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      1. Catch


      Long ago, in the realm of an ancient nation, a titanic blue snake awoke from its slumber beneath the earth. Such was the length of its body that it could have coiled around the land itself, and when it slithered aboveground, it sought to devour the very sun blazing brightly in the heavens.


      The people were dismayed. Though they attempted to stop the snake, they were not its match. So, at last, the ancient nation’s king beseeched the gods for their aid.


      It is said that the sole god who answered the plea demanded fair compensation for cutting the snake to pieces. The god’s desires were three: fine drink, to delight her tongue; music, to excite her heart; and human touch, to warm her being. Thus, the king had a town built and devoted to her, and soon, the realm of man knew peace once more.


      So was born Irede, the pleasure town of myth, and so has it flourished for these past thousand years. Even now, this town dedicated to a god stands unchanged, its fine drink, masterful performing arts, and holy courtesans as famed as they were the day of its founding.


      And yet, among the people of this illustrious town is secreted yet another marvel. From the age of myth hence, a god has resided there, her being kept incarnate along a bloodline of beautiful women. In accordance with the old contract, each of these manifestations one day welcome a guest into their beds, and give birth to a child who will become the god’s next successor. This line of succession between mother and daughter does not dilute the god’s presence, for she is the god of the moon, herself one of the constants of creation.


      Such is the path these women have chosen throughout the ages, and so have they lived their lives beside humanity.


      What this line of unbroken choices may one day invite is, as of yet, still unknown. Today, as the girl who is a god once again awaits the guest whom she will choose, she once again dozes in a reverie.


      ※


      On the night of the new moon, the air that drifted out of the opened storehouse seemed to be as thick and musty as time itself, the endless passage of months and years condensed together. The interior, lit only by a fitted skylight, was dark enough that even eyes which had grown accustomed to the night could not readily make out what lay within.


      Holding a small paper lantern, a girl—the owner of the storehouse—peered inside, scrutinizing the interior. Her silver hair, reminiscent of moonlight, was hidden underneath a black veil, which also concealed her blue eyes and clean, elegant features. She was the head of the estate upon whose land the storehouse rested, and she had hidden her face because of the dual identities she possessed: the proprietress of a courtesan house passed down along a mythic bloodline, and the head of a noble family in the royal capital.


      In her role as the maiden, the girl was known as Saridi—Sari, to those close to her—and she had recently returned to the Werrilocia estate, her family home, to be present for the traditional yearly storehouse reopening.


      In all the years previous, she had simply watched on as the contents of the storehouse were reorganized, but this time, Sari was looking for something. As the opened door was secured in place, she crossed the threshold and stepped into the interior.


      Wicker storage baskets were piled high to her left and right, filled with a variety of objects that she had already half forgotten from the year before. The Werrilocia family, inheritors of the blood of an ancient king and the most historied family on the continent, similarly possessed a great many miscellaneous curiosities. A catalog existed, in a fashion, but the storehouse contained many items that were not listed on it.


      What Sari was looking for was one such unlisted article. She surveyed the storehouse interior, head turning to and fro—and then a hand was placed on her shoulder from behind.


      “You’re in the way,” a young man with ashen hair said flatly. “Please step back.”


      “‘In the way’...?” Sari pouted slightly.


      How cold. I am head of the family, if only in name.


      Then again, if anyone had the right to speak to her like that, it would be him and his sister alone. After all, it was her two cousins who actually managed the Werrilocia household.


      Vas, her male cousin, had attractive, androgynous features, but his expression always radiated a frigid chill. Sari shuffled to the side, as he’d so firmly requested, and watched as Vas immediately began issuing directions to a number of servants.


      Just like that, the yearly cleaning of the storehouse had begun.


      Sari, along with her female cousin, Fyra, watched over the proceedings as wicker baskets were carried out into the garden one by one. Before long, Sari caught sight of a familiar wooden box being brought outside too. She perked up and hurried over, then glanced up at her cousin.


      “May I open this?”


      “Do whatever you wish,” Fyra said matter-of-factly. “Everything here is yours, after all.”


      The Werrilocia family had possession of the storehouse and its contents for the sake of convenience, but in truth, they belonged to none other than the maiden who was the head of the family.


      Sari nodded, opened the wooden box, and retrieved several aged notebooks from within. They were untitled, but each and every volume contained the handwritten accounts of previous generations of maidens. Sari flipped through them briefly, then bundled them under her arm.


      Fyra watched her inquisitively. “What are you looking for?”


      Sari shrugged. “Just something about how to use my power.”


      She was self-aware enough to realize that, as of late, her power had been straying from the domain of what the maiden’s powers should be. The divide between her two consciousnesses had been becoming less clear, flickering betwixt and between.


      Sari, a god in entirety who had been born and raised amid people, had two aspects: her human face, which she had cultivated her whole life, and her true nature—her divinity. She was, so to speak, a god who was living her life pretending to be human. By all rights, her divinity should have manifested for the first time when she welcomed her one and only guest, and through the act of union with her partner, integrated with her human aspect.


      However, Sari’s divinity had awakened during a certain prior incident, and she had not received her sacred offering of warmth. In other words, she currently possessed far too much unstable power.


      “Reasons aside,” Sari said, “since I have power, I need to be able to use it properly.”


      Fyra’s eyebrow rose. “It’s nice that you’re motivated, but are you not going to direct some of that drive toward choosing your guest?”


      “Ngh... Just...give me a little more time, please...”


      Sari could only choose one guest in her entire lifetime, so she wanted to make a choice she could be confident in, but she was already sixteen. Seventeen was an age where it was entirely natural for any ordinary courtesan to receive guests, and at which even daughters of nobility would be entering political marriages. So it was perhaps unavoidable that she was being prodded with candid advice by her relative.


      Then again, only a select few people of Irede knew of Sari’s true nature as a god. Not even her cousins Fyra and Vas were aware of the full truth—that the guest Sari would receive would, ultimately, be the half of her body that tied her to the world of man. Through an old contract—the most significant one of all—god and human would be tied, and Sari would bear a daughter who would be the next embodiment of the god. It was not something to be taken lightly. Indeed, it was a matter of utmost secrecy—and a matter of Irede.


      Perhaps because of that, Fyra readily backed down from the issue. “Well, if nobody has proved themselves worthy of your attention, then it can’t be helped. Though, should you find yourself at your wit’s end unable to find somebody, I could choose for you.”


      “No, thank you...”


      Sari had a feeling that would only result in a man who was her cousin’s puppet coming along, and that was something she wanted no part of.


      “If I were to choose, I would want someone more...” Sari muttered, but trailed off.


      She knew what came next, vaguely, but could not manage to put it into words. It wouldn’t take form. It was too complicated, in several different ways. One issue, for example, was that it had been foreseen that the person she was currently the most interested in would die in the future protecting a woman.


      Sari looked up at Fyra beside her. “Am I... Do I drag those around me into danger a lot?”


      A smirk danced around the older woman’s lips. “So what if you do? Danger should be a cheap price to pay, if the reward is being by your side.”


      “That’s...not what I was asking...”


      What Sari truly wanted to know was if she would be the one who exposed the man in her thoughts to danger. She wanted to know if keeping him by her side would lead to what the king’s maiden had foreseen. However, that was a matter that even that maiden, the possessor of unerring foresight, had not been able to affirm. And if that was so...surely nobody would know, until the time came.


