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INTRO


Before her eyes was the midsummer sea.


The Demon Sanctuary of Itogami City was a man-made island. Summer never ended in this city built in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. White cumulonimbus clouds floated across the vivid, ultramarine-colored sky; the bright rays of the sun shone from the surface of the calm, mirrorlike sea.


She was a Japanese girl in her teens, tall and lithe, with her hair in a long ponytail. Her skin was pale; her hair was a light brown. Her beauty had a glamorous elegance to it, but somehow, the look on her face was a melancholic one. She sullenly pressed her lips together, letting slip a tired sigh from time to time.


An airplane in the process of landing passed through the corner of her vision.


They were in an executive suite at the airport.


It was a so-called VIP room, reserved exclusively for guests of state and high-ranking government officials. The floor was covered with a rectangular shag carpet, and an enormous television was embedded in a wall of beautifully grained wood.


Two foreign guests were looking up at it while chatting pleasantly.


The first was a handsome, blond, blue-eyed man. His name was Dimitrie Vattler, Duke of Ardeal.


Based on appearance, he looked no older than twenty-five, but he was actually a noble of the Warlord’s Empire in Europe. In other words, he was a pureblood vampire, a direct descendant of the First Primogenitor, the Lost Warlord.


Sitting opposite the youthful-looking aristocrat was a young woman.


Her silver hair was evocative of a snowy plain; her blue eyes sparkled like a pale glacier. She was a girl so lovely that she was called the Second Coming of Freya. This was the crown princess of the Aldegian royal family, La Folia Rihavein.


“In this scene, she’s become completely defenseless before the enemy, despite the combat situation. I applaud the tactical merits of changing one’s gear, but there are practical difficulties involved.” Princess La Folia calmly conveyed her opinion as she watched what was on the television screen.


She was of the royal family of a nation with a long history of advanced sorcerous technology. Furthermore, she was a high-ranking priestess able to employ spirit-summoning spells. She did not show a single shred of fear at conversing with the vampire aristocrat seated so close by.


For his part, Vattler had a look of uncharacteristic seriousness on him as he watched the screen. “I wonder about that. In this instance, perhaps transformation should be viewed not as a mere change of equipment, but as altering one’s physical properties as well? In that case, defensive capability is maintained even if the change is not fully realized.”


“So you are saying the girls’ clothes are not disappearing, but rather, being rearranged on an atomic level and entering an energized form?” The princess nodded as if quite captivated. The girls she was watching on the screen were just changing into their battle forms to fight with a giant monster.


“Although that does mean they use up their ritual power at a greatly increased rate,” said Vattler with a note of sarcasm.


La Folia smiled as she shook her head. “By aligning with an element, it is possible to suppress one’s consumption of ritual power. But when considering the precision required for physical transmutation, it must be difficult for the individual caster to remain in a transformed state.”


“Ahh, so that is why they require the use of supplemental items…”


Sayaka Kirasaka grimaced as she watched their serious faces as they debated. Why do I have to be here? she asked herself with an anguished expression.


Sayaka was an Attack Mage—more specifically, a Shamanic War Dancer—from the Lion King Agency. She was an expert in curses and assassination.


Because of their area of expertise, Sayaka and her cohorts were often assigned to protecting VIPs who were at a high risk of being targets for curses and assassination attempts. The logic was simple: Use an assassin to kill an assassin.


Sayaka’s current mission was to escort and protect La Folia Rihavein.


La Folia Rihavein was a beautiful princess whose name was known around the world. Even if not on official state business, she was very important to the Japanese government during her stay. That went double when she had an Old Guard vampire, Dimitrie Vattler, sitting with her; it put a heavy responsibility on the person protecting her. Dispatching Sayaka, the proud user of Der Freischötz, one of the Lion King Agency’s highest-ranked divine arms, was, if anything, an obvious choice.


Nonetheless, Sayaka’s expression was morose.


La Folia and Vattler were watching, in complete and utter seriousness, a magical-girl show meant for children on an all-anime TV channel. They were having a very serious tactical discussion while watching girls in fluttering, miniskirted outfits doing battle with evildoers. It was nice that things were so peaceful, but she felt deeply ridiculous for monitoring them as they did so, progressively turning Sayaka’s mood more and more glum.


Incidentally, the knights escorting the princess standing in one corner of the executive suite and Vattler’s young vampire subordinates in another were all watching the show with rapt attention.


