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INTRO


A midsummer city—


The place was called Itogami Island, a small outcropping floating atop the Pacific Ocean. It was entirely artificial, constructed with carbon fiber, resin, metal, and sorcery.


A white moon floated high in the sky, but the sea that enveloped the city reflected a cold light.


It was close to midnight: almost time to shift to the new date.


Glass windows of buildings with the lights turned off reflected the illumination of lampposts, making them look much like cracked magic mirrors. The bustling city in front of the station was a dazzling sea of neon: family restaurants operating late at night, karaoke joints, convenience stores. The streets were still full of young people.


As they laughed in innocent clamor, they sometimes argued about silly rumors.


These were meaningless subjects, pure distractions from boredom. A common urban legend: that a vampire known as the Fourth Primogenitor was somewhere in this city.


The man spoke with a serious tone. The Fourth Primogenitor was immortal and indestructible. Rejecting his vampiric brethren, he did not desire domination, but only the service of the twelve Beast Vassals that were disaster incarnate, the sipping of blood, carnage, and destruction. The vampire was said to be ruthless and heartless, completely beyond the doctrines of the world—a monster who had laid waste to many cities in the past.


A bored-looking woman said…


—Oh yeah? What else?


This was the Demon Sanctuary called Itogami Island. In this city, monsters were not a rarity.


Up to and including the world’s mightiest vampire.
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The Fourth Primogenitor, subject of those rumors, continued walking down a sidewalk toward the residential district.


He had the appearance of a young man wearing a white parka hood over his head, swinging a convenience-store shopping bag.


He appeared to be fifteen or sixteen years of age. He looked like an ordinary high school student, which he actually was. His forelocks had a rather thin tint to them, like the fur of a wolf, but even including that, nothing about him stood out. Any way you sliced it, he looked like a completely ordinary teenage boy.


His steps were listless, but not because he was tired. He had the air of a high school student forced to carry the contents of the shopping bag, bought at the nearest convenience store, all the way back home.


There were other people on the streets besides the boy.


There was a pair of young women wearing vibrantly colored yukata.


The women were surely only slightly older than the boy was. They seemed like students, still, but they had a charm beyond that of a high schooler’s. From time to time he saw the sides of their faces; their makeup was thick, but they were both quite beautiful.


The young man was walking apart from the pair. However, perhaps out of unfamiliarity with the wooden geta sandals they wore, the women’s pace was slow. The distance between them narrowed bit by bit. Carried on the night breeze, the scent of the women’s perfume drifted over.


A small shriek arose before the young man.


One of the women tripped over an irregularity on the street, lost her balance, and fell over. The yukata’s hem rode up quite heavily, exposing even the woman’s thighs as she fell onto her rear.


The young man unwittingly stopped in place and stared.


However, what attracted the young man’s gaze was not the risen hem of the yukata, but rather the backs of the girls’ necks. He peered at the gaps between the collars and the raised hair, and at the slender, bare, white napes of their necks.


Even under the dim streetlights, he could easily make out the locations of the pale blood vessels showing through.


He cleared his throat a bit, once only, as if assaulted by a powerful thirst. He covered his eyes with his right hand, perhaps to hide his red-dyed irises.


His entire body gave off an unearthly aura. The girls raised their voices in laughter, not having noticed that yet.


“…!”


The next moment, the young man made a low sigh as he pressed on the tip of his own nose.


He began walking off once more as if nothing had happened.


Crimson liquid spilled from his fingertips. A lukewarm sensation spread within his mouth cavity. A nosebleed.


His blood smelled sweet and metallic.


As he furiously wiped away the blood that gushed from his nose, the young man left the place as fast as his feet could take him. Behind him, the women’s laughing voices continued on.


The midsummer moon was above him. A lukewarm, humid sea breeze blew through the city.


“…Gimme a break.”


The young man muttered to no one in particular. The nosebleed hadn’t stopped yet.
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A midsummer forest—


Late at night, the brightly burning fire illuminated the temple grounds. Pale moonlight illuminated the hall of worship. A chill over the air, enough to make one forget the season, was surely due to the barrier that surrounded the Shinto shrine.


Even the noisy cries of the insects could barely be heard now.


The girl knelt in the center of the hall of worship without a word.


Some childish features remained, but the girl had a very pretty face.


Her slender body was delicate, but it gave no impression of being fragile. To the contrary, the girl gave off a sense of supple tenacity, like a finely crafted blade. Perhaps it was her seriousness that conveyed it: how her lips pressed together, the strong light that shone in the girl’s eyes.


