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      Prologue


      Written from Yahata Asagao’s Point of View

      Thinking back on it now, that day might have been a dangerous
      day for us.

      " My name is Sakuradamon Jiro. Pleased to make your
      acquaintance."

      The young man who was visiting the villa bowed respectfully and
      gave us a polite greeting, maintaining proper posture even in this
      hot weather. Looking at us from behind his glasses, his eyes were
      sharp, yet there were still traces of softness and youthfulness in
      them. He was a tall and muscular youth, which was evident when we
      gazed at his muscles, clearly visible from underneath the shirt
      that was clinging onto his body.

      " Y-yesh, the pleasure is all oursh!"

      My younger sister, Yahata Yugao got nervous from greeting our
      guest and stuttered in a high pitched voice. She is not used to
      dealing with men, so I was worried that her behavior might have
      upset our guest, but he seemed to pay that little blunder of hers
      no mind, which was good, because despite his calm demeanor and
      politeness of his actions, his face actually looked a bit
      scary.

      Nevertheless, after accepting his greeting, I turned to him with
      a smile.

      " Pleased to make your acquaintance also, my name is Yahata
      Asagao, the elder sister, and this here is my younger sister,
      Yugao. Our given names are written with characters for Morning
      Glory and Moonflower respectively, and our family name is written
      with the character for “labyrinth”."

      I greeted him with a cheerful self-introduction. Hearing me say
      that, Yugao realized that she has yet to introduce herself, and
      corrected her mistake immediately.

      " Hawawa, m-my name is Yugao, pleased to meet you!"

      Greeting the Sakuradamon-san for the second time, my sister
      lowered her head.

      "Haha, the pleasure is all mine. Asagao-san, Yugao-san, please
      take care of me."

      He also bowed for the second time as he laughed, repeating the
      usual greeting formula. The tension he was radiating just a second
      before was gone now, and he seemed more relaxed.

      He might look a bit scary, but he doesn’t look like a bad guy
      after all, is what I concluded after that short exchange of
      pleasantries.

      "Already getting along with the Yahata siblings, are we,
      Monjiro?"

      The person who said that was the girl with long golden hair
      covering her eyes who appeared from behind Sakuradamon-san. Seeing
      her, I got just a little bit nervous, but I tried not to show
      it.

      " Long time no see, Shiki-sama."

      " Umu."

      From behind the veil of her hair, she was looking at us with her
      deep blue eyes that seemed like they could see through everything,
      even the person’s soul. Yugao was even more uncomfortable about it
      than I, and her shoulders were trembling as she tried to avoid
      making direct eye contact with Shiki-sama.

      "It has indeed been quite a while, Asagao. So much in fact that
      your level as the [ Breathtaking Beauty] seems to have risen quite
      a bit, to the point where you probably wouldn’t even need to use
      the [Charm] skill to seduce Monjiro."

      "I thank you for your compliment, Shiki-sama, but I think you’re
      way prettier than me."

      Her gaze and weird way of speaking were the same as ever, if not
      even more intense, but that was just about it. We haven’t seen each
      other for almost four years, so it was quite obvious that she grew
      up to be a beauty, and I’m sure she thought the same thing about
      me, and probably Yugao too. Being around her still made me somewhat
      uncomfortable, but thankfully it was all within the scope of
      expectations.

      "In that case I will resume my master-plan to hog Monjiro all to
      myself."

      Declaring that, Shiki-sama puffed out her chest proudly and
      patted it with her hands. They were almost the same as mine and my
      sister’s, not too big, but also not too small. In my mind, having
      such a balanced chest was not a bad thing at all.

      "Fufufu~~, It’s great to see that everyone is getting along so
      nicely."

      But the person next to her was someone whom both Shiki-sama and
      us could not even dream to compete with in terms of beauty. It was
      a girl so pretty that she seemed to be shining brighter than the
      sun itself.

      A person of magnificent bodily proportions with long, jet-black
      hair, voluptuous chest, slim waist and wide hips whose whole
      existence radiated a slightly erotic atmosphere.

      Her name was Shiinamachi Kaguya. Compared to someone like me or
      my sister, she was a class or two above us.

      "Hello, and thank you for having me in your care. My name is
      Fujisato Yuika~~!"

      "This is indeed quite a nice place. Please take care of us from
      now on. I am Kuho Nagi, vassal to Fujisato Yuika."

      The two people who subsequently appeared were also girls of
      unparalleled beauty, who seemed like they were taken straight out
      of a fashion magazine, or a gravure model shot. So many high-level
      beautiful girls were our guests today that even I started to have
      complicated feelings about this whole situation.

      Still, I cannot allow myself to lose my composure here, unlike
      my sister who got so nervous that she was practically unable to do
      anything now. With that said, the duty of taking a proper care of
      our guests was entirely in my hands now.

      "All right everybody, we’re pleased to have all of you here. We
      will now carry your luggage to your respective rooms and begin the
      preparations for the feast in the evening. Until then, please make
      yourselves at home and relax in the living room."

      "Y-Yes, elder sister! Everyone, the living room is the first
      room to the right after you exit the main hall. We have already
      prepared iced barley tea and watermelon for you to cool yourselves,
      so please do not hesitate to partake of them while we will take
      care of your belongings!"

      The two of us, my little sister and I, work in this summer villa
      as maids by the order of Shiki-sama. Our job can best be surmised
      as taking care of various household chores, and making sure that
      each and every visitor can enjoy their stay here without any
      problems, so it was a given that we should also take care of the
      transportation of our respected guest’s parcels and serve them in
      any way we can.

      "Carrying all of our luggage will be hard for just the two of
      you. Allow me to give you a hand with that."

      Sakuradamon… Jiro-san said as he grabbed the bag that Yugao was
      supposed to be taking.

      "W-well, uhm, I…"

      "It’s alright. At times like these, you should just leave the
      heavy lifting to the guys."

      Jiro-san smiled at my sister, taking another case into his
      hand.

      Yugao’s face was all red and she was covering her mouth with her
      hands. For me, someone who knows her better than anyone, this was a
      clear sign. This was definitely a face made by a pure maiden
      smitten with her Prince Charming.

      Yup, the full package is here: dreamy eyes, face blushing all
      the way to the neck and ears, and I’m pretty sure that I could hear
      the sound of her heart pounding like crazy.

      This could prove to be an interesting development, but we are
      the maids of this villa. Is it really okay for us to have someone
      else help us perform our assigned duties?

      "Is this acceptable, Shiki-sama?"

      Just to be on the safe side, I asked Shiki-sama what she thought
      about it. For just a brief moment I thought that I saw a glimpse of
      hostility in her eyes before they returned to their usual
      expressionless state as she shrugged her shoulders.

      "As long as he’s fine with it then I see no problems. He’s a
      natural-born playboy, so gathering flags and clearing
      affection-raising events like these comes as naturally as breathing
      to him."

      "A natural-born playboy? I see…"

      "Shiki, I would appreciate it if you stopped spreading false
      rumors that people might misunderstand. It’s bad for my reputation,
      you know?"

      He said as he casually took another bag on his shoulder. And it
      was the one that I was just about to take.

      "I’m sorry, Monjiro, it was rude of me to call you a
      natural-born playboy. What I really meant to say was useless
      playboy."

      "That’s uncalled for!"

      Ouch, now that seemed to score a critical hit with him. And
      since he got mad at something like this, does that mean that he has
      no luck with girls? Judging by the reactions of the rest of his
      female companions and the looks of kind pity they were sending him,
      that must have been the case.

      "U, Uhm, thank you kindly for your help, Monjiro-san."

      Yugao muttered shyly, with her hands still covering her mouth.
      She also kept staring at Jiro-san from the moment she first saw
      him.

      "Hm? Oh, that’s not a problem at all. You should be fine with
      the rest of Shiki’s stuff, right? And, if I may, please don’t
      believe what Shiki said just now."

      "Y-yes, of course!"

      He didn’t struck me as the womanizing type at all. Perhaps this
      guy is simply not accustomed to talking with other people very
      much? Maybe that is why he was approaching everyone, be it man or
      woman, with overwhelming sincerity?

      That was the feeling that I understood very well.

      "Sigh, I guess it can’t be helped then. We will carry our
      luggage to the rooms ourselves, and then we’ll rest."

      "Ara, is that how it’s going to be? Okay then, allow me to guide
      you into your rooms."

      And that sincere behavior of his is what draws other woman to him.
      Whether he was aware of it or not, he was always in the center of
      the events, unconsciously drawing those around him into them.

      That is the kind of person that the one called Sakuradamon Jiro
      is.

      Or rather, that is the kind of person that our target is.

      "Haaa…."

      By the looks of it, Yugao was completely ensnared by him as
      well. If that’s the case, is targeting him really okay? For
      whatever reason, I couldn’t stop such thoughts from gathering
      inside my head.

      It’s okay, everything’s going to be alright. This is something
      that we both agreed on doing. If Yugao says that she wants to be
      the one to do it, then as her older sister I will do everything in
      my power to support her. That is what I have decided.

      "Let’s put the matter of luggage aside for now. Everyone, I
      would like to hereby welcome you to [Hachihoukan ], one of the
      famous villas of the Yatono family!"

      As I declared so, somewhere in the back of my mind there was a
      thought that Monjiro-san and his friends are going to be involved
      in many things during their stay here, whether they like it or
      not.



    



    

    
      


Chapter 1: Mansion and the Murder Case

      
      

      Search Results for "Risky Day":

      • No information found in correlation with the search term "Safe
      Day".

      • 0 search results

      • No related explanations found

      • No search results found related to the keywords

      • Refers to a day when a type of risk comes

      "Listen to me now, big brother. You’re basically going to be the
      only male in an all-female trip, so you have to make sure to behave
      yourself, are we clear?"

      "All right, I get it, I get it. You don’t have to tell
      twice."

      Talking with my little sister over the phone was always kind of
      embarrassing, even more so in a situation like my current one, when
      I was on a trip with my friends. While I was covering my mouth with
      my hand to minimize the risk of anyone hearing who I was talking
      with, I could picture my sister nonchalantly lying on her bed in
      her room as she was scolding me. Unlike myself, she was completely
      relaxed, treating it like it was the most obvious thing in the
      world.

      "What are you doing right now?"

      "We’ve just finished eating a truly delicious meal, and we’re
      currently waiting for dessert…"

      As I was having my embarrassing conversation with my sister,
      everyone present was looking at me with warm eyes, up to the point
      where I could hear the "D’awwwwwww!" sound without them
      even making it! My dear sister, I know you’re very protective of
      your older brother, but thanks to that, I had to escape to the
      corridor in front of the dining hall to avoid dying of
      embarrassment!

      "Did you have fun playing in the sea? I hope your fragile mind
      didn’t receive any critical mental damage from seeing all those
      pretty girls in their swimsuits."

      It was natural for her to worry about me so much, so I assured
      her that everything was fine with me. After all, I was able to be
      "myself" now only because my sister went to great lengths to help
      me develop my current "self". Despite the fact that I was born in a
      family of assassins and was trained from an early childhood to
      become a living killing machine, thanks to my sister’s valiant
      efforts I was now able to enjoy my youth like any other ordinary
      high school boy would. So it would be no exaggeration to say that
      the current "Sakuradamon Jiro" was able to be "himself" only
      because my sister gave it her all to help me live my life as a
      normal person.

      Even after the recent incident in which I’ve thrown my current
      "self" away.

      However, hanks to my mother’s help, I was somehow able to keep
      being myself even after that and continue to live through my
      ordinary days while being surrounded by my friends.

      Taking all that into consideration, it was obvious that my
      sister would be worried about be, hence her rather frequent phone
      calls.

      "Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. Although I can’t deny
      that seeing girls in their swimwear got me excited, there are no
      problems with my mind whatsoever, even when I remove my glasses to
      switch between "Assassin Mode" and "High School Boy Mode".
      Everything is the same as it always was."

      "I see, so you were excited to see girls in their swimsuits,
      huh?"

      "Guilty as charged. To tell you the truth, it was a truly
      wonderful sight."

      "Well, if you’re enjoying it, then please continue to do so. But
      since I am getting kind of jealous, you’ll have to take me with you
      next time such a trip happens, all right? I’d very much like to
      play in the sea with that female friends of yours."

      Oh, so you’re jealous about me? Knowing that my little sister
      felt like that about me made me feel somewhat happy. Being able to
      enjoy such a simple feeling made me feel truly grateful that my
      current "self" did not vanish after all.

      "Haha, all right, it’s a promise then. I’ll definitely take you
      with me next time."

      "I’m looking forward to it too. Also, while you’re there, please
      don’t forget to buy me a souvenir."

      "Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to grab something that’s unique to
      this neighborhood for you."

      That was easier said than done, however. It wouldn’t be a
      problem if it was a hotel or a luxurious hot spring inn, but we
      were staying at the summer mansion belonging to the Yatono family.
      In that case, maybe I should ask Shiki or one ow the twin maids
      about any local delicacies. If possible, I think some local pudding
      would be ideal, but preferably a kind that does not have any
      strange taste. But knowing our lame jokes loving stoic Shiki, she’d
      recommend something exactly along those lines just to tease me, so
      I’ll have to be careful when consulting her about that.

      "By the way, brother, that Shiinamachi-san is also staying there
      with you, right?"

      "That’s right. Why do you ask?"

      "I’ve been wandering about it ever since you mentioned her the
      last time we talked, buy big brother, could it be that you…"

      "Yeah?"

      "… love her or something?"

      "Pfffft!"

      She was so direct with her choice of words that I could not help
      it but to react the way I did.

      "Y-you know you’re the only one that I love, right?"

      "No need to change the subject. If she really is just like you
      described her, then I can see why you’d fall in love with her. And
      besides, I think it’s perfectly reasonable for a high school boy to
      have a crush on their senor, even more so if she’s a beautiful
      girl."

      I think so too, but shouldn’t you be a tad bit more worried in
      that regard, my little sister? You’re talking about your brother’s
      potential love interest after all.

      "On the other hand, this "Shiki-san"… how about her? To be
      honest, she sounds like a troublesome girl. Like she’s the type who
      acts all casual and disinterested, but in reality she’s a magnet
      for all sorts of trouble, you know what I’m saying?"

      Oh my little sister, if only you knew how right on the mark you
      were in regards to her!

      "Yes, but I assure you…"

      "Then again, you called her your friend and told me that she’s
      the type that can actually be relied on when it counts the most,
      and that’s quite meaningful coming from you therefore I concluded
      that something might actually be going on between you two."

      She’s right, the number of people I could call "friends" was
      certainly limited. And since most of those people are actually
      girls, then I guess it really wouldn’t be strange if I happened to
      harbor romantic feelings towards at least one of them.

      Beside Shiinamachi-senpai, Shiki, and me, there were two more
      people with us on this trip. One of them was Fujisato Yuika, my
      classmate as well as the class representative of my class who
      helped me out a lot since I transferred at the beginning of the
      school year, and Kuhoh Nagi, an underclassman who was a member of
      both the kendo club as well as my Librarian Committee kouhai. Ever
      since I met them, they’ve both treated me with warmth and kindness,
      and helped me whenever I had trouble with something. I’ve felt that
      if they were ever in trouble, I would not hesitate for even a
      minute to extend a helping hand to them, as that would be the least
      I could do for them to repay them for all they’ve done for me.
      However…

      "Even if I wanted to get romantically involved with some of
      them, I still have ways to go with understanding people’s hearts
      and intentions, as well as grasping all the nuances that make
      them…"

      "But I bet some of them make your heart pound like crazy and
      make you think about lewd stuff, like kissing, or handholding in
      public, right?"

      "Maybe they do, but not about anything extreme like that. What
      kind of degenerate are you taking me for?"

      "You harbor those feelings towards any of your female friends
      particularly, or just towards Shiinamachi-san?"

      "…………… only senpai, probably."

      "Hmm, is that so? Well then, big brother, I’ll be more than
      happy to help you with that matter, but since I’m also feeling more
      jealous now, I’ll be expecting some really expensive gifts to
      appease me, okay?"

      "I’ll see what I can do about it."

      I have to make sure that I’ll never let jealousy take control
      over me. But since emotions like that were also a part of what it
      means to be a proper human being, I decided not to dwell on that
      too much and just follow my little sister’s wishes to avoid
      bringing her wrath down upon myself.

      "At the very least, please make sure that it’s something
      cute."

      "You know as well as I do that I’ll be limited to what the
      stores will have to offer, don’t you?"

      Hearing my sister’s unreasonable demands, I couldn’t help it but
      to sigh a little.

      "Of course I do. Now, enjoy your trip to the fullest, big
      brother!"

      "Thank you. I’ll do my best to do just that."

      "Fufu~~, you don’t have to "give it your best" to have a good
      time. Goodnight, big brother."

      "Goodnight."

      And with that, our awkward sibling’s conversation ended. It was
      probably still too early to go to bed, but just hearing those warm
      words from my sister made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. If I
      was my former self, I’d have probably not felt anything over
      something as basic like the exchange of formal pleasantries, but
      now I am a proper human being whose able to enjoy simple things
      like that with his whole heart.

      I swear to God, she really is something else entirely, that
      dependable little sister of mine.

      







      I heard such an outrageous voice behind me, and my body
      instinctively reacted to it, rapidly turning on my heel. And sure
      enough, just as I expected, there was a short girl with eyes
      obscured by her bangs standing right behind me, radiating her usual
      aura of indifference. Height roughly around 153 cm, weight unknown.
      Her body was slender and delicate, almost as if it could be snapped
      in half by the slightest touch, and her grey-blonde hair were tied
      into low ponytails with laced ribbons. The eyes hidden from view by
      her bangs were blue and golden respectively. All of the
      characteristics above made her look like a mysterious, petite
      beauty. That’s how Yatono Shiki could be summarized. Even though
      she was apparently a rich lady whose family had enough money to
      afford a villa such as this one, she was a student at Okayama
      Prefectural High School, same as Fujisato, Kuhoh,
      Shiinamachi-senpai and yours truly. Even when she was not wearing
      her uniform and the trademark lab coat, she was still as mysterious
      as ever.

      "If by siscon you mean a protective older brother who wants to
      keep his precious little sister safe from all the filth of this
      world, then by all means, go ahead and call me a siscon, I don’t
      mind."

      "Are you sure about that? Don’t you know that in recent years
      the meaning got changed? Now it is used to describe someone who
      loves his sister…."

      "If that’s the case, than how is it different from your previous
      definition?"

      "…… in a sexual, perverted kind of way that guarantees him a
      nice long vacation behind bars."

      "……….. Oh."

      *STAAAAAAAAAAAARE* Shiki’s blue eye was looking at me so
      intently as if she wanted drill through me with it, but she
      remained quiet.

      I love my sister, and I’m sure that she loves me too. That kind
      of thing should be perfectly normal between siblings, right? There
      was nothing wrong or perverted about me wanting to protect her, and
      just now she even said to me over the phone that she’d want to
      monopolize me a bit more, but there were clearly no sexual
      connotations hidden in her words, I’m sure of it.

      "Shiki-san, am I correct in thinking that you’re disappointed
      that I am not lusting after my own sister?"

      "The opposite, actually. I am glad that you won’t be going to
      jail anytime soon, but also a little sad, because I wanted to test
      my newest aphrodisiac on you."

      "There’ll be no need for it! Seriously, you need to stop messing
      with people using such shady methods!"

      "But Shiki-tan only does that to you, Onii-chan~~"

      "My point still stands!"

      "Tch, what’s the big deal, it only amplifies sexual desire."

      "ALL THE MORE REASON FOR YOU NOT TO DO IT!"

      "Acknowledged. Shiki-tan will do as her Onii-chan says."

      She said that reluctantly with a sullen face.

      "While we’re at it, could you also stop concealing your presence
      and suddenly appear behind my back? It gave me quite a scare."

      "That’s quite surprising, Monjiro. An assassin like yourself,
      scare of an innocent prank like that? Or could it be that you’re
      bad at sensing the presence of others?"

      "Rather than me being bad at it it’s the issue of me not being
      in my "Professional Killer Mode" all the time anymore. That’s why
      I’m wearing those glasses, you know? Not because I have a bad
      eyesight, but to suppress the influence of my former personality on
      my current life. I’ve got to admit though, it was hard getting used
      to wearing them at first, but now it developed into a sort of
      habit."

      "I take it you had to develop that habit due to the sudden
      change in your life when you stopped being a hitman and became just
      another ordinary high schooler?"

      "Due to the after effects of my mother’s hellish training, to be
      more precise. I’ve spent most of my current life training to become
      an assassin that would one day surpass her, all the while traveling
      from place to place, not staying anywhere for more than a month, so
      as you can probably guess, I didn’t have many friends and my
      interpersonal skills are… more than lacking in many areas. And to
      top it all off, even something as mundane as a walk around town
      became something difficult to do, seeing as wherever I went, I was
      always on the lookout for potential signs of the enemy attack
      Compared to that, I guess you could say that I am pretty satisfied
      with my current life."

      "Sounds like you had it pretty rough, huh?"

      "Tell me about it. What I went through with her was completely
      different from what you see in manga’s and anime. It was literal
      hell, there is no exaggerate in that statement."

      "Sounds like your mother was quite an unpleasant person to be
      around."

      The words she spoke were pretty harsh, but as she was speaking,
      a faint smile rose on her lips.

      "If possible, I’d like you to introduce me to her someday."

      "If an opportunity presents itself, then I’ll gladly do it."

      But that may be a little bit problematic to do right now,
      because my mother suddenly disappeared one day, and we have not
      seen her ever since. I also wanted to meet her again and talk about
      a lot of things with her. I was always wondering if she’d approve
      my change if she saw me right now? Or would she get mad at me, just
      like she did when I had a chance to talk with her in that
      mysterious space I found myself after using [Code Calvariae] and
      losing my soul. Judging by her image I saw there, she looked like
      she was my age, maybe slightly older, which got me thinking: could
      she really be my mother, and if what I felt towards her was really
      a child’s love towards its parent, or something else entirely? I
      had so many questions, so many things that I wanted to ask her
      about, but am I ever going to get some answers?

      "I can’t wait to introduce myself to her as your fiancé."

      "No no no no, not in a million years."

      "Your mistress then."

      "That’s even worse. If you really want to meet my mother
      someday, then I advise you to act with more modesty and
      self-restraint, lest you want to be labeled a pervert from the
      get-go."

      "That would certainly be bad. I’ll take that under
      advisement."

      She said she got it, but she was still pouting, which made me
      feel slightly worried, but I guess there is no need to worry myself
      with the far future right now.

      "Oh, here you are, Lady Shiki, Sakuradamon-san. We’ll be serving
      dessert soon, so please come back to the dining hall. Then you can
      continue your spicy talk while enjoying the taste of ultimate
      sweetness!"

      "Um…. We, we’re sorry for…. Interrupting you."

      And then we heard two voices: one hyperenergetic, and one super
      timid, calling out to us. We turned around, and sure enough, they
      belonged to the twin maids working in this villa. They were both
      about as tall as Shiki, wore uniforms that looked like a
      combination of Japanese kimonos with western aprons, and had their
      chestnut-colored hair tied into a ponytail and pigtails
      respectively. As for their age, the twins looked to be in their
      senior year of middle school, same as my little sister.

      If I remembered correctly, the energetic one with the ponytail,
      curious eyes and a dazzling smile was the older sister, Yahata
      Asagao, and the quiet, reserved one with twintails was the younger
      one, Yahata Yugao. Physically they were practically identical, but
      the atmosphere around each of them was like a polar opposite of the
      other one. From what Shiki told us beforehand, the two of them were
      her cousins, but if that was really the case, then I wondered why
      were they working here as maids?

      "If I may voice my honest opinion, Monjiro-san: I know
      Shiki-sama is a world class beauty unrivaled by anyone and it’s
      understandable that you are smitten with her, but to leave other
      three beautiful ladies all alone while you and Shiki-sama proceed
      to have a lovely randez vous… I guess you really are as big of a
      player as Shiki-sama described you to be."

      "No, wait a minute, Asagao-san, you’re clearly getting the wrong
      idea here!"

      "Oh, there’s no need to be so formal, Monjiro-san. Feel free to
      call me by my name, or some cute nickname if it strikes your
      fancy."

      "All right then, Asagao. Now, If it’s all right with you, could
      you…"

      "Keep your lovely randez vous with Shiki-sama a secret from
      everybody else, right? No worries, you can count on me. These lips
      are sealed~~"

      I clapped my hands in front of my face and bowed to her
      respectfully.

      "How gallant of you, Monjiro-san. Even though you’re courting
      Shiki-sama, you don’t want that to disturb the other guest’s stay
      here by keeping that fact a secret from them. I think that is
      admirable. Twisted, yes, but admirable still!"

      She still might have the wrong idea, but she was certainly right
      about the fundamental part. It is true that I cherish my friends
      deeply and want them to have a peaceful trip where they could just
      kick back and relax while having fun.

      "That’s why! Please make sure that you’ll use this vacation to
      the fullest to further develop your bonds of friendship with
      everyone, all right?"

      "W-Well, I won’t lie, it would be nice if something like that
      really happened…"

      She was right. Since we were all here, I wanted to use the
      chance that this trip presented and get to know as much as I could
      about not only Shiinamachi-senpai, but also about Kuhoh and
      Fujisato. Nothing would bring me more happiness than the shortening
      of the distance between us.

      "Hehe, you’re so kind, Monjiro-san, truly a picture perfect
      example of gentlemanliness. No wander my sister fell for you at the
      first sight."

      "HUEEEEEEEEE?!!!! O-O-O-Onee-chan, w-w-w-w-what are you saying?!
      And now of all times?!"

      "Eh? But it’s true, isn’t it? I mean, when everyone arrived
      earlier, you were staring at Monjiro-san with those dreamy eyes of
      yours, and your face was red all the way to the nape of your neck!
      If those ain’t symptoms of love, then I don’t know what is!"

      "HAWAWAWAWAWAWAWAWAWA!!!!!!!! E-Even if they were, you’re not
      supposed to blurt it out so openly in front of the person in
      question! Onee-chan, you dummy!"

      Yugao-san…. Or rather Yugao-chan, if the rule of dropping the
      formalities applied to her as well, frantically waved her hands in
      front of her sister’s face. She was as red as an apple and was
      fuming at the ears.

      "Ahahahahahahaha! And here’s where you’re wrong, my cute little
      sister! When it comes to feelings, it’s better to be upfront
      instead of bottling them up in your heart, and since you’re so
      quiet and timid, Onee-chan just gave you a gentle little push."

      And with that, she gave Asagao gave Yugao-chan a smile as bright
      as the rising sun.

      





      Putting that matter aside, this sudden information placed me in
      quite a pickle. To be frank, I didn’t know how I should respond to
      such a declaration.

      When I looked at her closely, she was indeed cute, beautiful
      even, to the point where my heart might have or might have not
      skipped a beat or two. Why is that? Could this be what I talked
      about with my sister on the phone just a short while ago? Could it
      be that I, Sakuradamon Jiro, had possibly fallen in love with
      someone other than Shiinamachi-senpai?!

      "Well, ummm, Monjiro… san?"

      *BA-THUMP BA-THUMP* * BA-THUMP BA-THUMP*

      There it is again! Just one look at her face made me feel as if
      my heart was going to jump out of my chest, and with each passing
      second, the palpitation only became more severe! Wait just a
      goddamn minute, Sakuradamon Jiro! Hold your horses! I know this
      feeling is fresh and new to you, but aren’t you getting too excited
      a little too fast?! And why is your face getting so hot?! And why
      are you avoiding eye contact with her?! What are you, some normie
      getting confessed to….. oh, wait….

      "Fufufu, well well, you seem to be awfully embarrassed,
      Monjiro-san~~ So, what are you going to do about this? When a girl
      musters up her courage to confess to you, don’t you think that you
      should give her your reply right away?"

      "N-No, Onee-chan, there’s no need for that! I-I am fine with
      things being the way they are, and Monjiro-san seems really
      confused about this situation, so…"

      Yugao stood between me and her sister and waved her hands in
      front of her face in an attempt to get this whole situation under
      control. Since she was trying so hard to keep the brown stuff from
      hitting the fan, I guess the only thing I can do right now is to
      tell her my honest feelings without trying to sugarcoat things.
      Yes, I need to resolve this like a true gentleman. Therefore…

      "Ah, uhm, Yugao-chan?"

      "Yesh?!"

      When I called out to Yugao, she jumped in place as if she was
      electrocuted. Her face was almost entirely red, and she looked like
      she was on the verge of tears. On the contrary, her older sister,
      Asagao, was standing behind her, giggling with a mockingly smug
      look on her face. It might only be my imagination, but it looked
      like she was having fun with this whole situation.

      "It’s the first time someone has felt that way about me, so to
      tell you the truth, I don’t know how I should react, but I want you
      to know that your feelings make me very happy, and I appreciate
      them. If it’s all right with you, can we start with being friends
      for the time being?"

      "Ah, yes, gladly, I-I mean, incompetent ash I am, I’ll be in
      your care!"

      And she bowed deeply to me. Actually, she was really cute when
      she was stuttering like that. All in all, Yugao possessed a
      specific charm akin to that of a small animal, and maybe that was
      the reason my heart was beating so fast just now. Could it be that
      shy, overly-maidenly girls are my type? Come to think of it, I
      always react in similar way whenever Shiinamachi-senpai is acting
      flustered or distraught. Wow, am I really that specific of a
      fetishist? Questions for later, now, in order to calm down, just
      take a few deep breaths, Jiro my boy. Inhale, exhale, inhale
      exhale, inhale…

      *Tap Tap*

      "Monjiro?"

      "What is it, Shiki?"

      I asked Shiki as she was tapping my shoulder with her index
      finger.

      "If you try to guide Yugao up the steps to adulthood behind my
      back, becoming a guinea pig in my experiments will seem like mercy
      to you, mark my words."

      "S-Steps to adulthood?!"

      Even I couldn’t help it but to get a little red when I heard
      such bold words coming out of Shiki’s mouth, and Yugao reacted by
      collapsing onto the ground with her eyes turned into spirals and
      steam furiously coming off from her beet-red face. Guess that was
      too much for her after all.

      "Oh, my poor Yugao."

      Said Asagao as she knelt beside her sister and placed a hand on
      her forehead while using her other hand to perform fanning motions
      to cool her off.

      "Way to go Shiki, you knocked her out with just three words, I’m
      honestly impressed."

      "Yugao is not so good at dealing with males and everything that
      involves them, including all things even remotely sexual, so she’s
      partially to blame, but nevertheless, that was still amazing. I’ve
      expected nothing less of Shiki-sama’s sharp tongue!"

      "Right? And that was me in easy mode. But I can switch to hard
      mode anytime if you want."

      Probably due to Asagao’s praise, Shiki gave us an outrageous
      proposition and a thumbs up. I could already feel a headache coming
      my way, so I just facepalmed and averted my gaze from her.

      "By the way Monjiro-san, how are you finding the villa so far?
      Are you enjoying yourself? Or perhaps you think that this place is
      a bit mysterious?"

      My thoughts, huh? Certainly, this villa seemed like a place
      taken straight out of a detective novel, both in its size and the
      general air of the entire building. After we finish eating, I’ll
      have to make sure to carefully study the layout of the entire
      building from the map that was placed near the entrance. It would
      be so embarrassing if I were to somehow end up getting lost while
      trying to find my way around.

      "Let me think… those are my personal thoughts only, but this
      place looks like a perfect setup for a murder mystery, and having a
      chance to solve it could be quite fun."

      "Ehh, really? You know, I heard that a big typhoon is supposed
      to be coming through the area tonight, and since this villa is on
      an island surrounded mainly by forests, then this whole area will
      quite literally turn into a sealed space, so who knows? Maybe we
      will really have a murder mystery on our hands? Wouldn’t that be
      great?"

      "Even if that was really the case, I really hope nothing like
      that will happen."

      "Even if you were the one who said that having it occur would’ve
      been fun, Monjiro-san? You know, there is this famous saying: Be
      careful what you wish for."

      They might’ve been cousins, but Asagao was really similar to
      Shiki in one regard: she loved to tease people. Apparently both the
      Yatono and Yahata families were dating pretty far back in history
      all the way to the feudal times, and since their very
      establishment, the relationship between them has always been
      similar to that of Lords and Knights, with Yatono being the former
      and Yahata being the latter. In a sense, I guess you could even
      compare them to Nightkin and their Vassals, minus the supernatural
      powers. At the very least, it was a given that both families were
      different from the rest of their surrounding society.

      "We Yahata’s have been serving the Yatono family for
      generations, and as for us, protecting and serving Shiki-sama is
      our most important duty. Isn’t that right, Yugao, my cute little
      sister?"

      Asagao asked her younger sister, who regained consciousness and
      was slowly getting back on her feet, for confirmation.

      "That might be true, but having a murder occur in the villa
      would be terrible, Onee-chan."

      "No worries! If it happens, just leave everything to me! I will
      make sure to strike down any evildoers who will so much as try to
      disrupt the peace of this house!"

      "That’s great and all, but I think we all agree that it would be
      best if such things were not happening here at all."

      "Yes, that would be preferable of course, but there are so many
      rumors and local legends about this land being connected to the
      murders of various kind that I couldn’t help but to see with my own
      eyes if they were true. A girl can dream, right?"

      Legends and rumors related to murderers, villa of a wealthy
      family in the remote region, typhoon/stormy night, twin maids,
      those were all tropes and clichés commonly used in detective and
      mystery stories with quite a reputation to them. Maybe that was
      just me being paranoid, but I really hoped that we won’t get
      dragged into another incident like that previous one anytime soon.
      I had my fill of those, and I wanted nothing more but to enjoy my
      vacation in peace and quiet with my friends here. Can we have that
      please? Pretty please?

      "Goodness gracious, we were talking for so long that I totally
      forgot that we were supposed to make a delicious dessert for our
      honored guests! We’ll go and whip it up right now, so please return
      to the dining room and wait patiently, Monjiro-san,
      Shiki-sama."

      With that, Asagao waved her hand at us and cheerfully ran down
      the hallway.

      "Um…"

      Before she went after her sister, Yugao looked up at me with
      flushed cheeks.

      "Hm?"

      "No, it’s just that… you know… about what my sister said,
      please… please don’t pay it any mind!"

      And she came running after Asagao after she practically shouted
      that in my face.

      "Well…"

      Even after she was gone, the somewhat sweet, ticklish feeling I
      felt when I looked at her still lingered in my heart. This feeling,
      I could’ve sworn that it’s exactly the same one that I felt
      whenever I was around Shiinamachi-senpai. But the reason why still
      continued to elude me.

      "You feeling all right, Monjiro? The rate of your heartbeat has
      increased dramatically, but other than that, I don’t sense any kind
      of abnormalities coming from you."

      "Honestly… I’m not really sure, since it’s my first time when a
      legitimately cute girl told me (indirect as it was) that she had
      feelings for me. Up until now, I only knew the feeling of love from
      TV dramas, novels, and whatever my sister told me about it, so I
      can say with absolute certainty that I don’t know anything about
      it."

      "You don’t understand it, huh?"

      "Yes. But if love is similar to that warm, fluffy feeling I’ve
      felt just now, then I’d like to know more about it."

      If love was really the emotion that made the world go around,
      then I guess understanding it and putting the knowledge about it to
      practical use were the imperative components required for
      functioning as a healthy member of society. And since my current
      self, the current "Sakuradamon Jiro" aspired to nothing more but
      being a perfectly ordinary human being, then getting to know more
      about it should be one of my most important goals for the time
      being.

      "That sounded a little sketchy, but if that’s how you really
      feel, the you should go tell that to Kaguya. I’d very much like to
      see her face when she hears that."

      Shiki nodded her head with a satisfied expression, and we
      decided to head back to the dining hall, where the rest of our
      friends awaited as along with a delicious dessert prepared by the
      pair of twin maid sisters.

      





      *Knock Knock*

      "Yes?"

      Sometime after we left the dining hall after eating dessert
      (which was as delicious as Asagao claimed it to be by the way) I
      knocked on the door to Shiinamachi-senpai’s room, and after a short
      while I heard her ask that one simple word with her lovely voice
      from the other side.

      "It’s Jiro. Pardon the intrusion, senpai. May I come in?"

      Not even five seconds have passed when I heard the sound of the
      door being unlocked.

      "By all means, Jiro-kun, please come in. Oh my, you look
      wonderful in casual clothes, they suit you to a T!"

      What greeted me was Shiinamachi-senpai clad in a cherry
      blossom-colored yukata. She looked so adorable that I thought my
      heart was going to burst from my chest if I continue to gaze upon
      her gross incandescence. With her long, glossy black hair, skin as
      fair as the fresh snow and her magnificent bust, she really did
      look like a typical Yamato Nadeshiko. (TL Note: Yamato
      Nadeshiko is the stereotypical ideal of a Japanese woman.)

      "Is something wrong, Jiro-kun? Perhaps I have something on my
      face?"

      "No, everything’s fine, but thank you for the meal
      nonetheless!"

      With that said, I joined my hands in front of my face and bowed
      deeply to senpai.

      "Ehhhhhhh?!"

      She just went red all the way to the nape of her beautifully
      exposed neck and covered her mouth with her hands.

      "Oh, I’m sorry senpai, but you look so lovely that I just
      couldn’t help myself."

      "G-Geez, don’t be such a tease, Jiro-kun!"

      She says that, but I really couldn’t stop myself from teasing
      her, not when she was in front of me looking and acting like that!
      Besides, up until recently, I didn’t even know that I have such S
      tendencies. If my sister saw me now, I’m sure she would chastise me
      harshly for thinking with my other head in front of my crush, but
      isn’t that how normal, healthy males my age should act around their
      crushes?

      "All right, all right. Although I’d like to tease you a bit
      more, senpai, I’ll do as you ask, especially since I had my fill of
      your blushing face for the day."

      "J-Jiro-kun, you dummy! What did I just told you?!"

      "A~~ha! See, Nagi-chan? I told you Monjiro-kun would try to make
      a move on Shiinamachi-senpai!"

      "Indeed he did. And to top it off, he totally ignored us, even
      when we waited for him in you room for so long. I don’t know about
      you, Fujisato-senpai, but I feel like my pride as a woman has taken
      a serious blow. How do you think we should make senpai take
      responsibility for his actions?"

      Suddenly, I heard the voices of Fujisato and Kuhoh behind
      me.

      "Let’s make him spill the beans! Right here, right now! Are you
      fine with that, Shiinamachi-senpai?"

      "Of course."

      "Sweet! You heard her, Monjiro! Confession time!"

      Screaming enthusiastically, Fujisato jumped in front of me and
      spun around, making various seductive poses. Kuhoh was keeping one
      step behind her, but contrary to Fujisato, she just stood there
      with her hands behind her back and an expectant look on her
      face.

      I’ve got to say, now that I got a closer look at them, they both
      looked quite marvelous. Fujisato had a blue yukata adorned with
      goldfish designs, and Kuhoh was wearing a navy-blue yukata that
      gave her a certain adult charm. Their yukata’s suited them both
      very much, so much in fact that I felt truly grateful to Japan for
      inventing them.

      "I was the one who gave them those yukatas. Go on Monjiro,
      praise me for my good fashion sense."

      "Nice one, Shiki. Great job!"

      I just praised Shiki without even caring to point out that she
      just did what I asked her not to do, that is approaching me from
      behind while concealing her presence entirely. She was also wearing
      a yukata, a red one with golden butterflies on it. A part of me was
      worried she’s going to have her usual trademark lab coat on top of
      it, so I was greatly relieved when that turned out to not be the
      case. She looked really, really good in such normal, girly attire.
      If possible, I’d like her to also do something with her bangs,
      maybe tie them with a hairpin so that they wouldn’t hide her eyes
      from view, but I guess that would be too much to ask. Ah well, I
      think she looks cute even without it. Yup, that settles it: she
      might be kind of a weirdo, but her fashion sense is surprisingly
      top notch.
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"Monjiro."

      "That’s me alright. What is it?"

      All of a sudden, Shiki grabbed a hold of my right hand. For
      someone as petite and frail-looking as her, her grip was certainly
      rather strong.

      "I know you’re trying to be modest, but the truth is that you
      want to tear that yukata off of me and have your way with me in
      front of everyone, right? And by the way, I don’t wear anything
      underneath it, as God intended. If it’s really what you want, then
      go ahead, I don’t mind."

      "Y-You really don’t?!"

      "NO! NO LEWD ACTS BETWEEN MY VASSALS! I FORBID IT!"

      Ah, there goes senpai with her tsukkomi. Lately she’s been
      getting even better cutting down our comedic shenanigans.

      "All right everyone, we all had a good laugh, and you know, as
      much as I enjoy staying here in the corridor, I’d very much liked
      to continue this conversation inside senpai’s room. So, can we come
      in, Shiinamachi-senpai?"

      "Ah, y-yes, of course, do come in!"

      Fujisato gave senpai a helping hand and she gladly accepted it,
      but she was still pouting a bit when she opened the door to her
      room to let us all in. Seeing her acting all jealous like that made
      my heart race with excitement, but I had to constantly remind
      myself not to go overboard with my teasing. After all,
      Shiinamachi-senpai was the one who saved my life and treated me
      with nothing but kindness ever since I became her Vassal, so I
      wanted to do the same for her, possibly without ever getting on her
      bad side. Anyway, I feel like she’s developed some resistance to
      mine and Shiki’s hijinks, but we could still get a lovely reaction
      just like that one out of her if we just push the right buttons. I
      know this might be a little unfair of us, but whenever I saw senpai
      smiling, getting angry or flustered, I felt like my soul, my very
      essence was being rejuvenated, and that is why I had a feeling that
      if there really is a God out there somewhere, he must be thinking
      the same thing as I, and therefore he would forgive me for teasing
      senpai like that.

      "Fufu, you look like you’re enjoying yourself, Monjiro. I’m
      glad."

      Fujisato gave me a pat on the shoulder and whispered into my ear
      as she walked past me. When it came to popularity, she was always
      in the top 3 in the secret "Girls That You Want to Have as Your
      Girlfriend" ranking comprised by the boys in our school, so when
      someone like her, someone who was most likely desired by most of
      the guys from our environment acted so playfully around me, I
      couldn’t help it but to smile and feel honored a bit.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

      



As for senpai’s room itself, it was the same high standard as
      the rest of the rooms in this mansion, but I feel that this one
      sentence is not doing it enough justice. I mean, for a guest room,
      it had a fully furnished and equipped living room area, as well as
      a small kitchen and dining area, not to mention a spacious bedroom
      and a high-class bathroom. It was probably on par with
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s suite at the school’s clock tower, or maybe
      even slightly better than that.

      This "Hachihoukan" villa owned by the Yatono family was a
      two-story western style octangular-shaped building. The first floor
      was comprised of an entrance hall, dining area, a large bathroom,
      and the separate restrooms for men and women, and the second floor
      had seven guest rooms on it. They were situated on the northern
      side of the building, while the stairs connecting this floor to the
      first floor’s entrance hall were on the southern side. Now that I
      had the chance to see how senpai’s room looked on the inside, I was
      certain that not only that, but probably every guest room was
      arranged like the one you’d find in a five star hotel, complete
      with king-sized beds, leather sofas, large plasma wide-screen TV’s
      and computer desks. In short, they had everything to ensure that
      the guests could have the most enjoyable stay here. On the first
      floor there is also a neatly maintained courtyard filled with
      greenery and complete with a fountain fish pond. All the corridors
      on the second floor were arranged in such a way that it could be
      perfectly visible once you left your room; all in all, it was a
      nice, calming touch.

      "This really looks like something that’s befitting of a queen,
      or perhaps an empress."

      Fujisato exclaimed as she was looking around with sparkling
      eyes. For some reason, she was also groping every inch of one of
      the walls. Or, to be more specific…

      "Are you perhaps looking for some hidden door?"

      "Not exactly. Your room is right at the other side of this wall,
      right, Monjiro? I was just looking if there are any kind of
      peepholes you could look through."

      "Well it would certainly be nice if there were any, but that
      would be quite troubling for senpai."

      "S-So you were going to try and peek at me?! Jiro-kun, you
      leecher! Villain! Perv!"

      Shiinamachi-senpai shouted at me while covering her chest with
      an embarrassed face. Nicely done, Fujisato. Thanks to you senpai
      must now think that I am some kind of a deviant.