Some of them were clenching their fists as they cheered the heroines on; others were moved nearly to the point of tears. It was a little unsettling how much of an effect it was having on a bunch you’d think would look at children’s anime as vulgar rubbish, which only added to Sayaka’s anguish.


After he waited for the ending theme to finish, Vattler suddenly changed the subject. “Incidentally, princess, I have heard a strange rumor of late.” He spoke in a tone of casual indifference, but that instant, the atmosphere in the suite grew tense. “It was to the effect that…a unit of Aldegian knights was being dispatched to Itogami Island in secret.”


“Oh my,” murmured the princess, tilting her head with a smiling look on her face. “Is that such a strange rumor, I wonder? My aunt is here on this island. Even if she has lost her right of succession, she is still very much a member of the Aldegian royal house. Surely it is the least we can do.”


“And so, they come to a remote island like this to protect a middle school student? The elite Knights of the Second Coming have it rough.”


The young-looking aristocrat’s taunting words did not cause La Folia’s smile to falter. “Well, she is a rather high-maintenance aunt.”


The knights escorting the princess held their breath as they silently watched the two engage in conversation.


Even if it looked like a casual, peaceful discussion, what was unfolding between Vattler and the princess was actually a high-stakes backroom negotiation between foreign powers.


A girl named Kanon Kanase, daughter of the previous, now-retired king of Aldegia, lived on Itogami Island. Citing this, La Folia had dispatched Aldegian knights to Itogami Island without public notice. Knights of the kingdom protecting the royal family: There was nothing unnatural about this.


However, the World’s Mightiest Vampire, who attended the very same school Kanon did, was another matter entirely.


In other words, in the name of protecting Kanon Kanase, the Aldegian royal family could keep eyes on Kojou Akatsuki, the Fourth Primogenitor, with no real burden whatsoever. Since Vattler was staying at Itogami Island for the very same purpose, he surely was not amused. That was why he was saying, in a roundabout way, Don’t meddle in my business. Even so, La Folia narrowed her eyes as she calmly gazed right back at Vattler.


“Now that you mention it, I have heard there are some rather violent sorts from the Warlord’s Empire coming here as well. Count Wortizlawa and Lord Zagan, both well-known militants from the Dominion, I believe?” Vattler replied with an innocent look on his face. “They are simple tourists. There’s a large festival taking place on Itogami Island soon, after all.”


The princess raised her eyebrows, seemingly thrown off for the first time.


“A festival?”


Sayaka bit her lip as she saw La Folia’s eyes begin to sparkle. This is bad, she thought. She suddenly saw a grave expression come over the face of the knight commander of the princess’s escorts, too.


Sayaka quickly forced herself into the conversation with Vattler, whispering into La Folia’s ear. “I-it’s just about time, princess. We must make preparations for your fli…” Seeing Sayaka in such a hurry seemed to bring a look of even greater pleasure over the princess.


La Folia had been scheduled to return to her home nation of Aldegia on a charter flight arranged by the Japanese government. If she was sent on her way, Sayaka’s mission would have ended without incident. She couldn’t abide carefully laid plans going awry because of a carelessly tossed-out piece of information.


Princess La Folia had many virtues: She was wise and possessed great knowledge, and she was sly as well as bold. However, the other side of that coin was that she was intensely driven to feed her voracious curiosity.


Letting her know there was a festival afoot threatened to make her say, I’ll delay my return by a day and enjoy the sights. That had to be avoided at all costs. “Well then, princess. Have a pleasant journey. My regards to your father.”


Mercifully, Vattler didn’t seem to have any intention of stopping La Folia from leaving. Officially, he was there to see the princess off to begin with, but his real objective was thwarting the Aldegians.


If La Folia was to politely return to her home nation, that would save both of them a lot of trouble.


As if urging the dithering princess to get moving, Sayaka led her out of the suite. She could see that the charter plane was at the airport, on standby, and ready for takeoff. All she had to do was haul the princess aboard.


“What is this festival, Sayaka?” La Folia elegantly walked down an exclusive corridor as she posed the question.


“The Hollow Eve Festival. It’s a festival they hold in Itogami City at this time every year. There are a number of events all over the island and…b-by events, I mean floats and stalls and other entertainment for the masses, not something a princess need concern herself about at all!”