      The future Sari was desperate to know was unclear. Yet, more unclear were her own emotions. To make matters worse, she wasn’t even sure how he felt about her.


      Sari exhaled softly and lifted her gaze to the night sky. Above her lay the same darkness that had shrouded the world every night before, but tonight, she felt as if it masked something she vitally needed.


      ※


      At the northern tip of Irede, the town of myth, was a single manor that served as a courtesan house. Of the three sacred offerings, the warmth of human touch was the purview of this establishment, which traced its origins along a mythic bloodline. Here, the women chose their guests.


      This courtesan house, oft spoken of for its holy courtesans, was the home of the town’s singular maiden, her true nature that of a god.


      Long ago, a daughter had been born from the body of the god of the moon, sired by a king who had offered himself to her as warmth. Their daughter had also been the god, her blood unweakened, and in time she had received her own guest, and had given birth to the next god in turn. Thus, through the means of blood, and from behind the closed doors of this courtesan house, have the women descended from the god’s line maintained the peace in Irede for a thousand years.


      Saridi, the current maiden, was sixteen. Ever since her grandmother’s passing, she had managed the courtesan house Pale Moon as its young proprietress. It was the duty of Xixu—who had been sent from the royal capital to assume the post of shadeslayer—to be of assistance to her.


      The young man had dark hair and dark eyes along with a set of handsome features and a tempered physique. He was still clad in his militia uniform and wearing his military sword when he stopped by Pale Moon in the evening, just as the sun was about to set. As he stepped up to the old wooden gate, he caught sight of a friend there, and his brow scrunched together in slight dismay.


      The man, who just so happened to be Sari’s brother, soon noticed Xixu and turned around.


      “Oh?” he said, a cheeky smile drifting to his lips. “Come to see Sari? I wasn’t sure you had it in you. Bravo, bravo!”


      Xixu sighed. “I just came to bring her the militia reports...”


      Rightfully, the only times Xixu, a shadeslayer, should be calling upon Sari were when he was requesting her assistance to hunt down a shade. Yet, somewhere along the way and without knowing why, he had found that he’d become the militia’s primary point of contact to her. When he’d asked Sari about it, she’d said: “It’s probably because you show up at the militia stations at fixed times. That’s actually quite rare in Irede.” So, in the end, he’d reasoned that it was fine, since he was being useful to the town.


      Given that, Xixu most certainly hadn’t come to Pale Moon to obstruct Sari’s work. Her doting brother, Thoma, however, evidently did not share the same opinion. The next head of House Radi—the sacred house that still served as purveyors of fine drink for the god of Irede—laughed and slapped Xixu on the back.


      “You came at just the right time,” he said. “Let’s ask them to set dinner out for us. I just stocked Pale Moon up with some excellent rice wine; you should give it a taste.”


      “You know I don’t drink that much.”


      “It’s fine. I’ll handle that part. Besides, Sari will be happy to see you.”


      Just on cue, Xixu heard a girl’s voice excitedly call his name. When he glanced over at the entryway, there she stood—the young proprietress of Pale Moon. With her silver hair glowing in the moonlight and her usual white kimono arranged primly about her form, she was the image of both elegance and innocence.


      Sari’s features, their youthful loveliness reminiscent of a flower bud swaddled in a blanket of large petals, bloomed into a wide smile at the sight of Xixu.


      She dashed straight over and jumped at him. “Welcome!”
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      “Do you have to be so energetic...?” Xixu lamented, looking down at the girl whose arms had wrapped around him.


      “You hardly ever stop by!”


      After he peeled her off, Sari gave him a beautiful smile. She had now fully cast off the guise she’d worn in the capital, her dress discarded for a kimono and the veil that had hidden her face abandoned altogether. Seeing her like this, Xixu was reminded of the nobility inherent in who she was. She was a god, the proprietress of the world’s oldest courtesan house, and a young lady of noble birth, who had inherited the blood of an ancient king.


      Sari, however, was focused on more pressing concerns. “Have you come for my help with a shade?” she asked charmingly. “Or are you here for leisure?”


      “Not leisure... I just came to bring you these reports.” Xixu handed the documents over to Sari, who thanked him and accepted them.


      Thoma, who had left the pair behind as he walked over to the entryway, called out, “Sari, ready a meal for him, would you? Ah, and me too.”


      “Mm-kay! Go ahead and wait in the proprietress’s room.”


      A maidservant who had been standing inside the entryway, which had a hard-packed clay floor situated a step lower than the floor of the manor proper, handed Thoma the appropriate room tag.


      The proprietress’s room was tucked away in the deepest part of Pale Moon, and originally, was intended for Sari to receive her guest in. Its purpose had become a bit derailed, though, when Sari’s divinity had manifested, and Xixu had been forced to step forward as her sacred offering of warmth for lack of another readily available choice.


      At present, the relationship between him and her had been returned to a—for all intents and purposes—blank slate at his request. Sari herself had expressed that she was not yet a full adult, and so could not choose her guest. Xixu was of the opinion that, since whoever she chose would be the sole partner she would have during her entire life, it was best that she only decided only after exceedingly careful consideration. Furthermore, it was out of the question for him to rob that freedom of choice from her. Whether it took ten years, twenty, or more, what mattered was that she made a decision she was happy with. That was a natural right she possessed, and should anybody attempt to infringe upon that...he would fight tooth and nail to defend it.


      As someone older than Sari, Xixu thought it obvious that he should conduct himself in such a way. It seemed that this line of thinking, however, was somewhat lost on Thoma. As was proved by the man’s next words.


      “Don’t get me wrong, your strange sense of decency is all well and good, but what are you going to do if it makes Sari pick another man?”


      “I...don’t see what I could do about that,” Xixu replied as they awaited their evening meal in the tatami-mat area within the proprietress’s room. “It’s her decision.”


      Thoma, holding a teacup, gave him an amazed look. “What’s that supposed to mean? Do you not actually want to become her sacred offering? If you don’t understand how adorable she is yet, then set aside half a day. I’ll happily tell you all about it.”


      “Why are you pressing the issue so much...?”


      “Well, she’s my precious little sister,” Thoma replied. “If she has a wish, of course I’d want to grant it.”


      “Her heart is her own; you can’t speak for her. Also, she’s only sixteen.”


      Xixu knew what Sari was like, even without a lecture from Thoma. He’d seen how she stood undaunted under the many weighty responsibilities she bore, and how she earnestly strove to fulfill her duties. He knew how determined and compassionate she was, and how much she loved Irede and the people who lived here. He knew it all, and he knew it well.


      That was precisely why Xixu felt he could not add to Sari’s burdens. Thoma, however, did not seem to understand that.


      As Xixu drank tea with a sour look on his face, maidservants brought in their evening meal. He thanked them and took up his chopsticks just in time for Sari to appear. She came in alongside another maidservant who was carrying a large platter.


      When the platter was placed in the center of the table, Xixu was surprised to see that slices of raw fish had been exquisitely arranged upon it. “How did you come by fish this fresh?” he asked.


      “A guest brought some in,” Sari replied. “He said he’d gone fishing. You know that big lake to the east?”


      “From there? Impressive.”


