down instead. “What do you think you’re doing, sir?” She looked at him, hoping her displeasure was evident.


      His fingers brushed her chin. She raised her head, trying to avoid him.


      “You’re going to pretend you can’t imagine, when we’ve come so far? No one else can serve as my nighttime companion now.” Jinshi smirked, but fat droplets of sweat showed that he was reaching his limit.


      Maomao simply refused to speak. Annoyed, she grabbed his robe, which he was still only half wearing.


      “Which of us is it that lacks imagination? Did you think I wouldn’t be angry to be put in this position?” She stretched until they were almost nose-to-nose. “What you’re doing is tyranny, Master Jinshi. A damn, dirty trick meant to tell everyone what you want. You don’t care about anyone else. You don’t care about your status. What you’ve done is self-centered and masochistic and so deeply exasperating that I don’t even know what to say about it!”


      Jinshi didn’t answer, but his face spoke clearly: You obviously do.


      “Empress Gyokuyou’s son—the Crown Prince—and Consort Lihua’s son are both hardly a year old...”


      Children were weak. Until they were at least seven, you never knew if they might die. Even if you weren’t using a poisonous face powder, they might succumb to illness. Some accident might befall them. They might even be assassinated.


      “What exactly is your plan if something happens to the Emperor?”


      “I’m working very hard to make sure nothing does.” Jinshi’s voice was low and rumbling, nothing like the syrupy nymph’s voice he sometimes used. His eyes were dark, and he was obviously clear on what he intended here. Maomao was about to say something else, but the words caught in her throat.


      What Jinshi had done was insane. That, at least, was the only thing Maomao or Gyokuyou could have called it. She didn’t know what His Majesty must think, but it seemed to have been a bolt from the blue for him.


      But then, was it any less mad, what Jinshi had been forced to live with? He had the power; he could have done any number of even crazier things. That he had the generosity of heart to listen to Maomao’s words made it hard to shout at him now.


      Young women are sometimes described as sheltered, but Jinshi had been similarly isolated, packed into a little box until he had been crushed. Many might have simply died, smashed by the pressure.


      I sure as hell wouldn’t have put up with it.


      Neither, it seemed, would Jinshi. Just like Maomao, he would fight back, try to escape. But unlike Maomao, he would do more than simply let his emotions run away with him, let his feelings dictate his actions. He was a person who thought things through, and at the end of all his thinking, he had come to a most Jinshi-like conclusion—and had acted on it.


      Maomao was a swirl of emotions. She didn’t know what to do. She wished she could have been someone more ignorant of the situation, of human nature. How much easier her life would have been if she could have just stood stupidly to one side and watched.


      This son of a...!


      She raised her hand, stopping it just in front of Jinshi’s forehead. She made a circle with her pointer finger and thumb, then tensed the muscles of her hand and...


      “Yowch!”


      ...gave his forehead a good flick. She could have slapped him, but it would have left a mark, and she didn’t want that. She knew very well that this was the height of disrespect, and that it could cost her her head if she wasn’t careful. But she figured Jinshi would permit her this much.


      Hell, I’m the one being generous, here!


      Jinshi had a hand to his forehead and was looking at her, amazed.


      “Shut up and let me treat you. Sir.”


      Jinshi stuck out his lower lip. “I’ve got a lot on my mind, you know.”


      “Well, that’s not my problem; I’m an apothecary. Let me do my work.” On this point, she wouldn’t budge. It had been Jinshi’s show earlier, but she wasn’t going to let him push her around now.


      Maomao picked up the spatula she’d found. “I’m running out of time because you won’t leave me alone. I’d hoped I could give you some sedatives, but that ship has sailed.” She slipped past him, came around behind him, and pressed down firmly.


      “Hrgh!” he said, a very un-nymphlike sound. Maomao somehow managed to flip him onto his side on the bed, a pretty good trick considering how large and heavy he was.


      She breathed a long breath out as she heated the spatula in the brazier in the corner of the room.