“My…” Hearing Sayaka’s explanation, La Folia’s eyes glittered like those of a little girl.


“Geh,” went the knight commander, his face twitching. “Y-you mustn’t, Your Highness! It was only days ago that someone was after your life. His Royal Highness is set upon your returning to the homeland. If you delay your return any further…!”


“Ah, it seems students are holding exhibits and refreshment booths as well.”


Ignoring her subordinate’s admonitions, the princess had begun to check the public events website on a smartphone she’d pulled out from somewhere.


The knight commander clutched his head and lifted his face to the sky. “Your Highneeess!”


“Princess, um, our prime minister specially arranged this airplane so, ah…”


“You do not need to say it. I am well aware I cannot cause your nation difficulties for the sake of attending a festival out of mere personal interest.” La Folia tapered her lips a little and exhaled in apparent dismay. Sayaka continued leading her by the hand as they passed through a doorway leading to the boarding gate. That instant, they were both struck by light, momentary dizziness. The scenery shimmered like a mirage before they emerged under the dazzling sun.


“…However, if we cannot reach the airplane, it cannot be helped, can it?” The princess switched to a mischievous tone of voice, clearly finding the present circumstance amusing.


“What do you mean, can’t reach the…er…huh?!”


Sayaka looked around the area in horror. There was no question they’d been in the airport until a few moments prior. However, what was now spread out before their eyes were the vast sea and an under-construction structure floating upon it.


In spite of the many signs of fresh destruction, Sayaka recognized the sight all too well.


Itogami Island, Sub-float No. 13—


In the past, it was the place Sayaka, with Kojou Akatsuki alongside her, had engaged in a deadly duel with terrorists. There was no mistaking it for anything else.


However, this was essentially the opposite side of the island from Itogami Island’s central airport. It had to be almost ten kilometers as the crow flies. It simply wasn’t the kind of distance you could travel in an instant.


And yet, the fact was that Sayaka and the princess, and only them, had been tossed onto the tip of the sub-float.


There was no sign of the knights that had accompanied them; nor was the aircraft the princess was scheduled to board or the airport and its buildings visible anywhere. They’d been whisked off to this place the moment they’d passed through the interior airport doorway. It was as if they’d walked into a rip in space itself.


Of course, it wasn’t a mere natural phenomenon. The chance it was a magical attack by someone was quite high. But Sayaka didn’t feel any attack coming on. Psychics of her and La Folia’s level ought to have felt some premonition from such a large-scale spell before it went off…but they had not.


“There’s the Demon Sanctuary for you. We certainly won’t be bored for a while,” La Folia said as an innocent, charming smile came over her face. She had her beloved spell gun out as she surveyed the entire area, but it did not seem that this anomaly was targeted at the princess specifically. In spite of that, there was no mistaking that she found the situation quite amusing.


Sayaka felt a sense of fierce unease as she looked up at the sky.


The tranquil, blue, eternal summer sky seemed like the calm before the storm.


It was the final week of October—


The people of the Demon Sanctuary of Itogami City, all astir at the impending start of the festival, had yet to notice a thing.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM


1


The air was stiflingly hot and stagnant.


The surface of the Pacific Ocean loomed large outside the window of the Itogami City municipal monorail train car; there was nothing to obstruct the rays of the sun as the cab ran across an elevated track alongside the seaside cliffs. The brutal rays of the sun felt more appropriate to the height of summer as they mercilessly roasted the passengers inside the car.


Kojou Akatsuki looked like he was pressing his face into the aluminum door as he groaned weakly. “Aw, crap…so hot…”


He was a teenage boy with a languid expression wearing a parka over his high school uniform.


He bore the ridiculous title of the World’s Mightiest Vampire, but even the lofty abilities of the Fourth Primogenitor were of little aid in this instance. With the train car full with passengers, he couldn’t even move; all he could do was let out an anguished voice as the dazzling rays of the sun poured in from the window.


The cab gently rocked as the monorail hit a curve, with centrifugal force sending the passengers tilting. The girl next to him suppressed a yelp as his silent pressure pressed down upon her.


“Yeek…?!”


This was Yukina Himeragi, Sword Shaman of the Lion King Agency.


She had unadorned black hair and big black eyes. There was a bit of a childish look about her, but the girl had a lovely face. Her body was slender but without giving any impression of fragility. She had the symmetry, functional beauty, and resilience of a sword forged by a master.


