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      1. Moonlight


      Long ago, a god was summoned to this continent.


      She—the god of the moon, and the younger sister to the sun deity—answered the call of the king, her purpose to slay the snake who would swallow the sun.


      For this deed she demanded a threefold price: fine wine, music, and the touch of a human to warm her.


      As long as humanity provided her with these three sacred offerings, her existence, inherited through blood, would remain in the world of man. She would love them, and live among them.


      The name of the town in which she resides is Irede—the oldest pleasure town on the continent.


      Even now, it is a town of myth, proudly steeped in the vestiges of its ancient history.


      ※


      A map is a thing easily redrawn.


      Time and again, this has been proven over the course of human history. Nations and people fight one another due to their interests, their beliefs, or simply for the sake of their own survival. Borders are changed, the names of countries are changed, and so, too, are the lives of those weaving their meandering course through time.


      If there were ever a person or group who sought to bend this change to their own will, then they would surely be committing a grave sin. For how dare they presume themselves to be a god?


      “Honestly,” the young king of Torlonia grumbled. He sat upon the throne, resting his chin in his hands. “Even the real gods have no wish to meddle in human affairs so much.”


      Having experienced a number of major disturbances recently, the continent was in the greatest period of unrest it had seen in the past several decades.


      This unrest could be attributed to the radical changes occurring inside of the principal countries in Torlonia’s vicinity. Hostile sentiment toward other nations had begun to burgeon within their borders for unprecedented reasons, resulting in a newfound antagonism and self-righteousness that shocked even their own citizens.


      Fortunately, Torlonia had managed to avoid these odd changes. Though it would be more accurate to say the kingdom had nipped them in the bud when it had noticed the signs.


      At one time, a species of white flower that fanned a person’s desires had seized the aristocracy and wealthy merchants of the royal capital in its clutches, but the intervention of a certain beautiful god had stamped it out before it could become an epidemic. Later on, she had even eradicated the field where these flowers had been cultivated, located in the neighboring country.


      Though the very existence of a being capable of carrying out such a feat with ease was terrifying, it was not the king’s wish for her to stabilize Torlonia’s neighbors. No, what he wanted was far more personal—though no less important.


      “Belvi,” the king asked the blind maiden waiting beside him. “Do you think my little brother will be able to protect her?”


      Thus was the command the king had issued his half brother and vassal: “Go to Irede, the town of myth, as a shadeslayer, and guard its mistress.”


      This duty was, in turn, related to his younger brother’s safety as well. The current incarnation of Irede’s god had taken a liking to his little brother’s sincere heart and lack of social aptitude. The question of whether he would become her consort—of which she would only take one her entire life—was a matter between them, and thus yet unclear. Still, the king had faith that she would alter his younger brother’s prophesied fate: that he would die protecting a woman.


      The maiden, who could see the future, knew of her liege’s hope. She smiled dryly. “I cannot say for certain,” she said. “The fates of the gods, traced through time, are beyond human grasp.”


      “I would’ve preferred you to say something more encouraging, even if it were a lie.”


      “My humble apologies.”


      She bowed solemnly, and the king could not bring himself to say anything more. It had been his unreasonable request to prevent his younger brother’s prophesied death. Belsevina was assisting him with that, but there was nothing she could do about what was beyond her control.


      In fact, the situation was rather difficult, as other deities had been making appearances to hinder the god of Irede. The king’s statement that gods did not wish to meddle in human affairs was true, though from the gods’ perspective, humanity was simply of such little significance that it was not worthy of their concern. The god of Irede, who loved them and lived in their town, was the exception.


      “All we can do is settle our human disputes in our human ways,” the king mused. “We may have caught a whiff of who’s directing the pieces, but their ill-natured moves leave a bad taste in my mouth.”


      “I imagine that, from their point of view, the ocean between us makes them feel rather detached from the fires they’re inducing.”


      “How callous. I’d love to capture the individuals working behind the scenes alive, but I suppose that would lead to all-out war. Perhaps it would be better to have them killed while feigning ignorance.”


      The blind maiden remained silent beside her king and his cruel grin. Such cool calculation and decisiveness were at the true core of his nature, along with his ever-present smile.


      He was king simply by a coincidence of birth. This was why he sought knowledge, made use of people, and dedicated his efforts to the well-being of his nation. He had no desires or ambitions beyond that. Thus, he did not wish to antagonize the country across the sea. If he could brush off the sparks they ignited and they made no other future attempts, he was content to let sleeping dogs lie.


      It was more important to him that his brother—also his sole blood relative—found happiness. His younger sibling, born to a different mother, had grown up preserving his innocence in the face of the world of man. He was someone capable of doing whatever he believed was right and fighting selflessly for the sake of others. It never ceased to amaze the king how his brother had become such an honest man, despite them sharing the same blood.


      “Whatever the case, though I’m sure he’ll face his own setbacks, I’ll pray that his path meets a good end.” As the king’s smile turned wry, his eyes filled with affection for his brother.


      The maiden maintained her silence, choosing simply to bow her head.


      ※


      A delicate tune could be heard in the distance.


      The sound of strings and flutes added color to the night townscape, blending with the bustle of the crowds even as their notes reached softly into even the darkest of alleyways.


      However, the man who ran along one of the streets where the moonlight did not reach seemed almost as if he were in a different world from the music. The sash of his garment was on the verge of unraveling, but he ignored it as he made his escape. Perhaps because of his well-padded build, his lungs were already heaving for oxygen they could not find. When he reached the shadow of a small storehouse, he crouched down, half collapsing.


      The man wrapped his arms around his knees, making himself small. Just a little more, and he would be fine.


      If he could gain distance on his pursuer, he’d be able to run somewhere that had people he could ask for help. His lack of familiarity with the town had led him farther and farther into the unpopulated areas, but he didn’t think his circumstances were beyond help just yet. After all, this wasn’t a battlefield where several countries clashed, but a pleasure town that had remained the same over the ages.


      “I’ll be fine...”


      The words just slipped out, as though he were trying to convince himself. Panicking, the man pressed his hand to his mouth, but even when straining his ears, he couldn’t hear anyone else nearby. Only the faint sounds of stringed instruments.