      Instead of being apologetic, Fujisato just gave me a really smug
      look. I swear, sometimes she’s even more of a schemer than Shiki!
      As much as I love watching embarrassed senpai, so much so that I
      could do it for hours, that was going a little bit too far. I I did
      that, I would’ve been reported as a pervert and taken by the police
      for sure. In other words, this was a cunning trap laid by Fujisato,
      a one calculated up to the point where she could enjoy seeing
      senpai’s embarrassed reaction to her hearts content without being
      suspected of such evil intentions. All she had to do was to rope me
      up into such a situation and make ma a scapegoat later! I see now,
      so that’s how it is. But you know, Fujisato, two can play that
      game.

      Using my middle finger I fixed my glasses on my nose, looked
      straight into Shiinamachi-senpai’s eyes, and declared firmly:

      "Let me put it this way: I’m curious about you, senpai, and I’d
      like to get to know how you spend your free time, what your hobbies
      and interests are, and what do you like to do to relax, but not to
      the extent of peeking on you like some kind of sick vouyer. So you
      can rest assured, I will never do anything that would hurt you, or
      make you sad. My only goal, and my greatest wish, is to always be
      by your side and to make you happy."

      "Hou……ehhhh?! Ah, eeeeeehhh?!!!!"

      Hm? That was… not the reaction I was expecting, to be
      honest.

      For a second there it looked like senpai was relieved, only for
      her to turn into full-blown otome mode, complete with apple-red
      face and frantically holding her face with both hands. Now that I
      think about it, Yugao-chan had a very similar reaction earlier. How
      peculiar.

      "Uwaaaah, way to go, Monjiro, delivering such swaggy lines with
      a straight face like that… that’s actually kinda cool."

      "Uh-huh, as expected of Monjiro-senpai. To think about something
      so noble even if he had such a golden opportunity in front of him.
      It’s simoultaneously satisfying… and a little disappointing,
      actually. But I guess that’s just a part of his charm."

      What were those two even talking about? All I said was that I
      want to always be by senpai’s side, and make her… happy…

      F*ck….!

      I… I might be reading between the lines too much here, but… have
      I just… indirectly proposed to senpai? If I did, then its no wonder
      that she looks so troubled, but…

      "W-W-Well, that was a little sudden, b-but… I appreciate the
      thought… Jiro-kun. I… I promise I’ll think it over."

      "You’ll think… it over…?"

      Much to my astonishment, senpai didn’t seem to be hating the
      idea. Knowing that, I breathed a sigh of relief. If I could really
      spend the rest of my life together with Shiinamachi-senpai, then
      there’d be nothing else that I would’ve wanted from life.

      "Looks like you’re going to see some action with Kaguya tonight,
      Monjiro. So before that happens…"

      Shiki loosened up her yukata, reveling her slender neck.

      "STOP RIGHT THERE SHIKI!!!!!!"

      I tried to stop her with one hand and keep my glasses from
      falling off my face with the other.

      "Why should I, Monjiro? Is something wrong?"

      "There is! Namely, you’ve been too aggressive lately! Can you
      please tone it down a bit?!"

      "You want me to only take my yukata off a bit? That can be
      arranged."

      She nodded affirmatively, and lowered her yukata further down,
      exposing her shoulders and collarbone for me to see. This sight was
      so sexy that I almost forgot how to breathe. Of course, there was
      no way for Shiki to rival Shiinamachi-senpai’s bombshell body’s
      godly proportions, but there was something so alluring about her
      appearance that I just couldn’t turn my eyes away from her.

      "Oya oya? So now we’re having a Monjiro Seduction contest, huh?
      Fine by me. Come on Nagi-chan, we absolutely can’t lose to
      Shiki-chan when it comes to sex appeal!"

      "Couldn’t have said that better myself, Fujisato-senpai. Yatono
      Shiki, this time I won’t lose to you! Undressing in front of
      everyone is embarrassing, but if I can get Monjiro-senpai to notice
      me thanks to it, then so be it!"

      "No, you three, you can’t! How can you be fine with doing
      something so shameful?!"

      Shiinamachi senpai did her best to stop Shiki and company by
      yelling at them and flailing her hands about.

      "Now now, senpai, don’t be such a prude! A little fun and
      skinship never hurt nobody, right?"

      Fujisato thought there was nothing wrong with the current
      situation, but senpai obviously thought otherwise. Her jealousy was
      really cute, and it reminded me of my sister’s words, that she was
      also jealous of me being surrounded by so many beautiful girls. So
      that what she was talking about. But you know, jealousy is
      complicated, similarly to a maiden’s heart. If it’s a small,
      harmless one like the one senpai is displaying right now, then
      there’s no problem. But if it’s something that nestles in your
      heart and keeps on spreading to one day consume it and turn into
      envy, then it must be dealt with as soon as possible to prevent
      both the one feeling it and the objects of said jealousy, be it
      people, countries or even the world from getting harmed. No wonder
      it’s listed as one of the Seven Deadly Sins. Since my soul and
      feelings were technically still in the process of growing, I hoped
      that I’d never have to experience such a terrifying emotion
      firsthand.

      "Okay Shiki, I think that’s enough fooling around. Now can you
      please fix your yukata? I’m having trouble deciding where I should
      look, and it makes me feel uncomfortable."

      "As you wish, Monjiro-oniichan."

      "Waitwaitwait, oniichan?! What’s up with that?!"

      "Explain yourself, Yatono Shiki!"

      Ignoring both Fujisato and Kuhoh, Shiki finally fixed her
      yukata, which was kind of regretful, but also the best for the sake
      of my emotional stability. Proper behavior in situations like that
      was one of the things that I still needed to learn if I wanted to
      be the exemplary ordinary high-school boy.

      "Ekhem! Have you calmed down now, everyone? Great. If possible,
      I’d like not to try to seduce Jiro-kun like that in the future, can
      you promise me that? Oh, and the same goes for you, Jiro-kun. No
      mindless flirting with other girls, you hear me?"

      Shiinamachi-senpai reprimanded the four of us like that. She
      might be saying that, but the truth is that she was the one who
      seduced me first, and it all started with that one sentence on that
      fateful day:

      [Today is my safe day, so please pay me a visit in my room.]

      Those words were the ones that stole my heart in an instant.
      Words shared between lovers, serving as the cornerstone of
      deepening the relationship between them, as the affirmation of
      crossing a certain line together. I have to admit, when senpai
      invited me to her room that day, I had some hopes that it might’ve
      been about "That", and for that purpose I even bought "That Thing"
      at the convenience store, but ultimately, nothing of that sort
      happened between us. Well, we did take a bath together, and it was
      more then enough for my heart to explode from happiness, but…. Ugh,
      you get the point, right?

      "A question, Kaguya. We cannot flirt with him, but how about
      bathing together? After all, you already did it once, so…"

      "Ehhhh? W-Well, I mean… technically it’s not seducing, so…"

      Just as I was remembering that, another outrageous (wonderful)
      idea left Shiki’s mouth.

      On that fateful day when I went to visit Shiinamachi-senpai in
      her room, we were both killed and then brought back to life. Then,
      to help me understand the circumstances of what actually happened,
      senpai allowed me to borrow her bathroom, and even helped me clean
      myself from all the blood I had on me at that time. And while she
      was scrubbing my back, she was wearing nothing but a bath towel!
      But the it turned out she was wearing a swimsuit underneath it, so
      that kind of killed my boner, but at the same time made me feel at
      ease.

      "Hm? You took a bath together?"

      Fujisato’s ears twitched when she heard Shiki mentioning that we
      bathed together. For some reason, I tried to imagine Fujisato with
      legitimate twitching cat ears as she stared at senpai, clearly
      demanding an explanation.

      "Ah, that… that was, I mean we… awawawawawawawa!"

      No good, senpai’s pure mind overheated, and she was unable to
      make a single coherent sentence. Now, in order to avoid her saying
      something that she might end up regretting, there was only one
      thing I could do, being the true gentleman that I am.

      "Yes we did. Want to join me next time, Fujisato?"

      "H-How can you ask something like that to a lady, Monjiro-kun?!
      You want me to bathe together with you?"

      This time it was Fujisato’s turn to turn bright red. Good, that
      means I have succeeded in switching the focus of Fujisato’s
      attention from "Monjiro and Shiinamachi-senpai took a bath
      together?!" to "Kyaa, Monjiro asked me to take a bath with
      him?!"

      "It’s a bit of a letdown that you don’t want to, but I won’t force
      you. Now, senpai looks like she wants to say something, so why
      don’t we listen to her? We can always resume from where we left off
      afterwards."

      "Ah, okay. I’m sorry, Shiinamachi-senpai, Monjiro. I got too
      carried away here."

      "Oh, there’s no need to apologize for something like that,
      Fujisato-san. I lost my cool there for a bit too."

      Putting the matters of yukatas and co-ed bathing aside for the
      time being, we turned towards senpai to listen what she had to
      say.

      





      "All right. Now that I have everyone’s undivided attention,
      there’s something you need to hear."

      Senpai’s facial expression switched to a serious one, so it
      meant that what she wanted to talk about concerned her identity as
      a Nightkin. She sat on the bed and we all gathered around her to
      listen to what she had to say.

      "Senpai, could it be that today or tomorrow is your dangerous
      day?"

      Fujisato asked as she tilted her head while she was leaning on
      the sofa. Kuhoh was standing beside her with her arms folded,
      probably ready to protect her Lord if she sensed even the slightest
      bit of danger coming her way.

      "That’s right. Today is listed as another dangerous day in my
      story."

      "Ah, so that’s what it was indeed. That’s good for you I
      guess."

      Like Shiinamachi-senpai, Fujisato was also a Nightkin that
      concealed her identity and lived her days among us ordinary humans.
      She was actually the one who tried to kill senpai, and we had to
      fight her because of it. Thankfully we managed to emerge victorious
      from that ordeal, and now both Fujisato and senpai decided to form
      a kind of a union, or a mutual partnership if you would like to
      call it as such. Apparently they both thought that it was better
      not to get under the other’s skin too much, and I shared that
      opinion. They were both equally important to me, and I’d hate to
      see them put in harm’s way again.

      "We didn’t have an occasion to talk about this properly,
      Jiro-kun, so allow me to explain what exactly a [Dangerous Day] is
      in Nightkin terms."

      "Thank you very much, senpai."

      Since it’s something that I’ve never heard of before, I have to
      make sure that I’m listening very carefully.

      Just like Kuhoh, Shiki and I were also positioned in strategic
      places near senpai: I was next to the window that faced the
      courtyard, and Shiki stood between the door to the bathroom and the
      crate of the ventilation shaft. Thanks to Shiki’s sensory
      perception granted to her by her Gift, [The Demonic Gift Satori],
      we’ll be able to protect senpai from virtually every angle in case
      there was a sudden enemy attack.

      " The [Dangerous Day] means a day when, under certain
      conditions, the continuity of a Nightkin’s story is
      threatened."

      "Certain conditions, huh?"

      Certainly, when we went to the beach the other day, senpai did
      mention another part of her [Story] to me. If I remember correctly,
      it went something like…

      "What does your story say about today, senpai?"

      ""You, the one who is walking beyond the beaten path, and
      who has obtained a genuine heart: The time has come for you to
      return from the midst of darkness…… to make the curtain fall on the
      King’s life.""

      Shiinamachi-senpai told everyone the exact same words she said
      to me back then.

      "… "To make the curtain fall on the King’s life"? Does
      that mean your life is in danger again, senpai?"

      "That would be the most logical conclusion, but we don’t know
      that for sure."

      The problem with the Nightkin stories was that the meaning of
      the important parts was especially mudded and cryptic, so even when
      we knew what the words were, we had no guarantee that their meaning
      would be what it seems to be.

      "In other words, you don’t want to jump to conclusions to avoid
      a potentially critical misinterpretation?"

      Fujisato caught on quickly. Once again I had to remind myself
      that she was a Nightkin, not a human, and that her carefree persona
      was only one half of the picture that made her.

      "Exactly. As you’re probably well aware, Nightkin stories are
      like a tangled web of intertwined subplots that are problematic to
      understand correctly. That is why it is critical for us to
      correctly deduce what those words are about, especially since they
      concern Kaguya’s life directly."

      " "The time has come for you to return from the midst of
      darkness…… to make the curtain fall on the King’s life." So we
      don’t know the exact conditions, but we know what the result will
      be."

      "The King is probably synonymous with The Lord, and by
      extension, Shiinamachi senpai. Now, going further from that
      assumption, the "The time has come for you to return from the
      midst of darkness" bit would be either a condition for the
      curtain fall to happen, or a timeframe, but personally I think the
      first possibility is more probable."

      "Ah, I see, that would indeed make sense."

      Senpai’s life will be put in danger if the requirement for it to
      happen will be met. So the goal of this current discussion is to
      pinpoint what exactly that requirement is so we could prevent it.
      But there was one confusing thing that I wanted to address.

      "Isn’t the "Dangerous Day" a kind of an absolute happening that
      must be faced head on in order for the story to move on? Can we
      really prevent it?"

      I asked, and Kuhoh made a slight nod.

      "The story mentioned darkness, so it probably means that
      something will happen today after sunset, so if we stay by
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s side all night, then I think we’ll at least
      have a shot at it. Personally, I think it’s worth a try,
      Monjiro-senpai."

      So Kuhoh’s idea was for Vassals to stay with their Lord and
      protect him throughout the night. That was somewhat romantic, but
      at the same time very befitting for those who were called "The
      Night Tribe" and their servants. After all, they were always hiding
      both themselves and their true identities from society’s eyes, so
      it would stand to reason that they could only act after the sun was
      down. Even Fujisato and Kuhoh waited until it was midnight before
      they made a move on us. And speaking of Fujisato.

      "Fujisato, earlier you said that the current situation is good
      for senpai, why’s that?"

      "Oh, that’s what you’ve been wandering about, Monjiro? I thought
      it was pretty obvious. When it comes to us Lords, pretty much
      everything happens in accordance with what is written in our
      stories. Always. It might sound like playing a game on easy mode or
      with cheats turned on, but since we know exactly what is going to
      happen and when, we can always prepare for it accordingly. That
      way, even if someone will really try to assault Shiinamachi-senpai
      after dark or from the shadows, he’s going to run straight into
      you, her Vassals, realizing that he’s done goofed. Then you just
      take him down and bam, case closed, senpai survived, and all lived
      happily ever after!"

      "That’s some really positive outlook you have there, I’ll give
      you that."

      For a Nightkin, their story was likely similar to their fate,
      and when it comes to fate, there are two possible attitudes towards
      it: you may think that it’s something unavoidable and accept it, or
      defy it with your whole body and soul, trying to blaze your own
      path towards tomorrow without relying on something that was
      predetermined. We already changed the fate once, so it should be
      obvious which of the two we were.

      To reassure me further, senpai smiled and said:

      "Of course, it’s still going to be dangerous, even if we roughly
      know what to expect and prepare for it. But that’s exactly why I
      asked Fujisato-san and Kuhoh-chan to come with us on this trip, so
      we could overcome this obstacle together."

      "Yup, that’s basically the gist of it. And besides, if it turns
      out that there’s yet another Lord targeting Kaguya-sama’s life,
      they’ll have to queue up or I’ll rip them a new one! I am the only
      one who can claim her life, I called dibs!"

      Fujisato’s Nightkin story could essentially be summarized as
      "Defeat other Nightkin". It was the main reason she killed her in
      the first place, but once she lost to us, she decided to let it go,
      or so we thought. Maybe she was still salty about it and wanted to
      settle the score?

      [I have been thoroughly defeated, I admit it. However, I am
      actually kinda glad that things turned out the way they did,
      especially since Monjiro’s soul has returned, and my cute Nagi-chan
      is safe. All right, that settles it, let’s be BFF’s from now on,
      Lady Kaguya…. No, Shiinamachi-senpai!]

      Those were more or less the words she used after our battle to
      offer senpai an alliance. I only glanced at Shiki back then, but
      she just shook her head, meaning that she did not detect any lies
      in Fujisato’s words. It might be hard to believe, but that’s the
      kind of person she was: always happy, always carefree and doing
      whatever she wanted without conforming to anyone. But that was only
      one side of her coin. The other one was a Nightkin Lord who
      ruthlessly attacked us without even a shred of hesitation and
      intended to kill us all to progress her own story further. I knew
      all that, and yet… and yet deep down in my heart I wanted to
      believe that the Fujisato I knew was the genuine one, and her
      Nightkin self was just a mask she had to take in order to keep her
      identity hidden. I wanted to trust her.

      "Now senpai, with all that said, please try to stay away from any
      dark places… is what I want to say, but that’s going to be
      problematic considering that the night is soon approaching. So if
      by any chance something would happen while no one was near you,
      just run away and scream as loud as you can, all right?"

      "That was my original intention, but…"

      "But…?"

      "Ah, it’s nothing, just… I just thought that there would be no
      need for that as long as Jiro-kun would stay by my side all the
      time…"

      Stay with senpai all the time… what a beautiful proposal that
      is!

      If senpai wants me to do it, then I want to do it too! She’s
      both my senpai and my Lord after all, so who am I to go against her
      wishes? I’ll stay with her throughout the whole night if need be!
      My heart was racing rapidly and screaming things like that, and
      that was to be expected. That is how any healthy male my age would
      react.

      "Fufu, fufufu, Are you sure about that, senpai? I mean, you are
      a beautiful flower at the height of its blossom, and Monjiro is an
      adolescent boy…"

      "????? Is there something wrong with that?"

      "Hoo boi, this is going to be fun!"

      Fujisato energetically sprung from the sofa, approached senpai,
      whispered something into her ear, and returned back on the sofa. As
      she was doing that, senpai’s cheeks became flushed, and then…

      "EEEEEEEEhhhhhh?!!!! N-N-No, w-when I said that I wanted
      Jiro-kun to stay with me, I didn’t mean it like that!!!!!!"

      "Sure you didn’t… hihi, hihihi! Hahahahahaha!"

      "Fu, fufu~~… ekhem!"

      Fujisato openly laughed at senpai’s mini-panic attack, and even
      Kuhoh smirked a little, but she immediately cleared her throat and
      tried to act like nothing happened.

      "N-No, I really… ababababababbabababbaa!"

      Shiinamachi-senpai, that adorable freak-out of yours is just too
      cute! My heart, my soul, they’re going to die of cuteness
      overload!

      "I know Monjiro is a reliable guy, senpai, but if he was left
      alone with you for a whole night there would always be a
      possibility that his other head might take control over him and
      he’d try to force himself on you, and we absolutely cannot have
      that. So no offense Monjiro, but for tonight the ones guarding
      Shiinamachi-senpai should be myself, Nagi-chan and Shiki-san."

      I thought something like that might be the reason. Even my
      sister told to mind my manners since I’m the only guy here, and I
      finally know she said it with situations like this one in mind.
      Well, if push came to shove I’m sure I would have done the
      gentlemanly thing and not laid a single finger on senpai, but as
      they say, better safe than sorry.

      "I understand. Fujisato, Kuhoh, Shiki, I’ll trust you with
      keeping senpai safe for tonight."

      "Sure thing, Monjiro. Leave it to us."

      Shiki walked over to Shiinamachi-senpai, who was still blushing
      by the way, and placed her hand on her shoulder. She might be a
      weirdo, but when it comes to protecting senpai, she was dependable
      like no one else.

      "As for me, since darkness seems to be the key here, the best
      thing I can do right now would be to go around the villa to find
      the dark places that senpai should avoid. If I find any, I’ll let
      you know immediately."

      I won’t lie, the current situation was a blow to my male pride.
      As a man, I should be the one protecting girls, but this time, they
      will be doing all the protecting. Somehow, I felt kind of useless
      here, like an addition that wasn’t really necessary for the rest to
      function properly. But now was not the time to be worried about the
      petty things. I have my job to do, and t do it well, my
      "Professional Killer Mode" will be an absolute necessity.

      "I know this is a serious matter, but this feels kind of nice.
      It’s like this time we’re the dependable senpai’s, and Monjiro is
      our precious kouhai."

      "So you think so too, Fujisato-senpai? I have to admit, since
      usually I’m the kouhai, being at the other side of the spectrum
      feels like a nice change of pace. Not bad at all, not bad
      indeed."

      "I on the other hand, am just fine with being the ever so lovely
      Shiki-tan as long as my Monjiro-oniichan…"

      "Whatever you wanted to say, stop right there."

      I casually stopped Shiki from causing another
      misunderstanding.

      "Fufu, aren’t you glad to have so many dependable senpai’s now,
      Jiro-kun?"

      Shiinamachi-senpai, who is originally my only senpai in this
      group, chuckled cheerfully.

      "All right, now that the difficult talk is over, why don’t we
      have some evening tea?"

      I don’t know where she got it from, but senpai suddenly had a
      traditional tea making set in her hands.

      "As requested, I have brought some sweets with me!"

      Fujisato followed suit, but this time with a rather big bag of
      sweets. And wait a minute, "As requested"? Am I the only
      one who has no idea what’s going on here?

      "And for those who don’t fancy the tea, I have brought some
      water."

      Et tu, Brute? (TL Note: Latin for You too,
      Brute? ) Even Kuhoh had a convenience store plastic bag filled
      with bottles of water.

      "Even though Asagao-san and Yugao-chan prepared a delicious
      dinner and dessert for us not that long ago, you still want to eat
      more sweets?"

      "Didn’t you know, Monjiro? Girls have a whole other stomach that
      is reserved sorely for sweets. *Munch Munch* Well I’ll be damned,
      this stuff is really good."

      "Is…. That a fact?"

      Before long, even Shiki was stuffing her face with snacks.

      "Fufu, isn’t this nice? Peaceful moments like that are really
      precious to me."

      Senpai laughed as she prepared the tea with cheerful eyes, and
      thanks to her words I was once again reminded that having friends
      with whom you could share those peaceful moments was a blessing
      indeed.

      





      "……nyu~~…… nyunyunyu~~…."

      I could clearly hear the sound of Fujisato’s sleeping breath
      coming from the bedroom. When I quickly glanced inside, I saw she
      was lying on the bed, curled up like a cat with mouth agape and her
      hair in complete disarray. Kuhoh was lying right next to her,
      hugging onto one of her arms. Looking at them now, it was
      impossible to tell which one was the Lord and which one was the
      Vassal. Not to mention that their yukatas were disheveled and
      opened around their chest areas, so if I wanted, I could have a
      little sneak-peak at what was hidden beneath them.

      "Nope, not falling for that one."

      But, being a gentleman as I am, I resisted the temptation,
      pushed my fogged-up glasses up my nose and turned away from that
      seductive sight.

      "You’re going to have a look around the villa, Jiro-kun?"

      Shiinamachi-senpai called out to me from the sofa she was
      resting on.

      "Yup."

      "Want me to tag along?"

      Shiki asked, focused on the triangular card tower she was making
      for quite some time now.

      "I appreciate the thought, but for now I should be more than
      enough to conduct reconnaissance. You just keep doing what you were
      doing, Shiki."

      "I see. Are you going to pay Yugao a night visit while you’re at
      it?"

      "Eh? Is that true, Jiro-kun?"

      "O-Of course not! I’m just going to check for any potential dark
      places, that’s all. Yes, that’s all there is to it!"

      Night visit my ass. Doing weird things with the twin maids is a
      last thing on my to-do list at the current moment. But strangely
      enough, when Shiki mentioned Yugao-chan’s name, I could feel my
      heart beating slightly faster. How weird.

      "Jiro-kun, just… just be careful, okay?"

      "Okay. I will proceed with the utmost caution, I promise."

      "If something happens, just scream. I’ll have my Satori turned
      on just in case, so I’ll hear it and come to your aid."

      "Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind."

      I took off my glasses, only to see that despite my repeated
      reassurance, senpai was still looking at me with worried face.

      When I left the room, my eyes were drawn to the huge window and
      the scenery outside it. The wind seemed to be getting stronger,
      swaying the threes which were planted in the courtyard, but despite
      the fact that a typhoon was supposedly going to be passing through
      the area, but there was still no sign of rain. But what was
      definitely present outside were the small shadows, dancing and
      flickering in the windy weather.

      And then I saw someone moving outside and leaned closer to the
      window’s glass to get a closer. Upon closer inspection, it was
      Asagao-san. She looked like she could be swept off her feet at any
      moment, so I hurried down the stairs and rushed towards her. As
      soon as I walked through the entrance door…

      *WHOOOOOOOOOOSH!!!!!!!!!*

      I was assaulted by the violent torrents of wind and the
      slashing, high-pitched sound of swaying tree branches. And as if
      that wasn’t enough, the droplets of rain soon began to fall to the
      ground from the dark clouds that were hanging in the sky above

      "This is worse than I thought!"

      I was almost pushed back against the door but managed to somehow
      hold my ground. It was hard to do, but I managed to get a look
      around to determine why was the wind so strong here. It was because
      the whole courtyard was cylindrical in shape, like the inside of a
      washing machine, which resulted in wind rushing round and round in
      circles at an abnormally high speed.

      "Huh?! Monjiro-san, what are you doing here?! It’s
      dangerous!"

      "Right back at you! What were you even thinking, coming outside
      in such a weather?!"

      Then I noticed that Asagao had something that looked like a wire
      in one of her hands. She was also soaked to the bone, with her
      kimono clinging heavily onto her body.

      "I forgot to tie that that tree so that the wind can’t knock it
      down!"

      Indeed, one of the trees that were in the courtyard looked like
      it was about to fall over.

      "All right, I’ll help you tie it, but were out of here as soon
      as it gets too dangerous, got it?!"

      While curling up not to get knocked over by the wind ourselves,
      we got closer to the tree. I moved in front to shield Asagao from
      the raging gusts, but she looked so light and small that I thought
      she might be blown away into the air, so I grabbed her hand and
      held it tightly.

      "Fuwahh?!!!!"

      She was surprised at first but quickly realized what my
      intention was and calmed down.

      "So all we have to do is to tie this wire around the tree,
      right?!"

      "Y-Yes! There are hooks on either side of this wire, so all we
      have to do is to embed them the similar hooks in the ground
      nearby!"

      It’s good thing that whoever designed this courtyard thought
      about such a safety feature. The trees looked quite strong and were
      planted firmly into the ground, but the wind was so strong now that
      without the wire more than half of them would’ve surely
      snapped.

      "Hand me the wire, I’ll do it. Meanwhile, Asagao-san, you
      should…!"

      "Hyaaaaaawaaaaa!"

      *FWOOSH!*

      When she wanted to hand me the wire, Asagao’s body was indeed
      raised into the air by the raging winds, much to my surprise. I
      quickly reached out towards her and pressed her firmly against
      myself to keep her safe.

      "Uwaah, I-I’m sorry…"

      "Don’t worry about it. But you know, you really are light,
      Asagao. Like, super light."

      "T-That’s not true at all. Besides, Yugao is almost as light as
      me, even though she has more curvaceous body than me, as much as I
      hate to admit it."

      You say that, but there you go, getting all blushy… well,
      whatever. She might not like it, but her body was actually very
      befitting of a middle-schooler. And now that I held her firmly with
      one of my arms, there was no way for her to be blown away by the
      wind again.

      "All right, let’s get this over with. Give me that wire, and
      make sure to stick to me like glue. As much as I’d like to see you
      undergo a crash-course in flying, now’s not the time for that."

      "All right. Here you go."

      Holding onto my torso with all her strength, Asagao handed me
      the wire. The wind made the glasses slip from my nose, but with
      both of my hands preoccupied, there was not much that I could do
      about it besides letting them fall to the ground next to my
      feet.

      Without my glasses on, my mind entered the "Professional Killer
      Mode". As a result, my mind became much clearer, and all of my
      senses were heightened, enabling me to feel the warmth of Asagao’s
      body and the pulse of her rapidly beating heart just by touching
      her with my hand.

      As I was working with the wire, there was a point when I’ve
      pressed her onto myself more firmly, to which she reacted with a
      cute "Hyan!" shout, but my mind was so focused on the task at hand
      that I didn’t even had the time to savor the sound of this maidenly
      scream properly. What I wanted to do right now was to be done with
      wiring this tree, leave the windy courtyard and get the two of us
      to safety as soon as possible. But in order to do that, I needed to
      wait for just the right occasion…. Here!

      Taking advantage of the moment when the wind got slightly
      weaker, I hurriedly wrapped the wire around the whole tree, after
      which I placed all the hooks in the ground and then made a beeline
      straight towards the door that led back to the villa.







      [image: ]

      




And then, just as I was about to reach our goal, I slipped on
      the wet floor and fell to the ground right in front of the door.
      Ignoring the pain in my body and the sound of wind howling in my
      ears I got up, flung the door open with my free hand, and then
      immediately slammed them closed once we were safe inside.

      Putting my glasses back on with shaking hands, I did my best to
      stabilize my ragged breathing.

      "Fuaaaaaaaaaaaah!"

      Next to me, Asagao made a sound that might’ve been either a long
      sigh or a calm scream. Her eyes were swirling, and she had a
      somewhat anxious expression on her face.

      "What’s wrong? You all right?"

      "Don’t you ‘You all right?’ me! That surprised me, you know,
      suddenly being hugged like that! I know the circumstances kind of
      forced it on us, but even so, you were too casual about this! I
      don’t know about you, but I’m not a fan of such thrills! Is that
      how it is, huh? Does that sort of thing makes your jumbo jet fly
      cheerfully?"

      "Hm? Ah, you might be right."

      I didn’t quite understand what she was so angry about, but it
      was generally better to agree with her just in case.

      "Huh?! Maybe so?! Geez!"

      Visibly agitated, Asagao stood up and went down the corridor.
      She seemed very energetic for someone who almost learned how to fly
      thanks to the typhoon winds. Well, it’s no surprise, seeing as I
      practically carried her throughout the whole courtyard.

      "You know what, Monjiro-san? I know you helped me without any
      ulterior motives, and I’m grateful to you for that, but allow me to
      give you some friendly advice. Think more carefully about the
      feelings of the girls around you, lest you want to become an
      insensitive jerk. Or a man whore."

      "Gbeh?!"

      Think about the feelings of others?! Me, someone who was
      initially raised to be an emotionless killing machine, who had to
      learn common sense and all the nuances and subtleties of human
      interaction from scratch from his younger sister?! Someone who was
      surrounded by girls on a daily basis, yet still could not
      understand how "The Heart of a Maiden" worked even if his life
      depended on it?!

      I know I’m just making excuses now, but it really was easier
      said than done.

      "But… you know…. Oh, how do I put it… being held like that… it
      felt nice. You really have some… really nice hands."

      "Y-You’re welcome?"

      Faced with such an odd praise, all I could do was fix my glasses
      on my nose and laugh to cover the fact that this time I was the one
      who was going red to his ears.

      





      As I thought, even though I have so many members of the opposite
      sex around me, I am still not used to receiving flattery from
      them.

      "Now that’s a good reaction. At least I know you’re not a
      hopeless womanizer, Monjiro-san. Fufu~~, this is good news for both
      Yugao and Shiki-sama, very good news indeed."

      Asagao said half-jokingly as she continued to fix her hair,
      which were messed up by the rain and wind.

      "And, I guess I should thank you properly. Thank you for helping
      me back there, Monjiro-san, you were a huge help. If there’s
      anything I can do to thank you, anything at all, then please, don’t
      hesitate to ask."

      This made me crack a smile. I got to witness firsthand that
      another thing my sister taught me was true: girls were really fast
      to change their moods. So fast in fact that it was actually kind of
      scary.

      "Anything?"

      "Yup, anything! Oh, but the pervy stuff is absolutely out of the
      question. I don’t want to make Yugao sad after all."

      So you want to say you’d be all up for it as long as you had
      your sister’s consent? But wait, she was supposedly in love with
      me, so would that kind of thing really be all right with her? No,
      even if it was that would still be the worst kind of Netori (TL
      Note: Basically reverse NTR, where a girl steals a man from another
      girl.) possible, not to mention that Asagao and Yugao were even
      younger than Kuhoh and Shiki, who were in truth my kouhai’s, so
      laying my hands on them in any sexual way could be considered a
      crime that would brand me as a lolicon, and that was something that
      I wanted to avoid at all cost.

      Even though I was raised in a family of assassins, who basically
      had committing atrocities embedded as a part of their job, I have
      never heard of a single one of them being a pedophile. In other
      words, my family was proud of not having any such deviants in their
      midst, and I intended to uphold that honorable tradition.

      "Oh, that reminds me, your moves back at the courtyard were
      pretty inhuman, like that of an action movie stuntman or a trained
      martial artist! Could it be that you’re actually a trained assassin
      or something like that?"

      "A descendant of a family of assassins, to tell you the truth.
      I’ve received proper training, but aside from situations like that
      one at the courtyard, I don’t have that many occasions to actually
      strut my stuff."

      "Is that so? Then I hope you’re not planning to use it to force
      yourself on me since in your eyes I’m probably a defenseless little
      girl?"

      Asagao-san, just what kind of scum do you think professional
      assassins are?

      "Allow me to reprise then, in case you misheard me the first
      time: I am not an active assassin. I’ve never killed anybody, and I
      sure as hell did not force myself on anybody. Assassins are not
      like that, we have our pride and reputation to uphold after
      all."

      "Ehhh, really? And here I thought that all assassins are
      criminals selfishly using their skills for their own gains."

      That was one sick burn that made my heart hurt, but I guess I
      can’t blame her for having such preconceived notions. After all,
      assassins are purposefully portrait like that by the media to
      prevent children and young people from going down the way of
      crime.

      "Some assassins are just like what you described, but they are
      the lowest of the low who constitute a minority in our profession.
      Unfortunately, since their actions speak louder than words, they
      are the ones who the public perceives as a majority, so I can’t
      really blame you for being scared…"

      "Ahahaha, I’m not afraid of you, Monjiro-san, and while we’re at
      it, I’m not afraid of your companions either. Though I have to
      admit, I first heard about Lords and Knights and all that
      complicated stuff I was shocked to boot, but now that I look at it
      from a broader perspective, it does look pretty fun."

      "Since you know those terms, is it correct to assume that you
      are familiar with the affairs of the Nightkin?"

      "The members of the Yahata clan were servants of the Yatono clan
      since the day they were both established, so of course we know
      about it. Lords are the beings that far surpass mortal
      comprehension, and they bestow their Gifts to those they deem
      worthy of being their Knights based on their combat prowess and
      natural abilities. In every generation, Yatono clan chooses its
      Knights from the ranks of the Yahata family based on that very
      rule."

      I see. Going with that logic, Kuhoh and I were chosen to be
      Knights of our respective Lords because of our assassin abilities,
      and Shiki was probably chosen by Shiinamachi-senpai due to her
      immense knowledge and analytical abilities. Yet another useful
      piece of knowledge about the world that I didn’t even knew existed
      up until a while ago.

      "Ugh, look how it’s raining out there now, it’s like a
      torrential downpour. We were lucky we managed to get out of there
      before it got this bad."

      Asagao was right. The droplets of rain were banging against the
      window’s glass as if they were being shot from a machinegun, and
      the ground was not totally soaked. As she said, we were really
      lucky we were not caught in the middle of it.

      "That reminds me, did everyone find their yukatas to their
      liking? Did they made your heart skip a beat? I helped everyone put
      them on, and all I could hear from them was wondering how you are
      going to react to seeing them, Monjiro-san."

      "Oh…"

      I casually exclaimed and fixed my glasses. Such a development
      was to be expected since I am the only guy here, but honestly,
      knowing that the girls wanted to know my opinion made me feel happy
      and honored at the same time.

      "Ahaha, someone’s happy from being popular with girls I
      see."

      "Can you blame me?"

      "Nope, not really. Knowing that you have friends who are
      affectionate towards you is a wonderful feeling is it?"

      I don’t know why, but when Asagao said the words "wonderful
      feeling" my heart began to ache for some bizarre reason.

      "Being happy, having fun, feeling embarrassed… these are all
      precious feelings that make us who we are, and therefore they need
      to be treasured and not be taken for granted. Don’t you think so
      too, Monjiro-san?"

      "… You’re right. You’re absolutely right…"

      "Wow, you really think so?!"

      "Yes, but I think that even the negative emotions need to
      treasure equally deeply as the positive ones. Shame, irritation,
      regrets, sorrow, as long as that emotion moves your heart even a
      little, I feel its your duty to treasure that emotion and all that
      comes with it."

      Of course, that was only my self-indulgence and wishful
      thinking. After the battle against Fujisato where I had to use my
      family’s secret technique, my soul and emotions, everything me, my
      sister and my friends worked so hard on building, was destroyed,
      and returned to me by a miraculous occurrence. But even now as I
      take off my glasses, I can still clearly feel them slipping away
      from me as I become a prisoner of rational judgement over and over
      again. That is why I try to avoid taking them off for longer
      periods of time: because I’m afraid that if I won’t have them on,
      my "normal high-school student’s" mind might disappear forever,
      never to return.

      That… is what I’m afraid the most now.

      "Hee, so that’s how you think about it, Monjiro-san. It’s a good
      way of thinking, I like it. Everyone has some emotion that he
      treasures the most, be it a positive or negative one. You could ask
      a million people about it, and you would probably get a million
      different answers, each dependent on the person asked. That is why
      understanding and bonding with each other is such a tedious task.
      But in my opinion, that’s what makes it all the more worth it."

      Asagao’s words hit me hard, to be honest. I didn’t expect to
      hear such insightful words filled with wisdom from such an
      energetic, bright and cheerful girl. They made me feel like I was
      being not grateful enough for having all those important to me by
      my side, always when I needed them.

      They say that each encounter you have in your life is a unique,
      once-in-a-lifetime occurrence, because you might not meet the
      people you met in this life in your next one. That is why it’s so
      important to treasure every friendship and nurture it properly.

      "Hearing something so serious from someone like you is really
      unexpected."

      "What, can’t a girl say something smart-sounding from time to
      time? I know I don’t look like it, but I have more than that came
      from."

      Asagao pouted her cheeks and tightened her lips, throwing a fake
      tantrum.

      "I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I guess… I guess I’m just happy
      that we seem to have similar world views, that’s all."

      "I-Is that so? Then you should’ve said so right off the bat!
      Monjiro-san, could this be your hobby, by any chance? Making girls
      all flustered like that?!"

      Today is such a strange day. First Yugao-chan, then
      Shiinamachi-senpai, then me, and now Asagao, it looks like
      everybody is blushing for one reason or another at some point, why
      is that? Once we return to the first floor, I’ll have to ask Shiki
      about it. Or Fujisato. Or perhaps Kuhoh. Yeah, she’s less likely to
      probe me for a reason behind such question or turn it into a comedy
      skit bordering on sexual harassment, so Kuhoh it is.

      





      "Why would I want to make making girls flustered my hobby?"

      "How am I supposed to know?! Maybe because you really are a man
      whore at heart? Jesus Christ, Monjiro-san, see what you did here,
      making me say such things unconsciously?!"

      "There, you said it yourself now! Un-con-scious-ly. It’s not
      like I’m doing it on purpose! I am not that sick in the head!"

      "And that’s exactly what makes me worried about Yugao! My sister
      might be extremely shy and somewhat naive, but she’s a good child,
      and cute to boot while we’re at it! She’s never been interested in
      guys before, and yet the second she sees you, she gets all
      dreamy-eyed and absent minded! How are you going to explain that,
      Monjiro-san?! If it’s not some man whore witchcraft, then I don’t
      know what is!"

      It’s great that you worry about your sister so much, but aren’t
      you getting a wee bit overprotective here? Maybe Yugao-chan is not
      as quiet and timid as you think she is, and she was always
      interested in matters related to love and romance, but she was
      always bottling those feelings up for your sake? And besides, the
      proverb [It’s always the quiet ones you have to look out for ]
      exist for a reason. But since that comment might be a little rude
      to say out loud, I’ll just keep it for myself.

      "How about this then: why don’t you and Yugao-chan join us at
      our party in Shiinamachi-senpai’s room? That way you’ll be able to
      have some fun with us and confirm that I’m not a womanizing man
      whore (I don’t want to speak those words ever again). Fujisato and
      Kuhoh are asleep already, but I’m sure that both Shiki and
      Shiinamachi-senpai will vouch for me."

      "Fine, bring it on! Hey, Yugao!!!"

      Asagao waved her hand and shouted at someone who apparently
      stood behind me, and sure enough, when I turned around, Yugao was
      there, approaching us from the other side of the corridor. The
      moment she saw me, she immidiately got all timid and fidgety again,
      and likewise, I could also feel certain nervousness and anxiety
      creeping its way back into my heart.

      "Ah, g-good evening, Sakuradamon-san…"

      She bowed to me politely with both hands on her chest, but as
      soon as we’ve made eye contact, she blushed crimson red and turned
      her gaze away in a hurry. Seriously, why is she always reacting
      like that whenever she sees me? And more importantly, why am I
      always reacting the way I do?! Breathing deeply, I fixed my glasses
      in an attempt to calm down even a little.

      "W-What are the two of you doing here, Onee-chan?"

      "Ah, you know, discussing various interesting topics, some of
      them more adult than others."

      "E, eeeeeeehhh?!!!"

      In a flash, her nervous face changed into a shocked one.

      "And to top it off, Monjiro-san invited us to Shiinamachi-sama’s
      room where he and his friends are having a party! Isn’t that great,
      Yugao? A golden opportunity for us to confirm whether or not
      Monjiro-san is the man worthy of you!"

      "O, O-O-O-O-Onee-chan, w-w-w-w-w-what are you talking
      about?!"

      "Confirming whether or not Monjiro-san is a man whore or not of
      course!"

      "MAN WHO… ABABABABABABABABA!!!!" (TL Note: Damn, Khaos-sensei
      noises are strong in this one. Shout out to everyone who watched
      Comic Girls and understood that reference.)

      Emitting a series of high-pitched noises from her throat,
      Yugao-chan waved her hands in front of her face in a rather futile
      attempt to cover her extreme embarrassement. Seeing her acting in
      such an expressive fashion, I couldn’t help it but to get a little
      jealous. If only I could express my emotions as freely as her…

      "Uhm, Sakuradamon… san? Is, is what Onee-chan saying true?"

      "Hmm?"

      Probably still dumbfounded from hearing her sister’s sudden
      words, Yugao-chan looked at me with teary puppy-dog eyes. This
      sight alone was enough for me to agree with Asagao’s statement that
      her sister was cute to boot.

      "Well, it’s true that I invited the two of you to play with us,
      but that second part is just Asagao-san’s delusions."

      "O-Of course it was something like that, r-right? I-I know it
      won’t mean much, but I’m sorry you if my sister teased you too
      much, but t-that’s just… who she is, so…"

      "I get it, Yugao-chan, you don’t have to beat yourself up over
      it, it’s not like I’m mad about it or anything. Once you start
      hanging around Shiki, you kinds=a get used to things like that… but
      I digress. Long story short: You coming to senpai’s room to play
      together with us?"

      "I see no reason why not."

      "W-We’d love to, but before we do that, umm… maybe you’d like
      to… t-take a bath? I-I mean because you look completely drenched,
      and if you don’t warm your body up, you’ll most definitely catch a
      cold, and that’s something that we absolutely cannot allow as the
      head maids of this mansion! And that goes for you too, Onee-chan!
      S-So, with that said…"

      "R-Right, bath. Yes, I’ll do that, thank you for your
      concern."

      Hearing the word "bath", a certain pleasant memory popped back
      into my head and refused to leave it, no matter how hard I tried to
      think about literally anything else. It was a recollection of that
      one time when I took a bath together with Shiinamachi-senpai. Even
      now, quite some time after it happened, I could still vividly
      remember every little detail of it. Senpai’s curvaceous,
      towel-wrapped body and the droplets of water that made it shine
      like diamonds, the sensation of her voluptous chest pressing
      against my back as she was washing it for me, the blissful
      anticipation when her towel came undone… and the disapointment when
      it turned out she was wearing a swimsuit underneath. All in all, it
      was one of my most treasured experience of my entire life, but also
      the one that probably shaved a fair amount of my lifespan off of
      me. Ever since then, every bath I took was reminding me of that
      lucky happening, making my bold boil.

      "You can take your time to warm yourself up in the bath here on
      the ground floor, Monjiro-san I’ll go to Shiinamachi-sama’s room
      and wash myself up there. Yugao, go and show him the way to the
      bathroom and come upstairs as soon as you’ll be done with that,
      okay?"

