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INTRO


September 21. A night of a crescent moon…


It was the dead of night when the Island Guard assault team raided an old warehouse in the harbor district. They’d received information that a criminal organization was selling smuggled weapons on the black market.


Blowing the warehouse door away with explosives, the body-armored squad members charged straight in.


The iron columns were rusted, and wooden crates were piled atop one another. The men in the warehouse, under the dim lighting of mercury lamps, stood up all at once. They seemed to have been playing cards, but then a tossed flash-bang grenade detonated at their feet. The men, robbed of their vision, were then mowed down by submachine gunfire.


The assault team used consecrated electrum chip rounds. This was a special anti-beast-man ammunition that suppressed the regenerative abilities of demonic flesh. Destroying the rear wall of the warehouse, the second squad of the assault team charged in, as snipers hidden in the surrounding buildings shot suspects who tried to flee out of the windows.


Combat was over in less than two minutes. Faced with two fully outfitted Island Guard squads, which had the element of surprise, the suspects were completely overwhelmed. As the cloud of tear gas in the warehouse cleared, the men were on the floor in a heap.


There were seven of them. All were demons—demons without ID bracelets, who had entered the island illegally.


Bullet ridden and bathed in blood, they’d collapsed onto the floor.


This level of damage was not enough to actually kill the extremely hardy beast men, but it was enough to prevent bestialization and put them out of the fight.


One of the squad leaders ordered his men to put all the beast men in restraints.


But at that same moment, he suddenly remembered what they’d been told at the briefing. There were eight suspects hiding out in the warehouse. There had to be one more somewhere.


…Not good!


As the squad leader instantly brought his gun back up, one of the fallen beast men’s bodies was hurled away with great force. Under it, a largely unharmed demon emerged. It was a black-furred, leopard-faced beast man with a huge, supple frame. He’d apparently used his own comrade as a shield to protect himself and conceal his presence.


Within one of the fully bestialized demon’s hands was a small device that looked like a remote control.


The squad leader sucked in his breath as he realized that the frighteningly simple device was the detonation switch for a bomb set inside the warehouse.


“Fall back!” yelled the squad leader. But his voice disappeared amid the roar that erupted.


The shock wave pulverized the wooden crates piled high, a whirlwind of burning air scorching the interior of the warehouse in an instant. The flames dyed the night sky red—
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“Shit, shit, shit, shit…you’ve done it now, human scum!”


The leopard-headed man’s husky voice hurled a torrent of insults as he ran through the city in the middle of the night.


The bullet wound he’d sustained throbbed painfully. The pain in his eyes and nose was no doubt the effects of tear gas. The attack by a ritual energy-infused weapon had blocked his beast-man regenerative ability, too, which greatly prolonged his agony.


However, that was not all that had raised his hackles.


Though it was good he’d escaped the warehouse as it exploded, he’d lost his comrades, and the weapons deal was a wash. It wasn’t enough of a setback to hinder the plan, but it was a failure nonetheless. At this rate, he’d lose influence inside the organization. He might even lose the lieutenant colonel’s trust.


“I’ll never forgive them… They will pay for this.”


The man shot a hate-filled glare at the warehouse behind him, still enveloped by flames. Then he turned his eyes toward the moonlit nocturnal skyline of the city.


Tokyo metropolitan area, Itogami City—a giant artificial island floating on top of the Pacific Ocean; established under the Holy Ground Treaty as an ideal of coexistence between humans and demonkind; an abominable “Demon Sanctuary.”


The leopard-headed man was a native of the “Warlord’s Empire” in Europe. He had no particular grudge against the humans of Itogami City.


Nonetheless, he had reason to destroy this city. By destroying a Demon Sanctuary, the Black Death Emperor Front he was part of would broadcast to the world it was in robust health, which would surely light the beacon of rebellion toward the usurper king who held demons back from their rightful place.


The plan was already in motion. This city’s destiny could no longer be altered by anything those Island Guard lowlifes could do.


It might play minor havoc with their schedule, but drawing their attention onto himself was, if anything, a good thing. By serving as a decoy and throwing the Island Guard into chaos, the plan’s chances of success would only grow stronger. Perhaps that, too, had been part of the lieutenant colonel’s plan.


At any rate, he’d get his chance to avenge his comrades against the Island Guard soon enough. Even setting off a single bomb in the shopping district would tie them into knots.


He cared nothing for how many city residents might be caught in the explosion. All this interruption did was slightly alter the order in which they’d die. Yes, this city was destined to perish either way.


Maintaining his bestialized form, he leaped onto the top of a five-story building in a single bound. Even among so-called L-type beast men, the were-panther species boasted especially great nimbleness and agility. Surely there was no one capable of following him as he ran through an urban area at night.


For now, it was best to find somewhere to hide and wait for his wound to heal…


But before that, the man’s thumb moved toward the trigger for the remote detonator.


He’d set two bombs before their assault. He’d already used the first on the warehouse, but that left the other one he’d set in a corridor under the harbor district.


The Island Guard’s reinforcements, called in to aid the wounded, should have been passing through right around that moment. Use the first blast to draw in the enemy’s comrades; use the second to wipe them out. It was a time-honored tactic on the battlefield.


“Know my vengeance for my brethren…!”


The man strongly gripped the remote control in his hand.


But though his thumb should surely have touched the switch, it registered no sensation whatsoever.


With a sharp sense of unease, the man looked at his own right hand. He sucked in his breath in shock.


The remote control he should have been holding in his hand had vanished without a trace.


Instead, there was a chain wrapped around his arm. The silver chain, stretching out of thin air, bound his wrist like a handcuff.


“The hell…is this?!”


The leopard-headed man put strength into his arm to tear it from the chain. However, even the arm strength of a beast man could not pull the silver chain apart. On the contrary, the pull of the chain was keeping the man pinned there.


The next moment, he heard an articulate voice from behind him that somehow seemed to be mocking him.


“…Though incomplete, that’s Laeding forged by the gods. You lack the power to break it.”