The girl wore the uniform of a private junior high school in the Kansai region.


Though a famed alma mater for Shinto traditionalists, few knew it was a subordinate branch of the Lion King Agency.


Three people preceded her in the hall of worship.


A bamboo blind obstructed her view of them. However, the girl had been informed of their true nature beforehand.


They were the elders of the Lion King Agency, known as “The Three Saints.”


Though each was a medium or magician of the highest rank, they were enveloped by an aura of tranquility, as if there were nothing coercive about them at all. The very lack of it was frightening.


Subconsciously, the girl tightly gripped the cuffs of her uniform. Then—


“State your name.”


She heard a voice from beyond the bamboo blind. The tone was solemn, but she felt no frigidity. The voice was younger than she had expected. It was a woman’s voice that, somewhere in it, held the trace of a smile.


“Himeragi. Yukina Himeragi.”


She answered a moment too slowly. There was a faint shudder in her voice from tension. However, the woman on the other side of the bamboo blind paid no heed and continued her questions.


“Your age?”


“In four months I will turn fifteen.”


“I see… Yukina Himeragi. You began your training seven years ago, yes? Right around your seventh birthday…on a cold, snowy night, you were brought to the agency, alone. Do you remember that day?”


The woman behind the bamboo blind suddenly spoke in a monologue-like tone. A chill went down Yukina’s spine. Surely she hadn’t looked into that in advance. She’d read Yukina’s memories. She’d shrugged aside Yukina’s mental defenses with an overwhelming level of ESP.


“No… I have only vague memories of it.”


Yukina shook her head slightly. Surely the woman had noticed that her words were not truthful. However, the woman said nothing of it, continuing her questions instead.


“Your grades seem good. Endo praises you highly.”


“Thank you very much.”


“It seems you have worked together with Endo a number of times. She was an Attack Mage of rare excellence. Your mental defense technique shares the same quirks as hers. Did Endo teach you anything else?”


“All ritual techniques, as well as shaman techniques, illusion techniques, and exorcism.”


“And magical techniques? That should be Endo’s area of expertise…”


“A general understanding of continental Chinese technique. Only basic theory of Western magical techniques.”


“Any combat experience against demons?”


“I have undergone intensive training twice in training school, involving mock battles. No actual combat experience.”


“Martial arts?”


“I am somewhat capable in them.”


“Yes? I certainly hope so.”


She sensed a small laugh from the woman behind the bamboo screen.


“—?!”


That instant, Yukina leaped, sensing an explosive level of bloodlust welling up.


She kicked off the wooden floor, landing with a backward roll. This wasn’t an action of conscious thought. Her body, sensing danger, moved subconsciously.


A blade rent the atmosphere, slicing through the space in which Yukina had been sitting a moment before.


If Yukina had moved even an instant slower, she would no doubt have lost her life. It was a serious cutting attack with a real blade.


Two large, armored samurai appeared, seemingly melting in from out of the darkness itself.


One faceless warrior gripped a large, unrefined blade. The other, a four-armed warrior, wielded bows to its left and right.


They were beings without physical form, shikigami produced via ritual techniques. No doubt the work of one of the Three Saints behind the bamboo screen. But before she could process that, Yukina had shifted to a counterattack.


“Distort!”


Chanting the short spell within her mouth, she focused ritual energy into her palms, slamming them past the attacking war god’s armor, directly into its innards.


The armored samurai instantly vanished. All that remained were the large blades it had gripped.


Yukina grabbed the long sword that had been used as a catalyst for creating the shikigami. She used the weapon to defend against the second armored samurai’s attacks, fending them off. And, the moment after her opponent finished firing its arrows, she sliced it in half with a horizontal slash of the long sword. The second armored samurai vanished without a trace.


“What’s…the meaning of this?”


As she panted lightly, Yukina turned the long sword toward the bamboo screen.


She was not inclined to face any more shikigami. Inferior in physical strength, Yukina had no chance of victory in prolonged combat. Even if her opponents were the elders of the Lion King Agency, if they intended to continue this farce, she’d have to strike down the casters directly. Such was her judgment.


“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. Excellent judgment, Yukina Himeragi. Well done.”


She heard hearty laughter from a man with a low, throaty voice.


Next, in a voice she couldn’t distinguish by age or gender…


“Rituals and divinations might not be her forte, but she excels at spiritual detection and swordsmanship… Just as the report said, a classical Sword Shaman. I suppose I must first say you have passed.”