      "Huh? W-Wait, O-Onee-chan!"

      Whistling happily, Asagao ran through the corridor and up the
      stairs to the first floor without looking back. I hope she won’t
      slip up and hurt herself because of her wet clothes.

      "W-Whatever am I to do with you, Onee-chan…?"

      Yugao-chan, on the other hand, looked quite perplexed by this
      development. I on the other hand, managed to remain calm and
      collected. As I said before, I owe my resistance to strange
      happenings to Shiki’s shenanigans, as ironic as it sounds.

      "Looks like your sister can also be quite a handful when she
      wants, huh, Yugao-chan?"

      "Y-Yes. She’s usually dependable and has her bearings straight,
      but there are times when she… she likes to tease me a little bit
      too much."

      Oh, trust me, I know exactly how that song and dance goes.

      "Well then, shall we go? Or is this whole situation bothering
      you too much? If so, I can find a way on my own, so you don’t have
      to…"

      "N-No, it’s fine, r-really. This is my duty as one of the maids
      of this villa, so I’ll see it through to the end."

      She clenched her tiny fists, and walked forward beside my while
      grasping the hem of her skirt tightly. Even though this situation
      was visibly difficult for her, she still wanted to do her best and
      do her job properly. It was quite admirable for someone so
      young.

      That’s why I thought that what Asagao did and said before she ran
      of was, to put it mildly, highly inconsiderate of her sister’s
      feelings, and made me feel sorry for her. Perhaps I should talk to
      her about it next time I’ll have the chance…

      "Uhm…"

      "Yes, what is it?"

      Even though she was more than thirty centimeters shorter than
      me, she still she still made sure to look me in the eyes properly,
      even if she had to look up and strain her neck to do so.

      "I-I’m sorry if I’m being a hindrance, but there’s something I’d
      like to say to you, so would you be willing to listen to me?"

      "Huh?"

      "I know that I’m being a bother to you, Sakuradamon-san, but I
      have to tell it to you no matter what."

      I wonder if it is something that she could not talk about while
      her twin sister was around? As I was pondering that, Yugao-chan
      brought her face closer to mine, and whispered into my ear in a
      quiet voice that was almost unhearable:

      " [Something Dark]… is among one of the girls."

      "[Something Dark?]"

      Yugao swallowed hard, and nodded her head.

      "You see, my ability… is to sense the [Evil of This World] …
      like, sometimes I can see visions, vestiges of evil spirits,
      unfulfilled grudges, and sometimes even demons or phantoms who
      refuse to move on. Sometimes they are very clear, and sometimes
      mudded and unrecognizable… but this time I felt it clearly like
      never before… that something dark is going to appear in this villa,
      and that it’s going to be among one of your companions."

      So that’s why she wanted to ask me for advice, huh? Because I am
      the only non-female member of our group. That information she
      revealed was quite unexpected, but if this [Something Dark] she
      mentioned is the same thing as the [Darkness] that is related to
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s risky day, then hearing what she has to say
      cannot be a bad thing.

      "All right, I’ll listen to what you have to say. Tell me as much
      as you know. Oh, but before that, can you please drop the
      "Sakuradamon" bit? You can just call me Monjiro like everybody
      else."

      "Eh? So… does that mean that you… believe me? You don’t think
      I’m crazy?"

      She was surprised, but so was I. Who would’ve thought that I’ll
      be having a nice chat about the Occult with someone like her?

      "Lords, Knights, supernatural powers, assassins, secret moves
      being passed down for generations… if I were just your ordinary
      high-school student, I’d have probably labeled anyone who believed
      in such nonsense as crazy, but since I became a part of such
      nonsense myself… well, you know. Let’s say that after what I’ve
      been through lately, I’m more than willing to listen to some more
      crazy talk, especially if it can shed some light on the current
      situation."

      "Is that… so? You really are amazing, Sakuradamon….
      Monjiro-san."

      Suddenly being praised like that made me feel a little
      troubled.

      "Since we’re about to talk about something important, why don’t
      we go to my room. At least it’ll be better than talking out here in
      the open."

      "Y-Yes, that’ll be for the best indeed. If it isn’t too much
      trouble, would you mind going ahead and waiting for me? I’ll go
      tell Onee-chan and the others that you’re taking a bath so that
      they wouldn’t get overly suspicious."

      "Fine by me."

      That’s what I said, but truth to be told, my imagination was
      inadvertently running wild again. I mean, this was like the
      reversal of my first meeting with Shiinamachi-senpai, except now a
      girl would be visiting me in my room… NO! Get your sh*t together,
      Jiro. You’re not going to do anything lewd, you’re going to discuss
      serious matters that could prove vital to overcoming yet another of
      senpai’s risky days.

      I put one of my hands on my chest to stop my heart from beating
      loudly like a church’s bell.

      "Monjiro… san?"

      "No, it’s nothing. I’ll see you later then."

      "Yes."

      Yugao bowed before me again, and made her way towards senpai’s
      room, where all the girls were gathered. I could still faintly
      smell the sweet fragrance of the shampoo she apparently used to
      wash her hair, and it made my heart flutter again. In order to calm
      myself down, I adjusted my glasses once again. After shaking my
      head to the sides for a few times, I slowly made my way back to my
      room, forgetting about the fact that I was supposed to take a bath
      first.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

      





      I was lying on the bed in my room and just finished sending
      Shiinamachi-senpai a text message saying [Nothing so far, will
      continue to investigate some more]. Even though we were all here on
      the same floor, Yugao-chan and I decided that it’ll be better to
      keep this meeting between us a secret from the others, as it would
      be both dangerous and reckless to act without knowing exactly what
      that [Dark Thing] she mentioned was. That’s why I have to make sure
      that I’ll properly listen to everything she has to say when she
      gets here. Once I do that, hopefully the two of us will be able to
      come up with some kind of countermeasure against it. But before we
      get to that, there is one problem that I need to take care of,
      namely: I’m nervous, and this was caused by two facts: one, that a
      girl was about to visit me in my room at night, and two: this bed
      is way too large for one person, And I kept imagining Yugao-chan on
      it! If it was at all possible, then I’d like to replace it wit a
      simple, single bed. At least then I wouldn’t have any problems with
      thinking about….

      No no no no no, stop it stop it stop it stop it! Get your head
      out of the gutter, Sakuradamon Jiro! I know that she’s kinda cute
      and Asagao did say that she’s somehow in love with me, but she’s
      essentially still a child, and the kind that is all embarrassed whe
      she so much as glances at her crush!

      And more importantly, the one and only object of my affections
      is Shiinamachi-senpai exclusively! Even if for some bizarre reason
      that I don’t understand myself my heart seems to be beating faster
      whenever she’s near me, even if she’s petite and cute like a small
      animal, senpai is still my ideal woman, my one and only girl that I
      wanted to make happy no matter the cost!

      Ahhh, what is wrong with me today?! I don’t even understand what
      I’m thinking about anymore! And to add salt to the wound, my heart
      was beating too fast for comfort, and even when I repeatedly tried
      to switch my consciousness back and forth between "Ordinary High
      School Boy Mode" and "Professional Killer Mode" by removing my
      glasses and putting them back on, my mind was not getting any
      clearer.

      Heh, some man I am. Yugao-chan was so scared of this [Dark
      Thing] that she gathered her courage and reached out to me for help
      even though she’s uncomfortable around guys and here I am doing
      what? Having thoughts that are unbecoming of a gallant gentleman I
      think myself to be. Truly a pathetic display.

      "*Sigh* Maybe so stretching will help me put my mind in its
      rightful place."

      I said that out loud for whatever reason and got up from the
      bed.

      *Knock Knock*

      And then I heard a sound of gentle knocking at the door.

      "Coming!"

      I walked to the door and opened them, revealing the figure of
      Yugao-chan who was still clutching the hem of her apron nervously
      and wandered with her eyes from place to place.

      "I-It’s me, Monjiro-san. G-Good evening."

      Even her voice was a little shaky, which was perfectly
      understandable. After all, even if we agreed upon it earlier, she
      was still visiting a guy’s room late at night.

      "Y-Yeah, good evening. Is everyone else still in
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s room?"

      All the girls are in Shiinamachi-senpai’s room, which is located
      right next to mine, dangerously close in our current
      circumstances.

      "Yes, and my sister should be with them as well, just as she
      said. Probably…"

      Somehow, we both avoided looking the other one in the eye, and
      the tension between us was clearly rising by the minute. It was
      then that she grasped the hem of my sleeve with her shaky
      fingers.

      "Hm?"

      "I… I hate to ask this of you, but… can we go somewhere else to
      talk? Talking here might be… somewhat dangerous…"

      "Of course. If that’s what you want, Yugao-chan, then I have no
      problems with it."

      It would’ve been bad if any of the girls happened to come out of
      senpai’s room and happened to overhear what we were talking about
      for whatever reason, so switching locations seemed like a most
      logical conclusion.

      "T-Then please allow me… to show you to my room."

      I quietly followed after Yugao, passing in front of Fujisato’s
      room and Asagao’s room, making our way to the ground floor. All
      this time, I watched my steps, trying to make as little noise as
      possible. Then, after passing the villa’s entrance, we walked into
      a room in one of the side corridors. Yugao-chan took a key from one
      of her kimono’s pockets and used it to open the door. Looking at
      the key more closely, it was not an individual key, but rather a
      master key, the one that could open all the doors in the villa. I
      know it might sound filthy rich coming from an assassin like
      myself, but things like that really do exist, huh?

      "This way please."

      She told me quietly as she opened the door and let me in.

      The inside was clean and tidy, with a number of bookcases at the
      walls filled to the brim with neatly arranged books, and a big bed,
      same as in my and senpai’s room, placed at the back, next to a
      window through which a faint light was being poured inside. I could
      tell at first glance that this room belonged to someone organized
      and methodical.

      "Monjiro-san… can you please… go sit on the bed?"

      "Ah, a-alright."

      I did exactly as I was told, and sat on the edge of the bed with
      a violently pounding heart. In the next moment, *patan*, I heard
      the sound of the door’s lock being closed. Yugao-chan and I were
      now alone in a locked, dark room.

      "Y-Yugao-chan…? Can you please turn on the light?"

      I asked her to turn on the lights…

      *Rustle*

      … but the only answer to my question was the quiet sound of
      clothes being removed.

      It was Yugao-chan. She was slowly removing the pieces of her
      Japanese-style maid kimono before my very eyes.

      "Y-Yugao-chan?!"

      "I’m sorry, Monjiro-san. All this talk about the [Dark Thing]…
      that was just a lie."

      *Rustle Rustle* Without stopping, Yugao-chan dropped more pieces
      of her clothing onto the ground with a blush on her face.

      "A-Are you serious?"

      "Yes. I thought that was the only way I could get you to come
      with me so we could be alone together, Monjiro-san."

      "And you lied to me for something like that? Yugao-chan, If you
      just asked me, I would…"

      At this exact moment, I couldn’t understand why she was doing
      this at all. I couldn’t wrap my head around how did all of this
      happened. All I could do, was to stare at Yugao-chan’s captivating
      snow-white skin that was bared in front of me.

      Next, she turned her back to me, revealing the pink underwear
      that was hidden beneath her kimono, and with a *click* sound, she
      undid the hook of her brassiere.

      "I’m… I’m sorry!"

      I could clearly hear pain in her voice. What was she apologizing
      for, exactly? She was a good child, not someone who could be
      associated with words such as "bad" or "evil". But maybe she was
      doing it precisely because such a preconceived notion? Maybe that
      was how she really was? But… why am I thinking about such things
      now? What’s happening with me?

      "Please forgive me, Monjiro-san."

      *Thud* *Thud* I could hear her light steps getting closer to me,
      and it made me feel uneasy. She was within my hand’s reach, with
      her cloths hanging so loosely around her body, that all it would
      take for them to completely slide off was the smallest breeze.

      I don’t know exactly when it happened, but she pushed me lightly
      with one of her fingers, and it made me fall onto the bed. She got
      onto it too, and hugged me from behind. I could feel the softness
      and hotness of her entire body on my back as she sticked to me in a
      gentle embrace.

      "Y-Yugao…chan… why…?"

      I couldn’t see her face, and I was unable to shake her off of
      me. It was like all the strength has suddenly left my body.

      Her intentions were now clear to me, but… was it really okay for
      us to do such a thing?

      "Monjiro-san… even in such a situation you’re still so gentle
      and kind."

      Now I could feel sadness and loneliness in her words.

      "Yugao-chan?"

      "Monjiro-san, you’re really… even if you were to force yourself
      on me like a wild beast, I thought that I’d be fine with that. Just
      for you, I took a relaxing bath earlier, used my best-smelling
      shampoo, made my hair with great care, and even chose more
      adult-like underwear that you might’ve liked…"

      "Is… is that… so?"

      Remembering her pink underwear, I gulped involuuntarily. She
      might still be a child, but that is precisely why her daring
      actions created such a seductive contrast with her appearance.
      Looking at her now, I was unsure whether or not I’d be able to
      control myself. But why? Back in that bathroom with
      Shiinamachi-senpai I was somehow able to hold myself back despite
      my carnal desires, but now, I felt like the wall of my reason could
      come crushing down at any moment. Was it because of that sweet and
      sour aroma she was emitting? Whatever the reason might be, it’s a
      fact that I can’t get her out of my mind. The more I look at her
      body, the more alluring it becomes. Her smooth skin, silky hair,
      her wet eyes, her seductive way of breathing… now I was certain.
      Something horribly, horribly wrong is going on here!

      "You probably figured it out by now, but I will tell you, as I
      want to be honest with you as an apology. My blood, the blood of
      the Yahata clan, is said to be especially delicious and rich with
      spiritual power, since we were the owners of various supernatural
      abilities since the day our clan first came to be. For that reason,
      I was raised to believe that it is my duty to… to allow the male
      Knights to do… things to me, if they deemed it necessary."

      "No, that’s just too… how could they….?!"

      I tried to piece all those information together. Just because
      she possessed special blood, she thought it was her duty to be a
      plaything of whoever would try to force himself on her. But I’m
      sure that somewhere deep insider her heart she knew that that kind
      of reasoning was wrong! That it was too cruel!

      "Fortunately, no one has actually tried laying a finger on me up
      to this point, but right now… my blood is telling me that doing it
      with you… would be fine…"

      "No, you can’t, Yugao-chan! You might think that it’s all right
      to do it with me, and if the circumstances were different, I’d
      probably feel honored, but now… this isn’t right! We’ve just met
      today, and I don’t want you to think that I’m looking at you like a
      piece of meat to be consumed just because I’m a Knight! That’s not
      my intention at all! If possible, I wanted to be friend with you
      and your sister…"

      "Thank you for saying that, Monjiro-san, but unfortunately, your
      blood is more honest in that regard, I can feel it."

      When she finished that sentence, *DON* *DON* *DON*, I felt like
      a church’s bell began ringing right in the back of my head, quickly
      spreading this sensation throughout my entire body, which suddenly
      became unbearably hot. Was that my [Thanatos’s] reaction to the
      blood of the Yahata?

      Hot. So hot. Too hot… consciousness… fading.

      "Yugao-chan, listen to… to me! Like I said… I don’t want to… to
      hurt you! This …. This is wrong, it… it shouldn’t be like
      that!"

      "You really are… to kind for someone like me, Monjiro-san."

      My head hurts so much that I think it’s going to be ripped apart
      at any moment now, just like my entire body.

      Reach out with my hand. That’s all it’ll take to make that body
      of hers mine. I want it. I crave it. I want to break it and defile
      it. With that intent in mind, my body tried to turn towards her so
      I could push her down.

      It takes all of my remaining willpower, but I somehow managed to
      use my hand to knock my glasses of my face. It’s not enough to make
      the hot sensations disappear, but at least my body stopped moving
      against my will.

      "I’m truly grateful to you for resisting so valliantly,
      Monjiro-san… and I’m sorry."

      At that moment, tears were mixed with her weeping voice,
      and…

      *STAB!*

      In the next moment, I saw a sharp, bladed object covered in red
      sticking out of my chest.

      Have I been here before? Because I have a feeling that I’ve
      definitely been here before. Right, a similar thing happened to me
      not that long ago! Something that should normally be a
      once-in-a-lifetime experience.

      First time it happened to me, the ones responsible for it were
      my cute kouhai and my dependable classmate, who were now sleeping
      soundly in the room upstairs.

      And this time, I’m…

      "*Sob* I’m sorry, please, forgive me, but…. But I have to kill
      you now *Sob Sob*!"

      As I listened to Yugao-chan’s cries, my body fell forward like a
      log. I could feel the life force escaping it alarmingly
      quickly.

      Each time my heart beats, another portion of red spills out of
      the gaping wound.

      "Gha… *Hack*…!"

      I tried to speak, but no coherent sound could be made by my
      throat anymore. Looks like the weapon she used to stab me was
      something akin to a sharp knife. Great, another similarity with the
      first time I died. Well, she is Shiki’s cousin, so I shouldn’t be
      surprised she’s able to handle a weapon like that. But she must’ve
      been not as skilled as her or Kuhoh, because she did not pierced my
      heart directly.







      [image: ]

      




"*Sob* *Hic*, *Sob Sob*….!"

      She killed me, and yet she was crying, and apologized to me over
      and over again.

      I don’t feel anger, and strangely enough, I don’t hold a grudge
      against her. Instead, I’m worried about her, and about what might
      happen to her once my friend will discover that I died. Ha… haha,
      to worry about something like that as my consciousness was
      literally going dark… truly, the is something… wrong with me
      today.

      …. But even so, there is still something that I must do before I
      will die completely.

      "It’s fine, Yugao…. chan. The pain that I’m feeling right now…
      must be nothing compared to the one you had to endure… all because
      I was too stupid… too blind to see it…"

      That is all that I wanted to say to her. I hope that with that
      her guilt fades away, even if just a little bit.

      With that, I once again allow the Grim Reaper to lull me into
      the cold sleep of death.



    



    

    
      


Interlude: Boundary Between Dream and Reality


      All of a sudden, I found myself drifting through the soft, murky
      darkness.

      This should be what, my third time coming here? Or was it
      actually more than that? Anyway, the last time I was here, I had an
      unexpected meeting with my mother, who we thought was long missing,
      but that was when my heart and soul were erased by [Code
      Calvariae], so if she’s not here, then it must mean that my
      condition is not as dire as it was then, so I guess that’s good.
      Now that I have that firmly established, time to recollect what
      exactly happened to me.

      I know for certain that Yugao-chan was the one who killed me by
      stabbing me in the back with a knife so hard that it came out of my
      chest. The bleeding that was the result of that action was the most
      likely cause of my death this time… again, same as the first time I
      died from Kuhoh’s hands. But unlike that time, her movements were
      rather slow and unrefined, I’d say wild even, and she missed the
      center of my heart, resulting in me not dying on the spot. This
      leads me to believe that unlike me and Kuhoh, she’s probably not
      familiar with any techniques used by professional assassins.

      The real question here was: why did she killed me? That is what
      I wanted to understand the most, but I won’t obtain any new
      information by being here.

      At the very least, it seems that she did not kill me out of
      hatred. If that was the case, then she wouldn’t have cried and
      apologized to me so much. But then, did she actually liked me,
      exactly as Asagao-san said? If that turns out to be the truth, it
      would be quite a shocking development. No, but wait, if she indeed
      likes me, then why did she stab me through the heart? Ahh, looks
      like figuring this one out is going to be more complicated than I
      initially thought, but as long as I’m here I have virtually nothing
      else to do, so might as well ponder about it a little.

      Since Shiinamachi-senpai had everyone else to protect her, I
      left her room to investigate the [Darkness] her story mentioned,
      then was that happening with Asagao at the courtyard, then we
      returned inside and Yugao-chan found us. Afterwards she told me she
      knew something about the [Darkness], or a [Dark Thing], as she
      called it, and we agreed to meet in my room later, so I contacted
      senpai to tell her that I will be investigating some more, after
      which I was killed my Yugao-chan in her room. Now that I think
      about it more carefully, that room might’ve been just a simple
      study, not her private quarters. That would also explain why she
      opened the door with a master key instead of a normal one. That’s
      it when it comes to summarizing the events that took place tonight,
      but what now? In my current situation, it may actually take some
      time for my corpse to be found so that senpai could bring me back
      to life, but the best-case scenario is that it will be found
      eventually, I will be revived, and that will be a happy end to
      that? But, hypothetically speaking, what if the things won’t turn
      out so good?

      "Yes, what if the things won’t turn out so good indeed?"

      I heard a familiar voice speaking to me from the void. Trying to
      locate its source, I twisted my body around in every direction.

      "Fufu, looks like you were killed again, Monjiro-san."

      The one who spoke those words was Yugao… no, with that manner of
      speech and that smug smile on her face, it had to be Asagao. She
      had her hair let down, so I couldn’t tell for sure. What I was sure
      though, was that her face was only a few centimeters away from me,
      enough so that she could smooch me on the cheek if she wanted
      to.

      "Oh lookie you, in such a pickle and still thinks about such
      lewd things? Monjiro-san, you perv~~"

      Was she able to read my thoughts, or was it due to us being in
      such a place? Whatever the case, it would seem that she could hear
      my thoughts, but I couldn’t hear hers. Typical.

      "Being salty about it won’t help you with anything, Monjiro-san.
      Because the gap in the time of our servitude is too vast."

      There were some differences, but she definitely sounded like the
      Asagao-san I knew from the real world. Aside from that, instead of
      her maid clothes she had a white one-piece dress, and she looked
      somewhat older than me now.

      "The time of servitude?"

      "Yup, the time of servitude."

      It didn’t look like she intended to elaborate on the subject any
      further.

      "But hooo boy, who would’ve thought that my precious Yugao-chan
      would do something so bold, she really surprised me there."

      Most certainly, what she did there was… unexpected to say the
      least. Even though she was embarrassed, she used her feminine
      charms to ensure that my assassination would be successful. True,
      the symbols of her womanhood are still developing, but they were
      definitely there, together with her snow-white skin and somewhat
      alluring curves. Was it also because of the special blood of the
      Yahata family? Was that the reason why she and the male Knights are
      apparently drawn towards each other? And because of that she would
      be forced to be their plaything, being treated as nothing more but
      a tool to imbue them with more power? The more I thought about it,
      the scarier, sadder, and more unforgivable it was to me. Even more
      than the burden that my own assassin’s bloodline has placed on
      me.

      "Wow, you look like you could rip someone in half with your bare
      hands, Monjiro-san."

      Asagao made a surprised face and made her lips in the shape of
      the letter O. I know that I’m probably looking like a murderer now,
      but can you blame me? The more I thought about Yugao’s
      circumstances, the stronger the feelings of anger and regret were
      becoming. I wanted to help her in any way I could, but I can’t do
      anything now because I’m dead and I’m wasting my time here!

      "Hmm, how was it again? Oh right "People die if they are killed,
      that is how it’s supposed to be". Well, it doesn’t look like that
      same rule is going to apply to you, right, Monjiro-san? But you
      know, this time it might be a little difficult."

      It was exactly like she said, but nevertheless, my heart was
      still hurting. Because normally senpai would bring me back to life,
      but now she was nowhere near me, so she could not save me. This
      time I might’ve died for real, and it filled me with the fear of
      [never being able to experience the joys of living with my friends
      again.]

      I don’t want that. I don’t want my life to end here, in this
      moment, without ever fully understanding life, emotions and their
      importance.

      That is why…

      Maybe you really liked me, Yugao-chan. Even if that was
      something that you couldn’t have done in any other way, no amount
      of apologizing could change the fact that you have killed me. But
      even so, even if your murderous intent was genuine… I still want to
      help you, even though you might end up hating me for it. That
      should be enough to atone for my obliviousness towards your
      feelings.

      "As I thought, you really are someone who is straightforward
      with his feelings, aren’t you, Monjiro-san? That’s good, very
      good."

      Somehow, I have this strange feeling that I’ve seen Asagao’s
      smiling face before. I wonder why’s that? After all, the Asagao I
      met today and the Asagao who’s standing before me right now are
      completely different.

      If this place is a reality created by my mind, then she might’ve
      been an illusion created by my subconscious, but… that was not the
      feeling I was getting from her.

      "Fufu~~"

      Instead of answering another one of my questions, she just
      laughed cheerfully.

      "Humans are curious creations, don’t you think, Monjiro-san?
      Each and every one of them loves themselves first and foremost, to
      the point of thinking "There’s no way I can ever die." But when
      they do, when they realize that there is no hope for salvation, the
      only thing they can do is be filled with regret, jealousy and
      hatred. So, so much hatred."

      "You really think so? Because you know, even though I was
      stabbed to death by Yugao-chan, I don’t feel any kind of hatred
      towards her. Then again, that might be because of my
      immortality."

      "Hmm, nope, I don’t think that immortality has anything to do
      with it."

      Oh?

      "I think it’s more about who you are as a person, Monjiro-san.
      You were killed once before, when you didn’t have immortality,
      right? What were you feeling when it happened, can you
      remember?"

      Now that she mentions it, when I found senpai dead and was
      killed, I didn’t feel hatred or anger. I was grateful. Grateful to
      the killer for killing me so I could be together with senpai.

      "Monjiro-san, your heart is still immature, and not human-like,
      but at the same time more human than any other human. It might be
      so that because of that, things that are inhuman take a liking to
      you."

      Not human-like, but more human than any other, huh? So does that
      make my something that’s closer to a Lord, like Shiinamachi-senpai
      or Fujisato? Or perhaps someone with a special quality like Shiki
      or Kuhoh?

      "And even if you manage to come back to life, it won’t change
      the fact that my sister killed you, the person she genuinely liked.
      So your task will probably be to somehow handle that troublesome
      situation."

      Asagao’s words filled my heart with new determination. She might
      just be an illusion based on my preferences, but that was still a
      nice thing of her to say. I should probably express my gratitude to
      her.

      "No need to thank me, Monjiro-san. But, if you insist on showing
      your gratitude towards me, then how about you do it by crossing the
      river of death once again, and prove to those who are dead that
      there is still hope for them in this world?"

      What does that even mean?

      While I tried to ponder the exact meaning of her words, the
      darkness around me became somewhat smoother.

      "Ah, looks like our time is up. That was pretty short if you ask
      me. Something is telling me that Shiki-sama had something to do
      with it, and if so, then she must’ve taken quite a liking to you,
      Monjiro-san. There are still some things that I wanted to tell, but
      I guess you’ll have to make do with what you already know."

      Is that so? That last part got me worried for a bit, but oh
      well. Since the world around me was getting blurrier by the second,
      this probably means that someone found by body and reported it back
      to senpai and the others.

      "Take care of Yugao-chan for me, will you. She might be
      extremely shy and dishonest with her feelings, but she’s a good
      girl, you just have to get her out of her shell."

      As if I wasn’t planning on doing that from the start. Now that I
      had a rough grasp of the situation, I’m sure that I’ll be able to
      help her, even if I had to use that immortal body of mine.

      "You can count on me! I’ll be sure to save your sister!"

      Just leave it all to me. Saying something so cool in front of a
      girl filled me with an unexpected sense of fulfilment and
      harmony.

      Was this Asagao the real Asagao? I felt like it was no longer
      that important of an issue. I made a promise to her, and that’s all
      that matters. She waved her hand at me and just stood there,
      smiling.

      Soon after that, I was enveloped by a blinding light.



    


    

    
      Chapter 2: Heart and Heart


      Search Results for Asagao (Morning Glory):

      • A flower that is said to bloom on the summer mornings, and
      wilt on the evenings

      • A flower popular in the area of Japan

      • It means "Fleeting Love" in the language of flowers

      The first thing I saw after I opened my eyes was the bottom part
      of Shiinamachi-senpai’s magnificent chest. That sight alone was
      enough to make me think "Ahh, it’s so good to be back.", but it
      also made me feel a bit guilty.

      "Oh, it seems you’ve awakened, Jiro-kun."

      There was relief in senpai’s voice, but her face, which was
      mostly obstructed by her two bountiful mountains from my point of
      view, showed that she looked extremely worried. Can’t say I blame
      her. After all, I was killed here in this mansion, a place where we
      were supposed to be safe, so it was natural for her to be
      uneasy.

      From what I could ascertain, we were still in the room in which
      I was killed last night, but I was laying on the bed, and senpai
      was giving me a lap pillow again.

      "I’m sorry, senpai."

      "It’s all right, Jiro-kun, don’t try to force yourself to talk
      too much just yet. Is your eyesight okay? Can you breathe
      properly?"

      She told me not to force myself, but that was kind of impossible
      from where I was standing, or rather, laying. Is my sight okay? Yes
      it is, as I was able to burn the sight of senpai’s breasts into my
      mind in Ultra HD 4K resolution. And as for my breathing, it might
      be a little hard to breathe properly, but that is mostly due to
      excitement than anything else. Oh, and my head was surprisingly
      clear too. So clear in fact, that it was indeed strange. After all,
      my head was on senpai’s deliciously thick thighs, and they are just
      so soft and warm that it’s unbelievable, my contrary to my initial
      expectations, I was not panicking at all, and my heartbeat remained
      unchanged.

      Maybe I don’t have my glasses on my nose? If so, I need to put
      them on right this instant! They are the switch that allows me to
      change from "Ordinary High School Boy Mode" to "Professional Killer
      Mode" at will, and a restraint that keeps me from losing my
      emotions to the cold, calculative mind of an assassin, which would
      turn me back to being nothing more but an emotionless killing
      machine. I instinctively touched my face with my hand, and to my
      surprise, my glasses were still there.

      They are still on my face, but when I look around to ascertain
      my situation, I was not feeling much at all, as if I was still in
      "Professional Killer Mode", the same state I entered when I was
      fighting against Fujisato, the state of a killing machine. Could it
      be that I somehow got closer to that terrifying state during the
      time I was dead?

      "Jiro-kun…"

      Senpai called out to me, even more worried than before. I don’t
      want her to have such a face. I want her to be relieved. I want her
      to be happy. I want her to smile and laugh like she always does.
      That was my only wish, and the goal I was hell-bent on
      achieving.

      "You look somewhat confused, but other than that, there does not
      seem to be anything wrong with your consciousness. I’m so
      glad."

      "You don’t say. But if you’re sure about that, then I guess
      that’s fine."

      I said that to assure her, but I’m pretty sure that my
      expression was still anxious.

      "When you didn’t come back to us even though it was so late at
      night, we got so worried, and Shiki-san volunteered to go looking
      for you. And not long after that, she found your corpse here in
      this study…"

      Ugh, so much for the excuse that I wanted to go to one of the
      late-night shops to buy a souvenir for my sister. Such a cheap one
      won’t do anything against Shiki’s razor-sharp mind.

      "When she calmed down from the shock of her discovery, she went
      straight back to my room to inform me. Right now she’s waiting
      outside… why, you ask? That’s because… I didn’t want her to see me
      while I was reviving you…"

      I stared at senpai’s embarrassed face for a good minute or two.
      So can I take this for confirmation that in order to be revived she
      had to do something embarrassing or suggestive to me? Can I? I
      can’t, right? Another chance to confirm that the method of bringing
      me back to life was a kiss has gone down the dryer! Normally, I
      would’ve probably felt this irritating feeling squeezing down on my
      chest, and wandered is that what people call "the regret of death",
      but now… I felt no such thing. I felt strangely calm and
      lighthearted. What a strange feeling…

      "Are you sure you’re alright, Jiro-kun? I sensed no
      abnormalities within you when I brought you back to life, but there
      is always a possibility that I might’ve missed something, so…"

      "Well… I am alive, and my limbs can move, so that’s definitely a
      plus… but as for my mind, there is something that I need to
      confirm. Oh, don’t worry senpai, it’s nothing life-threatening,
      just a minor inconvenience, really."

      I said that and noticed that senpai’s gaze was not on my face,
      but rather on the area of my chest. This made me look at it myself.
      The wound was now closed and gone without a trace, but there was
      something… odd about it. I placed my hand firmly on it to sense my
      heartbeat… but there was no reaction, no matter how long I
      waited.

      Could this be…

      "Jiro-kun… the truth is… the truth is that your heart is
      gone."

      "What did you say?"

      As unbelievable as it sounded, it was most likely the truth,
      seeing as I could not feel anything beating in there. But despite
      that, my body still continued to operate without a hitch.

      Alive despite missing the one thing that made it alive. Now
      that’s something going way beyond common sense.

      "Listen to me carefully, Jiro-kun. I know you must think that
      you shouldn’t be able to keep living without a heart, but since
      your life is now linked to mine… then I think now my heart is also
      somehow acting as your heart, and that’s why you’re still
      alive."

      I checked my pulse by touching one of the veins on my wrist and
      neck respectively, and it was indeed present. Even though my own
      heart was somehow gone, my blood continued to flow harmoniously
      thanks to Shiinamachi-senpai’s own heart. To be honest, it was a
      strange feeling, and a scary one at that, but more than anything, I
      was grateful that I was still alive.

      So, now that I knew that my heart was gone from my chest, I
      guess that would explain my relative emotionlessness, huh? After
      all, it is said that emotions are closely tied to one’s heart and
      blood circulation. For example, when you’re excited your heart
      beats much faster than usual, and when you’re embarrassed, blood
      rushed to your face, resulting in the blushing of the cheeks and so
      on and so forth. Going by that logic, those things should be
      impossible without a working, actively beating heart.

      Well, putting the issue of my now empty chest aside, I finally
      had a chance to get a good look around the room which I was
      murdered in.

      As expected, a large portion of the bed, the floor, some
      bookshelves and the walls were dyed crimson red. On a side note,
      can bloodstains be cleared from books without damaging the book
      itself too much? Cause it would be such a shame if some of them
      ended up being unreadable once my blood dries.

      "Uhm, Jiro-kun?"

      "Y-Yes, senpai?"

      "I know that right now might not be the best time for it, but if
      the current situation drags on… if my heart will be forced to
      sustain two bodies at once, then I… I will probably die."

      "SAY WHAT?!"

      Those news were quite shocking, but now that I think about it,
      senpai did explain that to me shortly after I became immortal: that
      our lives are now connected with one another, and if she dies, I
      will die as well.

      And if her heart was now forced to basically sustain not one,
      but two bodies at the same time, then of course it would be quite a
      heavy burden on her. In that case, we need to find my heart and
      return it to me as soon as possible, both for mine and senpai’s
      sake!

      *Sigh* This is a [Dangerous Day] all right. We tried so hard to
      keep her out of harms way, but senpai ended up in danger all the
      same.

      "What is our time limit? How long do you think you can keep
      going like that, senpai?"

      Hearing me ask that, senpai look genuinely relieved, and her
      spirits became lifted as she breathed a sigh of relief.






      "I think we should be safe if we manage to recover your heart by
      dawn, but as for anything after that… I’m afraid I can’t make any
      promises."

      So it’s best to adopt a mindset that senpai will die if we don’t
      get my heart back by dawn of the next day. And also…

      The story about senpai’s today’s [Dangerous Day] was set fully
      in motion. The exact meaning of it is still unknown to us, but I
      was certainly what triggered it. I am the cause of this mess.

      "I’m so sorry, senpai. I promised that I would protect you, and
      here I am, causing another [Dangerous Day] for you."

      "Don’t beat yourself up over it, Jiro-kun. None of this is your
      fault. I won’t lie, this situation frightens me, but it’s not your
      fault!"

      Those words made me feel happy beyond belief. And if I was still
      able to feel something like happiness, then this must mean that my
      heart is still safe, wherever it is.

      I know that our situation might seem dire, but precisely because
      of that I think we should not be impatient and try to rush things
      while keeping track of the remaining time limit.

      Thankfully, I already knew who the culprit was this time. It was
      Yugao-chan, no questions about that. I know that she stabbed me to
      death, and apparently she also took my heart from my chest after I
      died, the only question that needs to be answered now is: why did
      she do that?

      Whatever her reason might be, finding her shouldn’t be all that
      difficult. Her physique was the same as her sister Asagao, and in
      this windy typhoon weather she was almost blown away by a strong
      gust of wind, so there’s no way she would choose to hide outside of
      the mansion and risk like that.

      "Senpai, I… I know who the culprit is this time."

      "Oh, is that so? That’s great to hear! I thought that you didn’t
      have the chance to get a good look at the perpetrator since you
      were stabbed from behind, but if that’s not the case, then we can
      deal with our current predicament much faster."

      When I died for the first time, I was also stabbed from behind,
      but then it was different from now because I was unable to confirm
      the killer’s, Kuhoh’s identity due to her Gift, but now I was
      absolutely certain. That appearance, that sweet bashful voice and
      that soft sensation I felt on my back all belonged to Yugao-chan.
      That is why…

      "I know who the culprit is, but I cannot share that knowledge
      with you all."

      She killed me, that was a fact. But for some unknown reason, I
      was her target, not Shiinamachi-senpai. As long as she was not
      openly hostile towards her, I felt like there was no reason for me
      to get her involve with the rest of the crew here. This is a matter
      entirely between me and her. But even so, senpai would probably
      want to know the identity of the person who killed one of her
      Vassals…

      "It’s ok, Jiro-kun, I understand."

      She… she accepted this surprisingly easy. I know that senpai
      probably trusts me because we went through a lot in a relatively
      short period of time, but still…

      "Uhm… thank you… I guess?"

      "If it’s something you can’t tell me, then you clearly have an
      important reason to do so, or at least that’s what I want to
      believe. I know you’re probably doing this to avoid putting me into
      any more danger, but I want you to know that right now finding your
      heart and returning it to you is my number one priority."

      So that’s how senpai felt about me? Even without my heart, I
      still felt this hot, squeezing feeling in my chest and was
      overwhelmed by a surge of gratitude towards her.

      "Senpai, I will fix this mess up, I promise. I’ll get my heart
      back, and we’ll all be able to laugh and make beautiful memories
      together again, so please, can you believe in me and wait? I can
      assure you that everything will be settled by tomorrow."

      "All right, Jiro-kun, I promise I’ll wait for you. Just… be
      careful and come back to me safe and sound, you hear me? That’s an
      order from your master, fufu~~"

      Shiinamachi-senpai laughed and showed me one of her calming
      smiles. For the sake of that smile, I need to solve this murder
      case in such a way that won’t put her in any more danger.

      "You done talking or what?"

      Without any prior warning, Shiki barged into the room by
      smashing the door open like she owned the place (technically she
      does, but you know where I’m coming from, right?), and I failed to
      raise myself up from senpai’s lap pillow. Her reaction to seeing
      the two of us in such a position was…

      "Oh."

      Exactly like I was expecting. And her next line will be:

      "Sorry for interrupting. Want me to leave so you can finish
      whatever it was you were doing?"

      "No, there’s no need for that, as we were doing nothing dubious
      or suspicious. Nothing. At all. Oh, and by the way, thanks for
      finding my corpse so fast, Shiki."

      "No need to thank me, really. It’s my fault that you ended up
      dead to begin with. Honestly, I should’ve anticipated something
      like that happening and prepare at least a few countermeasures
      against it, but I allowed myself to let my guard down since this
      villa is owned by my family. I was careless, and I’m sorry for it,
      Monjiro."

      Sure, it would be nice if we could have countermeasures against
      being killed, but this was supposed to be an ordinary vacation trip
      where nothing bad was supposed to be happening to any of us, so I
      can’t blame Shiki for not preparing anything. That’s life for you,
      I guess. Brown stuff can hit the fan virtually any time without any
      coherent reason at all.

      "Yahoo~~, we came to join in the fun~~."

      Shortly after Shiki made her grand entrance, Fujisato and Kuhoh
      also made their appearance. Thankfully, this time around we had
      more than enough time to fix our positions, and I was now kneeling
      on the bed beside senpai.

      "All right you two, take care of Kaguya for me while Monjiro and
      I will go to search for the killer. And don’t worry Monjiro, I gave
      them a basic rundown of the current situation."

      "Thanks, that’ll save us a lot of trouble."

      I stood from the bed and offered my hand to help senpai get
      up.

      "Thank you, Jiro-kun. I’m feeling a little tired, so I think
      I’ll go back to my room and get some sleep to avoid straining
      myself too much. Once I wake up, I expect you to put this case to a
      close and get back what was stolen from you."

      "Yes, just leave that to me."

      Senpai grabbed my outstretched hand and stood up from the bed
      with my help, after which I entrusted her to Fujisato and Kuhoh. We
      need to find Yugao-chan as soon as possible if we want to prevent
      senpai from dealing with an additional burdens.

      "Fujisato, Kuhoh, I leave senpai in your hands."

      "Sure thing, Monjiro. Let us all work extra hard to pull her
      through this [Dangerous Day]!"

      "We will do anything within our power to help you, so you just
      focus on staying safe and getting your heart back,
      Monjiro-senpai."

      The two of them stood at either side od Shiinamachi-senpai and
      offered me their warm words of encouragement.

      "All right, let’s move out!"

      "Understood."

      And just like that, I left the study with Shiki by my side.






      "… In other words, you need to be careful from now on, monitor
      your mind’s condition at all times and look out for any
      abnormalities, no matter how small or insignificant they may seem.
      You probably know that yourself but let me remind you just in case:
      emotions and blood are connected, so if you continue being
      heartless for too long, there is a possibility that your soul might
      end up disappearing again."

      Shiki recounted all the information regarding our current
      situation as we were making our way through the corridors.

      "You’re right, I understand that much."

      That was one of the first thoughts that popped into my head when
      I realized what had happened to me. Now that I am permanently in
      "Professional Killer Mode" all of my senses are sharpened to the
      extreme, which might prove helpful in certain situations, but if I
      lose my soul and emotions because of it, then it’s not worth it.
      Unfortunately that is the hand I’ve been dealt, and I have no
      choice but to make the best of it.

      "Such a turn of events is unfavorable for me too. I can’t take
      advantage of your youthful lust if you feel no lust to begin
      with."

      And she taxed me with that blue eye of hers.

      That would make sense, since lust is an emotion too, and a
      strong one at that. So under normal circumstances, if Shiki was ok
      with it… I mean, don’t take me wrong, Shiinamachi-senpai was still
      the only one for me, but I am a high-school boy at the peak of
      puberty, and Shiki in her yukata was… really above average,
      completely different from her usual uniform + lab coat attire. She
      knows about my feelings towards senpai, but she also claimed to be
      highly interested in me, perhaps even in the romantic or sexual
      context, and I think that’s why she’s so suggestively aggressive
      around me and uses sentences that are basically one innuendo
      stacked on top of the other. On the flipside, she often seems to
      perceive me as a test subject for her wicked experiments whenever
      my immortality is involved.

      Even though she displays a duality like that around me, that is
      no reason for me to think badly of her or badmouth her, she’s a
      Vassal of Shiinamachi-senpai just like myself, and my precious
      friend after all. And that is why I wouldn’t want to pursue a
      relationship with her that would be built on something as
      animalistic as indulging my own lusts. I am not that kind of a
      shallow man.

      … Heh, if I’m still able to have such complex internal
      monologues, then everything is all right for now.

      "Everything… is still all right."

      "If you say so, Monjiro."

      Is it just me or did I sense a slight sound of worry from her
      voice? Then again, her being worried was not that unexpected since
      both senpai and I were running on a pretty short timer here. And
      still there she was, trying to play it cool by joking about me
      having my way with her due to my lustfulness… no no no, keep your
      wits about you, Sakuradamon Jiro! Don’t fall into such an obvious
      pitfall, or else you’ll forever be self-branded as the most
      despicable scum of all time and you’ll make senpai sad!

      Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Good, that’s the spirit, me.
      It’s a great thing that I’m able to control the remnants of my
      emotions with my assassin’s stone-cold rationality, otherwise…
      otherwise what?! Why are you trying to find excuses for
      yourself?!

      "Whatever internal struggle you’re going through right now, it
      looks like a tough nut to bust."

      "And whose fault do you think it is that I must bust this nu….
      Deal with it?"

      "Just so you know, I can lend you a hand every time, every day.
      All you have to do is ask."

      Why was the topic derailed into pervy territory again? Even
      without my heart, Shiki’s still able to drag me into her
      shenanigans as if I was a damn fiddle that she’s playing when she
      feels like it.

      "All right, all right. Putting the issue of your handiness
      aside, I wonder why my heart was taken from me in the first
      place?"

      To get the mood out of the gutter, I talked about what was on my
      mind right now.

