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It was Monday, and less than a week remained until the end of the semester—and summer vacation.


Since early that morning, the entryway of the old school building at Purgatorium Remedial Academy had been bustling with students. The air was filled with the stench of their sweat, born of hard manual labor.


“…Just in the nick of time, huh?”


Changing from sneakers to hallway slippers, Kyousuke swallowed hard. Sweat, brought on by more than just the heat and exercise, rolled down his back, following the curve of his spine.


“It’s okay, big brother! Don’t worry!”


“O-oh…yeah. I guess we did what we could, so it’ll be all right, right?”


Encouraged by Ayaka—his beloved younger sister—Kyousuke steadied himself and stepped forward. He headed for the bulletin board in front of the shoe lockers, around which everyone had gathered.


Posted to the board was a single sheet of paper, big enough to cover the entire surface. Tension was inescapably high.


“Ah. Kyousuke, Ayaka!” Noticing the siblings, the female student in the back row turned to them, her flax-colored eyes opened wide.


Kyousuke raised a hand in greeting to the girl, who had her hands pressed together in front of her chest, as if in prayer.


“Morning, Maina.”


“G-good mourning… Oh my.”


“……?”


Ayaka looked at Maina, who was mixing up her words for some reason.


“What is it, Crafty Cat? Were your results no good or something?”


“N-no! My results weren’t good or bad. Actually, they’re quite good for me. I did do my best, but—”


Maina shut her mouth tight, as if alarmed, and looked to her neighbor on the left. Following Maina’s gaze, Kyousuke’s and Ayaka’s eyes came to a stop.


“…Huu…hu-hu…bu-hu-hu-hu-hu…”


Standing stock-still, staring up at the paper with a completely blank, burned-out look, was a female student. Her eyes were empty, and she let out a dry laugh. At her feet lay a backpack, dropped and forgotten.


“Eiri, Eiri! Snap out of it, Eiriii!”


Renko, wearing as always her black gas mask, shook the dazed schoolgirl’s shoulders. But Eiri did not react. She stayed frozen in place, laughing mindlessly. Her usual air of detachment had dissipated without a trace.


“A-awful…” Ayaka covered her mouth with both hands.


“Eiri…” Maina choked with emotion.


“Waaah!” Renko cried.


Just looking at Eiri’s miserable figure, so completely changed, gave Kyousuke a bad feeling. “Hey, hey. I don’t think it’s possible, but did she—?”


“Ohh, why…? Why, Eiri?!” Renko wailed. “I gave you so much instruction, so how…? How did you get this resuuult?!”


Turning away from Renko’s lamentations, Kyousuke took a deep breath and looked up at the likely source of this disaster—the bulletin board that displayed the results of the final exams they had taken the week before.
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“Oh, I did well to get sixth place! No way I could make it in the top three, though.”


“That’s…wha—? Third place? Impooossible!!”


They were both surprised at their results, better and worse than expected, respectively. Soon, however, the siblings with the disparate reactions found their attentions drawn to a single point.


“First place… That’s incredible! To get a perfect one-thousand-point score, she must have something weird going on up there.”


“Renko, you’re amaaazing! Only my big brother’s bride could do such a thing!”


“She’s not my bride, so…”


“Kksshh.”


“Compared to her……”


“[image: image]”


Meanwhile, Eiri, ignoring Ayaka’s glares, continued staring at her own score with vacant eyes.


Rank thirty-two out of thirty-three. A sum total of 305 points in ten subjects.


The word die, written beside the score, showed the number of failing marks.


“Oh man… Wh-wwwwh-what could have happened, Eiri…?” Maina, who had taken a rank right in the middle, spoke uneasily.


Before the exams had started, their homeroom teacher had told them:


“Don’t think that your answer sheets will be the only things soaked in red!”


…But it was probably fine.


Purgatorium Remedial Academy was an unconventional school where all the students were murderers.


If the teachers said that they would do something, they would do it no matter what, and if they said they would kill someone—it was almost certain that Eiri, who had scored so dismally, was headed for a bloodbath.


Kyousuke couldn’t stand it any longer. “E-Eiri—”


“Sorry.” Eiri cut him off, finally snapping out of her trance. She turned to look at Kyousuke and the others. “I’m sorry… It seems like it’s all over for me now. Thanks for everything you’ve done for me. Not even four months have passed since we started school, but it’s been pretty fun. I’m glad I spent it with you all. Really, thank you. And good-bye… Live on for me and graduate safely! I’ll cheer you on from six feet under.”


“…………”


Her smiling face was too pitiful. No one could respond.


“—Well, then.” Gently unwrapping herself from Renko’s firm embrace, Eiri picked up her schoolbag. Her lively tone sounded terribly forced.