Officially, Yukina was Kojou’s junior, attending middle school at the same school—Saikai Academy—he attended, but her actual mission was to watch over the Fourth Primogenitor. Yukina had been granted the authority to eliminate Kojou if she judged independently that circumstances warranted it.


As proof of this, the bass guitar case she always carried with her contained a weapon built with cutting-edge sorcerous technology. It was a demon-purging Schneewaltzer spear for anti-demonic combat, able to neutralize any magical energy and said to be able to destroy even a vampire primogenitor.


However, even the finest of divine arms was nothing but dead weight inside a monorail during rush hour.


Tossing the Lion King Agency’s prized secret weapon onto the roof rack to keep it from bothering other passengers, Yukina was pressed against Kojou, her surveillance target, tighter than she had ever been before.


Surrounded on all sides by a door, the back of a seat, and the passengers packed like sardines, their entire bodies were pressed firmly against each other’s.


Kojou whispered in low voice as he sensed the refreshing scent of Yukina’s hair and a dangerous dryness in his throat.


“S-sorry. You okay there, Himeragi…?”


Kojou had tried to hold Yukina up to keep her from getting squished, but unable to resist the pressure of the passengers, he’d ended up holding her in his arms from behind. A third party might find it to be an enviable pose to be in, but by this point, Kojou’s right hand had long since gone numb.


“Yes…but, ah…”


“Sorry. It ain’t like I did this on purpose here…!”


“I know that. It is the same for me. It—it’s an act of God, so…!”


The reason Yukina’s face was red was that her left arm, still holding her bag, was buried right between Kojou’s legs. Yukina wanted to pull her bag away from him somehow, but in this tight spot, that apparently wasn’t going to happen. When combined with the monorail’s shaking, the odd stimulation was giving Kojou a pretty rough time.


“It’s even worse than usual today,” Yukina murmured in a casual tone, perhaps in an effort to take her mind off things.


Certainly, there was always a mix of large numbers of students and commuters at this time in the morning. However, the crowds were rarely so bad. It was close to double the usual amount of passengers.


“Tourists from off the island probably. Festival’s gonna start soon.”


“The Hollow Eve Festival…is it? It’s been a frequent topic among middle school students, too.”


“Ah, that’s right. You’ve never seen one before, Himeragi?”


Yukina nodded at Kojou’s words.


On special orders from the Lion King Agency, Yukina had begun monitoring Kojou just before the end of summer break.


It hadn’t even been two months since she’d come to Itogami Island, and Kojou was unhappily aware that in that short time, they had faced death together several times over.


“I knew that the event existed, but I didn’t think it was a festival on such a huge scale.”


“They go all out. All the businesses on the island close for the day. It gets way easier for people to get permission to come to Itogami Island, too, so we’ve got tons of tourists.”


As Kojou spoke, he looked up at an advertisement hanging inside the train car.


The Hollow Eve Festival, opening in the last week of October every year, was Itogami Island’s biggest festival. There were fireworks displays, outdoor concerts, float parades, and all sorts of other events; the commotion filled the whole island. At this time of year, over two hundred thousand tourists came to visit Itogami Island—a shocking number when you considered the distance of the island from the Japanese mainland.


There was a reason behind those numbers. Normally, no one besides people related to the corporations and research organizations of the Demon Sanctuary of Itogami Island were permitted to enter. If you were a tourist or journalist who wanted to visit, or you wanted to do business with the corporations in the Demon Sanctuary, festival time was your golden opportunity to get into the city in style.


At any rate, posters for the Hollow Eve Festival had been plastered all over Itogami City for several days. There were TV specials complete with opportunistically targeted commercials, and so forth; there was no mistaking the festive mood stirring throughout the entire island.


“So it’s based on Halloween, then?” Yukina asked as she gazed at the jack-o’-lantern drawn on the poster.


“I guess, yeah. Dunno why they picked Halloween, though,” said Kojou in a quietly dubious voice, as though it were somebody else’s problem.


Itogami Island didn’t have any native people to start with. But a festival, an event that didn’t happen every day, was very effective at pleasing the masses—and stimulating the economy. So, in the name of administrative service, the Gigafloat Management Corporation created the Hollow Eve Festival based on Halloween.


Put another way, they didn’t have any reason not to base it on Halloween. For all Kojou cared, they could’ve based it on Valentine’s Day or the Star Festival of Tanabata.


