
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: tocimg]
  

  
    
      
        
          
            	
              First Tale

            
          

        
      

    

  

  
    
      1. Myth


      Long ago, in the distant past, when the continent was ruled by a single nation, there lived a titanic snake that resided in the rocky mountains to the north.


      Its body was covered in steely blue scales and was so long that it could encircle half the continent with ease. When it opened its jaws, it could have swallowed a small castle whole. When humanity came to know of the snake’s existence, it was already deep in slumber. Yet, despite this, its occasional light stirrings caused terrible earthquakes which rocked towns and villages, killing a great many people.


      Fearing the snake’s awakening, the king of that ancient nation decreed that entry into the northern mountains was forbidden with no exceptions. But his efforts proved to be in vain, for one day, the snake woke up, ravenous with hunger. It raised its enormous head, intent on gobbling up the sun shining in the sky. The moment the king found out, he ordered his army to march north, but not a single one of their thousand swords or countless arrows could even scratch the snake’s scales.


      Humanity had been made to discover its own powerlessness. And so, the king turned to his final resort: the gods.


      Only a single deity answered the summons. In exchange for slaying the snake, they demanded that the king provide an adequate offering.


      The god’s price had three parts—fine drink, music, and the warmth of human touch.


      The king expressed his gratitude and delivered on his promise by building the town of Irede at the base of the northern mountains.


      Even to this day, long after the time of that ancient nation, Irede prospers. It remains famous across the continent for its drink, performing arts, and holy courtesans.


      ※


      “So this is Irede...”


      After having crossed the great, vermilion-lacquered bridge, the young man in traveling clothes dismounted from his horse. Before his eyes was the continent’s most storied town.


      Irede had been founded at the dawn of the new era and was still deeply colored by the vestiges of mythology. Beyond its two-storied roumon gates lay a townscape of old wooden houses and streets populated by people wearing kimono. It was early in the evening, and many of the lanterns hanging from the eaves of shop roofs had been lit. Courtesans watched the streets from second-story windows, letting crimson paper in the shape of flower petals drop from their hands. They drifted and danced upon the winds. He could hear a flute being played in the distance.


      The black-haired young man breathed a sigh of admiration. It was as though he’d stepped into another country.


      “The town of fine drink, performing arts, and holy courtesans...”


      As the young man wasn’t particularly interested in any of those things, he’d never expected to visit Irede in his lifetime.


      With the reins of his horse in hand, he studied the continent’s oldest pleasure town. Irede housed approximately five hundred entertainment establishments—courtesan houses included—and it was said that although the town was home to several thousand people, those numbers were dwarfed by the number of visitors it received each year.


      He had long since overheard stories of the town’s bustle of activity, and he couldn’t help but admire the spectacle. Suddenly, a cheerful voice called out to him from behind.


      “First time in Irede, lad? The stables are through the gates and to the left.”


      The young man turned around and saw a merchant carrying a hamper on his back. From the cut of his clothes, which contrasted with the fashion of Irede, he may have been from the capital.


      Before the young man could respond, the merchant continued. “Beautiful, isn’t it? A town of myth, unchanged for a millennium. It’s no wonder everyone stops here to stare on their first visit.”


      “It’s no wonder they do,” the young man agreed.


      “I could point you in the way of some excellent establishments if you’d like. With a pretty face like yours, the courtesans will be all over you.”


      “No, I came here because I have business with the town militia. But thank you.”


      Despite Irede having changed hands between different nations throughout its history, the town had always maintained a loose form of autonomy thanks to the hefty tax revenue it sent to the capital. As such, its long-standing protectors were its militia.


      Parting ways with the merchant, the young man walked over to the side of the town gates. There stood a militiaman wearing a navy blue uniform conversing with a man of tall stature. The young man, upon seeing the two men take notice of him, produced a letter from out of his breast pocket.


      “My name is Xixu Zacktor. I’ve come from the royal capital on a referral to fill your shadeslayer vacancy.”


      “Indeed? May I?” The militiaman, with a glance at the military sword affixed to Xixu’s side, took the proffered letter of introduction and opened it. While the man was reading, Xixu idly studied the town. Twilight was leisurely making way for night, and the streets were astir with life. Then, his gaze came to a stop on a certain point.


      There, within the crowds, he saw a tiny gap that looked as though the moon had chosen it as the only place upon which to shine its light.


      The true form of the break in the crowd was a single girl. She looked to be in her midteens. Her glossy silver hair was neatly tied up, and she was dressed in a pure white kimono bound with a blue sash. Viewed from the side, she was as beautiful as a delicate work of art, and Xixu noticed that those who passed her by occasionally turned their heads to catch another glimpse.


      Continuing on her way, the girl folded into the crowd. For some reason he couldn’t quite grasp, Xixu’s gaze followed her small, retreating figure as it went.


      “Catch your eye, did she?”


      The question came from the man who had been speaking with the militiaman earlier. Upon closer inspection, Xixu noticed he seemed to be a little older than himself.


      “No, she just seemed...odd, somehow. I couldn’t help myself.”


      The girl had indeed possessed a strange presence. It was as though, there in the midst of twilight, she had been the only person Xixu could see clearly. He attributed it to the air she’d had about her. It had felt like the same faint ambience of mystery that was drifting about the town itself.


      Watching Xixu contemplate, the tall man smiled cheerfully. “You have good instincts. No wonder you’re a shadeslayer. That girl is Irede’s only maiden.”


      “Only maiden?” Xixu repeated. “The town doesn’t have any others?”


      Throughout the continent, most of the people who possessed supernatural abilities were unmarried women, and they were known by the general term “maidens.” From indistinct visions of the future to the power to exorcise bad luck, abilities varied from maiden to maiden. That a large town would only have a single one, though, was unusual.


      The tall man gave a simple nod, as though Xixu’s question was quite a common one. “No, it’s just her. Well, to be more precise, she’s the only maiden in Irede that we actually call ‘maiden.’ She’s the inheritor of ‘warmth,’ one of the three sacred offerings. That makes her the strangest person in this town.”


      “Warmth...”


      Xixu had looked into the story of Irede before he came here. The god’s three demands had been “fine drink,” “music,” and “the warmth of human touch.” The descendants of those who had provided those offerings existed today in the form of the three sacred houses—entities that still held influence over the town’s politics.


      House Radi, the providers of fine drink.


      The Midiridos Troupe, purveyors of the performing arts.


      And the courtesan house Pale Moon, those who inherited the name of “holy courtesans.”


      That meant the girl Xixu had seen was both a holy courtesan and a maiden. He thought something about that felt out of place—it was a feeling he was unable to shake.


      The tall man took Xixu’s letter of introduction from the militiaman and casually opened it. “It’s rather lucky I met you here,” he said. “I imagine that, as our new shadeslayer, you’ll be needing somebody to show you around.”