“Standing around like this won’t change anything, so why don’t we hurry up and get to class? We have to make the most of what little time I have left! Before summer vacation starts, I want to make some happy memories… I imagine once the supplementary lessons begin, there won’t be anything but pain, enough to make me want to die! Ah-ha…ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha…ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


A surge of crazy laughter forced its way past Eiri’s lips. Her rust-colored eyes showed no signs of burning light.


Kyousuke turned away, unable to bear the sight of her so completely changed. “…We promised that we wouldn’t let even one person be a victim, didn’t we?!”


“Eiri was destroyed…” Ayaka shuddered.


“E-Eiri…” Maina reopened the floodgates.


Renko sank silently to the floor.


“Lah, lah, laaaaaah. [image: image]” Leaving Kyousuke and the others behind, Eiri headed for the classroom alone, skipping and humming a wordless tune. As her back grew distant, no one could find the right thing to call to her.
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After school, Kyousuke sat with the others, mourning Eiri in the near-deserted classroom. “I wonder if she’ll come back okay…,” he mumbled, looking at a sky divided into strips by iron bars.


Despite the earlier scene, Eiri had remained cheerful as their tests were returned. With the exception of ethics, she received failing marks on all of them. Their homeroom teacher, Kurumiya, showered her with abusive language like stupid, idiot, fool, scum, shame of Class A, tiny tits, boobs and brains of an elementary schooler, AAA boobs but F grades, and die, bitch!, but Eiri, who got the worst scores next to Mohawk, just grinned.


That strange reaction cooled Kurumiya’s tongue, and by the time the midmorning class had finished, she stopped saying much of anything.


Of course, there was no way she would overlook it just like that…


“—Eiri Akabane. Come here!”


At the end of fifth period, Kurumiya had taken Eiri by the scruff of the neck and dragged her off to the staff room.


About an hour had passed since then, but they had yet to return.


So now, Kyousuke was tying himself into knots over Eiri’s safety.


“Kksshh…” Renko let out a sigh as Kyousuke continued wandering restlessly around the classroom. “Now, now… Calm down, Kyousuke.”


“She’s right. Calm down, big brother.”


Ayaka had turned her chair around and was running her pen over her notebook. Renko was seated behind her. The two of them, speaking in unison, were in the middle of an enthusiastic discussion.


“Shopping, karaoke, the amusement park, the aquarium, the zoo, the game center, the maid café, a barbeque, the movie theater, the art museum, the summer festival, swimming in the ocean, the fanzine exhibition and sale, the gas mask exhibit… Is there anywhere else you want to go, Renko?”


“I wonder, hmm… Oh, I want to go to the summer festival! Summer Panic! This year, the mysterious artist known only as ‘And More’ is supposed to play. Finally, after appearing on so many lineups—and canceling at the last minute every time—And More will reveal themselves and take the stage!”


“Wow, is that really true?! But aren’t the tickets already sold out?”


“Don’t worry, Ayaka baby! I’ve got connections.”


“Connections?! Don’t tell me you’re…”


“Kksshh. That’s right. To tell the truth, I’m GMK48’s—”


“Scalper?!”


“No!”


“……What are you two even talking about?”


“Our summer vacation schedule, big brother.”


“We’re planning our dates.”


“Dates?!” His voice cracked into a falsetto.


“Ehhh?!” Maina also exclaimed and fell out of her chair.


“Yep. Miss Renko and I were ranked in the top three of our year, so we were approved for release on parole! So since we worked so hard to get it, we started talking about where we should go out together—”


“We’re deciding on our destinations. We have about a week of vacation time, so we can get a lot of action in. We can go to all kinds of places—no limits!”


“Yep, yep! It’s too bad you won’t be there, big brother…but it seems like going on dates with Miss Renko will be fun, too. Tee-hee-hee! I’m looking forward to summer vacatioooooon!”


“I can’t wait! Hurry up and get here, summer vacation!”


Bam!


Kyousuke’s hand slammed down on top of the desk between them. “Now wait just a minute. I don’t remember signing off on any of that!”


“Eh?”


Ayaka and Renko looked up at him.


“Why do we have to get special permission?”


“She’s right. Approval comes from the school, right? Not from you.”


“Eh…?” Kyousuke faltered in the face of the unexpected counterattack.


Ayaka and Renko quickly pressed their advantage.


“You want me to learn to get along without you, right, big brother? If that’s true, then first you have to learn to get along without me!”


“I know you have a sister complex, but don’t you think you’re meddling too much? Such behavior is narrowing Ayaka’s world!”


“No, that’s—”


“It’s certainly not that you can’t trust Miss Renko, right, big brother? Or that you’re worried about us being alone together? Are you really saying that now, after all we’ve been through?”