“Passed…?”


As she heard the voices of the elders beyond the bamboo screen, Yukina knit her eyebrows with a sound of annoyance.


“Yes. Ordinarily, you would need to complete a four-month course to become qualified as a Sword Shaman. However, circumstances have changed. Please sit, Yukina Himeragi.”


So said the first woman. Reluctantly obeying her words, Yukina returned to her kneeling position. She made a sigh and put down the long sword.


“Now, let us get down to business.”


“All right.”


“Good answer. First, look at this.”


Along with those words, something appeared through a gap in the bamboo screen. It was a single butterfly.


Flapping without a sound, the butterfly landed in front of Yukina and transformed into a single photograph.


The person shown was a single male student wearing a high school uniform. Someone seemed to have secretly taken the photo while he was having a friendly chat with a friend. He had a defenseless, wide-open expression.


“What’s this photograph of?”


“His name is Kojou Akatsuki. Do you know him?”


“No.”


Yukina firmly shook her head. She’d never seen him in her life. Surely they’d expected that answer from the beginning. The woman pressed on with a tone lacking any deep feeling.


“What do you think of him?”


“Huh?”


The sudden question threw Yukina off.


“I cannot give a precise answer from a mere photograph, but he is likely either a complete amateur concerning the martial arts, or in beginner territory. He does not particularly appear to have any kind of dangerous fetish on him, after all, and shows no sign of sensing the presence of the photographer.”


“No, I do not mean that, I am asking what you think about him. In other words, do you like him?”


“E-excuse me? What do you…?”


“For instance, if he has a good or bad face, if you like or dislike how he looks, and so forth. What do you think?”


“Um… Are you playing a prank on me, by any chance?” Yukina asked back with a sullen tone. She didn’t know what the elders really intended, but she detected bad faith in their inappropriate questions. She unintentionally stretched her hand toward the long sword sitting on the floor.


The woman on the other side of the bamboo screen made a dejected sigh at Yukina’s reaction.


“Well then, Yukina Himeragi, have you heard of the Fourth Primogenitor?”


Yukina sucked in her breath a little at the even more abrupt question. Most upstanding Attack Mages went silent for a while at the mere mention of that name.


“You mean the Kaleid Blood? The Fourth of the Primogenitors, said to be served by the Twelve Beast Vassals—”


“Correct. A vampire split off from all vampiric brethren, alone, aloof, and the mightiest of all.”


The calm woman’s voice reverberated throughout the hall of worship.


The Fourth Primogenitor, Kaleid Blood—


It was impossible for anyone even remotely related to demons to be ignorant of the name.


After all, it was the title of the world’s mightiest vampire.


Not that it was a self-declared title, but at the very least the world had recognized that it was true. And at the very least, the enemies thereof made no argument to the contrary. That was what kind of being the Fourth Primogenitor was.


“However, I have heard that the Fourth Primogenitor does not actually exist. That it is merely an urban legend.”


Yukina felt as if the woman shook her head at the words.


Primogenitors were emperors who ruled over the clans of darkness. They were the oldest, equipped with the vastest magical energy, the “first vampires.” Each commanded an army of thousands or tens of thousands of their brethren, constructing sovereign Dominions on three separate continents.


“Certainly, there are only three Primogenitors publicly acknowledged to exist: ‘Lost Warlord,’ who rules Europe; ‘Fallgazer,’ who dominates western Asia; and ‘Chaos Bride,’ who rules South America—in comparison, the Fourth Primogenitor possesses neither his own clan nor his own territory.”


“Indeed. However, this is insufficient to disprove the existence of the Fourth Primogenitor,” the man with the rough voice related to her, following the woman’s words. In turn, the voice of the other elder followed his.


“Do you remember the explosions that occurred in Tokyo in spring of this year?”


“…Eh?”


“There was the train incident in Rome four years ago, and the disappearance of a city in China. There was also an explosion in Manhattan’s seafloor tunnel. Also, a great fire in the old section of Sydney.”


“You don’t mean…this is all the work of the Fourth Primogenitor?”


Yukina’s expression twitched. The incidents the elders were so casually referring to were vile, large-scale terrorist incidents with enormous loss of life. In each case, the culprit remained unidentified. However, if these incidents were the work of a Primogenitor, one could only call it fortunate the damage had been no worse than that.