      Xixu was taken aback. The man wasn’t wearing a militia uniform, nor was he carrying a weapon. Instead, he was dressed in an ordinary shirt and slacks. With his attire in mind, it was strange how he’d nonchalantly cut into their conversation.


      After some thought, Xixu decided to just ask the question directly. “Who are you?”


      “Thoma Radi. I’m a member of one of the three sacred houses, and I was the one who put out a call for a new shadeslayer. Welcome to Irede.”


      Xixu’s dark eyes widened as they stared at Thoma’s proffered hand. To begin with, he had never expected to have anything to do with Irede, that pleasure town from the age of gods.


      He enjoyed alcohol, but not overly so, and only partook in moderation. His knowledge of the performing arts was shallow, and purchasing a woman’s company was just something he didn’t do. His peers had often called him “uptight” and “boring.”


      And yet, on a day like any other, he had been told he was to transfer to Irede.


      “Thank you for having me,” Xixu said. “Your guidance would be appreciated—I’m afraid I’m completely unfamiliar with your town.”


      “We should be thanking you. Our shadeslayer shortage really has us in a bind,” Thoma replied. “Oh, the stable’s inside and to the left, by the way.”


      “That happens to be the one thing I do know,” Xixu said, expression neutral as he shook Thoma’s hand.


      It was from that moment that Xixu’s fate would change, straying from its original path as he came to learn more about the myth and that one particular girl.


      ※


      “What do you know about the town of Irede?”


      That was the question the king had posed to Xixu one day after having summoned him without word or warning.


      Xixu, down on one knee in the audience chamber, considered his answer briefly before raising his head. “Irede is a town at the foot of the mountains in the northern region of our country of Torlonia. It was founded in the age of mythology by an ancient nation which it has outlasted, as it still exists today.”


      “Correct,” the king said. “It is the most famous pleasure town on the continent, known for its drink, arts, and holy courtesans.”


      It was said that everybody should visit Irede at least once before they died. As rumor had it, the town was so steeped in ancient history that its beauty captured people’s hearts, making them never want to leave.


      However, that was the extent of Xixu’s knowledge. Since he was an officer of Torlonia, and since Irede had a tacit autonomy—so long as there were no incidents requiring government or military intervention—he would never need to set foot into the town.


      The king leaned to one side of his throne, resting his chin on his hand. He wore a cheerful grin. “The thing is, I’d like you to go and see the sights there.”


      “Me, Your Majesty?” Xixu asked. “May I ask why?”


      “It’s nothing particularly complicated. I just want you to tell me what you see and what you feel there. Not only will that information benefit me, it’ll benefit Torlonia as well.” The king glanced to one side of the chamber. Standing there was a blind maiden, the upper half of her face concealed by cloth. She served the king and possessed an aptitude for both foresight and far-sight. Any future she saw was certain to occur...and at the king’s glance, she nodded.


      That was Xixu’s cue that these orders must have had some deeper significance to them. He bowed his head low. “As you command, Your Majesty. I shall go to the town of myth as your eyes.”


      “Ah, about that. A simple holiday would only show you what’s on the surface, so you’ll spend a while living there as a resident instead. As luck would have it, their militia is looking for more shadeslayers right now, so I’ve prepared a letter of recommendation. I’m sure the role is well within the capabilities of a man of your talents. Since you’re going anyway, you might as well prove yourself useful.”


      After a brief moment of hesitation, Xixu replied, “As you wish, Your Majesty.”


      Was it just his imagination, or did the king sound like he was having fun?


      While the king of Torlonia was known throughout the continent for being both youthful and brilliant, he also had more than a little fondness for mischief. Ever since being discovered by his liege, Xixu’s life had been a whirlwind of changes. After graduating from the military academy, he’d expected to live an unassuming life as an officer. However, it had instead turned into a rush of troublesome affairs, big and small, that had all been dumped into his lap. He wasn’t ungrateful, but he did keenly regret the loss of his former, ordinary life.


      And while Xixu hoped that the king’s newest orders hadn’t been borne from a desire for mischief, he had neither the means to discern the truth nor the position to object. He kept his head lowered, and the king continued happily.


      “I want to hear your unbiased opinion, so don’t do any research before you go. If you turn up at the gates clueless, I’m sure they’ll teach you what you need to know. Besides, it’ll be more fun that way.”


      “As you wish, Your Majesty... I shall endeavor to not appear rude.”


      He now had confirmation that the king was messing with him. It wasn’t Xixu’s first encounter with such orders; he’d once been thrown into the midst of a banquet of nobles. At the time, it had made him both resentful of his liege’s penchant for mischief and keenly aware of his own boorishness. But this time, he would be going on a long-term mission. He could not allow himself to be an inconvenience, especially since he was to work for the town’s militia. He’d heard that Irede had a unique culture based strongly upon tradition, so he’d have to respect that and do his best to learn without coming off as arrogant.


      The king smiled as though he could read Xixu’s thoughts. “You’d have people fawning over you no matter where you went. Just be yourself.”


      Xixu had no idea what his liege meant.


      ※


      After leaving his horse in the care of the stables, Xixu set off on a tour of the town, guided by the man who had introduced himself as Thoma Radi.


      Thoma revealed that he was twenty-seven—which made him Xixu’s senior by six years—and the next head of House Radi, which also held peerage in the royal capital. The man was handsome, well-dressed, friendly, and he served as the perfect guide. He had both the friendliness of a merchant and the civility of a noble, and told Xixu quite matter-of-factly to drop his respectful tone and speak plainly with him, because “things will go smoother that way.”


      Xixu promptly did so, and asked bluntly, “So, why is a noble from the capital here in Irede?”


      Of the town’s three sacred houses, House Radi was the only one Xixu had known of prior to receiving the king’s orders. Unlike the other two houses that stayed contained within Irede, House Radi, being brewers of alcohol, had proactively pursued outside relations, earning themselves wealth and rank throughout Torlonia. Apparently, it had been Thoma who’d made the arrangements to recruit a new shadeslayer, as it was his house that possessed the most connections over in the capital.


      Thoma laughed loudly. “House Radi’s peerage is more or less something we picked up in order to benefit Irede. We’ve always been a family of craftsmen, and that hasn’t changed. All our breweries are here, so I only pop over to our estate in the capital every once in a while to put in an appearance. With my father and mother there, there’s not much need for me too.”


      While he listened to Thoma’s cheery explanation, Xixu suddenly jerked his gaze up toward the sky. He’d seen a bird flying across the edge of his vision, its large wings spread wide. Reflexively, he placed his hand on the hilt of his military sword, but Thoma interrupted him.


      “That’s not a shade. Just a bird.”


      Xixu paused to examine it more closely. “You’re right.”