“Kksshh. No way, Ayaka baby… Kyousuke wants you to ‘make friends with everyone,’ so he would never say something that selfish, would he?”


“Uh—” His weak points exposed, Kyousuke lost his composure. “B-but…look here!” he answered, vexed. “It’s shameless for the two of you to be celebrating when Eiri is having such a hard time. Aren’t you worried about her?”


“I am, but there’s nothing we can do. Eiri’s the one who got failing marks, after all.”


“Uh-huh. You reap what you sow! Plus, I don’t think they’ll kill her just because she got failing marks. You and Maina both worry too much. Eiri’s got a lot on her plate; we just have to give her some space. Anyway, Renko, where else should we go?”


“…This is hopeless.”


It looked like Renko and Ayaka both had their heads full thinking about parole dates.


Although he trusted her, Renko was a hard-core mass murderer. Of course Kyousuke was against such a person spending a week alone with his little sister, away from his watchful eyes. Their release on parole was supposed to be conditional on probation, so he didn’t think it would be a serious problem, but…even putting his concern for Eiri aside, Kyousuke’s troubles were growing. He already felt worn down.


“Ah?!”


Just then, Maina stood up with a clatter.


The door at the front of the classroom had opened, and a single student had entered.


“Eiri, are you okay?!”


“Eiriiiiii! Are you hurt—whoooaaa!!”


“Gyah?!”


Eiri dodged Maina, who, rushing over, tripped and nearly tackled her.


Crash! From the hallway came the loud sound of impact.


“Y-yeah…I’m okay. Maina, are you all right?”


“Oh dear. S-sowwy…”


Eiri looked at Maina, who was holding her head where she had crash-landed, and cringed. Her earlier artificial cheer was gone. She looked the same as she always did, in perfect health and showing no sign of Kurumiya’s discipline.


Kyousuke looked concerned as he approached her. “Hey, Eiri. That bitch Kurumiya, did she…did she do anything to you?”


“Not really. Just—”


Eiri averted her eyes from Kyousuke and the others.


“I’ve been exempted from the supplementary lessons and supplementary exams.”


“……Huh?”


Everyone’s voices overlapped in surprise at Eiri’s nonchalant answer. Even Renko and Ayaka stopped their conversation to look at her.


Kyousuke studied her strangely sullen face. “You were exempted…? Really?”


“Yeah. She said I don’t have to take the supplementary lessons and exams during summer vacation…though it looks like she’s giving me a lot of homework instead.”


“Wow, that’s great. You avoided the worst of it!”


“Oh my! Th-that’s a relief… Congratulations, Eiri!” agreed Maina.


“Weeell, I’m happy, but…it’s weird, isn’t it? Miss Kurumiya doesn’t usually let people off easy.”


“Maybe it was too painful, and she felt sorry for you? Or maybe you offered up your body in exchange?”


Eiri glowered at Renko. “…Huh? Of course not.” Glaring at Kyousuke and the others, she brushed her hair back.


“I was summoned back home.”


She spit out the words in annoyance.


“Wha?!”


Kyousuke, Maina, and Renko reacted in unison.


“When you say ‘home’…you mean your former home? Weren’t you disinherited?” Kyousuke asked.


“I thought so. But according to Kurumiya, it seems that even now they occasionally ask for me… This is the worst! I’d prefer the supplementary lessons.”


“Oh no!” Maina added. “If you’ve been summoned back, they must have some business with you, right?”


“Yeah. Apparently they ‘want to see my face,’ but I wonder… It’s suspicious. Why would they go out of their way to call me back after forcing me into the academy in the first place?”


“…Miss Eiri, is your house a dangerous place? Like a yakuza house or something?” Ayaka, the only one among them who didn’t know about Eiri’s situation, tilted her head.


“Not quite.” Eiri smiled bitterly. “Generation after generation, my family has worked as killers—we’re a family of assassins. Yakuza wouldn’t be so bad, but—my relatives are all killers. Their hands are filthy with murder.”


“Huh?! What the heck, that’s scary…” Taken aback, Ayaka leaned away in fear.


“Kksshh.” Renko laughed. “Don’t worry, little Ayaka. Eiri can’t kill. Just like you and Kyousuke, she hasn’t killed anyone at all. Though publicly she pretends to have killed six people.”


“Whaa?! I-is that really true…?” Ayaka took a long hard look at Eiri. “The same as us…?” she mumbled, puffing out her cheeks. “And I went to all that trouble to keep up…!”