But Yukina replied in an unexpectedly overserious tone. “Halloween was originally a ceremony for driving off evil, after all. I believe it is an event well suited to a demon sanctuary.”


“Huh…that’s what you figure?”


“Yes. In the ancient Celtic religion, it was believed the approach of the winter season was a time when paths formed between this world and the world of spirits, making the way for the arrival of spirits and witches. They wore disguises and lit bonfires to protect themselves from monsters, and thus began Halloween.”


“Mmm,” murmured Kojou, accepting her explanation at face value. It hadn’t even been a year since Kojou had—absurdly—become the so-called Fourth Primogenitor. His ordinary high school–level knowledge of superstition, witchcraft, and the occult had proved pretty much useless. He had no intention of pitting his knowledge against Yukina’s, who’d received special education as a Lion King Organization Attack Mage.


“So that’s where Halloween disguises and jack-o’-lanterns come from, huh?”


“Yes. Besides, the Halloween tradition itself is certainly not without basis. After all, it is scientific fact that spatial connections become unstable more easily at this time of year. There are documented instances of encounters with ‘visitors’ from other times and ‘uninvited’ from other worlds.”


“…Gimme a break. I don’t wanna deal with guys like that.”


Kojou’s disagreeable look was in complete seriousness. This was a Demon Sanctuary, after all. You’d never catch him saying it wasn’t possible to meet whacked-out things like that. Even without guys like that, he was already thoroughly fed up from bumping into super-rare stuff like Nalakuvera and Faux-Angels.


And yet, Yukina stared at him with a serious expression. “Yes, senpai, so please do be careful,” she pleaded.


“Huh?” Kojou looked back at Yukina in bewilderment. “Er…be careful, you say. Is my attitude gonna do any good to invaders from another world or whatever?”


More than that, Kojou was shocked by the reality that Yukina seemed to think he liked being a magnet for trouble. No student yearned for a peaceful life more than Kojou. And yet…


“Wha…?” Yukina blinked, her eyes looking even more surprised than his. “I mean, you are the source of the island’s least stable, most dangerous magical energy, senpai. Please do not let your Beast Vassals run wild and warp an already unstable space. In particular, be on your guard for vampiric ur—”


Before Yukina could finish her line, the monorail began to slow as it approached the station. Obeying the law of inertia, the passengers pitched forward; Kojou, his balance thrown off, found his left hand fondling Yukina’s breast.


“Senpai…!”


“W-wait! That was a totally unforeseeable circumstance!!”


“No, I don’t mean that—her…!”


Yukina’s sharp gaze was trained not on Kojou but on a commuting schoolgirl a short distance away. She wore a Saikai Academy school uniform, but she was even smaller than Yukina. Her long, glossy black hair and unusually pale flesh stood out quite a bit.


“A high school student? Feels like a dangerous spot there.”


Kojou raised his eyebrows as he watched the girl buried in the crowd. She was standing right in a packed corridor with nowhere to run. As the girl bashfully hung her head, a middle-aged man was behaving suspiciously right behind her back.


“Yes. Perhaps that man standing behind her is—”


“A molester?! That bastard—!”


“Wha—?!”


Kojou began charging toward the man with a vigor that caught Yukina completely unprepared. It wasn’t that Kojou had an overinflated sense of justice, but this was still inexcusable evil to him. To Kojou, who had an adolescent little sister, molestation was at the top of his list of unforgivable crimes. If he ever caught anyone making sport of Nagisa on her way to school, he’d never be satisfied with just catching him and dragging him to the police.


“Please, senpai, wait! Senpai! We have to be sure before…!”


Yukina tried to keep up as Kojou pushed his way through the passengers. That moment, Kojou confirmed that the man, already at the little schoolgirl’s side, was extending his hand toward the girl’s thigh. Kojou extended his own hand to grab his—and the next moment, the stopped monorail’s door opened wide.


Having spent all that time packed to their limits, the passengers rushed onto the platform as one, catching Kojou in their wake. With all his might, he extended his fingertips forward and ended up touching the small girl’s butt.


That instant, a different hand reached in from the side and firmly caught Kojou’s wrist.


“Huh?”