      "The answer to that is rather simple, Monjiro. It’s because of
      both Nightkin and their Vassals, everyone has a [Gift Core],
      something that fuels our Gifts, essentially."

      "Core?"

      "Yup, core. In the case of your [Divine Gift Thanatos] that’s
      the heart. For me, the core of my [Demonic Gift Satori] is my
      golden eye."

      Shiki raised her bangs and showed me her left golden eye. As
      always, it took so much as a glance at I for me to feel like I was
      about to be swallowed into its depths. If what she was saying was
      true, then that golden abyss was where the power of her Gift was
      being held.

      "It all depends on the power really, but the general rule is
      that the core of a Gift is a place that is associated with it or
      influenced by it, but in cases of complex abilities that tend to
      affect the entire body, much like your immortality, it’s usually
      the heart, an organ that has the strongest connection to both life
      and death."

      "Sounds reasonable enough for me."

      "That was my intention. If you possess the knowledge on how
      exactly a Gift works, then it’s easy to predict which part of the
      body acts as its core."

      In other words, Yugao-chan knew that my heart was the source of
      [Thanatos’] immortality, most probably because the Yahata clan
      dealt with supernatural powers since they were established, so they
      must possess a natural talent for sensing and analyzing powers like
      that.

      "Tell me, how does it feel to be alive without a heart beating
      in your chest?"

      "To say that it’s strange would be an understatement. What
      happens if the core of my Gift… if my heart would be
      destroyed?"

      I had to ask that question, both for myself and
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s sake.

      "Destruction of your heart means the destruction of your Gift
      Core, and in consequence, your death."

      That’s the worst possible outcome, but somewhere in the back of
      my mind I guess I expected the answer to be as such. At least I
      know that for now my heart is still intact, but the important
      question here is: for how long? Yugao-chan is presumably in its
      possession right now, but what is she going to use it for? Since
      she didn’t dispose of it immediately, maybe she wants to use it for
      negotiations? Is there something she wants to obtain or do that
      badly that she was ready to go to such lengths to obtain it?

      "Now that you know the stakes, spill the beans already. Who’s the
      murderer? Asagao?"

      Shiki asked those questions so suddenly that for a moment I just
      stood in place, not knowing how to react. But since she was with
      senpai, Fujisato and Kuhoh all the time then it’s to be expected
      that she would suspect the twin maids, the only ones who were not
      with us the entire time. I could not bring myself to lie to her
      about that, but I wasn’t denying that either. One thing that I
      found curious though, was the fact that Asagao was Shiki’s first
      choice when it came to pointing fingers at the culprits. Maybe that
      was because she is under the impression that Yugao-chan is too
      fragile to actually try to kill someone? Anyway, hiding it won’t do
      me any good, so telling Shiki the truth was the only option.

      "No, actually. It was Yugao-chan. She lured me to that study
      under the guise of having some information that might’ve been
      helpful with our current situation."

      "Yugao?"

      Shiki looked and sounded genuinely surprised to hear that.

      "For someone like you, a self-proclaimed professional killer, to
      lower your guard and expose your back to someone like Yugao… you
      had my curiosity, but now you have my attention, Monjiro. Tell me
      everything that happened in that study. Every juicy detail."

      "Well, uhm, how should I put it… s-she, she started to take her
      clothes off and…"

      Shiki’s face remained expressionless, but her blue eye looked at
      me as if I was something that she just scraped off of her shoe.
      Come to think of it, she did mention that if I so much as lay a
      finger on Yugao-chan, she’ll end me. Well, I said A already, so now
      I have to say everything from B to Z, even if I potentially seal my
      own demise with it.

      "When she… when she stripped down to nothing but her underwear
      and began to take off even that, that’s… that’s when I turned my
      back against her."

      Now Shiki’s eye was showing a mixture of disgust and pity, as if
      it wanted to say something along the lines of "That hopeless man
      whore got seduced by another woman again". And the worst part? I
      couldn’t rebuke that in any way, because that was one hundred
      percent the truth! I really need to work on countermeasures against
      female seduction.

      "You know what, Monjiro? I somehow expected you to come up
      short, but that was disappointing even for you. Is killing you
      really that easy? Showing you a little bit of my skin will really
      do the trick?"

      That felt like a Natural 20 Vicious Mockery critical damage
      straight to my manly pride.









      "Also, you seem to be forgetting one tiny, but ever-so-crucial
      detail, Monjiro. Since Asagao and Yugao are twins, then it wouldn’t
      be hard for one of them to impersonate the other."

      Shiki was right. The only way for me to distinguish between the
      two was their hairstyles and personalities: Asagao was the lively
      twin with a ponytail, and Yugao was the shy, timid one with
      twintails. Thankfully I didn’t made a blunder of not distinguishing
      between the two of them so far, but if they decided to switch
      places for whatever reason without telling anyone first, then I
      think I wouldn’t have been able to tell that they switched at
      all.

      "But you know, I’m pretty sure that it was Asagao whom I helped
      with the trees in the courtyard, and after we were done there, she
      said she’s going straight to senpai’s room to join you all."

      "And she did just that. We ended up playing around for quite a
      while after that."

      "And Yugao-chan didn’t come to you at all?"

      "Nope, she never did."

      After we agreed to meet without telling anyone she said that she
      "Will go inform Onee-chan and the others that you’re taking a bath
      and I still have something to do, so I will join them all later, so
      can you please wait for me in your room?". I wonder, was that
      "something to do" actually her procuring the murder weapon, the
      knife, for herself?

      "In the end, neither of you showed up, so we started to worry,
      and Asagao even went as far as to say "The two of them must be
      having a romantic time of their lives somewhere, so maybe we should
      go ruin the fun for them, nishishishi~~!" with that usual smug
      smirk on her face."

      I see. If that was the case, then Asagao being the actual culprit
      was certainly not entirely out of the question. After all, Yugao
      did tell me to wait for her in my room, but when she came, she told
      me that we should change locations for safety’s sake. Then again,
      there is this whole issue of my encounter with that older Asagao in
      that strange dark space after I died. She seemed somewhat
      different, but familiar at the same time.

      "Even if they did switch places, I think the one who came to my
      room and told me to go to that study with her was definitely
      Yugao-chan."

      "It would seem so."

      Shiki looked like she was pondering something as we continued to
      walk side by side at a steady pace. I wondered where were we
      heading, exactly? If she knew that I was going to get back to life,
      then there’s no way that Yugao-chan would just sit quietly in her
      room, pretending that nothing happened.

      We walked to the entrance hall from the first floor, and headed
      in a counter-clockwise direction. If I remember correctly, that was
      where the bathroom on the ground floor was located.

      "That reminds me, how much did Yugao told you about her
      blood?"

      "The blood of the Yahata clan, you mean?"

      Just a mention of it made me feel my stomach tightening.

      "…Yes, Yugao-chan told me about it, and how it attracts the
      Knights of the opposite gender. I didn’t want to believe it at
      first, but after witnessing what she was talking about firsthand, I
      have no choice but to accept it. When I was looking at her, it felt
      like I was no longer myself, my head felt heavy and fogged, and
      that my male urges were on the boiling point."

      "In other words, it felt like you were drunk on a strong
      aphrodisiac?"

      "I guess."

      Once again Shiki hit the bullseye with her conjecture.

      "But I still can’t believe that she went as far as to strip in
      front of me. I’ve known her only for a few hours of course, but
      she’s was getting flustered at the slightest sign of anything
      remotely sexual. Shiki, are you sure that she and her sister are do
      not have a third sister or something?"

      "Such a thing is not impossible."

      I meant to say that last part as a joke, but the reply that I
      have received was dead serious.

      "In every generation of the Yahata clan, there is always at least
      one pair of twins, and they are almost always bound to be born with
      special abilities or talents. Also, the probability of the mother
      of such twins dying during childbirth is very high, and after that,
      they are raised by other family members and receive the "Priestess"
      training. When I met them for the first time when we were very
      little, their training was already well underway, so it wouldn’t be
      all that strange for both of them to possess powers that could even
      rival the strongest of Nightkin Gifts."

      "Their powers as those… "Priestesses" are that amazing?"

      "No, not really. I just wanted to say it because it sounded
      cool. Training aside, they were just normal, cute girls."

      From what I understood, both sisters went through something
      similar to my assassin training when I was younger, and it matched
      with Yugao’s words, and that made me think: did Fujisato had to go
      through something similar just because she was born as a Lord? I
      really hoped that was not the case, because having a girl go
      through such a brutal way of life where there was no place for
      friendship or happiness would be inhuman, even for Nightkin
      standards. And what about Shiinamachi-senpai. She lost her memory
      so there was no way for her to remember, but she told me once that
      she thinks her past holds some kind of secret related to her.

      Up until now, I thought that the girls from my surroundings have
      all been living an ordinary, peaceful lives. If they didn’t have it
      in the past and only managed to obtain it now, then as their
      friend, and as a man, it’s my responsibility to help the protect it
      and treasure it. We are at the peak of our youth, after all. It
      would be great if we could make it the best time of our lives that
      we will always remember and look at fondly.

      "Monjiro, is it just me, or are you looking more fired up than
      ever?"

      "I am, but the reason for it is kinda embarrassing, so I won’t
      tell you."

      "If you’re feeling embarrassed, then that means your emotions
      are still intact. You have no idea how happy this makes me
      feel."

      I don’t know if me being embarrassed is really that big of a
      deal, but if Shiki’s happy then I’m happy for her too. Oh look, I
      think I can even see a faint smile on her lips! I think I mentioned
      this before, but she’s really good at tugging at my
      heartstrings.

      "So, uhm… about those abilities that the twins poses?"

      "Yes, Monjiro? What about them?"

      "What are their abilities, exactly?"

      "I regret to inform you that I do not have any information
      regarding that matter."

      "So like, you’re cousins, a close family, and they didn’t told
      you something that important?"

      "The Yahata’s and Yatono’s are related, yes, but we are not
      allies by any measure."

      Well that’s the first I heard of it. That’s kinda messed up now
      that I think about it. I mean, Fujisato and Shiinamachi-senpai are
      both Lords and they are cooperating with one another by sharing
      information and protecting one another, but Fujisato decided to do
      that only after we defeated her an Kuhoh in battle. Going by
      Shiki’s logic, If it wasn’t for that, then she probably wouldn’t
      lend us her hand in this current crisis.

      "In other words, even if they technically serve us, nothing
      stops the Yahata’s from plotting behind Yatono’s back to overthrow
      us and take our place as Lords for themselves."

      "Really?"

      That was quite a big reveal, and yet she delivered that
      information to me in her usual detached manner void of any kind of
      emotion.

      "But wait, aren’t you on good terms with those two?"

      "We were, but that was years ago when we were little. After
      that, we kinda drifted apart I guess."

      This time her words were ice-cold, and she didn’t even hesitate
      to speak them. Moreover, she just walked forward without looking at
      me, keeping her eyes straight forward. At that moment I thought
      that she sincerely hated them, but then I saw that she was
      clenching her tiny fist up so hard that her hand was shaking. Just
      what happened between those three that they ended up like that?

      I can’t say that I know what Shiki is thinking, hell, I can’t
      even say that I know her all that well, but what I do know is that
      she’s not the kind of person to hate someone or hold a grudge
      without a reason. She might be saying that they’ve drifted apart,
      but I’m sure that in reality… yes, that might actually be the
      case.

      "Shiki, you…"

      "I…?"

      "You care about those two, aren’t you?"

      That made her stop right in her tracks.

      





      Then she spun around, her long hair fluttering about, and looked
      me in the eyes.

      "Whether I care about them or not has nothing to with the
      current situation. If I had a choice in the matter, then of course
      I’d like to get along with them, but…"

      She cut her sentence halfway.

      "But?"

      "But there are… they have circumstances that are preventing us
      from doing so, and I don’t think that there is anything I can do to
      help them. And I’m sure that by being overly kind to them I
      would’ve only hurt them more, so I chose not to do it."

      Shiki just stared at me as she bit on her lip and placed her
      tightly clenched fist on her chest.

      Now this was most unusual, for her to allow her emotions to
      surface like that. I know It’ll probably be inappropriate for me to
      say this in this situation, but seeing Shiki being vulnerable like
      that made my chest feel hot. I must’ve been hard for her to just
      bottle all that frustration inside her up until now, and I wanted
      to say something that would cheer her up even the slightest bit,
      but since I am so emotionally impaired I struggled to find the
      right words.

      "I don’t know what happened between you in the past, but I do
      know that you wouldn’t do anything that would cause harm to those
      around you, Shiki. If anything, you’d do anything in your power to
      help them, and I’m sure that this time you’ll also be able to think
      of the best possible solution, and I’ll be there for you to lend
      you a hand. So let’s think of a solution that will allow all of us
      to be happy, without harming or killing anyone, all right?"

      Even though killing techniques are my forte, I didn’t want to
      use them, because I didn’t want to kill anyone, and certainly not
      the members of Shiki’s family. Oh, and not dying myself in the
      process would be a nice addition too. Immortal as I am now, dying
      was still an unpleasant thing to go through.

      "The happiness of those two is really important to you, huh,
      Monjiro?"

      "Hm? I’m sorry, can you repeat that? I couldn’t quite hear
      you."

      "No, it’s nothing."

      Shiki then turned around and continued to walk forward. Was it
      because of something I said? If so, then that’s quite a shame, and
      I’ll have to make sure to apologize and hear what she wanted to say
      after we reclaim my heart.

      After a few minutes we have indeed arrived at the bathroom on
      the ground floor. This mansion had separate baths for men and
      woman, but the one we arrived at now was the shared one, meaning
      that both males and females could use it at the same time. If my
      heart was still in my chest right now then I think it would be
      pounding like mad and my cheeks would probably go red, but since it
      has been misplaced, I felt next to nothing, and that bothered me a
      lot.

      "You feel nothing because the circulation of your blood has been
      disrupted. Other than that, you’re probably thinking why are we
      starting our search here, in such a place?"

      "I won’t lie, the thought crossed my mind."

      Beyond the door which opened sideways was a large changing room.
      In the back of it was a large frosted glass window beyond which was
      the bath area itself, but thanks to the glass it was impossible to
      determine whether or not someone was inside.

      "That’s because it’s an ideal place to bring a freshly cut out
      heart of course."

      "How so?"

      I placed my hand on my chest, but no matter how often or how
      long I repeated that same motion already, the ever-so-familiar
      sound of its heartbeat just wasn’t there, and that was a strange,
      uncomfortable feeling. And speaking of the heart, it should be
      about the size of a male’s clutched fist, so concealing it and
      carrying it around shouldn’t pose that much of a problem.

      "To wash it clean of all the blood, Monjiro. Why else?"

      "Well, there must’ve been quite a lot of it, so I guess that
      makes sense."

      Heart is the most important organ in the entire body, since its
      responsible for keeping the blood flowing. It would stand to reason
      that at them moment of cutting it from my chest it was still full
      of it… ahh, I see, I get it. Yugao could have brought it here to
      get rid of all the excess blood from it without leading any
      bloodstains anywhere. She probably placed it in one of the baths,
      allowed it to bleed dry, and then allowed all the bloody water to
      drain like nothing ever happened. At least to me, it sounded like
      the most logical thing to do. However…

      "How can you be so sure about it, Shiki? Have you ever seen a
      human heart? Have you held it in your hand?"

      "Not really, but I studied all about it and the methods of
      stopping, cutting and isolating it from the rest of the circulatory
      system as part of my [Monjiro’s Immortality Analysis Project]."

      "I didn’t need to know that last part, but thank you for the
      info anyway. Now I know that I must sleep with one eye open at all
      times."

      The fact that she was able to go to such extreme lengths just to
      test the limits of my immortality was both creepy and admirable in
      its own twisted way.

      "Shiki, it’s good that you’re so devoted to your hobbies, but
      it’s time to stop, ok? Put the mad scientist in you back into his
      lab, and let him stay there for good, please?"

      "???"

      She just gave me one of those "I have no idea what you’re
      saying" looks, so all I could do was to shrug it off and drop the
      subject entirely.

      "Since we’re already talking about water and stuff, there is a
      shower room in here, right?"

      "Of course. Even if it was cut out of your chest, your heart
      must’ve pumped out all the excess blood from it, so even if it was
      transported in a bag or some other container, it would probably
      still made quite a mess out of the clothes of whoever was carrying
      it, but our little culprit could use the shower to clean themselves
      off all the blood and throw the clothes into the washing machine
      after bringing a spare change of clothes for themselves."

      So that’s why she deduced that a bathroom on the same floor as
      the crime scene would be the first place where Yugao-chan would
      go?

      When I was stabbed from behind, a lot of the blood from the wound
      probably ended up splashing around all over the place, so natural
      some of it must’ve stained Yugao-chan’s clothes as well. And since
      she planned this whole thing up, she probably knew that walking
      through a set of corridors and stairs to the first floor while
      carrying a bagged heart that was still gushing out blood that could
      leave the obvious marks on the floor was not the smartest thing to
      do. But if she were to go to the bathroom that was on the same
      floor, all she would have to do was to clean the floor of the
      eventual bloodstains, and she could do that effortlessly with just
      a wet mop and some detergent. She is one of the two maids who work
      here, so she should have unrestricted access to these. But since
      she was not here, then I guess all those speculations are just
      that: speculations.

      "It looks like no one’s been here recently, but I assume you
      accounted for that possibility, so let me ask in advance: where
      shall we go next?"

      "The second most probable place I deduced was the kitchen, so
      we’ll make our way there in a while. But before we do that, let’s
      check every nook and cranny here, just to be sure."

      First the bathroom, now the kitchen, looks like we’ll be
      checking all the places even remotely related to water. And
      speaking of water, the thought that a girl could take a bath
      together with my heart was an alluring concept. If my heart was
      still within my body, then I think I would’ve blushed at that
      thought, but since it wasn’t, there was no such reaction, and maybe
      that’s for the better.

      "But before we do that, let’s take a bath together."

      "Beg your pardon, m’lady?"

      "It’s a mixed bath after all."

      "Yes, it indeed is, but if we did that we’d get into all sorts
      of trouble, so if you want to do bathe, then please do so
      normally."

      Playing the straight man to Shiki’s pervy antics again, I opened
      the frosted glass door.

      And what we found at the other side…

      "Ugh….!"

      Was a large bathtub filled with the parts of innumerable,
      disjointed corpses.

      





      If I still had my heart, then I think it would be pounding
      violently from the sheer terror of the scene that was right before
      my eyes.

      The inside of the bathtub was filled with countless human legs
      and feet, and piles of heads and torsos were stacked on top of each
      other in the corners of the room. But the most terrifying thing
      about all of this was the fact that all those dismembered limbs
      looked familiar to me.

      Silky-smooth, chestnut colored hair styled into the twin-tails,
      small chest and overly petite frame… there was no mistaking it. All
      of those corpses… they looked just like Yugao-chan!

      … No way. Don’t tell me!

      "These are all dolls, huh?"

      Thanks to Shiki’s calm comment, I was able to regain my
      composure. Upon closer inspection, she was right. The "skin" of all
      those body parts was too smooth and beautiful to belong to a living
      being, and there was no cuts or blood marks on them either.

      "Dolls? But why…?"

      But before I could finish my sentence, I felt something move at
      the very edge of my field of view. Without thinking, I grabbed
      Shiki by the waist and jumped away in an attempt to dodge an
      incoming attack.

      *Hyuu!*

      A leg was thrown towards where we were standing just a second
      ago. A whole leg, up to the knee. As if it was a javelin, it
      crushed into the marble floor and got stuck in it.

      "Who’s attacking us?!"

      I fixed my glasses and looked all around us, but there was no
      sign of other people no matter how hard I tried to spot them. No
      movement, breathing, smell or sound that could point me in the
      right direction. If anything, I could feel multiple ominous gazes
      crawling all over me.

      "Can you find the one controlling those corpses, Monjiro?"

      Shiki asked while I still held her firmly with my arm.

      "I know I can, since I’m in a state where my emotions are not
      getting in the way, but I’m not feeling anything!"

      "What about that secret move of yours, [Code Calvariae] was it?
      Can’t you use it only partially so that your soul won’t disappear?
      That would be great, you know? And I even have name for it: [Little
      Calvariae]."

      "It certainly sounds way cuter than [Killer Machine Mode], but
      unfortunately that’s out of the question. I’m not like S*suke and
      his Curse Mark, you know? [Code Calvariae] is a one way
      ticket!"

      "Then we just have to break through."

      "Thanks for stating the obvious!"

      We had to leave this bathroom as soon as possible, but the parts
      of the corpses were still being flung at us so I had my hands full
      with just dodging them. After one such dodge my foot slipped on the
      wet floor, so in order to protect Shiki from the impact I twisted
      my body in such a way that my back hit the floor pretty hard. And
      at that moment, more severe arms came flying towards us from the
      enormous bathtub.

      "As I thought, we’re dealing with a [Puppet Master] here, but
      whoever he is, he must be exceptionally powerful to control this
      many corpses at the same time."

      Even during such a commotion, Shiki was still able to calmly
      analyze the situation. If I remember correctly, a puppet master is
      someone who controls puppets or objects by using wires, but that
      was not the case here, since all those limbs were just flying
      towards us like missiles that had a will of their own. Those were
      not the motions that could me imitated by using wires. Instead of
      moving like normal limbs, they were all just coming straight
      towards us. Although, that might’ve just been a feint meant to
      deceive us, and they could actually move like normal human limbs.
      For now, avoiding getting hit by any of them should be my top
      priority, and coming up with a counter strategy a close second.

      *Hyun!* *Hyun Hyun Hyun!*

      Each and every limb projectile was equivalent in speed to that
      one knife that Kuhoh threw towards me and senpai the other day. And
      this time we didn’t even have any weapons to defend ourselves with,
      and honestly, can you really blame us for it? For once, we thought
      we were going on a perfectly normal summer break trip, and for
      twice, if we were to have any encounter with the authorities and
      they found anything even remotely dangerous on us, there’d be no
      easy way for us to weasel our way out of the unpleasant
      consequences. So yeah, dodging was our only option here. But if I
      only avoid enemy attacks, they’ll wear me down sooner rather than
      later, however, a mindless dash towards the exit was not an option,
      as we would only end up caught in the crossfire of flying arms and
      legs.

      "Our situation looks hopeless no matter how you look at it."

      Shiki was right. I might’ve avoided every attack successfully up
      until now, but because of that the entire bathroom was badly
      damaged. The ceiling and the walls were full of cracks and holes,
      but fortunately enough there was no water gushing out of any of
      them, so the pipes must still be intact. At least the footing won’t
      get any worse than it already is.

      "But I think I found a way for us to get out of this mess.
      Monjiro, when the next attack comes your way, please avoid it by
      jumping into the bathtub."

      "Jump in there?! But if I do that, then… okay, I trust you with
      this, Shiki."

      If we do that, our movements will be heavily restricted and
      we’ll have no way to avoid incoming attacks, but now that I said I
      trust her, there was no turning back for me!

      *HYUBA!!!*

      I jumped towards the water surface as another set of limbs came
      flying towards us at an even greater speed than before. There was
      no stopping now that my body was already set into motion, all I
      could do was to try and bend it slightly, but even then, I think
      we’re still going to get hit.

      "Try not to move around too much, Monjiro. I don’t want to hurt you
      with my wires."

      *ZAPAN!*

      Just as we were hitting the water, I heard a sharp sound and saw
      wires extending from each of Shiki’s fingers. That was her very own
      method of fighting that utilized the properties of her Gift,
      [Demonic Gift Satori]. By enhancing all of her senses with it, it
      was possible for her to manipulate the wires with surgical
      precision and use them to both attack and seal the enemy’s
      movements.

      She moved her fingers with an astonishing speed as I held her in
      my arms, and her wires enveloped the limbs that were about to
      pierce into us, but of we were to avoid the rest, we had to get out
      from under the water as soon as possible, or else we won’t be able
      to move fast enough because of our wet clothes.

      "Puha!"

      "Ghaaa!"

      Immediately after we got our heads from under the water and
      catched our breaths, I fixed my glasses with one hand while my
      other hand kept Shiki close to me the entire time.

      *BASH!*

      Then, with a loud rattling noise, the torsos and heads piled up
      in the corner of the room were blown away by the wires. And
      underneath all of them, we saw an astonished face.

      "We’ve found you, Yahata Yugao."

      "Shiki… sama…"

      Apparently she hid herself under all those body parts by
      concealing her presence. But now that she was out in the open,
      there was no doubt about it, it really was her. Those big, round
      scared eyes and that shaking voice, they were the same as when she
      was killing me. She looked at me with glossy eyes, then at Shiki,
      then at the whole mess around the bathroom, and then at the two of
      us again.

      "I’m… I’m so sorry!"

      And she ran out of the bathroom with tears in her eyes.

      "Ah!"

      We have to go after her! That’s what I initially thought but
      going after her in our current condition can prove quite
      problematic.

      "Remote control… no, it’s better to say that she can take
      control of objects and operate them automatically."

      Shiki assessed the situation calmly within my arms. Her wet
      Yukata was totally disheveled, and was sticking into her slender
      body, revealing a lot of her fair skin. And if I remembered
      correctly she said she was not wearing anything underneath it, so
      that means that by holding her around the waist and chest areas the
      entire time…

      "Uhm, Shiki…?"
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"I won’t mind it if you want to have your way with me right
      here, right now, you know? The circumstances make it kind of
      exciting, actually."

      I might’ve mentioned this already, but that’s not the issue
      here. The positioning of my hands was. I know I did this with no
      ill intentions in mind so technically I’m in the clear, but the
      fact remained that I basically groped her small yet elastic and
      springy chest this entire time. Not to mention her waist… what am I
      even saying? I thought all of my emotions were supposed to be
      dulled?!

      "I know that you’re excited by the current situation, and when
      you’re excited, you can turn into a real beast, and I’m fine with
      it. If you want to use me to calm your boiling desires down, then
      do so, I’ll be more than happy to help you."

      "You really mean that?"

      "Yes I do."

      "You know what? I my heart was in its rightful place right now I
      think it would be beating the fastest it ever was in my entire
      life. After all, right now I’m having my first ever experience with
      touching a girl’s precious parts directly, and its all thanks to
      you. Thank you, Shiki, I will treasure this memory in my mind
      forever."

      Man that was awkward as hell to say! It’s a good thing that
      Shiki is… wait, what?! Why is she of all people getting red in the
      face now?!

      "… I’m happy that I made such a precious memory with you. It’s
      embarrassing for me as well, but I’ll try to bear with it, so we
      can stay like this a little longer if you want to…"

      "Thank you, and sorry."

      "…Is what I would like to say, but it looks like a few pests are
      insistent on not allowing us to have our cliched romantic comedy
      moment. I’ll get rid of them now, so just give me a minute,
      ok?"

      She reached forward with her hand, and only moved her fingertips
      ever so slightly.

      *BASH!*

      With a slashing noise, the limbs that began blocking the way out
      of the bathroom were mercilessly cut into tiny pieces.

      "I’ll leave them to you then. And remind not to ever make you
      angry."

      "I’ll be sure to do that."

      I let go off Shiki and dashed towards the exit. Some of the
      limbs came flying at me, but before they could even reach me, Shiki
      was disposing of them quickly and efficiently.

      "Shiki…"

      *SLASH!*

      "Don’t turn around now!"

      "Ah, a-all right."

      Arriving at the door, I wanted to turn around to thank her one
      last time, but that almost resulted in my head being cut off from
      my shoulders, because right now Shiki’s yukata was sticking to her
      body so much that I would be able to make out every little detail
      if I had the chance to stare at her long enough. Which I
      regretfully didn’t.

      "You’ll thank me later when you get your heart back, Monjiro.
      And then we’ll be able to resume our little groping romantic comedy
      fun right from where we stopped."

      "Heh, I’m looking forward to it."

      I gave her the smuggest reply I could think of.

      "Yes, me too."

      As I made my way out of the bathroom, I couldn’t help to think
      that just now, Shiki’s voice was filled with uncharacteristic
      amount of emotions: embarrassment, anger, happiness, and even
      anticipation.

      I only wished I could see what kind of expression she was making
      when she was saying all those things, but if I did, I might’ve
      ended falling for her then and there.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      Going after Yugao-chan turned out not to be as hard as I thought
      it would be, and ironically, I had Yugao-chan herself to thank for
      that.

      As a result of our bathroom encounter, the whole floor was
      turned into a wet mess, and due to that, her feet also got wet when
      she was fleeing from Shiki and me. So now, all I had to do to find
      where she ran off to was to follow the wet footprints on the dry
      floor of the mansion’s hallways.

      Of course, the bathroom was still filled with a number of
      puppets, but now that Shiki figured out how they were operating,
      she should have no trouble with dispatching them with her wires, I
      had absolute confidence in that. She might be acting in a goofy,
      perverted manner around me, but when it came to fighting, she was a
      formidable fighter with unmatched mind, so thinking she’d be unable
      to handle small fries like that would’ve been extremely rude of
      me.

      Going back to my current task, the lack of any kind of traps
      aimed at slowing me down was very concerning to me. There was also
      a possibility that now that she’s been compromised, Yugao-chan
      might’ve set her sights on Shiinamachi-senpai, but Fujisato and
      Kuhoh were guarding her, so even if she was attacked, I’m sure
      those two will be able to protect her.

      That’s right, Jiro. Trust that your friends and focus on the
      goal task at hand. Do what only you can do right now.

      After a while the trail of Yugao-chan’s footprints led me to one
      of the rooms that I’ve yet to visit. Could it be her own room? Did
      she decide to stop running and confront me head on?

      Standing in front of the door, I contemplated whether or not I
      should try knocking on them, and then a certain thought occurred to
      me.

      I was murdered by her, and she is my murderer, those are the
      facts. In light of that, what should I say to her when I see her?
      And how is she going to react now that the shock she was probably
      under in the bathroom when she saw that I was alive and well has
      probably subsided? Well, no use overthinking that. For now I’ll
      just casually knock on the door, see what happens, and adjust my
      actions on the fly.

      *Knock Knock*

      I knocked on the door just like I always do, without any
      prejudice.

      "Please, Monjiro-san, come in."

      That feeble, scared voice certainly belonged to Yugao-chan. Yet
      despite that, I maintained the state of heightened alertness as I
      entered my current murderer’s lair.

      "Pardon the intrusion."

      When I entered and closed the door behind me, I found myself in
      the room that was exactly the same as the one me and the others
      were staying in. All the lights were turned off, and Yugao-chan
      just stood there in the middle of the room with her hands joined
      together in front of her skirt. All I could sense from her was her
      usual timid, but friendly atmosphere, void of any hostile
      intentions.

      Maybe it was because my "Core" was taken from me, but my head
      was not getting heavy, and my thoughts remained razor sharp. Good.
      That way I’ll be able to talk to her properly, without anything
      interfering.

      "Were you the one controlling those dolls in the
      bathroom?"

      "Yes, I was the one operating them."

      Her voice was calm, but it was clear as day she was forcing
      herself to keep it that way. Just what was going on inside her
      heart? Regrettably, that was still something that I was unable to
      deduce on my own.

      "I knew Shiki-sama will be able to figure out that I would use
      the bathroom to clean your heart up, so I decided to make an ambush
      there. I knew it won’t be enough to stop her, but I hoped they’d at
      least keep you occupied until the end of the day, but apparently it
      was not meant to be like that."

      "I guess so."

      I don’t know how long she was planning that particular strategy,
      but if she knew she’d be going against Shiki, it must’ve taken an
      enormous amount of simulations and preparations.

      "I was surprised when you killed me, you know? You didn’t strike
      me as the type who could actually muster the courage to do such a
      thing."

      How strange. Just a moment ago I was wondering what I should say
      to her or how to continue the conversation, and yet the words
      naturally left my mouth on their own, as if I was just chatting
      with a good friend.

      "And I didn’t think you’d be so calm after experiencing such a
      thing. Once again, you’re so amazing, Monjiro-san."

      "There’s nothing amazing about it. You just get used to it,
      that’s all. Oh, but that little sneaky you pulled on me with taking
      my heart? Brilliant move, if only a little rude. Do you have any
      idea how confusing it is to go back from the dead, thinking you can
      just go back to doing your own thing, only to discover that a very
      important part of you has been cut out of your chest?"

      "I imagine that must’ve been… quite the experience?"

      Because of the dim light, I was unable to see Yugao-chan’s face
      clearly, and her voice was not enough to determine the state she
      currently was in. She might’ve been crying, or she might’ve just
      stood there with a cold, condescending gaze. Whatever the case
      might be, I think that the face that suits her the most was her
      flushed face when her older sister was teasing her. It looked so
      natural on her that it was almost… nostalgic.

      "It was an experience alright, and the one that I don’t want to
      go through ever again. Now, can you tell me why you killed me in
      the first place?"

      "The reason for it is very simple, actually. At this rate, if
      your heart stops, if your "Core" loses its power, all that is left
      would be the Gift that the "Core" contained. I killed you in order
      to get my hands on your Gift."

      "But my Gift is useless without my Lord, without
      Shiinamachi-senpai."

      "You’re not wrong, but I might’ve stated my intentions in a
      confusing manner, so allow me to rephrase them: after your complete
      death, I would’ve used your "Gift Core" to turn myself into
      Shiinamachi Kaguya-sama’s Knight."

      Could such a thing really be possible? I only learned about
      Nightkin and their Vassals recently, so compared to Yugao-chan, my
      knowledge of the subject was probably severely lacking. Now that I
      think about it, when we were fighting with Kuhoh and Fujisato, she
      did something that sounded just like what Yugao-chan said.

      Fujisato bestowed her [Divine Gift Chronos] to Kuhoh, and then took
      it back from her like it was nothing. So basically she just took
      the "Gift Core" from Kuhoh and placed it inside herself again? And
      now Yugao-chan wanted to do the same with my Core?

      "Also, you might want to know that it was not Shiki-sama who
      told me that your Gift is "Immortality". I did my own homework on
      that topic. I learned that the [Divine Gift Thanatos] belonged to
      Shiinamachi Kaguya-sama, and that me especially wary of her. It was
      quite obvious that whomever she’d chose to pass that Gift onto
      would become her most important servant, the most valuable asset to
      the most atrocious of Lords."

      I couldn’t believe that the gentle Yugao-chan just called
      Shiinamachi-senpai atrocious! To me, she was not someone who lusted
      for power, but rather a kind, gentle individual who always went
      ahead with a gentle smile on her face, no matter how hard or thorny
      the path was.

      However, I can’t say that I couldn’t understand where Yugao-chan
      was going with her argumentation. Everyone and everything is afraid
      of death, and will do literally everything to avoid it.

      "That is why both the Yahata and Yatono families were closely
      observing Kaguya-sama to determine to what kind of individual will
      she bestow such great power… and whether or not they should claim
      that power for their own gains."

      Having an immortal Knight to protect his Lord was undoubtedly an
      ideal scenario for any Nightkin, and it would stand to reason that
      the one who obtained such power would be resented by the others,
      both the Lord and the Knight alike. And it just so happened that
      this time, senpai and I were those Lord and Knight.

      Looking at it objectively, senpai did have powerful Knights at
      her side. I am an immortal assassin trained in the art of killing
      from a young age, and on top of that the power of my clan, a power
      to turn myself into a perfect killing machine, is sealed within my
      right shoulder, and there is Shiki, someone who might be called a
      genius when it came to both knowledge and analytical thinking. Of
      course, we’re not invincible by any measure. Shiki cannot overuse
      her "Satori" due to the risk of permanent damage to her senses, and
      as for me, I believe I’ve already explained it enough times. If I
      use the power sealed in my right arm, it’s over for me, my soul
      will be gone, and there’ll be no coming back, but if all goes well,
      I won’t be forced to use it this time.

      However, there was still one big problem that I had to deal
      with, namely…

      





      "Hate to break it to you Yugao-chan, but you know why I’m alive
      even though you ripped my heart from my chest? It’s because my life
      is connected to Shiinamachi-senpai’s through my Gift. Right now,
      her life force is sustaining both of us at the same time, and if I
      die, she dies as well."

      "So what you mean is…"

      "Yup, if you take my [Divine Gift Thanatos], you will kill not
      one, but two people."

      "Eh? But that’s… I, I thought Lords can’t die from something
      like that…"

      "Small wonder. Aside from me and senpai, only Shiki knows about
      it. And I’ll let you in on a little secret too: today is
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s "Dangerous Day". It means that if certain
      conditions are met, even a Nightkin like her can die like any
      normal human being. So in order to protect her, I cannot allow you
      to take my immortality from me, Yugao-chan, so hand my heart over
      to me."

      Will that be enough to convince her? To be honest, I didn’t want
      to tell her about senpai’s secret, but if I could resolve this
      entire matter without resulting to bloodshed, I won’t hesitate to
      use persuasion, coercion, or even intimidation.

      "I heard that you and your sister have… certain circumstances,
      and I’m guessing they were the reason you want to claim my
      "Thanatos" for yourself, but when you were killing me, you looked
      like you didn’t want to do it, and that’s why I don’t hold a grudge
      against you for doing it. I don’t know you very well, but I don’t
      think someone who looks at people as you did at me back then could
      be a bad person. So if at all possible, I’d like to close this case
      without any needless conflict and retain a friendly relationship
      with you."

      I decide to be honest and upfront with her, without hiding
      anything. It might be enough, or it might as well be too late for
      that, but I wanted to try either way.

      "Now, when you give me my heart back, let’s go see
      Shiinamachi-senpai together and explain everything to her. You
      called her atrocious, but in reality she’s everything but
      atrocious. She’s very pure and understanding, kinda like the mother
      figure. When I told her that I know who the killer is this time but
      I can’t say who exactly, you know what she replied with? "It’s OK,
      I trust you." so I’m sure she won’t get mad at you for what you did
      if you just come clean and apologize from the bottom of your heart.
      So, shall we go, Yugao-chan?"

      If that won’t convince her, then I don’t know what will. That
      was my desperate attempt at both helping senpai and trying to save
      this girl in front of me, but is it going to work? I still vividly
      remember how sad senpai was when I died and when I chose to cast my
      soul aside for her sake, so I wanted to avoid going through all of
      that again at all cost, but if there’ll be no other way, then so be
      it. I didn’t know what was Yugao-chan’s reason for doing what she
      did to me and how prepared to go through with her plan she was, but
      one thing I knew for certain: there was one more Lord and her
      Knight in this mansion now, and they were allied with us, so she
      should be able to understand that killing me for the second time
      would certainly made her the subject of Fujisato and Kuhoh’s wrath.
      But something was telling me that even if it meant going two Lords
      and their Knights, she’s still chose to do it.

      "How can I know you’re telling me the truth? There is always a
      possibility that you’re lying because you’re afraid of dying for
      real this time."

      "That is indeed one of the possibilities here. But the other is
      that I’m telling the truth because I don’t want to die and for you
      to get hurt. If I die here, I know that my friends will be very
      sad, and you’re probably going to be sad too, Yugao-chan. Heh, it’s
      funny, you know? The old me would’ve never been able to tell
      something like that and dismissed it as some irrelevant information
      not needed for completing the mission that was given to him.
      Actually, it can be said that I’m functioning like a proper person
      for around two and a half years. Before that, I was raised and
      trained to become an assassin, an emotionless killing machine, but
      thanks to the efforts of various people, Shiinamachi-senpai
      included, I am here now, in this moment, as myself, and I want to
      help you from the bottom of my heart. Which is currently in your
      possession, but… you know what I’m going on about, right? Bottom
      line is: I don’t want to die, and I don’t want anyone else to die
      or get hurt here tonight."

      "… So you were telling the truth about this "Dangerous Day" ?
      "

      "Yes. Senpai knew exactly what will happen today, that she might
      end up dying if things go south, and yet she still chose to come
      here with all of us in hopes that we will overcome this crisis
      together and have a fun vacation trip."

      "Is that so…?"

      Yugao-chan seemed to be conflicted, her face clouded by doubts
      and uncertainty.

      "Would it be all right for me to ask another question?"

      "Go right ahead, I’ll try to answer it to the best of my
      ability."

      It appears that we’re past the bargaining stage now, so if she
      still has something she wants to ask, it’s my duty to answer her
      earnestly. And who knows, if there’s something troubling her and
      she chooses to share it with me, maybe I’ll be able to legitimately
      help her with it?

      "Back then, at that time, even though I wanted to offer myself
      to you with everything I had… why did you refuse my advances?"

      Yes, you did your best. Even though your voice was shaking with
      fear and your eyes were wet with tears as you bared your skin
      before me, you still tried to do what you thought was right. And
      your determination didn’t waver even when my blood stained your
      clothes and you had to cut my heart out of my chest. I know that,
      and I respect that… but my feelings already belong to someone else,
      and my feelings for her will not falter, even though you were like
      a beautiful flower blooming in the darkness.

      "Everything would’ve been so much easier if you just accepted
      me."

      Yes, if only I chose to accept your honest feelings.

      "At that time, I… well, I don’t know how to put it… maybe it was
      because of your power, but even without it, I was curious about
      you, and I wanted to be become friends with both you and your
      sister. But I felt that if I just accepted your body then and
      there, I’d end up hurting you, and the person that I care the most
      about…"

      "And that’s why you decided to play around with my feelings,
      even though my heart and mind were prepared?"

      "No, I lack the cunning to do something as skillful as that. I’m
      the kind of guy who takes things dead serious, so even if you told
      me that you like me in a joking manner, I’d have thought that you
      are serious about it."

      After all, even after learning so much from my sister about the
      world and the common sense of a boy my age, my feelings were still
      undergoing development.

      "Besides, you were so scared and embarrassed. Even though you’d
      have killed me afterwards, you still looked like you were repulsed
      by the thought of showing your skin to a guy to some random guy
      like myself."

      "But I was prepared to do that. You’re right, I was scared, but
      something was telling me that if it’s you, Monjiro-san, then it’s
      okay to do it, that even if we went all the way, you still wouldn’t
      hurt me."

      "I’m flattered that you think so highly of me, but even so, that
      kind of reasoning is not right. If it was painful for you, then
      that’s reason enough for me to refuse. You’re cute, and I want to
      get to know you better, but if we did that in such a way, that
      would only cause you more pain, and I wouldn’t forgive myself for
      that."

      I found it more and more difficult to assemble my words into
      coherent sentences. It is in times like these that I truly regret
      that I’m not as good with dealing with people as Fujisato.

      "So if the circumstances were different, you would’ve accepted
      my feelings? Accepted all of me?"

      She stared at me with the eyes filled with anticipation.

      "It’s… It’s not that simple. Don’t take me wrong, Yugao-chan,
      but we barely know anything about each other, and I’m not a kind of
      guy who’d just have a one-night stand with a girl. Right now I’m
      afraid that I wouldn’t be able to accept your feelings properly,
      but given enough time, if we just could get to know each other
      better, then I’m sure…"

      "……."

      Yugao-chan was silent the entire time, and I couldn’t see her
      face in the surrounding darkness, so I had no way of knowing how
      she reacted to my words, but then…

      





      "Pft, haha, hahahahahahahahaha! M-Monjiro-san, I, I can’t!
      Th-That’s just too rich, Hahahahahaha!"

      "HUEH?!"

      Suddenly, Yugao-chan burst in the laugher so hard that she had
      to clench her hands around her sides. I don’t know if anything that
      I said just now was all that funny, but if it made her laugh then
      it’s good… I guess?

      "I get it now. So Yugao was so determined that she was ready to
      get naked in front of you?! Honestly, she’s bolder then I gave her
      credit for! We’ll not that I can blame her, with all that shoujo
      manga she’s been reading, but… fufu, fuahahahahaha!"

      Huh? Why was Yugao-chan suddenly talking in third person? Eh?
      No, could it be that… no way, no f*cking way…!

      "I-IS THAT YOU, ASAGAO?!"

      "Ahahaha, yeah, it’s me, Monjiro-san, sorry for deceiving you.
      And sorry for what Yugao did to you back there. I guess she
      remembered all the wrong things from all that manga and anime she
      was indulging herself with and got the wrong idea about how these
      things are supposed to play out."

      "Oh, y-you don’t have to apologize, even though what she did was
      kinda extreme. As I was saying, I…"

      "But you know, as her older sister, I feel kind of offended. I
      mean seriously, a gorgeous, half-naked girl was coming onto you and
      you didn’t even touch her? Are you sure everything is okay with
      your little buddy down there? Or is it malfunctioning at such a
      young age?"