Eiri shrugged her shoulders slightly. “Anyway…that’s how it is. While I’m back home during the summer break, I can’t attend the supplementary lessons. Oh, and there’s one more thing—”


Abruptly, Eiri’s tone of voice changed. Her rust-red eyes, sharp as knives, pierced straight through Kyousuke.


“I’m not the only one. Someone else has been summoned…Kyousuke. They called for you.”
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Bloodstained Cage



BLOODSTAINED CAGE


ACT ONE


Summer break at Purgatorium Remedial Academy lasted one week, from the twelfth of August to the nineteenth, and, because the tenth and eleventh happened to fall on a weekend, it meant nine consecutive days of vacation.


After finishing classes on Friday, Kyousuke and the others spent Saturday and Sunday at the academy, then departed early on Monday morning. They were shuttled to the edge of the island by police van, where they departed on a long boat ride. After more than half a day of being rocked by the waves on a small ferry, they arrived on the Japanese mainland, where they stopped for one night before setting out again in another police van. Inside the vehicle—


“……Fwah.”


Eiri yawned. How many times was that? Kyousuke thought it had to be nearing a hundred. Ever since they had left the academy, Eiri had seemed terribly depressed.


“Is the thought of going home really that bad?”


“It’s awful. Once you see, you’ll understand… I’d rather die.” She leaned limply back against her seat. “…It’s really the worst. For many reasons.”


“Many reasons?”


“Yeah. Just returning home is bad enough, but now I’ve got extra baggage with me.”


“E-extra baggage meaning…?”


“How cruel! We only came along because you were so anxious, Eiri! Kksshh!”


“That’s right, you’re cruel! We even canceled our plans to come with you!! You should be thanking us, you know! Are you the hot-and-cold type?”


Renko and Ayaka objected loudly. They should have been chattering and laughing away on their dates but now sat across from Eiri and Kyousuke, facing them.


Eiri sighed and held her forehead. “Say what you like, you forced yourselves on us because you didn’t want me and Kyousuke to be alone together, didn’t you? You two are totally transparent.”


“Ah…did my facial expression give it away?”


“Come on,” Eiri moaned. “Get a grip, Miss Renko. The secret’s out, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, we can’t even see your face because of the gas mask.”


—You tell her, little sister.


Truthfully, Kyousuke felt that, ever since the “incident,” Ayaka had emotionally attached herself to Renko way too much.


For instance: Despite their extremely abnormal destination—an assassins’ house—Renko and Ayaka were visibly excited and noisily enthusiastic. They had both decided to use their time on parole to come along to Eiri’s house, even though they had not been invited.


Kyousuke, wanting to keep Ayaka out of danger, had firmly objected, but…


“Are you going to leave Ayaka behind, big brother?”


With his little sister looking up at him all teary eyed, Kyousuke’s resolve had crumbled. And besides—


“Everyone, we will arrive in another two or three hours! We’ll stop at a convenience store once before then. Please inform me of any requests for lunch.”


A man addressed them from the driver’s seat, speaking through heavy iron bars. It was the homeroom teacher for the first-year Class B at Purgatorium Remedial Academy, Kirito Busujima, in the role of probation officer.


Kyousuke thought they could probably relax a little bit with him accompanying them, since he was a poison specialist and elite professional killer, just like Kurumiya.


“—Convenience store!” Ayaka’s eyes sparkled when she heard Busujima’s remark. “Finally we’re free from that disgusting garbage food?!”


Yesterday’s lunch and dinner and today’s breakfast had been “garbage bentos” (well past the expiration date). For Kyousuke and the others, who had gone so long without normal, decent food, even convenience store lunches would be a treat.


The inside of the car suddenly became animated, as one by one they voiced their orders.


“I’m good with a salted-kalbi bento!”


“I want the most expensive bento!”


“I want something that’ll charge me up in ten seconds and keep me going for two hours!”


“…Isn’t that what you usually have?”


“Hm? True. Okay, I’ll have melon bread!”


“You can’t eat it, though.”


“Kksshh…”


“Mr. Kamiya will have a kalbi bento, Miss Kamiya will have the most expensive bento, Miss Hikawa will have a jelly drink—is that right? Understood. And what will Miss Akabane have?”


“I don’t care. Anything’s fine.”


“Is that so? In that case, I’ll choose based on my good taste.”


“M-Mr. Busujima’s good taste…”


Ayaka looked at Busujima with a doubtful expression.


Busujima was not wearing his usual rumpled suit but was in plain clothes—a gaudy-colored Hawaiian shirt, a pair of sunglasses, and a straw hat on his head.


“What about my good taste?” Noticing Ayaka’s stare, Busujima sounded puzzled. “Ah…perhaps the clothes that I picked out for you are not really to your liking?”