      Then, just as he was about to breathe a sigh of relief, a naked blade appeared before his eyes, having descended from above without a sound. It stopped precisely at the tip of his nose.


      “Lord Tadnus of Zanioara?” asked a muffled voice from within the darkness.


      The frank words were the speaker’s way of seeking confirmation so he could avoid killing the wrong person. As much as the man wished to remain optimistic, even he could recognize that. His eyes darted around as he desperately sought some excuse to explain his way out of this.


      The sword inched almost close enough to touch when he did not answer.


      “If you do not deny it—”


      “Wait.”


      The voice of the woman calling for restraint rang clear, like a bell. Though the man dared not move, his eyes searched for her. The unseen assassin must have moved to do the same, for the sword pulled back slightly, and the man resumed breathing.


      The woman stood at the end of the narrow alley. When had she arrived? The moonlight did not reach this place, but there was a dim radiance to her form, as though it held a light of its own.


      She wore a white kimono and had silver hair that was neatly arranged, with a touch of crimson rouge upon her features. Her beauty seemed ethereal, as though she were the essence of the town given human form.


      The woman’s blue eyes glared at the man and the assassin. “Please refrain from any uncouth behavior in this town. It is not the place for you to shed blood over your outside conflicts.”


      The woman showed no hesitation in the face of the assassin, but her words sent a chill through the cowering man’s heart. He knew there was no chance they would dissuade his would-be killer. She appeared to be a courtesan from her attire, and it was more likely that she would be silenced alongside him to prevent her being a witness.


      Yet, even when the blade was directed at her, the woman showed no sign of fear. She simply raised her arm and pointed at the assassin with a pale fingertip.


      “Leave this town, and tell this to your employer. Outside disputes have no place in Irede.”


      A spray of light appeared to fly from her slender finger. The assassin, who had started toward the woman, stumbled. In the slight opening that was created, a newcomer appeared from the darkness.


      A young man now stood before the pale woman as though to protect her, a drawn military sword held loosely in his right hand. His casual bearing indicated he was confident in his ability to cut the assassin down without even taking a stance.


      The handsome young man glanced at the assassin and the still-cowering man. “Should you retire from here without making a fuss, so shall we. However, if it is your intent to bare your blade against the maiden, I will show you no mercy.” The cold edge to his voice was much like a blade that reflected moonlight.


      The black-clad assassin studied the man and woman carefully for several seconds, then abruptly turned and vanished into the night. Once his presence was completely gone, the man returned his sword to his scabbard.


      “I would suggest that you return to your residence with haste,” the kimono-clad courtesan said to the crouching man. “The next attempt may not end so fortunately for you.”


      “W-Wait! I’ll pay whatever price you want! Be my bodygua—!”


      “That won’t be happening,” the woman said matter-of-factly, turning away. “He’s my shadeslayer.”


      Once they had gone some distance from the dismayed man, the young man at her side made a pained face. “Saridi. Saying it like that will give people the wrong idea.”


      “Hmm?” The woman—Irede’s mistress, a courtesan, a maiden, and a god—placed a hand to her cheek and cocked her head. “I don’t recall saying anything wrong.” She seemed to genuinely not know what he was talking about.


      Xixu just sighed.




      The war that had dragged in several of the continent’s principal countries had already reached the half-year mark. Though its circumstances had ebbed and flowed, at no point had it shown any sign of abating.


      Owing to the skillful leadership of the king, Torlonia had managed to maintain its position one step back from the maelstrom of conflict, but there was a limit to how much could be done. The aftershocks of the war had even reached Irede in various ways, with stores running out of stock of luxury goods and disputes breaking out on a more frequent basis.


      “The distance means that none of the fighting should reach Irede, but I suppose the flow of commerce was never going to continue unscathed.” Sari, sitting before a table bearing a tea set, breathed a small sigh.


      The slice of moon visible from the gazebo was as narrow as a blade. Here in Pale Moon’s back garden, a distance away from the guest rooms, was Xixu’s new usual place to be instead of the proprietress’s room, which he had used to frequent. Perhaps it was because of his insistence on settling the bill in full, which had caused a fuss and troubled the maidservants.


      At first, Xixu felt resigned when he’d stopped being shown inside the mansion, assuming that he’d taken his impoliteness too far. However, that apparently wasn’t the reason for the change in location. According to Sari, the proprietress, it was simply that the gazebo would allow them privacy and wouldn’t require entering his name into the customer record register. She’d also said that a room in the annex would have worked, but then it would have been difficult to drink tea. Since the annex contained Sari’s private rooms, it would have been discourteous for Xixu to request entry. Instead, he’d accepted her reasoning, remorseful over his past actions.


      Today, Xixu was at Pale Moon because Sari had invited him for tea after a work-related request for assistance. He wore his usual contemplative frown as he picked up his teacup.


      “The war doesn’t seem to be going well,” he commented. “Though I’ve heard that His Majesty is searching for trustworthy contacts in other countries and establishing channels of cooperation.”


      “Other countries? You mean apart from the hostile ones?”


      “No, I mean the hostile ones.”


      “Huh?” The maiden’s eyes widened.


      “As you’re already aware, this war is wreathed in suspicious activity,” Xixu added. “There are a number of influential people involved who are well positioned in the royal courts of various countries, including Tesed Zaras.”


      “Ah. Are influences of that sort why other nations have all been experiencing such marked changes in nature, by any chance?”


      “It’s likely. They say that white flower was one of the means used to achieve that result.”


      Shortly before the outbreak of the war, Torlonia’s neighbors had each undergone drastic changes. In one, the pursuit of pleasure became paramount and the sharing of hardship was celebrated. In another, violence became a societal norm and weapons were pushed into the hands of everyone, even children. A third had become stridently authoritarian, with any dissenters to the new order cracked down upon with no mercy. Though these changes had been sudden, they had swept over the continent like a potent epidemic, undermining the nations in which they occurred.


