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      A child lay unmoving in a puddle of blood.

      “Kohaku!”

      A sobbing boy ran toward this child, his wretched cries echoing in the air.

      “No, no! Don’t leave me behind!”

      The boy helped Kohaku sit up and cradled his bloody body in his arms. “Don’t leave me alone!” he begged.

      “Stop...crying...” Kohaku murmured.

      “Why, Kohaku? How did things come to this?!”

      “Stop crying,” Kohaku rasped once more, his voice halting. “I liked your face better...when you smiled.” He gave the tearful boy a small smile of his own.

      “Kohaku?! Kohaku! No, wait! Please, stop! How could this...? Kohaku!”

      Warmth seeped away from Kohaku’s body, and the boy could do nothing to stop it. He was utterly powerless. All he could do was bear witness to the life fading before his very eyes.

      “Someone...! Someone help Kohaku, please! I’ll do anything! Don’t take Kohaku from me!”

      His desperate pleas reverberated in the empty silence, but no one heard them. The time the two boys could have spent together was lost forever.

      At least, that was what should have happened.

      ***

      The glamorous banquet for the chieftains of the beastfolk tribes was held once every few years. Though many looked forward to this event, Kohaku was not one of them. He didn’t understand what was so fun about gathering and making merry like this.

      The surrounding conversations from the various tribe leaders were also an utter bore. If they weren’t discussing how that youth from such and such tribe had kidnapped a human, they were gossiping about how a chieftain’s mate had dumped them and left. None of the lowbrow topics they raised were worth convening to chat about in person. Yet Kohaku’s sharp ears picked up every useless word out of their mouths, which put him in an even fouler mood.

      His hair, which he’d tied in a high ponytail, fell over his shoulder, and he pushed it back. All the surrounding chieftains’ heads were adorned with intricate crowns, but only a braided rope decorated Kohaku’s hair. This was hardly a surprise, though—under normal circumstances, he should never have been at this party. Kohaku gazed down at his reflection in his cup and narrowed his eyes. His tight ponytail was tugging the corners of his eyes upward, which gave him a rather stern expression.

      The White Tiger Clan was a courageous tribe, and many of its members boasted muscular physiques. People even considered that to be a hereditary trait of theirs. But Kohaku didn’t have that sort of frame. His appearance was more feminine, something he’d inherited from his late mother. White hair was also a distinguishing feature of those in the White Tiger Clan, but Kohaku had black hair—and was the only one with that color. His golden eyes were the sole physical characteristic he shared with his kinsmen.

      As a child, he’d suffered through teasing and bullying thanks to his unique looks, and it wasn’t rare for others to suspect that he wasn’t a real member of the White Tiger Clan. No matter how much he trained and exercised, his slender body refused to build any muscle. Lately, he’d given up on improving his appearance. And besides, even if he did change his looks to resemble the other members of the White Tiger Clan, that wouldn’t change how they treated him.

      His neglected hair fell beside his face in unruly waves and curls. He wrapped a strand around his finger. It’s as hideous as always, he thought as he averted his gaze from his reflection. He must have damaged his hair while exterminating the demon the other day, since during the fight, his curls had caught on fire. He wished he could cut his annoying long hair, but because hair housed magic, he couldn’t, lest he weaken himself.

      Bored out of his mind, Kohaku glanced around. Members of the White Tiger Clan wore white clothing embroidered with golden thread, but Kohaku didn’t have permission to wear that garb. Instead, he was dressed down in dirty black-red robes. He stood out in a bad way among the bright colors worn by the surrounding partygoers. Kohaku wasn’t so meek that he would hunch his shoulders and hide, but he didn’t deny that the contrast made him uncomfortable.

      “When is the man of honor arriving?” he muttered.

      They had been waiting and waiting, and yet the chieftain of the tribe that the beastfolk worshipped was still absent. Even though the time on the invitation had come and gone, the party couldn’t start without him. Kohaku wished this dull farce would end soon so he could beat a hasty exit.

      In a seat tucked in the corner of the room, Kohaku leaned against the railing and sipped from his cup. Loud voices echoed in the hall where he stood, and he heard a similar din coming from the outside corridor across from the central courtyard. All of it only amplified his desire to leave. If his father, the leader of the White Tiger Clan, hadn’t ordered him to stay, he would have bid this place farewell a long time ago.

      “Come on, Lord Kohaku. Turn that frown upside down.” Mashiro, whom Kohaku had brought as his plus-one, smiled and pinched Kohaku’s cheek.
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