“…Mm.” Ayaka was at a loss for a reply. She was wearing a dress with a floral pattern on a light purple background underneath a gauzy white cardigan, alongside caramel-colored gladiator sandals. “Honestly, it’s not that I don’t like it…but—”


“The fact that they’re not bad is exactly what makes it so gross.” Eiri nonchalantly finished the thought that Ayaka had hesitated to speak aloud. “…I mean, what is this? Some new form of sexual harassment?” She frowned, tugging on a sleeve of her own outfit. Like Ayaka, she wore plain clothes—a T-shirt that exposed her shoulders and micromini hot pants.
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“Ahm…” Busujima stroked his stubbled chin. “Y-you’ve got it all wrong! It’s nothing like that. It’s just that you’ve got such beautiful legs, Miss Akabane! Wouldn’t you agree that this ensemble highlights that wonderful feature? And, since your lower body is largely exposed, I had to pick a top that also exposes much of your upper body! For balance! A-and because Miss Kamiya’s name contains the character for flower, I incorporated a floral motif—”


“Gross.”


Eiri and Ayaka spoke as one.


“Gross?!” Busujima looked shocked.


The two girls glared at him. “Why are you thinking about it that much?! Gross… You’re an ugly old geezer. I mean, what the hell?! Do you think you’re some kind of stylist now? And yet your usual suit is so shabby…it’s gross!”


“It gives me chills to imagine the scene: you staring at a catalog, daydreaming about clothes that would suit us, gross… Mine and Eiri’s clothes are even exactly the right size, which is even more gross. And then you took picking them out so seriously—grossest!”


“Ehhhhh…” Busujima looked as if he was going to cry as the girls called him “gross, gross, gross” over and over, an expression that made him look even more disgusting. “S-surely there’s no need to say such cruel things? How heartless, and after I spent a whole day just thinking about it… And the clothes do suit you, so what’s wrong with that? Girls should be cute and pretty! You agree with me, Mr. Kamiya, don’t you?”


“Eh? Ah, well…” Kyousuke looked embarrassed by the subject at hand. His outfit, a simple polo shirt and jeans, was notably plain compared to the girls’ clothes. It was obvious that Busujima had chosen Kyousuke’s ensemble without much thought. “That’s right. I think you did a good job, Mr. Busujima!”


“…Kyousuke?”


“…Big brother?”


He met the girls’ angry glares and answered calmly. “I mean, I think your clothes really are nice! Eiri’s incredibly beautiful, and Ayaka looks very cute. The clothes suit you both very well. It’s a feast for the eyes.”


Instantly, both of their cheeks flushed red.


“Wha…? B-beautiful, are you stupid? Don’t leer at me, pervert! You’re gross! What the hell are you saying?!” Eiri looked flustered and futilely tried to cover her wide swaths of exposed skin.


“Tee-hee-hee! Thanks, big brother! Now that you’ve said that, all the unpleasant feelings have scattered away!” Ayaka’s smile filled her whole face.


“…Those reactions are totally unlike what you showed me. I’m used to it, though.” Muttering thusly, Busujima gloomily returned his attention to the road.


“Hey, hey, heeey!” Just then, Renko, who had been waiting and watching, perked up. “Question, question! How about my clothes, Kyousuke?”


“Hm? Ah—”


Asked, he turned his gaze on Renko.


Renko wore her own clothes; unlike everyone else, she was not wearing a Busujima ensemble. Instead, she wore a simple tank top, a pair of distressed jeans, and a hooded sweatshirt tied around her waist. But thanks to the tightly packed tribal tattoos on both of her arms, her leather choker, and her overly abundant breasts, Renko still made quite the impression.


“Right. Well, it’s…fine?”


“Is that all?”


“Uh…”


“……”


Renko dropped her runway pose. She sat down without a word and pulled at Ayaka’s hem. “Hey, hey. Kyousuke’s being unkind.”


“Y-you’re right. What’s the matter, big brother?”


Kyousuke could feel her gaze on his averted face, but he stubbornly ignored it. A particular thought filled his mind.


Ah, shit… It’s no good—I can’t think like that. Why me…?


He ground his teeth as he recalled a certain incident that had taken place at the school just a few days ago.


Jealous of Renko and certain other female students, Ayaka had stolen something from a staff room, something she had been expected—even encouraged—to take, and with the stolen shotgun, she had tried to kill those girls.


Renko had been the one to stop her rampage, and now Ayaka had taken a liking to her and was trying very hard to move her relationship with Kyousuke forward.


That much was fine. It was great, but— How come when I look at her, I…? Why do I get so worked up?