      Upon closer inspection, the bird had a physical form. He let go of his sword hilt, and Thoma smiled.


      “I did ask for a shadeslayer, but I never expected one to be referred to me from so high up. You must be quite talented.”


      “No more than anyone else. I was sent here because I just happen to be able to see shades.”


      On this continent, there existed supernatural entities collectively referred to as “shades.” They took the form of red-eyed animals with faint, shadowy bodies that most humans couldn’t see, and they seemed to spring forth into existence wherever people congregated. Being in the proximity of a shade warped a human’s nature, prompting them to commit dreadful deeds. As such, shades were to be killed on sight—a duty that fell on the shoulders of shadeslayers.


      Xixu just happened to possess the ability to see shades, which is why his mission from the king had taken this form. He had no professional experience as a shadeslayer, but the letter of introduction had probably sung his praises regardless.


      “‘Able to see shades,’ huh?” Thoma repeated. “We’re not really wanting for that here, to be honest. It’s combat skills we need. How much do you know about Irede?”


      “Only what’s written in history books. Sorry.”


      Xixu had wanted to be polite and do as much research as possible before he came, but it wasn’t as though he could’ve disobeyed royal orders. If he had to guess, the king probably found his floundering to be entertaining, but that would be of no consolation to the people of Irede, to whom he could only feel apologetic.


      Guilt aside, however, his current impression of the town was that it had come straight out of a dream.


      The evening streets were so busy, one would think it was a festival day. Wherever the eye could see, lights of all colors sprang to life, and the hustle and bustle of people roared like the crashes of ocean waves. Courtesans dressed in elegant kimono stood at the second-floor balconies of courtesan houses that had opened for business early, giggling and beckoning at male passersby. The canals winding about the town rippled with the reflected light from hanging paper lanterns.


      “Is tonight some kind of special occasion?” Xixu asked.


      “No, it’s always like this,” Thoma replied. “That’s just how Irede is.”


      “Is that right...? Then I think I understand why people travel so far to come here.”


      The scenery was beautiful. Even the uncultured Xixu understood that the town possessed a certain mysterious charm—an otherworldly air about it that one couldn’t find anywhere else. It was no wonder so many people wished to come to bask in Irede’s pleasures, even if only once.


      Seeing Xixu survey the town with curious eyes, Thoma gave a slight nod. “It’s fine if you don’t know anything about what it’s like here. We have a lot of unwritten rules that only the residents know anyway. If a situation ever comes up, just ask.”


      “I’ll do that,” Xixu said gravely. “I look forward to working with you, although I must apologize in advance for my rudeness.”


      Thoma studied Xixu curiously. “The thought’s tickled at me for a while now, but has anyone ever told you that you’re a little odd?”


      “Yes. Although I consider myself to be quite ordinary.”


      Xixu searched his memories and found that he vaguely recalled a number of criticisms he’d received from his contemporaries at the military academy. “You’re a once-in-a-decade killjoy,” “That you don’t get any jokes is a joke in itself,” and “Actually, don’t change. I think it’d be funny to see how long you can live like that.” Still, those had been said to him by the comrades he’d eaten and slept with, and were nothing compared to being called “odd” by Thoma after having just met.


      Despite thinking this, Xixu simply took the comment in stride. “I apologize for my ignorance. I’ll do my best to improve.”


      “That’s not really what I meant...but I suppose it doesn’t matter.” Thoma smiled, slapped Xixu on the back, and then continued with his tour of the town, making remarks such as “If you want cheap and tasty, go there,” and “Down that alley’s the store where we townsfolk pick up our daily necessities.”


      Their final destination was a militia garrison to the town’s west. It had high walls, a dormitory, and a training ground. It was where Xixu completed the formalities associated with taking up his new post.


      One such formality was that he had to spar against another shadeslayer. Although the procedure was supposed to involve a set of three bouts held in the outdoor training ground, Xixu was declared qualified by his opponent right after the very first. And so, he was officially a shadeslayer.


      Thoma, who had been leaning against the outer wall watching, called out in admiration. “You’re better than I thought! Why did you come to Irede? With your skills, you could’ve landed a cushy job in the royal castle.”


      The shrewd question almost made Xixu flinch in surprise, but instead he simply pulled his handsome face into a slight frown. “I’m afraid I don’t have a good answer for you. Things just ended up this way.”


      “You won’t hurt for wages here, but there’s not much room for promotion compared to the royal castle.”


      “I have no interest in promotions. I prefer being somewhere that needs the manpower.”


      Xixu wasn’t lying; he’d given his honest opinion. Neither status nor wealth held much sway over him. And although he’d come to Irede on his liege’s orders, the town’s lack of shadeslayers made this trip worthwhile to him.


      He tied the decorative cord that he’d received as proof of his new title around his military sword. It was scarlet, and there was a piece of black quartz attached. From what he’d been told, the type of gem differed depending on the shadeslayer, of which Irede now had five. One often took time off due to old age, but the other three were on active duty—this involved patrolling the town as a member of the militia, collecting eyewitness reports of shades, and slaying them.


      “If it’s okay with you, then all the better for us,” Thoma said. “Oh, by the way, I’ve been told your room won’t be ready until tomorrow, so you’ll have to stay somewhere else tonight. Sorry about that.”


      “I don’t mind. A night spent patrolling will make tomorrow come all the sooner.”


      Irede officials hadn’t been informed that he’d be coming, so it was no wonder his lodgings weren’t ready. In response to Xixu’s acceptance, however, Thoma shook his head.


      “I’ll take care of your lodgings for tonight, of course. There’s one more place I want to take you anyway, so it works out perfectly.”


      “One more place?” Xixu repeated.


      Thoma grinned meaningfully. “The world’s oldest courtesan house. I’ll introduce you to the girl from earlier.”




      Among Irede’s many courtesan houses, Pale Moon was the only one known as a house of a mythical bloodline. It was regarded as such because it had been built for the purpose of offering “warmth” to the god who’d asked for it, and the blood of its original owners still ran in the veins of its proprietress today.


      As they walked north through the town’s streets, Xixu surveyed his surroundings, which had become thoroughly dim. “There are less and less people passing by. Are we taking a shortcut?”


      “No, this is the way,” Thoma replied. “Pale Moon is at the northern edge of town.”


      The small path they were taking was enclosed by thickets of bamboo on both sides, stone lanterns lighting their way through the night. Although they still encountered the occasional passerby, it was a stark difference to the crowds in the central part of town.


      Xixu looked up at the waning moon through a gap in the bamboo stalks. “For such a busy town, I haven’t seen a single shade.”