      “Please don’t move,” she said.


      “What the hell are you doing? You’re not planning to grill me, are you?”


      “I’m not grilling anything! I need searing heat to disinfect things.” She fluttered the spatula to cool it a bit, then wrapped it in a clean cloth. “We aren’t going to burn it away. We’re going to cut it.”


      “Cut...?” Jinshi’s face twisted, and then he went pale. But it was too late. He’d done this to himself. Now he would have to live with the consequences.


      “If we don’t get rid of the charred skin and flesh, the poison will spread from there. I wish I could get rid of all of it, to keep it from festering, but since there are no knives here, this will have to do.”


      She would use the metal spatula to cut away the ruined flesh. It would be painful, but he would just have to bear it.


      “N-Now, just a minute. Aren’t you more worried about some made-up excuse for a knife?”


      “I don’t want to hear any complaining from the man who burned a brand into his own skin! I don’t have any knives here, and shaving the stuff away is the only effective first aid. We can do more long-term treatment later.”


      She wasn’t actually sure that was true—whether she would be able to treat him once they left this room. She wanted to make sure she at least salved the burn to prevent poison from spreading in it.


      It’s a question of whether we can make time for treatment later.


      The night was already late. Maomao had work the next day, as did Jinshi. She had a suspicion he wouldn’t take the day off even if she ordered him to. After work tomorrow—well, really, today—she would have to get tools and medicines together and redo her treatment.


      In her mind, the biggest question was whether Jinshi could really live his life without anyone discovering his scar. “Can you even change your own clothes?” she asked.


      “I’m not a baby.”


      “I’m sorry, but which of us gets help dressing themselves every day?”


      Maomao dipped a bandage into the alcohol from the drawer and pressed it against the wound. The charred flesh had an unmistakable smell.


      Maybe I can get some grilled meat for dinner tonight.


      “Hey! Did you say something?”


      “No, sir. Nothing.”


      Jinshi winced as she disinfected the area around the wound.


      “Keep a stiff upper lip, sir. You can bite on, I don’t know, a blanket or something.” She turned up the blanket on the bed and pushed it toward him. He reflexively backed away, his lovely countenance twisting in disgust. “You’ll bite your tongue,” Maomao said.


      “I won’t,” he said. Suddenly—what was he thinking?—he was upon Maomao. He bit into her shoulder.


      “Stop that, sir. My hand will slip.”


      He made a noise that might have been a response. She no longer felt his teeth through the fabric, but he didn’t lie back down. She felt only a gentle tugging at her shirt.


      “Just don’t get any drool on me,” she said.


      “Mrn...”


      Was that a yes? Or a no? She wasn’t sure.


      Very well. Maomao took this as justification not to hold back. She pressed the spatula to the burned skin. A muffled scream came from right by her ear, but she conducted her work smartly and professionally.


      I have to make sure no one else hears him yell like that.


      The hand that sneaked around behind her gripped harder and harder. She kept working, even though he seemed bent on making it as difficult as possible.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Yao’s Request


      Utterly exhausted or not, morning still came. And with morning came the need to go to work.


      Maomao was so tired, she didn’t want to think. She was dogged by sleepiness, but the insuperable proposal she faced forced her mind to work.


      I wonder if I’ll be summoned after I’m done today. I have to think about what medicines I need to treat a burn...


      She pondered as she organized a cabinet drawer. The end of the year was approaching, and the apprentice physicians as well as the court ladies assigned to the medical office were cleaning the place top to bottom.


      “Phew! Boy, am I tired!” said Yao, giving a big stretch. She had a rag in her hand and was diligently cleaning the shelves.


      “You think that about does it?” En’en asked. She wrung out the cloth that she, likewise, was using. The apprentice physicians were mostly handling the heavy lifting; cleaning the room itself was left to Maomao and the others.