Ever since then, something had changed in the way Kyousuke felt about Renko. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was, exactly, nor could he put it out of his mind. Her words, actions, behaviors, appearance—everything about Renko caught his eye and made him restless. It didn’t feel good—or rather, it felt bad but kind of good at the same time. He couldn’t make sense of his feelings toward her, and yet—


If I fall for her, she’ll kill me. Get it together, Kyousuke Kamiya!


In truth, he was beginning to suspect it. He had an inkling that he was really starting to fall in love with the stone-cold killing machine, the Murder Maid—Renko Hikawa.


Desperate to deny his feelings any way he could, Kyousuke slapped his own cheek.
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“We’ve arrived, everyone. Please exit the vehicle.”


After a convenience store stop along the way, the drive had continued for a little over two hours. With an exaggerated clank, the rear door of the prison transport van opened. Bright sunlight came streaming in, along with the cries of cicadas and a rustling sound like the roar of the sea.


“Yaaay, the outside!”


“The sweet, sweet air of freedom!”


Kyousuke followed Ayaka and Renko, who had gone flying out as soon as the door had opened. A gentle, refreshing breeze cooled his flushed skin. As he stretched, the young man looked up at the summer sky above him and the bamboo leaves shining in the sunlight.


“Where is this place…?” The windows of the prison van were heavily tinted and barred, so he wasn’t sure which way they had been going or where they were now. “…Mountains?”


As he surveyed their surroundings, one thing in particular immediately caught Kyousuke’s eye.


“What is that?”


“It looks like a shrine gate, but…”


“It’s awfully…big.”


Stepping up beside Renko and Ayaka, who stood upright, Kyousuke peered at the strange structure. In the middle of a dense bamboo thicket was a gate with a tiled roof. At least thirty feet tall, it seemed to loom over them oddly.


The double doors of the gate were made of wood, and small ornaments decorated the metal fixtures. The accumulated rust and patches of moss, as well as the blotches of dirt that covered the thing, seemed to convey a deep sense of history.


The whole thing was entirely crimson.


The tiles affixed to the roof, the metal fixtures with their delicate designs, and the time-worn doors were all painted the same shade of red. It was as if they had all been swabbed with fresh blood… Kyousuke and the others stood staring, at a loss for words.


“…Hmph.” Behind them, Eiri spoke up. “The gate is tacky as always.”


“Hey, Eiri. Is this…your house?” Kyousuke inquired, scarcely able to believe his own eyes.


“…Unfortunately. There’s no nameplate, though. See, that’s my family crest.”


Eiri was pointing at the round ornaments that hung on each of the doors. The crest featured a single bird with its wings folded, sharpening its individual feathers like knives.


“Amazing, that’s amazing! You’re the daughter of a high-class family, aren’t you, Eiri?!”


“What does it look like on the inside?! It can’t be an ordinary house!”


Renko and Ayaka shouted with joy at Eiri’s nonchalant explanation.


“…Not really. It’s nothing special.”


“Kksshh. You’re being modest, yet again.”


“Yet again. Isn’t your bustline modest enough for the rest of you?”


“Come on, shut up!” Eiri was already fed up.


Busujima approached the excited girls and took off his sunglasses to hang them on the collar of his shirt. “Wow, what a splendid main gate this is…and just how should we go in?” He turned his head, surveying the area.


The doors were closed tight, flanked by a high stone wall, from which a bamboo thicket stretched limitlessly into the distance. There was nothing like an intercom to be found.


“Eiri, do you know?”


“…Tch.” Eiri clicked her tongue. “It should open on its own before too long. At any rate, we were noticed long ago… They’ll usher us in eventually. Be quiet and wait. There’s no need to make a fuss.” She glared at Busujima.


“Ah.” Busujima winced. “Why are you so snappy?! Err…that is to say, you really ought to speak with deference toward your teachers, even after this long. Though, come to think of it, you always show Miss Kurumiya plenty of respect… Could this be discrimination? Is it bullying? I may be generous, but I’m not a masochist, so if you get too carried away, my discipline—”


Creeeaaak…


As Busujima protested injustice, the double doors swung inward with a loud groan. The group stiffened at once and stared at the gate as it opened.


The first thing they noticed was a paved stone path. Stretching up a gently sloping hill was an unbelievably long set of stairs leading to the house grounds. Rich greenery surrounded it on either side.


And—


A long line of bright red people.


“……?!”


Kyousuke and the others—and even Eiri—gasped.


Several dozen men and women of all ages stood in rows, on both sides of the stairway, clad in crimson Japanese clothes, apparently come to greet the visitors. Every single one of them bowed wordlessly.


…Silence.


Kyousuke and the others looked on, petrified.


“Welcome.”


Suddenly, from out of the shadow of the gate, a pure white Noh mask appeared.


“Kyah?!” “Hyah?!” “Whaaa?!”