      In the capital, it was practically guaranteed that at least one shade would be present wherever people gathered, especially in the market districts. It wasn’t particularly rare to spot shadowy dogs prowling around in back alleys or translucent birds flying across the sunset sky. Xixu himself had once become embroiled in a case to the south of Torlonia, during which he’d killed a shade with the ability to move through walls that took the form of a tiger. But shades, no matter how many of them were purged, would always reappear somewhere unnoticed, as long as humans continued to live their lives.


      In spite of this, and of Irede’s throngs of people, Xixu hadn’t seen hide nor hair of a single shade. Were the other shadeslayers just that thorough?


      Thoma gave a wry smile. “Right. You don’t know yet, do you? I forgot we kept that a secret from outsiders.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well...it’s hard to understand without seeing for yourself, so let’s leave it for later. Come on, we’re here.” Thoma pointed to an arched gate that stood out against the moonlight. There was no signboard. Behind the gate was a flagstone path that paved the way to a large, two-story mansion. Hanging from its entryway was a white lantern, upon which was painted the symbol of a half-moon.


      “The proprietress of this courtesan house is the girl from earlier,” Thoma explained, walking the path ahead as though he’d done so many times before. “She took over from the previous maiden, her grandmother, after her death half a year ago.”


      Xixu, trailing slightly behind, asked, “Isn’t it rude of us to come by this late just to make introductions?”


      “What are you talking about? It’s a courtesan house. We’d be more of a nuisance if we came in the morning. Look, the lantern is lit. That means it’s open for business.”


      “Now that you mention it, I saw those hanging from the eaves of other places...”


      Thoma stepped into the entryway, smiling at somebody within. “Hey, Sari. Been well?”


      “As well as always, thankfully. Hello, Mr. Thoma.”


      The voice belonged to a girl, and to Xixu, it sounded like the ringing of a bell. Xixu came to a stop just before the entryway, where he caught sight of Thoma energetically rustling a girl’s hair.


      “Drop the ‘mister,’ would you?” the man said.


      “Thoma! You’ll ruin my hair!” The girl pouted, although it soon gave way to a carefree smile that drew Xixu’s gaze.


      This was indeed the girl he’d seen earlier from the town’s gates.


      She was dressed in a white kimono with a blue sash, the latter of which had been dyed with the symbol of a half-moon. She looked to be around sixteen. Her neatly tied-up silver hair shone as though it had caught and held the moonlight, and her small face was so delicate that it could have been mistaken for a doll’s. Her eyes were a clear, deep blue, and the only ornamentations she wore were a slender bracelet beneath her sleeve and minimal makeup. From up close, her beauty was plain to see.


      To Xixu’s eyes, however, her most striking feature was not her looks, but her smile, which perfectly suited a girl of her age. He’d heard that she was Irede’s only maiden, but as far as he could see, she seemed to be no more than an ordinary, charming girl.


      “Why are you here today anyway, Thoma? I’ll call Isha over if you’re staying the night.”


      “No, I actually brought somebody along with me. Come in, Xixu.”


      The words brought Xixu back to his senses, and he stepped over the mansion’s threshold. Upon seeing him, the girl’s expression immediately changed. Whereas before, her smile had been one of a girl in her midteens, it was now flawless and artificial. The switch had been as obvious as a butterfly changing the colors of its wings. The girl, standing upon the hard-packed earthen floor of the entryway, smiled and fluttered her long silver eyelashes.


      “Welcome to the courtesan house Pale Moon.”


      The girl’s voice was calmer now and had lowered slightly in pitch—it was now perfectly befitting of a proprietress.


      “This is the sole place in Irede where we preserve the old, hidden myth. As we follow the traditions of the north, our practices differ slightly from those of other courtesan houses. I hope you will find that acceptable.”


      “Ah, no, I...”


      Xixu was at a loss for words, swept up into the flow of the girl’s greeting. Uncertain of where he should begin his explanation, he looked to Thoma...but the man simply stared back with an amused expression on his face. Despite being the one who’d brought Xixu here, it looked as though he had no intentions of stepping into the conversation. It had only been a few hours since they’d met, but Xixu was beginning to get a good idea of the man’s character.


      Internally resolving to pile his complaints onto Thoma later, Xixu straightened his posture. “It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Xixu Zacktor. I arrived in this town today from the royal capital to serve as one of its shadeslayers. I came here to greet you, and to pay my respects.”


      Thoma had likely brought him here either to introduce Irede’s only maiden or to introduce another one of the three sacred houses—or perhaps for both reasons. Taking that into account, Xixu bowed, and the girl’s eyes widened slightly.


      Irede’s newest shadeslayer looked up at her blue eyes. He couldn’t discern what was going on behind them, but the girl’s studying gaze lasted only a moment. In the next, she was on her knees, elegantly giving him a light bow.


      “Is that so? Then you must pardon my rudeness.” The girl smiled, and in it he saw a veteran proprietress drawing upon years of illustrious history. “I am Saridi of the courtesan house Pale Moon. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      Her words reverberated clear through him, coming to a stop somewhere deep within.




      The first thing Xixu explained to the maiden Sari was that he knew nothing about Irede. He expressed his apologies and told her that he would likely be an inconvenience as he learned. Her response to his rough greeting had simply been to listen to him with rapt attention and tell him to pay it no mind when he finished. Xixu, however, knew that staying ignorant would only be taking advantage of her generosity. The thought of similarly begging for people’s forgiveness all over town put His Majesty’s amused expression to mind, which aggravated him. He needed to learn as much as he could about Irede without a moment’s delay.


      “Then first, allow me to introduce you to this mansion. This way, if you please.”


      Following Sari’s lead, Xixu removed his shoes and stepped down a corridor toward a reception room. The proprietress opened the thick double doors at the end, and Xixu couldn’t help but react in surprise at how large the room beyond was. Its wide floor space and tall ceiling could comfortably host a ball. There were front-facing glass windows that looked out onto the courtyard, and the room was currently occupied by about two dozen women.


      Each of them was passing the time in a way of their own choosing, whether that be reading books while sprawled out on the white carpet, painting their nails while reclining on couches, or sitting around tables, gracefully drinking tea. Some of the women noticed the newcomers and observed them curiously, while others ignored them completely.


      “This is the flower room,” Sari explained. “If a girl isn’t currently accompanying a guest, she can generally be found here. You’ll have to pardon them in advance—most are quite eccentric.”


      “I didn’t get that impression,” Xixu replied. “But this place does feel different to other courtesan houses.”


      Most of the establishments lining Irede’s streets had courtesans at the windows, smiling hospitably. In comparison, this place seemed more like a noblewoman’s salon. The women were spending their time as they wished and showed no signs that they would even attempt to appeal to guests. Roughly half of them caught Xixu’s eye and smiled, waving at him, but the other half paid him no notice.


      Sari led Xixu and Thoma to a table in the corner and smiled wryly. “The biggest difference between Pale Moon and other courtesan houses is that here, the girls choose who they attend. Of course, a guest is free to select any girl he takes a liking to, but accepting that invitation is up to the courtesan herself.”