      Xixu knew there was a lake nearby from the maps he’d seen, but he’d never visited the place himself. If memory served, it was located in a forest, and was slightly more south-easterly of Irede than the royal capital.


      Satisfied with the explanation to his question, Xixu reached out for a piece of fish with his chopsticks.


      Sari, who was setting out the plates she’d brought, smiled as she watched him. “I’ll bring you some tea when you’re finished,” she said.


      Thoma perked up. “Oh, me too, Sari.”


      Sari gave her brother a look. “You’ve been nothing but mean lately, Thoma, so no.”


      “Hey, come on, that’s not true,” he whined. “Xixu’s the only one I’m picking on.”


      “And I’d like you to stop,” Xixu said with a sigh, a sullen grimace settling over his face. He turned his focus to retrieving slices of fish and placing them onto a small plate.


      Sari, on the other hand, scowled at Thoma and rose. However, her gaze soon drifted toward the inner room. Thoma noticed and looked up.


      “What’s wrong, Sari? Something on your mind?”


      She shook her head. “Not really. I was just thinking I should practice my kagura dancing later, since I haven’t recently.”


      “Kagura dancing?” Xixu asked. “You?”


      In Irede, the performing arts were under the purview of the Midiridos Troupe, the third of the three sacred houses. Xixu had seen their displays and musical performances during his patrols, and had absentmindedly come to assume that it was they who were responsible for all the performances in the town.


      That assumption had evidently made its way onto his face, because Sari smiled. “All courtesans do that kind of thing. Starting from when we’re apprentices, we play music, sing, and dance. You’ve heard them practicing their shamisen while patrolling the back streets, haven’t you?”


      “I have. So those weren’t Midiridos performers?”


      “Mm-mm. Midiridos’s musicians aren’t allowed to have their music be heard by the public until they’re recognized as fully fledged performers, so all the practicing you hear walking around town is from courtesans. I practiced too, when I was small.”


      “That sounds like a lot to handle. Although, I think I’d like to see you dance sometime.”


      The moment Xixu expressed that offhanded thought, Sari dropped the tray she was holding. It landed with a loud crash and clatter. Thoma, beside her, was desperately stifling his laughter. Baffled by their reactions, Xixu—as usual—frowned.


      “Did I say something wrong...?”


      “Sorry, sorry,” Thoma chuckled. “No, it’s not your fault. It’s just that the maiden’s kagura dance isn’t for everybody’s eyes to see. It’s a ceremonial dance she does when she receives her sacred offering, in front of that man alone.”


      Xixu paused. “Ah.”


      In which case, saying that he wanted to see it could be taken as a roundabout attempt at making an advance on her. Feeling fatigued, he hung his head.


      The young maiden hurriedly added, “Um, but I know a few regular dances too! I can show you those any time you’d like!”


      “It’s just in your nature to speak before you think, isn’t it?” Thoma said, grinning at Xixu’s pained face. “Though if you’re doing it on purpose, I’m impressed.”


      “Why would I do it on purpose...?” Xixu muttered. It felt as though talking to these siblings always resulted in him being led on a merry chase.


      Eventually, Sari left their room in a flutter, holding her blushing cheeks. At the sound of the sliding screen closing, the two men returned their attention to the meal set before them.


      Thoma smiled, taking a sip of the rice wine he’d poured for himself. “See? Adorable, right?”


      Xixu maintained his silence. It felt to him that any answer he could give would be rude. Thoma, however, seemed to take this as affirmation.


      The god’s brother laughed loudly and took another sip of his clear rice wine. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not expecting you to be a deft hand at this or anything. Just be yourself.”


      “I came to this town to be a shadeslayer.”


      “And in that regard, believe me when I say I can’t thank you enough for what an excellent job you’re doing. Ah, but a word of advice. Don’t reject her divine side if you can help it. It’ll mean trouble later down the line.”


      Thoma’s eyes were still smiling, but a slight shadow had been cast over them—an emotion that resembled self-derision, or perhaps scorn. Xixu, noticing it, frowned.


      “What do you mean by ‘trouble’?” the shadeslayer queried.


      Most other people wouldn’t have asked such an unreserved question, but the man who was sitting across the table from House Radi’s young heir was Xixu. Still, Thoma, faced with the direct nature of his friend, was not quick to answer. He smiled, not saying a word, and shrugged lightly.


      After some time had passed, Thoma’s restless gaze eventually settled on the closed door of the inner room. “My father...couldn’t bear the fact that his partner was a god. On the night my mother took him as her guest, he rejected her other aspect. She cut her divine self off completely and sealed it away. After that, she left the Werrilocia family to marry into his. Sari...doesn’t know.”


      A single corner of Thoma’s mouth lifted. Within that gesture, made by a man who so seldomly bared his true emotions, was a glimpse of stifled anger. To what, and to which of his parents, was it directed? It was a family matter, and not of Xixu’s own, so it was not ground easily intruded upon. He frowned.


      As though in an attempt to change the mood, Thoma placed his flat, wide drinking cup down, and adopted a starkly different, lighter tone. “Come to think of it, we’ve found a new shadeslayer.”


      “You have?”


      Thoma nodded. “Though, on that subject, the shadeslayer turnover has been ridiculous recently. If any more of you retire, or even die out, we’ll be in a real bind.”


      “I’m sure none of us will be doing any dying,” Xixu replied. “On that matter, why did my predecessor retire?”


      Customarily, Irede maintained five shadeslayers. Xixu had come in response to a call that had been put out in the royal capital, but he had yet to ask why there had been a vacancy for him in the first place.


      Thoma, taking another sip of his rice wine, replied casually, “Just old age. He barely worked at all in his final half year, lain up in bed as he was.”


      Xixu’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. Isn’t there a current shadeslayer in a similar situation?”


      “A shadeslayer’s service doesn’t end until they declare it over themselves, so it happens all the time. It’s why it took us so long to call you in—we’d grown used to essentially just having four.”


      “That’s...rather easygoing.”


      Thoma leaned forward, grinning. “That’s why we were quick to make arrangements this time.”


      “The quicker, the better, in the future.”


      That being said, for the most part, a shadeslayer worked independently and often had little reason to meet with their fellow counterparts. While it would be reasonable to assume that the addition of one more would mean an equivalent reduction in the amount of work handled by the others, Xixu had made it a habit to do frequent patrols of the town. Even if the number of shadeslayers increased, his circumstances would like as not be unaffected.


      Thoma watched on, seemingly amused, as Xixu silently worked away at their meal. “Do you like fish?”


      “Relatively.”


      “Want to go fishing tomorrow, then?”


      “Fishing?” Xixu inquired.


      Why would he ask me that? In the first place, tomorrow wasn’t even a rest day.


      Thoma, as a person, was mischievous and prone to antics, but he rarely acted without thought. It was best to assume he had an ulterior motive. Xixu, who had never once held a fishing rod in his life, glared at the man suspiciously.


      “What are you scheming?” he demanded.


      “Well, you see...” Thoma said with a cheerful smile, “the shadeslayer we were expecting went missing en route. Want to come look for him?”


      There was a long, heavy silence, wherein Xixu did his best to refrain from saying his thoughts out loud.


      Shouldn’t you just settle for four shadeslayers at this point?


      ※


      “How exactly did he ‘go missing’ in the first place?” Xixu asked, sighing.