      The changes were also artificial, induced by influential individuals with methods such as flowers that gnawed away at human hearts. Xixu had heard this from his liege after Sari had destroyed a field of those white flowers in a neighboring country. Though he was relieved that Torlonia had been spared from the changes, he also felt guilt. This was a human problem, one that normally shouldn’t have necessitated her stepping in to intervene.


      “According to His Majesty, the Country of the Open Sea is involved,” Xixu explained. “He believes they’re sending their pawns to this continent to manipulate the nations here in accordance with their designs.”


      “The Country of the Open Sea?” Sari cocked her head. To her, the nation on the other side of the ocean might as well have been a different world, distant and of no relevance to her life. It took several months just to get there by ship. What could it be after, making plays on the continent?


      Xixu read the uncertainty in her expression and sighed. “It’s unknown what their purpose is. We’ve looked into it, but much remains unclear. Apparently, even foresight and far-sight don’t work.”


      “Is that simply a problem of distance? Or is there a being of power obstructing the way, like me?”


      “We don’t know. The former would be preferable, but we can’t discount the possibility of the latter. There are reports that a highly influential person from the Country of the Open Sea has crossed over and is pulling the strings, but the king’s maiden cannot see them.”


      Sari groaned. “I hope they didn’t bring anything inhuman with them.”


      “Apparently, there isn’t much in the way of inhuman beings across the sea. There used to be in the past, but they were exterminated as human influence grew.”


      “The people over there were capable of that? They must be rather militant.”


      Sari’s own eyes housed a belligerent gleam. Though she was fundamentally open-minded and kind toward humans, she’d always been more than a little competitive.


      Xixu sensed that the topic needed changing, so he dragged it back on track. “Regardless, that’s the situation. The upper echelons of each nation are clearly being incited. Though there are also people working to combat the changes to their own countries.”


      “Oh, and those are the ones His Majesty is contacting?”


      “Yes. It’s gradually improving the situation, but it won’t be enough to reverse the momentum.”


      “It sounds like His Majesty has it rather rough...”


      Xixu saw the king as his liege more than he saw him as his half brother, but even accounting for that bias, he knew the king was a shrewd man. Additionally, he had a maiden at his side with astounding power at her disposal. It was how he was managing to navigate the adverse circumstances—which were no less difficult despite his advantages.


      Sari observed her own pale fingers. “I wish I could help somehow,” she grumbled.


      “We can’t trouble you to go so far. It’s already bad enough that the sparks from the fire have reached Irede.”


      “I feel just as much guilt as you do. I’m basically keeping you here, aren’t I?”


      “You’re of more importance, and I’m useless when it comes to information warfare anyway,” Xixu admitted honestly.


      Sari laughed, a pleasant ringing sound. It reminded Xixu of the first time he’d met her, but compared to the girl of back then, the woman of now was far more entrancing. It was as though she were a flower that had caught the moonlight, to which his eyes strayed the moment he relaxed his guard.


      Even now, Xixu found himself distracted by her smile. But when he noticed she was staring at him, he grew flustered.


      “Sorry,” he said. “That was rude of me.”


      “Huh? What was?”


      “No... It’s nothing.”


      Evidently, she hadn’t found any fault with his gaze. Having dug his own grave, Xixu drank the remains of his tea. It did nothing to hide the awkwardness he was feeling.


      “Xixu, has the maiden of foresight ever told you about yourself?” Sari asked frankly.


      “Not in particular.”


      “I figured as much. She did help trick you into coming to Irede and all.”


      “There are politer ways to phrase that...”


      She wasn’t wrong, however. Xixu had come to Irede over a year ago under the king’s command to observe the town, but apparently his liege had already known at that point that he would become a candidate to be Sari’s sacred offering and consort. It irritated Xixu that he hadn’t been told anything, but on the whole, he was glad he had been sent to Irede.


      If not for the mission given to him by the king, he likely never would have visited the town in his life. Then, he never would have met Sari, ever earnest, proud, and undaunted in the face of her duties. Xixu had seen her suffering, her loneliness, her affection. He knew them well.


      And knowing them, he had fallen in love with her.


      When she smiled in delight, he, too, was happy. He wanted to watch her experience joy from a place by her side. Above all, he wished for her life to be one of blessings and happiness. Asking anything more would be too presumptuous.


      Feigning calm, Xixu raised his empty teacup to his lips. “I have no complaints about having come to Irede,” he said. “Assisting you is my duty. Not because His Majesty commanded me to, but because it’s something I want and decided for myself.”


      “Why are you speaking so fast?”


      Xixu paused. “Ah. Sorry.”


      He had been trying to forestall her from sulking and accusing him of only staying because the king had ordered him to, but evidently all his sudden justifications had done were catch her by surprise. Xixu couldn’t help but feel as though he were running in circles, but he resigned himself to it. Slipping up and making himself feel awkward was just the usual fare at this point.


      Of course, when he had become aware of his feelings for Sari, the running in circles had intensified twofold. He felt a duty to support her now that she had lost her cousin and childhood friend, but wondered whether all he was doing was taking advantage of her while she was mourning. He wanted to be sincere and tell her how he felt, but given how busy she was with internal and external affairs, he was worried that he’d only be adding to her mental burdens.


      Sari’s brother, Thoma, had teased Xixu about the possibility of Sari choosing someone else, but he doubted that would happen. However, he did sometimes feel as though she wouldn’t choose anybody at all. He had no strong basis for this. It was just that she had now fully settled into her role as Pale Moon’s proprietress, but showed no interest in looking for her guest. Rather, she simply appeared to be calmly waiting for something. Perhaps the two other gods she was in conflict with.


      One was, same as Sari, the god of the moon. Called Distira, she was the divinity that Sari’s mother had cut loose. She lacked a physical body, and sought to usurp Sari to fulfill her desire for her own place to belong.


      The other was the god of the sun, the moon god’s older brother. He had come to take his younger sister away from humanity, whose lives she had entwined her existence with, and back to the heavens. To this end, he had taken over the body of Sari’s cousin, supplanting his individuality with his own.


      These two gods were currently in hiding, but they would one day appear before Sari again. However, even if his opponent was a god, Xixu would not allow her to be hurt. He would protect her with his life—it was for this purpose he was in Irede.