“Though all circumstantial evidence, this indicates the existence of a Fourth Primogenitor,” the first woman related as Yukina paled.


“They always appear at turning points in world history, bringing with them slaughter and great destruction to the world. However, that is not the only concern. The very existence of the Fourth Primogenitor disturbs the order and stability of this world. Do you understand the reason why?”


“Yes.” Yukina nodded stiffly.


Vampires, a species possessing high intellect and vampiric characteristics, were by no means in constant conflict with humanity.


As many of them preferred to live their lives melted away into human society, they had been careful to avoid making an enemy of the entire human race until now.


Furthermore, every national government had signed treaties with the Primogenitors banning indiscriminate vampiric activity, bringing about what seemed like peaceful coexistence on the surface. However, that was the result of the exceedingly precarious balance of power among the three Dominions.


“In the decades since the Primogenitors signed the Holy Ground Treaty, the Primogenitors have remained in a three-sided stalemate with one another. Constantly concerned about the other Primogenitors, they have had no strength to spare to make enemies of humanity.”


“Yes.”


“However, should a fourth Primogenitor arise bearing strength equal to theirs, this equilibrium would surely shatter with ease. In the worst case, humanity would be dragged into a large-scale war.”


“Do you know where the Fourth Primogenitor is located?”


Yukina asked with tension in her voice. She had a bad feeling about this, for some reason.


“Yes. Though not yet unconfirmed, there is likely no mistake.”


“Where is he?”


“Tokyo district, Itogami City—the Gigafloat’s Demon Sanctuary.”


The woman’s words struck Yukina speechless for a while.


“The Fourth Primogenitor is in Japan…?!”


“This is why we have called you here today, Yukina Himeragi. In the name of the Three Saints of the Lion King Agency, we hereby assign you watch the Fourth Primogenitor.”


Though calm, the woman informed her of this in a tone that left no room for dissent.


“I am to…watch the Fourth Primogenitor?”


“Yes. And, should you determine that the target of your observation is a dangerous being, you are to eliminate him with extreme prejudice.”


“Eliminate…?!”


Yukina was shaken and at a loss for words.


She was afraid of the Fourth Primogenitor. She was also anxious about being entrusted with such an important duty. Her training had not been shoddy, but in the end, Yukina was only an apprentice. She was not conceited enough to seriously think she could defeat a Primogenitor. In the first place, a Primogenitor was said to possess the combat power of an entire national army; they were monsters of the first rank.


But, unless someone did it, calamity would strike, and a great many people would lose their lives.


“Take this, Yukina Himeragi.”


The woman presented something through the gap under the raised bamboo screen. The bonfire made the object, a single spear, shine as it floated up in the darkness. Yukina knew its name.


“This is…”


“Mechanical Demon-Purging Assault Spear Mark Seven, also known as ‘Schneewalzer.’ Its name is ‘Snowdrift Wolf.’”


When the woman asked, “So you know of it, do you?” Yukina nodded vaguely.


Schneewalzers were weapons with special powers developed by the Lion King Agency for confronting demons. The spearhead, crafted with refined metalworking techniques, had an elegant silhouette resembling a state-of-the-art fighter aircraft. Truly, mechanical spear was an appropriate name for it.


However, since the weapon employed a priceless ancient spear as its core, it could not be mass-produced; it was said that only three existed in the entire world. Either way, it was safe to say that they were the mightiest of the secret weapons at the Lion King Agency’s disposal.


“You’re giving this…to me?”


As she accepted the spear offered to her, Yukina asked with an expression of disbelief.


However, the woman exhaled with a heavy heart.


“Against a Primogenitor, I would prefer a more powerful weapon to grant you, but this is the mightiest of arms we can provide you in the present circumstance. Please take it.”


“Yes, of course…but…”


As Yukina spoke, a perplexed expression came over her.


The spear had not been all that had been presented through the gap in the bamboo screen. Wrapped in vinyl, there was also a brand-new school uniform ensemble, neatly folded and hand-delivered. Its base colors were white and blue, with a sailor-collared blouse and a pleated skirt. It seemed to be a girls’ summer uniform for junior high school.


“Er, what’s this?”


“A school uniform. It was procured to match with your height.”


“Er… What I mean is, why a school uniform?”


“Your target for observation is a student at a school with this uniform.”


“Wha?”


Yukina was a bit confused, unable to comprehend what she was being told.


“…The target for observation…the Fourth Primogenitor, is a student? Huh?”