      Although he wished he could have refused Thoma’s “invitation” by claiming it had nothing to do with him, Thoma had evidently pulled a number of strings at some point; talk of a manhunt had reached as far as the militia commander himself. As a result, the search for the missing shadeslayer had been designated an official field assignment, and it had landed in Xixu’s lap.


      Currently, the taciturn young man was astride a horse under the clear blue sky, plodding down the highway that led to the royal capital. Beside him, Thoma held the reins of his own horse, which had a fishing rod neatly fastened to its saddle.


      The idea that Thoma actually intended to go fishing seemed preposterous, but Xixu knew it was absolutely within the realm of possibility if he thought the fish might make a good gift for his sister. Xixu resolved to immediately return to Irede alone, should that happen.


      Thoma looked up at the cloudless sky. “Apparently, the shadeslayer was traveling to Irede via the capital when he disappeared. He was last seen during the capital’s fete.”


      “That was more than two weeks ago...”


      Thoma shrugged. “We’re so used to having four of you that we were slow to respond.”


      “Then just stop recruiting already,” Xixu snapped, the words he’d been holding back since the previous evening slipping out. He could no longer leave them unsaid.


      What I really want to know is why I’ve been dragged into this matter at all, the young shadeslayer thought with an inward sigh. He found himself overwhelmed with the urge to wheel his horse around and leave. But, even so, he could not ignore the fact that a person had gone missing.


      “So, what do you propose we do?” Xixu asked, surveying the highway before him. Other travelers had proved scarce so far; they’d only encountered the occasional merchant wagon. “Surely you don’t mean for us to scour the length of the entire highway to the capital.”


      “No, I’ve got a lead. If he’s not there, we’ll give up the search.”


      “A lead? Don’t tell me...”


      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” Thoma gestured toward the fishing rod attached to his saddle. “The regular of Pale Moon who brought the fish yesterday told me that he saw a man wandering about in the forest surrounding the lake. The description he gave matches the shadeslayer we’re looking for.”


      Xixu remained silent, processing this information. The matter had taken a sharp turn toward the suspicious, and beyond that, even if they managed to find their missing shadeslayer by the lake, the fact that the man had spent two weeks “wandering about in the forest” certainly did not speak well of his abilities. It was worth asking if he would be of any use at all.


      Perhaps the most prudent course of action here is to pretend I never heard anything and return to Irede.


      Although Thoma’s eyes never strayed from the path in front of him, he smiled, seeing through Xixu immediately. “You’d better not be thinking of running off. I’ll make sure you meet a very embarrassing fate if you do.”


      Xixu sighed. “I won’t.”


      “We can catch some fish for Sari while we’re at it; I’m sure she’ll be delighted. It’ll be adorable.”


      “You realize then she’ll have received fish two days in a row, yes?”


      At this stage, it’ll be faster to just get this over with than try to resist, Xixu decided, readjusting his grip and spurring his horse forward.


      The forest in question was roughly an hour from Irede, if one hurried. Xixu wasn’t sure how long the search would take them, but he prayed that the fishing would not take longer.


      The two men continued their journey down the highway, passing a number of tourists and merchants who were heading to Irede, and reached the lake before noon. Ensconced in the midst of a forest, it occupied approximately the same amount of land as Irede itself, and its waters flowed out into a thin stream that ran northeast before finally feeding into the sea.


      Owing to the lake’s downstream location from Irede, its waters were clear, and it had grown a reputation for the way its mirrorlike surface reflected its picturesque surroundings. This had led to a trail being established for those who wished to take the detour; it branched off from the highway and led all the way to the water’s edge.


      As Xixu tied the reins of his horse to a tree a short distance away from the expansive lakefront, he scanned his eyes over their vicinity. “I don’t see him...”


      “Me neither,” Thoma replied. “But if our fisherman managed to spot him, he couldn’t have been too deep into the forest.”


      “I’m going to head into the trees and look around. I’ll take the north side of the trail, so you—”


      “Then I’ll go fishing.”


      Xixu’s eyes narrowed. “So you take the south.”


      The sun would set before they could do a thorough search through a forest of this size, but if they split up and kept to the areas near the trail, it wouldn’t take them long at all. After leaving Thoma with a warning—If you slack off, I’ll tell Sari—Xixu headed into the trees.


      As the young shadeslayer pushed through the damp vegetation, he kept a close eye on his surroundings, looking for any signs of a person. Overnight dew still lingered on the foliage around him, and it soaked into his clothing. Even through his gloves, he could feel the coarseness of the tree trunks he was pressing his hands against. If a person in his position were barehanded and wearing a kimono, they’d be a mess of scratches and cuts in no time.


      Xixu paused, the thought triggering a realization in him. No one ever told me what the new shadeslayer looks like.


      “Damn,” he muttered.


      I could make my way back to Thoma and ask him, but I could also just have anyone I come across confirm their identity instead.


      Still deep in thought, Xixu stepped forward...and froze when the sole of his foot came into contact with something soft. He peered down.


      Underfoot and buried in the thick grass was a young man in a kimono, collapsed on his back.


      “Now what are you doing down there...?” Xixu muttered, leaning forward to get a closer look.


      The man—who, judging by the cast of his features, seemed to be slightly older than Xixu—had a head of brown hair so light it looked almost golden. There was a boyish charm to his face, which lent his whole appearance a childlike air. The faint smile that graced his lips, even despite the fact that he was out cold, did nothing to dispel this impression.


      Xixu, almost wanting to leave the man to his own devices, looked back in the direction he’d come from. Thoma was nowhere in sight; he was still searching through the forest, no doubt. Xixu stooped over and touched the stranger’s neck, checking for a pulse. Fortunately, he seemed to be alive. Notably, his feet—bare apart from a pair of thonged sandals—appeared free from any lacerations. Either he was lucky, or he had tough skin.


      Xixu tapped the strange man on the shoulder. He was wearing a pale green kimono, which was soaked through with night dew. “Hey, wake up.”


      It wasn’t safe for a person to sleep in a place like this, even if they weren’t particularly far from the highway. The possibility of a wild animal attack loomed, and though a part of Xixu wanted to say that a shadeslayer should be able to handle such problems on their own, there was the troubling chance that this man was merely some unrelated passerby.


      Xixu glanced at the sword at the man’s hip—a katana. He put more force into his tapping. “Can you hear me? Wake up.”


      Nevertheless, the man gave no indication that he would wake. His features slackened into a grin; perhaps he was having a particularly pleasant dream.


      Xixu sighed heavily. Carefully, he removed the man’s sword, then hefted his body up over his shoulder. The man wasn’t light—though neither was he especially large—but carrying him was no impossible feat. Xixu, watching his step as he went, returned to the trail, and arrived just in time to see Thoma step out of the trees nearby.


      “Found someone new to carry, have you?” Thoma quipped. “Who’s that?”


      “I don’t know. He was asleep on the ground back there.” Xixu lowered the man onto the trail, but even that wasn’t enough to wake him from his slumber.


      Thoma studied the stranger’s face, appearing to be deep in thought. “Hmm... You think it’s him?”


      “You’re not sure?”


      “It’s not like I’ve ever met the guy. Ah, well—he has a sword. Let’s just settle for him.”


      A look of disapproval flickered over Xixu’s face. “Is there no limit to your irresponsibility?”