      Xixu placed his empty cup back on the table, then noticed that Sari was watching him. “Is something the matter?” he asked.


      “No, I’m just happy. Thank you for staying in Irede.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      “Incidentally, Xixu, what do you think about shutting yourself away somewhere with only men for a decade or so? I’m sure it’ll be good for you.”


      “That is completely at odds with what you just said.” Was she asking him to leave Irede and return to the army?


      Before Xixu could become seriously worried, Sari hurriedly waved her hand. “No, no, that’s not it.” She took a sheet of decorative paper from under her cup. “You know how foresight takes into account the person’s own actions?”


      “So I’ve heard, yes.”


      It was said that even if one strove to avoid the tragic future that had been prophesied for them, that effort could simply end up being the cause for that future anyway. A person’s fate was but a single large stream that included their struggles. The revelation that the general framework of the future was set in stone hadn’t quite struck Xixu in a way that felt real yet, but then again, the ability of foresight was a rare one—especially if it was the kind possessed by the king’s maiden, which never erred.


      But even with the eyes of unerring foresight, although the shape of the future was already determined, the details were fluid. As such, all Xixu could do was dedicate all of his effort into each step forward he took. In other words, nothing different to what he usually did.


      Sari smiled. “Then it follows that humans cannot change their fates. But I think I might be able to. You know, not being human and all.”


      With practiced hands, Sari folded the paper into a crane and gently blew on it. The small bird rose into the air unsteadily, looking as though the effort was taking all it had, and eventually alighted on Xixu’s head.


      He looked up only with his eyes, careful not to make the bird fall. “Have you recovered your power?” he asked.


      “It comes and goes in waves,” Sari replied. “When it works, it works. It depends on the waxing and waning of the moon too, of course.”


      “I understand how you feel, but don’t overdo your practice. It’s not good for you.”


      “Mm-kay.”


      Sari was the current incarnation of the god who had been summoned to the world of man long ago, whose existence had continued through the lineage she’d created by entwining herself with humans. However, Sari had not yet received all of her sacred offerings. Lacking the offering of human touch, her self was unstable, and she was liable to lose her ability to act human. The only reason she was able to limit this issue were the ingrained habits she possessed from being raised among people. Still, if she strayed too close to her inherent nature, her thoughts and actions would become distant from humanity and her emotions would fade away.


      The last time that had happened to her, a man who she’d known since she was a child had given his life to restore her emotions. If Xixu could help it, he would not let Sari experience such sacrifice again. Her divine power could not be contained by the world of man—he could not give her cause to use it. That was why he fought.


      However, it was also true that Sari was not the type who was content to merely sit back and allow herself to be protected.


      “The sun god and I are what you would call ‘constants of creation.’”


      “‘Constants of creation’?”


      “Gods who exist regardless of the world in which people live. There were bits and pieces of records in the Werrilocia storehouse remaining from the time the first god was summoned. In the past, beings such as inhuman entities or gods were divided into three categories. Constants of creation, who exist in the distant heavens, gods of man, who exist alongside humanity, and essences of the earth, who govern the realm of the dead. It is only the constants of creation who do not involve themselves in human affairs, hence why we have no inherent connection to the world and are not influenced by humanity, unlike gods of man such as the snake.”


      A distant sacred existence. If Sari were to be described as such, Xixu could only agree.


      Sari snapped her pale fingers, creating a spray of light. “Yet, my first incarnation sought to be influenced by humanity of her own will. She demanded a price from them and received it. Why did she do it?”


      “I couldn’t begin to imagine.”


      The thoughts of an ancient god were beyond Xixu’s comprehension. He could never even puzzle out what Sari was thinking.


      However, it seemed that her question had mostly been directed at herself. She looked at Xixu and giggled. “I don’t know if this was the case for my first incarnation, but at the very least, I know I want to be with people.”


      Just like the gods of Irede before her had chosen to live with and among people.


      Xixu took the statement as a modest declaration of her will. Sari had chosen the side of humanity. In which case, he needed to answer her.


      Sari rubbed her pale fingers together, looking concerned, then partially rose to her feet with graceful ease. She reached out to take the crane on Xixu’s head.


      Xixu took her hand half out of pure reflex. Watching her movements, he had been struck with the worry that she would suddenly vanish somewhere.


      Yet, to his surprise, her hand was not as cold as ice, but an ordinary body temperature. As Sari stared at him blankly, eyes wide, Xixu once again tasted the familiar flavor of awkwardness.


      “Sorry. I thought you might have been cold.”


      “I... Thank you.”


      Her soft fingers seemed to melt into his hand. Though Xixu wished to hold them tighter, he kept himself in check, releasing his grip.


      “Thank you for the tea,” he said, briskly rising to his feet. “I’m going to return to my patrol.”


      Sari smiled. “Take the crane with you.”


      “All right.”


      Xixu retrieved the paper crane from his head, gently folding it and placing it into his breast pocket. It contained Sari’s power, and would inform her if anything amiss happened to him.


      As Xixu excused himself through the back gate, he looked up at the night sky. The moon’s existence was ever constant, unconnected to the lives of men. Its pale light shone upon the ancient town, bright and impartial.


      ※


      Three bottles, small enough to hold in one’s palm.


      With great care and effort, that was the amount he had managed to secure.


      As he knelt with his head bowed, Tesed Zaras patiently waited for his master to finish inspecting the bottles on the table. Any further failure from him would not be forgiven.


      Tesed Zaras had already failed twice. First, when he had been unsuccessful in manipulating the aristocracy of Torlonia’s royal capital and usurping the royal court. Then again, when he had lost the flower field entrusted to him by his master to cultivate.


      Both failures were grave enough for his life to be forfeit. Yet his master had permitted him to live. He knew he was on thin ice, but that also meant this was an opportunity to restore himself to his position in his master’s good graces.


      And the potential for that opportunity lay within the contents of the bottles.


      His young master held a bottle up, examining it. Then, he suddenly blew out a long breath. “Cold blood? Fascinating.”


      At the genuine curiosity in his master’s voice, Tesed Zaras almost let himself go slack with relief. But he could not let his guard down yet.