“What?!”


With a low growl, the man turned to face the unexpected voice.


It was a small woman who looked like a child. She wore a ridiculously extravagant dress, holding a parasol in spite of it being the middle of the night. Her cherubic features gave her the look of a lovely doll. For no reason other than her looking so very out of place, the man knew fear.


“Really, using an unencrypted remote detonator over analog radio in this day and age? How cheap of you. You’re lucky to have gone so long without blowing yourself up.”


The woman murmured in apparent ridicule as the palm of her hand tossed around a small device that looked very much like a remote control.


The man’s face twitched as he beheld the sight. The device the parasol woman was toying with was the remote control for the detonator that should have been in his hand. He didn’t know what trick the woman had used to get close enough to snatch the detonator trigger away without him, a beast man, ever sensing it.


“A Counter-Demon Attack Mage, huh? How’d you catch up to me?”


The leopard-headed man’s amber eyes narrowed and glared at the woman. The woman’s lips suppressed a laugh.


“Did you really think you could shake me off? Highly conceited for a stray cat like you.”


“…Don’t get carried away with yourself, little girl!”


The leopard-headed man raised his voice at the sight of the woman’s mocking smile. He pulled a knife out of the belt around his waist and struck his right arm with it. By severing his wrist along with the chain that bound it, his body would be free to move once more. “My,” the parasol-wielding woman said in apparent admiration.


“Hmph, for a stray cat, I have to admire your guts. One of Kristof Gardos’s men, I presume? With the Black Death Emperor Front on its last legs, you sure went through a lot of trouble, crossing the sea to get here.”


“…I’ll kill you!” The man howled as fresh blood scattered about from his right arm.


Even for beast men, who possessed great healing ability, regenerating a completely severed arm was no easy feat. However, even at that cost, he needed to defeat this woman of unknown origins here and now. For the success of their plan, someone who knew the name of Kristof Gardos—the lieutenant colonel—could not be suffered to live.


Tearing his own wrist from his arm, the man used the explosive speed characteristic of beast men to charge the parasol-bearing woman.


He needed not to rely on the knife any longer. The brute strength of a beast man was great even among demons, more than enough to tear a powerless human woman apart with his bare hand.


However, that parasol woman of unknown origin made a graceful smile.


“Futile. For you, at least…”


The claws extending from the man’s fingertips touched her slender shoulder…or so he thought. That instant, the woman’s form melted into a beautiful ripple, like the surface of a pool, leaving only thin air behind.


“The hell…?!” As an expression of shock came over him, the leopard-headed man looked back.


The woman, still elegantly holding up her parasol, had moved some ten meters away onto the rooftop of the next building over.


There had been no sound, no sensation; not a single hair on her head had even moved. It had happened instantaneously.


He felt like he was watching a desert mirage, but the woman’s existence was certainly no illusion.


Her heart beat. She breathed. Her body was warm. She had a scent. All of his beast-man senses, hundreds of times more sensitive than a normal person’s, told him the woman truly existed. She was, without doubt, a normal human being in possession of a physical form.


“I told you, you cannot kill me…” With a teasing smile, the woman with the parasol snapped her fingers.


A large ripple spread throughout the thin air around the man. By the time he realized that what looked like a ripple was actually a high-density magic circle, it was too late. A great number of silver chains emerged from the void, assailing the man as if they were sentient snakes, arresting his entire body.


“Spatial control magic…?! That’s crazy! That’s a trick only the highest-ranking practitioners of magic can pull off! How can a little girl like you…?!” The voice of the fallen man, his entire body restrained by chains, trembled in astonishment.


But the woman said not a word, tapping her parasol with a disinterested sigh. Looking up at the side of her face illuminated by the moonlight, the leopard-headed man made a low moan.


“I get it now…you’re Natsuki Minamiya! What are you doing here?! Don’t you have enough demon blood on your hands, Witch of the Void…!”


“My, my…the stray cat certainly can talk.” The woman with the parasol made her statement coldly. With a light wave of her hand, the supposedly severed hand of the were-panther appeared from the void, connecting to his arm as if forcing the two to mend themselves together.


“What are you doing?” asked the man, glaring up at Natsuki.


Natsuki expressionlessly looked back down at him. “Do not be concerned. I am not healing you out of kindness. It’s just a little first aid to stop the bleeding. After all, it would be inconvenient for you to die before we’ve dragged the information we need out of you.”


“…Do you really think I’ll give you information on my comrades?”


“I don’t think the likes of Kristof Gardos told you his real plan in the first place.”


“What do you mean…?”


Natsuki turned her back without giving the shaken man a reply.


“I’ll leave interrogating you about what terrorists from the Warlord’s Empire intend to do in a Demon Sanctuary in the Far East to the Island Guard’s people. I may not look it, but I am quite busy. I have to prepare for classes tomorrow.”


“Prepare for classes…?”


Natsuki’s extremely out-of-place words threw the were-panther for a loop.


No doubt he couldn’t comprehend that the woman, whose alias “the Witch of the Void” made the demons of Europe tremble, was a high school English teacher by day.


Natsuki vanished, leaving a gentle ripple in space behind her. After, the fallen, chain-bound beast man was left behind, all alone.


In spite of the string of curses falling from his lips, the man made a low laugh.


No, this changed nothing. Even his being captured here did not change the situation whatsoever. The plan was already in motion. Even the might of the Witch of the Void would not alter this city’s destiny. Either way, this place was destined to perish.


This night, too, the blissfully sleeping city bathed in the silent glow of moonlight.
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Prior to dawn…


A ship was calmly at anchor over waters nearly 330 kilometers south of Tokyo.


The ship was christened the Oceanus Grave. It was about four hundred feet in overall length. In the vernacular, it was known as a megayacht.


It was a Western-style cruise ship. The ship, the size of its hull rivaling that of a military cruiser, was so beautifully decorated that even extravagant passenger liners could not hold a candle to it. It bore such majesty that it could be called, without irony, a floating palace.