      “The price of their company is nothing to sneeze at either. Not many customers come here.” Thoma sat down, smiling. The man took a drinking cup from a maidservant, who made to place one in front of Xixu too, but he declined.


      “Is it that the girls here can choose because they’re holy courtesans?” Xixu asked.


      “No,” Sari replied. “With the exception of myself, all the girls here are quite ordinary. It’s simply that, as Pale Moon is a house of a mythical bloodline, we have great respect for mutual accord. After all, what the god wished for most of all was joy.”


      Upon glancing at Xixu’s empty hands, Sari ordered a maidservant to bring tea. Sari seemed to have no intention of sitting with him and Thoma, instead choosing to stand gracefully at the other side of the table.


      Although Xixu felt guilty about it, he knew that she would likely refuse an invitation to sit. As such, it was probably best that he ask the question that had been bothering him and excuse himself as soon as possible.


      “I was told that you’re Irede’s only maiden.”


      “To be precise, while we see maidens from other towns, I am the only one the residents here call ‘maiden.’ In Irede, the word refers solely to the proprietress of Pale Moon.”


      Sari raised her hand and lightly snapped her fingers. Xixu could swear that he saw a fleeting spray of light shoot forth—that couldn’t have just been his imagination.


      “One of the primary duties of Irede’s maiden,” Sari continued, “is to prevent the town’s shades from escaping into the outside world by maintaining a boundary around its outskirts. In addition, we provide combat assistance to shadeslayers. If you should ever have the need, please call for me, and I will come.”


      “Combat assistance?” Xixu repeated.


      “Chasing shades alone is quite difficult, is it not? They have a tendency to flee the moment they realize they’re no match for a shadeslayer. I, however, can bind their movements.”


      “You’re right, that would be helpful.”


      Xixu could remember only too well the difficulties that had arisen during his chance encounters with shades in the capital. Some had fled to the skies, while others had gone straight through walls. In situations such as those, Irede’s maiden was sure to come in handy.


      Hearing Xixu agree, a wry smile flickered across Sari’s face. For the briefest moment, her expression spoke of youthful self-deprecation.


      “Only, as I am still inexperienced as a maiden, I cannot wield my powers without this bracelet.” The girl raised the sleeve of her left arm. Beneath it lay a slender silver bracelet. “Also, from half-moon to full, I will be unable to assist you. Please do keep that in mind.”


      As Sari politely inclined her head toward him, the maidservant arrived with the tea. After expressing his thanks, Xixu closed his eyes and enjoyed the tea’s pleasant aroma. It was one he’d never smelled in the capital. Perhaps Irede’s status as the continent’s greatest pleasure town afforded it a greater diversity of leaves? He needed to stop by a teahouse some time in the future.


      Sari gazed fixedly at Xixu. “You’re—”


      But just as she’d begun to speak, the doors to the reception room opened to reveal another guest—a middle-aged man escorted by a maidservant. He was apparently a regular customer, because one of the courtesans smiled and rose to greet him—something that was evidently required of the proprietress as well, because after a quick whisper to Xixu of “I’ll be right back,” Sari left the table.


      Thoma, drinking cup in hand, smiled at Xixu. “Well? What do you think of Irede’s maiden?”


      After a brief pause, Xixu responded, “She looks like an ordinary girl.”


      Sari seemed like a sweet young girl with no flaws. He saw no faults in her conduct as a proprietress, but that had likely been the fruit of her strong will and labor. Nothing about her reminded him of Thoma’s earlier description of “the strangest person in Irede.” And although her beauty was exceptional, it was also immature.


      If there was anything strange about her, it would’ve been the air that had surrounded the girl when he first saw her—but that could be explained by her being a maiden. Maidens’ powers, and their sources, varied from individual to individual. That Sari seemed to be wrapped in a faint aura of moonlight must have had something to do with her being a maiden.


      Which was why, as far as Xixu could see, she looked to be nothing more than an ordinary young girl who was dedicated to her duties.


      “Ordinary, huh?” Thoma said. “You don’t say.”


      “Do you think I’m mistaken?” Xixu asked.


      “No, you’re right, more or less. Isn’t it adorable how hard she works at being the proprietress?”


      “Adorable?”


      If Xixu had to choose, he’d say “beautiful” described Sari better. He looked across the reception room to where she was greeting the new guest.


      “I’ve known her since she was a kid,” Thoma explained. “She’s basically my adorable little sister. Either way, if you keep being the way you are, you’ll see what I mean soon enough.”


      “That’s a rude thing to say about a proprietress...” Sari said lightheartedly. She had returned soon after the middle-aged man and his accompanying courtesan had left the flower room.


      “Sari, the militia dorm isn’t ready yet, so could you let this guy stay here tonight?” Thoma asked.


      “Certainly,” Sari said, looking around at the courtesans in the room. “Then who—”


      Xixu hurriedly cut her off. “Thank you, but no. I can’t impose upon you that much.” He hadn’t come here in search of a place to stay in the first place. If he let Thoma continue to do as he liked, Xixu would come off as terribly rude.


      Sari inclined her slender neck to the side. “We wouldn’t charge you the price of the girl’s company, of course, and with you as the guest, I’m certain somebody would be happy to receive you.”


      “That’s not what I meant. I don’t buy women. I know I’m being tactless, and I’m sorry for that. Thank you for the offer, though.”


      As Xixu hurriedly made excuses, Sari stared at him in blank puzzlement. Then, after a short pause, she abruptly spoke.


      “Then...would my room be acceptable?”


      “Wouldn’t that be even ruder of me?”


      Seeing Xixu’s completely straight face, Thoma let out a roar of laughter—he looked as though he had never heard anything funnier in his life. As Xixu glared at him, Sari corrected herself.


      “I’m afraid I didn’t explain clearly enough. Although I have a room here in which I receive guests, I live in a separate building out back. Since it’s currently vacant right now, please feel free to use it.”


      “You receive customers?” Xixu asked, surprised. “But you’re a maiden...”


      Then, coming to his senses, he immediately apologized for the impolite question.


      Sari, however, giggled as though she’d expected his reaction. “While many other maidens lose their abilities after consorting with men, the abilities of Irede’s maidens are passed down through our bloodline. The previous proprietress, my grandmother, was a maiden too, and so were the generations before her. Whether or not we lose our innocence has no bearing on our powers. On the other hand, we are affected by the waxing and waning of the moon.”


      “A maiden bloodline...? Is that something that manifests after you receive a guest and become a holy courtesan?”


      It was said that in the older days of the continent, there existed prostitutes who had been able to divine the fates of men after accompanying them for a night—which was why Xixu had wondered if Sari’s abilities worked similarly.