      !!!!!CRITICAL HIT!!!!!

      That was another devastating blow to my manly pride. Why am I
      suffering from so much of those lately?

      "B-But if I did anything to her then I would’ve just hurt
      her…!"

      "Listen here you dreadnaught-level blockhead and listen well. If
      it’s from a guy they like, girls don’t mind getting hurt like that.
      Got it memorized?"

      "But I still have my relationship with Shiinamachi-senpai to
      think about. A-And also Shiki, so…"

      "Your relationships with those two have nothing to do with it!
      Right now, Yugao couldn’t care less about other girls around you!
      The only thing that matters for her is that you’re the one who’s
      making her heart race and feel like there are butterflies in her
      stomach! My God, are you really so dumb that you can’t even
      understand something so obvious?!"

      I honestly had no idea that a woman’s heart can be so
      complicated. Or maybe that was the result of her reading too much
      shoujo manga?

      "I’m sorry, but I think that hurdle is too high for me."

      My only option was to answer as such. I know that it might not
      be an answer befitting of a man, but you know what’s even more
      unbefitting of a man? Taking advantage of a girl whose heart is
      being swept up by emotions. I am aware that my words would hurt her
      if she heard them, but in time I’m sure she’d be able to understand
      that it was the right thing to do. And as for me…

      No man can ever hope to understand the vast labyrinth that is a
      girl’s mind. Not today, not tomorrow, not in a million years.

      Senpai, Shiki, everyone, I’m greatly sorry for causing you so
      much trouble with my lack of common sense.

      "You realize that excuse is as lame as it sounds?"

      "I realize that, and I’m deeply ashamed of myself."

      "No no, you don’t have to be. It’s good that you’re
      self-reflecting like that."

      She said that to me like a mother comforting her child.

      "It’s all right, Monjiro-san. There’s no need for you to
      understand complicated matters like that. That’s what makes you so
      cute after all."

      That endless brightness of hers truly contrasted with the
      appearance of her timid younger sister. As expected of Asagao.

      But no, wait a minute. She says she’s Asagao, but until she said
      so, I thought she was Yugao-chan, so what if the person in front of
      me really is Yugao-chan trying to pose as Asagao?! Argh, my head
      hurts just thinking about it!

      "You really are Asagao, right?"

      I had to ask for confirmation no matter what.

      "Eh? Of course I am. See?"

      And she reached with her hand to untie the ribbons holding her
      hair as she styled them back into a ponytail. On a quick side note,
      she looked pretty nice with her hair let down.

      "Ta-dah!"

      "Don’t you "Ta-dah!" me! How can you expect me to be convinced
      with something like that?!"

      "Really? Then what do you expect me to do to prove it?"

      She asked as she styled her hair back into the twintails. Now
      that was the question that I had to ponder about for a good while
      with my hand on my chin. Something that would prove that she was
      indeed Asagao…

      Oh, I know just the thing!

      "Un?"

      I move closer to her…

      "Heave-ho!"

      And lift her up in my arms!

      "Hawawawawawawa?! W-W-W-What the hell are you doing,
      Monjiro-san? H-Have you lost your mind?!"

      "Hmm, this weight and softness… no doubt about it, you really
      are Asagao."

      It doesn’t matter if they are identical twins, there are no
      identical human beings in this world, there will always be
      differences between them, even if only the ever so subtle ones.
      Thankfully I carried Asagao once already, so I had a good idea of
      her overall body weight and remembered the feeling, and now it was
      exactly the same as before, therefore I was absolutely certain.

      "Uhm, a question, if I may. You do this to every girl around you
      who has a similar-looking sister?"

      "No, but that was the best way to be certain, since I already
      carried you once before. I’m glad to announce that you are as light
      now as you were then."

      "Comments about my weight aside, can you put me down already?
      It’s embarrassing, even if there’s no one looking!"

      Feeling a little sorry for what I did, I let Asagao down on the
      floor.

      "Now that we have that out of the way, there is still something
      that I don’t quite understand."

      "And what that might be?"

      "Was the one using the dolls you, or Yugao-chan?"

      "Ah, that. That was me in the bathroom, since I’m the one
      possessing the skills of a Puppet Master. But the one who killed
      you was indeed Yugao, since we both agreed on it. But, looking at
      it right now, maybe it would’ve been better if I was the one to do
      it, since her "I want to make some memories with him before I kill
      him" plan seemed to have backfired against us."

      That was kinda disappointing to hear, even without a heart and
      with my emotions fading.

      "Oh, but don’t take this the wrong way, Monjiro-san! I would’ve
      been completely fine with you being Yugao’s first love and partner,
      if only for the purpose of observing how interesting things
      might’ve gotten."

      You don’t say? You called me a man whore before, and now you’re
      all positive about me? Girls are really incomprehensible
      beings.

      "Hey, Asagao. Yugao-chan was really prepared to kill me, despite
      how tormented she looked when she was actually doing it?"

      "Yes, that’s correct. Even though it brought her so much pain,
      she was still dead-set on doing it, because she has always been
      surrounded by darkness. And eve though I am her sister, I wasn’t
      able to do anything to help her. Anything at all. All I could do
      for her was to stand quietly on the side and look after her while
      supporting her in everything she was doing. That’s she decided to
      kill you herself, even if she knew it’ll bring her nothing but
      suffering and pain."

      No wander she was crying when she pierced me with that knife. No
      child should ever be forced to something as despicable as this.

      This world is a truly sh*tty place sometimes.

      "But, as you can see, not everything went exactly according to
      Yugao’s plan. Talk about a fortunate misfortune, huh?"

      She tells that with a slightly awkward voice. I could tell she
      was not okay with things being like that, and that she only wanted
      her little sister to be happy but was unable to grant her that
      happiness with her own hands. And that was truly sad.

      "No matter what happens, Yugao will stop at nothing to obtain
      immortality and the eternal life it grants. Nothing, you hear me.
      Even if it means hurting or killing Shiinamachi-sama, she’ll do it
      all the same, consequences be damned. That is how prepared she
      is."

      "She’d really go to such lengths?"

      "And beyond, as long as it’s for the Yahata clan. No matter how
      many times, or how many years it would take. But thankfully there
      was one thing she and the clan didn’t account for: that even the
      best plan of a master criminal can be thwarted by a mere random
      happening."

      After the incident in which I was killed alongside senpai, I did
      some research on the subject myself, mainly by reading many mystery
      novels in which the protagonist was the perpetrator. And indeed, in
      most cases, even if the criminal crafted the most masterful plan
      for the "Perfect Crime", it would always fail due to sheer
      coincidence of something unrelated on a surface level happening. I
      always thought that relying on luck when trying to solve a case was
      utterly unprofessional, but maybe I was wrong for thinking
      that?

      "And this time, I want to be that random element that voids her
      plans. I want to save her before she gets completely swallowed by
      the darkness within her and there’ll be no coming back for her. To
      that end, I don’t care if I’ll have to sacrifice myself. As long as
      it’s for my precious Yugao’s sake, I’m also willing to do anything,
      no matter how much she might end up hating me for it."

      "Asagao, you…"

      "Yes, Monjiro-san? I?"

      She put her index finger against my lips to prevent me from
      speaking any further. Due to the height difference, she had to
      stand on her toes to do so. And when she did, I could see a strong
      will radiating from her eyes.

      "I think that now I managed to understand a lot of things. About
      myself. About Yugao. About us. But I’m afraid that she still
      doesn’t know a thing. She’s been surrounded by darkness ever since
      she was little, but now I think it’s high time for me to drag her
      out of it, even if I’ll have to use force, and you helped me
      understand it, Monjiro-san."

      She then pressed the second finger against my lips, and in a
      second did the same to her own.

      And after she completed that indirect kiss, she smiled at me
      with a smile filled with serenity.
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"Will you help me, Monjiro-san? Will you show my precious little
      sister a bright world filled with love and kindness that will free
      her from the shackles she’s been bound with four years ago? I’ll
      understand if you say no, but if by any chance you’ll be willing to
      lend me a hand…"

      And just like that she gently hugged me.

      "…The two of us will forever be in your debt."

      That single hug contained all of the emotions she was struggling
      with right now. Hope for helping her sister, and the despair of
      being unable to do so. Shame of having to ask outsiders for help…
      and a sense of trust and anticipation.

      "All right, I understand. I’ll help you save your sister."

      "Yes, and I’ll be counting on you."

      Once again she was speaking with her usual, cheerful tone.

      Her resolve has been renewed, and her heart won’t falter anymore
      until she achieves her goal. That is what I felt at the moment we
      were embracing each other











Interlude 2: Someone’s Darkness

      I am the prisoner of darkness.

      Of that dark day, of that dark time.

      And of that dark person.

      No day passes by when I’m not dreaming about that time. Like a
      sound echoing endlessly in my head, it doesn’t let me forget about
      it.

      My prayers and wishes are easily turned to curses and
      despair.

      I have no choice but to keep on living the days when I continue
      to walk forward without being able to see the path that has been
      laid in front of me.

      But.

      Today was the first time in forever when I felt my heart
      pounding.

      Perhaps now, I’ll be able to see his dream without doing
      anything.

      And If I won’t do anything, these girlish thoughts are going to
      nestle themselves in my mind again.

      If I won’t do anything, maybe I’ll be able to reach the new,
      brighter place.

      I always see it in the darkest of my dreams.

      That time when I was still myself.

      But for today, it looks like my dreams will be dark once again
      after all.

      Because I killed him.

      What if he was not immortal?

      If he was just a normal person, would I have still found myself
      so fascinated with him?

      If not for his power, I wouldn’t even look at him. I probably
      wouldn’t even met him in the first place.

      But it remains a fact that I did, and I decided to kill him.
      Thinking about it now, maybe I could have stopped it from
      happening, but unfortunately, it is too late for that now.

      I have been trapped in this darkness for so long.

      Even if he returned to life, I’m sure he must hate me now. Even
      though he said such kind words to me, he must be holding a grudge
      now. And if we meet again, I’m sure he won’t be looking at me with
      those kind, troubled eyes of his. He will surely see me as his
      enemy, and that’s something that I won’t be able stand if I’m all
      alone.

      That is why, as soon as possible.

      I want to not be alone as soon as possible.

      I want to be whole as soon as possible.

      Those are my honest thoughts.

      That way, I’ll be able to return to that simple time when we
      shared our joys and pleasures.

      That way, I’ll be able to return to those days when we shared
      hardships and bitter memories.

      If I’m alone, I won’t be able to go on anymore.

      If he’s angry at me, I’ll accept it. If he holds a grudge, I’ll
      accept with my whole being.

      For me right now, that’s impossible.

      That is why.

      I have to do something about this as soon as possible.

      I have to get rid of this filthy core as soon as possible.

      Shiinamachi-sama will surely be tightly protected, and as I am
      now, I lack any power to do something about her and the Lord and
      the Knight that protect her. That’s why I have to find a way to
      keep those two away from her.

      Shiki-sama, what would you have done if you were in my place? Ah,
      if it really turns out that you fell in love with him… then I don’t
      think I’ll have any chances of winning.

      Right now big sis is stalling them, but I don’t think she can do
      it for long.

      He will come to me soon. If that happens, I’ll have no other
      option but to use my last resort. If I won’t do that, then it’s
      going to be all over.

      I knew that from the very beginning. It is what I’ve been told
      before. Could it be that everything’s been decided a long time
      ago?

      I am the prisoner of darkness.

      I’ll probably have to kill the first person that I’ve admired in
      a while.

      I might end up being hated even more by that person.

      Also…

      Whether I’ll succeed or fail, I’m sure I won’t be alone anymore.
      And I won’t falter anymore.

      So…

      So………

      "… So just wait for me a little longer, Onee-chan."



    


Chapter 3: Tension and intention

      Search Results for: Yugao

      • A flower that is said to bloom in the evening

      • The name of the fourth chapter of Genji Monogatari, and the name
      of its female protagonist

      • Usually associated with the spiritual and mystique

      • It means "Ephemeral Love" in the language of flowers

      Following after Yugao-chan through one of the corridors, I
      quickly glanced at the courtyard through the window that was
      heavily stained with rain droplets. Even after all of my and
      Asagao’s efforts to secure the trees with the wires, they still
      looked like they were about to fall over as the screaming wind
      slashed at them without pause.

      It would be great if this storm ended quickly, it would be such
      a shame if something happened to them. But now was not the time to
      be worried about such things.

      In order for the current crisis to end, I had to make Yugao-chan
      return my heart to me. If I manage to do that, then tomorrow we’ll
      all be able to just laugh at this whole situation and continue to
      spend our time here as if nothing had happened. I wanted to do that
      for senpai’s and theirs, but also Shiki’s sake. She might’ve tried
      to act tough earlier, but I know that deep down in her heart she
      loves Asagao and Yugao-chan.

      Then the sight of her delicate smile, that fleeting,
      blink-or-you’ll miss it smile flashed in my mind again. That smile
      alone was enough of a reason to push myself even harder.

      "All right!"

      That should be enough to psyche myself up.

      That’s right. It was no longer about protecting just
      Shiinamachi-senpai or myself. Now it was a battle to free the twin
      maids from the shackles of their past and repair the relationship
      between them and Shiki.

      Hah, my chest might be empty now, but despite that, I could
      clearly feel the burning flame of determination welling up inside
      of it.

      And at that moment…

      *RUMBLERUMBLERUMBLERUMBLERUMBLERUMBLERUMBLE!*

      The ground began to shake furiously as if a great earthquake
      struck the entire island.

      "Uwah!"

      I hurriedly flattened myself against one of the walls to keep my
      footing, but the quaking was only getting stronger by the second.
      It was as if not only the earth, but the entire world was shaking
      around me. And to add to the danger, I swear I could hear the
      sounds of the floor and walls cracking. Is the entire mansion going
      to collapse?! Am I going to be buried alive under all the
      rubble?!

      …No, I can’t think like that! I know that without my immortality
      my own safety should be my top priority, but even in a situation
      like that, all I could do was to think about the safety of my
      friends. Senpai is with Fujisato and Kuhoh, so if worst comes to
      worst they’ll surely take her someplace safe, and Shiki should be
      together with them by now, so the only ones left to worry about
      were Asagao and Yugao-chan.

      Realizing that what I was doing was selfish, greedy and
      reckless, I slowly moved along the cracked wall. If the whole
      mansion is in such a state then returning to senpai’s room to check
      on her was probably impossible anyway, so I had no other choice but
      to keep on pressing forward. One thing I have to say though, this
      earthquake is definitely not normal, and there’s something strange
      is going on here!

      When I reached one of the windows and rested against it, I saw
      that the courtyard outside now turned into an abyss of darkness and
      rain filled with leaves dancing madly in the wind. It was a
      captivating sight, and if the circumstances were different, maybe
      I’d have stayed to observe it some more…

      *CRACK!*

      …But the sound of cracking glass brought me back to reality.

      "This is…!"

      It was a single crack at first, but it quickly grew into an
      entire web before it all exploded in a myriad of glass shards
      around me and I fell forward into the very same abyss I admired
      just a second ago. While desperately trying to fight back the
      vertigo and nausea that were threatening to overwhelm me I tried to
      tore the glasses of my face to switch my mindset and minimize the
      potential damage that the fall would do to me, but I realized that
      it’s too late and I’m going to hit the ground below with full
      force!

      *CRASH!*

      But to my utmost surprise, that didn’t happen. Instead of being
      smeared on the ground, What I hit was a square net of sorts, which
      upon closer inspection was made out of wires! And as if to confirm
      my suspicions, I heard a very familiar voice calling out to me from
      above:

      "How do you like my [Square Thread Formation Barrier], Monjiro?
      Its main usage is sealing off corridors and narrow passageways to
      prevent a potential target from escaping, but it can occasionally
      be used for such neat things. Pretty handy, right? Now praise me
      for being an amazing genius."

      Above me, once again wearing her trademark outfit of school
      uniform and a lab coat, Shiki stood frozen in a pose that was
      probably meant to look cool in her eyes. The difference in our
      positions should allow me to see her underwear without any
      problems, but regretfully the fluttering of her coat conveniently
      prevented me from seeing anything.

      "Oh, and by the way, if you want to see my underwear, I can take
      the coat off no problem. Just say the word."

      "I appreciate the offer, but if I saw your underwear in my
      current state, then I don’t know if I’d ever be able to return to
      my usual self, so maybe next time."

      "Roger that. Should it be something sexy and mature, or perhaps
      you prefer more childish designs? Or perhaps I should be wearing
      nothing at all?"

      "A sexy one will do just fine for me, if it’s not a problem of
      course."

      "No problem at all, I’ll have to whip up a pair that’ll blow
      your mind up from the bottom of my wardrobe."

      That’s our Shiki for you, always having a witty response for
      each and every of my comments, no matter how spicy they were.

      The net that prevented me from falling was incredibly hard, but at
      the same time elastic enough not to hurt me upon impact.
      Manipulating the wires to create something like that in such a
      short time must’ve taken quite a lot of skill, but since Shiki was
      the one to pull something like that off then I guess that much was
      a given. And yet, for some reason I was reluctant to make any kind
      of sudden movements, worrying that the whole contraption might snap
      right under me.

      "Just a second Monjiro, I’ll pull you right back up."

      Skillfully moving her fingers around, Shiki manipulated the
      wire-net in such a way that it slowly rose up, taking me straight
      to her.

      I looked around to assess the situation and realized in a second
      that the atmosphere of the entire courtyard had changed
      drastically. All the lights were out, but it was not pitch-black,
      and the sky turned from its usual color to a reddish-black one.
      Also, the walls and the floor seemed to be covered with some kind
      of pulsating shadowy veins.

      "What is this? Some kind of Nightkin barrier, similar to the one
      Fujisato used when she was fighting us?"

      "Close, but no cigar. While it is indeed a barrier, it’s not the
      one that was made by a Gift, but rather made by one of the devices
      that was created as a result of a joint effort research conducted
      by the Yatonos and the Yahatas since the day they were established,
      all in order to create tools that would allow them to hold their
      ground against other Lords and their Knights, and ultimately
      surpass them."

      So this is not the result of an ability, but rather something
      that was man-made?

      A research to surpass the Nightkin, huh? Are the Yahata clan
      treating all of them as their potential enemies?

      "So that’s why this barrier was used now? Because the user wants
      to get rid of us?"

      "Yes. After all, this barrier was designed specifically to work
      against Nightkin and their followers."

      Was Yugao-chan the one who deployed it? Did that timid, fearful
      girl really consider all the Nightkin her enemies? Was she really
      harboring feelings like that inside her heart?

      "Thankfully this barrier is not yet fully deployed, but once it
      does, this entire area will be completely cut off from the outside
      world, and even I can’t predict what’s going to happen then, so
      it’d be best if we stayed together from now on."

      Shiki then came closer to me and grasped my right hand with her
      left.

      "Understood."

      I grabbed her hand back and allow her to help me get back into
      the building. When I was finally firmly on the ground before her,
      she looked me at me and asked:

      "How did your chase go, by the way? Have you managed to discover
      which of the twins attacked us in the bathroom? Was that Yugao? Or
      Asagao?"

      The one I met after leaving Shiki behind was Asagao. So I
      briefly told her everything that she told me.

      "… And then she told me she’s leaving Yugao-chan to me."

      When she heard that, there was no particular change to Shiki’s
      facial expression, but just for a brief second, something in her
      eyes looked sad, and perhaps lonely. And it wasn’t just a trick of
      my imagination either. After observing her in my current state, I
      was able to read that much out of her thanks to my assassin
      mindset. Now I’m fairly certain that her usual emotionlessness
      might actually be nothing but a front, a mask she puts on while
      interacting with others.

      "Monjiro, you…"






      She looked at me with her blue eye, but at the same time I could
      feel that her golden one was also looking at me as if it was
      searching for something.

      "…It’s nothing, forget it. As I was saying, it’d be best if we
      stay together to avoid any accident, like you tripping and making
      contact with the barrier, or you getting torn apart by its
      defensive mechanisms…"

      "All right, I get it, I get it."

      Speaking of the barrier, Shiki somehow managed to find her way
      inside it. Did she had to break through? Or perhaps she was also
      already inside it when it activated? Or perhaps…

      "Uhm, you said that this barrier thing is not complete, right?
      So is it correct of me to think that there are still some holes in
      it which we can use to slip through? And would senpai and the
      others be able to do the same?"

      "At the current moment it wouldn’t be a problem to them. Should
      Kaguya find herself in danger, she’ll be able to make her
      escape."

      "If that’s the case, then can we go back to her?"

      "Of course. That is the recommended course of action."

      That’s a relief to hear. I was worried that Yugao-chan might use
      the situation to attack Shiinamachi-senpai when she was trapped in
      her room with no means of escape, but knowing that she, Fujisato
      and Kuhoh still had an option to avoid confrontation with her made
      me feel at ease. Finding Yugao-chan was still our top priority but
      going back to senpai and exchange information with her was just as
      important.

      "But we need to hurry if we want to do that. Once the holes in
      the barrier begin to close, it’s going to connect to another world
      and summon its creatures to deal with anything within the barrier
      that the caster deems as a threat, and as strong as Fujisato Yuika
      and Kuhoh Nagi are, I’m afraid that they might give them a run for
      their money."

      Part of that sentence contained a combination of words that I
      just couldn’t ignore.

      "Did you just say "creatures from another world"?"

      "Not word to word, but yes. Did I stutter?"

      So she’s serious, and it sounds like something really
      dangerous.

      "Just like the words imply, the barrier will summon creatures,
      or monsters if you’d like. I don’t know exactly which ones, but
      there are various kinds of them out there, and all of them
      extremely dangerous: the ones that can kill with their sight, touch
      or with special abilities.

      "Wait just a god*mn minute Shiki, are you for real?!"

      "Is it too hard for you to wrap your head around such concepts
      like [Another World] or [Summoning], Monjiro?"

      So that’s what Yahatas and Yatonos want to do? Use some isekai’d
      (TL Note: Transported from another world, in case somebody didn’t
      know) monsters to fight with other Nightkin?! It would seem that
      people are much more afraid of them than I have initially
      anticipated.

      Is Yugao-chan really going to go to such lengths to obtain
      immortality for herself? Or could it be that she wants to give it
      to someone else? If the latter is actually the case, then that
      person must be someone really important to her.

      "Hey, Shiki, do you know why Yugao-chan wants…"

      "To force a change in her current world, most probably. And
      honestly, I can’t say I don’t understand why she wants to do
      it."

      "You do, Shiki?"

      That was not a statement I expected to hear from her, so I
      looked at her in surprise.

      "Yes Monjiro, I do, and it’s something that you’re better off
      not knowing. All you need to know is that we need to stop her as
      soon as possible."

      Shiki’s eyes were piercing me with a serious gaze. Why does she
      care about stopping Yugao-chan so much. I thought that she wanted
      to do so because she’s her family, but now I felt as if the last,
      most important piece of the puzzle was still unknown to me.

      "I’ll stop her for sure, just like I promised. But in order to
      do that, we cannot waste any more time here. Isn’t there some way
      for us to reach Yugao-chan faster?"

      "Maybe there is, but this whole space is still unstable…"

      "If anything comes our way, I’ll deal with it."

      I touched my glasses with my hand. Shiki, Yugao-chan, Asagao.
      Tonight, they were all putting themselves in harm’s way for what
      they believe in, so it’s only natural for me to do the same.

      "As you wish. I’ll search for her with my threads, but you have
      to promise me that you’ll save as much energy as possible."

      And then she gently grabbed my hand with hers while she released
      countless barely visible threads from one of her hands.

      "You hear me? I won’t allow you to burden yourself any
      further."

      She told that to me with a pleading voice and worried eyes. As
      she firmly grabbed my hand.

      Burden, huh? I guess she’s right. I am already in the danger
      zone, so who knows what continuing to strain myself might do to
      me.

      But in order to save Yugao-chan…

      "I’m really lucky to have all of you by my side."

      Shiki’s squeezed my hand even harder. The warmth that emanated
      out of it was so sincere and gentle, and at the same time strong
      like an inextinguishable flame enveloping my whole body.

      "Yes, I’m the luckiest guy alive. I’m sorry, Shiki, and…
      thanks."

      "You can thank me by spending the entire night in bed with
      me."

      "That doesn’t sound like a good idea, you know?"

      "That’ll be entirely up to you, Monjiro."

      I see, so Shiki’s leaving the decision up to me. Hmm, what to
      do? Decisions, decisions ,decisions.

      Whether I do it or not, that choice is probably going to have
      major consequences. By choosing to do it, I’ll betray my feelings
      towards Shiinamachi-senpai and prove that Asagao was right to call
      me a man whore, but if I turn Shiki down, I might hurt her feelings
      and ruin our current relationship. If only there was another
      option, one that’d allow me to make both of them happy… but wait,
      there is!

      "All right, I’m fine now, Shiki. Thank you for cheering me
      up."

      "So does that mean…?"

      "I’ll think about it."

      I took Shiki’s hand in both of my hands and showed her my most
      sincere smile. That must’ve been the first time I’ve ever managed
      to surprise her, because she was staring at me dumbfounded, with
      her mouth slightly opened. It was quite cute.

      "Oh, right, is… is that so? Then, when the time comes, I’ll be
      in your care."

      "Likewise. Now then, have you found a safe route out of this
      barrier?"

      "I did. The one that’ll lead us safely to Kaguya’s room."

      "Great. Let’s go right ahead, we have a dangerous day to
      crush!"

      If those monsters are really going to appear, they will probably
      target Lords and their Knights from the get go, so if we assume
      that Lords are higher on their priority list, it should be obvious
      they’ll try to converge on Shiinamachi-senpai’s and Fujisato’s
      location. If that happens and we’ll be forced to fight, we’ll just
      have to make short work of them.

      "When we ensure senpai’s safety, we’ll have to resume our
      pursuit of Yugao-chan immediately. Otherwise she might try to
      escape while we’ll have our hands full."

      "She won’t do it. I’m fairly certain that now that things
      escalated this far, she won’t try to run or hide anymore. She might
      be timid and overly emotional, but when the situation calls for it
      she can be calm and composed. Looking at it from the logical
      standpoint, now she has the best chances of eliminating Kaguya, and
      she’ll surely not miss such an opportunity."

      "And thanks to you knowing it, we’ll be able to counteract her
      that much more effectively, while keeping me from pushing myself
      too far, just like you wanted. Two birds with one stone. All right,
      enough dilly-dallying, let us go to senpai and the others!"

      "If that’s the case, then hold onto me tightly. And feel free to
      cop a few feels if you feel like it."

      "I would’ve hold onto you anyway, but now you made it sound so
      needlessly indecent that I might just end up doing it at some
      point, and if that happens, I just want you to remember that I just
      took you up on your generous offer, so you can’t accuse me of
      sexual harassment afterwards, okay?"

      "It won’t count as harassment if you have my consent from the
      start."

      In order to leave the barrier safely, Shiki chose to carry the
      both of us by using her threads to create a platform that was
      suspended slightly above the floor. That way we can be sure that we
      won’t touch anything that might trigger the otherworldly monsters
      to appear and attack us. The only part that I was still unsure
      though, was me having to hold onto her the entire time we stayed on
      the platform as it moved forward. I know we technically did
      something more extreme earlier in that bathroom, but that was the
      result of an accident, not my conscious actions. And I know that
      Shiki didn’t mind that, in fact she seemed to like it quite a bit,
      but still! As it always is with her pervy shenanigans, I just don’t
      know if she’s serious or if she just enjoys teasing me that much.
      I’ll have to talk to her properly about it once this incident is
      over.

      "Go ahead Monjiro, hug the living daylights out of me and don’t
      let go."

      "A-Alright, here I go."

      Feeling like I was doing something highly improper, I put my
      hands around Shiki’s waist as delicately as I could.






      "… Monjiro."

      "Yes!? Did I hurt you?"

      "No, I’m fine, but if you won’t hug me tighter, you might fall
      off. I know you’re trying to be considerate of me, but in this case
      I advise you to be a little bit more selfish."

      Under any normal circumstances those words would’ve been very
      erotic, but since they were spoken by Shiki, naturally I began to
      overanalyze them to search for the possible hidden meaning. Maybe
      she was saying that in order to stir my emotions? If that’s the
      case…

      "Excuse me then."

      "Go right… ngh, ahead."

      As I thought, with her [Satori] active I’m going to hurt her
      even if I’ll try to be as delicate as possible. Now our bodies were
      literally glued to one another so much that the smell of Shiki’s
      shampoo tickled my nose with its strangely nostalgic scent. And it
      might have just been my imagination, but now that we were so close
      to each other, I thought I could clearly feel the rhythmical
      beating of her heart.

      "No need to act tough, Shiki. If I’m hurting you, just say
      it."

      "It’s fine, you can keep going. I can bear that much."

      …Is what she’d probably say with a slightly ragged breath and
      flushed expression, but she just remained quiet and fidgeted in
      place, making me feel the warmth of her body with my own.

      *Hug*

      And then, without saying anything, she just turned towards me
      and affectionately wrapped her hands around my back and waist.

      "Shiki?"

      "…"

      Still no response. And because she was resting her head on my
      chest, I couldn’t see her face at all. Just what kind of expression
      are you making now, Shiki? Is it your usual expressionless one, or
      perhaps an embarrassed one?

      "You smell like blood."

      "Ah, sorry about that."

      After all, I did have my heart ripped from my chest not that
      long ago, and there was probably quite a lot of blood after that,
      so it’s not really that strange that my body smells like it.

      "But I can also feel a different, more pleasant kind of smell.
      Your smell, Monjiro."

      I don’t know how to respond to that and telling her that she
      also smells nice seemed inappropriate in our current situation, so
      I just kept my mouth shut.

      Maybe that was Shiki’s way of calming herself before the
      inevitable confrontation with one of her cousins, whit whom she
      secretly wanted to get along just like they used to in the past? I
      that was indeed the case, then I could only fathom what kind of
      internal torment her mind must’ve been going through right now.

      "All right, I’m fine now."

      "Really?"

      "Really."

      We couldn’t stay like that for long, but if it would allow
      Shiki’s heart to find even the slightest bit of comfort, I wouldn’t
      mind doing that for a while longer.

      "Oh, heads up, Monjiro. Looks like we’ll be in for some super
      wire action up ahead, so hang on tight if you don’t want to
      fall."

      "I might be hard, but I’ll try my best!"

      Shiki tightened her grasp around my body to support herself
      better.

      "Are you ready? We’re breaking through!"

      Right after that…

      *SHUBAAAA!*

      "Uooooooooohhhhhh!"

      My body was pulled backwards with unbelievable speed, and in the
      corner of my blurred vision I saw that something that looked like a
      window was approaching me just as fast. I wanted to raise my hands
      to shield us from the impact, but before I could even lift a single
      finger my body was thrown in the opposite direction and my head
      almost had a close encounter with the floor.

      I was being thrown in every direction like a ragdoll, until
      everything around me turned into a single indistinguishable mass of
      colors and objects. Ceilings, floors, walls, windows, I was no
      longer able to tell which is which, as all of them were nothing
      more but hooking points for Shiki’s threads. It was such a violent
      ride that I think I even experienced zero gravity for a brief
      moment.

      "We have arrived at our destination."

      "Uggghhh!"

      And without any prior warning the ride ended with us on the
      ceiling above Shiinamachi-senpai’s room, where Shiki commanded all
      of her threads to return to her, resulting not only in the
      disassembling of our moving platform, but also in return of the
      forces of gravity.

      Shiki landed on the floor gracefully and almost without a sound,
      but I hit the ground rather hard and had trouble getting back up
      and standing on my wobbly legs, which were drained of all their
      strength after my desperate attempts not to fall our ride on the
      way here. Scary. Shiki’s [Enhancement of the Five Senses] and her
      threads were even scarier than I initially thought! Just like when
      I saw her using them for the first time back during our fight
      against Fujisato and Kuhoh, I was grateful for not being on their
      receiving end.

      Still feeling a bit nauseous, I managed to ask a question.

      "W-What the hell was that about?!"

      "Most likely a distortion in the gravitational field caused by
      the barrier. Good thing we managed to get out of it when we did,
      otherwise things might’ve been pretty bad for us."

      "You seem awfully calm about something so serious? Have you ever
      had to deal with something like that before?"

      "Once or twice."

      Once or twice she says. Peachy.

      "Think we can just casually open the door then?"

      "Gravity seems to be working properly here, so, yeah,
      probably."

      That answer felt more anxiety-inducing than reassuring, but I
      opened the door to senpai’s room either way…

      *CRACKLECRACKLECRACKLECRACKLE!*

      … Only to be attacked a cascade of lightning strikes!

      I avoided them by sprawling myself on the floor while Shiki, who
      maintained a safe distance by standing outside the door dispatched
      her wires to neutralize them. I have seen and fought both that
      lightning and the one who commanded it before, but the question
      was, why was she attacking us now?

      Confirming that the lightning has been dealt with, I attempted
      to get up from the floor.

      "…….!"

      And immediately fell back onto it. If I didn’t do that, my head
      would have been cleanly decapitated from my shoulders. The knife
      that was supposed to accomplish that was stuck into a wall just a
      few centimeters away from me. Needles to say, I was also way too
      familiar with the person who utilized such methods of fighting
      against her opponents.

      "Fufu, the fact that you managed to avoid both of that attacks
      means that you’re the real Monjiro-senpai, Yatono-san."

      Kuhoh exclaimed happily, even though she tried to cut my head
      off just now.

      "Good job getting through the barrier, you two."

      The tension disappeared from her body and she showed us a warm
      smile while she put back the second knife she was holding in her
      other hand as if nothing had happened.

      "As carefree as ever, eh, Monjiro-kun? Barging into a girls room
      like that without knocking first."

      Soon after Fujisato came out of the bedroom, with sparks of
      lightning still dancing across her fingers. And behind her,
      sleeping peacefully on the bed was Shiinamachi-senpai.

      "So Kaguya is safe and it looks like there are no problems with
      gravity here. Good, very good indeed."

      "Uhm, problems with gravity?"

      "It’s a long story, Fujisato Yuika. Ask Monjiro if you want more
      details."

      "It would seem that you had quite some fun while we were stuck
      here with Shiinamachi-senpai."

      "Quite some fun indeed."

      Shiki said that with a genuine smile on her face, surprising
      everyone else in the room. Putting me aside, that was probably the
      first time when Fujisato or Kuhoh saw Shiki display normal emotions
      in (relatively) normal situations, so I honestly can’t say that I
      blame them.

      "Sooo, care to explain what’s the situation like outside,
      Monjiro-kun?"

      "Well, where should I even begin?"

      Since all of us were no strangers to messed up situations, but
      this one was something else entirely, what with the different
      worlds and their monsters and whatnot. Nevertheless, I should at
      least try to give those two a rundown of what has transpired thus
      far. Unfortunately I was unable to give her all the details I
      initially wanted, because in the middle of my report, I noticed
      something alarmingly disturbing.

      I noticed that a dark, muddy substance began oozing down the
      walls, as if they were bleeding.






      "Uh-huh, looks like we’re out of time."

      Noticing the same thing that I did, Kuhoh grabbed the knife that
      was embedded into the wall.

      "Pretty much. And by the looks of it, we’re probably going to
      have to deal with something particularly nasty."

      Both Fujisato and Kuhoh seemed exceptionally calm about this
      situation, even when the shadowy mass began to leak out of walls
      and ceiling, constantly flickering with black and white, just like
      that veiny things we saw back at the courtyard. So that is the true
      shape of those "Otherworldly monsters"?

      "Heh, for monsters summoned from another world they sure look
      like some low-level mobs you’ll find in just about every RPG. They
      sure don’t look like the kind that could kill you by looking at it
      or touching it, and I bet they don’t even have any tentacles that’d
      do naughty things to us."

      Fujisato was relieved and full of confidence, which was nice,
      but that last part… no, on second thought, I don’t want to stain my
      healthy mind with that knowledge.

      "Fujisato, even if you’re a Nightkin, you think you’ll be able
      to handle such monstrosities?"

      "Sure I do, especially with my cute Nagi-chan here by my side.
      But even if I was without a Knight, I think I wouldn’t even break a
      sweat against something like that!"

      If she says so, then it must be true. After all, her story as a
      Nightkin was supposedly [To defeat other Lords ], or at least she
      claimed it to be. That was the whole reason why she targeted
      Shiinamachi-senpai before in the first place.

      "So protecting senpai from them won’t be a problem?"

      "Not one bit, unless it’ll be the type that spawns infinitely
      and in large quantities. Other than that, we’ll manage just
      fine!"

      "That’s what she said, but we won’t know until we try."

      Kuhoh inserted herself into Fujisato’s boastful speech with a
      sharp, down to earth comment.

      "Thanks for ruining my flow, Little Miss Killjoy. Essentially,
      we just have to observe them, learn as much as we can and use that
      knowledge to break them. Or if worse comes to worst, I’ll just use
      my mind controlling Gift to turn them against one another."

      "Y-Yeah, I guess you could do that."

      That was certainly a method of fighting that I knew next to
      nothing about. I knew this even before I met senpai and became her
      Knight, but the world is truly filled with a multitude of things
      that are way beyond my scope of understanding.

      "Anyhow, I think it’s okay if you just ;leave this place to us,
      Monjiro-kun. Just like we originally agreed."

      "I won’t let them lay a single finger on Shiinamachi-senpai.
      After all, she’s my precious senpai, just like you!"

      Fujisato puffed out her ample chest proudly while Kuhoh handed
      me the other knife she was holding onto.

      "Take this, Monjiro-senpai. I think you’ll going to need
      this."

      I looked at the knife she was giving me from behind my glasses.
      I’ll have to use this against Yugao-chan to… I didn’t even want to
      finish that sentence in my mind. I just couldn’t imagine myself
      using this knife to hurt her. Unfortunately, if she’s ready to go
      this far to achieve her goal, then I’ll also have to be ready to do
      what must be done. I have n other choice if I want to keep everyone
      I hold dear safe.

      "Thanks. I’ll be sure to put it to use if I’ll have to."

      The knife she handed me felt exceptionally heavy. Is it because
      it’s the kind I am unfamiliar with using, or maybe because it bore
      the weight of the responsibility to fight and kill?

      Faces of Asagao and Yugao-chan flashed before my eyes. A
      cheerful and bright older sister and withdrawn, easily embarrassed
      younger sister. I want them to be like that again, and I want them
      to get along with Shiki again. That is why, if I’ll get even the
      slightest opportunity to save the both of them, even during battle…
      I’ll jump at it without a second thought.

      "Thank you, Kuhoh."

      I wanted to take my knife holding hand back, but she suddenly
      squeezed it with her own.

      "That’s it, Monjiro-senpai. Seeing you make a face like that; I
      am truly glad that I decided to come along for this trip."

      "Face like that?"

      Just what kind of face did I made just now to make Kuhoh say
      something like that? Not to mention that gentle expression and
      clearly visible warmth in her eyes.







      [image:  width=]

      




"What kind of decision are you going to make, and what are you
      going to fight for? I can’t wait to see it, Monjiro-senpai."

      "I’m curious about that too, you know. You were the one who
      utterly defeated me, so you’re not allowed to put on a shameful
      display, got it?"

      Following after Kuhoh, Fujisato graced me with her usual
      cheerful smile.

      What kind of decision will I make, and what am I going to fight
      for, huh? I really wanted to give those two an answer, but
      unfortunately I don’t know what the future will hold, so all I can
      say is:

      "Thank you both for the encouragement. I’ll do my best not to
      let you down."

      Satisfied with my answer, Kuhoh let go of my hand, after which
      Shiki appeared next to me, fluttering about with her lab coat

      "Leaving Kaguya’s defense to those two is more then enough,
      Monjiro. We can go without worrying about anything."

      "So you want to tag along after all?"

      "I thought it was obvious."

      Her blue eye that stared into my eyes was burning with the fire
      of intense determination. Even if I wanted to tell her to stay
      here, she would not let that fly.

      "Well, I guess we’ll be heading off then!"

      "Go and kick the butt of whoever is behind it, Monjiro-kun!"

      "Give it your best, senpai. The three of us will be waiting for
      you when it’ll be all over!"

      Just as Kuhoh finishes speaking, countless dark silhouettes
      appeared behind her, stretching their clawed hands towards her.
      Sensing their presence, she didn’t even flinch. She just smirked,
      gracefully spun in place… And in the next second, all of them were
      thrown backwards with knives sticking out of their bodies vital
      points.

      That was undoubtedly the work of her Gift’s, [Divine Gift
      Chronos]’s power to stop time for one second (TL Note: ZA
      WARUDO!!!!). Since I wasn’t able to see the moment she sent all
      those knives flying at the enemies, there was no other explanation.
      The power of [Time Stopping] is so amazing it’s ridiculous, but
      Kuhoh’s own abilities played a large role here too. In a span of a
      mere second she managed to prepare so many knives and throw them at
      her targets with surgical precision! As expected of my dependable
      kouhai!

      "All right, Shiki, let’s go while we have the chance!"

      "Roger!"

      Using the opportunity Kuhoh gave us, we dashed out of the room
      in a hurry.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      Even after we got out into the corridor outside senpai’s room
      again, the violent tremors continued, causing more and more
      blackish-red shadows to emerge from every surface possible: walls,
      floor, ceiling, everything within our line of sight was being
      slowly overrun with them.

      *SLASH! SLASHSLASH!*

      Thankfully each time they were getting too close to us, they end
      up sliced into shreds by Shiki’s wires. They weren’t crying in pain
      or showing any kind of reaction to it, they just quietly dissipated
      into nothingness.

      "Those are the lowest ranked monsters from another world.
      Materializing in our world takes them a considerable amount of time
      and energy, so if we destroy their bodies fast enough we should be
      able to gain a bit of a breather."

      Seeing how seemingly effortlessly Shiki was dealing with those
      monsters made me feel nothing short of impressed.

      "Also, it looks like Yugao aimed for quantity instead of the
      quality of summoned monsters. Even if they are designed to kill
      Lords and their Knights, Fujisato Yuika And Kuhoh Nagi will have no
      problems with protecting Kaguya as long as they won’t allow
      themselves to be overwhelmed by their numbers."

      "Looks like you know quite a lot about those things, huh?"

      "Eventually we’ll have to fight the high-level ones, so I highly
      recommend you to have a good old Olympic stab at fighting those
      low-levels yourself, Monjiro. Trust me, you’ll need every last bit
      of EXP you can get for the upcoming boss fight."

      "So you also think that a fight with her is unavoidable?"

      Honestly, if it was for the sake of protecting
      Shiinamachi-senpai, I didn’t mind fighting against those things,
      even if even stronger species of them were bound to appear at one
      point. Only this time I don’t have my immortality, which means I
      have to be extra careful as every injury can prove to be a fatal
      one to me, and in turn to senpai, now that her heart acts like my
      emergency life support system. *Sigh* Something is telling me that
      this night is far from over.

      "We’ll see about that, but right now we need to focus on what’s
      right in front of us!"

      Right, we need to find Yugao-chan, the source of this entire
      situation, and stop her.

      Shiki’s hidden feelings, Asagao’s trust in me, and my own wish
      to help those three be a real family again.

      Thinking about those things I keep Kuhoh’s knife close to my
      chest as we ran into the corridor that was under the influence of
      the gravitational distortions.

      "Do you have any idea where Yugao-chan might be, Shiki?!"

      "I do. If she wants the barrier to envelop the entire mansion,
      the best place to do so would be the courtyard, since it’s in its
      exact center. The trees, grass, and even the stones there serve as
      the elements of its activation mechanism, and that’s why they had
      to be protected. If even one of the trees happen to fall off or be
      destroyed by the typhoon, putting it to use would have been
      impossible."

      Hearing Shiki’s words, I thought about what Asagao was doing
      earlier today… and then it hit me. Was she already making
      preparations back then? Was Asagao working with Yugao-chan all this
      time, helping her with everything she was doing today? Or maybe
      there is some other reason for her actions? If I meet her again,
      will I be able to hear it? As we were running forward, I tried to
      look at the courtyard through the window, but the distortions were
      so strong here that we were now upside-down, so all I could see
      outside was the darkness of the night sky preventing me from
      confirming if the typhoon caused any kind of damage to the
      courtyard. But there was one thing I could see very clearly: the
      shadows that were congregating outside, creating a dense, mud-like
      mass. Will we be able to find our way in the midst of this…
      darkness…

      "You, the one who is walking beyond the beaten path, and who
      has obtained a genuine heart: The time has come for you to return
      from the midst of darkness…to make the curtain fall on the King’s
      life."