      “Oh, it’s fine,” Maomao said, returning the drawers. When they were done cleaning, they would be off of work. Court ladies got vacation over the end of one year and the start of the next. The doctors took shifts staying at court, but there was no need for Maomao and the other women to stick around. Word was that if the young ladies weren’t given time off, their families objected vociferously.


      Most of them are just here to learn to be decent homemakers, anyway. Or find a husband.


      Yao and En’en, however, were here to work, so Maomao doubted they would spend their vacation at home. Yao’s father was dead, and control of her family had passed into the hands of her uncle, who was bent on marrying Yao off. En’en, who lived for her young mistress, regarded him as an archenemy.


      “Maomao, what are you going to do on your vacation? They said you were called home yesterday. Are you going to help out with work there?” Yao asked as she dried out her rag and washed her hands.


      Being “called home” was a convenient cover for being summoned by Jinshi. The story, she surmised, was that an emergency case had turned up at her father’s apothecary shop and she had been called away to help. After all, there had to be something to excuse Maomao’s late-night disappearance and predawn return.


      So he was planning this all along! She felt anger bubbling up in her, but she knew she had to stay calm for the moment.


      The answer to Yao’s question was no. Maomao could only wish she was going home for a few days—she would be lucky to get a day trip. A certain idiot nobleman had inflicted a major burn on himself. In fact, he seemed likely to come for her this very day once work was over.


      The honest answer, unfortunately, was not one Maomao could give. She tried to think of what she could say instead. Probably best to pretend she would be going back to the pleasure district.


      “Yeah. In fact, I expect us to be raking it in this time of year,” she said.


      “You do?”


      “Not every lord with a bulging purse goes home. The more customers who show up, the more the shop profits. We could be very busy.”


      Yao looked perplexed, but En’en took Maomao’s meaning and glared at her. With her information network, she probably knew very well what Maomao’s “family home” did. Maomao hardly expected the two of them to show up at a brothel in the pleasure district anytime soon.


      “Maomao, if you’d kindly refrain from saying uncouth things in the young lady’s presence,” En’en said.


      But it’s true!


      In simple terms, men with ample salaries would come to spend them on the butterflies of the night—and because doctors took this time off just like everyone else, the madam insisted that the apothecary shop remain open. Maomao had been planning to go home, since she didn’t know if her father would be able to. So much for those plans.


      The old hag’s going to give me a piece of her mind again. Maomao was particularly curious how the still-amateur apothecary Sazen was getting along, but she wouldn’t get to find out this time. I’m sorry, Sazen! Hang in there!


      Even the madam would have to respect orders handed down by an important noble. (Although she might squeeze something out of them for it.) She was a sharp old battle-axe; Maomao would have to be careful not to give her any hint as to the true import of the command.


      I entrusted the shop to Kokuyou, so it should be fine...I hope. She thought of the cheery man with the bandage on his face. His knowledge of medicine was trustworthy, but his somewhat lackadaisical personality was less confidence-inspiring.


      To these concerns could be added her little patch of medicinal herbs and the madam’s various unreasonable requests.


      “The poor don’t take vacations, I’m afraid. I’m going to stay busy,” she said. Yao was silent at that.


      “Sounds like you’ve got a lot going on,” En’en said.


      “Sure do,” Maomao replied without hesitation.


      En’en looked at Yao. The young mistress seemed to want to say something, but unfortunately, Maomao couldn’t guess what. She put away the cleaning implements, and when she looked at Yao again, she could see the young woman’s mouth almost moving. “Is something the matter?” she asked.


      “Um... You live at an apothecary’s place, right, Maomao?”


      “Yes...” Maomao said cautiously. She’d told Yao about that. The other woman seemed impatient about something.


      Maomao looked at her, puzzled, and Yao finally summoned the resolve to come out with whatever she was thinking. “D-Do you think maybe we could come to your house on vacation? I mean, t-to learn something about medicine!”


      “Y-Young mistress!” said En’en, shocked. She couldn’t believe Yao had said that.