“Saikai Private Academy High School, first year, class B, seat number one. That is the present social status for the Fourth Primogenitor, Kojou Akatsuki. So as you see, we do not have anyone available who can approach him peaceably, save one exception: you, Yukina Himeragi.”


“Kojou Akatsuki… The person in this picture is the Fourth Primogenitor…? What?!”


Yukina’s eyes widened as she looked down at the picture that had been tossed onto the floor.


She somehow felt the strained smiles of the Three Saints through the bamboo screen. Only now did Yukina finally understand why an inexperienced Sword Shaman such as her had been selected for such an important mission.


“Let us amend our orders, Yukina Himeragi. From today forward, you are to make every effort to contact and then observe him. The formalities for your transfer to Saikai Academy have already been taken care of. You are dismissed.”


Leaving no room for any response to their words, the auras of the elders behind the bamboo screen vanished.


Yukina, now the only person remaining in the hall of worship, forgot even to breathe, simply continuing to stare blankly at the spear in her hands.


Fourth Primogenitor. Transfer. Contact. Watch. Eliminate. She wondered if she’d become involved in a terrible disaster. With such thoughts, Yukina let out a small sigh, still beside herself.


Though divination was not her forte, she would not know her intuition had been correct until a little later…
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CHAPTER ONE



DEMON SANCTUARY



1


Powerful sun rays poured down mercilessly from the red-dyed western sky.


“So hot… I’m gonna burn. To a crisp. I’m gonna be ash…”


A family restaurant, in the afternoon. Kojou Akatsuki muttered weakly as he lay facedown on the window-side table, utterly exhausted.


He was a high school student, complete with uniform. Aside from the hooded white parka, there was nothing you could really say stood out; just another male student. Thanks to the languid expression he made with his face and his narrowed, sleepy eyes, it felt like he was sulking.


It was the last Monday of August. The weather was clear. The external temperature had already surpassed the internal temperature of the human body, and even here on the verge of sunset, there was no sense that it was dropping whatsoever. Even with the air conditioner on full blast, the cold air didn’t seem to have enough margin to reach all the way to Kojou’s seat inside the shop.


As murderous levels of ultraviolet rays penetrated the paper-thin blinds, a listless Kojou glared questioningly across the table.


“What time is it?”


What escaped from Kojou’s lips was a murmur, as if speaking to himself. One of his friends, sitting in a seat across the table mixed a laugh with his tone of voice as he replied.


“It’ll be four thirty soon, in…three minutes and twenty-two seconds.”


“…Geez, already? Tomorrow’s make-up exam is nine a.m., right…?”


“If you don’t sleep a wink tonight, that’s still seventeen hours and three minutes. Gonna make it?”


The other person sitting at the table asked in a lighthearted, not-my-problem sort of voice. Kojou made no reply. He directed an expressionless gaze at the pile of textbooks for a while.


“Hey… I’ve been kinda thinking about this lately.”


“Mm?”


“Why do I have to take this huge pile of make-up exams?”


Kojou muttered his question as if to himself, and his two friends looked up at him.


Kojou had been ordered to take a total of nine make-up exams, including two for both English and math, plus a phys ed half marathon on top of that. Certainly there weren’t many souls who had to go through this on the last weekend of summer.


“…I mean, the range of questions asked in these make-up exams is too broad. I haven’t even had classes in this stuff yet. And supplemental lessons seven days a week—what the hell? Do my teachers have some kind of grudge against me?!”


The two friends glanced at each other’s face as the young man bitterly cried out. They wore a male and female uniform, respectively, from the same school. They shared a brief glance at each other, as if to say, What’s he going on about now?


“Er… Yeah, they do have a grudge.”


It was the male student who replied, twirling a mechanical pencil round and round, headphones hanging around his neck, hair short and combed spikily back. His name was Yaze Motoki.


“You just casually skipped out on their classes all that time, day after day. Of course they think you’re dissing them. …Plus you were absent without permission for the tests before summer, too.”


Aiba Asagi smiled, gracefully touching up her nails as she spoke.


She had a gorgeous hairstyle and a uniform decorated right up to the limit of school regulations. Rather mysteriously, she still didn’t come off as overly gaudy, perhaps because she had good taste. At any rate, she was a girl whose appearance stood out.


She’d be an undisputed beauty if she’d kept silent, but perhaps due to always having that smirk on her face, she wasn’t very charming. Perhaps that’s why being with her felt like being with one of the boys.