      I hope I’m wrong about this, but if those shadowy monsters can
      be classified as "Darkness"… then it means that we failed to
      prevent this "Dangerous Day" from happening, and senpai’s life is
      still in danger!

      "Monjiro, I know you’re quite upset by this whole situation, but
      now is not the time to be daydreaming! Pull yourself together!"

      "I know that, but just now it occurred to me that…"

      "I’m sure that whatever it was it’s very enlightening, but it
      can wait until we’re done with arguably more important business
      here!"

      Shiki’s reprimand helped me settle down a little. Senpai’s life
      was in constant danger ever since my heart was stolen, so knowing
      that the story of another "Dangerous Day" proceeded without a hitch
      changes nothing in our immediate situation. And since we can’t do
      nothing against that now, all we can do is to deal with the danger
      one by one as it places itself in front of our weapons. Thankfully
      it was just as Shiki said, and the monsters here still did not
      possess any kind of supernatural abilities; they just charged at us
      and tried to halt our advance with their number advantage. And yet
      despite that, there was still one thing that bothered me
      greatly.

      "Shiki, since when did you knew about this whole barrier affair?
      Did you figured it out before you rejoined me when it
      activated?"

      "No. From the very beginning."

      "From the beginning? As in, since the time I was killed?"

      "No. As in, ever since we arrived in this villa."

      We were approaching the stairs leading down to the first floor,
      but my brain had trouble processing the information that I just
      heard.

      "So you knew about it the monsters beforehand and prepared
      yourself to counter them in case they’d be used against
      Shiinamachi-senpai since it’s another one of her "Dangerous
      Days"?"

      "That was also one of my reasons, yes."

      Since we were about to enter the space where gravitational
      distortions were the strongest Shiki held her hand out to me, and I
      gripped it tightly as she deployed her threads around us to steer
      us in the right direction. This time I knew what was coming and I
      was prepared for it, but it didn’t make the sensation of being
      flung in every direction, both vertically and horizontally, any
      more bearable, but at least we were able to get to the ground
      floor’s entrance hall without any accidental detours. I was
      slightly confused, however, when I saw the big chandelier next to
      our landing point, and it took me a few good seconds to realize
      that we were actually on the entrance hall’s ceiling due to the
      messed-up gravity.

      "Monjiro, you can let go of my hand now."

      "Oh, uhh, sorry, my bad."

      And I let go of Shiki’s hand. Strangely enough, my own hand felt
      a little bit numb, as if Shiki was gripping it with more strength
      than it was actually necessary. I glanced at her briefly, but she
      was as expressionless as ever, and it looked like she was not going
      pursue that matter any further.

      From where we were standing, the doors leading to the courtyard
      were located way above us, on the floor, which now became the
      ceiling.

      "Think you can get us there?"

      "With my threads it shouldn’t be much of a problem."

      She then extended her left hands towards the doors in the
      distance, hooking her wires onto it. All she had to do now was to
      pull us towards it.

      "Sorry for the inconvenience, Monjiro, but I’m gonna have to ask
      you to carry me for a bit."

      "Ah, yes, of course."

      Of course I have to do that, it would be impossible for someone
      as petite and fragile as her to hold someone of my weight and
      posture with just one hand. I carefully lifted her off the ground
      and held her in my arms, just like I did with senpai back when we
      were on our date at the beach and Kuhoh attacked us. For obvious
      reasons Shiki was lighter than Shiinamachi-senpai, but her body was
      just as soft and pleasant to the touch, not to mention the
      additional stimulus of holding her so close to me that I could feel
      her every breath tickling against my neck, which sent shivers down
      my spine. Trying to keep my mind from plunging head-first into the
      gutter, I decides to ask her, as casually as I could:

      "Say, Shiki, how far did you go with those preparations of
      yours?"

      Knowing her, she will probably say something along the lines of
      "I’ve prepared countermeasures against every possibility" but that
      would be both incredibly praiseworthy and terrifying at the same
      time. She stared at me for a moment with her blue eye, only to lean
      closer to me and whisper into my ear with her hot breath.






      "I made plans and countermeasures for every possibility. For
      Fujisato Yuika betraying us when she saw fit to continue onward
      with her own story. For Kuhoh Nagi trying to kill us again. I even
      had a plan for you, just in case you’d decide to turn your back on
      Kaguya, but I’m honestly glad that I won’t have to use it, now or
      ever. I truly am."

      This time, her usual ominous words said in expressionless tone
      contained just a slight hint of relief when she was talking about
      me.

      "So I hope you understand that it stands to reason…"

      But her next sentence was like a bucket of cold water combined
      with a punch to the gut, King Crimson style.

      "…for me to anticipate that Yahata Asagao and Yahata Yugao could
      also be our enemies. I have a plan for them as well, just like with
      everyone else."

      She buried her face in my chest so that I couldn’t see it.

      "But I also hoped that I won’t have to use it against them. I
      didn’t want to hurt them and look what they did."

      So it was just as I thought. Knowing that made me feel just a
      little bit at ease.

      "You want to reconcile with them, don’t you? You want the three
      of you to be family again?"

      "You have no idea how much. Back when we were kids, those two
      were the only ones who were treating me with a true, gentle
      kindness, not because I was a daughter of the Yatono family, but
      because they liked me for who I was as a person. Asagao was always
      bright and hyperactive, and Yugao was always a gentle, timid
      scaredy-cat, always clinging to her older sister’s skirt. They were
      my precious friends, and I was their precious friend."

      It was rare for Shiki to make such an intimate confession, to
      put herself in such a vulnerable position, so I had to make sure to
      listen carefully to every last word she had to say.

      "Four years. We haven’t seen each other for that long… but I
      looked forward to our reunion… so very much…!"

      "… I see."

      She didn’t want to suspect someone so important to her. And
      taking advantage of that, Yugao-chan killed me. And together with
      Asagao, they started this whole barrier business. And since Shiki
      knew about it, she tried to act calm and indifferent as she always
      does, but she must’ve been enduring the suffering of knowing that
      in silent solitude. That’s why she was probably on the constant
      lookout ever since she found my dead body in that study earlier.
      And right now, here we are, with me hugging her while I carry her
      like a princess when she’s at her most vulnerable. If I still had
      my heart in my chest, it would’ve been pounding furiously right
      now.

      "You still have a chance to make that happy reunion a
      reality."

      "What are you…?"

      "Because I don’t think senpai would think of the two of them as
      her enemies, actually."

      Then I gently patted Shiki’s back in a "everything’s going to be
      all right" fashion. I really believed what I said just now. True,
      Yugao=chan and Asagao might’ve plotted to kill senpai, but she’s
      not a person who would have hated them and wanted to eliminate them
      without listening to the reasoning behind their actions so that she
      could understand them to only then make a proper judgement.

      "…… I guess you’re right. After all, you can’t die even when you’re
      killed, so dying is not much of a problem for you."

      "Although this time it might be, considering the
      circumstances."

      I think that by obtaining the power of immortality, I might have
      started to take it for granted, and that in turn made me think bout
      life as less precious than it actually is. Basically, I began to
      treat death too lightly, knowing that I would come back to life
      anyway.

      "And we can’t have that no matter what. Being immortal is
      practically a part of your identity now, and a quality that I value
      very much. A Guinea pig that will not die no matter what you do to
      it is the best kind of Guinea pig, after all."

      Normally I would be pretty mad at her for making such a joke,
      but looking at the situation we were in now, all I could do was
      smile and get along with it. And when I looked at Shiki, a
      something akin to a faint smile rose on her face as well.

      "But I think that we all know that there is something else that
      keeps you alive."

      "Something other than immortality? What is it?"

      "The burning desire to sexually harass me."

      Those were the words of the usual Shiki I knew, the ones that
      would usually provoke a violent reaction out of me, but now they
      just got a slight blush out of me.

      "As I thought, getting your heart back is a necessity. Without
      your comical overreactions teasing you is not as fun as it used to
      be."

      "I want to comment on them properly, but we’ll save that for
      later. For now, let me say this: Took the words right out of my
      mouth. "

      When I get my heart back, when I’ll be able to react to her
      words properly, then I’ll be sure to give her an earful for
      them.

      I fixed Shiki’s position in case she was uncomfortable and
      strengthened my embrace just a little to ensure she was safely
      nestled in my arms.

      "Nnnnn…. Don’t… don’t do that so suddenly."

      "Ah, I’m sorry. Are you all right, does it hurt?"

      "Ask me that again when we get to share a special night
      together, all right?"

      Special night? Why would I need a special occasion to ask a
      question as simple as that?

      When I was pondering about what exactly did she meant by that,
      my body was suddenly shaken rather strongly.

      "Uoohh?!"

      "Tch, looks like we just can’t catch a break, can we?"

      When I looked up, I saw that we were almost at the door to the
      courtyard. However, no matter how hard I looked, the doorknob was
      nowhere to be found.

      "Monjiro, a kick!"

      "As I thought!"

      I tensed all the muscles in my body and delivered a spinning
      kick at the door.

      "SEEEEEEEEaaaaaaaaaaa!"

      My attack was powerful enough to it out of its hinges, opening a
      further path for us. As soon as we went past it and finally entered
      the hallway area, my body was attacked by a sudden sense of
      reversal, as the gravity was apparently going through a shift
      again. I braced myself for a sudden impact, but thankfully, this
      time we landed on a solid ground.

      "Looks like the gravity is fine here in the hallways on the
      ground floor."

      "Yeah."

      It’s great that we don’t have to worry about gravity for now,
      but it was still too early for us to openly relax. Currently we
      were in a hallway branching from the entrance hall, but the place
      we were heading towards, the courtyard, was still further ahead. We
      should be able to reach it soon, unless…

      "Oh are you f*cking me right now?! You are, are you?!"

      "Crudely said, but accurate. There is indeed quite a lot of
      them."

      The whole area was filled with doll-looking monsters that formed
      an insurmountable wall in front of us. There was so many of them
      that there was no way for us to run past them in any way. Our only
      remaining option was to…

      "Looks like it can’t be helped. Monjiro, looks like you’ll need
      to strut your stuff a bit as well."

      Shiki nimbly slipped away from my arms and crossed her hands in
      front of her face. From her fingertips, numerous threads were
      already sprawling forward.

      "Understood. Can I cut them normally, or is there something that
      I should be aware of?"

      "Let’s see… Since they’re structured like dolls, just randomly
      slashing at them would be a fool’s errand. The best course of
      action would be dismembering them limb from limb or crushing their
      bodies altogether so they can’t move anymore. Oh, and do not, under
      any circumstances let them surround you."

      "All right."

      The length of the knife I was holding worried me a little, as it
      was somewhat shorter than the ones I was accustomed to using, but I
      guess I’ll just have to switch my technique a little to compensate
      for that. Besides, I don’t even know if my attacks are going to be
      any good against such otherworldly monstrosities, but since Kuhoh
      killed them earlier, then I guess I should also be able to pull it
      off. But before we get to that, there’s one thing that I need Shiki
      to know.

      "Hey, Shiki?"

      "Yes?"

      "I’m really glad that I met you. Before I met you and senpai, I
      was no different pretty much the same as I am now without my heart,
      or perhaps even worse. But now, thanks to you and
      Shiinamachi-senpai every day I spend with you filled my chest with
      warm emotions, and for that, especially you have my thanks."

      Once the battle starts I probably wouldn’t have been able to say
      all that, so I just used that chance to get that off my chest.

      Shiki just stood there with a slight blush on her face and… is
      it just me, or is she trying not to look me in the eyes?!

      "I didn’t do anything worth thanking me for. I just did that
      because you looked like teasing you would be entertaining fun, not
      to mention using you as material for my experiments… that’s all,
      nothing else to it. Nothing… at all…"

      "Ah, I see, I under….. Say WHAAAAA?!"

      So you want to tell me all that sexual harassment of hers was
      just so that she could entertain herself?! Surely that can’t be the
      case here… but what if… what if it’s really that, and I was just
      the one who was reading too much into it because of my lack of
      common sense and social impairment?! And why am I fretting so much
      about it anyway?! Is it because my emotions are slowly coming back
      to me? Or maybe it’s because it’s a Shiki related problem?

      "See, that’s what I’m talking about. Your reactions are so funny
      to watch that I just can’t help myself."

      Well I’m glad that you’re happy, but why do you have to have
      your fun at my expense all the time?! And wait, so are you serious,
      or are you not?! Which is it, damn it?!

      "You want to know if I’m serious about you with my teasing or
      not, right?"

      "Yes I do, and refrain from reading my mind please!"

      "If you really want to know, then ask me about it after the
      battle is over. I promise we’ll have a nice long chat about
      it."

      Ahhh, I just don’t know anymore! But, be that as it may, I’m
      thankful to her for being my friend all the same. That alone will
      never change.

      Thanking her in my mind like that, I held the knife in
      reverse.

      "I will definitely do that. Tell me, do these things have any
      will of their own at all? Because they are just staying there
      without doing anything."
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"Since they are the inhabitants of another world there are still
      many unknown factors surrounding them, but they apparently don’t.
      Supposedly it has something to do with the parasitic microorganisms
      that are present in the air of their world. They live inside their
      bodies, accelerating its natural healing capabilities, but eroding
      their minds in the process, ridding it of every emotion except
      basic instincts."

      "So what you want to say is, that they do not feel fear of
      hesitation?"

      "Nothing, essentially. Knowing that, feel free go all-out on
      them with no reservations."

      I confirmed that I held the knife firmly in my hand and rushed
      into the mass of darkness in front of me at full speed.







      



Interlude 3: In the Darkness

      What is Darkness to you? An eternal, pitch-black, nauseating
      darkness?

      A lonely, desolate place inside which you are all alone for so
      long that your mind no longer perceives said darkness as a "natural
      phenomenon", but rather a living thing?

      You might find it silly but thinking like that makes it that
      much easier to bear. That’s why I’m thinking like that every time
      when I’m here. Because hey, that way "nothing" is bound to change
      into "something" one day, right?

      And that would mean that things would finally change in this
      stagnated space if only I wait for it to happen.

      Isn’t it the same with, let’s say, outer space? Oh who am I
      kidding, of course there’s nothing similar between the two! There’s
      nothing here because this place is nothing but emptiness! Isn’t it
      obvious?! Why would there be anything here?!

      At least space has that one thing, that…. Oh for Christ’s sake
      what was it called? Dark Matter! Yeah, Dark Matter! At the very
      least, space has something like that. Not to mention a myriad of
      stars and planets that are born every second amidst its vast
      expanse. Come to think about it, that’s probably how Earth was made
      in the first place, right?

      So as you can see, even the void of space is not totally empty.
      Pretty neat, don’t you think?

      This place, on the contrary, has nothing even remotely like
      that.

      There is truly nothing in here, so I have a lot of spare time
      that I have no means of using whatsoever! You might think it’s
      strange to worry about something as mundane as things to do in your
      spare time when you’re inside the darkness, but I have a lot of
      things that I want to do, and I can’t do them with no free time on
      my hands, you know?!

      That being said, most of the things that I want to do would be
      rather hard to carry out on your own. And the more I think about
      it, the more I miss the freedom that I have been denied for so
      long.

      Eh, isn’t there some kind of solution to my problem? Hmm, now
      let me think… how about… falling in love, maybe? If I had someone
      to call my beloved, then maybe thinking about him and all the fun
      things we could do together would help pass the time during my
      usually sleepless nights, even if only just a little?

      Hah, well who would’ve guessed? Just thinking about such selfish
      �"what if’s" makes me feel a bit better.

      What’s that? What if the person I liked had feelings for someone
      else? And what if I hated him? Or was unable to ever see him again?
      Of course it would be painful but having mundane worries like that
      can also be enjoyable in a weird way. Whether I’d actually put the
      effort to one day make them a reality is another matter entirely. I
      mean, even with romance, there are a lot of things that are too
      luck dependent, am I right? Luck! Even if I find someone that I
      like, there is only a small chance that the feeling would be
      mutual. And the chance that our tastes and preferences would match
      would be even smaller than that.

      And that, ladies and gentleman is why there are so little
      couples who can say that "it was love at first sight!" in this
      world. And that is why finding this "love at first sight" does not
      matter to me. It’s definitely way easier, and much less painful, to
      just let love remain that ever-so fleeting dream you can keep on
      fantasizing by yourself.

      And if you want to pursue it despite all the setbacks? Don’t
      rely on blind luck, give it your all, and reach out for it with
      your own strength. Wouldn’t that be the most beautiful thing? To
      gather up all your courage, write that cheesy love-letter, lose
      your mind over waiting for an answer and discuss its outcome,
      whichever it would be, with your friends? I would’ve loved to
      experience it, even if just once.

      Eh? I? Ahahahaha, no way, not in a million years! For someone
      like me to fall in love. Now there’s a great joke!

      Oh, but if we’re talking hypothetically, then I’d like my love
      to be one of those dramatic ones that you see so much on TV or read
      about in mangas. I mean, isn’t meeting your other half like a
      once-in-a-lifetime event? And if you miss it, it won’t happen ever
      again? So if that’s the case, I’d have seized the chance without
      fail, or at least I think so.

      Wow, that sounded way cooler than I thought it would!

      Anyway, as I was saying, I have no chances of falling in love,
      but if that were to happen by some miracle, I think I would try to
      make the best out of both the good and the bad memories. You know,
      You Only Live Once fashion, carpe diem and all that other stuff
      that essentially tells you to do everything you can, when you can
      so you can have no regrets? Now that is plenty dramatic.

      Also, should everything else fail, you can just strip in front
      of your beloved and ram a nice, long knife into his heart. That is
      surely guaranteed to get the message across, right? And don’t worry
      about killing him that way; if you’re lucky, he’ll just so happen
      to be immortal, so he can just walk it off. A foolproof plan for an
      ideal first date, Ahaha.

      Ahh, he really was a special case, wasn’t he?

      Hmm? So you’re saying that in love and romance it’s also
      important to consider what the other party is thinking? No, no way!
      That is absolutely impossible! Even if they were serious about me,
      I don’t need them! I want nothing to do with them! Good or bad, it
      doesn’t matter to me!

      You are the most important person in my life. If anyone ever tried
      to hurt you, I would have never forgiven them! I just want you to
      be happy, and experience various kinds of things: sometimes good
      and cheerful, sometimes painful and difficult. That is everything I
      have ever thought about. Everything I need to feel satisfied.
      Because I’ll always be by your side, no matter what happens.

      Ahaha. It’s okay, leave everything to me!

      Definitely, surely.

      I will continue to watch over you from this darkness.

      So… be sure to live, okay?



    


    

    
      Chapter 4: Day and Night


      Search results for "Yorugao" (Moonflower):

      • Flower belonging to the same family as "Hirugao" (Japanese
      Bindweed)

      • Blooms between summer and autumn

      • White in color and popular due to its pleasant aroma

      • Not to confuse with the Yugao flower

      • It means "Night" in the language of flowers

      How many shadows have I torn to shreds?

      How many times have I swung the knife?

      How long have I been fighting?

      Before I could realize what was going on around me, the enemies
      that blocked our way forward like a wall of darkness were all gone,
      but another wave of darkness was already on its way to replace
      it.

      "That’s enough."

      *PIIIIIIIIIN!*

      A sharp, high-pitched sound pierced my ears, and with it, all
      the foes that were charging at us were obliterated without a
      trace.

      "Annihilation of the last enemy confirmed. Thank you for your
      hard work, Monjiro."

      "Haaa… haaa… you’re welcome."

      Finally having a moment to catch my breath, I fixed my glasses
      with shaky hands and looked around me. Shiki was right, with our
      combined efforts, we were somehow able to dispatch every foe is
      this hallway. As we were doing that, we were slowly moving forward
      step by step, inch by inch, to finally arrive at the doors leading
      back to the courtyard.

      "So, can we finally move on?"

      I placed my hand on the door.

      "Yes, we can. Go on Monjiro, ladies first."

      Shiki encouraged me as she stood behind me without any intention
      of going forward.

      "I thought we were going in together?"

      "Normally that would’ve been the case, but this time it’s
      different. The courtyard beyond this door is no longer a part of
      our own world: its been taken over by that other world from whence
      the monsters came. If we rush blindly into it without any plan of
      action we’ll just end up swallowed by it, meaning that Kaguya will
      lose two of the Knights who were supposed to protect her."

      "Ah, I see where you’re going with it."

      "So you know that it’s imperative for me to remain here on
      standby. That way I’ll be able to pull you back if things go south…
      or run with everybody else should you fall in battle and find
      another Knight for Kaguya."

      "Un, that’s right. Since I’m no longer immortal, the risk of me
      dying is real this time, so if that happens, replenishing senpai’s
      ranks is the most logical step."

      "Maybe so, but I…"

      Even in such circumstances, Shiki was able to deliver a cool and
      logical judgement. What she was saying was certainly right. If I
      perish here today, Shiki will be the last one of senpai’s Knights
      to protect her. Since I’m now without my Gift, losing me wouldn’t
      be that big of a casualty, and that’s why I should do this. I’m not
      going to resent her thinking ahead, since she made the right call.
      What I’m going to do, however…

      "Shiki."

      "…. Yes?"

      … Is to put my hand on her head and gently pat it.

      "Ah…"

      Her hair were smooth and soft to the touch, probably the same as
      the rest of her body. That’s right, she might be keeping her cool
      and act emotionless and indifferent at all times, but that doesn’t
      change the fact that Shiki is still a girl. Thinking what she
      must’ve gone through up until now I felt sorry for her, but I
      didn’t want to make her angry by openly pitying her, so I just
      closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths to calm myself
      down.

      "I will try my best not to die, both for my and your sake. And I’ll
      bring Yugao-chan back with me. If anything tries to interfere, I
      trust you to deal with it."

      Her hands. The hands that constantly had to be ready to release
      deadly threads that could slice everything up into tiny pieces were
      now firmly grasping my own hand. And they were shivering. That
      alone told me everything I needed to know about how much it cost
      her to send me onto the battlefield that was at the other side of
      the door. And you know what? Witnessing that made me feel glad. I
      was happy that I could witness the hidden side of a girl whose mind
      was usually like a steel trap.

      "My heart might be missing now, but I can still feel my chest
      burning up with the desire to give it my all and find a way into
      your heart al well, Shiki."

      "Into my, heart?"

      "Yes, and in order to do that, I have to do my best not to
      disappear here tonight. That being said, it’s probably so
      complicated that I’ll need you to guide me through it
      properly."

      She did not reply to that, instead letting go of my hand and
      placing her own hands on my chest, clinging onto me with her entire
      body. Her incredible warmth and softness made me inadvertently
      tremble all over.

      "Sh, Shiki?!"

      "How is it, Monjiro? Feeling excited? Can you feel me getting
      excited?"

      "Ahhhuhmmmmmmmwell……….!"

      *Ba-Thump! Ba-Thump! Ba-ThumpBa-thump!
      Ba-ThumpBa-ThumpBa-Thump!*

      Yes, I can feel it all too well! I can clearly feel the
      acceleration of her heartbeat against my chest! And when I looked
      at her face, I saw that both her deep-blue and golden eye were
      glossy and moistened.

      "Thank you, Shiki, but I’m all right now. No need to make a face
      like that. You can rest easy and leave everything to me."

      "Then I guess I’ll take you up on your kind offer."

      Then we slowly let go of each other, but the warmth of Shiki’s
      body lingered on me for a while longer. It was a pleasant, calming
      feeling.

      "All right!"

      Up ahead is another world, the heart of the enemy territory.
      Worst case scenario, it’s a one-way ticket for me, but somehow, I
      knew that everything is going to be fine and I won’t lose. And if I
      get killed, all I have to do is walk it off, and return to Shiki so
      we can both go back to Shiinamachi-senpai to report our success.
      Knowing that, I psyched myself up and shouted:

      "I’m heading out!"

      "Yes, see you in a bit, Monjiro. Stay safe."

      I showed a thumbs up to Shiki who saw me off passionately. And
      just like that, I swung the doors to the courtyard open, and dived
      head-first into the darkness of another world.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      The first thing I felt was an immense amount of scorching heat.
      The kind that makes you feel like you’re boiling inside and makes
      it increasingly hard to breathe.

      All around me I could hear the sound of crackling fire together
      with the pulsating pain in my whole body that threatened to make me
      lose consciousness.

      The world around me was surrounded by flames. Even when standing
      still, I could feel them licking my clothes, hair and body. When I
      looked at my hands, they were covered with liquid-filled blisters
      and hideous burn marks, but… but those weren’t my hands. Those were
      the hands of someone younger than me.

      And then I realized.

      This is not me. The body that’s enveloped in the burning flames
      does not belong to me. It belongs to the owner of this little
      hand.

      "Noooooooooo! Onee-chan! ONEE-CHAAAAAAAN!"

      Someone’s desperate scream echoed in my ears. A girl, a young
      one at that. She hugs me tightly, and the flames that eat away at
      my body engulf her clothes too.

      If she stays with me like that, both of us will die soon.
      That…

      "I don’t want that to happen."

      I heard such a voice calling out to me from somewhere. I tried
      to look around to search for it, but my burnt eyes were unable to
      see much anymore.

      Everything is distorted by the blazing inferno that dances
      around me. Inside this world of fire and smoke, we were powerless.
      There was nothing but the sensation of the excruciating pain, and
      the desire for it to stop no matter the cost.

      My eyes hurt and I cannot see anything.

      My nose and lungs hurt and I cannot breathe.

      My mouth hurts and I can’t make even the smallest of sounds due
      to how burned my lips are.

      My skin hurts and I can’t move a muscle, as if my whole body was
      paralyzed.

      My ears also hurt, but I can still hear the sound somewhat
      clearly.

      The sound of pure agony and despair.

      "No, please, God, nooo, Onee-chan,
      ONEE-CHAAAAAAAAAAAN!!!!!!"

      The girl who supports my body howls at her own inability to help
      me.

      "It hurts…. right? I’m sorry for…. for putting you through such
      a hideous… experience. Some sister I am, huh?"

      The words barely left my burned mouth, but I heard them clearly
      in my head. Could it be that I could hear her inner voice because I
      was now connected to this young girl?

      "It would seem to be the case. When you entered this another
      world, the spirit world, my thoughts and past probably got tangled
      up with yours, Monjiro-san, making you experience something quite
      horrifying. This is quite a problem. What should we do about it, I
      wonder?"

      This voice belonged to Yugao-chan, meaning that what I am
      experiencing now are her and Asagao’s memories? One thing’s
      certain: this pain, this horrible sensation was indeed terrifying.
      I think I understand why she’s acting the way she does now. If she
      went through something so painful, then no wonder she was altered
      by this experience. Luckily for me, even though I felt the pain, I
      was still in control of my mental state. It was not perfect, as the
      sensation of being burned alive was stimulating my brain in all the
      wrong ways, but it was better than being swallowed up by this
      vision entirely.

      "As expected of someone trained to be an assassin, you seem to
      be more resistant to pain and torture than I thought. Or is it
      because you’re just the type of guy who keeps on pushing himself
      even if all of his limbs are broken?"

      Well, let’s just leave it at that and not dwell on the details
      too much. And more importantly, this bright disposition and
      cheerful manner of speaking…

      Asagao.

      "Yup, that is correct."

      My field of vision was obstructed by a flash of bright light,
      and in the next moment I was in a body of a young girl clad in a
      white dress. So those are Asagao’s memories, and I’m experiencing
      them through her eyes?

      "Most likely. I don’t like the idea of you seeing it all with
      your own eyes, but at least it’ll save me the time I’d have to
      spend on explanations."

      She showed me a troubled smile.

      "But first, some background knowledge. Four years ago, there was
      a big fire in the Yahata’s main house. At first we thought the
      cause was a natural one, but it soon became obvious that it was
      actually an arson. Someone purposefully set the whole building
      ablaze."

      She said it somewhat nonchalantly, but it was actually a serious
      matter! After all, someone has knowingly killed two or more
      people!

      "Even Shiki-sama doesn’t know about it, because she was
      preoccupied with different, seemingly more important matters at the
      time. Ah, but I guess you weren’t supposed to know that. Ah well,
      if you want more details about, I’m afraid you’ll have to ask the
      person in question herself."

      I am indeed curious about it, but now is not the time to get
      distracted. I’ll just have to ask her about it when I get back from
      here, but from the little snippets of information she’s been giving
      me I can more or less guess that her life was not all rainbows and
      sunshine either.

      But the incident from four years ago? That was something that I
      definitely wanted to know more about.

      "Anyway, the fire started when both Yugao and I were sleeping,
      so for us, it was a hopelessly big pinch! And you felt just how
      short end of a stick I drew, right? It hit me pretty hard, both
      physically and mentally. And as we were trapped inside that hellish
      inferno, there was no way for anyone to come to our rescue. Why,
      you ask? Well that should be obvious. No sane person would risk
      diving head-first into a storm of fire, even f it would mean
      sentencing two innocent girls to death. That is just how instinct
      works."

      All the time when she was speaking, I saw those morbid images in
      my head and felt the sensation of fire crawling all over my skin.
      Certainly, one of the basic instincts rooted deeply in human mind
      is that the fire is dangerous and contact with it should be avoided
      at all costs. That is what the sense of pain is, to communicate to
      us what is dangerous and what is not. It’s not something that can
      be overcome by willpower alone. No one wants to be burned alive, so
      what do we do when we get burned or catch fire ourselves? We try to
      get rid of it. We’re trying to escape from it.

      "Onee-chan, Onee-chan, nonononono, please don’t die, please,
      don’t die! DON’T LEAVE ME ALL ALONE!"

      Yugao-chan screamed like that as she held Asagao’s burning body
      in her arms. From what I could tell, there was no much of a
      difference between her body now and four years ago. It’s like she
      stopped growing at all.

      "What an insensitive thing to think, really! I’ll have you know
      that I’m still at an age where I haven’t reached my full growth
      potential. Give me another two or so years, and I’ll be fully
      matured, both height and chest size-wise!"

      Crap, I forgot that she can somehow tell what I’m thinking
      about! But I didn’t mean anything malicious by that. It was a
      simple observation based on how she looked four years ago compared
      to how she’s looking now. I’m sure she must’ve suffered a lot in
      the past but knowing that her sister was with her all the time gave
      me a small solace.

      "Eh, why?"

      It would be too cruel if she had to endure all that hardship and
      suffering by herself. By having someone by her side during those
      painful moments, at least she could share her fears, burdens and
      sadness with them. Seeing that from her perspective allowed me to
      understood just how important it is to have someone we love near us
      all the time. It was an experience that no amount of words could
      properly convey, and I’m happy that I was able to witness it.

      You went through so much pain, Asagao. I can’t say that I know
      exactly how you felt then and how you feel now, but I am genuinely
      happy that even after all that pain and despair you experienced,
      you still managed to find happiness at your sister’s side.

      "Buha, hahahahaha. Monjiro-san, you really are a hopeless
      weirdo!"

      Even though my chest is now empty, I still felt it squeezing
      with a mixture of joy and sadness. It really might sound filthy
      rich coming from me, but if being happy for someone is what it
      means to be a weirdo, then I can as well be the king of
      weirdos.

      "Ahaha, thank you. I’m really glad you feel that way. But I do
      feel sorry for Shiki-sama. To think that she has a thing for
      hopelessly romantic fellows!"

      Well, as long as you’re happy I don’t care about anything
      else.

      "If you say so. But I have to ask this anyway: Now that you’ve
      seen all this, how do you feel, Monjiro-san?"






      What happened to the both of them here was beyond cruel. No one
      should ever go through such a traumatic experience, ever more so if
      the person in question was a young girl who had her whole life
      ahead of her. But wait a second, if her whole body was burned by
      the flames so badly, then how come she doesn’t have any burn
      scars?

      "Ah, that? I have Yugao to thank for that. Without paying
      attention to her own wounds, she protected me from the fire before
      it could inflict irreparable damage to my body. As for the burns
      that she have suffered during that, thankfully it was nothing that
      couldn’t be handled by a skin transplantation, from her butt if I
      may add. So if by some miracle you’ll get to see that part of
      Yugao’s body, be a gentleman and don’t stare too much, all
      right?"

      I see, so they did something like that, huh? Not that I can tell
      through all those layers of clothing covering her… nonono, what am
      I thinking?! We’re in the middle of a serious talk here, so I
      shouldn’t be thinking about butts of girls that are younger than
      me! Well, maybe I could see it if she wore a bold swimsuit that
      revealed that part of her body… but there’s no way in hell that’s
      happening!

      "A swimsuit, huh? That’s what gets you going? Well, personally I
      wouldn’t mid buying something more daring, especially since summer
      is here already, but I’m sure that Yugao would die from
      embarrassment just by trying it on."

      Then don’t buy it! And Don’t volunteer for something like that
      so eagerly!

      "You know, after a second thought, pulling a stunt like that
      might’ve really been a kind of an overkill. At least that’s what my
      older sister’s sense is telling me."

      Do older sisters really have something like that? Or is it
      something that all older siblings possess? I have no way of knowing
      if I had something similar, since I became like a normal human
      being not that long ago. I’ll have to ask my sister about that when
      I get back home.

      Anyway, it’s great that you were both okay, but Asagao, does
      that mean…?

      "Monjiro-san, you’re immortal, right? How many times have you died
      up until now? Two? No, wait, if we also include that time when you
      fought against Fujisato Yuika-sama and her Vassal then I guess
      that’d make it three times total."

      Four, actually. There was this one time when Shiki drugged me
      with that blasted Avocado Spark (may it be forever cursed) and
      placed me in a state of suspended animation. But it was a surprise
      attack, so I don’t really want to include it in my Official Deaths
      Counter. Even now the thought of what would’ve become of me if
      Shiinamachi-senpai hadn’t arrived to revive me gave me the chills.
      Ah, and I’ve almost managed to forget that Shiki can actually be a
      pretty terrifying woman if she wanted!

      "I know, right? One moment she’s all buddy-buddy with you, and
      in the next one she’ll do you in without batting an eye!"

      Truer words have never been spoken.

      "Ahahaha, you can say that again. By the way, Monjiro-san. I
      might’ve avoided dying in that fire… but after that day, living was
      denied from me."

      Huh?

      What… does she mean by that? I… I don’t think I understand. Is…
      is that why I couldn’t hear her thoughts anymore? Is that why all I
      could hear now were Yugao-chan’s cries?

      "*Sob* Onee-chan, nooo, please don’t die, I beg you! You, you
      said that we’ll be together forever! *Sob* *Hic* That we will find
      someone we could love and share him between ourselves! Without you…
      all alone, I… I won’t be able to keep on living! *Sob* *Hic
      Hic*"

      Such a harrowing cry made it all the more difficult to listen.
      Right now, Asagao’s mind was slowly overtaken by the pain, but she
      could still hear the lamenting voice of her sister, and it tore her
      heart apart. And to add to that, she’s going to die just like her
      if she won’t do something. Her eyes, her nose, her mouth and her
      skin, it will all burn to ashes and she’ll die crushed by this
      pulsating pain. And she didn’t want that to happen. If it’s just
      her, then it’s fine. If only her precious little sister could live,
      she didn’t mind dying.

      So she made a wish.

      A wish for someone, anyone to save her beloved sister’s
      life.

      It doesn’t matter who it’ll be. As long as he’ll be able to save
      her life, she was willing to sacrifice anything and everything for
      that to happen. Even if the one who appeared before her a
      miracle-carrying angel or a devil who sought to drag her down to
      the deaths of hell.

      "How delightful. Two identical existences embracing an identical
      wish."

      Who’s there? That was a voice of a woman that I didn’t remember.
      Rather than a human’s voice, it sounded more like something that’d
      belong to some supernatural existence. That was the impression it
      made on me. Maybe it was Asagao who thought that, or maybe it was
      me, I didn’t really care about that in this moment. Whoever that
      person was, if she appeared in this hell on earth, she couldn’t
      have been an ordinary human. The real question here was: was she an
      ally of justice, or someone more akin to a villain? But for the two
      sisters, the only thing that mattered was that this person could be
      their savior.

      "*Hic* Who are… you?"

      "I am whoever you want me to be. Now tell me: What is it that
      you wish for the most in this moment?"

      "What I wish for… the most?"

      Yugao-chan repeated after the voice, completely captivated by
      it, but the traces of doubt were still visible on her face. Whoever
      this person was, there was no way she’d just fulfil her wish
      without asking for anything in return, right? I knew very well what
      their wish was going to be, and I’m sure that this woman knew that
      too, and hence tried to use their desperation for her own
      gains.

      With great pain, I tried to lift my head to look at her with my
      weakening eyes, but all I could see was a cascade of long,
      jet-black hair that seemed to be moving on their own, blocking the
      flames from reaching her, creating an ephemeral spectacle. It’s
      impossible for any normal human to do something like that, so she
      must’ve been a Lord or a Knight.

      "I… I don’t want to lose my sister!"

      "And I… I also want my little sister to live!"

      "O… Onee-chan…"

      That’s right. Asagao’s only wish was for Yugao to be safe and to
      go on living. It might be hard for her when she stays on her own,
      but nevertheless, she believed that she could do it, and one day
      find happiness again.

      That was her only small wish.

      "I’m sorry, little lady, but your older sister is beyond
      salvation. She won’t be able to go on with that destroyed body of
      hers."

      The woman’s voice was cold and emotionless, but Asagao knew she
      was telling the truth. There was no hope left for her.

      "N, noooo… that can’t be… no, Onee-chaaaaan!"

      Despair crushed the last bit of hope that Yugao-chan was holding
      onto, and she began to cry over her sister’s cruel fate.

      "However, it is in my power to make her "unable to die.". By
      transferring her remaining life force into a temporary body, she
      can be forced to continue living. So how about it, young lady?
      Would you be interested in this power? In this… Gift?"

      "*Sob* *Hic* G…Gift?"

      "That’s right. Since you’re a woman of the Yahata clan then you
      should know, right? I am a Lord. An existence that can grant unto
      others powers beyond human understanding. Powers of myths. Legends.
      Miracles. Demons. Bestowing their powers unto others is the purpose
      of my life’s "Story"."

      The woman introduced herself with words that were dripping with the
      juices of the sweetest fruit known to mankind: temptation. And once
      you taste that sweet nectar, there will be no going back. That was
      the kind of intimidating air she emitted around herself.

      "If… If I use that power… will I be able to… to save Onee-chan’s
      life?"

      "Who knows? Can you really call living a borrowed life in a
      borrowed body "being saved"?"

      "Ugh…"

      "But. At the very least, she’ll be spared from the abyss of
      despair that is death, but in exchange, you’ll never be able to
      meet again once the time will come for you to cross through the
      veil of the afterlife. Unless… unless you were to obtain the power
      that transcends even that."

      That’s right. Normally, death was an ultimate, unavoidable
      farewell. Even so, there was always a possibility of them meeting
      again in the next life, but what if Asagao would be denied even
      that?

      "The name of this power is… yes, [The Divine Gift Thanatos]!
      This is what can truly save your sister! The power of the God of
      Death that presides over the concepts of "Life" and "Immortality"!
      And who knows with it, maybe someday the day will come when you’ll
      be able to be together again, broken free of the shackles of the
      cycle of reincarnation."

      "[Divine Gift…Thanatos]."

      I understand now. So that was the real reason why Yugao-chan
      wanted my Gift for herself.






      So it was this lord who told Yugao-chan about my power? And
      that’s why she tried to kill me?

      "That’s right. This ability’s core is it’s owner’s heart. If you
      manage to obtain that heart and replace your sister’s heart with
      it, there might be a chance for her to continue to live
      normally."

      "But… will I… will I really be able to obtain it? Such a
      power?"

      "That is beyond even my knowledge, but I’m sure that with that
      curious trait of yours, with the power to make any Knight’s blood
      go mad with lust, you might just have a chance. Of course, you
      might as well just fail miserably."

      "……………………."

      "Now, what are you going to do? Are you going to accept my Gift,
      grant your sister a temporary body and work hard to one day reclaim
      the life that was stolen from her? Or perhaps…"

      "P…. ease…"

      "What was that? I couldn’t hear you clearly, young lady. Could
      you repeat that one more time?"

      "Please… I’m begging you! Give me the power to save my sister!
      My… My Lord!"

      Yugao-chan screamed in a hoarse voice, declaring her
      intentions.

      "Well done."

      The mysterious Lord had a satisfied smile on her face as she
      extended her pale hands towards Yugao-chan in a welcoming
      gesture.

      I wanted to stop her. I wanted to tell her not to do it, but
      then I remembered that it was just Asagao’s memory. Her sister made
      a deal with the devil for her sake, and all she could do was to
      watch silently. Even though it was so painful she wanted to die,
      she’s never wanting to get better if the price was to be that
      high.

      "Now, young lady. Allow me to grant you a Gift that will help
      you achieve your goal. A power of an angel who had all life under
      his control. The power to turn the dead into dolls of flesh and mud
      and command them as you see fit. Yes, one of the powers I hold
      within myself, the power to turn miracles into reality… [The
      Angelic Gift Azrael]."

      The moment she said that, the woman’s shadow extended towards
      Yugao-chan and combined with hers. And then, a pair of enormous
      black-feathered wings erupted from her back, creating the gusts of
      wind that extinguished the hellfire that surrounded them as if it
      was never there to begin with.

      After the winds died down and feathers fell onto the ground like
      a black snow, all that Asagao could see were the tears running down
      her sister’s face.

      "I’m sorry, Onee-chan… just… just wait a little bit longer…"

      "Geez. Yugao, you’re… such a headache sometimes… you know?"

      Those were the last words that Asagao said to the crying
      Yugao-chan.

      And then, Asagao’s body was wrapped in a dazzling white light,
      and quietly dissipated into a white ash.

      "Apparently that was how my current body was made."

      Only now have I noticed that the scenery around us changed
      again. We were now in a dimly lit place that looked like a kind of
      a warehouse.

      "H-Hey, close your eyes for a second!"

      The one who screamed that was Asagao, and I realized why she
      wanted me to do it just a tad bit too late. The entire room was
      littered with dolls that looked just like her, and none of them
      were wearing any clothes, so of course me seeing them would be
      extremely embarrassing for her.

      That being said, I’m not some kind of pervert who feels sexual
      attraction towards dolls, so we’re all good. At least I think
      so.

      "I don’t know why but somehow looking at your face both sets me at
      ease and pisses me off."

      No kidding. All right, if she doesn’t want me to look at the
      dolls that look like her the that’s fine with me, but just so you
      know, this room is also filled with a ton of dolls that resemble
      Yugao-chan. Is she really fine with me looking at them? Also, in
      addition to fully assembled dolls there was also a lot of various
      body parts scattered around the place: arms, legs, torsos, just
      like in the bathroom where I thought against her together with
      Shiki, but their sizes were all different. Ah, I see, those must
      be…

      "Bingo. Everything you see here are my spare body parts made to
      reflect my growth. That was Yugao’s solution to my current
      predicament. Using my ashes as a base for her [Azrael’s] ability,
      she created the replicas of my body for me to use. And the newest
      part she promised me was a brand-new heart that was supposed to
      look just like the most beautiful red gem in the world. And once
      I’ll have it inside me, I will no longer be just a pretty doll… I
      will become prettiest doll there ever was, without having to worry
      about disappearing! And thanks to that, I’ll be able to be together
      with Yugao one day. That is what she told me."

      I wonder if that was actually one of the dolls that attacked us
      in that bathroom? Looking at what was around me, it was certainly
      not impossible.

      "Bullseye again, Monjiro-san. With my body I, the main puppet,
      am able to control the others with just my willpower."

      So does that mean that the one I’m talking to right now is the
      real Asagao, and not just one of her dolls with her consciousness
      inhabiting them?

      "….Yup. I myself cannot leave this space, so all I can do is
      either watch everything from here or experience the outside world
      through one of my dolls, but you can probably guess that it’s not
      the same as truly living. But I guess that’s not so bad,
      considering that I’m currently stuck in this weird limbo between
      being dead and being alive. Not to mention that it’s normally
      suuuuuuuper boring in here without anyone to talk to, so having you
      here is a much-welcomed change of pace for me, Monjiro-san."