      “I collected it from a pool of blood near the flower field on the night it was destroyed,” he explained. “After carefully extracting the dirt and grit, I was able to secure those three bottles’ worth. Though it is as cold as ice, its smell suggests that it is indeed blood. In small amounts, it is a potent drug, with body-strengthening effects as the dose is increased.”


      As if to prove Tesed Zaras’s words, the hawk resting on a perch by the wall flapped its wings. The bird had originally belonged to one of his subordinates, but after it had been fed the cold blood as an experiment, it had seen enough improvement in intelligence and physical ability that it was now capable of performing assassination missions on its own.


      “Fascinating. Have you tested it on a person?”


      “I believed it best to await your judgment, Your Highness.”


      “You have my permission. Take one bottle to use at your discretion.”


      “As you will, Your Highness.”


      Tesed Zaras had created a faint glimmer of hope. Still, he could not rest assured just yet. Hereon, he would be walking a tightrope with no room to make a single misstep.


      Though he considered it proper for him to die for his master, he did not wish to die without being of use. It was a matter of pride.


      “Have you determined what kind of blood this is?” his master asked, rolling a bottle on his palm.


      Tesed Zaras raised his head slightly; he had anticipated this question. “I directed the hawk to search for it. I believe the source lies in a town in the north of Torlonia called Irede.”


      A moment of silence. “Irede, you say?” The pleasure town of myth. The town built to repay a god. When his master heard the name, he began to laugh. “I see, I see! So that’s how it is.”


      “Do you have an idea of what it is, Your Highness?”


      His master had only just arrived on the continent. Had he already discovered a lead? Or had he had a grasp on the circumstances here the whole time, despite being far across the sea? As Tesed Zaras cowered in fear of the unknown, his master cheerfully spread his arms wide.


      “A little while ago, a mysterious letter was delivered to a different safe house. The sender knew who I was, while I didn’t even know how they sent it. Preposterous, isn’t it? And just what do you think was written in that letter?”


      Tesed Zaras paled and remained silent. His master had arrived in absolute secrecy. But even if someone had discovered that an important individual from the Country of the Open Sea had come, they should not have had any means of knowing who he was or his whereabouts. If they had truly been exposed, it would be a disaster.


      Yet, if such a letter had come, what could be written on it? His master’s answer was beyond Tesed Zaras’s wildest expectations.


      “It said: ‘In Irede, an inhuman woman lives in secret. Her true identity is that of an ancient god.’”


      “But that’s—”


      It was ludicrous. Gods did not actually exist.


      True, this continent still had any number of countries and cities where old traditions and beliefs remained. But none of them had any significant influence. The presence of inhuman beings was tenuous enough that humans could exterminate them entirely, should they wish to. At any moment.


      Back across the sea, there had once existed inhuman races capable of human speech. They no longer existed, having met their ends either by devouring humans and drawing their ire or being hunted to extinction. But gods? What a joke.


      Nevertheless, Tesed Zaras could not laugh—not while he did not know his master’s intentions.


      Seeing that he had swallowed his words, his master continued, sounding delighted. “A god, of all things,” he murmured. “Such arrogance. I wish to see what kind of woman she is.”


      In the face of his master’s ill-natured curiosity, Tesed Zaras held his tongue.


      At heart, his master had a penchant for the immoral. That was why he had manipulated and perverted several nations of this continent from the shadows. His initial objective had been to create several weak vassal states and use them to economically and militaristically strengthen his homeland, but along the way, he had decided to induce large-scale unrest and conflict. Tesed Zaras knew this was because his master had a liking for seeing people flounder, but secretly worried that the habit would only invite misfortune down the line.


      Ignorant of his vassal’s worries, his master laughed. “If she truly is inhuman, it would mean she’s a rare species. I’ll keep her as a pet. Depart for Irede and find her for me.”


      “As you will, Your Highness.”


      Tesed Zaras could not object to his master’s orders. But he would have gone to Irede regardless, to secure the owner of the cold blood. And while the veracity of the mysterious letter was questionable, if there truly was an inhuman woman in Irede, then she could very well be the owner. Keeping his head bowed, he began to consider which of his subordinates he would bring with him.


      They had already finished with the stage of manipulating people and events from the shadows. Hereon, he, too, would join the front line and work for the sake of his master.


      All the while knowing that it amounted to diving headfirst into the unpredictable chaos that his master had created.

    

  

  
    
      2. Change of Color


      Although the war had also dragged Torlonia into its folds, perhaps because of the king’s skillful leadership, matters had not degenerated enough for Irede—which was situated far within the kingdom’s borders—to be forced to shut its gates. The gates placed at three sides of the town had been closed to all but merchants and guests with letters of recommendation several times in the past when the countries Irede had belonged to had met their ends, but today they remained open in all of their vermilion-lacquered majesty. Each gate was stationed with a small contingent of militiamen who questioned armed visitors on their affiliations and the purposes of their visit, however, and certain establishments in town had taken to refusing first-time customers.


      This last did not apply to Pale Moon, the oldest courtesan house in town. In the first place, the women there chose their guests, so matters were simply business as usual. Another factor was that Pale Moon was a symbol of Irede: it could not bend so easily. The sight of its unchanging presence was a balm of reassurance for the townspeople.


      Today, Sari was following her usual routine of lighting the lantern as the sun began to set, performing the action with practiced ease. Satisfied that the floating half-moon design was proudly on display, she turned back toward the interior of the mansion.


      “Open the flower room, please,” she directed a maidservant who had finished wiping down the floor.


      “Yes, Miss Proprietress.”


      Although Sari had always opened the flower room herself after lighting the lantern, guests had recently been coming as soon as Pale Moon was open for business. The number of customers had increased by a full fifth or so, which was a marked difference to her first days after inheriting the title of proprietress, when some days they’d received no customers at all. Perhaps they had finally recognized her as the proprietress. All in all, it was a change she was grateful for.


      Nevertheless, an increase in customers did not mean that the courtesans had become any more industrious. As always, after the lantern was lit, they slowly gathered in the flower room and selected their guests according to their own whims. That number had not increased, so in practice, the only change was that there had been a higher number of customers leaving disappointed.