      Sari shook her head. “No. Though I have yet to accompany a guest, I am still capable of using my maiden abilities. They are, so to speak, innate.” The girl’s voice sounded as though she were telling him a tale as old as time. It sounded pleasant to the ears and had a power to it that refused to be ignored. “Be that as it may, I have a duty to continue my bloodline. One day, I shall receive a guest and bear a child of my own. As such, I am both the proprietress of this house, and one of its courtesans.”


      The young girl who embodied a mythical bloodline looked at Xixu with her clear blue eyes.


      He matched her gaze and saw that the mystery within reminded him of a cold lake.


      “However,” Sari continued, “the proprietress of Pale Moon only chooses a single guest to accompany in her lifetime.”


      To Xixu, her words almost sounded as though she was making a secret vow.


      ※


      Although Pale Moon’s proprietress’s room had not seen use in quite a while, it was kept well ventilated and cared for. It was located on the second floor and was the furthest room at the back.


      Sari closed the sliding paper window and fastened the latch. She turned her head to face the young man behind her. He seemed uncomfortable.


      “A maidservant will bring you an evening meal,” she said. “I’ve prepared hot water in the bath, so please feel free to use it. I will leave you a change of clothes here.”


      “I’m sorry to make you go through all this trouble. Truly...”


      The look on his face was pained and apologetic. Sari turned away so he couldn’t see and smiled. He’d only just arrived in Irede, so he had likely spent the entire day running all over town, being baptized in its way of life. She assumed that was largely Thoma’s fault. Sari had known him since before she could remember, and although he excelled at watching out for others, he took just as much enjoyment from watching their reactions. She had no doubt this young outsider made for his perfect victim.


      The young man removed his jacket, and Sari flashed him a glance. His features stood out as a little cold and sharp, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t good-looking. If anything, his appearance was rather fair. She imagined that the severe expression he wore made him difficult to approach, but on the other hand, his overserious personality was quite amusing. It wasn’t hard to tell that he was trying to treat her respectfully as an equal. Far too much so, in fact, considering she was younger than him.


      “Should you need anything, please inform either a maidservant or myself. Feel free to sleep in as late as you wish tomorrow morning.”


      “Thank you.” The young man looked strained as he continued. “And, ah...there’s really no need to be so polite with me.”


      “I’ve been no more polite than I usually would be.”


      The young man didn’t reply, and a delicate silence settled over the conversation. Before it could become truly awkward, Sari gave him a flawless smile, excused herself with a “Then I shall take my leave,” and left the room.


      “What a funny man,” she whispered to herself as she walked back down the long hallway. Although guests from the royal capital were common, and Sari had been born there herself, she had never met anyone quite like the young man before.


      He was likely the type of person that people would call “stubborn” or “grim”—probably considered a rare breed in the capital, but here in Irede, they were practically nonexistent. Since he’d said he didn’t purchase the company of women, she imagined that, if not for the shadeslayer vacancy, he would never have come to Irede, let alone Pale Moon.


      And yet here he was, trying to adapt to the unfamiliar town in his own way. With all of his blunt questions and subsequent apologies for asking, his earnest nature was entertaining. Sari could see that in how he thanked the maidservants for their every service too. She liked that quality about him, which was why she’d thought it would be fine to lend him her room.


      “I just hope my explanation wasn’t too strange.” After letting a light giggle slip, Sari looked up. Her own pale face gazed back at her from a window that looked out onto the night.


      There was a touch of color overlaid on its porcelain-white skin, shadow around its eyelids, and rouge applied to its cheeks. The lips were reminiscent of flower petals and had been colored with a modest light pink. Glancing a little upward, she saw neatly tied, bright silver hair. The reflection captured both the sweet charm of a young girl and the quiet composure of a proprietress. Sari was relieved to see that nothing in her appearance was in disarray.


      The sixteen-year-old Sari had inherited Pale Moon half a year prior. Her birth had determined her future as Pale Moon’s maiden, and from an early age she’d visited the courtesan house regularly, where she’d watched her grandmother work. Sari had been raised among the women of Pale Moon. As such, despite her young age, she was able to handle her work without any difficulties. However, it also had her constantly on her toes, and she couldn’t deny that she occasionally felt lonely. She would doubt her own conduct at every turn, and it always made her want to look back over her shoulder to her now-absent grandmother for reassurance.


      “If only I actually could...”


      Still, even if she was uneasy, she couldn’t let it show. At the end of the day, Sari was the proprietress of the oldest courtesan house in existence. She had to remain calm and resolute.


      The door to the flower room came into view. Thoma and a courtesan were standing in front of it, and the former beckoned Sari over.


      “How was he?” Thoma asked.


      “I won’t satisfy you with an answer,” Sari replied. “You shouldn’t tease outsiders so much.”


      “He’s not an outsider anymore. He’s a shadeslayer of Irede.”


      “Maybe so, but...”


      “Besides, you’ve never greeted a new shadeslayer before, right? I figured a straitlaced guy like him would make for the perfect opportunity.”


      Sari frowned slightly. It wasn’t that she was dissatisfied—rather, she thought Thoma actually had a point.


      This was the first time Irede had gained a new shadeslayer ever since she’d become Pale Moon’s proprietress. What’s more, it was rare for the role to be filled by somebody who hadn’t come from the town itself. Learning how to conduct herself toward a person like that would be educational for her, and Xixu had proved himself to be somebody who would sincerely listen to what she had to say.


      “He is rather earnest,” Sari said. “So much so that I’m worried it will cost him. He might fall prey to somebody’s scam.”


      “Well, if that happens, he’s an adult. He’ll figure something out.”


      “Thoma!” Sari pulled a face.


      The courtesan chimed in soothingly. “Don’t be too harsh, Sari. Thoma wouldn’t have brought him here if he hadn’t taken a liking to him. He’ll watch out for him, despite what he says.”


      Thoma gave a wry smile. “Did you have to say it out loud, Isha?”


      Isha was not her real name—it was actually Lydia Lars, and she was the daughter of a ruined noble house that once hailed from the south. After her father’s death, she had made use of her personal connections to come to Pale Moon nine years ago, where she’d met Thoma, who’d been in his late teens at the time. He had purchased her company ever since, and she had never accompanied any other guest.


      Pale Moon had five other courtesans who, like Isha, only ever received a single guest. There were also courtesans who received anybody they took a liking to, some who had several guests they were close with, and some who chose nobody at all. The women of Pale Moon were diverse, and all of them had their own quirks. Among them, Sari thought of Isha as an older sister. Despite the fact that Isha had taken less of an active role ever since Sari became the proprietress, that hadn’t changed the trust Sari had in her.