“—Why hello, Mr. Molester. I’ve caught you in the act,” an oddly energetic voice whispered into Kojou’s ear. The voice came from a young woman with red hair worn in a twin bun style. She was wearing a Chinese-style shirt and miniskirt. The outfit seemed sporty enough to play actual sports in, and her posture was very good. He felt like he’d seen her face somewhere before.


“H…hey, let go! I’m not a molester, I was just trying to help that girl out…!”


Kojou desperately resisted as he was dragged onto the station platform, but the red-haired woman did not release her firm hold on his wrist. Kojou’s bones creaked from the inhuman power of her grip.


“From that uniform, don’t tell me you’re one of our students? Wait, Akatsuki’s big brother?”


“…Eh?!”


Having finally caught up to Kojou, Yukina stopped and called out in surprise.


“Ms. Sasasaki!”


The red-haired woman raised her eyebrows in mild surprise. Seeing this, Kojou finally remembered who she was.


This was Saikai Academy’s middle school physical education teacher, Misaki Sasasaki—Yukina and Nagisa’s homeroom teacher.


“And you were with him, too, Himeragi? You need to take proper care of your own man.”


“It—it’s not like that. H-he’s not mine, nor is he a molester.”


“Is that so?”


With Yukina vouching for Kojou, Misaki finally released his wrist. Kojou, in danger of being falsely accused of molesting a girl, took a very deep breath as sweat rolled down his brow.


Behind Kojou and the others, he heard a lisping but strangely threatening voice.


“The real molester is over here, you dumb mutt.”


They heard a man make a pathetic cry. Turning around on reflex, Kojou and the others saw the middle-aged fellow, shaking in terror, his entire body wrapped in chains. Dragging him along was the schoolgirl with long, dark hair who had nearly been a molestation victim but a few moments earlier. Kojou finally realized who she really was.


“Huh?”


“…Ms. Minamiya?”


Kojou and Yukina’s voices were totally bewildered.


It was Natsuki Minamiya standing there in a school uniform. Saikai Academy’s high school English teacher’s self-proclaimed age was twenty-six. However, based on her face, her silhouette, and the details of her body, the term teenager fit better, if not little girl.


“Wait, you’re Natsuki? Why are you dressed like that?”


“On patrol. A lot of students have been molested on trains lately.”


“…Why a high school uniform?”


“We can’t be using students as decoys for a molester investigation, so I’m in disguise. I realize it’s pushing it.”


“Now I see,” said Kojou in acceptance. She might have looked young, but Natsuki was an incredibly skilled Attack Mage. She was so accomplished that her side job was working as an instructor for the Island Guard. Many demons knew and feared her by her nickname, the “Witch of the Void.” Assigning her to draw out a mere molester was titanic overkill. And there weren’t very many teachers who would look so convincing in a school uniform.


“It’s not pushing it, you’re a total natural in it… If anything, the middle school uniform would suit you better.”


“You see, Natsuki? It’s exactly like I said, isn’t it?”


Misaki smiled proudly and thrust her chest out. Though she was a bit short of a hundred and sixty centimeters in height herself, paired with the tiny Natsuki, they completely looked like parent and child.


Not appreciating this, Natsuki shooed Misaki away. “No one asked you. Besides, I didn’t have any uniforms left over from middle school, so I had no choice.”


“Left over… Wait, you used to wear that uniform, Natsuki?”


Kojou reflexively looked all over Natsuki’s uniform. Now that she mentioned it, the size was perfect, even though she was only as tall as an elementary school student. If that was her own personal uniform, it meant Natsuki had graduated from Saikai Academy, which was news to Kojou’s ears.


“Don’t call your homeroom teacher by her first name.” Natsuki’s lips gloomily twisted. “Why are you so respectful to that dumb mutt when you call me by my first name?”


“Guess it’s difference in authority and personality,” said Misaki.


“Stop petting me!”


Misaki was petting Natsuki’s head like she was fawning over a little girl. Natsuki glared at her fellow teacher. Natsuki, whose ego was unparalleled, somehow had a hard time dealing only with Misaki Sasasaki, whom she’d known since her school days. Maybe it was just in their natures.
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Kojou spoke up as he watched the two teachers tease each other.


“Well, that’s how it is, so can we go now? We’re already running short on time.”


Misaki glanced at the middle-aged man wrapped in chains and laughed shamelessly at him.


“That’s fine. We caught the real molester, after all.”


Kojou and Yukina made light bows to the pair of lady teachers and walked toward the ticket examiner. It was still morning, but Kojou already felt dead tired.