      Well, considering where my house is...


      En’en wouldn’t want to let her precious mistress take a single step into the pleasure district. She was looking at Maomao, silently begging her to come up with some reason to refuse.


      “I don’t think you should, Yao. It’s not very safe there. And besides, it’s full of men who smell worse than the soldiers around here. I think it could be a little risky for you.” Maomao had already established that she was going to be busy. She needed to put Yao off, and now.


      “But you live there, right, Maomao?” Yao wasn’t deterred; in fact, she seemed more determined than ever.


      “Yes. I was born there and have lived there my whole life. I know how to handle myself. Not all of us do.”


      That seemed like common sense to Maomao, but it only made Yao even more set on not losing this argument. “Then I’ll just have to get used to it too!”


      “Young mistress, it’s dangerous! Be a good girl and spend your vacation at home.”


      “If I do that, he’ll come around—you know who!”


      Maomao didn’t necessarily know, but she could guess: Yao’s uncle.


      She’s looking for sanctuary somewhere, Maomao realized. Bringing Yao and En’en to the Verdigris House, however, would pose far too many problems. Maomao had to be available to attend Jinshi, and she couldn’t let anyone know. If worst came to worst, they could shut the madam up with a few coins, but Maomao wasn’t sure the same thing would work on Yao. She had to find some way to deflect the eager young woman.


      “But where would you sleep? It is a lodging of a sort, but not the kind of place you’d want to stay.”


      Customers were forever coming and going at night, and Maomao’s residence amounted to no more than a shack. A shack in which Sazen and Chou-u were currently living. No, Yao couldn’t stay there.


      “I don’t think you could cope with Maomao’s house, young mistress. It’s not, ahem, actually a fit place for human habitation.”


      “And how would you know that, En’en?” Yao asked.


      Hey! I’m a human! And I habitate there!


      So En’en had even investigated where Maomao lived. Talk about your thoroughgoing servants. Maomao wondered if she might even have her suspicions about Maomao’s absence last night. She felt a trickle of sweat roll down her back.


      “Don’t you know anyone else around here? You know, a friend you could stay with?” Maomao asked. It must have been the wrong question, because Yao blanched and she looked like she might, just perhaps, start to cry.


      En’en snapped, “Apologize right now!”


      Oops...


      Now Maomao realized: Yao didn’t have any other friends. It was Maomao’s fault for not figuring that out. This was going to take some professional backpedaling. “Of course, with it being the new year, everyone is going to be getting together with their families. Even your friends might not have room for you...”


      “That’s exactly right. And she thought maybe you would, Maomao, since you’ve got work. Right, mistress?” En’en flashed Maomao an approving thumbs-up. Maomao wasn’t so sure about this, though. This looked like it was going to end with Yao being invited to the pleasure district.


      Worst-case scenario, I guess I can rent them a room at the Verdigris House.


      No, that would never do. There were too many customers for there to be any vacant rooms. And even if they had any, the crusty old madam would expect to be handsomely compensated for it—and after all that, Yao would have to endure hearing patrons moan and grunt all night long. Maomao questioned if she would hang onto her sanity. Or for that matter if En’en might simply murder the moaners before the night was out.


      The biggest problem, though, was that then Maomao wouldn’t be able to hide her absences. Wasn’t there some place that could solve everyone’s problems?


      “So you’re looking to stay somewhere other than a typical inn, right?” Maomao said.


      “That’s correct,” En’en replied on Yao’s behalf. “She tried to move to a different house once before, but her uncle found her the next day.”


      Who or what is this uncle? Maomao wondered. If En’en was good at information gathering, maybe that was where she’d learned it.


      “You aren’t afraid he would find my place just as quickly?”


      “No, I think anything in your vicinity would be safe.”


      What was that supposed to mean?


      “Because there’s someone who would crush any nasty little bugs who showed up,” En’en clarified.


      Ah...


      She understood: En’en was referring to the strategist who shall not be named.