      The proprietress raised her hands in defeat. “I don’t mind if you do it to me, but try not to make others the source of your entertainment, okay? I’m not sure why, but we’ve had a lot of first-timers visiting recently.”


      “Hmm? Isn’t that the usual for Irede?” Thoma asked.


      “Yes, but they don’t make it all the way to Pale Moon. You know how out of the way we are.”


      “Ah, now that you mention it... You’re right.”


      Pale Moon stood at the northern tip of town. It was rare for anybody to reach it without prior knowledge. The majority of people who arrived at its doors did so thanks to a recommendation from another guest. Despite this, there had been a strange increase in first-time visitors lately. Unaware of Pale Moon’s practices, they had been indignant upon finding out that its courtesans had the right to choose their guests, and had troubled the maidservants with their unpleasant behavior.


      Even today, before Thoma had arrived with Xixu, two ex-soldiers hailing from the east had kicked up a fuss at the entryway. Sari had explained Pale Moon’s practices herself and had led them through the flower room after ensuring they understood. In the end, none of the courtesans had chosen them, so she wrote them both letters of introduction and showed them to another courtesan house.


      Such visitors usually came once a month or so, but recently, it had become a daily occurrence. Many were drunk, spouted caustic words, or were quick to raise their voices.


      “I thought it was odd, so I’ve been asking them what made them decide to come here,” Sari said. “According to them, the staff from other courtesan houses have been recommending us.”


      “What?” Thoma said. “Did they just want to check out the whole mythical bloodline thing?”


      “No, nothing like that. They weren’t picky about which courtesan house they went to, but they said the ones they did go to refused them, told them to go to one in the ‘north,’ and gave them directions to Pale Moon.”


      Thoma made a troubled face. “What? Are they trying to harass you?”


      “Hmm. I’ve been asking them which house they went to, but from what they’ve been saying, it’s not just one culprit. A number of the courtesan houses that open early have been telling guests to come here.”


      “That’s how they do things in the south,” Isha murmured. The southern part of the continent was her birthplace. “The sun sets earlier there.”


      Sari and Thoma looked at each other.


      “I have noticed more and more places like that recently,” Sari said. “New establishments backed by Marquess Bughnan, I think. I was wondering whether it was a southern practice since he’s southern nobility.”


      “Lighting their lanterns early is up to them, but they can’t treat Pale Moon like that,” Thoma said. “And it’s not like they don’t know how the north does things.”


      When the residents of this town used the word “north” on its own, it meant they were talking about Pale Moon, the ancient house of myth. Furthermore, it should have been common knowledge to everybody in Irede that Pale Moon’s courtesans had the right to choose their guests.


      Isha placed her pale hand on her cheek. “Marquess Bughnan has had a vacation home here in Irede since forever. He used to only come occasionally for leisure, but he’s recently settled down and started opening businesses here. It’s been on my mind because, even though he’s the timid type, he can get obsessively greedy. If there’s something he wants, he won’t be satisfied until he gets it.”


      “Is that really how he is?” Sari asked. “I’ve never spoken to him before, so...”


      If she remembered correctly, Marquess Bughnan had invited the town’s influential figures to the opening of his first business half a year ago. She had been too busy to go since she had only just become Pale Moon’s proprietress, so she’d simply sent him a congratulatory gift. She’d spoken to Thoma about it later, and he’d said that not only had he also been absent, but the representative from the Midiridos Troupe—the third of the three sacred houses—had been as well.


      In Irede, one’s social status in the outside world didn’t hold much meaning. However, Marquess Bughnan hadn’t known this and had apparently been offended when they and the representatives of several other businesses hadn’t made an appearance.


      “Still, ‘obsessively greedy’?” Sari asked. “You don’t think he means to expand his influence in Irede, do you?”


      It was true that the number of businesses in Irede under the patronage of Marquess Bughnan had been slowly increasing. She’d heard that he’d not only bought up courtesan houses but playhouses and breweries too. His extravagant use of outside money even made Sari frown. If those southern-owned establishments were intentionally harassing Pale Moon, then she couldn’t stay silent. Even though she was young, and even though it had only been a short time since she’d succeeded the role, she was its proprietress.


      And yet, Thoma placed his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll look into it as well, so you don’t have to worry alone. If he takes things too far, there are ways of dealing with him.”


      From the time of Irede’s founding, the three sacred houses had always been the symbols of the town of myth. House Radi was the one that handled the majority of negotiations with the outside world. As Pale Moon was the most reclusive of the three, there was likely an unspoken implication in Thoma’s words: We’ll make the first move. Despite being somewhat dissatisfied, Sari nodded.


      Thoma smiled gently. “That’s my cue to leave, then. Don’t get into any trouble, okay?”


      “Huh? You’re leaving?” Sari asked. She looked to the side and saw Isha smiling wryly. From the room tag in the woman’s hand, she could tell that while Thoma had been intending to stay the night, he had likely changed his plans because of their conversation. She looked up at the man who she’d known for over a decade. “I’m sorry. And thank you, Thoma.”


      “Just doing my job. Oh, and if anyone fishy comes by, just call Xixu. He’s really strong.”


      “I can’t exactly make him slay our guests.”


      Even so, she couldn’t deny that the shadeslayer’s presence reassured her somewhat. Sari walked with Isha to see Thoma off.


      Shortly after he strolled through the gate and disappeared into the night, two young men came through. They were holding what appeared to be letters of introduction and were examining their surroundings with curious eyes as they approached along the flagstone path.


      Sari stepped out of the entryway to greet them. “Welcome. This is the courtesan house Pale Moon, unique in all of Irede and successor to the hidden myth. Here, the women reserve the right to choose their guests.”


      Her voice was dignified. Her countenance, though pretty, wore a penetrating quality that made those who saw it straighten their backs. Below her long eyelashes, her glistening blue eyes watched the two men.


      “As such...please understand that you may not be chosen.”


      Roughly a thousand years had passed since the god had been summoned. The young girl, inheritor of a forgotten tradition, spoke softly. Her words were entrancing.


      “Please, do come in. As long as wine still flows and music still plays, I will welcome you.”


      ※


      The proprietress’s guest-receiving room was far too large.


      It had three tatami mat rooms and one bathroom, all of which were well arranged and possessed a subdued beauty. The bathtub, which was made of plain wood, was large enough that even a tall man like him could stretch his legs out and still not reach halfway along its length. Although it was certainly comfortable, it also made him extremely restless. Unable to calm himself, he went ahead and used the hot water to wash the bathroom after he was done.


      Hair still damp and dressed in a yukata—a type of kimono akin to a bathrobe—Xixu returned to one of the tatami mat rooms, where he would find a low table. Since the room was so impressive, he was curious about the outside scenery, but he had seen Sari purposefully latch the paper sliding window closed. He wasn’t a guest—at least not in that sense—so it was likely for the best if he refrained from doing anything unnecessary.