      “You’re just too fussy,” Thoma said, sounding as though he felt he was making a perfectly reasonable argument. He tapped the man on the shoulder in much the same way Xixu had earlier. “If everyone in Irede were like you, all of our unwritten rules would be enshrined in law by now.”


      Despite Thoma’s efforts, the strange man still refused to wake. Faced with this lack of response, the heir to House Radi was quick to give up—he hoisted the man up onto his horse’s saddle and fastened him in place with fishing line.


      After a gentle pull to check that he was secure, Thoma nodded. “All right, let’s go fishing.”


      “Let’s go home.”


      In the end, it took until they’d returned to Irede for the man to awaken.


      ※


      It was not a rare thing for Sari’s brother to bring people along with him to Pale Moon. The vast majority of the time it was for the sake of making introductions to the three sacred houses, but, on very seldom occasion, he would bring along somebody rather baffling, for some equally baffling reason or other.


      Evidently, today was one of those occasions. Sari examined the man before her as though she were seeing a new species of animal. His hair was unkempt, and he was smiling amiably. Xixu was standing behind him, frowning like he wanted nothing more than to leave.


      “So...” Sari began. “This gentleman is our new shadeslayer?”


      “I’m Nerei Fadt!” the man said brightly. “I was wondering what kind of woman Irede’s maiden was. You’re so cute!”


      A few moments passed before Sari responded. “...Thank you.”


      She didn’t quite know how to maintain her bearings around the strange new man—his excessively cheerful demeanor made him a mismatch for Irede for an entirely different reason than Xixu. Though she smiled on the outside, internally, Sari was at a loss.


      Thoma must have noticed, because he threw her a lifeline. “It’s not set in stone yet; he still needs to pass the shadeslayer assessment. We found him collapsed in the forest though, and he says he hasn’t had anything to eat. See to him, would you?”


      “To the best of my ability,” Sari replied, wearing her proprietress’s smile.


      What she wanted to tell her brother was “You can’t just take in any stray you come across,” but she could hardly say that about a shadeslayer. And besides that, there was something about Nerei that made going along with him seem easier than resisting—something that made it difficult to just leave him be. The vague, unbidden feeling somewhat unsettled Sari. Her wandering gaze met Xixu’s.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked.


      “Um...no. It’s nothing. Thank you.”


      Xixu had a reputation in town for being less than perceptive, but he always noticed when Sari was feeling uneasy or off-balance. It made her happy, though this time she herself couldn’t identify what felt so out of place.


      In the meantime, Nerei had removed his sandals and was taking in his surroundings, his head turning back and forth like it was on a swivel. “Wow. So this is Pale Moon.”


      “Please follow me, and I shall guide you to an available room,” Sari said. “Feel free to use the time until your meal is ready to bathe. I will prepare a change of clothing for you.”


      “Oh, I beg your pardon. Thank you for your kind hospitality.”


      “Don’t hesitate to kick him out if you feel like it, Sari,” Thoma said. “I’ve told him where he can find the militia.”


      “Please don’t recommend such discourtesy,” Sari replied, putting a touch of ice into her tone.


      Her brother laughed, then made his departure, taking Xixu along with him. Sari felt reproachful toward Thoma for that—she wished Xixu could’ve stayed awhile—but she knew her brother enjoyed Xixu’s company too, and that was why he was always quick to drag him around from place to place. Still, as his little sister, Sari thought Thoma could stand to share Xixu with her a little more. She knew, however, that this was not a thought worth voicing—the answer Thoma would give her was obvious: “Why don’t you just invite him over yourself?” She couldn’t, though. Despite how she felt about the matter, she did not wish to get in the way of Xixu’s work.


      Such being the case, Sari was left alone in the entryway with Nerei and a maidservant. The same inexplicable, oppressive feeling from earlier began to nag at her again. However, as both the proprietress and the maiden, she could not make a poor showing of herself before someone she was meeting for the first time. She pushed her feelings down and led Nerei inside, where she began ascending the stairs.


      As the prospective shadeslayer followed behind her, he commented cheerfully, “I heard that the courtesans choose their guests at Pale Moon. Can I ask where they all are?”


      “They are in the reception room below,” Sari explained. “I would be happy to show you there afterward, should you wish to visit. I believe it would be best to do so after you have finished changing, however.”


      “Ah, good point. I doubt they’ll think much of me looking like this.”


      Sari’s only reply was a smile. While she was the proprietress, if she were to be honest, her grasp on the preferences of Pale Moon’s women was shaky. Some chose their guests by appearance—or at least seemed to—and others chose guests who had no common traits between them at all. There were also courtesans whose methods of choosing their guests were exceedingly questionable, but as it had not yet resulted in any major issues, Sari had let them be.


      God’s handmaidens were, after all, free. Although, something Sari did know was that they avoided shadeslayers.


      As Pale Moon’s proprietress made her way down the well-polished hallway, she asked the man behind her, “If I may ask, what were you doing in the forest?”


      “Well, that’s the thing,” Nerei said. “I don’t really remember. One moment, I was thinking that I may as well take the chance to admire the lake, and the next, I was already here in town.”


      “How peculiar.”


      From what Sari had heard, news of Nerei’s whereabouts had cut off over two weeks ago. How much of that time had he spent wandering the forest? The mystery behind it all had her feeling uneasy again.


      Yet, at that moment, the man clapped his hands together, seemingly having recalled something. “Come to think of it, I have the feeling I saw some kind of strange animal.”


      “Pardon?”


      “It was this great, big, golden... Huh. What was it again...?”


      Sensing that Nerei had fallen deep into thought, Sari stopped and turned. For the first time, the smile had vanished from his reddish-brown eyes. There was a sharpness in them now that struck her keenly; this man truly was a shadeslayer. Perhaps Nerei was like Eid—a person with two natures: one within, and one without. Sari prayed that he would be able to either reveal what lay within, or mask it completely.


      Nerei, noticing her gaze, raised his head. “Hmm, I can’t seem to remember. Maybe it was a dream.”


      Then, just like that, his amiable smile returned.


      ※


      Despite every militia member who saw Nerei appearing as though they shared the same thought—Can someone who seems so vacant really be a shadeslayer?—he managed to pass the assessment without incident.


      For the first time in a decent while, Irede had its five shadeslayers. Its maiden, however, was entering a period of respite, because as the moon waxed full, so did her power, and so waned her ability to control it.


      Even compared to the maidens of past generations, Sari’s power was notable. Those who knew of her hidden circumstances, and thus of her mother’s renouncement of her status as god and subsequent abandonment of her family, had surely thought, at least once, that the girl had been born with her mother’s share of power as well. Yet none spoke of this to Sari, because they all knew of the heavy responsibilities she had borne from a young age, and of the pride she took in the way she lived.


      During an early afternoon in which the sun cast gentle rays down upon Irede, Sari was in her room, absorbed in the task of reading the notebooks she had retrieved from the Werrilocia storehouse—an activity she had taken to using her free hours to pursue. There was still plenty of time before the lantern was to be lit, signaling that Pale Moon was opening for business.


      As Sari studied methods detailing how to establish large-scale boundaries, the voice of a maidservant calling for her made her look up.


      “Miss Proprietress, a shadeslayer is requesting your assistance.”