      Maomao felt her blood run cold. Did he suspect anything about last night? If so, the situation had the makings of a civil war.


      No... I think I’m still safe.


      If he’d had any idea, he would already have smashed through the walls of the medical office. He would be here right now.


      Fortuitously, the thought gave Maomao an idea: the perfect place for Yao and En’en to stay. Somewhere safe, somewhere they wouldn’t be detected by Yao’s relatives, and somewhere they couldn’t be extricated from even if they were found.


      Yes, such a place existed—but Maomao could hardly bring herself to say it.


      “It looks like you’ve got something in mind, Maomao,” En’en said, leaning in. “Won’t you share with us?”


      Her nose was barely an inch from Maomao’s. At this distance, Maomao couldn’t even avert her gaze.


      Thankfully, Yao stepped in. “En’en, give her some space.” Phew. “So, where is this place?” Not phew.


      “Where is it?” Maomao asked, holding up her hands in surrender. “Well, it’s the house of someone you both know. I absolutely refuse to ask him for this, so if you want his help, you’ll have to ask him yourself.” Yao came from a good enough family that he wouldn’t begrudge them a room, at least. “And by him, I mean a certain penny-pinching, tousle-haired spectacle-wearer.”


      She spoke, of course, of the freak strategist’s nephew, Lahan.




      Lahan’s house would be a dicey place for Yao and her companion to stay. It certainly met their needs, but at the same time, there were some problems.


      Problem one: it was the freak strategist’s house.


      Problem two: they would be staying at the house of a strange man.


      It was, in essence, a widower’s house. Hardly the sort of place people would expect some young women to want to spend their time...


      “Ahh, what lovely flowers,” Lahan said, straightening his glasses.


      Immediately after talking to Maomao, they’d written to him and convinced a serving man to deliver the letter. He’d come that day after work, slimy-looking, narrow-eyed, and grinning in the entryway of the dormitory.


      Maomao slid away from Lahan. “Are you sure about this? He is, after all, a male of the species,” she said.


      “I think it should be all right. You can see it in his eyes—he doesn’t look evil,” Yao answered, unconcerned. In Maomao’s opinion, Yao should give it more thought. Lahan could be much more forward than one might expect when it came to women.


      “I agree. I think we should be safe with Master Lahan.” En’en, whom Maomao had expected to be against this, turned out to be in favor. The reason? “Master Lahan has never had any particular trouble with women—and always picks older women, anyway.”


      I didn’t need to hear that.


      He was a playboy, if a faintly ridiculous one, and Maomao did not want to know about his taste in women. There were men out there who got their popularity with the ladies by being good talkers, not by being handsome, and Lahan seemed to be one of them.


      So it was that Yao and En’en would stay at Lahan’s house, just like that.


      Lahan picked a moment while Yao and En’en were off preparing and came over to Maomao, smiling contentedly. “I’ll be perfectly hospitable to them, don’t you worry.” He tried to place a comforting hand on her shoulder, and she batted it away. “You wound me, little sister.”


      She considered crushing his toes, just a little, but thought better of it.


      “Just see that you’re more accommodating than that to the Moon Prince,” Lahan said, rubbing his foot even though Maomao hadn’t stepped on it. What a drama queen.


      This son of a...


      Maomao glared at Lahan, but he only gave her a meaningful grin. “Now then, I think you’ll soon have another visitor, so I’m going to take these two and be on my way.” He winked. Did he know Jinshi had summoned Maomao the night before? For that matter, did he still maintain some secret connection with Jinshi? Maomao wanted to corner him about it, but she didn’t want to draw Yao and En’en’s attention by making a scene.


      This guy is too smart for his own good.


      She decided she had better change the subject. “I know it’s a little late to ask, since you’ve already agreed, but did you get permission to bring the two of them home?”


      Permission from whom? Why, from the one whose name she didn’t wish to say.


      “You needn’t worry on that count. My honored father is out, and won’t be back for several days. Hence why they were able to keep last night a secret too.”