      “A mythical bloodline...”


      His first day in Irede had been very eventful. Of the three sacred houses, he had yet to meet somebody from the Midiridos Troupe, but Thoma had told him that most of the music he’d heard throughout town was played by their musicians, so he’d likely get that opportunity eventually.


      The problem at hand was that Xixu had no idea what kind of information his liege wanted. But since the king had expressly chosen him instead of an intelligence specialist, he had no choice but to do things his own way.


      Xixu retrieved a notebook from his personal effects and began writing down what he’d observed that day. He would make a clean copy later on and send it to the royal castle as part of his report. Although he hadn’t received any specific instruction regarding the form those should take, nor their frequency, he imagined that at least one letter a month was the bare minimum he should strive for.


      While he wrote, he looked across the low table and found a teapot and teacup, as well as three small tea caddies which Sari had brought when she’d led him to the room. Apparently, the young proprietress had noticed his fondness for tea in the flower room. He opened the tea caddies and found that they each contained fragrant tea leaves of excellent quality. Nearby was a note, which said: Please don’t hesitate to request hot water. We will bring some right away.


      “I feel like staying here will make me lose track of myself...”


      Receiving perfect hospitality was surely comfortable for some, but Xixu simply felt restless. He got the hunch that if he were to become used to being treated like this, he’d lose the ability to do anything for himself.


      That was why he had told Sari she didn’t have to be polite toward him, but it didn’t seem like he’d quite gotten his intention across. Then again, it may have been impertinent of him to ask that of somebody he’d only just met. Since she would be cooperating in his shadeslayer duties as a maiden, perhaps giving each other the due amount of respect and distance was the way to proceed. In which case, he’d have to demonstrate his own capabilities.


      “I guess I’ll brew some tea...”


      Xixu loved tea and owned roughly a dozen or so varieties of leaves himself. He’d long since become familiar with the process of brewing it. Deciding to head to the kitchens to request some hot water so he could do the rest on his own, he picked up one of the tea caddies and headed toward the door.


      It was at that exact moment he heard the faint scream of a young girl.


      Xixu put the tea caddy down, quickly grabbed his military sword, and ran out of the room, down the long hallway.


      The proprietress’s room was deep at the back of the mansion, but he remembered the path he’d been led down on the way there. The scream sounded like it had come from outside. He ran toward the entryway, passing a startled courtesan accompanying a male guest. The hallway opened up as he reached a landing, and he descended the stairs. There was a group of courtesans below—had they heard the scream as well?


      The women were all looking out beyond the entryway. Sari wasn’t among them. Driven by an unpleasant premonition, Xixu pushed his way through and stepped outside, barefoot. As soon as he did, he saw the figure of a girl with her back to him, standing outside the gate.


      The maiden’s silver hair shimmered a pale white as it caught the moonlight.


      “Stop this.”


      Sari’s voice was icier than he’d ever heard it, and it resounded through the surrounding darkness. Xixu, caught off guard, turned his gaze toward where she was looking.


      Standing in the dimly lit gloom was a woman. She was tall for her gender, had disheveled black hair, and was restraining a girl with her left arm. The girl, who had frozen in obvious terror, wore the uniform of Pale Moon’s maidservants.


      Perhaps to reassure the girl, Sari gave her a small nod. “Let her go. What you’re doing is meaningless.”


      “Shut up!” The hoarse voice could have belonged to a man or a woman. Bright red eyes shone through the darkness.


      “Those eyes...”


      At Xixu’s involuntary mutter, Sari looked back over her shoulder. Upon seeing him, she gave the shadeslayer a strained smile.


      “I assume you heard all the commotion. The fact that you can see those eyes for what they are must mean you do indeed possess the qualities of a shadeslayer.”


      “A shade...?”


      Xixu looked back toward the woman who was holding the maidservant captive. Although her dull green kimono was in disarray, she looked like an ordinary woman. The only things setting her apart were her display of violence and the flickering red light deep within her eyes.


      “She’s a shade?” Xixu asked. “She looks human...and everybody can see her, can’t they?”


      Shades took the form of shadowy animals, and could not be seen nor touched by ordinary people. He’d never seen one in the shape of a human. And even if she were a shade, it should have been impossible for a regular person to see her. Despite that, everybody present was staring at the woman lit by the moonlight with bated breath. What’s more, she was even restraining the maidservant. Xixu couldn’t make heads or tails of the situation.


      Sari smiled at him, although it didn’t reach her eyes. “In this town, shades possess physical form and borrow the guises of people, not animals.”


      “Physical people? Shades?”


      “Yes. You can see the red eyes that prove it’s a shade, can’t you? That’s because you’re a shadeslayer. Most people don’t have that ability. To them, those red eyes just look black.”


      The girl’s gaze remained fixed on the shade as she spoke. The shade drew back before it, as though the proprietress’s stare were a tangible force.


      Sari glanced up at Xixu, who was now standing at her side. “It’s understandable that you didn’t know before you came to Irede, since it’s a secret from the outside world...but didn’t Thoma tell you?”


      “No...” Xixu replied. “He said it was hard to understand without seeing for myself.”


      “That does sound like his brand of mischief.”


      “Mischief...”


      Thoma had been right, though—Xixu had the feeling that he might not have accepted it without seeing it for himself. Shades possessing physical bodies and taking on the forms of people seemed too unbelievable of a tale to swallow on word alone.


      “Whatever the case, it’s a shade, yes?” Xixu asked. “So there’s no issue with me killing it?”


      “Yes. Even though they may look like people, the town cannot persist if they are not slain.”


      Upon hearing the maiden’s firm answer, Xixu unsheathed his military sword. “Stay back, please. I’ll do something about the hostage.”


      Maiden or not, he doubted she possessed the capability to face a shade in direct combat. The shade, upon seeing Xixu step forward to cover Sari, twisted its red eyes in hatred and glared at him.


      “Shadeslayer, are you?” it asked.


      “Let her go,” Xixu replied.


      The captive girl had gone pale, and her breathing was ragged. But, perhaps understanding that letting her go would put it in an unfavorable position, the shade only clutched her tighter. It scoffed at Xixu in a low voice.


      “I haven’t seen you before. Are you new? You should have picked another town and stayed out of trouble. Do you think seeing me will be enough to kill me, outsider?”


      In other towns, the requirement for becoming a shadeslayer was being able to see shades, and one’s ability with a sword wasn’t particularly important. However, Irede had no need for that requirement. That the shade was looking down on him for being an outsider was understandable.


      That being said, Xixu had no intention of letting it do so forever.


      “You can be the judge of that when I’m done.” Xixu held his sword low and took a step forward. The shade backed away, perhaps because it couldn’t see any openings in his stance. The girl let out a small scream as she was dragged back.
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