Ayaka and Renko leaped up in surprise, and even Kyousuke jumped.


A lone woman stood at the entrance to the grounds, her face covered by a mask. She wore a reddish-brown samue tunic, the exact color of dried blood.


“Welcome to the Akabane household,” the woman greeted all of them in an enigmatic and emotionless voice.


When Kyousuke and the others did not respond, Eiri clicked her tongue—“…Tch”—in place of a reply. Hoisting her bag onto her shoulder, she passed through the gate and spoke bluntly, as if uncomfortable. “…Don’t bother with the irritating reception. Let’s hurry up and get to the house.”


The woman held her hands clasped in front of her body. Her head was bowed respectfully. “Understood. Welcome home, Lady Eiri.”


“Yeah, yeah, here I am.” Acting like the woman’s greeting was a supreme annoyance, Eiri looked back over her shoulder. “What are you all still standing around for?”


“…O-oh.”


Hurried along, the group passed timidly through the gate into the Akabane manor.


“Excuse the intrusiooon…”


“P-pardon uuus…”


“Here we coooooome!”


“Miss Hikawa, please don’t cause a commotion.”


“…Hmph.”


Snorting, Eiri looked ahead again. The woman had moved in front of the stairs and extended her hand toward Kyousuke and the others, as if in invitation.


“This way, please.”


The people lined up on both sides of the stairs had never, not a single person, raised their heads since the newcomers had appeared. They did not open their mouths. They did not move even slightly. There was no change, even when the woman set foot on the steps and Kyousuke and the others followed after her.


They nervously ascended the stone stairs, flanked by crimson cloth.


“Hey, big brother. Are these people human? Could they be dolls?”


“Stop that—they can hear you!! Don’t say rude things—”


“Well now…hm? They seem perfectly alive to me! They’re soft and warm. But these people have big breasts! Kyousuke, you try feeling them, too. Squish, squish…”


“What the hell are you doing, idiot?! Take your hands off them!”


“Heh-heh. But they don’t react at all! What fun! We came all this way, so you join in, too, Ayaka. Punch a random one in the stomach and work out some stress—”


“Don’t you daaare! Don’t you two value your lives?!”


“…You’re better off dead.”


Eiri wasn’t joking.
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When they had finished climbing the hill, and having just barely managed to restrain Ayaka and Renko along the way, Kyousuke and the others were greeted by an elegant single-story Japanese-style house. Just like the gate, it was entirely red, from the roof tiles to the walls. As they faced the conspicuously large main building, the roofs of several separate structures were visible.


There was a pond in the broad garden, in which scarlet carp were swimming. The flowers blooming here and there were also various shades of red and struck a marvelous contrast with the green of nature in the background.


“Please come in.”


At the urgings of the woman in the Noh mask, they entered the mansion. Walking along the eaves of the veranda, they were soon ushered into a large Japanese-style room some fifteen tatami mats wide, about two hundred and sixty square feet. At the far end of the room stood an alcove decorated with a hanging scroll and a Japanese sword. The smell of the floor mats mixed with the scent of incense, creating an indescribable fragrance that hung in the air.


“If you would be so kind as to wait in this room.”


The woman bowed deeply on the floor and left. Several red cushions had been laid out in a row. Kyousuke and the others looked around the elegant reception room as they took their seats. A single identical red cushion sat unoccupied before them.


As soon as the masked woman was out of the room, Kyousuke and the others began to chat among themselves.


“I-incredible… It looks like a set piece for a period drama. It’s completely unreal.”


“That sword must be the real deal, right? I want to touch it!”


“Give it up, Akaya. What would you do if it was a cursed sword?”


“Honestly, it probably has been used to kill people. It looks like it’s got history.”


“……”


In the midst of the excited chatter, Eiri remained sullenly silent. From the courtyard, visible from the open room, came the clacking sound of a shishi-odoshi as the bamboo rocker arm hit a rock.


Then—


“Welcome, so pleased to have your company.”


A graceful voice interrupted their conversation. A lone young woman had appeared—different from the woman who had left before.


“……?!”


Eiri’s body stiffened.


Kyousuke and the other girls stopped their chatting and stared at the newcomer.


The first thing that drew their eyes was her pure white hair. Fastened up with an ornate hairpin, it did little to match her otherwise youthful appearance, altogether creating a strangely morbid impression. Next was her attire: Under a long red haori, she wore funeral garb in the same pure white as her hair—a thin, unlined kimono that looked like those worn by the dead.


The woman slowly stepped into the room and took a seat on the unoccupied cushion.


“Allow me to introduce myself. I am the twenty-ninth-generation head of House Akabane—my name is Fuyou Akabane. I am ever so pleased to make your acquaintances.”