But in the end, the Oceanus Grave was a frighteningly luxurious castle owned by and built for a single man.


Though this fact seemed most unrealistic, anyone would instantly accept it upon hearing the owner’s name, for the Oceanus Grave was the private property of the Duke of Ardeal, Dimitrie Vattler—a noble of the Warlord’s Empire.


The ship’s owner was enjoying the moonlit view on the upper deck. Lying on his side on an extravagant sun lounger, he leisurely tilted a glass of cassis liqueur in his hand.


He was a handsome, blond, blue-eyed man. By external appearance, he was in his midtwenties perhaps.


However, he bore the title of noble. In other words, he was a vampire of the so-called Old Guard possessing extraordinary power. His expansive territory within the Warlord’s Empire had a standing army of such vast military might that it rivaled the armies of the Western European alliance; he himself was a monster possessing enormous power, able to wipe out a large city in the blink of an eye.


A slender silhouette approached the side of that young aristocrat.


She was a youthful Japanese teenager. Her tall, gracefully curved body was paired with facial features that gave one a sense of floral elegance.


Her long hair was in a ponytail, dancing without a sound as the sea breeze blew it around.


She wore the school uniform of a well-known girls’ academy from the Osaka region.


In her right hand, she carried a black instrument case of the sort that would contain an electronic keyboard.


“So you were over here, Your Excellency?” The long-haired girl stood still, speaking with reverent formality.


Coincidentally, the destination of the ship he was sailing with had just come into view. It was a solitary island floating on top of the ocean with open sea all around it. It was constructed of floating structures of extremely large size; a Gigafloat…


Built with the objective of controlling “dragon lines,” it was now a city for the research of demonic life and abilities thereof. It was the Demon Sanctuary known as Itogami Island.


“So that is it, the bastard child of scrap metal and sorcery? Quite a contraption you’ve constructed out of odds and ends. This is why humans are so interesting.”


The young man seemed to be murmuring to himself, his behavior not indicating whether he was praising or insulting.


The girl brushed off his words with a chilly smile and presented him with a single letter.


“I have brought the Japanese government’s letter of reply.”


“…Mm?” Acting like he was noticing the girl’s existence for the first time, the young aristocrat slowly turned toward her. With an affable smile on his face, he did not project the oppressive feeling characteristic of vampires and the mighty power concealed within them.


The girl accepted his somehow sardonic gaze head-on as she continued speaking casually.


It says…effective twelve o’clock a.m. today, Your Excellency’s visit to the Demon Sanctuary of Itogami Island has been approved. Hereafter, Your Excellency shall be treated as a special diplomatic envoy of the Warlord’s Empire pursuant to the Holy Ground Treaty.”


“That’s quite fine. A proper and expected conclusion, yes? Well, had they told me to make myself scarce I meant to let myself in regardless, but that would have been a nuisance.” Still lying on the sun lounger, Dimitrie Vattler gave an innocent laugh.


But the girl’s expression hardened, as if reproaching him. “There is one condition.”


“Really. What is it?”


“The Japanese government insists that you accept it dispatching a watcher and that you heed the watcher’s counsel.”


“So, an overseer, then? I see,” said Vattler with an interested-seeming nod. “So, who is to be this watcher?”


“If I may be so forward, I would ask that you permit me to perform this duty.”


The girl’s reply was in a calm tone of voice backed up by a defiant look on her face.


Though called a watcher, her duty was more than merely playing tour guide. She was essentially declaring, should the Japanese government see Vattler’s existence as a threat, as a last resort, she would eliminate him. She was saying, in other words, that she possessed enough power to destroy even a vampire of the Old Guard.


Vattler gave the girl a mysterious look back as he asked her, “Ahh, I see. Incidentally, who are you?”


The girl let out a faint sigh at the young aristocrat’s articulate, apathy-drenched words.


“I am called Sayaka Kirasaka. I have been granted the title of Shamanic War Dancer by the Lion King Agency.”


“Lion King Agency, hmm. I think I recall hearing the name…,” Vattler murmured with no sense of tension whatsoever. The girl shook her head, as if beside herself with irritation.


“A Japanese government special agency charged with countering sorcerous terrorism.”


“…Sorcerous terrorism?”


“Please be advised that, as Your Excellency’s visit to Itogami City has placed you under the agency’s jurisdiction, we have been charged with accompanying your visit.”


“Hmm. Well, whatever works.” The young aristocrat easily consented. Then, he squinted with a smiling face. “That said, it’s quite clever of the Japanese government to send a pretty girl like you to keep an eye on me.” As Vattler added, as if speaking to himself, “Though I’d have been quite fine with a pretty boy as well,” Sayaka, of course, shot him a disagreeable look.


“About that, Your Excellency. Even so, I am a Counter-Demon Mage permitted to wield Heavy Demon-Purging Bow Type Six, Der Freischötz. Do not forget that I have been granted the right to decide to shoot and destroy you, Your Excellency.”


Vattler unexpectedly raised a pleasant-sounding laugh at Sayaka’s sour words, apparently meant to intimidate.


“Ha-ha-ha, excellent! Quite interesting, indeed. I like you. Yes, yes, call me Dima or Vattler, whatever you like. No more of ‘Your Excellency’ and other such formalities.”


“…Understood, Duke Ardeal.” Sayaka would bend her etiquette for no one. As Vattler made a pouty-looking wave, he sat up and looked at Sayaka. There was a hazy, crimson flicker in both of his eyes, like a shimmering sun. “So, what shall we do about my other request, I wonder?”


“Your other…request?”


Sayaka’s expression hardened at the chilly aura Vattler was putting out.


“Could you stop playing dumb already? You found him long ago and have him under surveillance even now, yes? The World’s Mightiest Vampire, I mean.”


“If you are speaking as to the Fourth Primogenitor, shall we say, I do not deny it.”


Vattler faintly bared his fangs as he laughed at Sayaka’s calm, businesslike behavior.