      When she saw one such man immediately pass through the gate, Sari put on a smile. “Welcome,” she greeted.


      The young man scratched the back of his head, looking sheepish. “Good evening. I guess I still haven’t learned my lesson.”


      The young man was a merchant from the capital who had come to Pale Moon in hopes of establishing a business relationship and had apparently fallen for one of the courtesans at first sight. However, the woman in question had not a shred of interest in him, and gave him the cold shoulder each time he visited. If the number of visits alone were enough to qualify a customer as a regular, then he surely would have been one by now.


      Sari bowed. “Please wait within the flower room. Everyone will be there shortly.”


      “Actually, I’m not alone today. I brought a friend of mine.” The man turned and called out to someone beyond the gate.


      Established customers bringing new ones along with them was an everyday occurrence across Irede. Sari smiled, recalling the day her older brother had shown up dragging Xixu along behind him.


      The young man that stepped out of the gate’s shadow was tall. He had curly blond hair and pale blue eyes, and his finely chiseled countenance placed him in the latter half of his twenties. It was rare that someone with such features was seen in Irede.


      Dressed in western clothing of a deep green, the young man had a presence that seemed to announce itself. Upon seeing Sari, he stopped in place, eyes widening.


      The merchant beckoned to him. “Don’t just stand there—come over. I’ll introduce you to the proprietress.”


      “Right...”


      Despite his distracted reply, there was no hesitation in the young man’s stride as he stepped up to Sari.


      “Thank you for coming,” she said softly, bowing low. “I bid you welcome to Pale Moon, the house in the north.”


      “The house in the north... I heard there were holy courtesans here?”


      “Not quite, I’m afraid. Though it is true we are of a lineage that has been unbroken since the time of the founders of this town. Please, come. I shall show you to where the courtesans are.”


      Sari turned without making a sound. However, quickly noticing that he was not following, she turned back. The young blond man stood still, his eyes fixated on her. His merchant friend tapped him on the shoulder anxiously.


      “What’s wrong? Let’s go.”


      “You aren’t a courtesan yourself?”


      Sari smiled in reply. It was a question she received frequently. “I am the proprietress,” she said. “My circumstances are different. However, I am also a courtesan, and am also able to take a guest.”


      “Oh? I didn’t know that.”


      The surprised reply had come from the young merchant. Ordinarily, Sari did not mention that she was also a courtesan unless asked. Customers did not come to Pale Moon because they wished to hear her introduce herself.


      The young man who’d asked the question stared at Sari. She felt a prickling heat from his gaze that she found uncomfortable. On the surface, however, she maintained her smile.


      “Having said that, I will only take a single guest in my lifetime. Then, I will give birth to the next proprietress.”


      “Is that how it is? Wow...”


      The story of Pale Moon’s proprietress was common knowledge in Irede, but to an outsider, it must have seemed fascinating. Sari gave the impressed young merchant a smile, then turned back again toward the entryway. However, she was stopped by the blond man’s voice.


      “Have you decided on your guest already?”


      “I have not.”


      This was not such a rare occurrence. After Sari had turned seventeen, customers had come by sporadically seeking to purchase her company.


      Once, the only one who had asked that of her had been the man who had been her childhood friend. Now, though, it seemed she passed as a full-fledged courtesan in the eyes of the men who walked Irede.


      The blond man’s gaze harbored that same hope. Sari answered it with a faint smile. “Trouble tends to befall those who would become my guest,” she continued. “It has made it rather difficult to decide.”


      “Trouble?”


      “Yes. Perhaps if their life or the price of my company were the only payment necessary, the matter would be simpler to resolve. However, in my case, I must receive both.”


      Sari’s smile adopted an edge of regal beauty. The weight of inheriting a mythic bloodline, opaque as it was to outsiders who did not comprehend it, overwhelmed the space they were in like the presence of a large-petaled flower. The young merchant’s breath caught in his throat.


      For Sari to receive both meant that the man consecrated to the god needed the resolve to give both. He who would become her guest was not a human she chose to become an offering, but an offering she chose from among humans.


      Seeing that the pair of customers had fallen silent, she turned for the final time, leading them to the entryway.


      “Although... I feel like things have been much harder for me, compared to my predecessors,” Sari grumbled under her breath.


      Even with the benefit of hindsight, she couldn’t figure out how things had come to this. Was it simply bad luck?


      Sari led the two men to the flower room, then moved to other work. The young blond left that day without being chosen, but he visited Pale Moon again the very next day.




      “I didn’t get your name, you see,” the young man said with a friendly smile.


      Sari replied with a small one of her own, then stepped down onto the clay floor of the entryway and looked up at him. “Then I must beg pardon for my ill-mannered mistake,” she said. “My name is Sari, of Pale Moon.”


      “Sari.” The young man chewed on the name, as though tasting it.


      Sari nodded. “There are no other courtesans in Irede of that name, so it is easily recognizable as my own and that of the proprietress of Pale Moon.”


      “I’m called Vendt.”


      “I look forward to your continued patronage, Master Vendt.”


      Sari gave him a coquettish smile, which seemed to make him happy. The way he wore his emotions on his sleeve made him look like a child to her, even though she was the younger one.


      Repressing a dry quirk of her lips, Sari indicated farther down the hallway with her hand. “Please allow me to take you to the flower room. I shall brew you some tea.”


      “I’ll pass on the tea. I’d like to buy you.”


      “My sincerest apologies, but as I informed you yesterday, my circumstances differ from the other courtesans.”


      Now then, how to decline his advances?


      Sari had expected this of him, given yesterday and how he’d come back so soon, but he was so direct that she was actually a little envious. And direct men tended to be stubborn—as the proprietress, she would have to put careful thought into how she acted around him.


      She turned to face him. “Thank you for your words. I am honored.”


      “Then...”


      “However, Pale Moon is the inheritor of Irede. The house in the north. I’m sure you’re already aware of the meaning that carries.”


      “I heard yesterday. The women here choose their guests.”


      “Yes.”