“…But that was an act of God. There were circumstances! For starters, I told that homeroom teacher over and over that my physical condition makes it hard for me to take tests first thing in the morning…”


Kojou made his excuses with an irritated tone. The thin lines of blood in his eyes were not out of anger, but from simple sleep deprivation.


“What do you mean, physical condition? Got hay fever or something, Kojou?”


Asagi inquired curiously. Kojou, realizing he’d made a verbal slip, halted his tongue.


“Ah no. I mean I’m a…night person. It’s hard waking up in the morning.”


“How’s that a physical condition issue? It’s not like you’re a vampire.”


“Y…yeah. Ha-ha.”


Kojou smiled stiffly as he made a verbal parry. Vampires were not a rare sight in this city. The very fact that you were just as likely to bump into one as a hay fever patient was the real problem for Kojou.


“I love Natsuki-chan, though. She has wonderful taste. And she’s letting the insufficient-attendance thing slide with the extra lessons, isn’t she?” As Asagi spoke, she sipped her juice, making small slurping sounds.


“I guess,” Kojou agreed.


“Plus, I’m taking pity on you and tutoring you, too.”


“Don’t apply for sainthood when you’re eating whatever you like on someone else’s dime.”


Asagi glared vilely at Kojou across the top of the textbooks piled before her. There was no sign of where it all fit in her slender body, but Asagi was a huge eater beyond all bounds of common sense. He wished he’d remembered that when she’d told him I’ll teach you how to study, so treat me to lunch.


“Just to say it, you’re paying for Asagi’s lunch with the money I lent you. You’d better pay up, Kojou.”


Yaze pointed that out in a calm voice. Rich man’s son or not, he was really uptight about this kind of thing.


“I get it. Dammit… And you call yourselves warm-blooded human beings?”


“No, no, any way you slice it, it’s he who thinks he can shirk his debts who is the villain…and, besides, talking about hot blood vs. cold blood, that’s discrimination. Better watch yourself.”


“On this island, at least,” Yaze said with a cynical laugh.


“What a bothersome world…not that they give a damn, though.”


At the very least they don’t give a damn about me, Kojou thought with a sigh.


“Aw, look at the time. Well, I’m off. Job and all.”


Asagi gazed at her cell phone, and she gulped the last of her juice all at once as she got up. Kojou looked up at her.


“What was it, again? Part-time at the Gigafloat Management Corporation…?”


“Yep. Security division computer maintenance. Good stuff.”


After acting like she was tapping a keyboard in midair, Asagi waved with a “Later!” and left the restaurant. Her carefree tone was like someone heading out to work at the cash register at a grocery store, but the Management Corp’s security division was no place for an ordinary person to enter.


“I’m always thinking it, but it’s totally unfair for a genius programmer to have those looks and that personality. It’s still hard to believe, but… Yeah, her grades were way up there since she was a kid.”


Yaze rested his chin on his hands as he gazed at Asagi as she departed.


Yaze and Asagi had known each other since before they’d been in primary school. They’d lived on this island for more than a decade, making them an older generation of Itogami City residents than Kojou’s. It hadn’t even been twenty years since this city, built atop the artificial island, had been completed.


“If it means getting tutored for the tests, anything’s good.”


Kojou spoke without raising his face. Yaze observed Kojou, his tone very casual.


“Actually, I didn’t expect Asagi to tutor you. She hates that kind of thing.”


“Hates it? Why?”


“She hates people thinking she’s smart, she’s a crammer, and so on. It doesn’t look like it, but she had a tough time about it as a kid.”


“Huh… I didn’t know that.”


Kojou spoke with a blunt tone while a complicated factorization problem was giving him fits.


It’d been four years since Kojou had moved to Itogami City. It was right after he’d entered junior high. Soon after, he got to know Yaze and Asagi; they’d hung out together every so often ever since. He didn’t remember what brought it on, but his memory held that Asagi had spoken to him first.


“She didn’t make one complaint about teaching me, though. She let me copy most of her homework this time, too.”


“Oh ho. Quite mysterious. I wonder why you’re a special case, Kojou. You ever think about that?”


Yaze made an exaggerated tilt of his neck, making what seemed to be a pointed cough.


However, Kojou only replied, “Not really,” and shook his head. “I mean, I’m paying her back in every way she asked. Treating her to lunch, daily expenses, pushing her cleaning chores onto me… I’ve had it pretty tough here, too.”