“I’d appreciate it if you introduced him to me. Though I do understand why you’d want to keep him under wraps.”


Though the young aristocrat’s smiling face was as affable as before, this time his entire body was giving off a powerful aura that resembled a tangible, physical pressure. It was as if a twisted, ferocious emotion had gained physical form. Had she been a normal human and not a Counter-Demon Attack Mage, she would have lost consciousness just from being in the same place as that powerful maliciousness.


However, Sayaka maintained a neutral expression as she calmly shook her head.


“No, we have no reason to protect him.”


As she spoke, she took out a single photograph. It was a photo of a male high school student in uniform. He looked like a completely average teenage male. Kojou Akatsuki. That was his name.


The watery horizon began to acquire a faint, white twinkle. It would be dawn soon enough.


“After all, Kojou Akatsuki, the Fourth Primogenitor, is our enemy…”


As Sayaka murmured, she crushed the photograph of the boy in her hand.


The ship on which she and the young aristocrat were traveling slowly approached Itogami Island.




















[image: Book Title Page]






















CHAPTER ONE


FROM THE WARLORD’S EMPIRE



1


Wednesday, mid-September, 6:25 a.m.…


That morning, for once, Kojou Akatsuki awoke alone.


One could fairly call this a highly exceptional event. Though not a fact he could really divulge in public, Kojou Akatsuki was a vampire, and as a vampire, Kojou was doomed to be weak to sunlight. This held true even though he bore an extravagant title: the Fourth Primogenitor.


The rays of the morning sun cut particularly deeply. Though they could not burn him to a crisp, he had to contend with a variety of symptoms such as feelings of fatigue and ennui, sleepiness, and loss of appetite. It was the latter symptom that was really troublesome, but to the uninformed, these symptoms were indistinguishable from a normal human being lacking sufficient sleep from staying up all night. For this reason, Kojou was deemed by the world at large to be a no-good high school student who was just not a morning person.


As Kojou thought of such things, what he found truly regrettable was that his younger sister, Nagisa Akatsuki, was no exception. Thanks to this, every day his troublesome younger sister gave him long-winded lectures while slapping him awake; somewhere along the line it had become part of Kojou’s daily routine.


However, this morning only, Kojou felt no sign of Nagisa having entered his room.


Instead, he heard her through the wall in bits and pieces as she spoke in a happy-sounding voice. He didn’t think she would have a guest visiting at this early hour. Kojou wondered if she was talking to someone on the phone as he set foot out of his room. Still half-asleep, he dragged his feet toward the washroom to put his sleep-disheveled hair in order.


When Kojou finished washing up and returned to the living room, he noticed that breakfast had already been set on top of the table. There were Nagisa’s handmade bagel sandwiches and Italian salad for three. The menu was slightly more elaborate than usual. Seeing this, Kojou understood. Apparently their mother had returned home for once.


Due to their parents having divorced four years earlier, the Akatsuki household was currently composed of three people. But their mother, Mimori Akatsuki, was the head of research at one of the corporations on Itogami Island—a rather prestigious job—and most days she never made it back to the house. She’d be away for a week to ten days before showing up in the dead of night or the morning without any notice. She lived something like the life of an outlaw—or a stray cat.


So in a sense, Kojou had no choice but to believe that his mother had returned while he hadn’t realized it and was now in Nagisa’s room, in spite of having no direct evidence whatsoever. Indeed, this was an act of God.


“Nagisa. Sorry, I’m gonna eat breakfast first. If you’re gonna have coffee, I’ll make enough for you, too, when I mix…”


Speaking with a yawn mixed in with his voice, Kojou opened the door to his little sister’s room.


Nagisa’s voice, which had continued without a single pause until that very moment, suddenly broke off. She looked up at Kojou, eyes wide with a look of surprise.


Though she still looked a little childlike, she was a middle school student with a constantly cute look on her face. She wore her long hair high enough that where it stopped it gave her a short-cut look. She was holding a cheerleading uniform over her lap. Nagisa was a member of the middle school’s cheerleading club.


And as Kojou had anticipated, there was one other person in the room with Nagisa.


However, as Kojou had not anticipated, this person was a girl, much younger than their mother.


And this girl, her back to Kojou, was wearing underwear—and nothing else.


“Wh…”


This wholly unanticipated sight threw Kojou into complete confusion. Perhaps his morning grogginess explained why he couldn’t wrap his head around what was going on.


The defenseless underwear-clad girl glanced awkwardly over her shoulder.


Kojou immediately sucked in his breath at the girl’s serene beauty. Her body was delicate, but this lent it no impression of fragility. Even with the faint traces of youthful curves, her body possessed perfect symmetry, with a graceful curve to her back. She looked supple and tenacious, like a beautiful wild beast.


Kojou’s eyes remained completely taken by her figure.


His voice was broken as he asked, “…Why is…Himeragi here?”


Yukina Himeragi. That was the girl’s name. She was in the third year of middle school, one year younger than Kojou. Only a half a month before, she had transferred to Saikai Academy, becoming Nagisa’s classmate.


And she also bore the bizarre title of Sword Shaman of the Lion King Agency.


She was the watcher dispatched by that organization to observe Kojou Akatsuki, the Fourth Primogenitor. It was her mission to stay close to Kojou, and should she determine him to be a dangerous being…to eliminate him.


But that being as it may, it did not change the fact she was a very pretty girl.


“S-senpai…?!” Yukina mumbled in Kojou’s direction, finally grasping the situation.


“Hey,” replied Kojou, reflexively replying to the greeting like a complete idiot. Even so, his gaze did not shift away from her whatsoever.


Gazing upon Yukina’s bare flesh as he was, one might say this was quite natural.


Her white skin was like delicate glass. Her slender collarbone was like a work of art. She had a lean build, but even so, the body lines of her chest were mysteriously soft. It was impossible for the eye not to be attracted to all of these things.




















[image: Book Title Page]






















But these were not the only reasons Kojou’s gaze did not leave her, for the instincts of the Fourth Primogenitor, the World’s Mightiest Vampire, warned him of danger.