      Just how much does he know?! She doubted Lahan had all the details, but she was afraid of what could turn into a very unpleasant misunderstanding.


      Deliberately or not, Lahan chose that moment to whisper in her ear, “And when can we expect the pitter-patter of little feet?” His glasses flashed.


      Maomao balled up her fist, all but overcome by the urge to punch him, but she knew she would only regret it if she got angry here. Instead she forced herself to give him her least interested look. “Heh,” she snorted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about—you can see I’m completely fine.”


      She was going to play dumb to the bitter end. Nothing had happened, nothing at all, and she could hold her head high.


      “Perfect health...? Wait—does that mean... Have you been taking customers at the Verdigris House?”


      Before she could stop herself, Maomao had crushed Lahan’s toes underfoot. And there was nothing gentle about it.


      “Yowch!” Lahan squawked, his normally narrow eyes going very wide for a moment. He looked up, then rotated his neck. After a second, he clapped his hands. “Ah... Ahh, I understand... You only have eyes for the Moon Prince!”


      He still seemed to be under some kind of delusion, but then, she’d sort of tried to lead him this way. Lahan was grinning an extremely disturbing grin. “Well! If that’s how it is, then so be it! If you just keep at it, something will happen. I’ll be sure to obtain a guidebook and the most efficacious medicine for you.”


      Now his expression outright infuriated her. Maomao thought she might be the very embodiment of an enlightened being, having somehow managed to do no worse to him than crush his toes.


      “We’re ready,” said En’en, who emerged carrying two cloth-wrapped bundles and three oblong chests. She looked like she was ready to move house, not stay over for a few days.


      “Will that all fit in the carriage?” Maomao asked Lahan, meanwhile grinding his other foot under her heel.


      “Of course—ow! Women always bring plenty of—ow! ow!—baggage. There’s more than enough room—ow, ow, ow!”


      At least he could be counted on to prepare for something like this. Maomao withdrew her foot and gave Lahan a slap on the back as if to order him to get going.


      “Maomao?” Yao gave her a confused look.


      “Everything all right?” Maomao asked.


      “You’re not coming with us?”


      What could the dear young mistress be talking about?


      “I’m certainly not. In fact, I can’t fathom what you’re thinking, staying with a man like this.”


      “If En’en says it’s okay, then it must be, don’t you think?”


      She trusted her attendant—and Maomao granted that it was true: En’en would never let her near a man of ill repute.


      Rehashing the argument here would do Maomao no good. If Lahan thought Jinshi’s messenger was coming, then she wanted him and the girls out of here—but there was one thing she wanted to be very clear on first. “You really don’t care if strange rumors start about you?” she asked Yao and En’en. Two unmarried women staying at a man’s house—it was as good as inviting the gossips to draw their own conclusions.


      There was a beat in which Yao looked at Maomao, conflicted. She seemed to want to say something, but couldn’t manage.


      En’en, unable to bear it, finally spoke up. “There’s nothing wrong with visiting a friend’s house!”


      “Excuse me?” Maomao burst out.


      “Y-Yeah, so if w-we can make out that that’s what we’re doing, no one will spread any rumors. You have to come with us, Maomao!” Yao stuttered.


      “Like fun I do. Anyway, I’ll bet that house smells like old person.”


      “Maomao, you would be surprised how little my honored father smells for his age.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Maomao,” En’en said, massaging Maomao’s face again. Yao watched them, on tenterhooks. “We know his ‘honored father’ isn’t there, so you can relax. And don’t make that face. It’s scary.”


      “Excuse me? ‘Isn’t there’?”


      “You remember the Go Sage, yes? He’s taken my father on a little trip. To another Go contest. Our household has extensive debts to pay off, so we need to earn something.”


      This was Lahan they were talking about—Maomao was sure he’d made arrangements to sell the strategist’s Go book wherever this other contest was being held.