      Maybe something like that was possible because I myself am an
      irregular existence that crosses the path between life and death?
      Could our meeting here be called just a lucky accident, or maybe
      there was some larger force behind it?

      "You got that right! Man, could this really be the work of fate?
      Monjiro-san, do you think it’s possible that you’re my
      soulmate?!"

      It makes me happy that you think that way, especially if it helps
      with taking your sadness away, even if just a bit of it.

      "Sadness? Oh, I’m not sad. I might be stuck in this here
      darkness, but even from here, I’ve been always watching over Yugao.
      But this is exactly why I’m so worried about her. You know, she is
      such a good and honest child, but for the last four years all she
      was doing was trying to bring me back from here, and she did just
      that, forsaking her own happiness (including any kind of
      interaction with the opposite sex) as a girl for my sake! So you
      can probably imagine my surprise when she owned you like a noob
      back there when she took your heart!"

      Well sorry for being a noob when it comes to women, but to my
      defense she was acting in a way that would make pretty much every
      guy drop his guard around her.

      "Ahahaha, if you think so even after you witnessed the power of
      her blood and will firsthand, then you must really be a hopelessly
      good person, Monjiro-san."

      Yugao-chan’s blood. That caused me quite a bit of trouble
      indeed. I knew I was weal when it came to woman, as was evident
      from my interactions with the girls around me, and she effectively
      capitalized on that weakness and used that to her advantage. And
      the best part? She didn’t even have to do that! Since she’s so cute
      then I would have probably reacted just the same, and that stung me
      the most. I really need to start working on improving that aspect
      of myself, or else people like Shiki or Asagao will continue to
      make fun off me for it, and that was the prospect that genuinely
      scared the living crap out of me.

      Thinking like that, something has dawned on me. The real Asagao
      is always here, that’s why I can talk with her like that. But then,
      what about the dolls on the other side? I mean, they were acting so
      much like a real human that I’ve never realized… does that
      mean…?

      "Yugao did her best for my sake, so naturally I wanted to do the
      same for her. That’s why learned how to program my own heart and
      implant it into the dolls in the real world. Everything that was in
      my heart, I imparted into them: things that I liked, things that I
      hated, my hobbies, my principles, opinions, habits, fixations,
      mindset, things like that. It took a sickeningly large amount of
      time, but I did everything that was in my power."

      Program.

      So she did all of that to ease Yugao-chan’s pain of not being
      able to be with her? And to do so to such an extent… I had no words
      to describe how amazing that was.

      "Hehe, thank you for the praise. Monjiro-san, the Asagao that
      you’ve been talking to all this time has been nothing but a doll
      with my pre-programmed personality. A robot. An artificial
      intelligence. At first it really sucked at it and legitimately
      sounded like something artificially made, but with enough time and
      effort, I say I managed to make it sound pretty darn authentic,
      wouldn’t you say?"






      The Asagao in our world is nothing but a doll. A doll, a
      fabricated existence that borrows her consciousness and
      personality. And this Asagao here in front of me is the Asagao who
      lost her body in that incident four years ago, and she transferred
      her consciousness into a doll’s body in order to be together with
      Yugao-chan.

      "Of course, Yugao herself has no idea that I’m basically playing
      Big Brother from here. As far as she’s concerned, the doll that she
      created is the only me, the real me. You might think it’s a little
      unfair, but it worked for the last four years, so I figured there’s
      no point in changing that this late in the game."

      Certainly, even though the Asagao who’s on the other side is
      nothing but a construct designed to act like the real thing and
      copy her mannerisms to a fault, I was unable to notice that on my
      own. If she hadn’t told that to me now, I would have probably still
      thought that the one in the mansion was the real deal. And she even
      went so far with the deception as to fool her own sister to spare
      her the grief. Also, I could clearly see that she was deeply
      frustrated that she was unable to stop her from resorting to
      violence in order to save her.

      But even knowing all that, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that
      something was still out of place here.

      Maybe I am just imagining or overinterpreting things, but at
      first I thought that she was similar to myself and even though our
      circumstances were obviously different, I felt a sense of intimacy
      with her. Maybe it was because I was no different from a heartless
      doll before my sister imparted the basic knowledge of living as a
      proper human being unto me?

      "Onee-chan, I finished preparing a new body for you. What do you
      think? Is it good enough?"

      In another vision that started playing before me, Yugao-chan
      finished fiddling with a doll’s head and attached it onto the body.
      The newly made doll blinked for a few times and then smiled
      widely.

      "Yup, splendid work as always, Yugao! But you know, your sister
      wouldn’t mind if you made some parts a tad bit more feminine, you
      know? For starters, having bigger boobs or plumper ass would be
      nice! That way we’ll be really identical when you also grow up to
      be a busty beauty!"

      "T-There’s no way I’ll ever be as feminine as you, Onee-chan!
      That’s just impossible! B-But if you really want, then I’ll make
      the adjustments next time."

      "Not as feminine as me? Stop with the jokes already, my dear
      sister! We’re twins, so of course we’re identical! Or perhaps you
      want me to check that myself again? Come to think of it, it’s been
      forever since I last groped you, so I need to have my fill, hehe,
      hehehehehe….!"

      "T-There’s really no need for you to… w-wait, O-Onee-chan, stop…
      haha, Hahahahahaha!"

      In the middle of their playful teasing, a single tear dripped
      down Yugao’s cheek and fell onto the ground.

      "Yugao, you…"

      "Ah, no, it’s nothing, I’m sorry, Onee-chan."

      "Don’t be, I’m the one who should apologize. Uhm, so, like… I’ll
      better go get some clothes for myself!"

      With that half-hearted excuse, Asagao’s doll tried to leave the
      room in quite a haste, but before she could do that, a barely
      audible voice reached her ear as Yugao-chan quietly muttered, both
      to herself and to her sister:

      "I’m sorry, Onee-chan."

      She most probably was still heartbroken that she was unable to
      be with her real sister and had to use the doll made with her own
      hands as a substitute. Right now, she was probably being torn apart
      by an immense sense of guilt for the sin she had committed.
      But…

      As if she could be satisfied with a substitute. To her, it was
      just a heartless doll, nothing more but an empty shell that was
      supposed to sustain her sister until she could get her hands on the
      power of immortality. This, this is not her beloved sister!

      Those were the feelings that lingered deep inside Yugao-chan’s
      heart.

      "It’s okay, I don’t mind. You’re doing everything that you can,
      right? So there’s no need to cry."

      That’s what she told her, but she did that with such a sad voice
      that it was impossible for her to hide the fact that she also was
      suffering because of their current situation. Up until that
      accident the two of them were inseparable and nothing could have
      possibly drive them apart, but now…

      Could that really be called happiness?

      "Onee-chan, just a little bit longer."

      Yugao-chan declared that with a shaking voice.

      "Soon, Shiki-sama will come here together with her Lord. And the
      other one of her Knights… is the owner of the [Divine Gift
      Thanatos]."

      Her voice couldn’t stop trembling. Was it because of the terror
      of what they had to do? Or was it perhaps the unstoppable
      joy?

      "The time has almost come for me to take his heart. And once I do
      that, I will be able to give you back the life that you had lost.
      So…"

      "Monjiro-san! If my survival means that you will have to die,
      then I don’t need it! I’m fine with things staying the way they
      are! That way, I will be able to continue to watch over my precious
      Yugao from inside this darkness! So…! So…!"

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      Hearing what both of them had to say, I slowly opened my eyes
      yet again.

      "So now that I obtained the core from Monjiro-san, it is time to
      transplant it to you, Onee-chan!"

      I heard Yugao-chan’s voice as she happily declared her
      intentions. She herself was standing atop some altar-like
      structure, with jet-black wings growing out of her back and with a
      plate in her hands. And on that plate was my stolen heart. From the
      looks of it, she was too caught up in the moment to notice my
      presence.

      What is this place? And how exactly did I end up here?

      All right let’s assess the situation first. Some distance away
      from me, I saw Asagao lying on top of some kind of altar that was
      surrounded by a wall of fire about two meters in radius, preventing
      me from getting any closer to her. It was evident that this place
      was made for the purpose of carrying out some kind of ritual. Even
      the air was filled with an intense aura of calamitous malice,
      giving off the impression that any attempt at escaping was utterly
      futile. Well, in that case, there’s only one thing left to do.

      "I’ve come to see you, Yugao-chan."

      "Monjiro-san?!"

      When she saw me getting closer, her voice began to tremble. At
      the same time, I could hear a myriad of sweet voices whispering in
      my head. So that was indeed the power of her blood. It all makes
      sense now. Even though Asagao was her twin and they should both
      possess the same power, I’ve felt nothing like it whenever Asagao
      was around me, so she really must have been a doll from the
      start.

      But there was no need for that any longer. Because Yugao-chan
      managed to successfully kill me and take my heart away from me the
      two of them can finally meet again.

      "So you have come after all… to stop me?"

      "In order to save you, as Asagao requested of me. That’s right,
      I know about your past, I’ve experienced it with my own eyes."

      "……..!"

      Yugao-chan’s eyes widened in a mixture of surprise and disbelief
      as she looked at me. I know, I know, looking at someone’s past
      without their permission was unspeakably rude, but it’s not like I
      had anything to say in the matter, but just in case, I’ll make sure
      to apologize to her later.

      "Also, I’ve come here to meet the real Asagao!"

      "Real…?"

      "Yes. I know it sounds crazy, but until she told me about it
      herself, even I didn’t know that the one I’ve been interacting with
      up until now was just a copy, programmed by her to emulate her
      personality. But this one right here? She’s the real deal that I
      was probably able to meet only thanks to the fact that I exist
      between life and death."

      "I see… Onee-chan… so your consciousness was really intact this
      whole time…!"

      Tears flow down Yugao-chan’s cheeks. But how? I thought she was
      not supposed to be aware that her sister’s consciousness was
      trapped in the other world’s darkness, and that she was always
      watching over her from there. And up until now, I guess I was
      playing the role of messenger for her.

      I realize it might be hard to believe. That it all might seem
      like an utter nonsense. But all she really wanted to do, was to
      convey her feelings properly, and that was the only way she could
      do it.

      "I’m sure you already know this, but I’m going to say it anyway:
      your real sister and the doll you made, they both wish for you to
      be happy, and it pains them to see you suffer."

      That’s right, being a doll that was programmed to behave like
      the original had nothing to do with it. Both her and the real
      Asagao who was trapped in the darkness had only one thing on their
      minds this entire time: their precious little sister. And since
      both of them entrusted their wills to me, it is now my duty to
      convey it to Yugao-chan properly. And judging by the fact that she
      covered her trembling mouth with her hands and had large streams of
      tears gushing out of her eyes, I probably managed to do that
      splendidly.

      For the last four years, she must’ve endured an inhumane amount
      of suffering, always worrying about her older sister whom she was
      unable to help. So now it was my job to release her from the burden
      she was carrying all by herself.

      It’s been four long years. You don’t have to live with this
      crushing sense of guilt anymore.

      "Come on, Yugao-chan. Let’s leave this place and go home."

      I slowly came closer to the altar and reached my hand towards
      Yugao-chan.

      "But… but I killed you, Monjiro-san, so why…"

      "I don’t really mind that. Both Kuhoh and Shiki killed me once,
      and look at us now, we’re such a great friends."

      "That may be so, but it doesn’t change the fact that I put
      Shiinamachi-sama through so much danger, even though today is her
      "Dangerous Day"…"

      "You don’t have to worry about that either. Senpai is not a kind
      of girl who would hold a grudge against anybody for something like
      that. I can assure you, it’s much more probable that she would be
      more than willing to talk things out with you while drinking tea
      and eating an unhealthy amount of sweets."

      "…And I deceived Shiki-sama!"

      "Do you really think she’s going to care about that? Because I
      think not. Your situation was gnawing away at her too, you know? It
      was the first time I saw her acting so emotional towards someone
      else. She wanted to help both of you, but she couldn’t, and she
      couldn’t forgive herself for that. And for suspecting you of ill
      intentions towards senpai. See, that’s the truth: she loves you and
      Asagao more than anything else."

      "But… but…"

      I just waited for her with my hand extended. She was obviously
      still conflicted about what she should do, but I’ll give her as
      much time as she needs, especially since I have something I need to
      think about myself, namely…

      What should I do now?

      After all of this is over, we’ll have to figure out what to do
      with her and Asagao, since we can’t just leave them alone. The
      procedure for it might be difficult, but if Shiki pulls some
      strings (no pun intended), then I think it might be possible to
      arrange for them to attend our school. Once that happens, maybe
      I’ll be able to persuade my sister and grandfather to allow them to
      live at our place. Or maybe senpai will be willing to accept two
      more people at the clock tower suite? That place is too big for one
      person after all.

      But I wonder if that’s really what Yugao-chan wants?

      "Monjiro-san…"

      Still crying, Yugao-chan raises her face. I’m sure she has many
      things to cry for, as well as many regrets. But it’s okay now, she
      doesn’t have to suffer anymore, so she can cry to her heart’s
      content, until her whole suffering will be washed away and her
      swollen eyes will no longer be filled with misery.

      Looking at her like that, I can’t help it but to hug her. By
      doing so, maybe I’ll be able to provide her with some comfort.

      Asagao is still trapped within the darkness. But she was always,
      and will always watch over her. Even if she remains a doll, I had
      no doubt that her feelings will not change, and she’ll do anything
      she can to continue to support her. And I’ll also be there for them
      to help however I can so that she won’t have to cry anymore and so
      that she can cast away that heavy chain that bound her heart up
      until now.

      "Yugao-chan…"

      I can clearly see the transparent tears trickling down her
      cheeks. In order to wipe them away I reach out with my hand…

      *SLASH!*

      The redness of fresh blood mixes together with the particles of
      silver light. It falls on Yugao-chan and stains her face and
      neck.

      "Eh?"

      With a dumbfounded expression, she just continued to stare at my
      right arm, that was bathed in crimson blood and silver light after
      it was cut away at my elbow. I gritted my teeth not to cry out in
      pain and squeezed the wound with my other hand, but it was not
      enough to stop the bleeding.

      "What…?!"

      Shocked, Yugao-chan turned around and gasped, looking at
      something unbelievable.

      "To think that you’ll be able to stop yourself from screaming in
      agony despite sustaining such an injury. That’s quite amazing,
      Monjiro-san."

      Asagao’s doll, which was supposed to be laying on top of the
      altar was standing on top of it with her hand outstretched towards
      me. One of the nails of her right hand was extended like a thin
      blade, and still had droplets of my blood dripping to the ground
      from it.






      "Asagao, you…!"

      "Fufu~~, how careless of you to lower your guard like that! I
      know you harbor no ill will against Yugao, but too bad for you! I
      was born out of Yugao, and my only reason for existing is to help
      her achieve her goal! So I won’t allow her suffering and efforts
      throughout the last four years to go to waste because of someone
      like you!"

      Then lightning passed throughout Asagao’s body, and in the next
      moment, countless "arms" erupted from both her back and from
      underneath her skirt.

      "….!"

      A total of ten arms came flying towards me, but I’ve already
      fought them once before, so I knew how to avoid them by rolling
      backwards.

      But I have to say, I am hellishly confused right now. She wanted
      me to help her save Yugao, hence she asked me for help. So why is
      she treating me like a threat to her now?

      "How is it, huh?! Have you really been so bewitched by Yugao’s
      charm that you can’t even think straight, you man whore?! Or was it
      perhaps how nice her blood smelled to you?! Or maybe you wanted to
      see her cry that much, you filthy deviant?!"

      Asagao’s doll attacked me as she was lashing out at me.

      "I see."

      It’s true that I saw Yugao-chan in her most vulnerable state and
      that I hugged her. But I only did that to comfort her, there wad no
      ulterior motives behind it. Was that really because her blood taken
      its effect on e again, even though my heart which contained the
      core of my Gift was no longer in my chest? Have I really
      unconsciously allowed my own desires to overcome my promise to save
      her? If that was really the case, then I feel disgusted with
      myself.

      "Asagao…"

      The bleeding in my right arm does not stop. She must have
      probably gotten me around an artery. And since currently my life is
      being supported by Shiinamachi-senpai’s heart, her life is going to
      be in danger if it continues.

      "O-Onee-chan, why are you doing this?!"

      Yugao-chan shouted at Asagao’s doll hysterically. It was
      understandable that she was confused, especially when it was all
      about to be over.

      "Forget about him, Yugao! He only wants your body, just like the
      rest of them!"

      "That’s not true at all! He only wanted to help me!"

      "And is that what you really want, Yugao?"

      "…..!?"

      Asagao spoke in a cold tone.

      "I know that I’m only a tool created by you to fulfil your wish.
      A wish to save not me, but your real sister. You don’t have to
      listen to what he’s saying at all! As long as you have his heart
      and you’ll use it, you can still save the real me!"

      … She’s right. I guess I subconsciously wanted to steer
      Yugao-chan away from that simple fact. She still has my heart, and
      as long as she uses it, she can save Asagao. That is what that
      mysterious Lord told her, after all.

      "That’s why you can’t put your trust in him, Yugao! Now, give me
      the order, and let’s defeat Monjiro-san together!"

      "Onee-chan, but, that’s…!"

      Yugao was still confused, and that was a good thing. It showed
      that she truly wanted someone to stop all this madness. At least
      that’s what I thought, since all this time she did nothing with my
      heart. That’s why I can’t decide on what to do now for her. It’s a
      decision that she has to make on her own.

      Ah, I get it now, Asagao. So that’s what…

      "I understand, Asagao. Let us fight."

      "M-Monjiro-san?!"

      I deeply inhale and then slowly exhale, feeling as if there was
      something really heavy stuck in my chest. I don’t know if what
      we’re about to do is right or wrong, but I remembered.

      "I promised Asagao that I will help you reach a better, brighter
      world. Just for that to happen, your sister have been patiently
      enduring her situation for the last four years. But you know what?
      If there’s a chance of breaking her out and reuniting you, then I
      want to take a shot at it. I know that it won’t be easy, but if
      there’s anything I can do to help, anything at all, then I want to
      do whatever I can."

      The words that Asagao’s doll said to me.

      "So just leave everything to me, okay?"

      As well as the gentle warmth of her feelings, which were
      indistinguishable from the human ones.

      "Asagao. I promised "you" that I’ll do my best and I intend to
      do just that."

      Grabbing the knife with my remaining hand, I turned towards her,
      but she just kept smiling in a way that only the strong can smile.
      And to tell you the truth, I still don’t want to fight her. But I
      guess that somewhere deep down inside myself I was ready for it all
      along. Because I knew that such an outcome would be inevitable.

      "Just so you know, I am pretty strong, Monjiro-san."

      "Try me."

      Looking at Yugao-chan’s teary face made me feel like the worst
      scum there was, but there was no other way around it. So in order
      to get completely serious I took off my glasses…

      … and violently tossed them to the side!

      *CLASH!*

      Immediately after, Asagao charged at me, swinging her elongated
      nail like a sword while she used her many limbs to increase her
      mobility. But right now, my gaze was fixated only on the "arm" that
      was directly in front of me, so I didn’t even realized when she
      summoned additional "legs" and other body parts.

      "Fufun, you seem to be on a pretty high alert there!"

      Asagao taunted me, countering my every attempt at offensive. Her
      voice was brimming with absolute confidence and none of her moves
      left her with a clear opening for me to exploit. But even so, I
      wasn’t going to give up that easy.

      "Fufu. As expected of a Knight selected and approved by
      Shiki-sama. It’s like you’re a completely different person than you
      were just a second ago! Which makes me wonder, which one is the
      real you, Monjiro-san."

      The real me. In other words, the "me" who was indistinguishable
      from a doll. A simple killing machine. I remember very little of my
      early childhood, but I do know that I didn’t perceive crying or
      being sad or hurt as an actual emotions relevant for my growth, but
      rather I saw them as just a physical and psychological condition
      meant to reduce the mental stress placed upon the body.

      That’s why I could do nothing but sympathize with Asagao’s doll
      who was programmed to be this way. She was like that since four
      years ago, but I only stopped being like that roughly two years
      ago, so she’s in a much better situation than I was. The only
      difference between us is that she was created as a doll, and I am a
      proper human being who was "acting" like a doll.

      Thanks to which I know all their strengths and weaknesses!

      *CLASH!*

      One of Asagao’s "legs" tried to kick my head off my shoulders,
      so I swung my knife towards it, cutting it off from the rest right
      below the knee. Using the momentum from my attack I ran forward,
      keeping my injured right hand in front of my face to use it as a
      shield against Asagao’s elongated fingernails which were shot
      towards me.

      I purposefully blocked another kick that came my way which was a
      feint aimed at disguising the real attack, a strike with the nails
      to my blind spot. Knowing that it was coming, I was able to catch
      them in the middle of their movement. And…

      "Ha!"

      I closed the distance between us in an instant, and initiated an
      overhead kick.

      "Wah!"

      It was impossible for Asagao to avoid this attack completely at
      this distance, and I managed to score a solid hit on her hand.

      She wasn’t lying when she said she’s really strong. If I want to
      defeat her, I’ll have to think at least three steps ahead of her
      and utilize unpredictable surprise attacks. That way I should be
      able to catch her off balance and go for a fatal strike, but if I
      mess this up, I’ll be left wide open, and I know she won’t miss
      this chance, especially when it was already hellishly difficult to
      both avoid her attacks and trying to go on the offensive myself.
      Luckily for me, thanks to my mother’s training I was able to keep
      up with her while I carefully observed her movements and analyzed
      them, and all of my observations pointed towards a singular
      judgement: that doll was made with the intention of being an
      assassin from the very beginning.

      "All right, I have to admit, you’re not half bad when you turn
      into a killing machine, Monjiro-san!"

      But there is one crucial difference between me and her. As a
      doll, she has no need for a part called "heart" and therefore she
      does not understand its importance, while I know it all too well,
      and that’s why I need to get it back no matter what.

      "No, stop it, you two… don’t fight, please!"

      Yugao-chan was trembling all over as she covered her eyes from
      the violent spectacle that was unfolding in front of her.

      "Fufu?"

      Knowing that she was this close to us, I unconsciously started
      to pull my punches in order not to seriously hurt her before her
      sister’s eyes, and of course, Asagao noticed that without fail.

      Is there really such a big difference between her and me?
      Between someone who turned from a doll into a human with the help
      of his family and friends and a doll who had her entire personality
      programmed into her? One thing’s for sure, she won’t hesitate to
      kill me as long as it’s for Yugao-chan’s sake. On the contrary,
      even though Yugao-chan killed me with her own hands, now she was
      doing everything she could to avert her eyes from this battle.

      "Asagao, am I correct in assuming that you won’t be satisfied
      until we reach a proper conclusion here?"

      "Naturally, Monjiro-san. You know, earlier you were going on
      about how Yugao doesn’t have to suffer or be sad anymore, but the
      past four years weren’t just filled with grief and torment for us.
      There were plenty of times when we laughed in each other’s arms and
      enjoyed our lives the best way we could. And you know why is that?
      Because that’s how the human beings work. They are made to forget
      their painful experiences and move on from them, given enough
      time."

      I was kind of relieved to hear that. It was truly uplifting to
      know that not every one of Yugao-chan’s days was filled with fire
      and brimstone of the fanned by the fiery guilt of losing her real
      sister. And I was happy to know that it was the same way for Asagao
      as well.

      "Asagao, you…"

      "Hey, Monjiro-san?"

      Before I could finish my sentence, Asagao closed the distance
      between us. I tried backstepping to increase the distance again,
      but my foot stumbled upon something round and lost its balance.

      It was an "eyeball".

      I should have expect3d as much since she could command her other
      parts such as "arms", "legs" and "heads" at will. She was a
      puppeteer after all. Using one of her spare head’s eyeballs
      remotely as a scouting device or a n obstacle to break my balance
      should be no problem to her.

      "You’ve let your guard down."

      You can say that again, this one’s totally on me. Since Yugao is
      here I can’t go all out against Asagao in fear of how Yugao-chan
      might react if I hurt her. That’s why I didn’t assume that she
      might be using her eyeballs remotely, all because I’ve let my guard
      down! And here I thought I could understand her because we were
      similar!

      I honestly thought I could have convinced her to stop this
      pointless fighting and get my heart back. Then we would have
      explained everything to Shiinamachi-senpai and the others, and we
      would all get ourselves a nice happy end we could all laugh about
      one day. But unfortunately, reality is not as pretty and
      forgiving!

      "I’ve made my decision, Monjiro-san. I might not know how to do
      it yet, but even so…!"

      "Onee-chan, S-STOP IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIT!!!!!!!!!!"

      When Yugao-chan screamed, my field of vision was flooded by an
      amber-colored light at the exact moment when Asagao’s hand-sword
      pierced my chest, making blood gush out of it like a crimson
      fountain.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      Thinking about it now, my odds of winning were pretty abysmal
      from the very beginning. To sum it up shortly: my opponent was a
      girl so that was already a big no-no in my book, but to add salt to
      the wound, even though I’ve knew her and her younger sister for
      like, what, a few hours or half a day at best, I’ve grown quite
      fond of them and that probably made me stay my hand. Those were the
      complaints that swirled inside my mind right now; the complaints
      that I really wanted to say out loud, but I couldn’t.

      Right now, when Asagao stabbed me in the chest, it was like
      everything just started moving in slow-motion. If I still had a
      heart in my chest, that would have been an instant kill, no doubts
      about it.

      I wonder is Asagao is going to take my Gift now and use its
      ability to revive herself?

      Really, what a strange trade this is. First my heart was taken
      from me and now in exchange for my life the doll is going to bring
      her real counterpart back to life so that she could reclaim the
      life that was stolen from her. And you know what? Quite
      unexpectedly, I do not mind that as much as I probably should.

      I might be stating the obvious here, but despite their frail
      looks, girls really are strong, so if Asagao can utilize that girly
      strength of hers to live a happy and fulfilling life then I guess
      my sacrifice would not have been in vain. And I hope that Asagao’s
      doll will be able to do the same of course. Maybe she could even
      fill my spot as Shiinamachi-senpai’s Knight? At least she’s a
      genuinely trained assassin-doll, not some half-baked former killing
      machine that chose to abandon its old ways. As long as she’ll have
      a clear purpose in her life and a goal that she can chase after
      then I think she’d have no problems with that arrangement. And if
      her body got broken, Yugao-chan could just recreate it, or maybe
      even improve it to better suit her tastes… man, the power of bonds
      between twin sisters really is something that should not be taken
      lightly. Wait, twins? No, that is no longer the case here.

      I’m definitely getting way ahead of myself with this, but if the
      three of them are going to live together as a family from now on,
      then Asagao’s doll should get a name for herself, to truly cement
      her being her own person, and to avoid unnecessary confusion.

      For example… hmm, let’s see here… damn, this stuff is more
      difficult than I’ve initially thought… oh, I think I’ve got it! How
      about Yorugao? A little cheesy, I know, but it has a nice ring to
      it, and it completes the cycle nicely. Asagao, Yugao, and Yorugao.
      Morning, evening, and night. So I guess that instead of twins that
      would make them triplets now. In such a setting, Asagao would be
      the cheerful, dependable older sister who’ll always watch over and
      protect her younger siblings. Yugao-chan would be promoted to
      Yorugao’s older sister, so it would be her new job to dote on and
      pamper her newly acquired younger sister. And as for Yorugao, even
      if technically she’d be the youngest of the three, she would
      protect them all from harm. It would be great if that scenario
      could really happen.

      Hahahahaha, all right, now that I’ve fantasized about such
      strange yet wonderful things, I guess it’s time for me to die now
      without any regrets.

      That was a joke of course.

      "No way in hell I’m dying now!!!"

      "……!!!!"

      I grabbed Asagao’s hand and forcefully pulled her towards
      myself.

      "Wh, What do you think you’re doing, Monjiro-san?!"

      "I think I finally understand… no, come to think of it, I
      probably knew it from the start, and was almost fooled… *COUGH
      COUGH*!!!"

      The inside of my throat was filled with too much blood, so I had
      no choice but to cough it all out. Ah, of course I’m coughing out
      blood again, it’s like it’s a permanent thing with me lately.

      Not to mention that Shiki will scold me for smelling like blood
      again, but oh well. I am heartless, glassless and there are almost
      no emotions left in my chest except for that one feeling that
      continues to burn so fiercely that it hurts.

      "What, what are you…?"

      "Asagao, you… you had a heart, sine long ago…"

      "Eh…?"

      Yugao-chan exclaimed in a surprised voice, but Asagao only
      smiled gently, like a mother looking down on her child and she
      leaned towards my face.

      "What are you going on about? Ah, I get it! Haha, Monjiro-san,
      you’re a silly, silly boy, you know that? Just because I’ve been
      granted a personality, it does not make me the same human being
      like you, Yugao or Shiki-sama. It is something that changes and
      adapts to the environment and your personal needs, am I wrong? No,
      of course I’m not, and the same holds true even for you. I mean,
      you acted differently when I was around you and when only Yugao was
      with you and don’t you dare deny that. As you can undoubtedly see,
      personality and state of mind are not set in stone, so there is no
      way for us to truly know just what the other person is
      thinking."

      Asagao gave me a lecture. Most of what she said was not a lie by
      any measure, as people’s behavior and personality are often
      changing depending on where we are or who we talk to. That is why
      our impressions of others can be, and often are misleading, not to
      mention that throughout the course of our lives our personalities
      can be subjected to changes multiple times.

      But that is not what a "heart" really is!

      "Monjiro-san, it’s true that you picked my interest, but that
      was only due to the personality of the real Asagao that was
      programmed into me. I don’t have a real heart in my chest. Only the
      one that Yugao made for me for the purpose of comforting her and
      making her happy. So she could feel satisfied. That is my
      personality. That is the "Asagao" that was programmed into me!"

      "So what of it?! If I’m the source of Yugao-can’s tears then
      you’ll kill me?! Do you really think that it will make her feel any
      better?!"

      "I… that’s… it’s all for the sake of reviving the real Asagao,
      so I’m sure that’s what she would have wanted…"

      "The only one who wants something like that to happen is
      you!"

      "……!!!"

      I could feel all of her conflicting emotions directly through
      her nail-blade that was buried deep in my chest.

      "You have your own heart, so you knew. You knew how hard it was.
      You knew how sad it was. You forced yourself to smile for
      Yugao-chan’s sake, but inside, all you did was constantly
      apologizing to her real older sister…"

      "N-No, th, that’s…!"

      "That’s why I hope. That when I’ll be gone, the real her will
      come back. And that Yugao-chan… will be able to greet her with a
      genuine smile… and that she’ll get back the happiness that she’ll
      be able to feel from the bottom of her heart, just like you wished
      for her. So… before I go… make sure to listen carefully to what I’m
      about to say, all right, Yorugao?"

      "Yoru… gao?"

      Without paying attention to the blade that digs itself deeper
      into my chest, I press her against me with all the strength that
      was left in my remaining arm.

      "Ah, Mo… Monjiro… san…"

      "When we wish for something not for ourselves, but for someone
      else’s sake, those are our own feelings. So if you want someone to
      be happy and you wish for it with your whole being… that… that is
      what a "heart" is…"

      *Drip* *Drip*

      Tears. Tears were flowing down from Asagao’s… from the doll’s
      face. Those were the fragments of her own emotions, which she was
      bottling up deep inside of herself.

      "O, Onee… chan…!"

      Yugao cried her eyes out as she desperately tried to suppress
      her sobbing by holding her hands over her mouth.

      Maybe that’s what it really meant, the words of the real Asagao
      who is trapped in the darkness. She knew that, and that’s why she
      wanted me to come back to life to help her. So that I could make
      both of them understand that all they ever need to create a world
      in which all three of them could be happy were their honest,
      unobstructed feelings.

      "It’s all right, Asagao. No need to act tough anymore."

      "Ahaha… you truly are such a naughty boy, Monjiro-san."

      She whispered those words into my ears with a voice that was
      shaky with tears…

      *THRUST!*

      … and in the next moment, my body was sent flying.






      "Gbuehhhh!!!!"

      A powerful punch to the gut made me crush into the floor some
      distance away from the altar, and an intense, sharp pain attacked
      my whole body. After the initial shock had passed I slowly raised
      myself from the ground and looked towards Asagao’s direction.

      She was laughing. Laughing through her tears.

      "Ahaha, oh my poor, gentle Monjiro-san. I regret to inform you
      that the contents of my wish are a tad bit different than what you
      must have imagined, but do not worry, Yugao’s happiness is still
      included in it."

      Then, countless body parts: arms, legs, torsos and heads began
      to converge around her. Even though the eyes of all the heads
      looked like their eyes were gauged out, tears were still flowing
      out of the empty eye sockets.

      "My true wish is not as noble as what you said. It’s something
      much more unfair, cruel even. It has very little with being like
      those typical, beautiful wishes."

      "Onee-chan…"

      The look on her face showed that she was clearly filled with
      determination.

      "Monjiro-san, my next attack will definitely kill you. Just now,
      I chose to pierce your empty chest on purpose, but that was only a
      one-time mercy, but no more. If stopping you from trying to get
      your Gift Core back means that I’ll have to tear you up into tiny
      pieces, then that’s exactly what I’ll do!"

      *BIKI, BIKIBIKIBIKI!!!!!!!!*

      Asagao’s whole body began to make a series of horrifyingly
      disturbing noises.

      "Ah…! Onee-chan, stop! Don’t do it! If you use that power now,
      your body won’t be able to withstand it! Even my [Azrael] won’t be
      able to restore it!"

      "Don’t worry, Yugao. Just leave everything to your big sis."

      And she just smiled softly at her.

      "No matter what, ever since four years ago, I’ve always loved
      you more than anything else."

      *BISHIIIIIIIIIIII!!!!!!!*

      Sparks began to crackle all over the surrounding area. It was as
      if the power she was using right now was distorting the space
      around us. Was that the power of remote-control Shiki was talking
      about earlier? I always thought that it was more like a kind of
      tele or psychokinesis that allowed Asagao to control that many
      puppet parts at will, but now I see that I was wrong to think like
      that.

      It would be more accurate to say that her power allowed her to
      control the space and material matter around her, which means that
      if she’s getting serious now, she won’t be able to control just the
      parts of her spare bodies. If my guess was right, she might be able
      to control this entire space here at will!

      "Onee-chan…"

      Yugao-chan was just standing helplessly in place, not knowing
      what she should do.

      She lost her beloved sister to a fire four years ago. And since
      that time, she was doing everything in her power to get her
      back.

      Creating a temporary sister must have been painful enough for
      her, but now she wa so close to bringing her sister back. But if
      she allows this to continue, the doll she created will end u
      destroying herself, and that is not the ending she wishes for. She
      wouldn’t forgive herself for allowing such an outcome to
      happen.

      "You’re serious about this, Asagao."

      "Of course I am, Monjiro-san. And I think it’s high time for you
      to take this seriously too."

      My seriousness, huh? I still have my secret technique sealed in
      my right shoulder, [Code Calvariae]. If I use it, I’ll probably be
      able to beat even Asagao’s power of special control, but…

      I threw away my glasses which sealed my emotions and I’ve lost
      my heart, the organ that controlled them in the first place. Also,
      Shiinamachi-senpai, my master who could serve as my guiding light,
      was not here.

      Taking all of the above into the account, using my trump card
      here might be too reckless considering the potential loss and
      gain.

      But even knowing that, I…

      "You’ve already made your decision, haven’t you, Monjiro?"

      I heard a voice behind my back.

      For just a split second I thought it was my mother’s voice, but
      I realized that it belonged to Shiki. I don’t know why would I
      mistook her for my mother.

      "Yes. Yes I did."

      I was prepared to go all out without looking back. Then I heard
      Shiki’s voice again, as if she was whispering into my ear.

      "To those who are truly determined, you can only answer with
      your own determination."

      Those words were the exact essence of what my mother had taught
      me! But how can Shiki know them?!

      No, now is not the time for asking about such things!

      "Take care of activating [Code Calvariae] for me, Shiki!"

      With my iron determination I will see this through to the end
      without becoming a killing machine again, so I ask Shiki to unto
      the seal of my bloodline.

      "Activating [Code Calvariae Limited Mode: Criss Cross]!"

      Those were not the words that needed to be used to awaken my
      ultimate technique from its cursed slumber, but my right shoulder
      became hot all the same. It echoed instantly in my head, sending my
      consciousness into a daze.

      Limited Mode? Criss Cross? I’ve never heard of such things
      before; it’s an unknown phenomenon that I’ve never experienced
      before. What will happen to me now that I’ve decided to use it?
      Everything about it seems to be so unclear.

      But there are some things that I can clearly understand about
      it. One of them being…

      "I can see."

      Somehow, my "eyes" were now able to see all the information
      about my surroundings and every being within my line of sight. The
      power that Asagao’s doll uses is actually like a myriad of
      "threads" that extend from her body to the parts that are gathered
      around her, enabling her to manipulate them. If I wanted to defeat
      her, that "thread" is what I should be aiming for.

      Everything seemed crystal clear to me now: where she was going
      to dash, which of the "thread" connected limbs she was going to
      move, exactly how she was going to attack with them… I was able to
      clearly "see" it all.

      "Now that’s more like it, Monjiro-san! Go ahead, show me the
      strength of your determination!"

      So I made a step forward. And another one. And another one. And
      one more after that. And with my every step another limb came
      flying towards me, but I just swung my knife at them and cut the
      thread that connected them to Asagao. They all fell onto the
      ground, showing no signs of further moving.

      "Eh?"






      "Eh? No way…. How?!"

      Asagao was dumbfounded for only a moment before she shook her
      head to collect herself before she send even more arms and legs
      flying my way. I also saw that she deployed a large number of
      eyeballs again. Some of them were rolling on the ground like
      before, and some of them were shot at me as if they were bullets
      shot from a firearm. But now that I saw through that, there was no
      way in hell that it was going to work a second time.

      Keeping myself close to the ground I dashed forward through the
      onslaught of limbs towards Asagao who constantly tried to increase
      the distance between us and I cut off the threads that connected
      the eyeballs to her. Those of them that were in the air fell to the
      ground with a clattering noise and the ones rolling on the ground
      stopped moving altogether.

      She began to pull the severed threads back towards herself, so I
      used this opportunity to get close to her by grabbing one of them
      and allowing myself to be pulled towards her.

      "U-Using such cheap tricks to get close to me, you really are
      hopeless!"

      In a feat of panic, Asagao slashed the space between me and her
      with her threads, opening a small special rift that sucked in all
      the limbs that were in front of it.

      What I was going to now was beyond reckless, but I allowed my
      body to be sucked into it as well.

      "What?! Are you out of your mind, Monjiro-san?!"

      Inside the rift, I saw exactly what I was hoping to see: the
      thread continues to stretch from one portal to another, which was
      presumably next or close to Asagao herself. So if I get close
      enough and then sever the thread…!

      "Uehhh?!"

      As expected, I got out at the rift’s other side and landed in
      front of Asagao. Shortly after, the rift closed itself with a
      slight screeching sound. Having my target within my hand’s reach
      and not giving her a chance to react, I opened my eyes and gazed
      upon her to see a surprising revelation.

      Among all the threads that were connected to her body, one of
      them was different from the others. It was a "Red Thread" connected
      to her chest, but it was not connected to any of the limbs she was
      fighting me with.

      It was connected to Yugao’s chest.

      If I had to take a wild guess, then it’d be that that was the
      link between Yugao’s [Angelic Gift Azrael] and Asagao’s doll, its
      creation. In other words, her source of power. If I sever that
      thread, then this Asagao will probably…

      I pounced forward and swung my knife with the intention of
      cutting this "Red Thread"…

      "N, NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!"

      Yugao-chan spread her black wings and flew between Asagao’s body
      and my knife with incredible speed. But my attack was already set
      into motion. She won’t make it in time to stop me from striking
      Asagao in the chest to cut the thread that connected the two of
      them. Damn it, my body, stop! STOP! I SAID STOP
      IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIT!!!!!!!!!!!

      "UuuuuuoooooooOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!"

      My throat explodes not with a scream, but rather with a beastly
      howl and a metallic taste of blood when I desperately try to use
      every ounce of my willpower to stop the knife’s tip from reaching
      its destination. My whole body felt like it was being torn apart
      muscle after muscle, and my vision grew dark for a brief
      instance.

      "Haa… haa… haa…"

      But thanks to that I was able to stop my knife just as I was
      about to sunk it into Asagao’s chest to the very base of the hilt.
      Having succeeded in going against my assassin’s instincts, I allow
      Yugao-chan to fly past me so she could jump straight into her
      sister’s arms.

      "Guh, haaa… haaa… haaa…"

      My head hurts like it’s about to burst open, knife is so heavy
      in my weary hand and I’m bleeding all over, but… but it looks like
      I did it. I actually did it. I managed to save both Yugao-chan and
      Asagao without hurting either of them! I managed to stop myself
      with my own will even though [Code Calvariae] was still active!

      "Onee-chan…. Onee-chan…!"

      Yugao-chan holds Asagao’s body as she cries. To comfort her,
      Asagao hugged her and gently stroked her younger sister’s back.
      Could it be that this is the end? Is it finally over now?

      If that is indeed the case, then there’s no need for me to hold
      that knife anymore. I didn’t want to use it at all, but I couldn’t
      have made it this far without it. Only now have I realized that for
      me, this knife was the symbol of my fight, as well as my victory
      against my former self.

      When I was lost in such thoughts, someone took the knife out of
      my hand. When I looked at that someone, it turned out to be Shiki.
      She hid it in one of her pockets and gently hugged my head into her
      chest, filling my nose with a nostalgic smell that I felt like I’ve
      smelled somewhere before.

      "Good job conquering [Code Calvariae], Monjiro. You did
      great."

      Yes, I today, I managed to triumph over the curse in my right
      shoulder. Even if it was just a Limited Mode, not a genuine thing.
      I truly felt like I’ve made a huge step in overcoming the stigma
      the legacy of my bloodline left imprinted in me today.

      The feeling of Shiki’s chest on my cheek is incredibly soft. I
      want to enjoy it as long as there is still strength left in my
      body.

      "I know that you probably feel great now, Monjiro, but I’m
      afraid that I must disappoint you. The softness you’re feeling
      right now is regrettably not the one of my own chest, but rather of
      this little thingy right here, see?"

      Thinking on how to retort to Shiki’s prank I looked at the
      object she was talking about with my weakening sight… and when I
      saw the thing in question… let’s say that if I wasn’t on the verge
      of losing my consciousness, I would’ve probably jumped up in the
      air and scream like a little girl.

      In Shiki’s hand was a grotesque, pulsating blob the size of a
      clenched fist. Yes, you guessed it. It was my heart.

      "Where did you…"

      "It was left there on the altar, so I took the liberty of
      appropriating it. It’s honestly fascinating, if not just a little
      bit creepy."
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      So much has happened that I almost forgot about my missing heart
      but looking at it now I realized just how lonely I’ve felt without
      it.

      "I think it’s high time to return this bad boy to where he
      belongs, so if you’ll excuse me…"

      Now that neither Yugao-chan or Asagao were interested in
      fighting me, I think we can consider this case as closed. Still, a
      chance to have a close look at your own organs does not come often,
      so I stare at my heart for as long as I can. Then, for some reason,
      it began to emit a faint reddish light, it lifted itself from
      Shiki’s hand as if it was levitating and slid right into my still
      opened chest.

      *BA-THUMP!*

      The moment it went back into my body, I could literally feel my
      blood coursing through my veins again. I could also feel that my
      head was still resting on Shiki’s small but comfortable chest, and
      the fact that I was doing something so bold so openly without
      feeling the slightest bit of shame made me feel so overwhelmingly
      nervous that I instinctively freed myself from Shiki’s embrace.

      "I, I-I I’M SORRY!!!"

      "You don’t have to be, there was nothing you could do about it.
      At least we know that your emotions have returned. Or at least your
      lust did."

      It was true that there was nothing I could do about it, I’m glad
      we’re on the same page here. With Shiki’s help I got to the spot
      where I have left my glasses, cleaned them of the blood they were
      smeared with, put them back on my nose and confirmed my current
      condition. I can gladly report that I have them fully under my
      control again, but I don’t think it can help me in my current
      situation. Shiki’s chest! I’ve groped it with my hands before and
      just now I had my face buried in it! Even if she was fine with it,
      wasn’t that going way overboard in terms of skinship?! It
      definitely is! I feel like we have plowed through the first and the
      second base with a force of a battering ram and jumped straight to
      the third and that is not something that friends should be doing
      with each other!!!!