Perhaps one might say he felt like he was face-to-face with a carnivorous beast, and should he avert his eyes for even a single moment, he would be attacked without hesitation. Perhaps it was more accurate to say it was like two master martial artists facing each other, neither making a move, each denying the other any opening. A precarious balance had been established between the staring, unmoving Kojou and Yukina’s silence. Even the slightest trigger would have surely broken that equilibrium in an instant.


And the one who created that trigger, sitting on the edge of the bed, was Nagisa.


“K-Kojou?! What are you doing—?!”


Nagisa rose up with a yelp. Her voice broke the spell shackling Kojou and Yukina.


Almost simultaneously, the flustered Kojou mumbled “um, um” as he backed up, while Yukina covered her breasts with both hands, turning without making a sound. Yukina’s fluttering hair, her white nape, her exposed back, and the smallness of the area of her body actually covered by clothes all flashed before Kojou’s eyes. The next moment, Yukina’s high sock-wrapped heel slammed into the side of Kojou’s face—


By the time Kojou realized he’d taken a spinning roundhouse kick, his body was in a splendid spin as he flew to the far side of the room. It was enough of an impact that a normal human’s skull might well have been half smashed.


Eeeeeek! With a slight delay, he heard Yukina shriek. Kojou would have liked to comment about the roundhouse kick having come before the shriek, but of course he had no opportunity to do so at the moment. On the floor, facing up, unable to rise, Kojou pressed his right hand against his face. As blood gushed vividly from his nose, he made a weak murmur mixed with a sigh.


“…Gimme a break.”


That was the beginning of Kojou Akatsuki’s very long day.



2


“Um, senpai…your nosebleed…is it really all right now?”


Inside the monorail car used to commute to school, Yukina, dressed in her school uniform, looked up at Kojou as she inquired.


She had a black gig case for a bass guitar over her shoulder.


There wasn’t actually a musical instrument inside, but rather, the Lion King Agency’s secret weapon—a frighteningly powerful spirit spear granted to her for the purpose of eliminating vampire primogenitors. As Kojou watched Yukina—the watcher for Kojou Akatsuki, the Fourth Primogenitor—walk with that dangerous object never escaping her grasp, his mood became progressively more sullen.


“More or less. Anyway, I’m the one at fault. Not that I intended to peek, mind you,” Kojou apologized while rubbing his still-itchy nose.


The regenerative power of a vampire had healed the nasal bones broken by Yukina’s kick, but the nosebleed itself took a while to stop. But thanks to that, he had not been assailed by any vampiric urges—perhaps he should have been grateful for it.


“It’s all right… I’m not upset about it anymore.”


With a sigh in her voice, Yukina added, “And I did kick you full force.” Though her tone seemed to have resignation and embarrassment mixed in with it, she certainly gave off no hint of anger. A relieved expression came over Kojou’s face.


“Th-that’s good.”


“Er, well…I knew from the start that you were a pervert, senpai, so it is my fault for letting my guard down.”


“Eh?”


“I should have not forgotten the possibility such accidental behavior might arise from you, senpai.”


“Why are you acting like it’s a given I’d peek?! That really was an accident, you know. I mean, I’m sorry about the mistake, but still!”


“Hee-hee.” Yukina made a small laugh as she watched the flustered Kojou try to object.


Apparently she really was minded to forgive him. As Yukina suggested that “Yes, some soul-searching would be good” with a demure, admonishing look on her face, Kojou’s lips twisted a bit as he exhaled and patted his chest in relief. However…


“That’s no good, Yukina. If you forgive this pervert so easily…!”


It was Nagisa who broke the reconciliatory mood, inserting herself as if to shield Yukina.


Wearing the same uniform as Yukina, she looked up at Kojou with anger apparent in her eyes.


Spread out beyond the monorail’s windows was a cloudless blue sky with an ultramarine sea. As the rays of the morning sun mercilessly illuminated the inside of the car, Nagisa’s shrill voice reverberated in spite of the restrained volume.


“I can’t believe it. There’s just no way. And how do you call barging into a girl’s room without knocking an accident? Kojou, you’re the worst. I told you yesterday before bed that Yukina was coming over to visit the next morning, didn’t I?”


“Ah…now that you mention it, I do sorta feel like you might’ve told me that…” Kojou’s face grimaced as he arrived at a rather vague memory. “But I didn’t hear anything about Himeragi changing clothes at our place. What were you two doing at that hour?”


“Just stop with the weird imagination already, geez! We were taking measurements for adjusting outfits for the sports festival.” Nagisa added with a crude snort, “I told you about that yesterday.” But even being told this, Kojou didn’t have any grasp of the circumstances whatsoever.


“…What do you mean, outfits for the sports festival? It’s all just gym jerseys, isn’t it?”


“No. These aren’t for matches, they’re cheerleading outfits. We can’t use the cheerleading club uniforms to cheer on our own class, now can we? So we have to make new ones. The home economics club girls are doing the detail work, and the boys are putting up the money for it.”


Nagisa babbled on, explaining details he’d never asked about. The sheer quantity of words that came out of Nagisa’s mouth was one of her few flaws, but at times like these he was grateful that she was a quick talker.


“Cheerleading uniforms…wait, Himeragi’s wearing one, too?”


Kojou raised his eyebrows doubtfully as he asked Yukina, who had a sullen look for some reason.


Though the sports festival was an official school event, there was no rule that said girls had to dress up to cheer people on. He could understand Nagisa, an active member of the cheerleading club, running off to any cheer event, but he felt it was a bit unexpected for Yukina to volunteer to participate in an event like this.


A gloomy expression came over Yukina’s graceful features as she spoke.


“I had intended to do no such thing, but I wasn’t able to refuse…”


She heaved a sigh, exhaling her anguish. “No, you couldn’t,” Nagisa said, her cheerful voice the complete opposite.