      “You sure about that? No telling what he’ll get up to. He might come back in more debt than when he left.”


      “I’m not worried about that. Sir Rikuson’s successor has recently begun to settle into his duties, and anyway, the Sage is with him. He knows how to handle my father.”


      Maomao wasn’t clear on what kind of person this Sage was—but if he could beat the strategist at Go, then he must be pretty clever.


      “Come on, Maomao, which is it? Are you coming or not?” Yao finally said.


      “Yao, my dear, I believe Maomao is otherwise occupied today. Perhaps you would content yourself with me as your guide for the time being.”


      Lahan looked back. A man in servant’s garb was running toward the dormitory—one of Jinshi’s messengers. He would summon Maomao elsewhere, put her in a carriage, and take her away.


      “I’m very sorry,” the messenger said, “but your apothecary skills are needed again today.” He was careful to be circumspect about how he spoke with other people present, but he knew his message would get through to Maomao.


      “Very well, sir,” she replied.


      Yao gave her a strange look. “I see... Well, it looks like that’s that.” She turned away, her expression cold. En’en sighed, but nodded respectfully to Maomao. “We’ll see you when we see you, then...” Yao said, but she couldn’t quite seem to bring herself to leave.


      “Certainly. And if that little man looks like he’s going to do anything inappropriate, please run away. Do you have a cleaver to protect yourself with?” This question was directed not at Yao, but En’en.


      “I certainly do. Right here.” She produced something like a crowbar from the luggage.


      “I like the form factor. Short. Useful.”


      “It won’t be useful, because I won’t do anything. Nothing to deserve being hit with a crowbar, anyway...” Lahan was holding up his hands in a please-don’t-hit-me gesture. Maomao decided to trust him. For the time being.


      “And don’t you dare try to extort money from them for staying with you.”


      “I won’t! I swear I won’t!”


      Then again, Maomao reflected, if they paid for lodgings, it wouldn’t leave any questionable favors owed. The whole thing stank, but she could only watch the three of them go.
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      Chapter 2: The Villa


      The messenger didn’t take her to Jinshi’s usual palace, but to a villa outside the court proper.


      How many villas does the Emperor have?


      Admittedly, it was probably easier to get Maomao into a place like this, given all the stuff she was bringing. Just here in the capital, the Emperor had another villa, the one where Ah-Duo lived. Nobility like him could probably construct a new building or two just to kill some time.


      The guard was lighter than usual, and Maomao was brought to a room where Jinshi, Suiren, and Gaoshun all waited.


      Not Basen? she wondered, but then she realized this was His Majesty’s doing. Basen was smart enough, but he was stubborn. Gaoshun was much more likely to keep his thoughts to himself if she and Jinshi ended up alone together. He might guess something he wasn’t supposed to know, but he wouldn’t pursue it.


      And what’s the old lady think of this?


      Suiren was smiling like she always did, but her smile could be frightening—precisely because Maomao didn’t always know what was behind it.


      There seemed to be someone else there too. Maomao could hear the clattering of dishes from within. Had they found someone who could endure Jinshi’s beauty and Suiren’s severity?


      “Is there anything you need, Xiaomao?” Gaoshun asked.
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The Truth about Medicine

Jinshi has taken the unthinkable step of burning a
brand into his own skin. Maomao is one of the few
who knows, whether she likes it or not, and that makes
her the only one who can treat the Moon Prince. She
must visit him in secret to tend his wound, but as a
simple apothecary, the best she can hope to do is
awkwardly imitate treatment she’s seen in the past.

Now that she’s responsible for Jinshi should anything
happen to him, Maomao needs to deepen her
knowledge. She begs her father Luomen to teach her,
but he tells her that one must be worthy of such
instruction—and puts her and her friends to a test.

He brings them to the La clan villa, Maomao’s own
family home. In the vast library there, he tells them to
—seek out a certain medical treatise—but what is this
. hidden “Book of Kada” of which he speaks?