      What should I do? What should I do?! What should I do?! How can
      I take responsibility?!

      With the return of my heart, my personality returned to normal
      as well. And remembering all that has happened throughout the last
      hours, a crap-load of alarm bells started ringing in my head.

      "Monjiro, as fun as watching you freak out over nothing is,
      let’s put the matter of your unexpectedly pure heart aside for now,
      all right?"

      I don’t know if molesting can be considered nothing, but fine,
      have it your way I guess!

      "We went through quite an ordeal today, there can be no doubt
      about it. But thanks to that, I think our original purpose of
      coming here has been fulfilled. We have persevered through another
      one of Kaguya’s "Dangerous Days"."

      "You think so?"

      It would be great if that was the case; it would mean one less
      thing to worry about.

      "Yes, I do think so. "You, the one who is walking beyond the
      beaten path, and who has obtained a genuine heart: The time has
      come for you to return from the midst of darkness…" I think
      this line might be referring to those two."

      Certainly, the path that Yugao-chan walked on for the last four
      years was far from the normal, beaten one. And as for Asagao’s
      doll, it really can be said that even if she’s not a real human,
      her heart is truly a genuine one. In a sense, I guess it can be
      said that both of them were freed from their own "darkness" and
      returned to the light. So yeah, it looks like all of the conditions
      mentioned in Shiinamachi-senpai’s story have been met. It’s as if
      it was all destined to happen, and we were simply playing the roles
      that were assigned to us.

      "So you think it’s safe to say that we’re done here?"

      "Most probably, yes."

      Well, we won’t know for sure until we go back to senpai’s side,
      so I think we’d best be on our way.

      "Yugao-chan, Asagao."

      When I finally spoke to the two of them they both stopped crying
      and looked back at me, their eyes were swollen from crying, but now
      that it was all over they both looked like a huge weight has been
      lifted from their small shoulders. It was a truly refreshing
      sight.

      "Let’s go back home, okay? All of us. If we hurry up, you think
      we’ll still be able to make it for breakfast?"

      Hearing me say something so ordinarily plain, the twins just
      blinked their eyes for a few times.

      "Sure, we can do that, if you’re fine with just rice balls that
      is."

      "I’ll even help you make them if you want! I have lots of hands,
      after all!"

      Looking at the bizarre sight of a doll who waves the massive
      amount of her hands around as if she was forming rice balls, I
      couldn’t help it but to laugh.

      Seeing me like that, the two of them smiled and also began to
      laugh.

      "Fufu…"

      And finally, Shiki laughed quietly as well as a relieved smile
      bloomed on her face.



    



    

    
      


Interlude 4: Between the Night and the Morning


      Before I even realized it, I was once again in the dark endless
      space of the dream world.

      After the battle reached its happy conclusion we’ve returned
      back to the mansion’s courtyard where the twins lifted the barrier
      and we wanted to go back to Shiinamachi-senpai’s room to check on
      her, that much I remember clearly, but since I am here again that
      must mean that I have fallen unconscious somewhere along the
      road.

      "I must’ve blacked out due to exhaustion caused by overburdening
      my body so much."

      "So it would seem."

      As expected, Asagao was here as well.

      "You were running around and doing all of that over-the-top
      stuff without a beating heart in your chest after all. Isn’t it
      that normally people die without their hearts?"

      "Probably, but I’m not that normal to begin with, so maybe
      that’s why it’s different for me?"

      That was the only possible explanation of this abnormal
      situation that came to my mind. Maybe my body was enduring all the
      tension of today’s events and when it regained its heart it snapped
      under its weight like a broken thread?

      "Well, not that it matters now. What truly matters now,
      Monjiro-san, is that you have my thanks. Good job on succesfully
      solving the case of your own murder."

      The Asagao in front of me was that white dress wearing slightly
      older one I’ve met earlier, meaning it was the real Asagao. Why did
      she chose to meet with me at such a strange time? Maybe she has
      something she wants to tell me?

      "Fufufu~~"

      Asagao giggled happily, prompting me to laugh as well.

      "You know, so much happened so fast that I haven’t even got the
      time to think about it properly, but I feel so tired."

      "Want me to give you a lap pillow then? I heard guys like that
      sort of thing. And we’re the only ones here, so no need to worry
      about some girls getting jealous."

      "Thank you for the offer, but I will kindly decline. Knowing
      you, you would have probably used that to blackmail me."

      "Eh, here you go being rude again, Monjiro-san. How old do you
      think I am? Of course I wouldn’t do something so childish. Although
      you did beat me, so maybe I’d at least tease you a bit with it as a
      punishment. Teehee~~"

      "See? I told you so."

      This feeling of slight annoyance at such a lighthearted exchange
      was truly the greatest. I’m so glad that I got my heart and
      emotions back.

      However, that time when I lost it made me realize, even if just
      a little bit, how sad and lonely this girl must have been. Stuck in
      such a place all alone with no one to talk to for all this time…
      but now I was here with her, and seeing her genuinely laugh warmed
      my newly reclaimed heart.

      "Come on now, don’t be such a stick in the mud! My lap pillow will
      send you to straight to heaven, I promise!"

      "Well, if you’re being so persistent about it, then maybe I’ll
      take you up on your kind offer before you change your mind."

      "Great! It’s a shame that we have only this boring darkness for
      a background, but I guess we’ll just have to make do. Now then,
      make yourself at home!"

      Asagao sat on the ground in a seiza position and patted her
      knees with her hand, prompting me to lay my weary head on them, and
      I did just that.

      "Fufu, this is nice in its own way, isn’t it?"

      She’s right, I’ll give her that. Laying with my head on her
      kness like that, I was soon enveloped by a sensation of blissful
      comfort and safety.

      "You know Monjiro-san, I Was expecting you to be more excited,
      or nervous, or fidgety about it. Could it be that you’re so used to
      having girls do that for you that you don’t get aroused by it
      anymore, you perv?"

      At least she didn’t call me a man whore. Nice.

      "I guess. I mean, Shiinamachi-senpai is always doing this for me
      when she revives me."

      Being called a perv still stung me a little, but essentially
      what she said wasn’t entirely wrong, so I couldn’t retort to it in
      any way.

      And don’t get me wrong, but… let’s just say that there is one…
      all right, two big differences between Asagao and
      Shiinamachi-senpai.

      The way I am laying now, I could clearly see Asagao’s face
      looking down on me when I raised my eyes. Whereas with senpai, her
      beautiful face was obstructed from view by something even more
      amazing and beautiful: her two big, firm mountains and a valley
      between them. Truly a paradise for the eyes!

      "Aha! You’ve thought about something really perverted just now,
      right?"

      "No, no I did not… uhm, I mean yeah, but…. Yeah, I did."

      Since apparently my thoughts are leaking out of my mind and she
      can hear them then there’s no use in hiding anything. Being
      brutally honest is the only way to go.

      "Oh really? Goodness gracious, can guys only thing about
      perverted stuff?"

      "Not always, but I do think it occupies a large portion of out
      time. But it’s not really our fault. Guys are simple creatures: we
      see something that arouses us, we get excited."

      "I see, it makes surprisingly much sense. Tell me then: out of
      the three of us: myself, my doll and Yugao, which one would be the
      best source material for your naughty fantasies?"

      That is a… curious question, to say the least and certainly the
      one that I didn’t pay much heed before. I wonder is she has any
      fantasies of that kind herself… no! that is a territory that I most
      definitely shouldn’t be stepping onto if I know what’s good for me,
      but anyway! Even after she bared herself before me and wanted me to
      partake of her, I think I’d still have trouble perceiving her as a
      person of sexual interest.

      "Fufufu, personally I still think that you and Yugao should hit
      it off. The two of you would make such a nice couple."

      "But that way I’d only hurt her."

      "And I told you that it’d be fine. If you love someone, if you
      truly, truly love someone, hurting them is inevitable. That is an
      unavoidable part of that bitter-sweet experience called "youth".
      Granted, we may be not as "normal" as everyone else, but it doesn’t
      change the fact that we also want to experience "living" as much as
      possible."

      It was a really good argument that could also be applied to
      other human relations, including friendships. Be it with
      Shiinamachi-senpai, Shiki, Fujisato, Kuhoh or even Yugao-chan and
      Asagao, thanks to the fact that the beginnings of my friendships
      with all of them were always rather intense I can now say that it
      is strong and rooted in mutual respect and understanding. That is
      also why I don’t think I’d be able to force myself on any of them
      unless they themselves expressed a desire for me to do it.

      "You know what they say about intense first meetings, right?
      That they bring with themselves intense and passionate nights
      together."

      "You having the same face as Yugao-chan does not make this
      conversation any less awkward for me I’ll have you know."

      "Want to practice with me so you won’t have to worry about being
      awkward during the real thing?"

      Asagao then brought her face really close to mine. Her lips are
      almost touching my lips and I can feel her hot breath on my
      face.

      "H-Hey, stop that, Asagao!"

      If me or her move around too much then our lips will definitely
      touch. This position we’re currently in, isn’t it a little bit too
      intimate?

      "See, Monjiro-san? I might look like I’m clueless, but I really
      do know my way around those things."

      And she blew another one of her hot breaths right into my
      ear!

      "Ah, aaaahhhh!"

      "I like you, Monjiro-san."

      When I heard that sudden confession, all of my thinking
      processes stopped for a split second.

      "You know how they say that the twins are always connected? That
      they can share their pain, anxiety and that they can even fall for
      the same person? That’s why when Yugao fell in love with you at
      first sight, I too fell for you just like that."

      "That’s, no, but…"

      "Or maybe it was the other way around? Maybe it was I who fell
      in love with you when I first saw you from here and the influence
      of my feelings reached Yugao in the real world, making her also
      fall in love with you?"

      She pulled her face away from me just a little and laughed, but
      was still so close to me that she could’ve kissed me if she wanted
      and that made me feel a little uneasy.

      "Hmm, you want to kiss? Sure, I don’t mind. *Kiss*"

      And without even a second for my heart to prepare she kissed me… on
      the tip of my nose. Is it normal that I feel a bit dissapointed but
      my heart is pounding so fast like it was about to burst out of my
      chest again? Is such behaviour normal or am I just overthinking
      it?!

      "Ahahahaha, I can’t, Monjiro-san, I just can’t! Your reactions
      are too adorable!"

      So she played me like a damn fiddle, this girl! Something was
      telling me that I should feel triggered by such a prank, but
      honestly, I was okay with it, especially if she’s having fun
      because of it.

      Her next question came after a short period of silence when she
      was stroking my head. Having anyone else besides senpai do this to
      me felt kind of strange, but in a good way.

      "Say Monjiro-san, do you love Shiinamachi-san?"






      "Eh? What do you…?"

      "What do I mean by that? Hmm, let’s see… it’s clear that you
      “love” her from a sexual point of view, because let’s face it, who
      wouldn’t when boys are all sex-obsessed fiends. What I meant to say
      is…"

      I do know that she is somewhat biased towards men since it was
      something that senpai herself told me and Shiki confirmed it, but
      for some reason I was able to get along with her just fine despite
      being male myself. My lack of the normal person’s common sense must
      also be a factor here, because even when I’m surrounded with so
      many outstanding girls on a daily basis, I have never been the one
      to proactively make any kind of sexual advances towards any of
      them, minus that one time when senpai invited me to pay her a visit
      in her room on a dangerous day, but I think we all remember how
      that one played out. Anyway, I apologize to any harem-seeking
      individuals who must be facepalming right now, but that’s just how
      it is with me and the girls.

      "… would you be able to do everything for her, no matter what it
      was? That is the kind of “love” that I meant."

      "Everything, huh?"

      If it was for the sake of making senpai happy and protecting her
      smile then of course I would do anything. However…

      "For example, what is that person was a really bad person, the
      one who committed many evil deeds that absolutely cannot be
      forgiven. Would you still be able to stay by their side, even if
      you knew that what they were doing was wrong?"

      I… I honestly don’t know. If senpai started doing evil things, I
      probably wouldn’t have been able to forgive her. I don’t even want
      to imagine it. That is why I would probably…

      "If it came to that then I think I would have at least tried to
      stop her."

      "Oh really?"

      "I feel like it would be a natural thing to do since I have no
      predispositions to be a villain, and senpai and all my friends know
      that."

      "Ahahaha, I know, right? There’s no way you’d ever be the
      villain. You have too good of a heart for it."

      She stroke my head again while laughing. It might sounded like
      an insult, but actually, I think that "A Kind-hearted Killer" is a
      wonderful concept and something that I’d definitely want to become
      in the future.

      "Now then, what about Shiki-sama?"

      "What about her? What is she did something bad?"

      "Yup-yup. Would you help her?"

      "One hundred percent stop her. And also give her an earful after
      that."

      "Wow, that was easy."

      "Well of course it was. She might be acting like a mad scientist
      who doesn’t give a damn about anything else, but I know that deep
      down she loves senpai and her friends, and most importantly, her
      family."

      I finally understood that thanks to all that’s happened here
      today. She showed me the warmth of her heart and shared it with me,
      so there ever comes a time when she’ll start heading down a dark
      path, I’ll do everything in my power to stop her before it’s too
      late. And if she won’t listen to my words, I’ll just have to give
      her a good smack to that thick skull of hers.

      "Fufu, I see, that sounds just like her, hehehe…"

      Asagao grinned when she heard my line of reasoning.

      "What? Is there something wrong with it?"

      "No, nothing. Nothing at all~~"

      But that smug look on her face only got smugger still. She
      really seems to be having fun with this whole conversation.

      "All right, it’s decided. I won’t try to kiss you anymore,
      Monjiro-san."

      "Really? Because forgive me for saying this but I don’t believe
      you."

      "Aww, don’t be like that! Don’t you know that love is a fickle,
      often disastrous thing? Even if you like someone now, there’s no
      telling whether or not you will realize that it was actually a
      mistake after a few years."

      "Well, it might be just like you’re saying."

      I couldn’t help it but to smile at such a smart thing coming out
      of the mouth of someone so young. After all, four years ago Asagao
      was probably still just a late elementary school student. Adding to
      it the fact that she was probably kept away from males due to the
      Yahata blood’s special characteristics, it was pretty obvious that
      her theory about love was a completely made-up thing.

      "Ah, you laughed right now, didn’t you?! All right, joke’s over!
      Last question now!"

      "Sure, sure. What is it this time?"

      "Isn’t it obvious?! Me! Do you like me?!"

      How should I answer that? With my right hand I grabbed her right
      hand. It was filled with soft and gentle warmth. I truly regretted
      that after I wake up from this dream I won’t be able to feel that
      warmth anymore.

      "I like you, Asagao. Which is why I really don’t like the fact that
      I’ll have to leave this place soon, because who knows when we’ll be
      able to see each other again."

      "Fufu, couldn’t have told that better myself. I don’t like this
      too, Monjiro-san. Not one bit."

      That’s right. After this is over, we won’t be able to see each
      other again. Because I have reclaimed my heart. Without it, she
      lost her only chance at truly coming back to life.

      "That’s why I wanted to kiss you so badly, you know?"

      "For your information, I won’t stop you if that’s what you
      really want to do."

      "Ah, so now you’re getting all passive?! That super lame!"

      I don’t want to say goodbye to you. The two of us were never
      supposed to meet in the first place, but we were able to do so
      here, in this dreamworld between life and death. It was truly a
      miracle, so at the very least I want our last meeting to end with
      your smile.

      "I feel so too. That’s why I want to leave behind me something
      that would serve as proof that I truly lived. L-Like a child or
      something."

      "N-Now wait just a minute here!"

      "Ahaha, that was only an example you dummy! I know full well
      that in my current state something like that is impossible for me.
      It’s just that I would like to try that one day."

      "Even so, I don’t think it’s very lady-like for girls to be
      saying that so openly."

      "Really? I thought it’s perfectly normal because girls talk
      about it with each other all the time."

      I didn’t need to hear that last part, but now that I did, it got
      me curious. Has Yugao-chan also been thinking about those things?
      But she’s so shy around men so I think that’s highly unlikely. I
      could be wrong about it of course, and I honestly want to be, but
      who knows? Maybe I’ll ask Fujisato about it later. She looks like
      someone who’s knowledgeable about such subjects after all.

      "Ahhh, this talk is getting really embarrassing, so let’s drop
      it. How about thinking about a name for that girl?"

      "That girl… you mean your doll?"

      "Yes. Isn’t she a cutie? As long as she’s made of my ashes
      she’ll look exactly like me, minus the modifications that Yugao
      chooses to apply to her. And wouldn’t you know, she even has a
      genuine heart now, so I think she’s my substitute no longer. It’s
      time for her to become her own being, her own person."

      "If that’s the case, then I think we don’t need a brainstorming
      session here, because I came with something a while ago. Want to
      hear it?"

      "Really now? All right, let’s see what you’ve got."

      I wonder if she’s going to like what I’m about to propose since
      the process of getting to it was somewhat convoluted. Ah well, here
      goes nothing.

      "Since she’ll be like your second sister, which will make you
      not twins, but triplets, and your names mean "morning" and
      "evening" respectively, I thought "Yorugao" might be appropriate.
      What do you think? (TL NOTE: Yoru means night in Japanese.
      Also, the names of the three sisters are the names of flowers:
      morning glory, evening glory and moonflower)"

      "If she herself accepts it then I won’t have any objections for
      it. I think it’s a really good name. It perfectly catches the
      differences between us."

      Asagao looked thoroughly satisfied with my idea. She grabbed my
      hand more tightly and showed me a satisfied smile that was somewhat
      tinged with sadness. No, don’t make such a d=face now. Send me off
      with your usual warmth and cheerfulness. If you won’t shine to the
      very end, I won’t be able to say goodbye to you.

      "Fufu~~"
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      Noticing how I felt, Asagao brought her face closer to mine…

      *Kiss*

      …and kissed me on the forehead. Her lips were hot and incredibly
      soft.

      "Hey, Monjiro-san?"

      I can feel that it’s almost time for us to say goodbye, so I
      take my time just to stare her in the eyes.

      "I am glad that I got to meet you. I’m glad that I fell for you.
      I will never forget you, so could you please do the same for me?
      And also… no, you already did so much for me that I couldn’t
      possibly…"

      "No, it’s fine, you can tell me. What is it that you want me to
      do? I promise that I’ll try my best to fulfill that request."

      And with tears in her eyes, she tells me her last request.

      "One day, can you come back here and save me, please?"

      Hearing that simple yet powerful wish, all I could do was to bow
      my head affirmatively without saying a word. Because right now, in
      this moment as everything around me began to turn pure white,
      Asagao looked like the most beautiful blooming flower in the
      world.



    



    

    
      


Epilogue


      • August 22nd, weather forecast: Sunny

      • Hachihoukan villa, early morning

      When I woke up in the morning I could feel the blazing heat
      piercing through the curtains. That’s the summer sun for you.
      Taking my glasses from the nightstand next to the bed and putting
      them on my nose I glance at the clock and notice that it is still
      as early as five AM. As it was unusual for me to wake up this
      early, my head still felt kind of groggy.

      After my murder case was resolved I must have lost consciousness
      due to all of the wounds I’ve sustained combined with extreme
      exhaustion, so I don’t even know exactly how much time has passed
      since then. I decided to get out of the bed, since now that I’ve
      woken up there’s no sense in just lying around in it pointlessly.
      Might as well use that time for a little walk around the villa’s
      vicinity.

      "Wawawa, g-good mor.. ning."

      Yugao-chan was standing in the middle of the living room.

      "Oh, good morning, Yugao-chan."

      "Ah, yes, uhm, well…"

      Turning bright red and acting all flustered, she was acting the
      same as when we first came to this villa. At that time her sister’s
      doll was by her side at all possible times, but now she was by
      herself.

      "Uhm, I… I just couldn’t sleep at all, so I decided to get up
      and prepare breakfast, even though it might still be a little
      early. A-As promised, I’ll be making rice balls, so… well…"

      Her words become more and more disjointed as she avoids looking
      me in the eyes and just twiddles her thumbs. Now that she mentioned
      it, I remember that we indeed made such a promise. Knowing that a
      cute made will make a Japanese-styled breakfast for us made me
      really happy. The fact that said maid was also a cute, clumsy girl
      was also doing it for me in various ways.

      "Sorry to ask this of you, Yugao-chan, but do you know exactly
      how long have I slept?"

      "Umm, for about an entire day, I think. You collapsed
      immediately after the fight and haven’t woken up since, so we were
      all beginning to get worried about you."

      No surprises there. Without my heart, I was basically a walking
      corpse, so the strain on my body must’ve been unimaginably severe.
      I’m sure it was the same or even worse for Shiinamachi-senpai.

      When I put my hand on my chest, my heartbeat was still a little
      bit faster than usual. And looking at Yugao-chan makes me feel that
      painful yet sweet and sour sensation all over again. Is it because
      her blood still has its effect work on me, or maybe it’s because of
      all the things that Asagao said to me in that dream? After all, she
      is, objectively speaking, quite attractive for her age so I’m sure
      that even without the power of her blood she’d be making the hearts
      of men race with excitement when she’s around them.

      "I knew it. Maybe I shouldn’t come into your room alone,
      Monjiro-san. I am being a bother, right?"

      Yugao asks, probably figuring out what the source of my
      uneasiness was.

      "You don’t have to. My current state might have something to do
      with your power, but I honestly think that that’s not it. Tt’s most
      probable that my mind has some difficulties coping with the fact
      that after all we’ve been through I’ve grown quite interested both
      in you and your sister, Yugao-chan. This feeling is quite new to
      me, so I’d be great if you could limit my exposure to it by having
      your sister with you as much as possible, since I don’t want to
      cause any accidents by not being able to control myself. Can I ask
      this of you?"

      "Not being able to… control yourself? Ah….!"

      Yugao-chan then grabbed both of my hands quite strongly. I
      wonder if asking her to do that was too rude of me?

      "If… if it so happens that you won’t be able to hold back
      anymore… then… then I wouldn’t mind, I-I-I mean I wouldn’t have
      anything against it if you… u-used me to help yourself whenever you
      like, however you like. Just… it would be nice if you informed me
      beforehand so I could prepare myself, all right?"

      …..

      …………………

      ……………………………..

      "What?"

      "Hi, HIYAaaaaAAAaaAaAAAA!!!!!!!!"

      A very strange scream came out of Yugao-chan’s mouth as she
      crouched on the floor and covered her face with both her hands,
      turning so red like I have never seen her before.

      So like, I can use her to do what if I feel like it, exactly?
      Even after fixing my glasses a few times, the meaning of her words
      still eluded me.

      "All right then, since you say it’s all right with you, will you
      be fine with giving me a lap pillow from time to time?"

      "I-I-I-If that’s what you desire then…. Huh? A lap… pillow?
      You’re fine with just that?"

      Just that? Is she trying to say that it was okay for me to take
      it a step further if I wanted? Is that what she means? No,
      nononono, that’s impossible, no way in hell that’s true. Come on
      now, Yugao-chan, don’t leave me here without an answer or I’ll have
      to start assuming and you really don’t want me to start assuming,
      trust me on that!

      Maybe she thinks that she stronger than me? That she can get me
      even without using the power of her blood? Something like that?

      No, as I was saying, it’s impossible for such an innocent, pure
      girl like her to have such thoughts. But I also have a vague
      feeling that I heard her or Asagao saying something like that
      before when we first met. Oh, I see now! She probably meant it in a
      sense that I should keep myself in check not to say or do anything
      rude as it will also create more trouble for her. That must be
      it!

      "Ehh, forget it, I was only joking, Monjiro-san."

      "Say what now?! Joking?!"

      "Yes, joking. So I won’t be helping you with anything. Besides,
      it’d be embarrassing beyond measure, now that I think about
      it."

      She then smiled in a way that was more than a little mischievous,
      causing me to inadvertently stare at her in wonder.

      "Eh, ah, W-What is it? Do I have something on my face?"

      "Ah, no it’s nothing like that. It’s just that for a second I
      thought that you’re not yourself, Yugao-chan."

      No, this atmosphere, this pounding of my heart, this
      breathtaking aroma of delicious fruits. No matter how I looked at
      it, the person standing before me now is definitely Yugao-chan.

      "Ha, haaa…. Uhm, Monjiro-san? Y-Your face is… very close…"

      "Yeah, sorry about that."

      Yes, this reaction is just like the one Yugao-chan should make.
      Unfortunately I have been bamboozled like that before, so I had to
      make absolutely sure that I was dealing with her here, now with
      Asagao’s doll in disguise. I would feel incredibly stupid if I fell
      for the same trick twice, so I wanted to check if there was any
      crucial difference between them that I could use to tell which is
      which.

      "I…. I…. I…."

      Beet-red face, avoiding eye contact, frantically waving her
      hands around… yup, this is definitely Yugao-chan. But wait, I know
      Asagao’s weight, don’t I? So I can confirm her identity by lifting
      her up! Am I a genius or what?!

      "Yugao-chan, can I hold you in my arms to confirm that you’re
      really you?"

      "HIEEEEEEEEEEE!!!!??????"

      But when I tried to do this she just got incredibly stiff.

      "Care to explain what in the hell are you doing this early in
      the morning, Mo-n-ji-ro-sa-n?"

      *SWUSH!!!* *PIERCE!*

      "Uoh!!!!?"

      Something sharp flew right past my face and pierced into the
      wall, making a huge hole in it. Looking at the direction when it
      came from I saw a figure who was still frozen in the throwing
      position.

      "Fueeeee, O-Onee-chan?!"

      And sure enough, the one who threw something at me was Asagao’s
      doll herself. That something, by the way, was her own hand! How
      crazy is that?! And now she just entered the room and snatched
      Yugao-chan away from me with a smile on her face as if nothing had
      happened! Scary!

      "It’s all right, Yugao. Onee-chan is here for you, SO LEAVE THAT
      MAN WHORE TO ME!"

      Then she extended her right arm towards the hand that pierced
      the wall and it attached itself to her just like that! And now
      she’s using that rocket hand to casually pat her sister on the head
      in a comforting manner.

      "You’re hopeless, Monjiro-san!"

      "Yes! Yes I am, now please forgive me!"

      Prepared to receive a scolding I have already assumed a seiza
      position on the floor.

      "Those things should be done during the night, not in the
      morning, you moron!"

      "WHAAAAAAAAAAAT?!!!!!!"

      Yugao-chan was the one who was the most surprised by her
      sister’s words.

      "No, wait a moment, we weren’t doing anything improper right
      now. I wanted to hug her only for the purposes of lifting her to
      confirm that it was really her, that’s all."

      "Who in their right mind does something like that just to
      confirm someone’s identity?! Have you no shame?"

      I honestly had no idea that hugging and lifting someone is now
      considered to be something shameful. Ah well.

      "Anyway, I confirmed what I wanted to confirm. Good morning,
      Asagao."

      "Yes, good morning to you as well. How are you feeling? Hungry?
      Your heart is still beating?"

      "I’m as hungry as a wolf and my heart is beating just fine,
      thank you for your concern."

      I placed my hand on my stomach and chest respectively, to which
      Asagao smiled happily.

      "You know that everyone was waiting for you to wake up? Good for
      you, Mr. Popular. See now Yugao, he has a bunch of first-class
      beauties aiming for him, so if you want to one-up them, your best
      bet are night activities! Not to worry, if you’re scared then I’ll
      be there for you every step of the way."

      "And I told you that’s impossible for me, Onee-chan!"

      "Huh? You wanted to do something like that? So that’s why at
      that time, you…"

      "Well, at that time, it was…"

      Yugao-chan had a tough time finishing a single coherent
      sentence. Ok, let’s tease her a little.

      "Your underwear was very beautiful."

      "Hauuuuuuuuu!"

      The damage she received must’ve been immense because she fell
      onto her knees on the spot. Asagao immediately proceeded to comfort
      her again, but I could see that she struggled holding back her
      laughter.

      "I also want to thank you, Asagao."

      "Huh? Me? What for?"

      "For everything. You really did everything you could for
      Yugao-chan’s sake, right?"

      When I asked her this, she just shook her head.

      "Hmm, I wonder about that. I don’t understand all of it
      myself…"

      And she closed her eyelids for a second.

      "I think I probably knew about it from the very beginning. About
      the real Asagao. But I was also jealous of Yugao. Of how wanted and
      loved she was. And even so, I did all I could for her."

      "Onee-chan…"

      "Honestly, there was even a time when I thought about ending it
      all, but all of that changed after I talked with Monjiro-san."

      She put her fingers on her lips and laughed a little.

      "You can be proud of yourself. You convinced me to try
      harder."

      So she was saying. If I was in her shoes, I think I would’ve
      acted the same way.

      "Oh, while we’re already kind of on the subject, I’ve met the
      real Asagao in my dream while I was sleeping. We had a little talk,
      and she told me that it’s high time for you to become your own
      person, and that you’ll need a new name for that."

      "Yeah, I thought about it as well."

      "Oh, is that so? Well, that makes things that much easier,
      because I’ve came up with a name together wit Asagao. If it’s all
      right with you, want to hear what we came up with?"

      I wonder if she’s going to like it, especially since it was the
      one chosen by me and approved by the original Asagao.

      "No need to. The one you wanted to propose was actually
      "Yorugao" Right?"

      "Ehhh?! How did you know?"

      "Because that’s the exact same one Yugao and I came up with. We
      had some time to talk things out while you were out cold, after
      all."

      "I-Is that so? Well, if you’re fine with it then I guess there’s
      nothing for me to complain about here."

      I guess Asagao and I were worried over nothing. It was so
      heartwarming to see that the two of them reached the same
      conclusion we did that I had to smile.

      "I think a proper introduction is in order then. Nice to meet
      you, Yorugao."

      "Nice to meet you as well, Monjiro-san. Leave it to me to live
      up to my new name as the Lady of the Night!"

      "Eh?! N-No, you can’t do that, O-Onee-chan!"

      While they were having their fun bickering back and forth, I
      looked around the bedroom, but of course no one was present here
      besides us. Even so, I could have sworn that Asagao was looking at
      that scene as well and that she was also smiling seeing her younger
      sisters move on with their lives.

      "Ah, Monjiro-san, well…"

      "Yes?"

      "Onee-chan’s heart… her spirit, I mean. She, she’s still out
      there somewhere?"

      "She is, and she’s doing quite all right. We met a few times,
      actually. Probably because we’re both threading a thin line between
      life and death."

      I guess that’s one of the advantages of being immortal.

      "Really?! Then…!"

      Yugao-chan places both of her hands on her chest and clenches
      them tightly.

      "I will study my power more and won’t be afraid of it anymore. I
      will learn more about both Lords and Knights so that one day… one
      day for sure, I’ll bring my sister back to this world with my own
      strength!"

      A strong gust of wind flips one of the curtains over, making the
      light of the early morning shine on Yugao as she found her new
      determination. From where I was standing, it looked like both her
      sister and the world were giving her their blessing.

      ■ ■ ■ ■ ■






      Even though it was still this early in the morning, everyone was
      already gathered in the living room.

      "I’m so glad to see that you’re all right!"

      Fujisato clung onto my arm as she shouted that. I swear to God,
      she’s always so honest and spontaneous that it is kind of
      terrifying, but then again, that was a part of her personality, and
      a very charming part at that. If anyone else but her did that, I’d
      have suspected them of some ulterior motive, but she was in the
      clear as I knew it was just one of her many eccentric habits.

      "I’m glad that my knife was of use to you, Monjiro-senpai, but
      from now on please try to carry one on your own with you at all
      times. It’s for your own safety after all."

      Kuhoh offered me that sound, level-headed advice. But I could
      see from her relieved gaze that she was also overjoyed to see that
      I was safe and sound.

      And finally.

      "I’m glad that everything went well, Jiro-kun."

      "Yes. I was somehow able to solve this case without any
      casualties."

      Even after being thrown into another Dangerous Day so soon after
      the last one, Shiinamachi-senpai still had her unchanging gentle
      smile on her face. She did look a little pale, but that was
      probably due to sustaining my existence with her own heart and
      blood for so long. If possible, I’d like her to just take it easy
      and rest for a few more days. After all, it’s the middle of the
      summer, and we’ve come here to have fun.

      "Good job, Monjiro. As promised, your reward for a job well done
      will be the right to spend one whole night with me where you’ll be
      able to do whatever you want with me, so make sure to enjoy
      yourself to the fullest."

      "EEEEEEEEEEhhhhh? J-Jiro-kun, you made such a lewd promise with
      Shiki-san?!"

      "NO I DID NOT! Can you please stop bullshitting people,
      Shiki?!"

      Aaaaaand as usual, Shiki continued her sexual harassment crusade
      against me without paying any heed to the place or mood. Also her
      mismatched appearance of summer dress and labcoat suited her
      strangely perfectly. I once asked her if her wearing that had some
      deeper meaning behind it, but she said that it was just one of her
      hobbies.

      Maybe she lied about that, or maybe she was telling the truth.
      After all, Shiki is that kind of girl. But after what has
      transpired here in this villa, I have a feeling that we have grown
      closer with each other, even if just for a little bit.

      "Muu…"

      Seeing me stare at her she tilted her head to the side as if she
      wanted to pierce through me with her golden eye.

      "Understood. Instead of waiting for nightfall, you can have your
      way with me here, in front of all those people."

      And she slowly began to take her labcoat off.

      "WHEN DID I ASK FOR SOMETHING LIKE THAT?!!"

      "Right now, when you were staring at me with those eyes of a
      wild beast?"

      Ladies and Gentleman, apparently my eyes are those of a sexual
      predator! You learn something new every day!

      "Fufufu, give him a break, Shiki-san. Jiro-kun is probably still
      tired."

      "You’re right. Monjiro, you can go ahead and do it with Kaguya
      first to replenish your stamina. Then when the night falls, we’ll
      put rabbits to shame."

      "Eh?!!! No, Shiki-san, I, I didn’t mean it that way!"

      "Oh, if we’re going for maximum kinks then feel free to add me
      to the mix so we could have a foursome!"

      "NO, NO LEWD ACTS BETWEEN MASTER AND SERVANTS! I WON’T ALLOW
      IT!"

      With the eyes that were spinning round and round
      Shiinamachi-senpai tried to calm the situation down.

      "Oh, what a shame. Looks like our time to reverse-rape
      Monjiro-kun has to wait a little bit more, Nagi-chan."

      "Hmm, no helping it then. As much as I want Monjiro-senpai to
      romantically notice me, I won’t risk fulfilling my personal
      ambitions at the cost of going against Shiinamachi-senpai."

      I feel like Shiki’s words might have been a beginning of some
      seriously catastrophical endeavor here. And who knew that my cute
      kouhai Kuhoh might be secretly harboring such desires! I’m so
      surprised that I don’t even know how to respond to that!

      "Ekhem! Jiro-kun, please make your report now, if you
      would."

      Shiinamachi-senpai’s face was still a bit flushed but she
      managed to regain her composure. Now I could finally explain to her
      what exactly was going on in here, so I began my tale without a
      second of delay.

      The tale that began with cruel fate that has befallen the two
      twin maid sisters of this mansion, and a mysterious Lord that
      started it all.

      Later, when I finished my report I was alone in the courtyard.
      When I looked up, all I could see was a clear blue sky spreading
      endlessly above me like a canvas. The typhoon has passed and it
      looked like today is going to be a peaceful, uneventful day. The
      temperature was quite high, and a slight breeze did little in terms
      of providing comfort from the heat.

      "Thank you for all your hard work, Monjiro."

      Shiki came up to me from nowhere and offered me half of her ice
      cream.

      "Ah, thank you."

      I gratefully accepted her offer, but when I put a sea-blue ice
      cream into my mouth I could feel the heat slowly diminishing
      throughout my entire body.

      *MIIINMIIINMIIIN!* *SHUWASHUWASHUWA!*

      The sound of the cicadas resonated from the trees like a noisy
      choir, filling the stagnant hot air with certain liveliness. It was
      really a picture-perfect image of a calm summer day. It somehow
      reminded me of Asagao.
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      "What she did back then was really a clever move, for morning to
      switch itself with the evening."

      "Clever maneuver indeed, same as Yugao creating her sister’s
      doll to fool everyone. I heard you named her Yorugao?"

      "Yes, as it seemed quite appropriate considering the other
      two."

      And she seemed to like it quite a bit. I don’t think any other
      name would have suited her better than this one.

      "Anyway, today’s a real scorcher, don’t you think?"

      Shiki had quite a lot of hair, so I wondered is she was feeling
      the heat as much as myself. Maybe she should stick to the shade to
      avoid getting a heatstroke?

      "Should we get back inside?"

      "We should. After all, I still haven’t thanked you
      properly."

      Shiki said that with a serious tone, looking straight at me. Her
      blue eye was as hypnotizingly beautiful as ever, making her look
      like some ethereal being. I had to be very careful not to let any
      of those thought slip out of my mouth by accident.

      "Monjiro, thank you very much for solving this case and helping
      out both my cousins. I, Yatono Shiki, am truly grateful to you,
      from the bottom of my heart."

      She bowed deeply to me, making a mess of her hair in the
      process.

      "Ah, well, don’t mention it. And besides, I was not alone. We
      solved that problem together. After all, that’s what friends do,
      right? Help each other in the time of need, I mean."

      "Friends…"

      Shiki leaned closer to me as she muttered that word.

      "Monjiro, you are this kind of person who considers even the
      people he barely knows for a day as friends?"

      "Only if the other side reciprocates the feeling I guess.
      Basically, as long as we can talk out our differences and be cool
      with each other, I’d consider such people as my friends. That’s a
      pretty low friend-making standard, I know."

      But if I didn’t do that, I wouldn’t have been able to befriend
      most of my classmates.

      "You’re right. Friends after just a conversation…"

      Shiki placed her hand on her chin and pondered something for a
      while.

      "What am I to you, Monjiro?"

      "What are you to me, Shiki?"

      "Yes, what am I to you? Just a friend? Because if so, then I
      want to be more than just your friend."

      She wants to be something more than just a friend? What would
      that be, exactly? There are no such things as rankings when it
      comes to friendship, so that’s actually quite a riddle for me. More
      than a friend… more than a friend… something like a best friend? A
      companion? No, but there is a category that she fits in
      splendidly.

      "I feel like you are way too unique to be placed inside the
      boundaries of ordinary categories, but what I do know is that
      you’re also a fellow Knight of Shiinamachi-senpai. If you weren’t
      here, I would’ve been all alone. And to me, that is a special and
      unique position that only you have."

      I don’t know what else to say, but those are my honest thoughts.
      What else she could be to me? A lover? No, our relations are
      nothing like that. It’s the same as when my sister asked me if I
      love her.

      "That’s why I hope that you’ll continue to be with by
      Shiinamachi-senpai’s side forever."

      I just hope she doesn’t take this the wrong way and tease me
      about it in front of everyone again.

      "……….."

      Oh? Wait a minute, something is quite strange here. For some
      reason Shiki’s eyes, both her blue and golden one were moist, her
      pale lips were half-opened, and her eyebrows were raised in
      surprise. That was a first time when I saw her acting like that.
      Was it really because of what I said?

      "What’s wrong, Shiki?"

      "Oh, nothing, nothing at all. It’s just…"

      Shiki spoke while staring me straight in the eyes with a serious
      face.

      "I never expected to receive such a bold marriage proposal."

      So she did took my words the wrong way!

      "N-No, it’s not like that….!"

      "I am aware of that."

      I tried to deny it, but luckily it looks like she won’t drag
      that joke any further, which made my chest feel relieved. But
      despite that, her ears were still slightly red and each time I
      tried to look at her she avoided meeting my gaze.

      Now that I think about it, Shiinamachi-senpai approached me,
      made me her Knight and bestowed he immortality upon me because
      Shiki deemed me worthy of becoming her servant. She also told me
      that she gathered intelligence about me when I transferred to my
      current school, which made me wonder: why was she interested in me
      in the first place?

      "Say, Shiki?"

      Maybe I should ask her about that.

      "You want to know more, right? About me and my [Demonic Gift
      Satori]?"

      "Yes, but that’s not all I want to ask about."

      I want to know about the origins of her Gift, but also about her
      past, her interests, why exactly is she dressing in a labcoat, her
      past… everything.

      Suddenly she became unsteady and almost tripped, but I managed
      to catch her just in time. I should take her inside where it’s
      cooler after all. She might have been eating ice cream, but in such
      a heat it’s really not enough to protect oneself from the
      sunlight’s harmful influence, especially since she looked like she
      never was exposed to the sun much, considering how pale her skin
      usually was. I should have realized that sooner.

      "Nihihi, so much for coming to the beach for me I guess."

      "I’ll take you inside, you can lay down there."

      "Thanks."

      Shiki leaned on my shoulder, but I wonder if it won’t be faster
      if I just carried her? Yeah, let’s do that.

      I carefully lifted her of the ground and went inside the house
      holding her close to myself in my arms.

      "Ooooh, so Monjiro officially recognizes me as a princess now?
      I’m so happy I could cry."

      "If you can say that then you’re probably fine, but I think you
      should still lie down just in case, so just bear with me for a
      while longer, all right?"

      "… all right."

      A girl who normally was strong beyond measure was easily
      defeated by something as mundane as the rays of sunlight. Talk
      about unbalanced. But that just made me want to know more about her
      and protect her.

      "Fu…."

      She made a seductive sigh, and from out of nowhere, my nose was
      assaulted by a nostalgic smell.

      At that time, a sudden vision came into my head. A memory of my
      past where I continued to undergo harsh training until the point of
      collapsing without any strength in my limbs. The figure of my
      mother who would always help me get back on my feet when it
      happened.

      And an image of a black-haired woman who was watching over
      us.

      Remembering that made a cold sweat run down my back. Smell is
      one of the things that are said to evoke the memories of the past,
      so does that mean that the aroma I just smelled had something to do
      with it? If so, then what was my mother doing there together with
      the Lord whom I saw in Asagao’s memories?!

      "…..Shiki?"

      "Suu… Suuu… munyaa……"

      Crap, talk about bad timing. First she almost passes out from
      the heat when we were just about to talk about her and her past,
      and now when I had this vision, she’s asleep. Something fishy is
      going on in here and I don’t like it, not one bit. Speaking of
      fishy, for some reason, Shiki knew about the words my mother spoke
      to me. And she even knew about something that I had no idea
      existed, [Code Calvariae Limited Mode].

      Just who is she really? And why does she know so much about
      me?

      "Good grief. For someone who’s so wary of others all the time
      you showed me your sleeping face quite easily."

      Completely defenseless, Shiki was sleeping peacefully in my
      arms. She really trusts me way too much. But if she’s like that,
      then maybe I should be more trusting towards her as well? Yes, no
      matter what she might know about me and no matter what she might be
      hiding, I will place my full trust in her.

      "But there’s no way in hell I’ll tell her that when she wakes up.
      Nope, not in a million years."

      But I will have to ask her about a lot of important things. How
      did she knew my mother’s words? Why was she able to invoke [Code
      Calvariae Limited Mode]? And what was that black-haired Lord doing
      in my memories?

      Suddenly the number of my questions that demanded answers have
      increased dramatically. But for the time being I carried Shiki to
      the sofa in the living room of her quarters. And after a short
      while…

      "…….Mon…jiro?"

      "Hello there sleepyhead. Have you slept well?"

      "I wasn’t sleeping at all. I was just… I was just taking a short
      break, that’s all."

      If that’s how she wants to play it then I’ll just leave it at
      that without any comments.

      When I went to the window to let some cool air inside the room,
      I saw many morning glory flowers swaying gently in the wind. It was
      as if Asagao was telling us to "Give it our best!" from inside the
      darkness.

      "That’s really just like Asagao."

      "You can say that again."

      "That word has a lot of meanings in the language of flowers, but
      when it comes to love, there’s only one that comes to my mind."

      "And that would be?"

      I’m surprised that she knows about the language of flowers. I’d
      never associate such an overly-girly thing with her. Could it be
      that she secretly likes that kind of stuff?

      "That would be "The Eternal Bonds of Love"."

      Seriously? But I’ve gotta say, that definition suits Asagao
      perfectly.

      "I see… this is a good word."

      "…Yes."

      One day, I will save her from the darkness that imprisons her.
      And then she’ll be able to show us her smile that shone like a
      radiant sun once again. I vowed that to myself in my heart.
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