That was when Natsuki called out to him.


“Kojou Akatsuki.”


“Yes?” Kojou turned to look innocently back, and he saw a strange look come over Natsuki. Not being able to read her emotions was standard, but something about her was different now. She had a smile on her face like one you wore just after meeting an old friend, with longing and heartbreak thrown into the mix.


“It’ll be the Hollow Eve Festival soon.”


“Yeah. It will.” Though thrown off, Kojou managed to keep pace with her.


“Hmph,” went Natsuki through her nostrils. She made the same imperious smile she always did. Then, she spoke with a haughty tone of voice.


“Classes resume normally at the beginning of next week. Make sure you’re not late getting back.”


2


In the final week of October when the Hollow Eve Festival would begin, Saikai Academy went on school holiday starting the day before the festival.


To the people in clubs that were participating in events like concert band performances and classroom displays, those who would be working on or appearing on floats sponsored by city businesses, those working part-time jobs, or those who simply wanted to enjoy the festival to the fullest, the Hollow Eve Festival was a time of year when the students of Itogami City were frantic with activity.


There were numerous advisories from the school in an effort to keep the students out of trouble. Consequently, here on the day before the school holiday was to begin, homeroom time was extended so that everyone’s homeroom teacher could drill these advisories into them.


But this, too, was a yearly ritual. High schoolers who’d heard it all before were even less likely to pay much attention. And that was when something completely at odds with all common sense occurred in Kojou Akatsuki’s class.


It was a slender, little girl who stood on the teacher’s lectern.


She had indigo-blue hair and blue eyes. Her beautiful visage had a completely artificial symmetry to it. The girl was a homunculus, born through industrial processes wrought by man.


Of course, no student in a Demon Sanctuary like this was going to do a double take over a homunculus. But the fact that she was clad in a very exposing apron dress and that she was reading the list of advisories in the capacity of substitute teacher—that was unusual.


“A maid… Hey, that’s Natsuki’s personal maid, isn’t it?”


“Why is a maid teaching?”


“She’s called Astarte, right…? She’s cute.”


“Hey, the bigger deal is this rumor going around that Natsuki was wearing a school uniform at the station.”


“…Yeah, she could totally pull that off.”


Even as the students, who had not yet grasped the situation, fiercely whispered among one another, all eyes were on Astarte’s every word and deed. As a result, she faithfully accomplished her primary mission of conveying the festival time advisories to the class.


“…What the heck was that all about?” Now that she had done her duty, the homunculus girl returned to the teacher’s waiting room. Asagi Aiba posed the question to Kojou as she watched the girl head off. She was a schoolgirl with a gorgeous hairstyle and a uniform scraping by regulations in just the right places.


“She said it herself, didn’t she? Natsuki’s absent and asked her to fill in.”


“Hmm. I guess an Attack Mage would be busier right before the festival?” Asagi murmured back, seeming to tentatively buy it. Kojou had been on the fence but kept quiet about Natsuki going around town looking like she was cosplaying a high school girl. She’d get scary if she heard he’d damaged her reputation in any way.


Besides, school was going to be out in short order, well before noon. All that was left was putting their things together and heading home.


The monorail’s probably a lot less packed by now, Kojou thought to himself as he prepared to leave, when he met Asagi’s eyes. She looked like she wanted to say something.


What? Kojou wondered, casually tilting his head a bit. Asagi seemed resolute as she opened her mouth.


The very next instant, Kojou was suddenly surrounded by a mob of noisy male classmates.


“Hey, Akatsuki. You scheduled to get into any Hollow Eve Festival events?”


“Nah. Hadn’t decided on anything.”


The classmates had dubious looks on their faces as Kojou replied to the question. Hearing his answer, the boys’ eyes seemed to glimmer. They were like a pack of carnivorous beasts with prey in their sights.


“That so. Why don’t you work part-time, then? We’ve got an open café scheduled in town, but we’re a few people short. Of course, you’ll get paid for it. How’s 250 yen an hour sound?”


“Wait, Kojou! If you’re gonna be working, be a salesboy at our booth! We’ll give you a commission of ten…no, twenty percent of sales!”


“Hold on, Kojou! Don’t forget there’s the legendary Hollow Eve Festival beach volleyball tournament!


“Don’t you wanna work up a sweat with us with all that sand and fresh air?”