“All of the boys in our class put their heads to the floor and begged Yukina. If the Princess cheered them on in a cheerleading outfit, they’d do anything for her as her loyal servants and work their rear ends off to win for her.”


“All the boys bowed down?”


Kojou was taken aback by Nagisa’s explanation. Yukina covered her eyes with an even more awkward expression. So “Princess” was Yukina’s nickname, was it? Not bad, brats, Kojou thought with a smidgen of admiration. Apparently, without Kojou knowing it, Yukina had risen to the rank of class princess. He could imagine how awkward Yukina must have looked with a mob of classmates bowing down before her.


“Ordinarily I would’ve just blown them all off, but I can understand why the boys would say that. I mean, this is Yukina here, so I said, ‘Hey, girls, let’s work together on this.’”


For some reason Nagisa was awfully proud of it. Kojou finally had a decent grasp on the circumstances. “So you’re both gonna cheerlead together, then.”


“Tee-hee, nothing wrong with that. Ah, Kojou, maybe you wanted us to cheer you on?”


Kojou gave an indifferent reply and shook his head. “Nah, it’s all the same to me really.”


Nagisa’s expression, which tended to move around a lot, changed to an obvious frown for once. “Huh? Why not?! Doesn’t it make you happy?!”


“I’d get embarrassed to have my little sister cheering me on, all worked up over just an intramural sports tournament.” Kojou let his comment loose with a very blunt tone. He’d only meant to convey the opinion that he had no interest taking pleasure in making his own little sister play cheerleader, but Yukina, listening from the side, seemed to derive a different meaning from it.


“E-embarrassing…outfit…” Mumbling as if in shock, Yukina hung her head in dejection. To such an overly serious girl, wearing a cheerleader outfit must have been a high hurdle indeed.


“Er, no. I’m not saying I’d be embarrassed to have you cheer me on, Himeragi.”


“Hah? What’s this? Yukina’s fine, but it’s embarrassing if I cheer you on?!”


“It ain’t that. I’m just sayin’, an intramural sports tournament’s just for fun, so you wouldn’t need to go out of your way to come see me at a match,” Kojou explained while waving his hand, looking annoyed at the bother.


Nagisa looked up at his face for a while with her lips in a pout. And as her expression suddenly went stiff, she inquired in a vaguely concerned tone. “…Kojou, does it still bother you? I mean…about last year’s tournament.”


“Tournament?”


For a moment, Kojou seriously didn’t know what she was talking about, looking back into his little sister’s eyes as he replied. Noticing that, as rarely happened, she seemed hesitant to say something, he finally understood the meaning of her question.


Back when Kojou had been part of the middle school basketball team, he had the youthful experience of being isolated on a team that was obsessed with victory. It had thoroughly depressed him and was the trigger for him having quit basketball.


Watching Kojou while speaking of her coming to cheer him on must have made Nagisa remember all that.


“Ahh, nah. Has nothin’ to do with that at all.”


“Really?”


“Not one little thing to do with me. And it’s not like I hate basketball or anything.”


As Kojou said it, he shrugged his shoulders as if concealing embarrassment.


It was true that he didn’t pay any heed to the past. Kojou wasn’t the only one to have quit his club when graduating to high school, after all; it held no special meaning. The guys from the basketball club at the time were striving to do well even now.


Regardless, in his current state, Kojou couldn’t seriously immerse himself into sports. Kojou was, after all, the World’s Mightiest Vampire. He couldn’t be using the extraordinary physical and demonic abilities possessed by a “primogenitor” in the middle of ordinary high school varsity sports.


But Nagisa, who didn’t know of those circumstances, smiled happily as she listened to Kojou’s words.


“Is that so? So, maybe we can still see your match at this sports festival, then?”


“Not necessarily gonna be in a match like you’re hopin’ for, though.”


Kojou felt a faint throbbing feeling as he tossed the comment out.


In the sports festival, high school boys had three events: basketball, table tennis, and badminton. It had not yet been decided that Kojou had any role to play.


In the first place, they’d probably prioritize people with experience for the competition, so there was a high chance Kojou would be assigned to the basketball court. Maybe that’s okay, thought Kojou.


Though he missed being able to have serious fun in intense team competition like he used to, if he thought of it as giving his worried little sister a freebie, playing while holding back quite a bit wasn’t so bad at all.


“Can’t be helped. Well, if you do get an event we definitely have to cheer you on. Right, Yukina?”


Nodding, in a good mood for some reason, Nagisa sought Yukina’s agreement.


For a moment, Yukina’s eyes blinked in bewilderment. No doubt she never imagined she’d be made to cheer Kojou on, too.


To Yukina, who was worried about wearing a cheerleader outfit at all, it had to have been a very troublesome invitation. In the first place, Yukina had been dispatched as the Fourth Primogenitor’s watcher; cheering Kojou on in a sports festival wasn’t exactly part of her mission.


However, with Nagisa’s radiant face turned toward her, it was no surprise she just couldn’t say no.


“I suppose you’re right…I’ll cheer, too.”


Lastly, Yukina made a sigh, as if conveying to Kojou her grudging surrender. Seeing the faint, strained smile on her face, Kojou made a pained smile of his own. A moment later, the monorail arrived at the station they were heading to.


As usual, the three of them got out of the car at the same time, trading the usual formalities.


It was a common, everyday scene…


Kojou had not yet noticed, but in Itogami Harbor, visible from the monorail car’s windows, was moored a single, unfamiliar, highly extravagant ship.
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Kojou parted ways with Yukina and Nagisa right about when they arrived at the school gates. Yukina and Nagisa turned toward the middle school campus a short distance away while Kojou went straight ahead to the high school building.


Itogami Island was the Island of Everlasting Summer, floating in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.


Even halfway into September, there was not even the smallest subatomic hint of autumn whatsoever; the merciless morning rays of the midsummer sun poured down upon the school grounds.


As Kojou ran into the entrance, feeling much like a slime mold frantically trying to escape ultraviolet light, the preceding visitor was right before him. A schoolgirl was changing her shoes in front of the shoe lockers for Kojou’s class.