Yaze dropped his shoulders in resignation, his eyes saying, They’re both hopeless. Kojou raised his face at his friend’s odd behavior.


“Something wrong?”


“No, it’s nothing. Guess I’ll head out, too.”


“Huh?”


“No, just I’m done copying the homework, and Asagi isn’t here, so studying like this is meaningless. I’m only taking an extra test in one subject, so I should manage with just tonight to study. Anyway, hang in there.”


Kojou gazed up with an absentminded look as his friend put his things in order and rose up with a “Later!”


Apparently, while Kojou had been adrift in turmoil Yaze had finished shrewdly copying his own slice of the homework. On the other hand, Kojou was largely unable to grasp his own homework whatsoever. Since this went well beyond simple preparations for a make-up exam, that was only natural, but the visible, overwhelming disparity was sufficient to smash Kojou’s fragile heart to pieces.


“I don’t even feel like trying…”


Now left all alone in the family restaurant, Kojou slumped over the table once more.


He realized he was actually quite hungry. But Kojou’s wallet had no margin left for another order at the moment. The ability of all-you-can-drink soda to fool his empty stomach had finally hit its limit.


The popular image was that at least vampires could get by on drinking wine or tomato juice alone, but in actual fact, they got hungry and ate solid food like anyone else; he felt let down somehow. At any rate, sleepiness during daylight aside, being able to go have a normal life was a blessing.


Kojou, still ghastly pale, gazed vaguely at the pile of study problems.


Suddenly, he remembered something he’d heard during class. Among the various life-forms that evolved, those with the highest probability of survival were the species best adapted to their environment, and accordingly, the present survivors are the children of those best adapted—according to theory, anyway.


The logic of survival through adaptation was known as natural selection.


Some thought it was too simple, but the theory was widely accepted.


To put it another way, the species that had been naturally weeded out were those that had not adapted to their environment.


The same logic could be applied to the heroes of old, with power rivaling the gods in their hands, and similar species with supernatural powers that had not survived.


They had not adapted to their environment.


Kojou Akatsuki understood that very well.


No matter how much power you possess, no matter how resilient your flesh, even if you were called the mightiest vampire on Earth, such powers counted for nothing in modern society.


It couldn’t even help him finish a single sheet of problems covered by the make-up exam—


“Guess I’ll go home… Hope Nagisa didn’t forget to make something to eat.”


As Kojou muttered to himself, he stuffed his textbooks and problem sheets into his satchel, picking up the check as he stood up. He paid up at the cash register. His wallet, which always left him feeling dismayed, contained only a little small change now. At this rate he wouldn’t even have money to pay for breakfast tomorrow.


What kind of excuse should he make to borrow money from his little sister? …As Kojou thought seriously about it, he made his way to the restaurant’s exit. Then he suddenly halted. His eyes narrowed from the dazzling, setting sun.


Right in front of the family restaurant. Toward the intersection.


A lone girl stood amid the lighting.


A female student, in uniform, carrying a black guitar case over her shoulder.


She stood without a word with the sun at her back.


The girl continued to stand, not moving an inch, as if she’d been waiting there for Kojou.
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Itogami Island was an artificial island floating in the middle of the Pacific, some three hundred and thirty kilometers south of Tokyo. It was a completely man-made city, built from a linked series of giant floating constructs known as Gigafloats.


Its total area was approximately a hundred and eighty square kilometers. Total population was about five hundred and sixty thousand. Administratively, it was known as Itogami City, and was part of the greater Tokyo metropolis, but in reality it was a special administrative district with an independent political structure.


Thanks to the influence of a warm current, the climate was gentle, with temperatures averaging above twenty degrees Celsius even in the middle of winter. It was located in the tropics: an island of everlasting summer.


However, the island’s main industry was not tourism.


In the first place, there were rigorous inspections of all those entering and exiting the island. No mere tourist would ever visit.


Itogami City was an academic city. Representatives from major Japanese industries, such as pharmaceuticals, precision machinery, high-tech materials manufacturing, and so forth, along with research organizations from famous universities, all tripped over each other on this island.


That was because of one field of research permitted only on an artificial island, far from the Japanese mainland.


“Demon Sanctuary.”


That was the other name that Itogami City had been given.


Beastmen, spirits, half demons, artificial life-forms, and vampires—on this island, these demonic races, their numbers depleted to the verge of extinction by the effects of environmental devastation and battling the human race, were officially recognized and protected. And their physical makeup and special powers were analyzed and used in science and development in several fields of industry.