      At this point, customers familiar with Irede would have recognized that she had refused them. Unfortunately, it seemed that would not work on Vendt. Taking a leaf out of his book, Sari decided to be direct.


      “I have no intention of selecting you as my guest.”


      Vendt considered that for several moments. “Is it because I’m a newcomer?”


      “That isn’t the only reason. If I may only take a single guest in my lifetime, then I must give the decision careful consideration.”


      As a matter of fact, it was all but decided already who would become her guest.


      Although everybody had vaguely clued in on this to some degree, matters between her and him had stopped one step short. Perhaps it was because of the current international instability, or perhaps it was because of the two other gods who lay in waiting.


      Whatever the case, it was definite that Sari had no inclination to choose another man. Even if she would have to let the one in her thoughts leave her side to secure his safety, her feelings for him would not change.


      Sari was confident she could bury her heart under a fake smile all her life, if that was what it took.


      She wore one such smile now. Vendt studied her pensively, an intensity in his gaze. Sari faced it without shrinking back. Her slender form harbored years beyond her physical age. She was the embodiment of the town of Irede.


      Vendt maintained his gaze for some time, but perhaps realizing that her smile would not falter, he abruptly grinned. “All right,” he said. “Then I’ll come by again.”


      “Please make use of the flower room next time.” Sari bowed deeply and waited for the sound of his footsteps to fade before looking back up.


      The next visitor she received was not a customer, but a shadeslayer.




      Currently, Irede had four shadeslayers on active duty, all of which were men, and all of which were rather...individualistic.


      The oldest of them, Ironblade, was a taciturn and upright man who often slipped naturally into the role of their representative. Whenever a problem reared its head, it was often he who went around to the major businesses to inform them.


      After greeting the man, who had come shortly after the lantern lighting, Sari was taken aback by the message he had for her.


      “What? What do you mean?” she asked. “Was it a shade?”


      “No, it seems unlikely. Their physical ability was beyond a human’s, but their eyes weren’t red. Speaking of which, there were multiple opponents. Danai was injured. Badly.”


      Sari paled. Danai was another of Irede’s shadeslayers.


      According to Ironblade, the incident was related to a dispute originating outside of town; apparently, the frequency of such skirmishes had been increasing recently. A group of assassins had tailed a member of the aristocracy of another country who had come to Irede in secret. At the time of their attack, the shadeslayers, who had coincidentally been present, had stepped in to intervene. As a result, the town was in uproar.


      Sari’s delicate eyebrows drew together in concern. “Will he be okay?”


      “He’ll live. But he might not be able to work as a shadeslayer again, even after he heals.”


      “That’s awful...”


      “The other two shadeslayers are pursuing the assassins who ran.”


      “Then I—”


      “You should remain here, Maiden. That’s what I came to tell you.” Ironblade nodded gravely, as if to reinforce his words, then turned to leave. Then, perhaps considerate of her gaze upon him, he gently added, “If it looks as though things will get bad, I’ll order the rookie to fall back. You’re not yet with child, so we cannot lose your guest and future husband.”


      “Um, I keep trying to say this, but I think you have the wrong idea...”


      She hadn’t even shared a bed with Xixu yet, much less conceived his child. Still, her half-hearted attempt to correct Ironblade’s misunderstanding—which was firmly rooted at this point—wouldn’t make much of a difference to the circumstances at hand.


      She couldn’t lose Xixu. Yet he was not the kind of person who would agree to being kept away from danger, as though he were a fragile object.


      Sari only gave the matter half a second of thought. Her mouth was already opening to speak.


      “I’ll go too.”


      “Maiden. It is not shades we face tonight.”


      “Even so. This matter pertains to Irede.”


      As the mistress of the town, she could not overlook those who had incited turmoil within it. She would not be kept out of the loop.


      Sari looked up at the half moon hanging from Pale Moon’s gate. “Don’t worry. I’ll go.”


      She would brook no objections from anyone or anything.


      The woman who was a god left her manor and stepped onto the stage.


      ※


      If Xixu had to decide whether he had good timing or bad timing, he would say he was more prone toward the latter. That being said, he was unsure which category tonight’s events fell under.


      With his naked military sword in hand, Xixu ran through the night alleyways, keeping his eyes and ears peeled. He was facing five opponents—he’d counted them earlier.


      The black-clad assassins had disappeared into the night, but not long ago they had been just off a main street in a laneway that ran along one of the town’s canals. A passing shadeslayer—Danai—and a group of militiamen had spotted them surrounding a nobleman and intervened, resulting in a fight.


      Xixu had been called in as backup, but by the time he’d come running, it had already devolved into a bloodbath. Pools of blood had covered the laneway by the canal. Fallen militiamen had lain within them, unmoving—alive or dead, it had been impossible to tell.


      And there, atop their bodies and the blood, had stood the five assassins. Different physiques, all clad in black with nothing revealed apart from their eyes. Eyes that were not red.


      Their weapons had been peculiar: large claws, a pair of curved swords—all unconventional choices. And although the assassins had been surrounded by a dozen or more militiamen, they’d shown no signs of apprehension. The nobleman who’d been their original target, meanwhile, had been sitting on the ground behind the militia, trembling violently.


      After taking it all in at a glance, Xixu had pushed through the militiamen to stand in front, which was when Ironblade and Tagi had arrived. The commotion must have reached the main street too, as curious onlookers had begun to appear. Seeing them gather had apparently convinced the assassins to flee.


      The assassins had leaped over the militamen’s heads with ease, using the roofs to make their escape. Their unnatural physical ability and animallike movements resembled shades, and yet shades they were not.


      They had an alien presence. As Xixu ran after them, he was struck by the feeling that he had encountered something similar before.




      The assassins had split into two groups. Xixu had pursued one while Tagi had pursued the other one, and Ironblade had left to inform others of the incident. Their enemy was abnormal; they had to catch them before they caused any more harm.


      The assassins’ trail led Xixu through the dark back alleys of town. It was in one such alleyway, empty of people, where he stopped. He looked around.


      From afar, Xixu could hear the notes of stringed instruments. There were no other sounds. The only person present he could sense was himself. He stilled his breath and watched the shadows at his feet, created by the stark light of the moon.