She had a showy hairstyle and refined perfume. With good fashion sense, she wore her school uniform in just the right ways to stand out from her classmates.


“Good morning, Kojou. To think, you arrived on time for once.”


She spoke to him in an easygoing tone like she was one of the boys. Though her shapely lips were curled into a grin, it was a mysteriously affable and memorable expression. She took a large sports bag placed right by her loafers and tossed it toward him.


“What’s all this stuff, Asagi?” Kojou asked casually as he retrieved his own footwear.


As Kojou did so, Aiba Asagi grinned broadly as she looked up at him.


“Sorry, you just happened to arrive at the perfect time. It’s heavier than I expected and a real pain.”


“I haven’t said one word about carrying it for you.”


“Oh, you’re a big help. If you could just put it in front of the locker…”


Ignoring Kojou’s meager protests, Asagi issued one-sided commands. Kojou, giving up on any further resistance, reluctantly picked up the bag. Through the gap left by the partially open zipper, he saw a number of old rackets and white birdies—shuttlecocks for badminton.


“A badminton racket? What’s this for?”


“It’s for the sports festival practice. I called in a favor and my older sis lent it to me. The school doesn’t have enough equipment, see.”


“Huh,” murmured Kojou in apparent admiration. “You do sensible things sometimes.”


“You didn’t have to say ‘sometimes.’ After all, I’m also known as ‘Asagi, the Highly Considerate Beautiful High School Girl.”


“A highly considerate beautiful high school girl wouldn’t say that about herself.”


“Oh shut up. Well, actually Rin asked me to do this just yesterday.”


Asagi made her unapologetic admission while they headed up the stairs to class.


“So, what are you going to be in, Kojou?”


“Who knows… I asked Tsukishima to make it as fun an event as possible, though,” Kojou replied in an unenthusiastic tone. Once the class representative, Rin Tsukishima, heard everyone say what sports festival event they wanted to participate in, she’d assign people using her own independent judgment. She took a hard-line stance: If you had a problem with your assigned event, you were on your own when it came to negotiating a trade.


“Geez,” said Asagi, exhaling, seeming somehow dejected.


“Give it up already. Former hot-blooded, annoying jocks are only worth anything at sports festivals like this, so put some more energy into it, Kojou the Irritating.”


“Who’s Kojou the Irritating?! Careful what you say. Hey, you should apologize to all the former athletic club members in the country—”


Reaching the top of the stairs, shooting the breeze in their usual fashion, Kojou and Asagi went into the classroom.


A moment later, the atmosphere picked right up.


About 70 percent of the students were already in the classroom. Every last one of them turned and looked at Kojou.


“Wh-what?”


“Don’t ask me. I just got here, same as you.”


There was an eerie mixture of consent and trust floating in the classroom’s air. It was not a frigid feeling. Indeed, it was a strange feeling of anticipation.


Responding to the puzzling behavior, Kojou and Asagi stood in place, feeling rather awkward.


“Heya, Kojou. Showin’ up carryin’ your partner’s equipment like this, man, you’re really into this.”


One student near the teacher’s desk called out to them in a very good mood. The boy, his short, spiky hair combed back and giving off a frivolous air, was Motoki Yaze. He was both Kojou’s bad friend from middle school and Asagi’s childhood friend.


Kojou and Asaki glared with apparent displeasure at the friend who knew them so well.


“Partner?”


“…What are you talking about? Did getting dumped by your older girlfriend scramble your brain?”


“I’m not scrambled, dumped, or acting! There, there! You see?”


Speaking in an excited voice, Yaze pointed toward the blackboard standing behind him.


Rin Tsukishima was standing right there. She was a tall schoolgirl who gave off an adultlike air. She had written on the blackboard, with her characteristic attention to detail, the names of all of their classmates.


“I was just announcing who’d be participating in which sports festival events.”


“Right…”


Kojou and Asagi both tried to sound sensible as their faces met. They had no idea why this would draw attention to the two of them. Unable to settle down his nerves, Kojou looked over the curves of what was written on the blackboard in white chalk.


“Badminton mixed doubles? Me and Asagi, paired up?”


Kojou was in mild shock when he noticed their names in an unexpected place.


Of course, Kojou had no experience in badminton at all; he didn’t remember asking to be in that event, either. He knew from the start that it was going to be mixed doubles. On top of that, all of the player pairs beside Kojou and Asagi were publicly acknowledged couples.


“…Why do I have to team up with Kojou?”


Asagi asked with a guarded expression on her face. However, Rin made a composed smile.


“It’s a new rule for this year. Singles are scrapped, so there’s room for more mixed doubles pairs. Ah, and actual badminton club girls aren’t allowed.”


“So why does it have to be me and Kojou?!”


“Asagi, you told me before that you liked him, didn’t you?”


“E-excuse me?! Wh-wh-when did I say anything like that…?!”


“For badminton.”


Rin spoke with her normal, serene voice. Asagi made a small sound and chose her words more carefully. “…I only practice with my older sister once in a while, so I’m not actually good or anything.”


“If you understand the rules, that’s plenty.” Speaking in a very calm tone, Rin silenced Asagi. “Akatsuki said he didn’t have any preference for events, so no complaints there, yes? I’d actually thought about having him play basketball, but sorry, I had no idea.”


Watching Rin awkwardly cover her eyes, Kojou bounced a question back with a suspicious look on his face. “What do you mean?”


For some reason, Rin looked pitiably at Kojou as she shook her head. “There’s no need to force yourself. I heard from Yaze about Akatsuki back in middle school.”


“Eh?”


“That due to repeated perverted stalking incidents involving female basketball club members, you were ordered to stay clear of the basketball court, yes?”


“Huh?!” Rin’s rather outlandish declaration made Kojou’s mental circuits short out for a moment.


Certainly Kojou had some bad experiences related to basketball back in middle school, but he had no recollection of anything borderline criminal like that.


“The heck’s that?! What stalking are you talking about?”