The woman—Fuyou—bowed. She looked at all of them with eyes the color of fresh, dripping blood.


Busujima lowered his head in gratitude. “Very nice to meet you! I am Kirito Busujima, one of the teachers at Purgatorium Remedial Academy. Originally their homeroom teacher was planning to come herself, rather than send me, but…”


“So I have heard. I understand that Miss Kurumiya is dealing with an uncontrollable bronco and is otherwise indisposed.”


“…Yes indeed. She is quite utterly perplexed.”


The “bronco” in question must have been Mohawk.


At first Kurumiya had been delighted: “Now I’ll get away without having to give that bastard his supplementary lessons!” But Mohawk had overheard and thrown a tantrum. The resulting violence had been intense, and as a fortunate consequence, Busujima had been assigned as their replacement probation officer. Kurumiya had been livid—leading to a major incident. In addition to the partial destruction of the old school building, there had been thirteen casualties among the first-year students.


“Ho-ho. Thank you very much for coming all this way during such a busy time. On behalf of House Akabane, you have our gratitude. Well, then…” Fuyou turned her eyes on Eiri and continued in a soft, gentle voice, “Welcome home, Eiri. It’s good to see you after so long.”
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Eiri stared into the courtyard for a short while, her lips shut tight, before she finally asked, “…What was with that reception?”


Fuyou seemed to take great delight in her answer. “Ah. Well, after you were away for half a year, I wanted to give you a proper greeting upon your return. So I called together everyone from the branch families.”


“…I wish you wouldn’t go to so much trouble, Mother.”


“Motheeerrr?!” Kyousuke and the others exclaimed in unison.


“Yes.” Fuyou nodded. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter. I’m pleased to be able to meet you. Miss Renko Hikawa, Miss Ayaka Kamiya, and…Mr. Kyousuke Kamiya.” Fuyou’s eyes seized on each of them in turn.


Renko looked surprised to be called by name before even introducing herself. “Kksshh?! How did you know my name…? Are you a mind reader?!”


“No. I simply asked beforehand, Miss Hikawa. I’ve heard what kind of person you are.”


“…Oh, okay.”


Easily brushing off Renko’s dumb wit, Fuyou shifted her gaze to Ayaka.


“I’m told that you are a younger sister who loves and appreciates her older brother. I would very much like for my children to follow your example. Isn’t it so wonderful to see a brother and sister getting along so harmoniously?”


“Tee-hee-hee! It is, it is!” Ayaka grinned. “We’re the most lovey-dovey siblings in the world!”


Fuyou smiled back at her before turning to look at Kyousuke. Exchanging gazes with the head of the Akabane family—with Eiri’s mother—he felt tense.


Her eyes, the color of fresh blood, suddenly narrowed. “And you are Kyousuke, right? Ho-ho-ho. I see, I see—” She placed her hand on her chin and carefully looked him over.


“…Mother,” Eiri interrupted. “Why did you summon Kyousuke?” Eiri’s voice was harsh—unthinkably harsh to one’s own mother. “What were you planning to do, inviting only Kyousuke to the house?”


“Come now, Eiri… Of course you already know the answer to that question.” Fuyou’s red lips remained in a smile. With a fleeting glance at Kyousuke, she continued.


“When I heard my beloved daughter was getting along well with a boy—why, as your mother, of course my interest was piqued! To say nothing of the fact that you are the eldest daughter of House Akabane. It’s important for the household that I confirm the quality of your companion, Eiri.”


“……”


Eiri was silent in the face of her mother’s forceful words.


“Wh-who is her companion—?” “Wait, didn’t she turn her back on him?” “After all this time, what about me…?” the other girls grumbled and complained.


“You’re going on about all that, but aren’t you planning to eliminate Kyousuke?”


Eiri’s accusation came suddenly. Naked suspicion filled her eyes as the daughter gazed at her mother.
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Purgatorium Remedial Academy First Semester Final Exam Results
(Combined Scores in Ten Subjects)

First Place First-year Class B Renko Hikawa 1,000 points
Second Place First-year Class A Shinji Saotome 989 points
Third Place First-year Class A Ayaka Kamiya 982 points
Fourth Place First-year Class B Mari Akutsu 920 points
Fifth Place First-year Class B Ayame Gouriki 868 points
Sixth Place First-year Class A Kyousuke Kamiya 855 points
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Fifteenth First-year Class A Maina Igarashi 794 points
Place
Fifteenth First-year Class B Chihiro Andou 794 points
Place
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Thirty-second First-year Class A Eiri Akabane 305 points diediediediedie
Place diediediediedie
Thirty-third First-year Class A Touma Sakagami 0 points diediediediedie
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