Itogami City was an artificial city built precisely for this purpose.


The majority of the island’s residents were either those very demons, researchers, or those with special powers recognized by the city.


The demons that were the object of research were of course included as well. The demonic races cooperating with the management of the special district were in turn accorded residential rights, the same as human beings, and were permitted to study, work, and live their lives.


Itogami City was a model city of communal existence between demonic races and mankind—


Or, perhaps, a giant, caged laboratory.


“—Crap, wish they’d at least do something about the heat.”


Kojou cursed as he wore the hood of his parka low over his eyes, resisting the rays of the sun with all his might.


On this hot, humid island, the body felt the heat more than the thermometer level indicated. In a certain sense, the wind heated by the midsummer ocean’s surface was harder to deal with than hot desert winds. Never mind vampires being weak in the sun—this was a pretty harsh environment even for regular humans.


Kojou’s home was about fifteen minutes away from the family restaurant by monorail. However, the small change in Kojou’s wallet meant he had no choice but to hoof it. Bathed in the setting sun, feeling like his skin was going to burn to a crisp, he walked along the seaside shopping mall.


And, checking behind him with a casual motion, he made an unamused snort.


“I’m being followed…aren’t I?”


A lone girl was walking about fifty meters behind Kojou. It was the girl with the bass guitar case over her shoulder that he’d seen when he left the family restaurant.


The girl was wearing, as Asagi did, a Saiga Academy girl’s uniform. That she had a ribbon around her neck instead of a necktie marked her as a junior high school student.


He couldn’t place the face. While she was pretty, she gave off an aura like that of a stray cat unused to having people around her. Perhaps she wasn’t used to the short skirt, but her movements threatened to leave her dangerously unguarded from time to time.


The girl was maintaining a constant distance from Kojou, walking at a pace that matched his own. When Kojou stopped, she stopped, too, hiding behind a roadside tree. All the same, she showed no sign of coming to speak to him.


She was clearly tailing him. Furthermore, she had apparently not meant for Kojou to notice.


“…A friend of Nagisa’s maybe?”


Kojou weighed various possibilities and came up with a conclusion.


Akatsuki Nagisa, Kojou’s younger sister by one year, was a Saiga Academy student as well. A junior high school student he’d never seen before taking an interest in him was likeliest to have some relation to his little sister.


But he had no idea why she didn’t just talk to him if that was the case. Tailing someone under this burning sun couldn’t be a fun thing to do.


No, to be frank, there was indeed one other reason why someone Kojou didn’t know might be following him around. He just didn’t want to think about the possibility.


“Guess I’d better check, at least…”


This said, Kojou entered a shopping mall he’d noticed. His destination was a video game arcade near the entrance to the mall. He didn’t know why the girl with the guitar case was following him, but Kojou was wondering what she’d do if he went into a store.


And as it turned out, the girl was clearly thrown off. She forgot about hiding herself and stopped right outside the store, seemingly having lost her way.


She didn’t want to lose Kojou, but if she did go into the shop herself, the odds of coming face-to-face with him were fairly high. That was no good, either. She was caught between two conflicting interests.


No, more accurately, it was simpler than that; this strange and unfamiliar place called an “arcade” had her on her guard. That’s what it looked like.


The sight of the girl standing all alone in front of a beat-up shopping mall at sunset gave Kojou a vaguely miserable feeling. As he observed her from the other side of a crane game cabinet, Kojou was assaulted by guilt, as if he’d horribly wronged her.


“…”


Making a long sigh, Kojou reluctantly went back out on the street. It wasn’t like he could remain in hiding forever, so he figured he’d try talking to her instead.


But, unfortunately, it seemed that the guitar case girl had thought of the same thing herself.


The instant Kojou tried to go outside, the girl entered the shop with a determined look on her face, encountering him right at the entrance.


For a few moments, their gazes met without a word between them. Somehow the guitar case girl was the one to react first.


“F…Fourth Primogenitor!”


As the girl shouted in a nervous voice, she adopted a stance with a lower center of gravity.


Up close she still looked like a pretty girl, but that only made Kojou feel even more dejected.


With that one utterance just now, he knew very well the reason why she’d been following him. She was searching for the vampire known as the Fourth Primogenitor. She didn’t seem to be a demon after the life of a Primogenitor, or some kind of bounty hunter, but there was no doubt she was a troublesome opponent. No one sane was part of a group that would address Kojou as “Fourth Primogenitor.”
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