      “I’ll be right there!” Sari called back.


      There was no need to give any thought as to who it was that had called upon her—Sari already knew.


      She hurriedly sprang up and examined her reflection in her room’s full-length mirror, and fixed her hair and kimono, both of which had strayed slightly out of place. Then, she retraced her lips with rouge and retrieved her bracelets from their small box.


      Thus prepared, Sari set off toward the entrance, half running. When she reached it, she was greeted with the sight of an uncomfortable-looking young man, military sword at his hip.


      “Xixu!”


      “Sorry for the bother.”


      “It’s fine,” Sari said, taking his arm. “You’re doing me a favor by being a test subject.”


      Xixu sighed, following along as the young girl set a brisk pace. “When you put it like that, it only worries me more...”


      The path outside of Pale Moon was mostly empty; Irede was a town of the night, so that was typical at the current time of day, when the sun was still up.


      Hands clinging tight to Xixu’s arm, Sari asked in a low voice, “What does it look like?”


      “A boy in his midteens,” Xixu replied. “One of House Radi’s apprentices.”


      “Oh, so this shade’s a copy?”


      Shades were supernatural entities that formed into being in any place where people gathered. Being in close proximity to a shade affected one’s mind, causing it to go askew. Outside of Irede, they were shadows that took on the forms of animals, and only a select number of individuals possessed the ability to see them. Within Irede, however, they took the physical forms of humans.


      The shades of Irede brushed against the thoughts of people and changed to take the forms of the individuals within those thoughts. Consequently, on rare occasion, “copies” that looked like existing people manifested. Apart from their red eyes—a trait particular to shades—these copies appeared no different to the genuine person, and it was common knowledge in town that they needed to be dealt with quickly, lest matters take a turn for the troublesome.


      Xixu had likely not wanted to bother her by requesting her aid, but a copy simply couldn’t go ignored. As the moon had already waxed beyond half, he—being the only one who knew of her true nature—was the only shadeslayer who could currently call upon her.


      Sari counted the days since the half-moon. “It’s only been three days, so it should be fine. I’ve been studying how to use my power too.”


      “Okay. I trust you.”


      “You should doubt me a little. Otherwise, I’ll start getting worried.”


      Xixu paused. “Maybe I should handle this alone after all.”


      “Too bad. Be my test subject.”


      As Xixu worked more diligently than the other shadeslayers, he was accustomed to Sari binding shades to him by now. It made him the perfect person with whom she could practice fine control of her power—in fact, he was the only person. Sari glanced down to reconfirm the presence of the bracelets she used to suppress her power. She had worn two, just in case.


      “By the way, how is the new shadeslayer doing?” she asked.


      “I don’t know,” Xixu said. “We don’t work together.”


      “Irede’s rough on newcomers. We basically leave them to themselves.”


      Xixu gave a soft hum of agreement. “I remember how troublesome that was for me, so I imparted the bare minimum to him. That being said, I’ve heard that he’s taken to making frequent appearances at courtesan and gambling houses while on patrol. I doubt it’ll take him long to fit in.”


      “That just sounds like he’s slacking off on the job.”


      Among Irede’s past and present shadeslayers, there were some men who outright lived in courtesan houses, but that was no excuse to gallivant about at one’s leisure. Sari did not have the authority to meddle in the affairs of the militia, but if Nerei was acting intolerably, someone would be sure to caution him.


      Still, thinking of the new shadeslayer brought with it a flash of unease. Sari’s expression scrunched into a grimace. “Xixu... Are you okay with him?”


      “In what way?”


      Evidently, Xixu didn’t understand what she was trying to convey. Then again, neither did she, really. Sari shook her head faintly; an inexplicable gloom had settled over her emotions.


      Xixu frowned slightly. “Is something the matter?”


      “No, it’s nothing.”


      Nothing definite, at any rate. Perhaps that was only to be expected, since she’d only met Nerei the once. Sari shook her head more vigorously, dispelling the uneasiness within herself.


      She and Xixu made their way to a main street. Even in the afternoon, it bustled with activity. They watched the flow of people from the shadows of a building, looking for any sign of the shade.


      Sari, her eyes narrowed and searching, kept her hold on Xixu’s arm. “The person it copied was the boy who came to Pale Moon with you that one time, right?”


      “Yes. Teté, I believe.”


      If memory served, the boy had come at Thoma’s introduction. Recalling his appearance, Sari nodded. “Do you mind if I try a little experiment?”


      “That’s why we’re doing this, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, but I was thinking I’d try a different method.” Sari hugged the young man’s left arm tighter and tighter.


      Xixu, who had stayed quiet about the matter until this point, finally brought it up. “Why are you holding on to my arm today...?”


      “It’s better than being carried over your shoulder.”


      “Again, sorry.”


      “But the real reason is so that my presence soaks in better.”


      Xixu’s eyes widened.


      Sari, still carefully watching the crowds of people, continued, “I’m currently reading through the notes of past maidens that I retrieved from the Werrilocia storehouse. This is one of the techniques I found. Apparently, I can establish a boundary using something I often wear as the medium.”


      “And can I ask why you consider me ‘something you often wear’?”


      “You’re with me all the time, aren’t you?”


      “I have a feeling this experiment will end in failure.” Xixu’s reply lacked any enthusiasm—in fact, he sounded positively exhausted.


      Sari huffed and made a face. “Well, we won’t know if we don’t try! We’re doing it, and that’s that!”


      A few moments passed before Xixu finally said, “As you wish.”


      The clear resignation in his voice betrayed his true thoughts: If it’s bound to fail, we may as well get it over with quickly. Sari was tempted to launch into a vehement defense of her logic, but this wasn’t the time. Giving up, she began weaving the words of her spell.


      To Xixu, it must have sounded like nothing more than a string of nonsense. She put focus into her words and power into her focus, linking and infusing to create the “cage” she wanted. Then, like waves pulling away from the shore, the cage detached from her thoughts, coming to rest around Xixu.


      He must have sensed its presence, because he began looking around himself. “What did you do?”


      “I put a reaaally thin boundary up with you as the center. It’s circular, and the radius reaches to about over there.” Sari indicated toward the middle of the street. At this size, the cage’s boundary would be large enough to cover the entire street if Xixu walked down it, with no gaps.


      Xixu gauged the distance with his eyes, then turned back to Sari. “Since it’s a ‘boundary,’ does that mean it’ll keep shades away?”


      She shook her head. “Then you wouldn’t be able to slay them. It’s thin, so shades can enter. The moment they do, though, you should both feel a sense of discomfort.”


      “Ah. So that’s how you mean to find it.”


      “Mm-hmm. Tell me if it enters. I’ll close the boundary.” Sari put her hands together in a gesture that mimicked trapping something inside.


      Xixu appeared quick to understand this time, and there was admiration in his voice. “You’re able to trap shades inside?”


      “Once I close it, it should be pulled around depending on where the center moves—that being you.” Sari paused. “I think.”


      “Why the uncertainty?”


      “I’ve never done this, okay?”


      That was why this was an experiment. She could leave the matter of what applications she could use this technique for to be considered later. Right now, she just wanted to test if it would work.