      Xixu relaxed, easing all unnecessary tension out of his body and erasing his presence. He melded into the darkness.


      This was a town of the night. Her town. He had nothing to fear from the dark.


      It took roughly twenty seconds of waiting.


      Without any warning, a blade thrust out of the darkness from behind, aimed at his neck. Xixu avoided it with a single step to the right. He turned, using the movement to make a sweeping cut.


      The black-clad figure hanging upside down from the roof of a nearby row house reacted immediately, catching his swing on the blade of a shortsword. The force of it sent them flying, and they crashed into a stack of full storage tubs along the edge of the empty alleyway.


      The sound was jarring amidst the silence, yet there was no sign that anybody would be coming out of the row houses. At this time of evening, most of the residents of this area would be working at their businesses on the main streets.


      In the span of a breath, Xixu closed in on the black-clad figure amidst the storage tubs, who was attempting to stand. His sword cut through the air without a sound.


      There was a clash of metal on metal—his swing had been stopped midway by the intervention of a second black-clad figure. Xixu, wishing he could click his tongue, twisted his sword, deftly extricating it from the long claws that had tried to ensnare it.


      It was two against one. Or perhaps three against one, as the combat experience that had seeped into the bones of Xixu’s body was telling him that a third assailant was nearby.


      Since there had been five assassins and they’d split off into groups of two and three, Xixu judged he must have gotten the latter. That meant Tagi was dealing with the remaining pair.


      Xixu’s thoughts had only strayed for a moment, but he dragged them back to the present situation as he parried a swipe of the assassin’s claws to the left. The point of a sword was thrust at him immediately afterward, and he leaped back to gain distance.


      The black-clad figure with the shortsword was tall and thin, while the one with the claws had a smaller build. Xixu eased into a stance, glaring at them.


      “Name yourselves.”


      Irede was neutral ground. When it came to external disputes, it did not favor either side. However, the assassins had killed members of the militia. That could not go overlooked. By the same token, Xixu’s instincts had judged that these five assassins could not be allowed to roam free.


      Xixu held his blade at the ready, senses on alert for any sign of the third assassin. He would lose a protracted fight—he needed to incapacitate one of his opponents with his next strike.


      The agile claw-wielder would likely take the lead in the next exchange. Xixu kept his breathing steady to avoid creating any unnecessary openings.


      The moon’s light spilled onto the earth.


      There was no warning. The claw-wielder kicked lightly off the ground and began running horizontally along the wall of row houses. The other assassin matched pace, closing in across the ground.


      They were approaching from two different angles, but Xixu did not falter, stepping forward himself. He swept the honed edge of his blade at the claw-wielder on the wall.


      With a barely audible grunt of exertion, the claw-wielder bent backward, crashing to the ground and holding their face. Had Xixu grazed their nose? He didn’t have the time to care right now.


      Xixu swiftly pulled his sword back, only managing to parry the shortsword thrust that had been aimed at his stomach by a thin margin. Following through with the movement, he drove his sword deep into the thin black-clad figure’s neck. There was a feeling of blunted resistance and a spray of blood.


      Suddenly, there was another presence behind Xixu. He’d expected as much, though, and he leaped over the crumpling body of the shortsword-wielder. With a body now in the way, he turned to face his new assailant and froze in mute shock.


      The third black-clad figure, a sword-wielder, had been seized from behind the back of the head in a casual clawlike grip by a pale hand.


      The owner of the hand, a woman clad in a white kimono, floated slightly above the ground. A cold mantle was settled over the beauty of her features. Her blue eyes held all the warmth of ice as they observed the black-clad assassin.


      “That will be quite enough playing around.” The voice was that of the town’s mistress, dignified and cold.


      Instinctively, Xixu called her name. “Saridi.”


      “Xixu. What is this creature?”


      “I was wondering the same.”


      Evidently, she, too, had recognized that the assassins were no ordinary humans. Sari scrutinized the black-clad figure in her grip. “Something feels strange about them. It’s almost as if—”


      The stilled air of the scene suddenly came alive again. His eyes still on Sari, Xixu slashed downward at the fallen assassin who’d tried to grab his legs, then dashed toward the third assassin in her grip, who was attempting to turn toward her.


      Despite being held by a god, the assassin was still trying to resist, as though they were a poorly crafted marionette. Sari frowned slightly.


      Before the assassin’s sword could reach her, however, Xixu cut them down. He grabbed the assassin’s left shoulder and tore them away from Sari, tossing them behind him and pulling her close.


      When he turned, he saw that the one he’d tossed and the claw-wielder—who’d stood up—were staring at him intensely.


      Xixu’s eyes widened slightly when he saw the latter. His earlier slash had cut away the cloth concealing their identity, revealing the features of a little girl.


      She had a small, pale face, reminiscent of a doll’s. Her icy blue eyes felt familiar to Xixu, and he instinctively knew why.


      Words spilled from his mouth. “Saridi, she’s like...”


      He heard Sari’s breath catch behind him. By then, she had already left his side, advancing forward. The god’s gaze was fixated on the two approaching black-clad figures. The air began to cool, swirling and eddying like a vortex.


      “You...absolute...fools!”


      The furious exclamation became a wave of power that slammed violently into the two assassins. The sword-wielder fell, blood spraying from their exposed eyes. The girl was thrown farther down the alleyway.


      Sari went after her, cold gathered around her pale, outstretched hand. Her small foot soundlessly kicked against the air, and she closed the distance of a dozen paces in a single skip. She swung her right hand toward the girl, who was trying to run.


      But Xixu, who had chased after Sari, caught it. He pulled her body back.


      “Xixu?!”


      Ignoring the reproach in her voice, Xixu brought his sword in front of her. The blue light that had come abruptly flying out of the darkness crashed into it, scattering. As Sari stared at it, startled, the air seemed to shake with mocking amusement.


      A transparent girl appeared from the darkness. Her slender body was wrapped in silver cloth—she wore nothing else. She looked at them and released a quiet laugh.


      Xixu murmured her name. “Distira...”
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