“Stop right there! Beauty pageants are the soul of any festival. We want you as a special judge. So come to Thetis Mall today like your life depends on it!!”


“Uh…umm?”


A guarded look came over Kojou in the face of his classmates’ coercive invitations. Seeing them like that, Asagi appeared displeased. She called over to a good friend. “Hey, Rin…what’s all that?” she asked in a low voice.


“Hee-hee. Akatsuki’s very popular, you see.” Rin Tsukishima narrowed her eyes and laughed mischievously. Her teasing tone brought an “ugh” from Asagi as her cheek twitched. She was a tall, stylish girl with the air of an adult, classifying Rin as a “cool beauty” type, but she was surprisingly talkative and had razor-sharp intuition. She seemed perfectly well aware of why Asagi was in a foul mood.


“Well, it’s not so much Kojou as it is Himeragi, y’see,” Motoki Yaze interjected in his eternally flippant tone of voice.


He was Kojou’s “bad” friend, as well as an old friend of Asagi’s from back when they were primary schoolers.


Asagi’s mood worsened further upon hearing the girl’s name from Yaze’s lips.


“Himeragi—you mean the middle school transfer student?”


Noticing the change in Asagi, Yaze made a worldly looking nod.


“It’s well-known that for whatever reason, wherever Kojou goes, she goes. If Kojou gets into X, Himeragi gets into X, too, and that’s a big deal. They’ll get lots of customers for sure, then.”


Asagi voiced her low opinion of the matter. “They’re all a complete pack of idiots.”


Essentially, they were inviting Kojou as bait for getting Yukina Himeragi to join in. It was true that Yukina was a lovely and captivating girl, and any event she participated in would have customers flock over to get a good look at her.


As Asagi put her chin in her palms and sulked, Rin asked with a look of even greater pleasure, “You’re all right with this, Asagi?”


Asagi looked back in annoyance. “With what?”


“The Hollow Eve Festival. You wanted to go to it with Akatsuki, didn’t you?”


“Um…” Asagi froze on reflex as the sudden question hit the mark.


Like festivals in general, the Hollow Eve Festival was a serious matter for couples. There were haunted houses, fireworks displays, as well as fortune-telling, stalls selling charms for deepening bonds—the Demon Sanctuary was just full of stuff like that. The reason Asagi was hesitating about inviting Kojou was that it was hard to make it sound casual.


Meanwhile, the boys in class continued to invite Kojou to their various events.


“Ah…er, thanks for the invitations, but I’ve gotta say no.”


There was a minor uproar within the classroom as Kojou declined with unexpected firmness. “What?! What’s the problem with this?! We’ll even let you drink coffee for free!”


“How about twenty-f— No, thirty percent, you jerk!”


“You don’t get it, Akatsuki! You still do not grasp the profoundness of beach volleyball!!”


“If being a judge isn’t enough for you, how about being one of the male contestants?!”


The classmates pressed Kojou to change his mind. But Kojou scratched his languid-looking face.


“Er, I made a promise to go out to the festival with someone this year, so I can’t. Sorry.”


All at once, bloodlust surged in various people as they heard Kojou’s words.


“A promise to go out with someone…?! You mean the transfer student in middle school?! Is that it?!”


“The transfer student? Ah no, nothing to do with Himeragi here.”


Kojou’s casual reply threw the invitation makers completely off. Without exception, their gazes shifted in Asagi’s direction.


“…Not…the transfer student?”


“So, you mean Aiba, then?”


“Aiba, huh…? Well, we can settle for Aiba.”


“Yeah, Aiba would work, come to think of it. Can’t be helped. We definitely need Akatsuki in our event now…”


“….She looks really pissed for some reason, though.”


The boys’ not-so-private discussion made Asagi’s lips twitch repeatedly. Rin and Yaze only sighed in apparent pity.


That moment, someone at the classroom entrance called out to Kojou in a loud voice.


“Akatsuki! Visitor for you! A girl from middle school.”


This time, the bizarre timing caused a far larger commotion in the classroom.


“What?!”


“The transfer student?! Then it’s really the transfer student? Aiba’s just for pretend?!”


“No, wait! That’s…!”


“It can’t be! The Saint of Middle School…?!”


The one calling Kojou’s name was Yuuha Tanahara of the same class. A girl with almost translucent silver hair stood behind her back, as if she was hiding behind it.
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