      Xixu, either having agreed or surrendered the issue, checked the military sword at his hip. As always, he wore his uniform meticulously, and had an air of rigidity about him that was a degree firmer than the others of the militia. Perhaps because of the manner in which this bearing paired with his handsome features, Xixu’s presence stood out somewhat from his surroundings. It was as though, here in this pleasure town where color and character shifted with each passing moment, he was a single, unchanging constant—as immaculate and upright as a beautifully crafted sword.


      Sari stared at his profile, captivated.


      “Saridi?” Xixu asked. “Is something the matter?”


      “Oh...” Sari came back to herself. “Um, I’ll go on ahead then. I’ll stay slightly in front of you.”


      “Not behind? You’ll miss my signal.”


      “If I’m in front, I might be able to catch it if it notices you and runs. I always end up having to sprint after you when that happens.”


      This truth brought a sour expression to Xixu’s face.


      When a shadeslayer of Irede called upon the maiden for her aid, the pair usually faced the shade in question together. But for some reason, in Xixu’s case, what usually ended up happening was Sari frantically running around after him. While the other shadeslayers were able to catch their quarry without requiring much physical activity from her, shades were often quick to notice Xixu before that could happen.


      Sari very much wanted to solve the mystery of why Xixu was easier to perceive than, say, Ironblade, who had a notably large build, but it wasn’t as though she could just ask the shades. Her only option seemed to be to factor Xixu’s conspicuousness into their plans from the beginning. Hence, why she was taking the lead now.


      “How should I signal you to close the boundary?” Xixu asked.


      “Call my name. No matter how quiet, I’ll hear you.”


      Sari knew that, even within the clamor of a crowd, she would recognize his voice if he called her name. The gentle thrum of it would reach her, as if it had passed along a fine, invisible thread. She smiled, comfortable in her baseless conviction, the same emotion one felt in the waking hours after an impossible dream.


      Xixu stared at her smile for a brief few moments, but soon averted his eyes. “Okay.”


      “Mm-hmm. All right, I’ll go on ahead.”


      “Saridi.”


      She had just been about to step out onto the street when she jerked in place. Turning back, she examined the young man behind her. He had his left hand on the hilt of his sword and looked, as always, ill at ease. In her eyes, he seemed to stand out, somewhat detached from Irede. It was a strange sight; as though he alone had not dissolved into this town, yet was unmistakably here regardless. Sari, still watching the illusion, held her chest to calm her heart, which was threatening to run amok.


      “Yes?” she asked.


      “If anything comes for you, call out for me,” Xixu said. “I’ll be there at once.”


      Sari paused. “I’m happy to hear that, but that particular warning brings back bad memories...”


      “Is there something I should know...?” Xixu asked, his voice laden with his usual sourness.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Sari replied, something about his tone settling her enough that she was able to regain her composure. “Do your best.”


      And with that, the town’s young mistress stepped onto the street.


      The main thoroughfare, underneath the gentle afternoon sunlight, had less traffic than it usually did. Sari proceeded along it, heading south. She turned back once, whereupon she caught sight of Xixu on the other side of the flow of people. Her earlier impression proved correct; he did stand out. Sari stifled her laughter before it could escape her mouth.


      In that moment, while her guard was down, she was startled by a sudden voice that came from her side.


      “Has something tickled your fancy, Lady Sari?”


      “Oh...”


      Upon looking over, Sari was greeted with the sight of the head and director of the Midiridos Troupe, one of the three sacred houses. Her robe was scarlet, a black silk cloth covered her mouth, and she carried a flute case under her arm. It was rare to see the older woman walking around outside, but since she was carrying an instrument, Sari had no doubt she’d just completed some sort of troupe business.


      That was when Sari realized she’d been caught laughing to herself. Smothering her embarrassment, she attempted to bluff her way out of the situation.


      “It’s nothing,” she reassured the other woman. “Just, um, a little bit of... Um...” Sari trailed off, recognizing that she was going nowhere. Giving up the idea of bluffing entirely, she instead changed the topic. “Did you have a performance today?”


      “No, I was merely assisting some of our younger members with their practice. I must foster my own successor too, after all.”


      Of the three sacred houses, the Midiridos Troupe was the only one that did not maintain their line of succession via blood. Performers and musicians one and all, they took in children who had lost their parents—or perhaps had been sent away by them—as apprentices, raised them, and instructed them in their arts. In their lifetimes, they would never have children of their own blood. Most did not even marry. They devoted themselves in entirety to their art, and it was for this reason their skill was without peer. In every city and town on the continent, the simple mention of the Midiridos name was enough to summon forth would-be employers. Despite this, the performers of the Midiridos Troupe refused to enter the permanent service of another. For all of the music they played, and all of the art they performed belonged to a god, and her alone.


      To be the apprentice of the director of the troupe meant becoming the director of the next generation. Sari was curious as to who it might be—they had to be relatively close to her age—but the Midiridos loathed displaying inexperience in public. Until whoever it was agreed themself, she doubted she’d be able to meet them no matter how much she wished to.


      The thought led Sari to recall a certain other person. “Have you had the chance to meet the new shadeslayer?”


      Although it was an unwritten rule, it was required of shadeslayers to meet with the three sacred houses. The Midiridos director should have encountered Nerei. Sari, secretly nervous, observed her reaction.


      The woman nodded. “Yes, I have. He was somewhat strange, that man.”


      “Right...” Sari swallowed her next words: I knew it. She had to push ahead and confirm if the uneasiness she’d felt and the strangeness the Midiridos director had sensed were one and the same. “Um, did—”


      “Saridi.”


      The young man’s voice was not loud, but it reached her straight and true. Without hesitation, Sari raised her right hand—and clenched it.


      “Bind.”


      Power flowed from her into the outer circumference of the boundary she’d established. Not a second had passed before it had traced the span of the circle and formed a cage with the young man as its center. Sari turned quickly, ready to bring her left hand up to aim at the shade and strike it with her power, but the sight she was met with caught her by surprise.


      She blinked. “Huh? Which one is...?”


      Xixu’s hand was on his sword, but he had yet to draw it. Two teenage boys stood before him, each a perfect mirror of the other. One of them stood in front, looking as though he was shielding the one behind.


      From her position, Sari couldn’t make out the color of their eyes. Neither could she sense the presence of a shade. As she hesitated over which one to strike with her power, the rear boy raised his hands past the boy in front, extending them toward Xixu.


      Sari took a sharp breath. “Xixu!”


      If that boy was the shade, then Xixu would not be able to cut through it for fear of harming the boy in front. Sari came to an immediate decision—she would strike both of the boys down at once.


      However, the boy’s outstretched hands merely came to a stop...and covered the eyes of the boy in front. Out of pure confusion, Sari stopped her power before it left her hand.


      Xixu appeared to murmur something to the pair. Then, he drew his sword. Neither of the boys resisted.


      Xixu’s blade drew a smooth arc through the air, and the boy in front vanished without a sound.




      A brief commotion had been stirred by Xixu drawing his sword on a main street, but the Midiridos director smoothly put it to rest. After changing locations to a private room in a teahouse, she, Sari, and Xixu began their questioning of the boy. Sari took the lead on asking him for his story, as she was the closest to him in age.


      And so, as he sniffled and wiped at his eyes, which were moist with tears, Teté, the apprentice craftsman, told them of everything that had happened.


      The copy had appeared before him without warning several days prior. At first, Teté had been surprised and frightened of the shade that had taken his form, but once he realized it didn’t appear to be trying to harm him, he was relieved.