“But don’t worry, it’s all right. Even if you are a twisted pervert addicted to the scent of girls’ basketball shoes and jerseys, our class will not forsake you, Akatsuki.”


“Now hold on…! Don’t believe garbage like that! That’s a fabrication any way you slice it!” Kojou shouted insistently, but without saying a word, his classmates only sent lukewarm gazes tinged with pity back at him. “So that’s how it is,” said Asagi, her eyes narrowed as she made a great sigh.


“I get it now. This is all your doing, isn’t it, Motoki?”


“Nice assist, right?”


As his childhood female friend glared at him, Yaze made what was, for whatever reason, his trademark thumbs-up. Apparently he was the mastermind behind pairing Kojou and Asagi together.


Kojou didn’t know what he was up to, but it was probably some rotten scheme of his.


“There you go sticking your nose where it’s not needed again…! And Rin’s in on it, huh?”


Asagi had a pouty expression on her face as she cross-examined the serene-faced class rep.


Rin made a rather mischievous smile as she spoke in the same cool tone as always. “You have permission to use the court. Have fun practicing today after classes.”
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“Asagi? You’re still in the classroom?”


That day, after classes—


Asagi Aiba, having taken her eyes off Kojou Akatsuki for a short time only to hear her name called out of the blue from a blind spot, froze for a moment. Suppressing the yelp that threatened to escape her lips, she turned around, maintaining her composure.


Unaware of Asagi’s hard work, Kojou had his usual languid expression on his face.


Apparently, even though they’d been picked for a doubles pair, Kojou thought of it as just a sports festival team-up, with nothing special about it at all.


Though his indifferent expression threatened to turn her tension to spontaneous bloodlust, Asagi somehow limited herself to clearing her throat. She was self-aware enough to know she had no good cause for resentment.


Faced with Asagi’s attitude of obvious displeasure, Kojou hesitated for a moment and raised an eyebrow.


“If we’re gonna practice for this sports festival, we should get it out of the way as soon as we can.”


“Ah… R-right. I’ll change clothes, so go to the gym ahead of me, okay?” Asagi’s smile twitched as she spoke.


Kojou meekly nodded. “Well, see you later. I’ll borrow a racket.”


“Ah, right, right.”


Asagi saw off the departing Kojou with a wave before making a long sigh.


As she did so, she suddenly heard a voice.


“Hmmm.”


It was the cool, composed adult voice of Rin Tsukishima. Rin, wearing blue gym clothing over her tall figure, had an expression that seemed pleased somehow as she watched and compared Kojou’s leaving with Asagi’s remaining seated.


“What?”


“Akatsuki left quite easily, didn’t he? I would have thought he wouldn’t have liked the trouble of practicing for the sports festival.”


“When it comes down to it, he likes winning. He’s a little boy that way.”


Asagi made a large shrug of her shoulders as she spoke. Rin, for her part, tilted her neck slightly with a serious look on her face.


“I wonder. Perhaps it’s the fact he’s paired with you that has him pumped up?”


“Now hold on a minute.” Asagi twisted her tongue in what seemed to be a pout as she glared at Rin. “Geez, would you and that idiot Motoki stop toying around with me and Kojou? Sticking your nose in and pushing this sports festival business onto me like this…”


“Is it a bother?” Rin asked with a laugh in her voice. Asagi made a sullen-sounding sigh.


“A big bother. In the first place, what’s with this outfit?” As she spoke, she pointed to the nylon bag on top of her lap. Packed inside the bag was a sports towel and gym clothes for practicing for the sports festival.


“What, you ask…? It’s a uniform for badminton, of course. I put it aside for you, but maybe the size isn’t quite right? Could it be that you’ve grown so much in certain places that you can’t wear it?” Rin asked with a tone of concern.


“I can wear it,” Asagi bluntly confessed without thinking. “Th-that doesn’t mean I should be wearing something this dramatic at just some little school event.”


It was a short, pleated skirt and a sturdy, short sleeveless polo shirt; Asagi pointed out the numerous places where the uniform would leave her seriously exposed. Perhaps not for a public tournament match, but she couldn’t help but be embarrassed to wear it at practice for a mere sports festival.


Yet Rin made a mischievous laugh regardless. “But Asagi, your legs are so pretty.”


“—Um, what?”


Asagi froze, unable to respond to the unexpected words from her friend, who usually was not one for jokes. However, Rin’s tone of voice remained perfectly composed.


“…Well, Yaze said that transfer student in middle school couldn’t lay a finger on you where they’re concerned.”


“Why did that Himeragi girl come up when talking about that…?” Asagi kept her voice low as she inquired. She meant to keep her composure, but the sudden shock put an unpleasant tone into her voice.


Yukina Himeragi, transfer student to the middle school. A girl so ridiculously pretty that Asagi couldn’t even dream of being jealous, and on top of that, she’d strangely hit it off with Kojou even before her transfer. Some of the students had apparently pegged her as Kojou’s girlfriend. Though not a fact Asagi wished to acknowledge, without a doubt, that girl was the cause of Asagi having been thrown off-pace of late.


“Although I believe you are well aware of the reason, even more than I am, Asagi…”


Rin’s expression did not change as she glanced toward the corner of the middle school building.


“She’s very cute. She’s Akatsuki’s little sister’s classmate, isn’t she?”


“S-seems so, yeah.”


Watching how Asagi was unable to hide her discomfort, Rin made a gentle smile.


“Though I went through all the trouble of preparing the uniform, I won’t force you to wear it. If you want to use your sweaty gym outfit from morning classes while you spend time with Akatsuki, by all means…”


“I-it’s not sweaty. I used deodorant and everything…,” Asagi protested in a weak voice.


Rin said nothing in reply, waving her hand and walking off. “Well, I’m heading to the table tennis room. Good luck, Asagi.”


As she headed out with the students who formed the table tennis team, Asagi was the only one left behind.


Looking down at the uniform spread over her desk, Asagi exhaled with irritation.
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