      Evidently, the copy had been concerned about Teté, and it had asked him if “anything was troubling him.” Teté had been bewildered, but he had been struggling to keep up with the apprenticeship he was not yet accustomed to, and so he had spoken to it of his troubles. The copy had been a good listener, providing affirmation when necessary, and had even proposed several possible solutions. It had felt to Teté as though he were speaking with a close friend.


      “But today,” Teté continued, “out of nowhere, he said, ‘I have to go.’”


      “Go?” Sari asked. “Where?”


      “Rather than ‘where,’ it felt more like...like he was going to vanish. As if he’d been born weak, so he never would’ve lasted long from the start.”


      “Born weak?” Sari repeated. She turned the words over in her mind for a few moments, but the sound of Teté’s sniffling soon brought her back to herself. In a calm voice, she continued, “So then you chased after him?”


      “Yes. I thought there might be something I could do... But then we met the shadeslayer, and...”


      Teté, desperate but unsure of what to do, had attempted to hide the copy’s red eyes, because he’d thought that Xixu wouldn’t be able to cut it down if he couldn’t confirm that it was a shade.


      Upon finishing his story, Teté bowed his head low and apologized. Because of the tremor in his voice, the three subjected him to no further questioning and allowed him to leave.




      After Teté’s departure, the three of them ordered more tea. Xixu’s voice was the first to cut through the somber mood.


      “So there are shades that help people too?” he asked plainly.


      The question was answered by the Midiridos director, who had borne witness to the town of Irede for a far longer time than Sari had. “There are,” she agreed, smiling. “Both in the past, and now. They are a rarity, however.”


      “Their forms are affected by people’s thoughts, so they themselves are affected by people too,” Sari added. “Although most of those irregular shades take the forms of courtesans.”


      “I...see.”


      Xixu’s voice was contemplative, yet tangled with a mix of other emotions. The sound of it slowly melted away across the well-polished ebony table. Sari, hiding her face behind her tea bowl, surreptitiously examined his pained expression.


      Xixu must have felt for the two boys who had shielded each other as they faced him. But despite his compassion, he had not abandoned his duty. In Sari’s opinion, that unyielding persistence was a virtue of his. Even if it differed from Irede’s way, there would come times when they would need such straightforwardness.


      After the three had taken the time to digest their emotions, Sari recalled something that had been bothering her. “That copy was a little strange,” she said thoughtfully. “Its presence was so diluted.”


      “Are you referring to what Teté said, about it being born weak?” Xixu asked.


      “Yes. If it truly wasn’t going to last much longer, as Teté said, that means it would have vanished on its own, doesn’t it? I wonder how it came to be born that way. I’ve never heard of anything like it before.”


      Sari’s questions were mostly for the benefit of her own contemplation. She knew Xixu wouldn’t have any answers, and she doubted the Midiridos director would either.


      Sari looked down, examining her face’s reflection on the surface of the table.


      “I wonder how...” she murmured.


      No answer presented itself. As unease crept up on her again, Sari closed her eyes, feeling as though she were sinking into its depths.

    

  

  
    
      2. Encroachment


      After the incident with Teté’s copy, reports of shades abruptly ceased. It appeared it was going to be the last shade of the month, though the time seemed to have come earlier than usual. Now that the moon was waxing, along with the power of Irede’s maiden, her influence would suppress the frequency of shade manifestations. As a result, the town’s shadeslayers would either be taking a period of rest, or working as regular militia members for a time.


      Xixu, who had of course chosen the latter option, was patrolling the town just after sunset when he decided to temporarily return to his dormitory in order to take his evening meal. On his way there, he was stopped by an acquaintance calling out to him.


      “Hey there! Been well?”


      The greeting had come from a man in a kimono wearing a friendly smile—Nerei, one of Xixu’s fellow shadeslayers. Xixu merely replied with a plain, “No different from usual.” He found Nerei a difficult person to get a read on.


      Nerei looked down the dark path that led toward the dormitory, then back at the street behind them, overflowing with the light of a myriad of lanterns. “Are you already heading back for the day?” he asked. “The town’s just coming to life.”


      “I intend on patrolling for a short while longer after I eat,” Xixu replied.


      “Oh, that’s just perfect! Why don’t you join me for an evening meal then?”


      That sounds exhausting; I’d rather eat alone, Xixu thought, but he could hardly allow himself to be so openly blunt. And, in any case, if Nerei was inviting him along, it seemed likely that he had something he wished to discuss.


      “All right,” Xixu said. “If you don’t mind keeping it brief.”


      “No problem! Right, let’s go!”


      Nerei set off at a brisk pace, happily humming a tune as he went. His good cheer could have rivaled that of the drunkards stumbling about town. Xixu was unsure whether to be impressed or appalled, but was disinclined to make any sort of remark. Instead, he followed after the other man, and the pair made their way through streets lined with courtesan houses and drinking establishments.


      Nerei grinned, eying the buildings dyed scarlet by the lantern light. “It’s a dazzling sight, isn’t it? Though I think it could stand to be a little more subdued.”


      “It’s a pleasure town,” Xixu said simply.


      Although he had a reputation for being hardheaded, that was not beyond his ability to accept. History and culture differed from town to town, and Irede’s character had particularly ancient origins. It was not easily changed, nor something that should be changed. Only the town’s young mistress possessed that right. Nevertheless, for some reason Xixu couldn’t fathom, the townscape that night seemed a shade darker than its usual self.


      Nerei smiled at a courtesan leaning out through a second-floor window. “You know,” he said, “as someone who came here to take up a shadeslayer position, I’ve run into surprisingly few shades. Which isn’t to say I’m not always on my toes, given that they have physical forms and all.”


      “They stop manifesting as the moon waxes. Once the moon wanes under half, the reports will start coming in again.”


      “Then I suppose in the meantime, our biggest problem is figuring out what to do!”


      Xixu didn’t reply; it hadn’t been the kind of joke that called for one.


      Nerei didn’t appear to mind his silence either; he strode onward without faltering. Eventually, he advanced beyond the town’s brightly lit streets and stepped onto a path illuminated by stone lanterns set at scattered intervals. When Xixu spotted a large copse of trees on their right, he realized where Nerei intended on going. Soon after, a paper lantern bearing the design of a half-moon came into view, casting its light over the path ahead.


      It appeared that their arrival had coincided with the departure of other guests; two elderly gentlemen were exiting through the front gate. Sari, who was seeing them off, caught sight of Nerei, and her expression hardened—but the smile that quickly replaced it made it seem as though the moment had been nothing but a trick of the shadow.


      “What brings you here today?” she asked.


      “Why, I came by to have an evening meal with my senior,” Nerei said.


      He took a step to the side, and that was when Sari seemed to notice Xixu for the first time. She appeared surprised at first, then bewildered.


      “Xixu.” She blinked. “Welcome.”


      “Sorry to interrupt your work.”


      Sari almost appeared relieved to hear his usual reply—the corners of her eyes seemed to lose some of their tension. Xixu supposed it could have simply been his imagination, however. Her expression, under the light of the lantern, showed not a hint of gloom.


      After calling for a maidservant and providing her with several instructions, Sari smiled at the pair of shadeslayers. “Please, follow me.”
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